Zoe Martinique was just your average, single femae, past 25, looking for love and/or
exciting job opportunities. Until life handed her the dubious ability
to travel outside of her body at will-which she turned into a career, hiring
hersdf out asaliteral spook. Industrial espionage, domestic surveillance, you
name it-when she's traveling she can see but can't be seen...
Then one night things get out of hand while sheis out-of-body: Zoe witnessesamurder.
What'sworse, thekiller isaso a Traveler-and he most definitely not only sees
her, but triesto pursue her.
To save hersdf, Zoe must somehow guide the very handsome detective assigned to the
caseto the truth without reveding herself. And with the help of her semi-psychic
mom, apair of gay ghosts, and her best friend (a Goth techno witch), she also has
to figure out exactly who-and what-the murderer is, before he finds her and puts
an end to her traveling-permanently.
"Wraithisahighly origind addition to urban fantasy...I thoroughly enjoyed this
story. | look forward to reading more about Zoe Martinique and her world."-Petricia
Briggs
New York Times
bestsdling author
of Blood Bound
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Leaving her body, and finding danger . .
One of the perks of agtrd trave isthe inability to smell, especidly when | glide
into restaurants that haven't thrown out their raw meet in aday or two. Now that's
an odor that sticks to the back of your tongue like ahairy sock.
My nameis Zoe-that's with along e. Not the pronunciation like "toe."
Asdgrange asthismay sound, | astrd travel for aliving, gathering up information
that people pay good money for. | can't give you the mechanics of how
| doit, only that | can. I'm not sure theres any red official namefor what |
amor do. I've sort of labeled mysdlf a Traveler for want of a better name. Telling
anew client
| travel
to locate the information they pay for iseasier than saying, "Oh-1 go out of body
and tootle around in my atogether to snoop on people.”
Ever tried explaining the astral plane to any average Joe? They get that whole MEGO
look-you know-My Eyes Glaze Over.
Wherewas|?Oh. Yeah. Smdll.
The smdl problem wasn't what brought meinto the biggest case of my life-the one
that sent me down aroad of no return.
It was sound-the sound of a gunshot.
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ONE of the perks of adtrd travel istheinability to smell, especidly when | glide

into restaurants that haven't thrown out their raw meet in aday or two.

Now that's an odor that sticks to the back of your tongue like ahairy sock.

My nameis Zoe-that's with along e. Not the pronunciation like "toe." Martinique.
Irish mother, Latin American father. Which means| have darker than usud skinfor
an Irish Cathalic, amass of brownish hair, very light brown eyes, awicked mean
temper, and love of bawdy pub songs.

My mother ingsts

| look like my father, whom I'd dways sort of imagined as resembling Antonio Banderas.
Okay-so Antonio's not Latin, but Spanish. He's il one beautiful man. But you know
how it is, how adaughter dwaysimagines her father as being the most beautiful

man in theworld. A hero. A legend.

But according to my mom, the only legendary thing my dad did was vanish from my
life. Asto the whereabouts of one Adiran Martinique, can't help you. Haven't seen
him since | wasfour. Mom refersto his absence as necessary.

Try explaining the word necessary to ateenager with raging hormones and the want
of adaddy.
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Asdrange asthismay sound, | astrd travel for aliving, gathering up information

that people pay good money for. | can't give you the mechanics of how | do

it, only that | can. I'm not sure therés any red official name for what | am or

do. I've sort of sdlflabeled mysdlf a Traveler for want of abetter name. Telling

anew client |

travel

to locate the information they pay for iseasier than saying "Oh-I go out of body

and tootle around in my altogether to snoop on people.”

Ever tried explaining the astral planeto any average Joe? They get that whole MEGO
look-you know-My Eyes Glaze Over. Wherewas 1? Oh. Y eah.

Smell. Thesmel problem wasn't what brought meinto the biggest case of my life-the
one that sent me down aroad of no return.

It was the sound of a gunshot.

Thefirst step waswalking out of the Fox Thestre on aTuesday night. It was mid-November,
one of my favorite months. I'd been hired to look in (okay, snoop-satisfied?) on
amesting between the owners of some dot-com company in Buckhead, one of the more
upwardly urban aress of Atlanta, Georgia

My client had wanted to know if they were discussing hisdismissa. Like | wasgoing
to find this out while they watched amusica? | mean-who actudly talksinthe middle
of Chicago?

ThisisAtlantafor crying out loud, the third largest Gay-Meccain the States.
Tdking?Not likdy. Singing? Definitely.

These guys hadn't uttered aword in the first haf hour, and | didn't fed like

gitting through the show athird time. Not to mention | didn't redly have aseat

and | fdt abit uncomfortable standing in front of them, waiting, even though no

one could seeme.

So | |eft the gig, confident they weren't going to talk about my client during the
production. They'd mentioned tentative aftershow plansfor acoffee at Cafe Intermezzo
over in Buckhead-so | figured I'd step outside and wait for them to leave and resume
my snoopinessthen.
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It wasearly, and | had timeto kill. I'd only been incorpored for about forty-five
minutes (I have a neato-kazeeto watch afriend gave methat actualy keeps astral



time-1 have no idea how it works, but it does). Thelongest I'd ever remained out

of body, without too much physical lethargy later, wasfour hours. | didn't know

if there was some mydtical timelimit or witching hour for being astra, but there

did appear to be various physica reactionsto being gone longer. The body did not
like having the soul/astral presence/spirit (pick one) away for too long.

It was kinda like having a cat that pushes the plant off of the fireplace mantel

when you don't come home and feed it at the pregppointed time. Or adog that piddies
on the carpet. Seemsthe body resents being left done.

Oh-but don't worry. Nature has away of getting back what's hers. Trust me. Ever
heard of near-death experiences where they mention that silver cord? It'sred.

Of courseit'sagreat tether, but asfor acting like abungee cord?

Nada. | haven't had the need to snap back into my body. You can travel back along
it, but the end result isn't as peaceful asjust stepping back in normally.

But then again, thisredly isnt normd, isit?

Let'ssee, I've had an achy back, giff joints, migraine, loss of vision (that only
happened onetime and it wasn't my fault though Mom's certain | wasfaking it), and
numbness. Those are the nasty things that've happened when I've been out of body
longer than my persond best of four hours.

I'd been gone much longer. Once. Thefirst time out. It'd been atraumatic experience
(onel don't fed liketalking about right now). Mom said it was nine hours.

Nine. My body wouldn't respond to me for nearly six hours after | returned. So for
the world, and the doctors a Crawford Long, | lay dormant, in acoma, for fifteen
hours.

| never wanted to repest that again. What if I'd been away
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longer? Would | have remained like thisforever? A ghost? Spook? Spectrd entity?
Something for some paranormal society to capture on film? Thefeding when out of
body iskind of hard to explain. The closest | can cometo is powerful.

W, not at first. Takes about five minutes before the powerful part kicksin. In

the beginning it'slike finding yoursdf out on atightwire strung acrosstwo buildings
with no net. Actualy-no wire either. Y ou have no ideawhat it isyou're doing. And
al you can think about is becoming apile of goo on the pavement below.

And then you discover when you fal off that wire (and you will fal off) you float
inmidair ingtead of crash. Theresno goo. There's no rea danger (nonethat 1'd
seenftill thet point).

And then you think, thisis great! No one can see me. No one cantell menot to

do something. Theworldis my playground. No rules!

Or s0 you think. Because redlity has a posse that does nothing but bring the old
smack-down on the young and stupid.

That would be me.

And that would bethisnight, of al nights.

| stood outside the Fox Thestre, the humming and pulsing bulbs from the marquee
above me gave the evening a sort of surred fedl. | wasinvisible amidst the crowds
of night people. | thought about jumping into a cab with someone and taking aride.
One of the drawbacks of astrd traveling isyou can't pop here or pop there.
Ghosts, spirits, ethereal bodies-pick aname-don't have teleportation skills. So
finding ameansto get from point A to point B isgill anecessity.

Even ghosts have to take the bus.

And then again, | didn't want to end up in East Suburbiain case my targetsfor

the evening did end up having coffee and | couldn't get back intime.

Atlantahas aunique designin that it's shaped like ahuge wagon whed. Thecity,



with its Skyscrapers and mainstream pulse
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(that whole nexus, center-of-the-universe thing), is the whed's hub. Roads spin

out in al directions, leading to the smaller suburbslike Decatur, Chamblee, Tucker,
Doraville-these are the spokes. Then just beyond them isInterstate 285. The "perimeter”
asit'scaled by most natives and residents. It encirclesthe entire city like the

outer tire.

Gobs of people live outside the perimeter, or OTP. Cheaper houses and moreland
for sdle. Worse traffic though, in my opinion. | live insde the perimeter, or ITP.

| likethecity,

the diversity of people, and the convenience of having a Target and amuseumin less
than aten-minute drive.

I'd been to severa of the large cities, like Boston, Chicago, New Y ork, and Los
Angdes. And if therewas onething | enjoyed most about living in Atlanta, it was
thetrees. All shapes and sizes. |'ve seen crews knock out areas just to plant trees
(and not dways peach trees) or divert sdewalks to preserve along-standing granddaddy
of an oak. We are the greenest city I've ever beenin.

| moved aong the sdewalk with people passing back and forth, bundled intheir

fal coats. Another good thing about being a Traveler is| don't fed temperature.

If anyone could see me, I'd be wearing my usud uniform of along-deeved, black
gpandex cat-suit with my black bunny dippers. They have white nylon whiskersand
soft pink noses-and are starting to ook abit frayed, cometo think of it. | keep

my hair in along braid that usualy truncates at the smdl of my back.

It'sthe costume | put on before | go out of body. | found out by accident that if

| lay down naked, then | appear outside of my body naked aswell, and though technically
no one could see me that way, | redly didn't want to take any chance I'd run into
akid who saw naked dead people.

Know what | mean?

| didn't have any standard utility belt alasuperhero. Couldn't use one. Another

of the drawbacks of being incorpored, other than being sat on, isthat | haven't

been able to manipulate anything physical. | dways figured ghosts who could move
thingsaround
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had something up on me-though maybe it was the upside to really being dead.

If therewas an upside.

| knew afew redly dead people. And they could movethings, abeit not well at
times. But asfor other people that do what | do? Nada.

I'd been doing thisfor Six years and never met another Traveler. Whichiskinda
londly.

After ablock or two of walking, | found mysdlf standing in front of one of the

more impressive buildings down from the Fox. During the daylight the Bank of America
Pazawas made of rustcolored marble and gleamed when the sun shone.

But at night, the polished surface reflected the moon and stars from the November
night sky. | liked looking around ingde of buildingslikethis.

Mogt floors had their cubicle farms. Dozens of feet of blue or gray burlap squares,
each containing asnapshot of an individud'slife. The concept appeded to the artist
in me. Sometimes | would wander through the cubes and look at pictures, mostly of
children. Happy families.

Normd families

Wives and their husbands.

It could get damned depressing too. Especidly for asingle woman in her late twenties



with no prospects for marriage, kids, or normality.

I'd dmost talked mysdlf out of heading inside when something touched the edges

of my awareness. Asa Traveler, I'm abit sengtive to astral-plane happenings. Stirrings.
Much like stlanding in aquiet meadow and fedling abreeze move the hairson my arms.
Sometimesit wasjust ashiver, though not from the norma definition of cold but

from one that reached deep down inside.

This happens sometimesin my physica body aswell. Andif I werein my body at
that moment, I'd say someone had just walked over my grave.

And that was exactly thefeding | was getting from thisbuilding asitloomedin

front of me, painted againgt acomic-book sky.
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Something pretty oogy wasinside. Something, in hindsight, | should have avoided.
Unfortunately I'd worked mysdlf into arut over the past few weeks and found the
prospect of oogy exciting.

Mentd note: oogy isnot

exciting. Okay, so I'm not the brightest lightbulb in the sign. But | wasin some

need for outside stimulation. And since anormal, sexua relationship was out of

reach at the moment, adventure seemed the most natural outlet.

Thefront doors of the building stood seven feet in height. Two urnsthe size of

small horses held mounds of multicolored pansies whose petals moved with the night
breeze. The black mat leading up to the building said Bank of Americain blue, red,
and white |ettering. The whole package seemed pretty imposing. Especidly for some
young gun just out of college and looking for ajob. Might even make them turn tail

and run.

But not me. | could go anywhere.

Slipping through glass wasn't as easy, or pleasant (not that any type of Sieving

was pleasant) as wood. Wood was more porous, not as taxing on the ethereal goo that
comprised my astral body.

Moving through glass was like moving through ice. Aw-ful. Made my nippleshard. And
not in the fun way.

The lobby was niceif not corporate standard. Shiny marble floors, security desk

with adozing, uniformed rent-a-cop in the center chair. And abrief hallway with

two walls of eevators.

And sincel couldn't push the buttons, | opted for the stairs. The oogy drew me

to it much like cute on a puppy. Though on afew occasions| paused on the steps

and wondered if it could sense metheway | sensed it. And | had avery sharp moment
of

get the hell out of here, which | promptly ignored.

Thefeding settled around the fifteenth floor. And after climbing fifteen flights

of steps, | wastired. | do get tired in thisformmainly | think because I'm ill

attached to my physical body. And if | got tired in astral form, then | waslooking

a ared heavy deep when | got back. | was aso going to wake up ravenous.
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Guess I'm lucky to have my dad's metabolism too-and not my mom's. | have a sweet
tooth that stretches across the entire state of Georgia

And thislittle sidebar was going to cost one entire Sara L ee Strawberry Cheesecake.
Thefifteenth floor turned out to be a cubicle farm with window offices around the
edges. There were no lights on. With only shadows to point my way, | moved cautioudy-the
oogy loomed very close, and my stomach twisted into tight knots.

Toward the back of the floor was along, wide hallway that ran from east to west.
There weren't any offices aong the opposite wall. Windows brought the city lights



ingde, illuminating the cubicles. | had abeautiful view of the IBM building, as

wdll as Georgia Power, with its blaring red-and-black logo.

A door framed in yellow capped the end of the hallway. Beside it were two more doors
with little stick figuresjust visible on their frontsin the gloom. Bathrooms maybe?
Voicesfiltered through the light-framed doorway. | leaned forward to listen but
couldn't make out what was said. If I'd had to harbor aguess, I'd say it definitely
wasn't English.

Curiosity pulled me closer to the door, and | prepared mysdlf to sieve through just
asthe gunshot rang out.

| reacted much the sameway in astra form as| would inmy body. | screamed. Which
was bad. Voices carried from the astral to the physical. Or at least mine did. Don't
know why. Even though people couldn't see melikethis, I'd learned they could definitely
hear me.

So whoever just fired that gun knew some chick just screamed on the other side.

| ducked into the closest cubicle and tucked my tail between my legslike any good
fraidy-cat would do.

Let me point out-1'm not really a chicken. But | was born with awicked-mean need
to survive. Invisible or not-the sound of the gunshot means pain, degth, or bad guy.
Oh-and panic.

Soinadrd, hiding isgood.
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| stifled a second horror-movie scream when the door burst open and a dark-haired,
dark-suited man barrded out. The lights from the room behind him illuminated his
staggered steps. He sscumbled to afull stop in front of the cubicle ! hid in.

He spun to face the light as he went down on hisknees. The light revealed handsome,
Asdan features. Blood pooled around his knees, pouring like syrup from agunshot
wound in hischest. | could just make out the ripped shirt beneath the suit jacket

and saw the dark, cloudy auraof what | assumed was death surrounding him. This guy
wasgoing fast.

| moved back into the shadows, willing mysdf to be asinvisble aspossible. |

didn't know if it'd work-but | sure as hell didn't want whoever shot him to shoot

at me. Get agrip, Zoe-they can't see you.

I

told mysdf thisover and over, but somehow | knew I'd redlly stepped init this

time. | spied on surly typesin busness suits—-insurance fraud mostly. And paranoid
bean counters who worried about their jobs-like the guy | was supposed to be working
for tonight.

But bullets? Blood? Murder?

Thiswas Court TV in 3-D. Thiswas Americas Most Wanted in your face. Thiswas
Forensic Files pre forensic-ness.

Thiswas not where | was supposed to be.

The shooter gppeared then-a pretty impressive silhouettein the door. Heworea

long trench coat and what | guessed were military camouflage pants tucked inside
high, leather boots. | could make out black shades obscuring his features and a smooth
scapno hair. In hisright hand wasagun.

Ohhdl.

Big and spooky (I dubbed him Trench-Coat for lack of abetter name) ambled closer
to the knedling, shaking man. The bleeding man looked up. Trench-Coat raised the
gun and aimed it at the man's forehead.

| shivered and kept ahand over my mouth. | should leave! Now! Run right back down
my silver cord to my body and never look back.
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Cursed isthe one that never listensto the voice of Reason. And when you think

about it, if | were Reason in thisday and age, I'd pack and leave town. No one ever
ligensanymore.

"| ..." The dying man coughed. His hands were now out at his sdesin agesture

of surrender. "I do not ... haveit. Pleasetdll your magter ... heis being unreasonable.”
Trench-Coat's shoulders rose once, asif to indicate a tough-shit

shrug as he brought the barrel's end to rest between the man's eyes. "Please!” The
dying man squeezed his eyes shut. He then said

something in Japanese and gave ashort bow. | committed what he said to memory (one
of the cool things about being a Traveler-I can remember everything | see and hear.
But one of the bad thingswas | remembered it with my subconscious mind, and though
it was an exact memory-1 couldn't lwaysrecdl it a will) as| watched with wide

eyes.

| felt like aguilty rubbernecker passing by the scene of afatal accident. Didn't

want to look, but just couldn't helpit. | had to look at the trainwreck.

| should do something! But what? Moan? Make Trench-Coat think the building's haunted?
Right Zoe, like aguy who shoots peopleis going to care about aghost.

Now remember-1'm not a superheroine. I'm not gifted with superpowers, at least not
in the justice League sense of theword. | don't see thiskind of thing every day-shooting
| mean. Blood. Gore. Downright meanness.

Okay-so maybe the meanness. Y ou haven't met my mom yet. So | guess most of me hadn't
caught on that thiswasred lifethis guy was redly bleeding to degth knedling on
thefloor of thisbuilding.

Hewasredly pleading for hislife.

When the second shot came, | wasn't prepared for it. Not physicaly, not mentally.
The man's head snapped back as bits of skull and gray matter sprayed the Berber

rug behind him, aswel asthe wdls of most of
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thecubiclel hidin. Noneof it hit me. Instead, it flew through me and made small

gplat noises on the computer and desk around me.

Beside the gore-decorated monitor asmall, Winnie-the-Pooh frame sat in apool of
viscous blood and bits of bone while achild of perhaps three laughed.

The sound of the bullet entering and exiting the skull wasone I'll never forget.

Sort of like cracking fresh, wet cdlery. | won't forget the sound of hisbody hitting

the floor ether. A squishy, juicy thud.

| bit my tongue to stop myself from screaming. Thelogical, sane part of me ordered
meto leave. Torun. Toflee

But | stood there-paralyzed by afear so familiar-so dark. So helpless.

And as| watched, Trench-Coat pocketed the gun and moved toward the body.

He stood over it.

| looked at hisfeet. That sane part of me, the practical one that wanted meto take

the next elevator down somehow, was glad the bastard would leave atelltale shoe
print in the bloodied carpet. Hal They could catch him from his shoes! See? All those
deepless nights watching Court TV weren't wasted!

That'swhen | noticed he wasn't leaving any shoe prints.

| watched him move to the other side of the body, just across from my huddled position
behind the cubicle opening. | il couldn't see hisface either in thelight from

the open door. It somehow remained shrouded in shadow.

Herased hisright hand and ared light gppeared in the center of hispam. It

pulsed just as awhitish, wispy cloud rose from the body and spiraled upward. It



took on the glassy, transparent appearance of the dead man.

Trench-Coat thrust his red-dotted hand at the spirit (well what else would it be?).
Again | watched asthe Asan man cringed and

tried to move away as his elbow was pulled to a pinpoint and sucked into the red
dot, much like atiny vacuum cleaner.
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Was he taking this man's soul? Oh damn. Trench-Coat was a freaking astral sucking
Hoover!

That time | did makeanoise. | sworelikeasailor.

| wouldn't have been so upset with mysdlf if I'd have screamed, or at least burped.
Made the noise worthwhile.

Though | haveto admit, | think | used one of my more colorful metaphoric templates
at that momen.

Then helooked at me. He looked right at me!
And | could see the windows on the opposite wall through him. " Sonofabitchmotherfucker!™
Now that outburst just had no imagination, but it surerelayed theway | felt.
Helowered his hand, and the ghost of the dead man disappeared. To Heaven or to
Héll, I had noidea. Nor did | redly give agood goddamn at that moment.

Thisguy waslooking a me, and | waslooking through him! The significance of that
moment wasn't lost on me et al.

Part of thelight from thewindowsfinally fdl over hisface, which shouldn't have
happened. Only solid objectsreflect light, which cause shadows.

| don't make a shadow.

When | looked again, thisman did.

Wheat the hell was he? How could he be transparent and still cast shadow?

But | redly didn't have the time to worry about the lavs of physicsright now.
Because Trench-Coat was taking steps toward me.

"Stay away," | said. Not exactly athreat. My own voiceissort of gravelly and

not something | enjoy listening too.

Hedidn't speak. But he kept coming toward me. Mental note: run you idiot!

| Seved through the cubicle to the next one-in fact | kept sieving inand out of

every cubiclewdl until | wasat the stair door.
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And stopped in my tracks.
Trench-Coat was there ahead of me. And | could see hisface now, reflected with
thered light of the exit Sgn overhead.

Bad, nondescript, the face of the ordinary man. Nothing | could remember.

He grinned.

Droal poured from his mouth as he grinned at me; but it never touched thefloor.
Oh, gross.

He reached out toward me as | backed away. | tried like hell to sieve through the
floor at that moment, drop down afew floorsto the lobby, but nothing happened.
Not even my feet disappeared into the carpet. What the hel? If | could sieve through
acubicle, why not afloor? | had no ideawhy | couldn't at that moment.
"| said stay away from me. | saw-what you did.” Y eah, like that's going to stop
him. The thing wasn't even leaving footprints, and | knew he stepped in al that
blood!

| asked the creatures of the astral plane: What the fuck was he? Still he remained
dlent. | turned to the elevator.

Hewasthere,



| turned back to the staircase door. Again he was there.

| took severa steps backward and turned to dip into the cubicles again-and he was
there.
There was only one way out--and it terrified meto try. Not because| hadn't ever
used my slver cord to return to my body before-but because | didn't know if this
mongter could follow
me back to my body!

It would be like showing the stalker where the victim lived. Trench-Coat had both
hands out now, reaching for me.

| had to get back to my body. But returning from adistance took abit of concentration.
Going back isn't asecond-nature event for me. | wish it were. Then | wouldn't have
to think about it to doit.

It's not something my subconscious wants. And so | haveto momentarily fight with

it to return home,
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| had no choice but to stand still as Trench-Coat advanced on me, that red dot pulsing
fagter and fagter like asmdl whirlwind in the pam of hishand. | put up my hands
to ward him off and closed my eyes, squeezing them shut much asthe other guy had
done.
Trench-Coat grabbed my left arm, just below my wrist. Hewas solid al right-and
strong. Histouch burned asif hed held my wrist deep into aflame. | cried out.

But | didn't lose my concentration.
Y et even as | thought of my body back in my condo, still and cold on my bed, something
tugged softly at me.

Beckoned me not to go. It spoke tenderly of peace, an end to pain.

It promised me happiness.
And love. Never to be londly again. Something touched me with soft caressesaong
my cheek, my neck ... | could amost believe someone kissed my bare flesh.
All | had to dowaslet go. Just give mysdlf up to it and know endless passion,

day upon day of eternal orgasmic ecstasy.
And it appeared on the other side of my eydidsasared light, pulsating, spinning,
whirling.

Come... come... come ... give yoursdlf to me ... be one with me.

No! | pushed back and saw my body below mejust as| fell into it, and the shock

of returning was afire blasting through every finger to every toe. | convulsed as

my musclesfought me, and | heard my heart thundering insde of my ears. | gurgled
and choked in the quiet room. It was like being given an dectric charge while being
submerged in ice-cold water.
Asmy back arched upward, | screamed long and loud until my throat was raw and |
was exhausted.

| don't remember how long | lay half-sprawled acrossthe singlesized bed. | remember
findly being able to move my arms enough to push myself up. | had to look around
the condo-1 had to know that thing hadn't followed me.
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| didn't want it to know wherel lived.

And as| moved, | became aware of the pressure on my arm where the Trench-Coat creepy
grabbed me.

The horror of what I'd nearly done-that I'd actually considered |etting go forever

and accepting the red light's promise of passion and sex-fueled me forward. | stood
on shaky legs and ssumbled about my home, absently tucking my burning left arm beneath
my breast.



| turned on every light | could find as| dowly mademy way through the sngle-story
condo. My living room, kitchen, bathroom, spare bathroom and bedroom that housed
my office where I'd returned. Last, | went to my bedroom and-turned on the lights
there.

| smelled blood everywhere, yet there was nonein my homeor on me. It was ethered
blood.

Desgth blood.

Each step on my feet was like walking after they went to deep. Tiny pinsand needles
gtuck into my skinin akahillion different places.

| had to turn the wards on. | had to make sure nothing unbidden could get in.

An associate with a penchant for creeting the magica out of the mechanica (the

one who'd made my neato-watch) had set up a mechanism that created awarding bubble
around my home. | have no idea how it works, and I'm sure Rhonda doesn't either-it's
just agift shehas.

Likemebeing aTraveler. Shesmy Magica MacGyver. If you canimagineit, she
canbuildit.

The throw switch wasin the living room, near the door. The clock abovemy TiVo
read 11:33.

The metal of the handle felt good againgt my pam, and | felt as well asheard the

low hum the warding bubble made as it was activated. I'd never redly used it before.
Never believed init. Why would 1?1'd never seen anything other than myself on the
adrad plane-nothing like I'd witnessed tonight.
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Now | celebrated that | had it. That it worked. According to Rhonda, nothing astral
or etheredl, or uninvited, could get past it. Not even avampire.

Wil ... not avery big vampire.

| wanted to collapse right there on the spot. Mein my black cat-suit and dippers.

| felt beaten-not just physicaly-but spiritually.

And | was scared shitless.

| did what any normal twentysomething did when shejust had aredly bad night.

| cdled Mom.

"Y ou have reached Nonas Botanica and Tea Shop, located in Little Five Points. Our
regular store hoursare ..."

| hung up. Mom had the machine on, and | remembered then it was her bridge night.
Shewasn't home, acid she wouldn't have her cell phone on.

| wanted my mommy.

| dialed Rhonda's number and got her voice mail. What did she do on Tuesdays? Clubbing?
Gaming? Where was she?

Therewasno one dsel knew to cal (not anyone on the physical plane who could
actually pick up aphone). No one ese who knew about my line of work, about what

| did.

Therewasn't aman in my life. Hadn't been for nearly three years. Therewasno
oneliving other than my mother who | kept closetieswith.

So | pulled mysalf up and limped back to my bedroom. | locked the door, leaving

al thelightson, ran mysdf ahot bath. After dumping my clothes on thefloor,

aswell asmy neato-watch, | curled up with my kneesto my chin in the water, wanting
nothing more than to have mysdf alittle pity-party.

That'swhen | saw the mark on my arm. | moved it out in front of me and turned it

to one Sde, then the other. In stark contrast to my dightly olive skin was a perfect

red handprint just beneath the wrist where my watch sat.

God ... and it fdlt like the thing was still holding onto me.
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Putting pressure on it. Squeezing it hard enough to break. | pulled thearmin close
and cradled it with my right hand.

| glanced at thefloor, a my pile of clothes, and saw thewatch. To anyone else

it resembled aclear, pink plastic Power Puff girlswatch. Only the LCD screen was
blank, visble only on the astrd plane.

| leaned over the side and picked it up.

And there, just below the clasp, on the left band, wasamelted areain the shape

of afingertip.

| tossed the watch away, back to the floor.

What if that thing could track me down and kill me? How could | stop it? And what
the hell wasit?

| fet dirty. Tainted. Much as| had that night, nine years ago, when aman forcibly
took my innocence and exchanged it for hell. Thefirst night I left my body, and
looked down upon my rape.
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"ARE you sureit wasn't just abad dream? Y ou know how you get those bad dreamswhen
you edt ice cream before you go to bed.”

I'msureif | polled every femdein just the United States done, 1'd find that

99 percent of them have wanted to strangle their mothers at one point or another.
Probably even more than once.

Which was how | wasfedling at that moment. But if | did that, wherewould | go

to mooch amesl, acup of herbd tea, and the occasiond bit of otherworldly gossip?
Of course Mom's comments didn't hel p the fact I'd found several strands of white
hairsal clumped together over my left temple. | had blinked deep out of my eyes
severa tames and squinted at it. Wasn't a dream-there they were-gtarting at my part.
I'd pulled dl of them out.

That'swhen | caught sight of the mark on my arm againwhen | pulled a the long,
white strands of hair. Very visble and very redl.

It looked more like abig hennatattoo. I'd amost hoped my little adventure the
night before had been a nightmare. Nada.

Thearm hurt in aweird sort of not-really-painful way. Kind of like one of those
bruisesthat remind you it'stherewith alittle pain
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now and then. | was especidly aware of it when | sat at my computer and composed
the report e-mail for last night's client and the dot-com company. | explained briefly
that the two men in question were more into each other than business. | hit send,
and my arm twinged.

Not wanting to draw attention to it till I knew more about what'd happened last
night, | wrapped it in one of those ACE bandages and told everyone I'd fallen.

And, of course, Mom was a bit put out when | wouldn't show her my boo-boo.
My mom, Nona Martinique, owned a good-sized business nestled on Euclid off of Moreland
inasmal -community lovingly dubbed Little Five Points, named after an intersection
where the five main roads of Atlanta once met.

The house wasjust past The Junkman's Daughter (awarehouse of vintage clothing
and jewelry) and the older location of Severianda (formerly an herbal and hedlth
food store). They'd long since moved to a bigger location down the street, and the
building sort of disguised itself at times as a soon-to-be short-lived business.

Kinda like a dot-com company.



Long known as Atlanta's art community and gathering place for the unexplainable),
Nona had chosen the area after years of working at Ddlta. | don't know how she did
it, but she'd managed to raise me and still savefor her dream.

A botanicaand teashop. | never knew she had it in her. Mom's botanica didn't fit

the true definition of the word. Oh, she sold the usud plants, seeds, horticultura
information, but that side of the shop also retailed in seven-day candies aswell

as sachet love potions. The teaside sold preboxed, franchised teas, long with Mom's
own specid blends. Sheimported alot of the dried leaves, then brewed them in the
back.

The whole deal made up the lower floor of aVictorian twostory she found Six years
ago when | took her shopping in the community. | admit we both fell inlove with

it. | wanted to liveinit. Mom saw dollar signs.
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Even through the years of neglect we found unique advantages. The house had sturdy,
concrete steps leading up from the sidewalk, a nice backyard, and awraparound porch
in surprisingly good shape. The only thing that had marred the view was ahonking
condemned signpost on the front door.

A bit of investigation on my part (yes, | snooped) revealed the condemned notice
wasn't an officia one, but something the owner dgpped on therein hopes he could
raze the building and sdll the land to adeveloper.

But the house was declared ahistorical landmark, and that prevented him from doing
anything destructiveto it. Hed been too lazy and pissed off to remove the condemned
dgn.

So held tried selling or leasing it, but al the business ownersinterested broke

their contracts within sx months or aways dropped the offer.

They dl claimed it was haunted.

Which at the time seemed preposterous to me. Even though | wasa Traveer, I'd not
seen any ghosts during my wanderings. | thought they were figments of too many bad
moviesand the Sci Fi Channdl.

Mom made the owner a purchase offer he couldn't refuse and a promise not to renege
ontheded.

She renovated the bathrooms, updated the appliances, painted, refinished the hardwood
floors, and then furnished it with antiques sheld been buying and storing through
theyears.

Needlessto say | wasimpressed with Mom. Mogt of thetime. 1t wasn't long before
we met Tim and Steve, the former owners of the house on Euclid Avenue, and the reason
for the former purchasers problems.

L ongtime companions, the couple had bought the housein the late eighties and been
in the process of retoring it to its origina splendor when tragedy stuck them down
inthe middle of an argument over olive green or chartreuse.

Apparently Steve had been on hisway down the stairs of the
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basement to get the chartreuse when one of the wood steps collapsed, and he pitched
forward.

The impact on the concrete floor below snapped hisneck. Dead.

Timfollowed him not long after, caling downto himinthe dark. During hisfdl,

Steve had lashed out to grab something and taken the single lightbulb cord with him,
yanking it out of its housing in the house frame.

Not so lucky, Tim hit the missing step and fell aswell; only he managed to bresk
hisback. He didn't die as quickly, but languished in the house beside his decomposing
lover for nearly aweek before passing away.



Believe me, as gruesome asthis story sounds, you heer it over ahundred times,

and it just getsto be boring.

They'd been watching what Nona had done to the place and were both pleased. Add
to the fact my mom was an avid humanrights activist aswell as adead ringer for
Debbie Reynolds, and it wasjust love at first Sight dl around.

Mom insisted she'd known. they were there the whole time. She says she can see ghosts.
Apparently | could too, but the two didn't make their presence known to metill after
they discovered | could move out of body.

They became Mom's constant companionsin the house-that is, after she set up afew
ground rules.

No ghostsin the bathrooms, not corporeal or incorporea. No ghostsin the bedroom,
the same.

And no ghostsin the shop during business hours.

She threatened that either they mind her or therewould bean exorcism of the worst
kind.

Because of this, so Mom didn't break her own rules about no ghostsin the shop during
working hours, she pushed the shop hours back on Wednesdays to noon. That way we
could dl gt down on those mornings and have teaand biscuits and homemade butter
and discuss our weeks.
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Wewere at the larger, rectangular Tudor-style oak table. Mom had put out biscuits
with country ham (that means extra sltymmmmmm), six different homemade jams (grape,
apricot, pear, apple, blackberry, and jalapena!), three different teasin an assortment

of tegpots (jasmine, English Breakfast, and Earl Grey-Ick! Stuff tasteslike boiled

hay), and two cakes, carrot and fennel. Those sheld picked up at the local bakery

two blocks away.

After last night, | didn't think | could eat. But once I'd stepped into the shop,

my stomach betrayed me. Remember that ravenousthing | mentioned?

Menta note: mmmmmm ... biscuits.

Rhondajoined uslate. But that had something to do with staying up till 4 A.M.

to work her Magicd MacGyver mojo on some mystical whatnot for some wacko customer
of Mom's. Her flat black hair was cut short into a Betty Page coif. Her black nails
matched the haf-moons hanging beneeth her eyes.

I'm not sure how old Rhondais. Sometimes she seems eighteen, and other times she
fedsforty. | just know she's damned good a her magical mechanics.

And last night, I'd truly appreciated it.

Her greeting this morning included the relinquishing of my astra watch to her.

She mumbled something about having afew upgrades ready and proceeded to work her
mojo on it while downing three cups of black coffee. | hoped she didn't notice the
melted band, or if shedid, shed wait till Mom wasn't aboui.

"There." She handed it back to me. Evidently she hadn't seen the physica damage.
Whew-I think.

| strapped it on my right wrist. "So what doesit do now?"

"l ingtalled agather upgrade, soit'll not only record your time on the astral

per little excursion,” the sde of her mouth twitched. "It'l aso give me an accurate
reading on total hours."

"Y ou think me going astrd has some sort of cumulative effect?’

She shrugged. "Dunno. We gtill haven't exactly figured out what exactly it isyou

do, Zoe." Rhondatore abiscuit in half and
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dipped one end in some honey. "But | added alittledarm to it too-just to let you



know when you're exceeding your daily dlotted astrd time.”

| looked down at the watch. Alarm? Greeest.

So | caught Rhonda up on my night's adventure, of course leaving out the whole he-grabbed-my-arm
part. I'd left that out of my telling it to Mom, Steve, and Tim too.

Her usudly gloomy facade perked up at the mention of something on the astral plane
besides Tini and Steve. "So he wore atrench coat and boots. Kindalikein The Matrix?'
| nodded. | was still burned about Nona'sice cream and nightmares comment. "Y eg,
but he didn't look lik& Keanu. Helooked morelike aredlly scary Vin Diesdl.” And
depending on what movie you watched, that wasn't ahard stretch to imagine.

| votefor Pitch Black mysdlf. Same kinda monochromatic look aswell.

"Did he have that dreamy voice too?' That was Tim. Apparently he had the hotsfor
the Vin-man.

"No." | took up abiscuit, niy third, and dathered rich butter over it. I've dways
considered Mom's cooking a good remedy for having the shit scared out of me. "He
never said aword. Just gave methat evil boogeyman grin.”

Rhonda snapped her fingers. "That'sit!"

Wedl paused as she jumped up from the table and ran into the botanicastore. A
beaded curtain covered the archway that separated the two halves. From adistance
the pattern on the beads resembled a sunny meadow.

Up closg, it looked like an unpleasant Monet.

"Did that poor man get away?' Nonasipped loudly at her tea. | shrugged. "I didn't

pay much attention to what happened to him. Once | noticed Trench-Coat eyeballing
me, | worried about my own bacon.”

"So you don't know whether that man's soul ascended or was trapped by this entity?

| mean you did say it looked like he stopped sucking it up into his hand when you

blew your wad."
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The urgeto strangle returned. Kill, kill!

But it was agood question. Mom was making methink, and | didn't want to. | was
gl put off and till frightened. | didn't want to go home. | didn't want to be

done.

But | didn't want to be grilled ether.

See, Momisan avid reader. No, scratch that. Voracious. Goes through words like
avampire goes through blood.

Okay. Ew. Wheredid | pull that analogy from?

Before| got to her shop she'd seen the front page of the Atlanta Journal and Congtitution,
the AJC. | hadn't.

Mom had the paper open to thefull article, and everyone had taken turnsreading

it. The guy I'd apparently abandoned, in my mother's opinion, was William Tanaka,
vice president of Visitar Incorporated, agaming and video company based in Atlanta
Hewas thirty-two yearsold. '

Thirty-two. Shot dead by some creature the poor man had no concept of Wait... Tanakas
words came back to me at that moment, the ones he said just before Trench-Coat blew
his face out of the back of his head (see?| told you | had no control over therecall).
"Temae mai kihaku temaeyuigoniiya" | felt achill passover my shouldersand

race down over my amsand my spine. And | didn't think it was from the chilly weather
outsde.

"What?' Steve looked up from the newspaper article. "What did you say?"

"I havenoidea." | looked a him. "I think it was something Tanakasaid last night,
before Trench-Coat killed him."

"Temaemai kihaku?'



My mom's housemate frowned. To the natural eye-meaning for anyone that walked in
off the Street-if Steve wished to be visible to the regular, living populace, he

would look normal. I mean asin you'd never know he was aghost.

Unlessyou tried to touch him.

Hewas solidly built, sanding maybe six-foot even, with broad shoulders, thinning

red hair, and pale blue eyes.
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"Don't change the subject, Steve," Tim said, and pointed to the array of color swatch
booksthét littered their Side of the table. "We have to decide on atrim color.”

To me, Tim looked more washed-out in comparison to Steve. He was dark-haired, with
dark eyes and very pale skin. | think he looked that way because he was depressed
al thetime. Ghosts apparently reacted to strong emotions, especidly their own.

And from what | could gather from the coupl€'s cryptic conversations for most of

the morning, they'd been fighting again on whether Mom should paint the housestrim
inwhite or something equaly as boring.

"Look." I'd had enough and shoved the rest of the butterdathered biscuit into my
mouth. "Just paint the trim black and be different,” | said through the mouthful.

| thought Tim was gonna have a coronary he blanched so white. Steve was|ooking
wide-eyed and horrified.

"Black?' Steve hissed. "Black? A Victorian house of thisgrandeur would never have
had black trim. ThisisaPainted Lady, Zoe. The trim should be white."

| gave him themiddle finger of my right hand and swallowed my mouthful, or part

of it. "And thisis a pissed-off lady, Steve. Drop the trim and tell me about what
Tanakasaid. Why did you react like that?"

"Zoe, temper.” Mom patted the table beside Steve in an attempt to soothe him. She
comforted aghost rather than her own daughter. But that was because she had acrush
onhim.

Leaveit to my mom to have the hots for adead gay man. Stevetook a deep breath
(oh please, ghosts don't actually breathe) and smiled at my mother beforeraising
afuzzy eyebrow a me. "Well, the man basically declared that the intruder, TrenchCoat,
would not take his soul."

| looked at him with surprise. ™Y ou can speak Japanese?' Steve nodded. "International
banker, remember? | can speak four languages. Japanese, German, and French.”
"You sad four. That wasonly three."

26

"ThefourthisEnglish." | knew that.

Rhonda came back into the cafe at that moment holding a massive book. | checked
to make sure it wasn't made of human flesh. Hey, with Mom, you never know.

My mom had stranger thingsin her house than ghodts.

| was more interested in what Steve had said as | took up another biscuit and my
knife. Tanaka had sort of called Trench-Coat asoul thief, which led meto believe

he had known what

was about to kill him.

But did Tanaka know who he was? Or did spirit thieveshave names?

| had aflashback to the brief seconds I'd been trapped in the mongter's laser beam
(well? Got abetter name?). Remembering the contentment 1'd begun to fed, the lulling
voicein my head, coaxing meto release mysdf toit. To just let go, and feding

al good and tingly in theright places.

| shuddered when | redlized how much I'd wanted to do just that. How bad could it
be, redly? To just shuck thismorta coil and dl the day-to-day problems and embrace
oblivion?



But that sort of thing scared me-so much so | tried never to leave my body when

| was angry. It wastoo much like running away. And what if someday my body didn't
let me back in?

"Zoe?' Nonareached across the table and touched my bandaged wrist. | winced-not
that her touch hurt-but it abruptly reminded me of the thing's mark on me. | hadn't
redlized 1'd zoned out while caught in the memory.

| blinked &t her."Yesh Mom?"

"Y ou okay?Y ou were looking into space-and your expression went completely blank.
Like there was no one home."

| set my knife and biscuit back on my plate. My ssomach twisted again, and | wanted
to throw up. | hadn't told anyone that 1'd gotten caught in Trench-Coat's snatching-beam.
And | redly didn't want to talk about it now. | wasamost em
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barrassed that I'd let that thing get the better of me. And that | was mortaly terrified
of it.

"Zoe-what's wrong? Is your arm hurting you? Maybe | should call the doctor. | can
take you there mysdlf.”

Ack. No.

"So what's in the big book, Rhonda?' Tim rested both hiselbows on the table as
Rhonda started moving things around on the table to make room for the book.

| glanced & Tim, who gave me an dmost imperceptiblewink. Asaways, hed known
| wasn't in the mood to talk with Mom and had shifted the subject. Gottalove the
weeguy.

| looked over at Rhonda, happy the attention moved away from me. She'd set the bulky
thing on the table, shoving her plate and delicate teacup to the table's center.

She thumbed to the right, then back to the left in an active search pattern. "I can't
findit. But it was agreat thing about the bogeyman and the Abysmd plane.” Bogey
who and the abysma what?

"I'm not sure it was the boogeyman, Rhonda," Steve said. "That thing carries away
disobedient children.”

She didn't glance up but her ruby red painted mouth worked into asmile. Creepy.
"Bo-gee-man. Not boo-gee. And you'reright, but in that reference | remember seeing
something about Symbionts and souls. And-bogeymen and Symbionts seem to gppear’ in
most cultures. The bogeyman is synonymous with soul steding.”

"Synonymous,” Tim said. "That'sabig word. You'redoing greet with your big words,
Rhonda."

"Canit, squirt.”

Thiswas agrest description of Tim. Squirt. Smal. Delicate. Boney. Rhonda, who
was not much more than skin and bones at odd angles hersdlf, looked huge compared
to hisdaintiness.

The interchange was also a nice example of their relationship. Tolerant-on good days.
Timwasnt |etting this one go. " Soon you can graduate into contractions, and maybe
even conjunctions.”
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Rhonda looked up from the book. "Tim, if you weren't dready dead, it'd be so easy
to snap off your-"

"Girls, girls," Steve said cdmly, as Nona turned the page of the newspaper for him.
He was perfectly capable of manipulating a page in the newspaper (remember when |
sad | thought ghoststhat could manipulate the physical world had an edge up on
things? Wdll, think about how irritated | was Sitting there watching him not use

that ability)-it wasjust that Mom liked doing it. "Y ou're both pretty. Now get dong.”



"Wait, back up abit." | frowned at Rhonda. "Abysmd plane? Whazzat?"

| saw thejoy brighten her face, plump up and actually color her cheeks. She looked
like agoth chick high on blood. "It's such arecent theory that not many parapsychologists
even know about it yet."

"And?' My arm ached again. | kept it under the tableand rubbed it as Rhonda spoke.
It felt warm through the bandage. "Wdll, we dl know about the three bodies. The
physicd, the mentd, and the astrd .

| nodded. Y eah, basic metaphysics. Not something that's taught in public schoal,

but if you livewith Nona...

"The physcd istheliving anchor to life, it'swhere the soul sets up house for

aperiod of timeto learn. The menta iswhere the subconscious and conscious connect
and where sometimes there's a connection between it and the physical planes. Like
with me and Nona. We use thoughts asliving things."

Uh-huh. Yesah. Right. I'll get back to you two on that one.

"Then there's the astral, where your"-she nodded to me'barriers, so to speak, are
weekest. Meaning using the menta plane, you can move your astral body from the physical
body and move about the physica plane without your physica body. Whichiswhy |
firs cdledyouaTraveer."

Not true. | first called me a Traveler-after shesaid | traveled. Hiss.

| nodded. " Okay-review time over. What isthe Abysmd?' "Well, you know where Tim
and Stevereside, right? On the
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Etheredl, outside the astral. That's where ghosts, spirits, Shades, angels, etc.,

live. Well, thetheory isthat the Ethereal has acounterpart called the Abysmd.

For lack of abetter analogy, think of Heaven and Hell. Heaven being the Etheredl

and the Abysmd-" "Being Hdll." | arched an eyebrow. Lovely.

"Y eah. Kinda. That'swhere the darker entitiesin thisform reside. Phantasms, chimeras,
Wraiths, bogeymen, phantoms-they stay there." She glanced at each person sitting

a thetable.

Okay, she had my attention.

Steve spoke. "So why isit that you on the physicd, can see us on the Ethered ?"
"Same reason Zoe here can travel back and forth. Weak barriers. Either through strong
wills, likeyoursand Tim's, or smdl, damaged tearsin thefabric.”

"So these nagties'-1 had aredly great image of Trench-Coat in my mind-"aredl
locked behind barriers. Who set up these barriers?

Rhonda's shrug did not lighten my mood, or help to reassure me. "Mother Nature.
God. Y ahweh. Buddha. Crestion. Put anameto it if that helps. They are dl separated
with tiny leskswherewill isused for manipulation. Think about when Tim and Steve
move physical objects. That took along time for them to master. They both chipped
away & that barrier separating them from this plane until it thinned. Which might

have alot to do with why they haven't ascended.”

"Y ou mean gone to Heaven or Hell," Nonasaid.

"Maybe. Depends on the individual. What bothers meisthis Trench-Coat. Notice he
had to kill Tanakas physical body before he could take the soul. He's broken through
the physical completely to manipulateit, but he's still bound by the barriers.”
Shelooked at me. "Which is probably why he wasn't able to touch you or take you,
even though you werein astra form. Y our Traveler cgpabiilities made you visible,

but you were il tethered to aliving body."

| pursed my lips. "So-what if he had touched me?Y ou knowwith me gtill technically
stuck to abody?!
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Rhondalooked grim. "That could be bad.”

Uh-oh. Do | panic?Hedid

touch me. And he did nearly take me. But no one knew that. | looked at my buttered
biscuit. My stomach twisted as | remembered the fed of hishand on my arm, which
now burned beneath the bandage.

Oh hell. It could be bad. What bad? How bad? Oogy bad?

A nice but digtracting vibration began in my right jeans pocket. My phonewas caling.
Or rather, letting me know something was happening in the cyberworld. | have amighty
little phone and PDA combination. | can stay in touch with friends-if | had any livingand
keep up with the world.

| get email on thething aswell, and the message flashing on the color screen

warned of an incoming client request.

Now, with abusiness based on information gathering, when it cameto gaining clients,

| had had to improvise.

| onceused "Adtrad Trave" inthe ad. After several months of advertisngin smal
Atlanta paperslike Crestive Loafing and even running adsin the AJC,

I'd come up with nothing, other than afew scary people who claimed to be Alexander
the Great and Charles Manson.

| redly didn't have the heart to tell that one girl that Charlie Manson wasn't dead

yet, even though she redlly |ooked the part, right down to the swastika on her forehead
and the beard.

That'swhen | handed the whole thing over to Rhonda.

She was the genius behind bidding out my serviceson eBay. The ad ran like alegitimate
servicefor research, and since the means by which | gain information (like snooping

on the dot-com guysthe night before) aren't legdl (not to mention are unbelievable),
and sure as hell wouldn't stand up in court, most people wouldn't ask too many questions
about my methods.

And themoreillega people think something is, the more willing they areto pay

forit.

| hadn't believed that-till Rhonda helped me get things set up online, right down

to aPayPd account for immediate payment.

It hadn't worked at first. No one had bid for amonth, and I'd
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nearly decided to keep my job a Target when the first client came through.

| knew them only through the screen name given on eBay. They made their payment
and it cleared and | investigated aloca insurance company that had supposedly "lost™
severd claimant's policies and refused to pay out.

Needlessto say, there was nothing | could do physically when | discovered the truth-that
they had pocketed the money and were planning on closing down shop. | got the account
numbers, names, and addresses of those involved and gave back adetailed report on
how it was done and what they needed to look for.

The story brokein the AJC two days after | handed in my findings to the client

(typed up on white paper and no return address). After that, | had clients on aregular
bas's, and many of them repesaters.

| checked the message. This one was arepest client. I'd lso had Rhonda set it

up to where the bidder could give me afew lines of information on the job. Hey,

there were some things | wouldn't do-like snoop on two people making out.

Ew. | have my standards. There are deazy detectiveswho do that kind of thing.

Go pay them.

And besides, | hadn't had sex in so long, watching that kind of action just brought

me closer to my vibrator.



Hrm ... | said that out loud, didn't 1?

"New job?' Nonawas being nosey. But she'sdlowed, being my momand dl. "Make
sure to dress warmly-it's getting on toward winter."

It wasfal. Sheesh.

"Yeah." | scrolled down to read the text and paused. "That's weird.”

"What isit?" Tim asked.

Rhonda had pressed her nose back into the book of everything. "Repeater. Wants me
to snoop in on amesting between aMr. Hirokumi and aLieutenant Daniel Frasier.

It's at two this afternoon, downtown. Whoa ... and it'sin the same building."

32

"Wait." Steve looked up again from the paper, then manipulated the newspaper himsdif,
evidently not willing to wait on Nona.

He turned back two pages, and | watched him scan thetext. Stevefinally nodded
and pointed to the type. "I knew I'd seen that name. That guy you saw murdered? Tanaka?
Heworked for aMr. Koba Hirokumi. He's the president of Visitar Inc.”

Holy shit.

A longtime repeat customer wanted me to spy on acop and a man whoistied to the
victim from last night. "Okay, coincidence overload. My spidey-senseis not happy
withthisone™

Nona pulled the paper toward her and scanned the article. "Zoe, you said thisis
arepedt client?'

"Y eah, this one's been with me since | started thisinformation

gathering gig two yearsago." Which was another factor that wasraising hair on

my arms, aswell as clenching my stomach even tighter.

I'd never refused a client before (other than Alex and Charlotte Manson) but | was
serioudy consdering at least questioning thisone. And if I'd not witnessed Tanakas
murder the night before, nothing about the request would have seemed amissto me.

| felt the mark on my arm, could even imagine the outline of his handprint on my

skin. With adight intake of bregth, | held my bandaged left arm beneath my right

and debated whether to tell everyone-especiadly Mom-everything that happened.

| wanted to scream that he'd touched me. That'd held left a mark. That it hurt and

| was scared and just not sure what to do. I'm not sure, but | think at that moment

| came closer to crying for my mommy than | had in fifteen years.

Too bad she was busy turning Steve's pagesfor him.
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MUM hadn't been exaggerating about the wegther. 1t'd been chilly

when I'd driven to her house around nine. But the sun had been shining then, and

it looked likeit would be afairly nice day for November.

Since then gray clouds conjugated overhead, spreading their monochromatic joy over
the city. The people | saw on the streets on the way to my condo huddled benesth
thin jackets and sweaters as, the wind made tiny twisters of brown, yelow, gold,

and red leaves.

| lived in abuilding near the Midtown Eight movie thegter on

Monroe Drive. | choseit because of the spectacular view of Piedmont Park (add in
the hot bods-though dl gay-in the Atlanta

summers) and the Atlanta skyline. Midtown itself rests as ahafway point between
downtown Atlanta and the northern upperclass area of Buckhead.

But sill on the hub.

When | moved to Atlanta, no onelived in Midtown-scary place. Run-down, vacant graffiti-splashed
buildings, and ahigh crimerate

kept the priceslow. Then therewasthisincredibleinflux of the homosexua community.



They started buying houses, fixed them up, and decided to stay. Some sold and moved
into Grant

Park, afew miles southeast.

A

Now we have nice restaurants, shopping, and more traffic than the old roads can
handle. Crimeis still aproblem, but we've got the Atlanta PD nearby.

It was close to twelve thirty when | pulled my car into my parking space. Sincetaking
MARTA would make melate for my assignment, Mom eagerly volunteered hersdlf and one
of her housematesto drive meto the Bank of Americabuilding.

Origindly sheld wanted either Tim or Steve to go with meto snoop on me snooping
on this mesting. But they were housebound,

asNonaliked to say. They died tragically in that house, and their existence as

ghosts depended on the structure.

Don't ask, | don't know why.

Their dependence on the house was part of the limitsthetwo had tested since discovering
they were dead. | ways thought of Beetlguice

and the Maitlands imprisonment-only without the giant sandworms part.

In order for them to travel more than a hundred metersfrom the house, I'd have

to carry with me some physical part of the houseitself. Tim preferred it if Nona

carried a piece of the brick. Steve was more partia to one of the old skeleton keys.
The problem with thiswas that after | jumped, what then?1 couldn't carry the damned
thing physically, so they'd be stuck in my condo with my apparently comatose body.
Steve's suggestion of me jumping from my car was out of the question. | wasn't going
to leave my body that vulnerablein acar, in aparking garage, with my mom hanging
about.

Nasty things happen in multidecked parking garages. | read about it in the papers

all thetime. People get robbed in garages. And their cars are broken into and things
are stolen. Not that | redlly thought that someone would steal my body (except maybe
in one of those organ extraction stories), but what if they thought | was dead and
dumped me out and stole my car?

And besides, what if some nice neighbor saw my unmoving body and freaked? What then?
What if | woke up on amorgue table after they did an autopsy?
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Tak about waking up dead.

So asacompromise, Nona agreed to pick me up in astral form and take me there and
hang out in the parking lot. Rhonda would mind the store, and Nona bent the rules
alittle so Tim could help. On the promise he wouldn't abruptly disappear and spook
the customers.

Steve, of course, would be with Mom.

So adone | went upstairs to my place, saying hello to immy the doorboy (the kid's
gotta be eighteen a most).

| lived on the eighth floor, facing the park. The layout was smple and open. A

marble foyer greeted me after coming through the door, theninto alargeliving area
with agasfireplace and didingglass doorsto a bacony.

To the left was the kitchen, complete with agas-stoveidand in the center and
acutaway in the separating wall so | could cook and still watch Oprah on my big-screen
televison.

| really wanted one of those plasmawall-mounted dedls. | make okay money, but I'm
also abudgeter. 1've gone two months at atimewith no bids, so | have to make niy
pay-when | get it-last. Mortgage and food take precedence. Oh, and Haagen-Dazs.

I'd furnished the place in antiques, thanks to my mom and her nosefor finding bargains.



The couch was the only modern style piece that I'd given myself for Chrisgmaslast
year. A dark brown suede seven-footer with lots of forest green and wine red pillows.
It sat between the television and the kitchen. It did wondersfor the dark oak of

mogt everything ese.

Thewadls!'d painted in olive green with off-white trim. Everything sort of complemented
everything ese. Or so | thought. I'm sure my framed Waterhouse prints weren't the
"in" thing in design, but they were my favorite.

Especidly the one cdled The Magic Circle. That one hung over my fireplace. Just
looking at it gave me goose pimples.

| dso had afew of my ceramic dragons about the living room. Here and there.

To theright were the two bedrooms. The master was mine, of

36

course, complete with both shower and garden tub. | had anice deigh bed I'd refinished
mysdf, dong with afew antique pieces here and there, including an armoire I'd
converted into an entertainment center and put atelevisionin.

I'd always thought it'd be nice to wake up next to someone and have fruit and cheese
and some Le Madedleine's strawberries Romanoff and French roast coffee in bed and
watch the morning news together.

Of course that had never happened. The only guestsI'd had since | moved in were

... well ... Mom and Rhonda and the boys. That was a sad and sobering realization.
I'd cry about it later.

The spare bedroom, which wasthefirst oneto theright of the living room, was

my office. I'd had the doors reinforced (and the walls) of thisroom, a cozy twelve-by-twelve
with two Mac computers, two twenty-inch flat-screens, a scanner, and aPC, which

| kept in the corner for any emergencies.

On occasion | did get the weird, superencrypted file, and that's when | knew the
client was young and had more money than sense. | redly knew that when I'd open
up the doc file and he wanted meto off hislittle Ssster or she her little brother.

Those were the oneswhere | returned money and refused. | had never offed anyone
inmy life

At least not yet.

Facing the computers sat asmall, single bed. Something from my childhood. | barely
fit onit, but it was comfortable enough for meto rest on while| traveled out of

body. I'd gone astral once or twice in astanding position-which in hindsght seemed
kindasilly-and my body, of course, with no pilot on board, fell over. On one occasion
I'd needed stitches.

| didn't do that anymoreif | could helpit.

Before heading into the office | moved to the control switch beside the door and
threw the warding shield to protect the entire condo. My imagination had sort of
worked itself up into believing
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Trench-Coat watched me now and was waiting for the opportunity to find my body and
caich me.

Even thinking about that made my arm twitch where held touched me.

Sometimes having an imagination was ared bitch.

After checking the fax machine to read the entire eBay transaction, | went tothe
bedroom to get my cat-suit. Since | was till freaked by Trench-

Coat, | took it into my office and sealed the door.

The client, known to me for two years as maharba@maharba. com, had deposited the
money directly into my PayPd account. With extras.

| checked my account online. Extras meaning besides the standard fee for a snoop



mailto:maharba@maharba.

at five thousand, they'd put in an additiona ten thousand.

That much money donewould carry methrough severa months without another job,
aswell asget my medical and dental insurance caught up.

Hey, | get cavitiestoo.

| think it'sal that late-night Java Mochaice cream and Sara Lee cheesecake.
Whatever might happen between this Hirokumi and Lieutenant Frasier was damned important
tothisclient.

| toyed with the idea of not changing into my cat-suit. | hadn't washed it yet after

last night'slittle scare, and | imagined it had Trench-Coat cootieson it.

| could go naked. Wouldn't metter. Therewouldn't beany ghost-seeing kidsina
corporate headquarters, right?

After thinking about my recent run of luck, | changed into the suit and sat in front

of the computer and did something I'd never done.

| tried finding out who maharbawas.

Of course my limited search capability turned up zilch. | could call Rhondaand

have her ook it up, but | was sure shewas ill
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toting that book of everything around the shop looking for whatever it was that had
caught her attention that morning.

But it was getting late and Mom would be here with the car.

| turned off the lights and settled onto the bed, flat on my back. | closed my eyes
and went through the three deep breaths I'd dways used to calm my nerves.

Moving out of body wasthe easy part-almost too easy at times. So much so that when
| wasworking in the public arena, like at Target, and an irate customer Started
berating me, my inclination wasto astra out of that Stuation and strangle her-that

isif I could affect physica objects.

| mean, who'd know? Anyone astral traveling wouldn't show up on a security camera.
It'd look like the woman was likechoking on a chicken bone. Right?

That'show | learned to travel in thefirgt place. Turning away from aStuation

too horribleto face.

| stood and heard again the weird tearing sound that always followed my separation
of astral and physicd. It reminded me of the sound of Velcro. And inaway, my astral
body was attached with VVelcro.

But like Ve cro, | hoped my jumping out and jumping in didn't

wear down the attachment after awhile to where it wouldn't stick anymore.

That would suck.

It wasn't two secondsin thisform | noticed my arm till ached. | noticed it because
"Ouch" the pain and because | normdly didn't fed anything when astrdl. The ache
was much more pronounced in thisform. | looked at it-the handprint was ill there-a
garish burgundy beneath my waich. Usudly any physicd allmentsdidn't follow me
into thisrealm, so what made this one different?

Might be because it was made by someone of thisredmyah dufus?

Don't you hate the voice of common sense?

Though it did make melook around the room for any sign of
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Trench-Coat. There was none, and there shouldn't be. Not with the ward up.

The great thing about the warding Rhonda set up isthat it alowed things out

of the condo but not in. Except me. | don't know how it doesthat. It was something
I'd dways wanted to ask Rhonda. If it didn't let me pass back and forth, I'd never

be able to get back to my body-especialy quickly.

Menta note: ask Rhonda about the mechanics. Don't want to get caught out and dam



intoaninvigblewal.

That would suck worse.

And | say suck worse because | have no ideawhat would happen to my body if | didn't
go back to it. Or what would happen to me

for that matter. | mean I'm pretty sure I'm not supposed to be able to do what |

do. I don't think moving in and out of the physical was one of the loopholesthe

great creator of the universe intended.

So-if | got caught out of the house and the house burned down-what then? Would Daddy,
S0 to speak, disown me? Pphhtt.

| checked the watch-it was zeroed at 237 minutes. I'd been astral three minutes.

| rode the devator down with old Miss Petra. | stood behind her hunched and blue-haired
sdf. Shelived on the same floor as me. Her condo smelled of cats and cinnamon,

ahad combo of the cat box and air freshener.

Usually the smell traveled with her. Fortunately, | couldn't smell it inthis Sate.

Gome.

Nonawas outside in her Volvo wagon. She got out and opened the door for me. This
wasn't redlly necessary-I could sieve through acar door as easily (metal-yuck!)

as| could most things-but Mom thought it was charming being the batty old bird.
Sometimesit was good if people thought you were crazy on aregular basis,

Then again, maybe not. Thiswas Midtown. Crazy old ladies were adime adozen. Weirder
things I'm sure have happened.
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"Ready?' Mom said as she got back in and backed out. "Y eah." | wasn't, and my stomach
turned in knots again. Wow,

thearm was gonnabe aliability if it didn't stop throbbing. It would definitely

put acrimp in my feding of omnipotence.

What is up with the handprint? And should | tell Mom and Rhonda? No-Mom would see
it as some omen and find away to keep me from doing thisjob. And | needed the money.
"What'sthe planif things go sour?'

"I run like hell back to the car. And if | can't get to the car, | shoot down the

cord back to my body directly." Of course, | till wasn't clear how Mom would know

if things went south-or if 1'd jJumped back to my body.

So | asked her that.

"I'm thinking that not returning to the car would bethefirst hint," shesad,

turning onto Monroe Drive, past Ru San's, my favorite sushi restaurant, just across

from Andey Mdl.

Wil duh.

| looked out the window. The day just got grayer, and | was glad | couldn't fedl

the cold through the glass. Steve looked out the passenger window like abig Labrador
who'd never been dlowed out. Then again, | guessit would be awful to havetolive

in the same house and not go anywhere, year after year, decade after decade.

Imagine never going out to edt, to see movies, to have drinks, or to play inthe

park.

That was another kind of suck.
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ARRIVAL went without a hitch-except for the "no parking available’ stuationina
nonexistent parking garage.

| don't know why Mom thought there was a parking garage. Therewasn't one. Luckily
there was no sign of Trench-Coat either. And | thought he might not look or seem

S0 scary inthe daylight. Not that | wanted to find out.

The sky kept darkening. Bring on the gloom. Radio voice said it'd dropped to forty-three.



| watched the pedestrian traffic surround me as | walked toward the building, which

a the moment didn't have any of the same oogy aslast night. Everyone looked miserable,
but wasit from their jobs or the wegther?

Wow, it looked redly cold outside. Neener-nee.

| followed a couple of suitsin through the front glass doors after leaving my mom's

car, il chuckling at the honking horns when Debbie Reynolds stepped out of aVolvo
and opened the door for ... no one.

Thefoyer looked pretty much the same asit had before, only therewasalarger
police presence. And more people. Different security officer-this one not snoring.
Hadn't noticed the chemically

42

treated ficus trees near the eevators last night-the kind that never dropped leaves.

| dipped into the elevator with about six other people. It wasa risk asthe closer

they got to my astra form, the harder it would be to keep myself focused.

See, therésalittle problem of physicdity that | have whenin thisform, and

being this close to people-there's dways the chance they'll move into me.

Literaly. I'll get an elbow in my astra form, or either afoot. Sometimesthe whole
person displaces me. Evenin thisform | take up space and exist in time-that whole
gpatia thing Rhondatalks about. But when theré's no room, | sort of mold around
tofit, and that hasin the past sort of caused blank spotsin my memory.
Kindalike being jam spread too thin on toast.

Or did | just completely lose the point here? Just understand that it'sno fun on

my part. For the person, it'smore like afeding of being in afreezer with no skin.
Luckily the people entering stopped, and since there were plenty of bodies surrounding
me, no one blinked an eye when | said, "Hit twenty-eight please.”

The suit closest to the pand pushed the number. Thewomanin front of me (I'd scooted
to the back of the elevator) looked around. When she couldn't find the source of

the voice (being the only other femae but mein there) she gave hersdlf amenta

ghrug and faced front again.

Isn't it weird how everyonein an elevator facesthe sameway? Vistar Incorporated
took up most of the twenty-seventh and twenty-eighth floors. Their front door, visible
right off the elevator, wasimpressve. Huge V superimposed over aglobe exposing
North America gppeared to be their logo. The whole thing decorated the wal behind
the front desk.

| moved around that desk and stood beside the receptionist. A petite African-American
woman in afirecracker red dress with ahairdo that could passfor an ice sculpture.
She was busy with someone on her headset.
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"Can you tdl mewhere Mr. Hirokumi's office is?'

Thewoman never looked up from her computer screen. "Down the hdl, turnto the
right. Big doors. Can't missit."

Shedidn't even ask meif | had an appointment. Then again, if she'd looked up,

sheld have been talking to hersdlf.

The basic decor of the placeiswhat 1'd call corporate generic. Beige Berber carpet
covered every inch of thefloor that | could see. The wallswere dl painted a color
very smilar to Michad Jackson's skin tone. Somewhere between neutrd flesh and
apartment blah. Framed pictures of mundane scenes decorated the walls. A boat here,
aforest meadow there.

Boring. The office wasright where she said it would be. | started to move through

the door-and dammed into asolid wall. Nosefirst.

| found myself on my asslooking up at the door. My ears rang. Okay-this was new.



What the fuck? | stood and dusted myself off, then reached out with my right hand.
Thereit was. Aninvisiblewall afew inchesin front of the door.

| heard something and turned to look back the way 1'd come. A statuesque brunette
in astunning jade green dress suit came down the hal. She had blue-black hair down
to the hem of her high skirt. But that was where the stunning ended.

Thiswoman had no face.

| should explain something here aminute-as | think | neglected it before. People
don't normaly see me when I'm out of bodyexcept for Tim, Steve, and Rhondaand Mom
(and I honestly haven't figured out their weirdnessto this point). Y et I'm there.
Which sort of lendsto the myth of thingsexisting around usdl thetime and were
not aware of them. Like what Rhonda had said earlier, with ghosts and such on the
etheredl.

I'm on that plane of existence before Ethereal. Adtral. That "other Sde” we see
onthe Sci F Channdl.
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Y ou know like Tom Edward. Or isit Bob? John?

And whileI'm on the astral plane, seeing issubjective. When| ook at people,
sometimes | see strange things. Wispy, smoky things. Likewhen | saw the darkness
around Tanakalast night as he kndlt

there dying. And sometimes | just see colors. Not dl thetime. Norma people don't
seem to have those weird wispy things around them. Mom doesntt.

Whoa| can't believel just called Mom normdl.

Around Mom | see wispy butterflies. With Rhonda | see colors. Pinksand purples,
with hints of green. She can see me. And the color isn't like some weird forcefield
auraoutlining their bodies (whichiswhat | know you were thinking), but morelike
atwoyear-old coloring parts of her body with crayon. A purple arm or agreen leg.
But with my six years at mastering what | could do, that'd been the extent of my
senses. Until that moment.

Thiswoman didn't have just colors-freaky enough, thiswoman had no face. | couldn't
seeit. Best | can describe it-ever noticed something out of the corner of your eye
but when you looked directly at it-it disappeared?

That's the way her face wasfor me. If | looked at her from the side, | could see

she had one-afacethat is. But | couldn't make out her features. When | looked directly
a her-nothing. Blank void.

Creeped methe hell out. Which of course should have been the first cluel wason
the right track but in the wrong place.

The second clue was when she stopped in front of me and actually faced me (or |
assumed her face wasfacing me). | couldn't see her eyes, but | sort of knew she
sensed me. Somehow. But not visudly. When she put her hand up, | moved back.

It took afew seconds for her ether to lose interest or tell herself that cold fedling
(that would be me) was nothing.

| watched as she knocked on the door before opening it. When she opened it, | saw
something part like the flgps of atent. Theair ssemedto fold in onitself. Ah-hal

So there was

something solid there.
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| moved in right behind her.

And through whatever the hdll it was that'd smacked me back on my buitt. It waslike
moving through soured beer, thick and hard to swallow. Not that you'd want to.

| didn't have time to wonder too hard about what kind of ward this guy had up or
why he had it in place (menta note: clue phoneringing!)



because my jaw hit the floor when | looked into the office.

The deep forest green carpet done must have cost the company close to $150 ayard.
The decor was Japanese urban American. Simple. Elegant. Lots of carved wood. To the
right of the desk was atwo-foot-by-six-foot Zen garden. A sand and rock garden actudly
built into thefloor.

A rich cat's sandbox, complete with huge-ass boulders. | didn't see the rake used

to move the sand in patterns though. 1t probably tucked into a neato secret panel
inthewall.

Bamboo trees grew everywhere-from big terra-cottapotsto smdl, flat, glass bowls
with clear beads.

Water sheeted down the sides of a six-foot glass panel mounted in the center of
arecessed pool inthefloor. This piece of art separated guests from the rest of

the office. Kind of like asmall waiting room complete with two chairsand alow

coffee table made of cherrywood covered in afan of business magazines.

Something was as wrong with the magazines astherewas with the woman'smissng
face. | recognized thetitles. Newsweek, Business Week, AtlantaMagazine, Time,

etc. | sort of flipped through them sometimes, like while waiting on my oil change

when | hadn't brought a book to read.

But that was the only thing identifiable about the covers. Someone had mutilated

the ones| could see, |eft the upper mastheads for the magazines there but cut out

the lower halves where the feature picture and stories would be listed.

| only wished | could move the books around and seeif the entire stack was done

that way. | knew in doctors officesthey usudly
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took ablack marker and blocked out the mailing address to protect whoever |€eft the
magazines or donated them. But to remove the lower front page?

Weird. The door opened behind me, and | stepped back, not wanting anyone to walk
through me. This might be the cop.

Or it could be Trench-Coat, though | doubt that thing needed to open doors any more
than | did ... yet | wondered if that invisible wall would give him the same pause

asitdid me.

| glanced at the new arrival-then looked again. Astral double take.

Well helllooooo beatttiful....

If thereis onething television cop showsdo, it'sgive faseimpressons of our
peacekeepers. Because if thiswasthe cop I'm supposed to watch, | was going to have
ahard time keeping my attention on the conversation.

| had somehow concocted in my head that alieutenant wasa balding, short, uniformed,
roundish man with a penchant for donuts and coffee and spoke with aNew Y ork accent.
| didn't know how this man was going to tak, but the visual was stunning enough

for me. | just stood beside the gushing water and did abit of staring.

Hewas agood height, probably around six-foot-one or so. I'm five-foot-eight barefooted
and was sure my head would tuck perfectly under his chin.

The space between his eyebrows crinkled as he looked around the areawith blue eyes.
Wirdess, round glasses perched on anicely doped nose. Hislips were pulled tight

asif heweretense. His hair was brown and cut close aong the back and sides, though
the top had a bit of length. Strands of hair turned and curled over hisforehead.

And he had sdeburns. They added a nice touch.

Hewasdressed in agray suit and tie, with atan trench coat draped over onearm.
"Lieutenant Fraser?'
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| turned as he looked past me at the woman I'd followed in. ™Y esmaam. I'm here

to see Mr. Hirokumi?' Not aNew Y ork

accent. Definitely Southern gentleman. Greet smile. | could already fedl an egg rleasing
just looking at him.

Bootiful. | followed them past the gushing water into a spacious room of floor-to-celling
windows. In the corner were a ssmple oak desk, credenza, and high-backed leather
chair.

There were more plants scattered about but none asimpressive asthe oneto the

right of Hirokumi's desk, complete with waterfall

and lavarocks. | wasthinking | could probably make me one of thoseto put in my

own living room.

Though the sound of trickling water might make for frequent bathroom breaks.
Hirokumi sat in hispilot'schair. A formidable-looking man. Kind of likeasumo
wrestler, only without al the blubber. In fact, from
what | could tell from thetailored suit the man wore, there wasn't an ounce of fat

on him. Shouldn't lie be stroking awhite cat?

He made the cop look small when he stood.

"Lieutenant Danid Frasier,” Hirokumi said ashe moved from behind hisdesk. He
bowed, iff and formdl.

"Koba Hirokumi," Danidl said, and returned the bow. "I'm honored that you would agree
to see me on such short notice.”

"Cut the crap, Lieutenant.” Hirokumi moved away from Danid

and stopped in front of one of those windows. | could sort of see

hisreflectioninit. A transparent ghost overlooking gloomy Atlanta

"Y ou're hoping my agreeing to see you persondly will give

you anin asto why Tanakawas here last night." He gave ahdf turnin Danid's
direction, but not giving him hisfull attention. "I'd hate to disgppoint you. My

intention wasto look you inthe eye and tell you | have no idea.”

Daniel took astep to one of the chairsfacing the desk and dropped his coat into

it. Y ou haven't looked mein theeyeyet.”

| liked thisguy.

Bold, cute, tall-single?
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Wanted to check for aring, but the lieutenant dipped his hands into the pockets

of hispants. Damn.

Hirokumi nodded once, and | thought | glimpsed just the hint of asmile on his tawart
face. What was happening here? Was this man saying he knew why Tanaka was there-and
if so-did he know about Trench-Coat's existence?
And if something happened to the nice-looking cop, would it reflect badly on Hirokumi?
One of those honor things?
The Japanese could be avery strange bunch. Now we Southerners-we definitely believed
inan eyefor an eye.

Daniel moved to stand to the man'sright, between him and the desk. "We want Tanaka's
murderer, Sr. Don't you?”'
"Yes" Hirokumi continued to look out over the city. Through the gathering gloom

| could see the World of Coca-Colaif | stared hard enough, aswell asthe Georgia
Dome 'and Turner Field. | moved to the opposite Sde, in the area of the office where
two windows formed acorner. It was kinda dizzying looking outespecialy when | found
my apartment building.

How do people work way the hell up here on adaily basisand not get vertigo? Or
at least get agod complex.



| turned and looked around this man's stunning office. Hrm ... maybe they do.

| noticed Daniel avoided looking out the window. Infact, he kept hisback to it

and his attention focused on Hirokumi.

"Take some advice from me," the businessman said. Hisvoice had softened, which
of course pesked mr curiodity aswell as Danid's. "' Stay away from him."

"Who? The murderer?' One nod.

"Then you know who the murderer is.”

One shake of hishead, dow and deliberate. "No one knows who heis, Lieutenant.
Much lesswhat."

Shit. What heis? Trench-Coat? | hate it when people speak in riddles. | wanted

to blurt out my own questions. But | didn't. | suspected Hirokumi knew what killed
hisemployee. | aso wondered
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why Maharba wanted to know about this particular conversation. Wasit because of
Trench-Coat? Did Maharba know about the spook? | was sure Hirokumi did.

And | think hewas afraid of it.

"Lieutenant Frasier, the man you seek isamyth, aghost, nothing more. My advice-turn
away. Before you, or someone you love, gets hurt.”

| looked around the room and wondered where Faceless got off to. | don't trust someone
when | can't see her eyes.

Literally. Danid clasped his handstogether in front of him and frowned. Score,

no ring! "Wasthat athreat, Koba?"

"No, Lieutenant Frasier." Hirokumi turned then. It was a poignant movement, made
al the moreimportant because of the dramatic pause the man made before answering.
"Only awarning. The man who destroyed Tanakais amyth because in the world you
and | livein, he doesn't exist. But in the world around us, the unseen one, heis

the servant of agreater evil."

I'm sure at that moment every hair on my physical body stood on end. | was getting
agtra goose bumps. Picking Hirokumi's brain for more information would ansver my
fondest wish at that momen.

"I'm not hereto discuss mysticism, Mr. Hirokumi. I'm hereto find out what enemies
Tanakawould have who would turn on him so brutally.”

"William had no enemies™ " So his death wasn't hisfault.”

"No," Hirokumi said, and turned his attention back to the window.

| could amost hear hismenta admisson, Itismy fault.

"So let me understand this." Daniel took in adeep bresth and focused his gaze on
Hirokumi. "Y ou can't look mein the eye and say you don't know thekiller, because
you do. Or rather you know who heis, but hesamyth. But thekiller didn't have
apersona vendettawith Mr. Tanaka-he had it with you." He cocked his head sideways
ashelooked at the busnessman. "Am | right?"
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One nod.

"Mr. Hirokumi, | could have you arrested right now for obstruction of justice, as
well as harboring acrimind. If you know who killed Tanaka and why, you haveto
"You cantry to put meinjail, Lieutenant Frasier, but that will not stop evil.
Evenwhenitiscloaked in good."

Ack. Riddles again. Evil cloaked in good was basicaly awolf in shegp's clothing.
Even| knew that. But would Daniel get it? And what the hell did it mean?

| felt something at that moment-a cold presence behind me. Much like someone had
opened adoor and let in thewinter chill. | turned.



Faceless stood directly behind me. And even though | couldn't see her eyes, | knew
shewaslooking right a me, or at least in my generd direction.

"Mitsuri?" Hirokumi said as he turned and looked &t us. But he only saw her.

| looked over a the window and saw the woman'sreflectioniin it. In therel could
seeher face. Asan. Very Lucy Liu.

And she was squinting a me.

She said something in Japanese. The color drained from Hirokumi's face.

| took afew steps back. Danidl was looking from his suspect to thefemale.

"Mr. Hirokumi? Isthere a problem?’

The man nodded several times. "Mitsuri isa Japanese seer. She can sense the presence
of spirits. She'd thought she'd sensed one outside the barrier earlier, before you
arrived. But somehow it madeitsway here. In my office” He shook his head. "But
that'simpossble”

Mitsuri said something else and glanced at Hirokumi. He gave her adight nod, and
the woman | eft the office at adead run. And in hedls. Impressive.

S0, Faceless sensed a presence-that would be me.

| was worried about what Faceless had planned. | don't speak
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Japanese, but it sure as hell sounded like she said, "Hey boss, should | go get the
qun?’

"Where did your assstant go?"

"Toretrieveafew items.” Hirokumi moved back toward the waterfal. "I'm afraid
we have to end this discussion, Lieutenant. | had believed my office a safe place.”
"Safefromwhat?'

| wasfollowing closeto Danid. If that nasty wall at the door had been thrown

up as Hirokumi's "saf€' measure, | sure as hell didn't want to be caught insde the
freak’'n office when Faceless returned.

My thoughts were | could ride the wave behind Daniel out the sameway | got in.
Wewerein that little space at the door.

"Thistak isn't finished, I-lirokumi,"” Daniel was saying in his best cop voice,

"We dill have that other matter to discuss.”

Huh?What other matter?

"We are done for now, Lieutenant Frasier. I'm afraid we were spied on, and the enemy
knows we've spoken. Neither of usis safe a the moment. | didn't want you involved,
Danid. But now it's seen your face."

Spied on? Damn. | looked around the office. There were surveillance cameras gaore,
but did he mean some other form of snooping?

Like agtrd projection?

"What's seen my face?' Danid wasn't having any of it. "What the hell are you talking
about?"

| got right behind him and stuck to him. Hisemoation level was abit high, and |

could dmogt fed hisfrustration and panic. But | wasn't going to let that stop

me from getting out of there. TrenchCoat's mark throbbed again, and | tucked my arm
beneath my right arm.

"Evil, Lieutenant Fraser." Hirokumi opened the door just as Mitsuri stepped back
in. She held asmall jade statue in the shape of adragon.
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Very nice piece actudly. Too bad | wasn't staying to find out what it was.

Danid squinted at Hirokumi. "Y ou're serious, aren't you? You're afraid weve been
spied on by evil?'

Evil?Me? Never. Sure | cheated on afew testsin high school, and maybe | forgot



tofiletaxesafew times, but evil?

"Good-bye, Lieutenant.”

Daniel stepped through the door, and | saw the air shimmer as he passed.

| jumped right in there behind himAnd smashed into the barrier again. Thistimel'd
sort of built up speed and the crash back made me abit dizzy. Or wasiit the barrier
itself?1 felt tired as | fell back on the floor beside the coffee table.

| heard the door shut and looked up to see the curtain close back together seamlesdly.
Not one to give up without afight, | stood and put my hands out to the door and
fdt againtheinvisblewall. My deeve of my astra cat-suit did up on my left

arm and | saw Trench-Coat's handprint. So vividly red on my monochromatic astral
f.

Crap. | tried ashoulder dam againgt the barrier. When dl other intelligent options
don't present themselves, brute force is the most obvious option.

Ouch. | paused and tried returning to my body through my silver cord. Nothing. |
couldn't even "sense’ my body. | was cut off from

it. Time, time. | looked a my watch. One hundred fifty minutes remaining. An hour
and ahaf out. Okay-1 had sometime.

| ran to thewindows. Even there | could feel the barrier 1'd not noticed before.

| heard the door open again, but | wastoo far away totry to dive through the opening.
Faceless was back.

"Isit ill here?' Hirokumi asked.

"Yeshut it istrying to get out. It tried to leave with Lieutenant Frasier but he

closed the door beforeit could make its escape.”
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Rats. "But thiswill trap it insde so that | can tortureit and discover

what its purposeis.” Sheturned her blank face to Hirokumi. "I told you the ward
wasagood idea."

Trap it? Tortureit? They meant trgpping and torturing me! "Can you seeit?'

"No, but I can senseit. It isstill now, and perhaps watching and listening to

us”

| did not want to be tortured. | thought being bodiless meant no tortureif | was
ever caught.

My arm chose that moment to throb with an eectrifying pain, asif reminding me
that being incorporeal did not mean painless. | hed my arm with my other hand as

| watched and listened.

I'd never been caught on any job-Wait...

Hirokumi! Was he maharba@maharba.com? Or was Mitsuri? Wasthisasetup? To lure
me here, then capture me?

No ... that seemed unlikely. Faceless and her Big Cheese seemed honestly surprised
| wasthere.

"Isit the onethat killed William?"

Mitsuri shook her head. "No. It is something--else. But do not worry, onceitis
trapped insde the dragon for awhile, | will know its purpose, then | will exorcise
it

Trapped for awhile? How long isawhile? | thought of my body. Right now it was
likean old car Stting in the front yard with no motor. Up on blocks.

Usdless. No soul ingde. An empty house.

The dragon Mitsuri mentioned turned out to be that nine-inchhigh statue she'd brought
inearlier. Looked like something | could buy at the Phoenix and Dragon over off

of Roswell Road. Couldn't tell if it waswood or marble. It thunked when she set

it on Hirokumi's desk. She struck amatch and lit the scul pture's extended tongue.



mailto:maharba@maharba.com?

A large orange flame burst outward, then snuffed immediately
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into awinding tendril of green smoke. | watched with my mouth open asthe smoke
morphed and changed into the dragon's imageextending its neck and then itstongue
and showing several rows of smoky teeth.

| watched in fascination asit undulated through the air much like a sea serpent
would in the water. Up and down and up and down. It moved past Mitsuri toward the
door, then turned and looked at me.

The eyes glowed red like two pinpointswithin the mist.

| wondered if Hirokumi could seeit too. Or was he just seeing smoke and fire from
what looked like an overdecorated incense burner?

"It'sfoundit,” Mitsuri saidin alow voice,

Thething bared its teeth and hissed asit turned and cameright a me.

"Oh shit," | muttered out loud.
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ONE day I'm going to learn to kegp my mouth shut. A thief isslent and invisible.
And even if athief isnt, asnoop sureashdl is.

And until now, | thought | had at least one of those requirements nailed down.

The moment | swore, both of them turned and looked inmy  direction. Wéll, I'm assuming
Mitsuri did-she dtill didn't have aface asfar as| could tell.

What | did know wasthat I'd given away my location. And the truth of my presence.
"Did you hear that?' Hirokumi's expresson twisted. He looked asif he couldn't
believe what he'd heard. Wide-eyed, pale complexion (well he was pale before-but
he graduated to pasty white) and very tense. "It sounded like awoman.”

"Demons can take on many shagpes and forms.”

And again my mouth dipped past my control. "Who you cdling ademon? At leest |
haveaface."

The businessman stepped back asif struck, but Mitsuri didn't. She folded her arms
over her chest. | sooooo wished | could see her face.

| hadn't forgotten that snaky, dragonlike smoke thing either. It was hanging about
intheair just over Mitsuri's head. It looked as
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if it was going to strike at me-which it kinda surprised methat it hadn't aready.

It looked asif it waswaiting on some secret, sllent command.

Not that | was complaining or anything.

Would it hurt? Would it kill me? Would it go through me and out the window behind
me? Or would it bump into the barrier aswell? " Speak, demon.” Mitsuri had avery
commanding, aswell as annoying, tone.

And it pissed me off. Speak? Like adog?"Woof." That actudly produced adight
gmilefrom Hirokumi.

And that touched off my wicked curiogty at the Stuation. "Mr. Hirokumi, can you
see the smoke dragon coming out of that statue thing-a-ma-bogjie?”

| could have sworn the man's color went from pasty whiteto bone whitewhen | said
his name. Who knew there were so many shades of scared? | caught myself rubbing my
left arm again. The ache was now afull-on fire.

Paininthe astral. Thiswasnew. "I-1 s-see only smoke."

| looked up at the dragon. Still there. Hanging in the air above Mitsuri. Glaring

at me. Mouth open. Shiny teeth. Drool.

Ew. "Uh-huh-but Mitsubishi here seesit, I'll bet.”

Mitsuri turned her body to face me. No hesitation, asif she could actually see

my astra form. "Do not spesk names, demon. Y ou believe you have power over him-but



we will avenge Tanaka's death. Y our master will not succeed in terrorizing the honorable
Hirokumi. Hewill not give him what he wants."
Say what? Thiswas al beginning to sound like areally bad Japanese movie-you know
with power and honor and all that. Only the English dub was done much better.
At least it matched the movement of thelips.
"Thisisdlly," | said, and moved away from the window, intent on getting past
these two nutcases and back to the door. Someone
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had to walk in at some point, and that's when | was going to get out. I'd been paid
to listen in on the conversation between Frasier (Y ummy!) and Hirokumi (Boo!). That
was done.
| heard the thing before | saw it coming. -A wet, gurgling hissas | turned and
looked up. The dragon had tripled in size as its mouth extended much like a snake's,
ready to strike.
The damned thing was going to eat me!
My firgt ingtinct was to duck and run-forward. So | did. I screamed like agirl
and ran right into-and through-Mitsuri. Her scream joined my own.
I'd passed through people during my early experimentsasan astra Traveler. | mean,
think about it. Standing on the city's Sdewalk, looking up al wide-eyed and thinking
"What the hell .. and you're bound to have a passerby walk through you.
They can't seeyou.
And you're not paying any attention. | sure wasn't.
And when they passed through me, 1'd catch glimpses of whatever was on their minds
at that moment. Usually | seetheir pets. Fish, birds, dogs, cats. And if the person
doesn't have apet, | usuadly seethe next closest thing to their heart.
Their car. Their money. Their ... wdl let'ssay it istruewhat men think about
andwith dl thetime.
Thefirg "wak-through" was the most memorable. It'd been a man in asuit ten-hutting
at abrisk pace down Peachtree N.E., just outside the Starbucks on the corner.
His most dominating thought at that moment had been the black, lacy women's underwear
he'd been wearing, and how good it felt againgt hisbals.
Surprised? | sure as hell was. But this...
Thiswasn't right. Usudly therés some
sort of thought. Some hint of the person's soul as | brush by it. Some glimmer of
the personality formed through that person's experiencesin life. It wasawaysin
flashes, images. Sometimes fedings. Warmth. Cold. Trees.
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Mitsuri had none of thisinside. It felt like passing through a
hollow container filled withice.
Gave new meaning to the phrase "frogty bitch.”
| can only imaginewhat it'd fet like to her with me passing through. | think |
thawed afew things on my way ouit.
| pitched forward, probably from my momentum aswell asher own soul's unique ability
to shove me out. Never had that happened before.
Landing besdethetall, flat pand of cascading water, | lay on the green carpet
shivering. | usualy don' fed thingslike temperature whiletraveling. But first
the ache in my hand, and now this cold? The cold had crept into my soul.
Mitsuri wasn't sanding either. She writhed on the floor asif something pretty nasty
and dimy had gotten up her dress. Her handsflailed around, and she was wailing
something at the top of her lungs. "Wraith! Wraith! He has sent aWraith!™
Heh? Wraith?1 pulled myself up to asitting position and looked around. Where was



aWraith? | remembered that being one of the creatures Rhonda mentioned that morning
aslivinginthe abisol plane. Ambisol?

Chrigt. Pox on my memory!

"A Wraith? He has shown us our death.” Hirokumi looked redly upset. Let's say to
the point of kedling over. Which would be weird because he was on hiskneesin front
of hisdesk beside the less-than-cam secretary.

Wait aminute. | blinked at the two of them. They were cdling me aWraith?

"Now wait just one damned minute," | said as| started to get up. "I am not aWraith
here, people. And that's just mean calling me nameslike that.”

"Kill it! Degtroy it!" Mitsuri commanded. "Beforeit returnsto its master.”

| amost didn't see the smoky dragon's head till it was on top of
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me. | used afew of my more colorful phrases on this one, hoping their evil desgn-the
promise of Hell my mother used to spout a me for having afoul mouth-would warm
me up enough to move faster.

| was getting tired. But why?1 till had an hour or moreto go, didn't 1?7 Before
the lethargy of out-of-body fatigue set in? It was like pushing my body through peanut
butter. 1'd never experienced anything like this before-not after passing through
someone-but then | suspected Mitsuri wasn't in any way a

normdl

someone. | could hear Hirokumi from somewhere in the room, speaking to Mitsuri. It
wasadl in Japanese, and | figured I'd file it away for later.

If therewas alater. | might be embracing my own mortaity. Luckily, | managed
to move mysdf into the recelving area with the chairs and magazines before the dragon's
head came crashing down afew inches from my bunny dipper.

| watched in abject horror (abject ... what afun word) asthe snout, tongue, glowing
eyes, horns, and scales plunged into the carpet and throughiit.
The snakdike body followed it down until it disappeared. | sat very dill.
Weasit gone? Did the invisible barrier keeping me there not extend below?Hrm ...
could | try and sieve down through the floor? As an astral being, 1'd dways concentrated
on staying

above thefloor-no practice at sinking. And | hadn't had any luck at it last night
whilefacing Trench-Coat.

Or what if it came up from beneath me-trapping meinits mouth?

I'd just pulled mysalf up onto my kneeswhen | heard it. Not in the sense of hearing
asound, but hearing it with astral hearing. The thing crashed back up through the
floor, its mouth

open,
swdlowing the panel-fountain without redlly touching it. The thing was made of smoke
after dl.

| screamed.
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Mitsuri screamed. And | still had no ideawho'd hired me, or why. Or why the hell

| think Hirokumi screamed too. | can't be sure. this faceless nutcase was calling

me aWraith.

Because at that moment the office door came open and Lieu- Wraith.
tenant Hottie-McHot burgt in, gun drawn. "Freeze! Policel" That did have a sexy ring
to it though. He stopped just inside the door, legs spread wide, hisface aNuts.
beautiful mask of concentration. The smoky dragon disappeared.

Poof. It was gone. And Lieutenant Frasier frowned as helooked around, his gun ill
drawn. "What's going on here? | heard screaming.”



| can only imaginewhat it looked like to the detective. Me?1 was pushing mysdlf

up to astanding position, intent on making my

way to the door with the cop.

Mitsuri was on the floor in front of Hirokumi's desk. Her dress was hiked up above
her knees, just showing apair of hot red lacy panties (ooh, Victorias Secret, no

doubt). Hirokumi was hunched over her on dl fours.

Now, | knew what'd happened. Something had passed through her and she'd probably
fainted like any decent secretary would, and Mr. Hirokumi, like the good, decent

man he was, had bent down to make sure she was okay.

But for the detective-well-I just watched as hisimagination stole the words from

his mouth. He stepped into the office and returned his gun to abelt holster.

He pursed hislips as he neared the two of them, grabbed his coat from the back

of the chair where held left it. "1 see you're handling the danger quite well, Mr.
Hirokumi. I'll make sure to put that in my report." With a sneer, he turned and moved
back to the door.

"Detective," Mr. Hirokumi was on hisfeet in aningtant. "Don't et it escape!™ Mitsuri
yelled out. "A Wraith! A Wraith!" But | wasway ahead of her. | had no ideawhat

had happened

to thedragon, and | didn't care. | wastaking my oneticket out of Vistar's offices

on the coattails of ahandsome detective.
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could tell from the way Frasier snuggled down into his coat once we were outside

that the temperature had dropped even further. | checked my watch-alittle under

two hours out. | had two hours and some change to go before | reached my no-hurt-the-body-onreturn
limit.

Two choicesloomed in front of me once | was out of the building, close on the detective's
trench coattails (and anicetail it was). | could run like hdll to seeif Mom's

car was parked nearby and have asmall nervous breakdown while she drove me home,
or | could jump down my cord now and do the same, only in the safety of my own place.
Remember what | said before abort Reason? Well, she wasn't on my side that time
ether. But onthisone, | think it was good she was out taking a pill. Because Reason
would have wanted me to get back into my body and keep safe (and ask Rhonda about
what the hdl Mitsuri was and why she was caling me names) away from smoky dragons
(yikes!) and doom-spouting Japanese businessmen (weird).

But-there was areally cute cop beside me, so | chose option three and followed
Lieutenant Frasier into acab.

Why was a cop taking a cab?
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"Fado's, Buckhead." Lieutenant Frasier shut the door and leaned back into the seat

as| scrambled in ahead of him. | watched him remove asmadl flip phone from his
trench coat pocket and hit agpeed did button. The achein my arm flared, and |

rubbed at it again.

"Ken?It'sme." He paused and gave the passing traffic ascowl. "No, it wasatota
waste of time. Asshole blew me off so he could hump his secretary. Redl piece of
work."

| noticed how he avoided telling whoever was on the other sde about Hirokumi's
warning of bad juju. I'm not so sure I'd have mentioned the warnings of bad spirits
myself. Bring up stories of ghosts and goblinsto the police, and you'll see awhole

new level of MEGO.

| guaranteeit.



Sitting on the backseat with him, | had a chance to watch him close-up. He wasindeed
one of the prettiest men I'd seenin along time. But he was atractive in an dmost

geeky sort of way.

| liked the way he ran hisfingersthrough his hair while he spoke. "No, I'll be

back in after lunch. My car's not going to be ready till two, so I'm gonnatake an

hour or so a Fado's. No ... no ... | want an hour or so alone on thisone. I've

got afew idess, but | want to sort it out for abit.”

Well, that explained where the cop's car was.

He nodded (asif this Ken could see him), then closed the phone. Lieutenant Frasier
stuck the forefinger and thumb of hisleft hand under his glasses and rubbed at the
bridge of hisnose.

| was S0 gone with aschoolgirl crush a that moment that butterflies-no make that
747s-circled in my stomach. Watching him was enough therapy to take my mind off of
my near capture by afacdess Charlie's Angd double-armed with a

Mortal Kombat prop.

Wow. Hello pop culture.

Buckhead was adightly triangular area of North Atlantathat extended from around
Piedmont Circle and toward East Paces Ferry Road. From the west it started around
Northsde Driveto

64

Cheshire Bridge. Four mgor interstates run north to south, south to north through

it: Interstates 85, 19, 400, and 75.

Most visitorsto Atlantatravel to Buckhead because of its eegant homes, legendary
shops, and nightclubs.

For meit wasthefood.

All manner of food can be found in Buckhead. Want something to just wet the whistle-maybe
agood tapas restaurant? Try Cafe To To Tango. Got a sweet tooth just aching for
avariety of desserts? Settle on in at the Cheesecake Factory. All you can eat Brazilian?
Hey, try the enormous dabs of meat at Fogo de Chao.

Or if you're like me, and love seafood, there's waysthe Atlanta Fish Market-well-known
for the sixty-five-foot copper-and

sted fish sculpture in front of the door. Rocking seafood-freaky outside decor.

| don't think I've ever passed by that place when there wasn't some goofy family

or coupletaking their picture a itsfeet.

Or should | say flippers.

And then there are the more subtle places like the Buckhead Diner for avariety

of Greek favoritesand for alittle Cgun there's V oodoo.

There are shopstoo, for those who can afford it. I'm not one of them. | might cruise
around on Sunday afternoon after ameal of appetizers, but to actualy buy something?
Uh-uh. But don't think this area's resdents are entirely happy about their predicament.
Most of those who live in Buckhead are from old money, yet it's the young money that
keeps the bars open way

past midnight on weekends. Rowdy. Y oung. Rich.

There's dways some story on the news, some disturbance, some nasty thing that happened
over the weekend in one of the

Buckhead clubs. And the images shown on the late-night news are

always streets crowded with young people.
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No onedrivesin Buckhead on a Friday or Saturday night. Mainly because the Streets
are parking lots.

Fado'sisan Irish pub that sits on the corner of Peachtree Road and Buckhead Avenue.



A beige, rustic-looking building that boasts live music on some weekends and professondly
drawn pints of Guinness beer. | liked the place for brunch on Sundays-meeting up
with Rhondathere for afeast of fish 'n' chips and a black-andtan after anight

of too many beers.

Today was the quietist I'd seen the place, being aweekend patron mysdlf. | scooted
out of the cab behind Frasier and followed him inside. The placeisusualy dark,
giving privacy to cozy nooks and cranniesal throughout the building, unless a soccer
game was the preference. And then there was aways a crowd of young men and afew
women in the bar, pintsin hand, their attention riveted to the oversized projection
televigon.

Fado's kept up with all the soccer games and tournaments  year-round.

Today there wasn't agame, and the bar had been decorated with agarland of silver,
draped in large waves benegth the outside front. A small tree twinkled on top of

one end of the bar, standing perhaps astall as a portable poker machine. 1t was
decorated in tiny little mugs of Guinness beer.

Aw, how cute.

The detective took a sest at the bar near the tree and removed his coat. He set

it on the empty stool to hisright, so | took up aposition on the stoal to hisleft.

Quick check of my watch. Two hours|eft on the nose.

"Hey, Danny-boy," the bartender said as he set around cardboard coaster advertising
BassAleonthebar in front of him. "Coffee?"

"Yeah." Lieutenant Fraser nodded as he placed hiselbows on the surface. "And just
black.”

"Rough morning?' The bartender was nice on the eyes, and not one | remembered seeing
there before. He was average height
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or at least asfar as| could tell from his position behind the dark wood bar. He

had long dark hair, pulled neatly back into asilver band, and dark eyes that matched
the mischievous dimple that gppeared when he amiled.

He wore asimple green-and-white-striped, long-deeved tee and had aring on his
right hand.

"Oh, you could say that," Lieutenant Frasier said. "How was it over the weekend?”
"Oh." The bartender turned and poured up a steaming mug of coffee from a set of
perking carafes behind him. "Here? | don't know. Had an early Christmas party to
work up at the Public House." He st the cup in front of the detective.

"See any ghosts, Dags? Or evil spirits?!

Okay. First off-Dags? What kind of nameisthat?

Sounded like something I'd name niy-well-what would you name Dags?

Second-evil spirits. Got my attention. | raised an eyebrow at the bartender. The
Public House was one of achain of nice, fivestar restaurantsin the Atlanta area.
Theinteresting tidbit | knew about the Public House was its former occupation as
amortuary, and agenera store before that during the Civil War.

Allegedly two ghosts haunted the | oft of the restaurant, where guests were served
drinks and desserts. I'd lways wanted to try out the place but never made the time.
Therewas adight hedtation, and-did he just glance at me? "Nah." Dags shook his
head and braced his hands, pams down, on the bar's surface. | noticed the ring again-silver
with asmplelight blue sone. "But I've only been doing the weekend gig here and
there. Some of the staff ing st they've had afew run-inswith ghosts." Helifted

his hands shoulder height and wiggled hisfingers.

| grinned. The detective grinned. | liked this bartender. I'd never taken thetime

to get know a server of tasty beverages before. Might need to make a start with this



one.

That is, when he could see me. He's probably gay.

67

Dagsleaned forward, hishands again on the bar. "I'm willing to bet thelong face
you're pulling isfrom that killing downtown last night." He turned and produced

an

Atlanta Journd and Condtitution

from benesth the bar.

It was the same one Steve had been reading earlier. Only I'd not seen the actua
front-page header.

LOCAL BUSINESSMAN SHOT; POLICE CLUELESS.

"Ouch," | said, and quickly covered my mouth. The outburst wasn't exactly for the
headline as much asthe sharp pain that came from the handprint on my arm. | looked
down and pulled my black deeve away.

Trench-Coat's handprint was darkening like black ink on my white skin. Red and then
black. It was red when | was being attacked-and black when | wasn't. What did this
mean? And if it didn't go away, maybe | could say it was atattoo?

I'd swear the bartender glared at me before nodding to the lieutenant. ™Y eah, ouch
isright. Looks like Heather Noir, Brenda Starr of the South, istill holding that
grudge againg the APD. Or isshe dtill holding it againgt you?”'

Frowning, Lieutenant Frasier looked to hisleft--right through me-then behind him.
He'd heard me say ouch. And | was beginning to suspect there was more to this bartender
than met the eye. Hisastra colorsal seemed normal, though there were lots of
purple spots around his head. Either way, | have got to learn to keep my mouth shut,
or I'm going to get mysdlf in some deep kaka one day.

The detective continued to look abit confused but didn't comment on the disembodied
ouch.

What sucked more than me not keeping my mouth shut was that | knew who-uh-what-no-I'd
seen

the murder. | knew what the murderer looked like. | didn't know what it was, but

| could point him out in alineup. Though | doubted this detective, much less anyone
else on Atlantals Finest, was going to find TrenchCoat and haul his ass downtown.

| gave an uncontrolled shudder as| had aflash of Lieutenant Fraser caught in
Trench-Coat's red beam.
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"I don't want to talk about Heather. That's long-dead history.” Oooh. Gossip? Old
lover? Ex-wife?

The lieutenant grabbed up his coat and pulled arolled magazine from theinsde
pocket (Isn't it kindaamystery as to the measurable space insgde atrench coat?

| mean the things are mysteries of quantum physics. I've seen movieswherethey've
kept entire swords in those things-and no one's noticed!). | watched him unroll it

and spread it flat on top of the bar.

It was the sameissue of AtlantaMagazine I'd seen in Hirokumi's office. Only this
one dtill had its cover intect.

Lieutenant Fraser pinned the magazine to the bar with theindex finger of hisleft
hand. "Thisguy'sthe key, Dags. And Hirokumi didn't even mention him. | never said
aword about him ether-not wanting to color anything he said.”

| wanted to inch closer and get agoo

d look at the cover, but the bartender reached out and spun the magazine around so
he could seeit. But | did manage to catch aglimpse at the pic and the namein bold
white-and-black type. "Reverend Rollins?' The incredulousness was so very present



inmy now-loud voice.

"Damnit!" Both men looked a each other, and then around their immediate area.

Keep your mouth, shut, Zoe! "Did you say ..."

That time | was sure Dags looked at mewith adark eyebrow raised in that same face
my mother gave me when she was getting annoyed with me. Then helooked away, and
hisface cracked into

afoot-wide grin as he looked at Lieutenant Frasier. "How in the hell are you going

to connect atelevangdist to the shooting of a corporate vice president?”

| was glad Dags asked that question because that waswhat | was burning to know.

| knew who Reverend Theodore Rollins was-top Southern televangelist. He had ratings
that would make any of the top three networks drool with envy. Popular on thereligious
channels (the ones | skipped over onmy TV)
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and on some of those early-morning church services from Mount Paran.

But that's about as far as my knowledge reached.

| had to agree with the bartender here. How were the two related? And so | turned
where | sat to face the cute detective and leaned on the bar.

Lieutenant Fraser smiled. It was one of those knowing kinds of amiles. He had the
answer. And he was about to say it when"Hey, Dagd”

The bartender turned to hisright. A woman in awhite shirt and black pants waved
ared-and-white-checkered towel at him. "Y eah?"

"Need you and your musclesin the back.” She wiggled her eyebrows up and down before
disappearing into the bowels of the bar. Dags put up afinger at Lieutenant Frasier.
"Hold that thought.

I'll beright back.” And he was gone, quickly replaced by afemale bartender. Though
adequate with anew coffee for the detective, not as good-looking.

Damnit, damnit, damnnit.

| wanted to know the connection. Mainly because | knew who killed Tanaka and wondered
how this detective, aman who is paid to find the unfindable, was going to link up
atelevangelist to the bald uberspook in the trench coat?

Ow, ow, ou: Thearm burned. | set it on the bar and stared at it, wishing it to

just stop. What was happening? Was my physica arm going to fal off? Why did it
hurt?

Maybe | should get back to my body. | checked my watch. Two and ahaf hours out
or 0. Oneand a hdlf left.

Lieutenant Frasier pursed hislips (full lips| noticed) and lowered his head to

the magazine. He opened the cover and began flipping through.

| Sghed. My curiosity isadangerous thing-in case you hadn't already noticed that.
It'swhat kept me glued to that hard wooden stoal. | knew he could hear me, and |
toyed with the idea of asking him outright about the connection. But then held probably
freak out or think the lady bartender had asked.
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For thefirst time since my learning how to astrd project, | wanted more than anything
to bevighble, for him to see me. But wishing thiswas hopeless. Inthe Six years

I'd been at this, I'd never learned how to become corpored. If it could even be

done. Tim and Steve could do it but only for very short burgts. But they were ghosts.

| wasn'.

Frustration pressed down on my shoulders, asif someone were standing on them. The
stool beneath me seemed even harder and colder. My back ached, and | wanted more
than anything to talk to this man.

| aso wanted to touch him, run my fingers over those pouty lipsaswell asthrough



histhick, brown hair. Wow ... things were getting warm in here.
"Would you like something to drink?"

| could aways pop back to my body, deal with thelethargy | knew would come from
back-traveling, and maybe get back herein my car in my physica body before the
lieutenant |eft.
"Miss?' | shifted on the stool. The smell of fried food made my stomach growl.
"Miss," Lieutenant Fraser said, and put ahand on my right arm. Warm. Gentle. "Would
you liketo order adrink?'

It wasdl | could do not to let out the girlie scream of the century at that moment.
Not only had the pretty detective touched me, physically, but he waslooking at

me

Hewas looking right at me! So wasthe girl bartender. And | felt the stoal.

| smelled food.

| gave him awesk smile. "Guessit'sagood thing | wore clothes after dl.”
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| recommend the Irish coffee," Lieutenant Frasier said, and moved his stool back
afew inches. It scraped against the scuffed hardwood floor.

| nodded, unsure what elseto say.

Yeah, | know. Me. Speechless. Take apicture.

But everything had abruptly turned surredl, i know what being solid means-hell-that's
my naturd state. But something about this seemed ... wrong. | just couldn't put

my finger onit.
The bartender waited patiently on me. | looked at her and nodded. My thoughts bounced
around in an erratic way. Was my hair still braided? Was| goingto go invisible
aganif | moved? Did | put on makeup that morning? Could | go invisibleif | wanted
to?

Wow, it'schilly in here. Could | get back into my body like this? Does my bresth
and|?

Does astral bresth have asmell?

Thefull weight of what just happened hadn't really crashed into me yet-that was

for later when | could have afull, running

around-the-gpartment conniption fit.

| wasvishlel

The lieutenant offered me hisleft hand.

Wheat did ... oh! He wanted to shake my hand. Me being

72

right-handed, | didn't quite know what to do. And | hesitated again-1 was visible-but
was| redly solid?

Hewaslooking at me with those melt-in-your-mouth eyes.

| managed asmile, though I'm sure | looked goofy ashell, and did my left hand

into his. I glanced down at my arm, where I'd rolled my deeve up. The handprint
wasthere, no longer dark, but

more of alight, bruised purple, yet the achewas gone. Danid's skin was smooth,
warm.

The contact made mefed nicein dl theright places.

"Daniel Fraser. Andyou are... 7'

| blinked-I was till thinking with my goodie parts. "Zoe Martinique."

He squeezed my hand before letting go. "I didn't see you come in, Zoe. Are you okay?
Youlook alittle pae.”

Pae?1'm an astra projection of mysdlf! I'm supposed to be pale! "I'mfine. Redlly.
Thank you for asking."



With asmile (what agreat smile-al straight white teeth) the lieutenant did aquick,
detective-take-it-dl-in of my attire. "Y ou dressed for catburglaring?'

| laughed. It was a stupid sound. Kindareminded me of chalk squeaking on ajust-washed
chalkboard. Nervouslaughter. | cringed inwardly. "Oh. No. No. | just find thismore
comfortable”

"You mugt." Hisright eyebrow arched. "It'svery flattering. Not very warm though.
And | like your bunny dippers."

Aw shit.

The bartender brought me the coffee. | could smell thewarm, buttery rum mingled
with the bitter bite of strong coffee. | had another instant of panic. Could | actudly
lifta

solid object? | felt Daniel'shand. And | could fed the stool beneath me.

Then another harrowing thought followed on the heds of that one. Could | drink
it?Would it actudly go into my physica scomach or would it pool on the stool and
dribble down the sides to the floor, making me look like ayoung candidate for Depends?
| decided to tackle the actud lifting first. I'd worry about drinking it |ater.

Though an Irish coffee sounded redlly good right now.
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So did whiskey, vodka, or agigantic shot of tequila. Anything to relieve the stress
running up my spine.

Hewaswatching me. | could fed hiseyesboring holesinto my profile. Mr. Detective
was doing hisinvestigator thing-studying me, Szing me up, checking me ouit.

And thiskind of scrutiny wouldn't be so bad if | were actudly out looking for

it.

| reached out to the steaming white Fado's mug. Therewasno telling how full the
mug was as the whipped cream floating on top obscured therim. | think | expected
my hand to pass through the ceramic.

| gasped when my fingers actualy made contact. | hissed and pulled back-damn that
was hot.

Mental note: hot was hot, no matter if you were dead, living, or in between.

Wait ... wasthat it? Had | died? And now | wasaghost like Tim and Steve?

"It helpsif you takeit up by the handle.”

Had Trench-Coat found away into my condo and killed me?"Zoe, are you sure you're
okay?'

Should I try to go invisible now and get back into my body, just to make surell
wasn't dead?

Histouch on my right arm startled me. "Wha....

Heleaned in closer, hiseyes bright behind hisglasses. "Areyou okay? Y ou seem
abit-digtracted.”

| knew | should engage him in conversation, but | was still abit flustered. Hell,

| was confused. So | experimented afew timeswith the mug. | touched it with my
right hand, then my left. It was solid. | was solid.

"Yeah ... 'mabit upset. Just camein for abit of company.” Not that | could

tell him why | was upset or that | wanted his

company. " So-humor me, Lieutenant. What case are you working on? Isthisabusiness
lunch or amoment of regrouping?"

Helooked like my words had relaxed him abit. Wish they could relax me. | was ill
gaping over my new condition.
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How had this happened? Had | wished it to happen? Nah-that was silly.

"Cadl me Danid." The detective pointed to the newspaper on the bar and the glaring



headline. "And I'm the clueless part of that.”

| pulled the paper close acrossthe bar's surface-still abit surprised that | could
actudly touch it. "Nah-you just haven't caught the bastard yet. But you will."

Heturned his beautiful faceto me. | could see hisblue eyes through the glasses.

"Y ou sound very sure, Zoe Martinique. Wish | had that kind of confidence." He shook
his head. Daniel opened his mouth, paused, then turned to face the magazine in front

of him. It looked to me asif held been dl ready to tell me his suspicion-spill

it!-but then decided againgt it.

After dl, | wasastranger in abar wearing bunny dippers. "Do you have any leads?'
Keep him taking, keep him talking. | figured at this point | should use Smple questions,
direct and to the point. | wanted to know why he thought the Reverend had something
to do with Tanaka's murder. And I'm not really patient when I'm in an unfamiliar
gtuation.

And being agtra-and physica-was as unfamiliar asit gets for me. Littledid |

know it was gonna get awhole lot more so. He appeared to come to a decision by lowering
his shoulders.

Lieutenant Fraser closed the magazine and turned it my way. | could finaly see

the headline. REVEREND ROLLINSFIGHTS FOR PRIVACY AGAINST CORPORATE
AMERICA.

The picture was one of the more flattering ones I'd seen of old Preacher Teddy. He
was atal man, reported to stand close to sixfoot-three. Big guy, with broad shoulders.
I'd read once held played footbdl in college at Florida State.

Hewasin hismidforties and hisblond trophy hair had thinned inal thewrong

places. A pronounced widow's peak pointed down to a high forehead above thick, arched
yellow eyebrows.

His nose was straight, and his mouth was a thin cut beneath handlebar mustaches.
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He was one unattractive man. Or at least S0 to me, anyway, in comparison to the man
at the bar beside me. Reverend Rollinslooked like afreak'n Muppet if you asked

me

Again | wasabit surprised | could open the magazine, and | flipped to the article.

It didn't take long before | saw the printed type spelling out Visitar Incorporated
inthefirst paragraph.

Vigtar. KobaHirokumi. William Tanaka

| pointed to the newspaper, indicating the murder. ™Y ou think the Reverend had something
to do with that?*

Daniel nodded and took asip of his coffee. "No one elsethinks so, but | do. |

haven't got adamned bit of evidenceto proveit. All I know iswhat'sin that article-that
Vidtar bought the rightsto something Rollins alegedly lost in the early eighties.

Doesn't say what it was-but I'm sure it'simportant.”

| had to ask. "Have you spoken to the Reverend?’

Danid shook hishead. "He's not speaking to anyone unless they're areporter. And

if hetalksto the police, he's sure not talking to me.”

"Why not?'

"Zoe." Daniel gave me adight smile, punctuated by furrowed brows. "You ask alot
of questions.”

"Yeah, and? I'm astranger. Y ou don't know me. I'm herefor lunch. Y ou're here for
lunch. Talk to me. What's the harm?' | had no ideawho said those words. Wasn't me.
I'm usudly not that Rico Sauve.

Hewaslooking a me, sizing me up. | smiled back at him and locked hisgazein

mine. | don't know how long we szt like that, looking at each other.



And it was making me nervous. Why was he staring at me? Was| going invisible again?
Could he seethrough me? _"So why won't he talk to you? Because you're not lead
detective? |an't that how it works?!

Danid blinked, asif coming out of alight deep. He smiled. |
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redly liked the smile. Brightened hiswholeface. "No, I'm not the lead-not redlly.
Well, yes| am. Just not in the way you might be thinking. It's kinda complicated.”
And | thought | was confused.

"Daniel-gart over. But wait till my eyesroll back around and

catch up. Y ou made me dizzy with that statement.” Helaughed.

| liked that.

"Sorry." He pushed his stool farther away from the bar so he could faceme. "To
answer the second question, I'm partnerless at the moment and my captain would rather
| play desk jockey till they find someone else to work with me."

"What happened to your partner?”

Danid looked away from me then, and his eyes glazed, but not inthe MEGO sense.
More like in the remembering something he'd rather not way. "He waskilled about
amonth ago. Waked in on aholdup at the 7-Eleven over off of Ponce de Leon and
Monroe."

| felt my own eyeswiden in surprise. That wasn't that far from my condo building
onVirginiaAvenue.

He rubbed at his eyeswith the index finger and thumb of his right hand. | wasn't
aureif it was from frustration from the failed interview with Hirokumi or from fetigue.
At that particular moment | noticed asmall, methodical pounding at the base of

my skull. Damn-that was usudly my first sgna that 1'd been out of my body too
long. But that was impossible. | ill had about an hour or so. | wanted to check

my watch, but didn't want to bring attention to the handprint on my forearm.

Danid continued. "Apparently not many other officersare interested in working
with me. | should have had another partner by now."

"Were you closeto the one that waskilled?!

"Not really. Wed only been partners for ayear-and he had a family. Threekids.

| went to the funerdl.” He rested his chin on hisright fist, hisright elbow on

the bar. "1'd never really thought about the danger of my work till then-mainly because
there's never been
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anyone asimportant as afamily in my background. But that afternoon..." He sighed
and refocused hisincredible eyes back on me. So sad. "That was tough to see those
kids asthey redlized Daddy wasn't ever coming home.”

| redly hated that he was getting bummed. And | hated that such anasty thing had
happened to him. | so hated that this here train of thought was going to get us
nowhere but further away from the topic of Visitar and Reverend Rallins.

Now I'm not a heartless bitch-not realy. But the pounding in my head increased
involume, and hearing was a a premium. | glanced quickly at my watch. Forty-five
minutes. | fill had forty

-five minutes-so why was | getting the initial headache of agone

too-long hangover? " And the answer to why the Reverend won't talk toyouis...."
Danid'sfocus shifted back to me. He looked serious. "No great mystery there. I'm
not six o'clock news materia. No one knows mein this city-except as the one that
keepslosing partners, | guess I'm sort of ajokein that respect.” He gestured to

the paper. "I'm more the one that'll garner that kind of bad press. Reverend Rollins
adwayswantsto smell likearose." He smiled to himsalf and took up his coffee.



"With me hed smdll morelike histrue slf." Hewiggled hiseyes up and down. "Ass."

| laughed. I'd not expected that sort of line out of, this nice, soft-gpoken man.

Hedidn't strike me asthe typica detective ether. But my knowledge of police procedures
depended largely on my addiction to the "doink, doink” on

Law & Order.

I'm ahuge Orbach fan. | misshim.

"| take it you don't care much for the good Reverend?' | gave him my best amile.

"l don't like any form of legalized prosdytization." Ooh. School word. Wasthat

like progtitution?

"And | just find it interesting that aweek after this magazineis published"-he

picked up the AtlantaMagazine and held it out where | could seeit. "Tanakais dead.”
The pictures and words blurred. Yow. ...
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He dropped the magazine back to the bar. "Rollinskilled Tanaka. And soon, he's
going to come after Hirokumi. And | suspect Hirokumi knowsthis." Danidl's jaw worked
back and forth for afew seconds. The light from the windows reflected from his glasses
again, the glare blocking my view of hiseyes. "And he's not going to cooperate with
police"

Well, firgt off, | knew Rollins hadn't killed Tanaka-not unless he moonlighted as

aba d-demon-ghosty-guy. Or hired one-which wasn't such afar-out ideawhen | thought
about my own Stuation.

| mean, I'm an adtrd Traveler, and | pretty much rent myself out to learn things

for other people. | thought again of Mitsuri-did Hirokumi know hislittle Japanese

Seer combo secretary was more than meets the eyes? And what was up with her accusing
me of being aWraith? What the hell did that mean?

So maybe the Reverend did the sane-asin adtrd traveled? Only on the astral plane
helooked like Vin Diesdl?

Nahhhhh.... That wasjust wrong.

"'Zoe, is something wrong with your aram?'Y ou keep rubbing it."

| hadn't redlized I'd been doing that, so | nearly protested, until | looked down

and the mark was deep red again. The shape of the handprint was even more visble
aganst my very pdeskin.

That's when severd things clicked (including the stress of the wooden stool beneath
me). For six years|'d traveled in the astral and never managed to become corporedl.
Now, less than twentyfour hours after I'm astrally touched by some uberspook with
dark shades, I'm visiblein abar in Buckhead.

And as| looked a Danid, then at the bar and bartender, at my cooling coffee,

and finally when | turned to look at the other patrons scattered about the room,

| redlized what had been niggling at mesincel redized | was solid.

There were shadows everywhere. Misty, dark, dight wispsof something like the smoke
that curls up after snuffing acandle. | knew thislook, | saw it when | was out

of body. But never when | was physicd.
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Christ. What did Trench-Coat do to me?

| should go home, drink alot of Coke, burp, and call Rhonda. For somereason I'd
reached my usua out-of-body limit quicker. Had he mucked with that aswell?

Better not wastetime and find out. "No, no. I'm fine."

But he reached out and caught my wrist just abovethe very visible mark.

Heturned a serious (but cute!) look to me. “Zoe, are you being abused? Who did
thisto you? That'savery nasty bruise. Chritit's ahandprint.”

| managed to pull my arm back. "Uh, no one. Redlly. I'mfine." The pounding at the



back of my head moved forward, crawled through my brain, and settled behind my eyes.
The beautiful-if not mided lieutenant-was losing sharpnessfor me.

| also became aware of aweight pressing down not only onmy shoulders, but on my
chest.

| didn't know what was happening-and there sure ashell wasn't anyonein the bar

| could ask. Oh, excuse me. Can you help me amoment? | seem to have gone al corpored,
but I'm not sureif thisisgood for my body, which, of course, | left back a my

condo.

| blinked severd times at Danid, trying to bring himinto sharper focus-but my
body-what there was of it-wasn't cooperating.

"What. . ." | shook my head, and as | looked down at my hand, | found | could see
the bar through it. Oh hdll! "Let's get back to Rollinsand Hirokumi . . ." An ocean
crested inmy ears.

Ohdamn ... | felt thetug of my body calling. Thiswasn't going to be pretty. |

was gonna be sucked back whether | wanted to be or not. And by the hazy dia on my
watch, | till had forty minutes!

Luckily, Danid had looked inside his suit jacket and pulled out acard. He wasn't
looking a me. "Zoe, | work with battered women and volunteer a one of the shelters
downtown. If you'd like, we
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could continue this discussion tonight over dinner, and maybe | could introduce you

to the shelter's-" But it wastoo late. Danidl looked up from his coffee to look

at me-and stopped. His eyeswidened, and | felt my heart snk when he looked
through me.

He stood, the stool scraping the wood floor, and looked around the bar. If | spoke,
he'd hear me. He was going to ask me out! | have got to be Murphy's Bitch, you know?
A manfindly asksmeout, and | go dl invisble.

Shit. Argh! | wanted to say yes. | wanted to tell him I'd meet him over at the Red
Chair! But | so knew it wouldn't be agood thing for him to hear my disembodied
voice.

Not everyone likes hearing voices, you know? Not agood sign in our culture.
"Miss'-He leaned forward to get the bartender's attention"did you see where Zoe
went?'

"No." Shelooked around. "Shewas ditting right here." With a glance a my untouched
coffee, she scooped it up. "And she never drank her coffee.”

Danid fished afew dollarsfrom his pocket. "I'll get it. Just put

it on my tab. I'm going to go check the ladies room. She waslooking abit pale,

and | might have upset her. Maybe she'ssick.” He pulled a card from his back pocket.
"And give her thisif you see her, okay?' Danid handed it to the bartender.

He was getting ready to leave. | didn't want to leave him. | almost had a date with
Hottie Detective!

Within seconds | was traveling through the bar, into the street. Everything wasa

blur, and I wasinexplicably pulled avay from the detective ...

... and back into my body to find my mother giving me mouth-to-mouth.
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1 told her not to do that,” Steve said, as | scrubbed the enamel off of my teeth.

| was standing-well, more like leaning-against the sink in my bathroom and on my
third teeth-cleaning since coming home. "But you know how Nona can be.”

Y eah. | know. Shetasteslike Old Lady. Ewwwwww.

The toothpaste numbed my tongue, and my gumswere bleeding. It redly didn't help.

| still had theimage of my mom'slips plastered to my own burned on the hard drive



of my mind.

Asfor how | fet physicaly. Drained wasn't even closeto a good description. |

needed a harsher word.

Sucked? No, that just led to some real nasty gutter trandations.

Tolook inthe mirror, sucked

worked though. | was paer than 1'd ever remembered being. My Latino genes looked
to be on vacation, and my Irish was hanging about. | could actudly seethefreckles

on my nose. And-were those more white hairs? There were more there than before-like
ten?

"Isthet gray har?'
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| turned and glared at Steve where he stood in the bathroom door before looking
back at my reflection.

Half-moons hung beneath my eyes.

Speaking of eyes, minelooked wrong-darker than usud. Still amber in an off sort

of color, but more of acaramdl. | looked tired.

And | was. If Mom and Don Juan De-Ghosty here weren't till in my condo, I'd be
adeep. After agood pint of vanillaice cream. | was famished.

I rinsed. Used some mouthwash. Minty-fresh. Hissed asthe antiseptic stung my tender
gums, then wiped my mouth on atowe hanging on my shower door. The bathroom smelled
like soap and shampoo. Watermelon scent. Y egh, | know my mom."

"Well, it was pretty scary for her. She's seen your silver cord before, like that

firgt time you moved out of body. Only thistimeit wasredly fant, likeit was
disappearing. So she panicked and gave you CPR."

| cocked an eyebrow at him and motioned for him to move out of my way. Asan astra
entity, | didn't like people passing through me. So asa corporea being, | sure

ashdll didn't want Steve's ectoplasmic goo on me. | wasn't surewhat it felt like

to area dead person to have someone walk through them.

Wasn't sure | wanted to know. Asfar as| was concerned being dead wasn't the same
thing as astral traveling. Dead meant no body. | didn't want dead. | enjoyed my body
and dl itsfeminine parts. Once back in my bedroom, | changed into jeans and a black
sweatshirt with ayellow Wonder Woman inggniaon the front. A gift from Rhonda.
Speaking of which.. . . "Steve, did Rhondaever figure out what it was she waslooking
for in that book? And do you by chance know exactly what aWraith is?"

He'd moved to my bed and was lounging back Cleopatra style, with both legson my
nice, clean white divan. Good thing ghosts don't track dirt. "Well, first answer

isyou'd have to ask Tim. He stayed behind with Rhonda at the shop, remember? On
that second
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one. .." Hefrowned at me and sat up, swinging hislegs off of my bed. "Why do you
want to know about Wraiths?'

"Honey?' Mom knocked on my door. I'm not sure sheld recovered from my glass-shattering
shriek upon waking. "Can | comein?I've made you a hot toddy."

A what?

"Comein," | pulled on my bear-claw dippers when she opened the door. They made
my inner child feel happy and protected. Grrr ... I'm abear. Watch out.

"You ill look awful." She gill wore the navy blue sweatpants and sweetshirt,

topped off by ared-and-gold scarf tied around her neck in true Boy Scout fashion.
She looked ridiculous. I'd much rather have preferred her usua  caftan and dippers.
Store dttire.

"And you redlly need to talk to your hairdresser about that gray.”



Biteme.

"| fed awful."

Mom held a steaming cup of something in front of me. | sneered at it. "What isit?"
"A hot toddy. Great comfort for when you're sick.”

"Mom, I'm not sick. I'm tired, which | think hasalot to do with me somehow going
corpored.” | looked at her.

Shefrowned a me.

"You don't get it, do you, Mom? | became solid. The detective, the onel was sent
to watch, he saw

me. So did the bartender." Not to mention the cute bartender with the ponytail-I
was sure held seen me agirdly.

"Maybe he'sjust one of those sensitives. Y ou know, likeme." "Mom." | stood and
put my handsto the Sides of my head. Frustration is not afavorite emotion | like
tovigt. | think that's be- cause during my yearswith Mom, I've set up house with
it."I'mnot Sck.”

"Well, you look sick." "Gee. Thanks."
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"Now, Zoe, you know | didn't mean it likethat. I'm just worried. We camein and

| found you on that bed and you looked dead."

"l was dill bresthing.”

Shelooked pained. "'l couldnt tell.”

Apparently when | didn't come out of the Bank of America building, Mom and Steve
had gone to my condo only to discover Mom didn't have her key or her code. So they'd
driven dl theway back to Euclid to her house to retrieve her set and the pass code
I'd written down for her.

And apparently Rhonda had closed up the shop, and sheand Tim were missing.
"W, you blew any chance | had of getting adate with acop, Mom. Hewas going
to ask me out, but then your reviva yanked meright back. | fill had time on my
clock!"

She set the cup on the nightstand beside my bed and stood,

both hands on her hips. "Did it even occur to you that making

yourself physicd like that was sucking the life out of your body?

Look at you, Zoe. Have you looked in the mirror? Y ou were pae,

and it didn't look like you were breathing. . ." Sheturned, and |

thought | saw atear fal gently from her left eye.

Crap. | hated it when Mom went all Scarlett O'Haraon me.

"Mom+it'sjust that-1 think Trench-Coat changed me." Sheld dready seen the glaring,
ugly red mark while lay unconscious and

of course demanded an explanation before alowing meto brush

my teeth. Though it had been ardief findly to get it off my chest.

"When hetried to take me and failed. There are things happening.” | touched my chest
above my breasts as Mom turned and

looked down a me. "Thingsthat | don't understand yet."

"Y ou haveto tell Rhondathese things. Y ou should havetold us

he touched you, Zoe. There might have been something we could

have done." A sniff. The doorbell rang.

"I'll getit." Mom turned.

Gone was the sob. Dried up were the tears. She was up and

ready to do battle with the next adventure.
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Well, that'sMom. | think oneday I'll shoot her and have her mounted to my wall.



| let Mom and Steve answer it-1 wastired. What my granddaddy called "bonetired,”
when you fdt it dl theway to the marrow. | lay back on my pillowsand closed my

eyes. Geez ... | could just drift off and deep for days.

| still didn't know who or realy what Trench-Coat was. Nor did | fed anywhere

near up to tackling him. | planned on driving over to Fado'sto retrieve that business
card Danid had given the bartender ASAP.

| didn't have much of aclue asto what Mitsuri was either. | sort of wanted to

go back therein body to seeif | could see her the same way. Most of thetimethe
ability to see auras and such didn't manifest through to my physical body.

No, | saw icky, wispy, shadowy things.

In this skinny, bony, worn-out shell | was just Zoe-out-ofwork midnight-checkout-convenience-store
queen.

But when out of body--1 was specid. | wasinvincible. Yeah. Sure.

| just didn't redlize at that time exactly how specia | wasgoing to get.

| could go incorporeal. And there was a nice-looking detective out there that apparently
liked me well enough to want to ask me out.

If I took al those things and set them up behind me threedimensiondly, then looked
back-1'd probably run screaming. Steve came to my door and knocked. | kept my eyes
closed. It was

just too damned hard to open them. "It's Rhonda and Tim. Rhonda says she's got some
new information. And, she'sgot anew toy."

| smiled. Yay. | liked Rhondastoys.

Wonder what she'd conjured up thistime. "Who's watching the store?”

But Steve didn't answer. | sensed held moved away. | opened my eyes and glanced

at the clock. It was after five. It redly didn't matter.
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| stood, abruptly aware of the sore siffnessinmy joints. | felt the way one normaly
would the day after atough workout. Definitely a side effect of something. Shaky.

Who knew? And there redly wasn't any sort of Ask Abby in theloca paper for people
who did what | do. Maybe | should start a column in the National Enquirer.

Ahwel.

| moved dowly out of my bedroom and into the short hallway past my office. My bed
wasamess, and I'd haveto clean it up soon. I'm not a nesat freak or anything, but

| do enjoy anice, clean condo. That dways leaves me my sparetime for fun things

and not housework.

Everyone was huddled around my dining table. Theintoxicating aromaof Starbucks
French roast permeated the air, and | took in a deep breath. Mmmm ... coffee. '

"What exactly doesit do?' | heard my mom say. It washer standard operating question
when Rhonda brought home some new toy.

"The guy | fenced it from said it's supposed to cage bogeymenwhich iswhy | got

it for Zoe. Y ou know, just in case Trench-Coat shows up.”

| shuffled closer as Mom stepped away. Tim did too, giving me hisusua scowl. Rhonda
stood on the opposite side of the table and looked up a me.

Her eyes widened, the kohl around them having faded abit. She took a step backward.
"Damn, Zoe-what the hdll iswrong with you? And what's with the hair?"

| cringed. Leave it to Rhondato notice the gray strands.

"I mean"-Rhonda made a pained face-"if you're gonnado aRogue, at least do the
whole front and not apiece of it."

| frowned at her. A what?

"Rogue," Mom said as she put a hand to her chin, narrowing her eyesat me. "You
know. X-men.



Thelittlegirl that can't touch people?’ She paused. "Y ou didn't havetht little

sresk thismorning, did you?'
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| reached up and touched my |eft temple where the discolored hair Sarted. "Oh-yeah.
It-it wasthe hairdresser'sidea. Yesterday. Afternoon. Before | traveled.” |
sadinthebest it's-not-becauseof-anything-stupid voice | could muster. | didn't

have any clue asto why my hair turned white in one concentrated spot. Or how.

But | definitely wanted to kick any attentionto it away. "l hadmy harupina

ponytail this morning-probably didn't noticeit.”

Mom puckered her red lipsinto atight bow.

"Well," Rhondasaid. "Y ou still ook like hammered shit.” "Niceto see you too, Pinky."
She moved from around the table and took two hesitant steps toward me. After narrowing
her eyes, sheturned to Mom. "Don't you seeit?”’

Mom nodded. "I wanted to see what you saw first."

Okay, | was not liking being talked about with mein theroom. "That'sit-1'm going

to bed." | turned and took two steps toward my bedroom, away from rude people.
"Zoe, wait,” Rhonda said. | turned back to her. "Y ou know your mom and | can see
aurasand things, right?"

| nodded.

"Yours... it'schanged. Not alot, and it'sasubtle change. Y ou're suddenly more
purple than red.”

"Isthat good?"

Rhondagrinned. "Don't know. I'll haveto read up onit. But | hear you actudly

went physicd inthe astrd?"

| laughed. It was a cool phrase. Physical inthe astral. Sounded kinky.

Wonder if | could make abumper sticker out of it.

"Yeah." | nodded to her and moved past them right on to the kitchen counter and

my coffeemaker. Java. | needed java.

| pulled abrown coffee mug from my white cabinet and poured mysdlf a steaming-hot
cup. Onesp and | fet asif my strength and slaminawould return.

That is, until | turned and caught sight through the cutaway of what the others

were ogling over on my dining room table.
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| dropped the coffee cup. The hot beverage splashed over my dippersand beigetile
floor. The crash of the ceramic on thetile turned everyone around. They stared at

me wide-eyed as | pointed to my table and screamed.

"That's Lucy Liu'soogy dragon!”
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I'M afraid my declaration garnered nothing more than afew confused expressons from
my houseguests. But my reaction lowered the boom right where it needed to be.
"Honey"-Mom stepped forward, her hands reaching out to touch me-"are you okay? Y ou're
even whiter now than before." "That . . ." | pointed at the dragon statue. It wasn't

lit, not like

in Hirokumi's office. But | kept imagining the smoke-made dragonthingie opening up
itslaws and swallowing mewhole. "Why isthat in here? Where did it come from? Get
it out of hereimmediately.”

Rhonda shifted her position and stood in front of it, blocking my view. | did calm
down.

Alitlle

"Hey, Zoe, rdax." The goth chick had her own handsup, palmsdown. "Thisian't
going to hurt you."



"Like hdl! I'd not meant to scream quite so loud, but that damned thing in my

dining room was making my skin crawl. "That nasty thing nearly ate metoday in Hirokumi's
office. It'ssomekind of soul eater.”

Rhondalooked bug-eyed. "Y ou know about these things?"

| forced mysdlf to look away fromit. Part of me was afraid it
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was the same one from this afternoon-though the more rational part (yes| have one

of those-it'signored alot though) of me said it couldn't be. | yanked open adrawer
and pulled out afew clean blue-and-green kitchen towels. "I want it out of my house.”
"I brought it in here to protect you."

| whirled around and fixed Rhonda with something ... something that scared her.
Shetook astep away from meas| spoke. "That ... thing ... or something identical

to it nearly ate metoday, Rhonda. | want it out of my house."

"What thehdll . . ." Tim said softly as he moved from hisperch on one of the

stools behind the counter. He glided around to stand beside Rhonda, who was il
looking a me asif I'd sprouted a second head.

Then Mom joined the two and al three stood in the entrance of my kitchen staring

a me.

Steve remained beside the dragon statue, intently looking at it. ™Y ou two do see

it, don't you? Do you fed it?" Tim said. Mom nodded. "1 sort of noticed it at breskfat,
but it was redly bad after she came back."

Rhonda had her hand to her mouth. "Y ou know, | thought it was because she wastired
from her OOB (Rhondatended to use thoseinitia thingsall the time-took me forever
to figure out what she meant sometimes. OOB was out of body. And | really didn't
care at that moment) but just now, when she got angry ..."

Timnodded. "l saw it." Helooked a Rhonda. "Remember what we talked about in the
cars What Steve and |'ve seen over the years? Well." He pointed at me. "That was
sort of it."

Ohthiswasinsufferable. "WHAT2"

Mom held up her hands. "Calm down, Zoe. Don't make me call someone.”

That doused my anger red fast. Cdl someone? " Cdl who?' ™Y ou need to cam down."
Mom wasn't redlly looking a me.

"Y ou don't think it was because he touched her, do you?' Rhondawhirled on Mom.
"Touched her? Who touched her?' "Trench-Coat,” Mom blabbed.
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"Trench-Coat touched her?"

"That'swhat she said. Didn't tell usanything till | gave her mouth-to-mouth.”

"Why did you give her that? Was she convulsing? Y ou know I've adwayswondered if
that could happen if she stayed away too long.” "1 wasn't convulsing,” | finaly

sad, though | was still lingering on Mom'sthrest to call someone. "Who are you

going to cal and why?"

"Her cord wasvery light."

Rhondapursed her lips. "Light? Asinfant?' "Yes."

"I can't believe he actudly touched you." Rhondalooked like shewanted to step
closer to me, but hesitated. "Where?'

| held up my arm so everyone could see. It redlly did look like afaded tattoo now.

| nearly laughed when all three of them did an " Aaahhhhh" together.

"It'sill there. This could be bad.”

| ignored Rhonda. | was sick of things being bad. Seemed "bad" was the soup du jour
snce I'd walked into that building. "Mom, who you gonnacal? For what?'

But Mom was|ooking a Rhonda. "Y ou think it'sabrand?' "I won't know till | figure



out what Trench-Coat is."

"| thought you said he was asoul thief,” Tim sad. .

"No, that was your assumption. Tanakajust said that TrenchCoat wouldn't stedl his
soul,” | said. "Mom, answer me."

"Cam down, Zoe. Y ou're not well."

"Y ou're not gonnabewell if you don't sart telling mewhat you three are talking
about." | was getting dizzy, sanding in front of my sink, in my kitchen, in my bathrobe,
bear-claw dippers, and holding two towe s with coffee painting the floor alight
chocolate. | wasaso incredibly thirsty.

Rhonda tapped her lower lip with ablack-painted nall. "I think | need to find out
more about what Trench-Coat is before | know what he's doneto Zoe."
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Doneto me? Wasl| right in thinking something had changed? Well duh, girl. Y ou went
all corporea while out of body. I'd call that changed.

| stared at the floor as| recalled last night. He'd been corporeal. HEd cast a

shadow. He'd held areal gun and shot Tanaka. And then held been insubstantial again
as hed chased mein that building.

Oh damn. Damn, damn, damn.

"The secretary called her aWraith,” Steve said, glancing up from the statue.

Rhonda held up her right hand. " Okay-whoa. What secretary? Wraith? Called Zoe?!
Shelooked at me. "'l think | need to be brought up to speed here."

Mom took the towel and cleaned up the mess as| gave Rhonda and Tim a blow-by-blow
of my afternoon in Hirokumi's office. No one spoke. Not even Tim.

When | was done, Rhondatook the dragon and moved it into theliving room. It was
gtill in the house, but at least | couldn't seeit anymore as| tried to enjoy another

cup of coffee.

"I'm sorry, Zoe," she said as she came back into the kitchen. "I didn't know you'd
gone through that. But you should have told us Trench-Coat touched you. I'm going
on the assumption that he's housed or anchored in the Abysma plane. Y ou were astral.
He should not have touched you. That's breaking the rules. Those are two separate
planes of existence.”

| looked at my arm. "Well, hedid." | leaned back against the counter and rubbed

my eyeswith the hedls of my pams. Tired. It was dark outside, moving on toward
seven o'clock.

Tim shook hishead. Hed moved to stand near the counter again. "Wdll, that theory
about the planes being separated doesn't redly stand very well. Steveand | live

on the Ethered, if your theory isright. And yet you see us. | can manipulate physica
thingsif | wish."

Rhonda nodded. "Right." She held out her hand. "Touch me then.”
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So Tim reached out and his hand passed through Rhondas. "Ah-okay, need alittle
enlightenment here”

"I'm housed, or my spirit isanchored, in the physical plane. Your spiritisin

the Etheredl. The two may see one another. And even interact, as we do. We can both
expend energy to manipulate physicd, inanimate objects, but that's the limit. You

ever tried picking up acat?' She shook her head. "The cat wouldn't et you. That
breskstherules.

"So Trench-Coat broke therules.” | spped my coffee. It redly wasn't what | wanted.
| was craving something swest. Like orangejuice.

"Yes, I'd say hedid. And somehow that's changed you." She narrowed her eyes at
me. "And you didn't sense or hear anything when you passed through this Mitsuri?"



"Blanko. Ice bitch. Nada." Orangejuice wasredly sounding good about now. Or maybe
aliter of Coke?

"And she called Zoe aWraith." Tim shrugged. "I'm not sure I've ever met aWraith
before. Y ou think it had something to do with that buildup of power we saw aminute
ago?'

| moved my attention from the door of the refrigerator tolook at Tim. "Isthat

what you three were ogling over?"

He nodded. "Just like you can see auras and thingswhen you travel astraly, Steve
and | seethem dl thetime, because we live on the plane within which they exist.
Normaly you're dl oranges and reds (go figure). But this morning you seemed to
bemore..."

| leaned forward. He was going to say black. | knew he was gonna say black.
"Shadowy." Ooh. | was close. " Shadowy?"

"And earlier when you got angry, your colorsal flared, and then dimmed. Sort of

like avacuum just sucked dl the color out of you." Rhondalooked around the kitchen,
then stepped out toward the living room. "I need to get my laptop and do a bit of
research. | haveto find out what Trench-Coat is, and what Mitsuri isbefore| can
redly put piecestogether.”
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"Well." | moved past Tim and into the living room too. "Look up that article on
Rollinsand Vigtar too. See what you can dig up. Oh, and what the hdll isaWraith?"
"Wheredid you get it?" Steve asked, so | never got my question answered. He pointed
at the gtatue.

"A friend over &t the Phoenix and Dragon bookstore,” Rhonda said. "I havelittle
pockets of informersdl over the city. They let me know when something odd's been
happening. Said some Asian chick camein the other day asking if they had one. Even
caled it by the proper name. They had two of them and sold her one. My friend bought
the other one."

"And shejust cdled to tdl you out of the blue that some Asan woman bought one?’
"No, it was odd that right after she put the second one away for herself two men
camein the stare and asked about the same item. When she told them they were sold
out, they demanded the names of the buyers.”

"And?' | asked. My interest was piqued, though my initia terror at seeing that

thing had hardly disappeared. | eyebaled the fridge again. Did | have somejuice
inthere?

And why wasthe living room tilted?

"Shedidn't giveit. Againgt policy. So they left.”

| shook my head-to make apoint but aso to clear the cobwebs. Rhonda'simage was
blurring. "I'm gtill unclear why shefdt it wasimportant to cal you and tell you

about it."

"Shedidnt. | caled her to seeif they'd gotten my Runix de Soul

tome." Rhondatook in adeep breath and looked mein the eye. " She told me two guys
had come in. Onelooked like Vin Diesdl in ablack trench coat.”

Oh. Hell.

| dropped the second cup just before | hit the floor.

MY head hurt. | couldn't deep-as exhausted as | was-so | took a shower while Nona
made dinner.
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| could smell the aroma of pork chops, fried potatoes, and green beans through the
perfumy smdl of my shampoo. Of course | didn't actudly have those thingsin my
fridge-she'd gone out and picked them up.



My stomach echoed againgt the-tiled walls.

After ahedthy sampling of dinner and threefull glasses of orange Tang, | curled

up with my SpongeBob dippers and my fuzzy blanket on the couch for anight of Ghost
Hunterson Sci FH witha

towel over the statue.

I'm afraid | didn't make it past the opening credits.

| found Rhonda till in my condo the next morning. Sheldd curled up on the couch.

| had no ideahow I'd gotten into my bed, unless Mom put me there. Didn't matter.

| felt better, but | was sore.

Over abreakfast of fried eggs, toast, butter, and grape jelly, and bacon, Rhonda
gave me her theory about my physical symptoms as she pounded away on her [aptop.
"It's proven you get pretty darn tired when you've been AFB for awhile.”

| swallowed somejuice. "AFB?"

"Away from Body. Y ou know, like AFK?" Shegrinned. "Away from Keyboard?'
Oh good grief. "Go on.”

"Well, I'm thinking your astral body, AB, draws power from your physical body, PB,
much like a battery. And you have to recharge that battery with food and deep.”

| nodded. Though | wasn't sure | wasliking or getting the text message abbreviations.
"That's proven, yeah. The longer I'm away from my body, the harder it isto get back
inaswell. Or | mean, the

more panful.”

"And theresthat |ethargic aftertaste.” Uh. Y eah. | nodded.

"I'm figuring in order to make your astrd body physical, it hasto draw more power.
So the battery burns out faster, using up your time quicker. I've made some charts
togiveyouavisud

9%

representation of your power consumption based on your experience yesterday, caculating
for time spent astral prior to going solid. | took thisall from the watch upgrade

| added yesterday."

She turned her lgptop to face me. My head was till dizzy from the explanation,

let done understanding what | waslooking at. "o ... bottom lineiswhat?"

"I'd say your endurance went down forty percent.” Sheturned the laptop back around.
"For right now, I'd try not to go corpored. Y ou were physical for approximately
twenty minutes?"

"Yeah." | knew thisbecause I'd kept looking at my watch. Y ou Started fedling bad
about forty minutes earlier than you should have. See, that's where we're fuzzy again.
I'm not sure how long you would have lasted if Nona hadn't of jerked you back in."
True. Well, I'd experiment later. | agreed and sipped my juice. It was my third

glass.

It was redlly good.

Rhonda scratched at her head. Her stiff, moussed black-and-blue tresses sort of
stood on end. On her it looked cute in ajust-woke-up sort of way. On me? My bunny
dipperswould run and hide.

"I'm wondering if that white streek you've got going issome sort of physical reflection-like
Trench-Coat's handprint.”

| put my hand up to my forehead. "Isit whiter?

"Not so much whiter-there just seemsto be afew more. I'd say you've got about

ten or twenty white hairsdl in that one spot. It'skindaweird.”

Hrm. Did | have abottle of hair color around here somewhere?

Rhonda was staring a me-but not redlly seeing me. | decided to draw her attention
back to the corporedl thing.



"Soif | want to be physical when | jump, then | need to pace mysdlf. Not do it
inlong sretcheslike | did with Daniel." Now |

just haveto figure out how | did it. Wasit thought? Desire? A sneeze?

Rhonda grinned, then looked al shy.
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"What?" | finished off my juice and poured another glass. That finished up the pitcher.
"What was that look for?*

"Oh." The goth chick shrugged and toyed with her own glass, rubbing her index finger
over therim. "l can't remember the last time you talked about a guy this much.”
"That's because | spent alot of timewith him yesterday. And for some reason somebody
wanted

me to spy on his conversation with Hirokumi." | hadn't forgotten that smal bit.

| still had areport to write up and e-mail. That client had paid me in spades.

But do | tell him the truth of what I'd seen? Do | tell him about the faceless secretary?
Or Hirokumi's apparent bdlief that he knew who had killed Tanaka?

| thought again about what Hirokumi told Danidl. In hindsight it sounded to meas

if the man had warned the detective. That he had been protecting him. Tdling him

to be careful when looking for who had killed Tanaka.

"That bad, huh?"

| blinked and looked at Rhonda. "Not bad. Just dl abit confusing. | saw Tanaka
killed by a... well, Trench-Coat for lack of abetter description. Hirokumi seemed

to know what it was and tried to warn the lieutenant. But the lieutenant thinks it

was the Reverend Rallinsthat killed Tanaka, and he did this because Visitar bought
something hewants"

"Oh." She held up her finger. "I dmost forgot.” She stood and retrieved her black
book bag from the couch. It was decorated in hand-painted skulls and arcane symbols.
| had no ideaiif the symbols meant or did anything. They did look kinda coal.
Shefished out an AtlantaMagazine

and handed it to me. It was the sameissue Lieutenant Frasier had had. ™Y our mom
had this. | read the article.” Rhondareturned to her chair, her book bag now occupying
one of the empty chairs. Thelarger of the skulls stared at me over thetable.

| thought about offering it toadt.

Checking the table of contents, | flipped to the cover article.
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Not that | needed to. Rhonda had every intention of filling me in on what she'd

found.

"Apparently thereis something-the what is not exactly given in that article-that
Rallinsisfurious aout Vistar buying. Actudly, the article says Visitar acquired

the rightsto whatever it is, not purchased. So I'm thinking it'slike an intellectua
property or something.”

| skimmed the article, making plansto read it better later. Rhondawasright. It

was dmogt asif the reporter skirted around revealing what it was, or just didn't

know himsdlf. My bet was that the Reverend didn't

want anyone to know. Which, of course, just hooked that old curiosity problem of
mine

Danid obvioudy didn't know what it was either. Or so | suspected. If hedid, |
believed he would have mentioned it. But he was convinced of Rollinss guiilt.

Me? | wasn't sure. | knew Rollins himself hadn't killed Tanaka. But had he hired
someoneto do it, and that someone had sent in the bald spook?

| stared at the articlé'slead picture of Rollins. The cameraangle was sort of

warped, asif the photographer had been lying on the ground aiming up, which only



made the man look taller. Behind him was his church, amongtrosty rebuilt out of

an old Target building. I'd never been ingdeit, but I'd seenit. Couldn't miss

the neon signs off of 85 North just outside the city's perimeter. OTP.

The Word, he called it. And that's dl there was of the name, except for aneon

red cross above -and between the e and the w. Made the thing look like it was on
fire

Roallinswore hisusud tailored suit with histrademark blue shirt and white collar

and cuffs. The cuff links weretiny crosses (oh how gauche) and histie was red.

Not the bright red of his church's"flaming cross" but red enough to make me think
of blood.

| thought about thisman hiring akiller. | could seeit. Though | wasn't so sure

| was ready to believe the good Reverend would hire ademonic one.

Rhondas friend claimed she'd seen Trench-Coat, which made

9

him corpored. And if 1'd not done thetrick yesterday, I'm not really surel'd believe
it mysdlf. But the friend reported there was someone else. Unfortunately, Rhonda's
friend couldn't describe the other guy. ShewasaVin Diesd fan. Couldn't see anything
dse

I'd have noticed. Unless the other guy looked like Brad Fitt, then I'd have been
introuble. With the state of my underworked libido, | might have jumped over the
counter a him.

| preferred cute little blue-eyed detectives with hair.

Thinking of Rhondas friend brought the memory of the artifact back to me. | sat

up and looked around the room. "Where's that thing? Did you smash it up like | asked?'
"No, | didn't." Rhondatook the magazine from me and started leafing throughiit.

"I brought it here to protect you from TrenchCoat, just as| said.”

"Uh-uh." | stood and picked up my plate. "1 want it gone. What if I'm out of body,
and that thing triesto eat melikeits cousin did?" "Zoe." Rhonda put down the magazine
and stood. She grabbed

afew plates hersdlf. "It'sunofficidly called asoul cage. It won't eet you. And
it'striggered to the person lighting itstongue. If you told it to protect you and

lit it, then it would. Even if you went OOB. It wouldn't see your own astral salf
asathreat. Even aWraith can useit.”

| stopped in the middle of the kitchen and walked back to the edge of my dining
area. "So you found out what aWraith is? Am | [t?" She nodded, holding up plates.
Shelooked very cam. Camis

good, right? "By al the definitions | found of Wraiths, I'd say so. But that'sa
generdization. Not al astral Travelers are consdered Wraiths.”

"But I'm different?"

"Y ou are now. People who astrdl travel, or bilocate, do only that. You'reaTraveler
that can become visbleto theliving, Zoe. That makes you a candidate for Wraithdom."
| heard it then, the dight catch in her voice. There was something she wasn't telling
me. Something oogy. "Rhonda..." "That'sal | know for now, Zoe. Mitsuri was right
in pegging
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you. For now. Y ou'reaWraith. Which if you think about it, iskinda cool in adark
and sexy way." She smiled. "So, don't worry about the soul cage. It won't eat you,
unless someone setsone on you like Mitsuri did.”

Right. "You didn't seewhat it could do." | set the dishesin the sink. Wraith.
I'maWraith.

Wéll, it did sort of have that sexy, superhero soundtoit. | yawned. Y eah, methe



mighty Wraith, who wanted nothing more than to go back to bed and pull the covers
over my head.

| eyed therefrigerator. Did | have any juiceleft?

"No, but I'd love to!" Rhonda moved to the sink and started scraping off the remaining
food into the garbage disposal. "I mean I'd love to see what it doesto the actual
intruder, you know? | mean, I'm glad you didn't get caged, but. . ." She paused,

and | heard the

dink

of utensilson ceramic as | opened the refrigerator and took out a pitcher of grape
Kool-Aid I'd made the day before.

"But," | started up as| set the pitcher on thetable, "if | had, then | could have

given you afirsthand description of what happened.” There weren't any clean glasses
onthetable, so | just tilted the pitcher and drank from the spoui.

"Well I'm not saying I'd want anything icky to happen to you, but if you'd have

been ... ZOE!"

Her yell sartled me and | choked. Grape Kool-Aid dribbled down the sides of my
mouth and onto my tee shirt. | coughed, set the pitcher on the table, and grabbed
apaper towel to wipethe spill. "What the hell wasthat for?'Y ou scared the pooh
out of me."

"My mom would have killed mefor doing what you just did. That'sgross.” She stood
infront of the Snk, her eyeswide again. Infact, I'm not sure | liked the way
shewaslooking & me. "Zoe, why are you drinking so much?’

After tossing the wet paper towd inthetrash, | shrugged. "1 don't know. I'mjust
thirgy."

"Maybe you should go to adoctor about that. It'snot normal." "Neither isbeing
aWraith, but what the hey." | held up my hands. " Since when has my life been normd?!
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"And your voiceishuskier than usua.” She amiled. "It's kindasexy."

| shot her abird.

| wanted to say more. Rhonda's observation about my thirst hadn't gone unnoticed
by me, just unchecked. | was always hungry and tired after along OOB. | just didn't
remember being thisthirgty.

"Ride of the Vakyries' chimed from somewherein my condo. | had no ideawhat it
was from, but Rhonda apparently did. Her facelit up, and she wiggled her dark eyebrows
up and down. "Ahhal | think | got ahit.”

| followed her into my office, the pitcher intow (1 was il thirsty) and she

sat down at my computer. Rhonda had been the oneto set it al up for me, and she
was aways ready with the latest software or update. | figured she'd been at her

job and had ingtaled something.

So shed ingaled amusical darm?

| stood behind her and carefully put down afew more gulpsof grape.

"Would you go get aglass?'

| poked out my bottom lip. "No, it'smy house. I'll dowhat | want."

"Kids." She shook her head, and at that moment, | had another of those redlly oogy
fedingsthat Rhondawas alot older than she looked.

| hated that.

Mentd note: spy on Rhonda.

She pulled up Entourage mail. There were three messagesin her in-box (and two in
mine, | noticed with mild interest). Two of those had attachments.

Rhonda seemed very excited. "My friend in Missouri came through."”
"Camethrough?' | downed afew more gulps of grape and set the pitcher down. It



was nearly empty. "On what?"

"Our Reverend friend.” Shetapped afew keys. "l tried
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Googling Reverend Rallinslast night to find anything of interest. Nada

Seems mogt of the search enginesjust pegged on hisreligiousworks. And | found
nothing on any kind of item or property that he might have had-lots of speculation

in chat rooms and on message boards. Then'"-she held up her index finger-"I found
asmall bit about hisformer career on one of those boards. Seems heworked in the
porn industry for awhile, not just behind the camera but in front of it. So | contacted
my friend in New Orleansremember the guy | dated last year?'

| narrowed my eyes at her. Yeah, | sort of remembered atall, dark-haired guy with
ringsin hisnose. Cometo think of it, Tim had commented he looked like hed rolled
around in atackle box. "Yeah ... Bruno?'

"Hey, good for you, Zoe. He e-mailed methese." Shemoved the mouse and an extremely
odd-looking picture plastered itsdlf over my flat-screen monitor.

"Oh ... my," Rhondasaid, and leaned forward. | did the same over her shoulder.
Barein the buff, lounged on his side to expose his working mechanics, was avery
young, very well hung, Theodore Rallins.

| dapped my hand to my mouth. Oh Jesus! How cliched is this?

Thetitleread Fair Play, starring the Tremendous Teddy Rollover.

"Hewas aporn actor!" Rhonda blurted out, and started laughing.

Oh, it wasworse than that. | leaned forward and read abit more of the fine print.
Well, if thiswasthe "intellectua property” that Visitar had gotten their hands

on, it was certainly enough motive for me.

"Rhonda, honey. He wasn't just aporn actor.” | reached over her shoulder and pointed
to one of the smaller group shots. "He was agay porn star.”
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THE ASTRAL

MOMS are sneaky creatures.

And they love you unconditionadly.

Mine coerced her minion Rhondato keep an eye on mefor the day, and Rhondawas
no schmooze. With the temptation of digging up more information on Wraiths, aswell
asafreelunch of Shrimp Portafino a Macaroni Grill (rnmmmmm buttery, lemony goodness
and a dente pasta!), | wasawilling captive.

We visited her friend at the Phoenix and Dragon and grilled her about the guy with
Trench-Coat who wanted one of, the dragon statues. Nada.

Both women remember there being a second person, but neither of them could describe
him.

They couldn't even say for certain it wasaman or awoman. But they definitely
remembered Trench-Coat. Vin Diesdl lookalike. One interesting note was that he never
spoke. The other guy did.

Rhonda bought afew books on folklore and hustled me out of there when the store's
cat started hissing at me. That was new too. Usually cats loved me, pressed their

fur dl over me. Not this minitiger. She was ready to take my head off.

What | hadn't expected was for Rhondato drive her purple Volkswagen Beetleto my
doctor's office. | evidently had an
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gppointment with the family physician, set up earlier that morning by one NonaMartinique.
And | had to face it-something was

wrong. That morning I'd consumed severa gdlons of juice, water, and tea, then
downed two Evian bottles of water in Rhonda's car, not to mention gone through her



entire stash of Little Debbie Brownies.

Dr. Mevin Maddox was my family doctor. A tdl, Grand Moff Tarkin sort of guy (a
laPeter Cushing) who looked scary as hell, but had a bedside manner that would make
Mother Teresaseem cruel.

He'd watched me grow from the age of eight to twenty-eightand he was the only person
inmy lifewho ever openly discussed my father with me.

Dr. Maddox was a so good about delivering bad news. Up front. Intense stare. And
full of suggestions. He examined me, took blood samples, pushed and poked the skin
around the mark left by Trench-Coat (we neglected to tell him about the bald uberspook),
then had me drink thisfoul, thick, orange overly swest juice.

Killed my thirst instantly, aswell asthe craving for acandy bar 1'd had since

entering the office. And nausea. In spades. Ugh. After an hour he took my blood again,
then pulled Rhonda and meinto his office (she'd adopted him as her doctor aswell).
"Zoe." Dr. Maddox sat behind his organized desk in his highbacked black chair. The
office had seemed so big when | wasachild. Now | saw it as a square, twelve-by-twelve-foot
room, with itswalls covered in framed certificates, diplomas, and scads of pictures

of Maddox'sfamily.

A family hed logt in atragic car accident three years ago. His wife of twenty-eight
years, histwo sons, Robert and Joseph, and their dog, Butchy.

That had been my firg funera, and the worst.

Parts of Maddox's office were a shrine to them. And to his happiness while they lived.

| sat to the left, near the door, ready to make abreak for it like | aways had.

Rhonda stood and looked at the pictures. There were hundreds of them.
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Literaly. "Giveit to medraight, Doc,” | dwayssad. "l have noidea.”

I'd never heard those words out of Maddox before. "Whut?' "That mark on your arm
gppearsto be-a part of the melatonin in your skin, much like abirthmark. And, there
have been documented cases of birthmarks appearing aslate as a person’'s seventies.

| admit it's odd that it'sin the shape of a hand, but there have been other accounts

of birthmarksin the shape of animals or even faces. | think | read oncewherea
woman had onein the shape of Elvis."

Snort.

"But asfor your other symptoms, they dl fit someone with diabetes. Incredible thirst,
hunger, fatigue, inability to concentrate (though you've dways had that according

to Nona), and irritability-"

| put my hand up before he could comment on that symptom too. | knew Mom thought
| wasirritable most of thetime. | preferred the word cranky. Or colorful.

"But?" "I'mwilling to bet your glucose tolerance test comes back negative.”

"Wasthat that nasty stuff | drank?”

Maddox nodded. "Healthy, asaways. But I'll giveyou acall and let you know the
results”

"Great. Are we done?'

"I'm going to prescribe you amild sedetive." He reached to his right and retrieved
asmall pad and started scribbling. "Nonasaid you'd been having trouble getting

agood night's deep, which might have something to do with these symptoms, but |
doubt it."

| did not need deeping pills, and 1'd been about to tell the good doctor those were
probably for my mother's benefit when | saw Joseph Maddox step out of the shadows
behind hisfather's desk.

Shiiiiit.

"I'll let Nonaknow you passed the physical with al As, and



once | havetheresults... Zoe?'
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| hadn't noticed him there before, standing in the shadows. I'd known the doctor's
kids. | went to high school with Joseph. Weweren't dl that closein socid positions.

| was poor, hewasrich. He was on the football team, and | was ageek who never
went to agame.

But he knew me, and | knew him, the moment he appeared. He |ooked just like he had
the last time| saw him, two days before the accident. Tdl, like hisfather, and
extremely pae.

In fact, he was black-and-white. All monochromatic. Anold slent movie.

Silent because he wastalking and | couldn't hear aword. Rhonda snapped her fingers
infront of my face. "Hey, sngp out of it."

Maddox ripped the prescription for the sedative off of his pad. He started writing
something else and handed it to Rhonda. "Thisisfor Nona, and tell her to call me

for theingtructions." Helooked at me. "Zoe ... are you sick? All the color's drained
from your face."

I'll bet. And it should. | was Sitting herein my doctor's office saring at his

dead son. Argh. How more confusing could my life get? Menta note:

never ask that question of the universe; it hasasick sense of humor.

"Maybe you should take her home and get her to bed?' Maddox was saying to Rhonda.
"That syrup might be upsetting her somach.”

Oh yeah-my stomach was upset al right. | waslooking a a ghost. A ghost | couldn't
hear. But he was sure talking to me asif he knew | knew what was happening.

| stood with some pulling on my arm and gave Joseph another stare as Rhonda pulled
me out of the doctor's office.

The sky had turned a bit overcast and the wind cut through my sweater and jeans.
Rhonda dragged meinto her car, got in, and backed out of the parking lot quickly.
Once out on Roswell Road, she dowed and pulled into the parking lot of the Starbucks
Coffee across from the Hammond Square Shopping Center.

She cut the engine but left her radio on softly asshetwisted in
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her seat and looked at me. "What was it? Was it Trench-Coat? Did he show up in the
office?'

| shook my head and watched asmall finch, perhaps one of the last remaining in

the city before winter really moved in, bounce around on the grooved and pitted asphat-beside
the car. A Dumpster sat to theright and | looked at it, read the red-and-white graffiti
that read "He's Coming.”

Andthenit hit meas| turned and stared at Rhonda. "You didn't seeit?’

"Seewhat?'

"That ghost. There was aghost standing right beside Maddox. 1t was Joseph, his
dead son.”

Rhondalooked as shocked as | felt. She stared at the Beetle's center brake before
giving me adricken face. "Oh nuts, Zoe. | didn't see anything. | just assumed it

was Trench-Coat because |

couldn't see anything. | should have seen aghogt. | dways see ghosts-or at least
sensethem.”

Nonaand Rhonda always saw the same things | saw, except whilel wasastrd. I'd
tried to describe the colors and the afterimages, like vapors on ahot Southern night,
trails of light that followed the living. | think they got it, or at least got what

| meant. But in these past Six years of tripping the astral plane, I'd never seen

any other ghosts except for Tim and Steve,



None. Until today.

Oh there was Trench-Coat, but we till didn't know wherethe hell hefit into this

mess. " Joseph was there, Rhonda. But he was different. All black-and-white. And |
couldn't hear him. Not oneword.”

| looked at her when she didn't respond for afew seconds. Her kohl-rimmed eyes narrowed,
and she chewed on her lower lip. That meant she was thinking. "Well-it would make
sense. Wraiths can see through al the planes, Zoe. And there are parts of the Astral
and Etheredl that | just can't see-and now you can.”

"S0." | rubbed at my head. Too much. Way too much information. "Joseph Maddox is
caught in an area of death that you can't
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see, but that | can, because I'm aWraith? Is thiswhat you wouldn't tell me before?
The part you left out?!

"A little. And you're becoming aWraith. | don't think you're fully there yet. Sort

of like what a person goes through when they transgender. It'sin stages.”

| glared a Rhonda. "That analogy so sucked ass.” "Sorry-best | can do on limited
knowledge. Wraiths-by oldworld standards-are the harbingers of death. It makes sense
that you see dl thelevels of dead." She shivered. "And | just creeped myself out.
Knowing there are so many states of death. Oh man ... | need to read some more."

My PDA cdll chimed before | could choke asensible answer out of her. | habitually
twisted in the narrow seet and pulled the phone from itslegther hip holder. "Hello."
"Zoe Martinique?'

Oh. I knew thisvoice. Soft. Sexy. A bit of a Southern accent. "Hello there, Detective
Frasier." | glanced over at Rhonda, but she'd grabbed up one of the books she'd bought
at the Phoenix and Dragon and was thumbing through the table of contents. "How did
you get this number?”’

"Well, firg off, I'm adetective. Second, do you know how many Zoe Martiniques
therearein Atlanta?"

Touche. "So-what can | do for you?"

"Well"-therewas apause-"l was hoping | could do something for you."

Uh-oh. "l wasworried yesterday, when you disappeared like that. So | decided to

do alittle snooping of my own."

And then | knew it. Hed found my file. My rapefile.

| knew it from theinflection in hisvoice. The dight lowering of an octave and

the now-present sound of concern in hisvoice. Captain Do-gooder. | wasn't in the
mood.

"L ook, Lieutenant. What happened sSix years ago was aonetime thing."
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"They never caught your attacker."

True. "My attacker didn't cause the mark on my arm. I'm not in any trouble.” Wdll,
none that the good men and women of the Atlanta Police Department could comprehend.
"So, if you don't mind, I'd like to get on with my life,

Cian."

| disconnected.

| mean ... | literdly hung up on Hottie-Mc-Copper. | couldn't believe I'd done

that. But then again, | was pissed. Pissed because my mom had set up a doctor's gppointment
without even bothering to consult me. Pissed because her little minion here beside

me had taken me there, no questions asked. | was pissed because | saw a ghost that
shedidnt see, and |

couldn't

hear the bastard.



Pissed because some spooky Vin-man had grabbed meand done something to me, only
we didn't have any sort of answer book of any kind to know what the hell it waswe
were doing. Pissed because some face essice bitch had called me aWraith (though

| kindaliked it).

And now | had acop snooping about mein my file. How dare he? And hed made me
remember that damned rape. Asshole. And | had gray hairs!

The phone rang again. Same number. Of course | answered it.

"Don't hang up." Uh-huh.

"Look, I'm sorry. It'sjust that mark on your arm-"

"It'sabirthmark, Fraser. Nothing more." Well, so it wasn't the whole truth. Maddox
did say it had dl the indications of being anatural occurrence.

Not. Natura asfar as being grabbed by some muscled guy in a trench coat who killed
people, then gpparently sucked their souls. "I'm sorry. I'm out of line, but | just

wanted to help a beautiful woman.”

Okay, s0 it was ahokey line. But it was ahokey line used on me.

That was different. And now | felt bad. I'm such awuss. He wanted to help me. Wll,
maybe therewasaway | could help him?
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"Hey, what do you say to an early dinner?| found some stuff out on your reverend.”
Pause. "You did?'

"Oh now don't go al suspicious. Y ou snooped on me. Why can't | snoop on him?
Helaughed. I liked the laugh. Had aniceringtoit. "Okay, | just doubt you've

found out anything | haven't aready. How about Fado'sin about half an hour?'

| checked my phone's clock. It was alittle after four. "How about we meet at five?
Fado's huh? Do you ever go anywhere else?' " Sometimes | go home, but | figured that
might be abit forward.”

Uh. Right. Did the cop just come on to me? Nice. "Five." | disconnected.

Rhondawas till moving pages. | wanted water. Lots of water. Cold. | was hervous,
and when | get nervous, | get redlly, redly sweaty. "Take me home, Rhonda. | got
adate with the detective.”

"You think that'sagood idea?" She didn't look up from the book under her nose.

"l mean, we're il not sure what's wrong with you."

"Being lessafew harswhen | pull it will bewrong withyou if you don't get me

home in timeto brush my teeth, comb thishair, and change my clothes.

Rhonda tossed the book in the back. "Okay. But don't call me when you do something
al Wraithy and frighten the good cop who knows nothing about your little secret.”

| think my response was perfect. "Tthhhpppttt.”
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I

managed to brush my teeth, braid my hair (I started to yank out al the white hairs

but figured I'd do more damage than good), and change into anice pair of jeans,

my fake-fur-lined camd boots, and a blue turtleneck swesater, and grabbed the folder
of R.hondas Rollins research before setting out in my slver Mustang.

The car was my pride and joy, and the bane of my budget. I'd aways wanted the classic
lines of a'69 Mach One fastback, but desired the interior comfort of one of the

late models. So, when Ford came out with the new Mustang with its classic front end
andirresdiblelines well,

| had to have one.

| admitted to mysdlf as| pulled off of VirginiaAvenue and onto Monroe Drive-l
looked good.

As| passed the park my thoughts turned dark for the second time that day. Everyone



has bad eventsin ther lives. An embarrassing Situation in school, maybe ahumiliating
public assault on their character. They might have even been mugged or fired from
ajob.

A rape ... that's something that never hedls. Oh, the scars aren't 0 visible, sometimes.
And the physical ones mend. But nothing mends the mind, or the memories. I'd managed
for yearsto smply put those memories away, file them in a secret locked place.
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But every now and then they bounced to the surface, likea

buoy held beneath the ocean too long. For months after | dealt

with those moments done. | knew groups were thein thing. The way to combat al
manner of horrors was to share those experiences with others who would understand.
But you see, not many people seetheir own rape. They fed it,

remember the hurt, the pain and humiliation. But me.... | saw

everything.

| was twenty-two and had just left adinner play at the Shakespeare Tavern on Peachtree.
The Tempest-my al-time favorite of

Bill's magterpieces. And there'd been anew guy with our clique.

His name was Barry Stephens.

Cute. Smart. A friend of one of thegirlsin my businessclassa

Georgia State. Wed flirted just abit during the play, and he was

charming. Polite. He offered to take me home.

A small voiceinsde my head warned me this wasn't agood idea.

| barely knew him. But | never listened to that voice. Still don't.

How many timesin my life had | known regret in never paying attention to my ingtincts?
It wasn't that | sensed imminent danger

in Barry himsdlf-but there was something wrong-somewhere.

On the way to my mom's house he wanted to go by Piedmont

Park. There was something he wanted to show me there. Something special. | said no
a firg-it waslate, and | couldn't shake that ominous fegling that something dark
waited around the

corner.

Theair had just turned cold and'windy, like now. It was November six years ago.
Hed given me his coat, and | remember the smell of Drakaar cologne and minty Speed
Stick deodorant. 1t'd

been months since I'd been kissed, much less touched, even

casudly.

I'd suspected he'd been having the same impure thoughts as |, and maybe there was
some place in the park he liked to take advantage of. I'd never been in the park

at night, which made thewhole

exercieabit thrilling.

Aswe neared the pool, he pointed up at the sky. Thelights
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from the city stole most of the night. No starstwinkled, though | knew it'd been
cloudlessdl day. But if | looked closdly to the north, | could see the moon. It

was full, amere shade of itstrue beauty, but there.

| felt hisarms dip beneath mine, behind me, my back to his front. Barry pulled

meto him and | melted backward. He rested his chin on my right shoulder and | could
hear his bresthing, dmost taste the bresth mint held dipped in when he thought

| wasn't looking.

"Thisisthe only placein the city where I've found you can see the full moon,”

his voice was awhigper. Deep. Soothing. "What's even more specia ishow it reflects



in-thepooal.” He chuckled. "That is, when it'sfull of water."

| smiled and turned in hisarms. | kissed him. MissBold, that's me. He tasted minty-fresh,
and hislips were warm against mine. | wanted to be held, to be touched tenderly.
Barry made anoise then, gurgling deep in histhroat. Something warm and coppery
tasting filled my mouth. It came from Barry'slips.

| pulled away, only afew steps. He stood there, the lightsfrom the city illuminating
only one side of him, the other was cast in shadow. His eyes were wide. His mouth
was open, and something pooled out like dark, chocolate syrup.

Thefront of hisshirt was aso dark.

| saw the clean dice dong his neck ashefell to my right, dl the while making

moist, wet, gurgling sounds as hetried to bring air into his severed throat.

| managed a good-sized scream before something struck me from behind. | remember
seeing stars and faling to the cold, hard ground. Hard because | cracked my skull

onit when| landed. Something heavy pressed on my chest, pinning me down, my arms
at my sdes. It smelled of vomit and dog piss, the way my greataunt's house did when
they found her six days after sheld died, locked in the house with her two poodies.

The same hard blows happened severd times against my face,
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over and over when | tried to cry out. I'd never been hit so hard before-to the point

of being aware of what was happening but unable to do anything about it. My body
refused to move.

How many times had | seen this hgppen in the movies, on televison, and | became

so disgusted because the women didn't just kick the rapist in the balls?

But fear isafunny thing. It can motivate you to do strange things, likelift a

car from achild, or it can make you do terrible things, like murder, or it can rob

you of al movement and make you meek as akitten.

| was akitten, unable to move or defend mysdlf, afraid he would dit my throat

as he had Barry's. | was only coherent enough to whimper as my jeans were unfastened
and pulled down to my knees. | closed my eyes, and | could hear Barry's rasping bregths
to my right as he gasped for life.

| could hear my attacker's excited breaths hovering over me even as| tried to open
my swelling eyesand see him. And | did see him illuminated in the same light that

had shown me Barry'swounds. Matted blond hair, wild blue eyes. Hislips were chapped.
Round, red sores dotted one corner.

As he bent down to me, | tried to cry out again. Something was

shoved into my mouth and my lips stung as they were smashed againgt my teeth. |

felt his breath on my face, telling me to shut up or hed kill me.

And when it started-when he shoved his penisroughly insde of me-I cried into the
gag, unable-to comprehend what was happening. He held my wrists out to my sides,
jamming them into the ground over and over as he thrust himself deeper and deeper
ingde

| wanted to die.

| wanted a hero to rescue me.

| heard Barry'sfind, strangled, dying breath. | wantedto be. . . away.

Even as| listened to my rapist's rhythmic grunting, | heard something else.
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It was the sound of tearing cloth. | recalled that noise from a childhood memory.
Listening to it when my mom would tear the hem from one of my shirtsto restitch

it.

Andwith it came a searing pain that spread into every muscle, toe, finger, nook

and cranny of my body. The sensation overwhelmed the horror of what was being done



physicaly to me. | screamed into the cloth as | felt mysdlf lifted up, wrenched

from the ground.

He paused and hit me again, only harder thistime. Thefina blow.

The pain ceased. All pain. Gone. | was nearly taken with the abrupt end to the agony
of histhrudts, of the fire that had gpread throughout every inch of my body.

The only sound wasthat of his breething. Hisgrunting thrusts.

| stood in the moonlight, looking down a my hands. At my feet.

Barry stood beside me and smiled. Held reached out for my hand, but | couldn't touch
him. Hewas insubstantial. He wasn't bleeding either. And he looked sad as| watched
him fade away to little more than agroup of twinkling lights that spiraled upward

into the city ky.

The sounds of the night returned. Traffic. Someoneyelled out acrossthe park. And
there was panting. It echoed inside of my head. Sow. Deliberate. Sated.

| turned and looked down.

| saw hiswhite assin the light, thrusting over and over and over again. | was

frozen where| stood as he continued to have hisway with me, obliviousto the fact

| no longer struggled.

And then | saw my own face.

| saw my eyes open. Staring. | saw the cloth forcing my jaws wide apart.

Woas | dead?

How-how could | be standing, watching, and lying on the ground? WTF?
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And when held finished with one orifice, | staggered back as he removed therag

and shoved himsdlf into my mouth.

| ran. | ran asfar as| could away from my body. It was broken. Defiled.

Dead. | tried to get the attention of two cops Stting in ablack-andwhite near

the park's entrance on Piedmont. They heard me, which made me happy.

But they couldn't see me. | told them | was being raped. A boy wasdead! | yelled

at them to go to the pool and shoot the motherfucker! | shouted at them over and
over.

They stood outside their car and looked into the darkness, guns drawn, looking for
the source of the disembodied voice.

Weas this death? Was thisHell ? I'd seen Barry disappear. Why wasn't | disappearing?
Was| not going to Heaven? My old Catholic upbringing surged forward, and | started
reciting my "Hail Marys' over and over again.

What had | done ... WHAT HAD | DONE?

| wasthe one being raped! 1'd never harmed asingle soul! Why was| ill here?
Why? Why?Why?

No one | passed could see me. But they could al hear me!

| wandered around like alost soul for awhile, freaking out passersby as| asked
them to help me. And when they heard a disembodied ghost, many of them ran the other
way.

And the wholetime | wondered why | wasn't goingto Heaven.

I'd never done anything wrong!

Finaly, | found my home, wherel lived with my mother on Chandler Street neer Little
Five Points. | wasn't cold. But | was shivering. | was breathing, but | didn't see

any breath in the light outside the house.

Mom was adleep, and | tried to wake her. | wanted her to call
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the police and tell them | was being raped. That my body wasin the park.

My hands passed through her.



| couldn't wake her. Asmany times as| wasforced to remember that moment, | don't
know why | never called out her name. | think | was afraid she wouldn't hear me.
And | was damned.

| went to my room and into my closet. There | kept my old stuffed animas. My old
white panda sat in the corner on top of a pile of shoes and old clothes. | wanted

to grab him up and hold him tight, to bury my face and my tearsinto his soft, worn
fur. | wanted to smell his mustiness, so comforting. So familiar.

But my hands passed completely through him.

| wailed. | cried. | sat inthat closet, too terrified to move or step out again.

| had no ideawhat was happening to me. If thiswas Heaven or Hell.

Before the phone rang.

They'd found Nonas daughter in the park, beside the body of ayoung man. Histhroat
had been dlit, and she'd been raped and stabbed.

Stabbed. The bastard had stabbed me.

| followed Mom into the car and went to Grady Hospitd. It wasthe best placein
Atlantafor trauma. | kept quiet, unsure of what to say as| listened to the doctor
tak to my mom.

Shewas crying. She wanted to see her baby.

| wasin acoma. Head trauma, they said. The knife just missed my heart, but had
pierced my lung. | wasin ICU.

| wasn't dead?

But | wasn't expected to live.

I'd moved past them all to the room where my body was.

I'll never forget that moment, seeing myself hooked up to machines and tubes. My
face was bruised, my lips black-and-blue. A tube rested between my teeth, taped there.
My eyeswere closed now.
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Wiresfrom my chest trailed from beneath the hospital gown. My arms were bandaged
and taped with more tubes.

| looked like athing, something from ahorrible science-fiction movie. Methevictim
keeping theworld dive.

My mom camein and burst into tears. 1'd never seen her cry like that before.

Mom had always said I'd taken more after my father and his personality. Sarcastic.
Easy to bounce back after any stuation. Not thisone.

I'd been at aloss for words.

They gave her achair, got her some coffee. And she sat by my side.

| stood beside her, watching her watching me.

| knew then sheredlly loved me. My mom. So strong. So impervious to theworld's
hurts.

And then | noticed the cord. It ran from my nave to the navel of my body. And it
was fading. Disgppearing. And when it disgppeared completely, | knew

inginctively | would be officidly deed.

| don't know how | knew it, | just did. The clock onthewall said six thirty in

the morning. I'd been like thisfor nine hours.

| wasn't dead-1 was dying.

And when the doctors | eft, my mom spoke out loud. "Well? Areyou getting back in?
(sniff) Or am | going to have to spend my savings on afunera ?*

It had taken a second before | realized my mother was looking at me as| stood beside
my body.

"Y ou can see me?' My voice echoed in the room.

She sniffed. Blew her nose. "'l can seethings. Always have. When | noticed you in



the backsest, | thought you were aready dead. But since you're in a coma*-she pointed
to the bed-"theré's a chance you can survive. If you stay out like this, then you

will die. Y our body will. Y ou going to let this asshole get away with this? Or are

you going to get back in and fight? Put him away?"

| blinked at her. "Aren't you just alittle freaked out by this?' 1'd pointed to

myself and glared a her. "Thisisn't norma.”
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"Neither was your father. Y ou need to make a choice soon, or your body's going to
makeit for you. Theliving body can't exist without the soul for very long before

it startsto break down."

What?

"My father? Did my father do this shit?' "Get back in, and I'll tell you, Zoe." |

hadn't thought about it likethat. If | died, they really wouldn't know who did this.
Oh, I'd shouted to Adam-12 by the park, but | doubted they'd actualy listened.
"Mom, | don't know how | got out. I'm not sure how to get back in."

"Y ou see the cord?’

| looked a my stomach. "Yeah.” "Follow it back in."

| looked at her. "And that'sit?"

"Well"-she dabbed at her eyes-"it's not going to be easy. I'm sureyou're going

to hurt like hell. The bastard did a number

on youl.

She looked away from me then. "Don't leave me, Zoe." She looked back at me. "Don't
leave me done.”

| melted then. | could never leave this strong, fiercewoman aone. Though I'd never
seen her like thisbefore.

| took a step to my body. Would it work? Would | be ableto get back in?

| did, and the world disappeared.

But I knew nothing for three days. 1 didn't know if it wasfrom the damage from
the blowsto my head, the stabbing, or if it was from the drugs they'd given me.
Theworld just went blank as| dept.

And hedled.

Andwhen | did wake up, | screamed from the pain. It reached from my toesto my
hair. | couldn't move-couldn't talk. Well, who can with atube down their throat?

In private my mom assured me | would be fine. My soul and my body were getting reacquainted.
That was the burning sensation.

Riiiight. And exactly how did she know al this?
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Eventually | could form words again. Surred, but coherent. | gave them adescription
of my attacker, Barry's murderer. But it

wasredlly too late. It'd been three weeks since that night. Three weeks of my life.
Stolen.

And asthe detective mentioned, they never caught my attacker,

Barry'smurderer. But when | do find him, | plan on finishing the

job mysdf.
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12

I

was shaking by thetime | reached Fado's. | didn't like thinking about that night,

or the weeks afterward. | didn't like being reminded that sometimes, when | was done
at night, | searched the shadows for

him.



And | sniffed the air for hisfoul scent.

| parked the Mustang in the lot. Business was dow for a Thursday evening. | grabbed
up my phone, shoved the hook onto the edge of my jeans, got the folder, and locked
up the car, and hurried insde. The air was crisp and smelled of rain. The wind had
grown stronger. A few crusty, brown leaves blew past me as| stepped inside.

It was dark asusual, which | liked, then didn't. | went to the bar immediately.

Daniel was there, seated on the same stool as yesterday. The aroma of fried fish

and beer was heavy, and my stomach lurched.

Ignoring Danid, who stood when | approached, his stool scraping noisily against
thewood floor, | turned to the bartender. It wasn't Dags, and | felt adight bit

of disappointment. This guy was shorter, with ashaved head and dark soul patch benesth
hislower lip. "Whiskey. Noice."

He nodded, and | remained fixed on what he was doing. Daniel
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stayed quiet, and | felt him watching me, scrutinizing my actions, and at that moment,

it didn't matter.

The bartender set the shot glass of whiskey on thetable. | scooped it up, took

adeep breath, and downed the firewater in asingle gulp.

And fireit was-igniting my entire esophagus on itsway to an explosonin my somach.
Oi! I knew the stuff killed brain cdlls, but at that moment, | wanted it to deaden
emotions.

| nodded to the bartender and croaked out, "Irish coffee” before taking up the barstool
I'd had the day before.

"Canl ask..." Daniel nodded to the empty shot glass.

| kept my gaze locked on the bar. Most of my concentration was kept busy by my will
not to throw up. "No. And yes. | don't liketo be ... reminded of bad things"

"I'm sorry." He Sghed. "Thefile, right? Please, forgiveme. Can| sart the evening
ove?'

| swallowed bile. "Sure," | managed to croak and turned on the stoal. "Hi." | waved,
thenimmediately felt twelve.

"What, no bunny dippers?’ Lieutenant Frasier looked even nicer now than he had
yesterday. He till wore anice suit, though held shed the suit jacket. His shirt

was white and wrinkled, and histie was pulled |oose from his neck.

Hewasn't wearing his glasses, and hiseyeswere abrilliant blue. "I thought maybe
you were afigment of my imagination. The way you disappeared like thet yesterday.”
"Sorry about that.” | blushed. GAH! | blushed! "I got alittle sick and needed to
leave." Though not asSck as| wasgonnaget if | didn't get rid of thiswhiskey.

What the hell was| thinking?| redlized then | was holding thefolder in my arms
inaKlingon Dezath Grip.

(Don't argue with me on whether it's VVulcan or Klingon-at that moment, only aKlingon
could have wrestled it from me)

| paused. Cometo think of it, | don't believethereisaVVulcan Death Grip isthere?
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"Areyou okay now?"' Hefinally sat back down on hisstool. He had ahalf-full beer
infront of him.

| nodded. "Fine." | paused. "I'm not sure that whiskey'sgoing to stay down-so if

| disappear again-it's because | need to hurl. | was thinking about what you'd said
yesterday-about Reverend Rollins."

"Oh?' He sat forward. | redly liked his sideburns. "Wdll, I'd like to see what

you discovered, but it's probably the same stuff | uncovered." He frowned. "How exactly
did you do your investigation?"



Okay Zoe-how do you break the news that you too were now sort of investigating Tanaka's
death, only you weren't acop or even aprivate investigator, or even using lega

or believable methods of search?

Breathe. "Yes?' | amiled. Big, guilty smile. "Lieutenant Fraser™

"Danid." "Danid. | have afriend who can find things, and | was curious-do you

know what it wasthat Visitar bought of the Reverend's?

"Intellectua properties.” Danidl leaned back in the chair. The stool gave a horrendoudy
loud squeak in the bar. Y ou know, that fingernails-on-chalkboard kinda screech. "Or
that's ill al I've been able to uncover. I'm not exactly welcome on the case,

seeing as how no one believes there's a connection between Tanaka and Rollins.”
"Yeah..." | fdt thiswasthe perfect opening to investigate Detective Hottie mysdif.

"Are you not welcome because you think there is a connection?"

He lowered his shoulders and rested his elbows on the bar. "I told you about losing
my partner, right?'

| nodded. Uh-oh. "In that convenience store.”

"Yeah. Hedied . . ." Danid paused. "He died because of me. Because | didn't follow
procedure. | wastherewith him. | was
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foolish. Reckless. And | made awrong decision. And he was shot. We both were, only
hiswasfata." He rubbed at hisface. "I'm lucky they didn't take my badge from

me permanently.”

"Isthat why you haven't found a partner yet?"

"Sort of. No one redlly wantsto work with me. And I'm still technically on probation.”
Probation? Was thiswhy my client wanted this particular detective spied on? Wait-|
got it. "Y ou weren't supposed to go interview Hirokumi yesterday, were you?"

He shook his head, stopped, then turned very wide blue eyesat me. "How did you
know | interviewed K obaHirokumi?'

Oops. Shit. Big. Mouth.

Think. Think. Did hetell that bartender guy? "l overheard you talking to the bartender-the
onewith the ponytail-before | came over.”

| didn't breathe as he thought about this. Luckily, either | was right or hismemory

was a bit off, but he relaxed and nodded.

Big. Freak'n. Mouth. It was going to get mein soooo much trouble one day.

"Wadl, no. | mean yes. See, he agreed to see mewhen | caled. And then hegot dl
mysterious and started talking about protection and told meto leave." He shook his
head and picked up his beer. "Then | went back and found him poking it to his secretary.
Dick."

Wi, | knew thetruth, but I didn't think Daniel herewasready to heer it. | dso
thought again abt,ut Rhonda finding that dragon artifact and wondered what shed
donewithit.

| looked down at the folder in my hands. "Wdll, likel said, | have afriend who
findsthings. She'sgood at it too. And she found these this morning. I'm not sure

if itswhat Vigtar bought, but | think if it was, it might give your killer motive.”

He looked dubious (and it looked good on him) as he took the folder. | waited patiently
ashe st it on the bar in front of him and opened it.
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| expected his reaction to be as mine and Rhonda's had been. Shock and some sort

of humor.

Danid Frasier only nodded as he thumbed through the printouts of the jpegs. He
closed the folder _and handed it back to me. "I've seen these"

At that moment | wanted to strangle him. How dare he not be impressed with what



wefound. "Y ou have?'

"Yeah..." henodded. "And | thought the samething asyou. Only the actud tapes
don't seem to exist. Someone proved ayear ago those covers were faked, made up by
some religion-hating college art kid. Rallins even gave astatement on them.”

| looked at the pictures again. These were faked? Well, they were good fakes. "Wow
... | mean, I've seen porno covers before, and if an art student did these, then

ether they wereredly bad, or they nailed the authenticity."

Danid laughed. Nice sound. Okay. | won't strangle him. Just kick him.

"Zoe-can| cdl you Zoe?'

| nodded. Y ou can cal me anything you want.

"| think the kid was prosecuted, then Rollinsdid some saving thing, and now the
atis worksfor him."

"Yourekidding."

"Nope." Herubbed at hischin. "Look, I'm sorry you cameall thisway down here
for metotdl you it won't help. | do appreciate your trying."

"Oh, no problem.” Oh, none at dl. | really wanted to be humiliated in front of
asexy cop. Go me. | stood.

Hedid too and offered his hand. Redl touching thistime-not the fake astral physical
touch. | felt the vibration of his skin on minerock my world. | wondered if it did
histoo. "Zoe, we can dill have dinner?’

| paused. | was embarrassed, and my stomach felt reeeeedlly upset. | needed to throw
up.

"Zoe, | dso hopeyou know that al men aren't like that. That

126

there are some men that find that kind of behavior more than

digguding.”

"Y ou mean like cops?' | gave him acoy smile. Or at least |

hoped it was coy and not leering.

He blushed. Oh hewas so cute! "Y eah. Let'sjust say that because of that, what
you went through, I'm doubly appreciative that

you tried to help me."

"Too bad it wasn't helpful.” | opened the folder again and

looked at the images. "They are very well done, though. And | did

get achuckle at the Reverend being agay porn actor.” | smiled at

him. | needed to back out of this one. Not because | didn't want to

have dinner with Daniel, but because | wasredly starting to fedl

awful fromthewhiskey.

Timeto retreat nicely and find that pint of Rocky Road in my

freezer. "I'd like to have dinner with you, Detective Frasier-but

after you understand that 1'm not abused. Not now. And"-l gave

him a crooked smile-"after | don't somp in here and order ashot.” | shook his hand.
"Thanks, Fraser. Hopeto seeyou agan.”

But after afew steps away, he called my name. | turned and he

was beside me, hiseyeswide. "You said, gay porn star?' | nodded.

Hetook the folder again and moved back to the bar. Thistime he turned the printed
page toward the light and narrowed his eyes. After examining the pictures, he held
up hishand, and said, "Wait right here."

| did, though | did watch him move hislittle cute salf out the door. He was back

by thetimel returned to my stool. My coffee was there, and | Sipped it, still not
sure | was combining theright stuff for my quivering somach. Bailey's and Dewars?
Oook.



Daniel had afolder in his hands, twice asthick asmy own. I'd assumed he'd stepped
outsdeto hiscar to get it. He removed printouts of the covers and put them side

by side. Helooked from one to the other.

He turned, abruptly grabbed my shoulders, and kissed me.
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Yow! Red dert! All hands on deck, and on the cop! Crank up thejuices and let the
manhandling begin! "Zoe, thismight beit! I've gone over this case again and again,

and I'm sure the pictures on the Web are the onesthe artist allegedly fixed. But

these. . ." He pointed to mine. "These are different. I've never seen these before.”

| blinked.

And | blinked again. My kneeswere ill shaking. "Uh ... what's the catch? Y ou're
seeing something I'm not.”

Mentd note: kissfrom cute cop friesthe hard drive. "Actudly, you saw it, and

I

didn't." He pointed to the nearest one. "Y ou nailed it. The ones on theleft are

faked. The ones on theright might just bereal.” He fixed me with those incredibly

blue eyes. Were his knees shaking too? "I'd aways wondered why the Reverend'slega
team would prosecute that artist so heatedly if they were smplefakes. Y ou know-just
debunk the guy. | dways suspected there was moreto it, and the whole time there
was never any mention of the tapes being listed. as gay porn. The differenceisthe

gay part, Zoe. | think the ones you found are legitimate.”

Y eah, yeah, yeah. Big freak'n dedl. Could you kissme again?
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OUR excitement &t the find on the Rollins Loverswas short-lived. Very short-lived.
Having thisnew bit of information, Daniel wanted to get back to work on the case.
No dinner. Which wasfine, as my ssomach wasin foul shape. Hedid promisemearan
check, exclaiming heldd never met anyone quite like me.

Well, that much was true. How many girlfriend candidates did anyone have who could
move out of body and see dead kids in doctors offices?

| left and headed over to Mom's shop for acup of teaand a remedy for whiskey-burdened
Supidity.

Clouds continued to breeze in from Alabamaand covered the city in acanopy of dirty
cotton bals. The temperature had dropped again, and | dug out my mom'’s hand-knitted,
six-foot burgundyand-gold scarf from the back of my car.

My cdll rang-chirped, made some strange noise-and | checked the number as| got
out of the car after parking in the lot behind Mom's shop. Didn't recognizeit. The
gloom that had settled with the clouds hung in the wind and lowered its dreadybiting
cold. Chunks of hair escaped my braid and whipped about my face. | caught sight of
the white hairs-they seemedto glow in
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the dark. | patted at them irritably, knowing that the whole thing would become a
tangled messas| sad "Hdlo?"

"They shut me down.”

Uhm. Nice. And you would be? Click.

Oh! Danidl.

| didn't missabeat. "What do you mean? They didn't believe your theory after seeing
those photos?"

"| think the captain does believe me, but there's nothing they can do. The photos,
whether red or not redlly, don't have anything to do with the murder. Therésno
evidence they're the property that Vigtar bought, and buying intellectua property
isntillegal. And theré's absolutely no evidence of Rollins at the crime scene.



Nothing physicdl. And asfor forensics-" He made asnuff noise. | think he snorted.
"Wdl, wedl know how long they take."

Uhm. "Thirty secondsin asixty-minute televison show?"

| took it from thethick frustration in hisvoice that it was alot longer than that.
"Anyway, |'ve been ordered to drop it. Tanakas murder is pretty much now in the
hands of other detectives.” He sighed. "I wanted to call you and thank you again

for your interest. And I"

| stood in the cold, beside my excdlent car, my hair tangling in the ever-increasing
wind velocity, and waited for him to finish the statement. It was a pure movie moment.
| even believed the sun broke through the clouds and shone on me aone.

Of coursein amatter of seconds I'd already imagined what he would say:

And I-I'd like to see you again. And I-I'd like to take you out, Zoe.

And I-1'd like to make sweet, hot, passionate loveto you in front of aroaring
firewhilewe do thingsdeclared illegd in forty states’-I waswondering if you

could give me the name of your source-the one that found those pictures.”

Uh. Oh. Fantasy gone. Crash.
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Crap. | was sure Rhonda's friend Bruno wouldn't gppreciate me giving over hisname
to an Atlanta detective. | had a suspicion the boy's means of info gathering were
as"unique" asmy own. Though | doubted Bruno left hisbody to do it-except with
recreationa pharmaceuticas. "I'm not sure. I'll haveto ask. Client privilege and

al that."

"Client privilege? Are you ashrink or something?Isthat what you do for aliving?

Y ou know you didn't tell me."

Big mouth, big mouth, big freak'n mouth.

"I didn't? Oh, I'm sorry. Look, I'm in the middle of something. I'll get back to

you, okay?" | disconnected and shoved the phone into my bag before running up the
steps and into the shop.

Roses warred with gardeniasin my nose as| paused insde. Two customers were near
the far wall, examining the seven-day candlesfor love, war, and restarting a period.
Rhonda stood behind the counter, the book from yesterday closed and propping up
asampletray of brownies. | shivered, brushing off the cold, and moved forward over
the cresking floor.

"Hey, Zoe," Rhondafrowned at me. She wore a black turtleneck, black jeans, and
black driving gloves. She looked like apaintbrush dipped in black paint. "Whoayour
hair's icking out everywhere. What happened?' She narrowed her eyes. "Okayl'm reading
both good and bad here. He kissyou?'

| nodded quickly as | went behind the counter and stuffed my purseinto one of the
cabinets. "Yeah, it wasaquick one, but it sill messed with dl theright parts.”
"And-you're here and he's not because those parts didn't like to be messed with?'
"No, I-" | could go into our conversation a Fado's, and | could go into what Daniel
just told mein the parking lot, and | could go into how he wanted Bruno's number.
But right now, | was hungry and thirsty. "Never mind. I'll tell you later.” | snatched

up abrownie. "Wherés Mom?"

"Out with that Shultz woman."

| caught the dight acid in Rhonda's tone. Jemmy Shultz wasthe
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owner of one of the smdler junk shopsaong Euclid in Little Five Points. A stout
woman of African-American and Hispanic descent, she was the scariest broad | knew.
Next to Mom.

Jemmy kept her salt-and-pepper hair braided and wound around her head beneath a



wide-brimmed floppy hat that she wore night and day, winter and summer. Sheand Mom
had formed afast friendship-Jemmy being the only other person | knew who could see
Timor Steve.

Jemmy offered tealeaf reading, tarot card reading, and astrological chart printouts.

When the two women got together, something weird always happened. | wasalittle
worried about them being together now.

Rhonda thought the woman was afraud and abamboozler. And, of course, Rhondawas
the only person | knew who could use that word with a straight face. So what if she
could see ghosts? | didn't know if Mom had ever told her about my unique ability.

Didn't redly care. Nonaknew her assistant didiked jemmy, and | sometimes thought

the old bar (Mom, not Jemmy) kept her friendship with the boozier just to grate Rhondas
nerves.

| popped the browniein my mouth. It immediately turned to cardboard.

Rhonda gave me alopsided grin and pointed to the trash. "Now you know why the tray's
dill full.”

With aloud p'tooey, | spit the nasty dice of corrugated board and chocolate into

the small lined basket behind the counter. "Oh. Foul. Foul. Mom trying to poison

her cusomers?"

"A new recipe from jemmy your mom tried. I've been warning customers not to est

it

"You didn't warn me." | spit into the trash can again. " Since when do you listen?”

| arched my eyebrows and noticed Rhonda's gaze lingering on my hair. What? | patted

it down with my hands. "I'm wondering if | should call Danid back, you know? Maybe
set up ared date?!

She crossed her arms over her chest. Y ou asking me for advice? Not unlessyou do
something about that gray-though my

132

firg inclination isto say no. Something weird's happening to you, and | don't think

you should put yourself at risk for exposure. What if you go OOB and then become

al Wraithy?'

"Thereésadifference?’

"Maybe. | found two very interesting things while you were flirting with the detective.”
One of the customers neared the counter and once again | was nearly knocked over

by the smdll of roses and gardenias. | redlized then it wasn't from someincense

in the shop, but from her.

| sneezed from the overpowering scentsin my nose. Man, forget sulfur. | think exorcisms
should he carried out using cheagp perfume.

Stinky Lady bought two bars of soap (egh-go wash off that perfume) and aLove Charm
candle. Rhondarang her up and smiled. "Please come back."

After the door closed she pulled the Book of Everything toward her over the counter
and opened it to a dog-eared page. | pointed to the bent page. "Does Mom know you're
doing that to her book pages?"

"Hereitis"

"Hereiswhat?' | moved closer and leaned down to see whatever it was she'd jabbed
her finger at.

The pages were yelowed, though I'm not sureit was from actual age or from the

printer. I'd not checked to see what the publishing date was on the book. The type

was easy to read, though the context made little sense.

Her finger pointed to what looked like an old wood engraving of awoman on the ground
asabrighter image of the woman sprang forth out of her chest. Severd meninarmor
stood to the Sde, dl of them cowering and pointing. One of them had a cross around



his neck, and he seemed to be the focus of the brighter image's attention. "1 think

I'm not getting what you're pointing a."

"Read the fine print-under the picture.”" Steve appeared behind Rhonda. He looked
serious-but again-Steve alway's looked serious.
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"Aren't you supposed to NOT bein here during business hours?'

"It's after Six. That wasthe last customer. Zoe, read it.”

| sighed and |ooked down and read the single line of type. "A sixteenth-century woodcut
of aWraith being cast out of a..." | blinked, then looked harder at the woodcui.

A Wraith.

| looked at Rhonda, who arched adark eyebrow at me. "Found the referencein one
of those books | bought today. | waslooking at aWraith in the usua definition

of theword, as aharbinger, or disembodied spirit. Never occurred to meto look

a oneinthe demonic reddm.”

"Demonic?"' | sraightened up. "l am not demonic.”

"No, but I think Trench-Coat might be-or at least he's Abysmal-plane goo-and if

he's sort of given you thisnew ahility, then it could have tainted you. Especidly

if hesaSymbiont."

Okay, I'd heard that word before. It'd been in biology in college. Symbionts were
organismsthat lived on or with another in amutualy beneficia relationship. But

| doubted Rhondawas talking in abiologica sense. "Want to eh-jama-cate me on
this?'

"I'm not sureif | can explain this better than your mom. Remember the different
planes, thinking of them as concentric circles? Center is physica, then mentd,

then astral, and then we have the Ethereal and Abysma? Symbionts are created on
the Ethered plane, made up of scattered thoughts and emotions, mostly of those that
were exorcised on the astral or even the Etheredl .”

Ew. Mixed parts.

"Do they make themsalves or are they made?' Steve spoke up. "They're created, conjured
if you want amore brash term. Phantasms are well-known for using Symbionts as servants
inthe physica world."

"Servants? Asin do its bidding sort of thing?' "In amanner of spesking. The ones
created for symbiogs, living within ahog, are less physical and are made to be
dependent on their hosts. Phantasms sometimes use the Symbionts as either channels
for gaining more power in the physical plane or they use
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them aswindows. The Symbiont grantsthe host al manner of things, from long life

to health and sometimes wedlth, but the Phantasm that created the Symbiont exacts
aprice

Rhonda spoke up. "But sometimesthey creaste Symbiontsto use astrackers.”
"Trackers? Likein they're used to track something?"

"Yes" Steve pursed hislips as he shrugged. "Asto what that something is, only

the Phantasm that controls the Symbiont knows. It could be abogey, sprite, willow,
ghogt, Shade, spook, spectre.” Helooked at me. "Even aliving being.”

| caught mysdlf staring at Steve as| stood in Mom's shop. | dso felt achill come
from behind and wrap itself around my shoulders. My arm burned where Trench-Coat
had touched it, and | cradled it closer to my chest. "Y ou think this Trench-Coat

was trying to take me as a host for some Phantasm?' | frowned. "What's a Phantasm?”
Rhonda shook her head. "Not ahost for a Phantasm-though that would be afascinating
piece of research. | think he was trying to-well-eat you."

Gah. That'sgross.



"Phantasms are the kings of the Abysma plane. Made up of nightmares and the things
that scare us. They rarely leave their plane of existence because that'stheir place

of power. But sometimesthey take awak on thewild side, to lend aid to their own.”
She sghed. "Or sometimestto recdl amishehaving servant.”

"And you think Trench-Coat is'a Symbiont sent or created by aPhantasm? And he's
after me?'

She thumbed pages in the large book and stopped severd sections to the left of

the Wraith image. "I don't think you're hismain god, or histarget. | do think
you interrupted something, and that's why he noticed you. Y ou saw him taking asoul.
Phantasms don't take or feed on souls directly, they do it through their Symbionts.
Symbionts

can

take soulsfor their own needs when their masters are sated. Those Symbionts without
hosts, which | suspect TO is, can sometimesflourish in the Abysmal, and the astrd,
and some
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timesthe physicdl, though that'srare. They have to be given power

by their Phantasmic creator, and those are the ones used as

trackers."

| shuffled my feet. | was getting uncomfortable, and my toes were cold in my boots.
"Trench-Coat could be atracker. He'sone "

of theserare buggers.

"I think so. And he took Tanaka's soul either because he was instructed to do so

by amagter, or because he's building power." "Well, Tanakadid tel him to tell
hismaster hedidn't have
whatever it was he was looking for. So, that master could be a Phantasm?' And if

50, what the hell had Tanaka gotten into? Rhonda nodded, though absently-as she'd
pushed her face into the book again.

| rubbed my nose. "So | interrupted something, kindalike a witness at a murder,

and TO tried to take me out?' | wasn't sure| really wanted to know.

Rhondalooked up. "Y es. Following the rules of the planes, he had to kill Tanaka

in order to take his soul. Take him out of his physica body," Rhondasaid. Her voice
lowered, as did the room's temperature. | wanted to start afirein the fireplace
intheteashop. "A Symbiont cannot touch the living without the host's permission.
And of course Tanakawasn't going to give permission, so TO killed him. When the
soul tried to flee, he snatched it. But when he touched you ..."

Rhonda's words lingered in the air-when he touched you ... | looked wide-eyed at
both of them. "'l wasn't dead. | was an astrdl image of mysdif.”

Steve nodded. "Y ou were il attached to your body. So when he touched you, something
happened. Even though TC's been given acertain leve of independence from a hogt,
he'still a hisrootsa Symbiont. So by touching you, wethink heingtigated

asort of Symbioss. A sharing of power."

"Sharing of power?" | pulled off my coat, hung it over my arm, and pulled down the
deeve of my sweater. The mark was gill there, adark pink against my skin. Henna.
Weasit possible?| mean, I'd
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seen Trench-Coat as haf-physical. Hed cast a shadow that night, but he'd Ieft no
footprint. And now ...
And now | could become solid. Had | taken that power from him? Was it permanent?
And moreimportantly, what had he taken from me?

| said thislast out loud.



Rhonda looked worried. "I think at that moment, your mind wasfilled with the need

to be solid and run like hell. And he had been in the middle of feeding, so to speak.

| have a sneaky suspicion you got his ability to become corporeal, and he took your
hedth.”

Thethirst. My hunger. Maddox's sugar findings. Oh son of a bitch.

Steve moved forward. "Hey, Zoe, it down beforeyou fall down. Have you eaten this
evening?''

| shook my head and moved to one of the tablesin the botanica. Rhondaturned on
the gasfireplace and made me acup of tea. Steve actually brought me a plate with
apiece of lemon cake on it. He was getting really good at physical manipulation.

But then again, wewerein hishouse.

"Wherés Tim?"

"With Nonaand Jemmy." Rhondaand Steve sat down at the table. "L ook, your mom and
| sort of came up with thistheory yesterday, and after the doctor's appointment,

and you seeing the doctor's dead son, she went over to jemmy's for more research.
Werrenot redly sure of al thisyet- Thisisall theory.”

Steve snorted. "Like Jemmy Shultz is an expert in the afterlife?!

| gavethe ghost ahdf smile. Steve didn't particularly care for Miss Shultz any

more than Rhondadid. Which explained to me why Steve was here and Tim waswith Mom.
I'd forgotten about Joseph Maddox. Standing there beside his obliviousfather. |

asked Steve about what 1'd seen. What did it mean?
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Steve clagped his hands together on the table. "It soundslike he'strapped. If

hisfather has set up ashrinein his office like she described, my guessis Joseph

isstuck between worlds because hisfather is holding him there. I'm pretty sure

if you hadn't been in your body at that moment, you would-have heard him."

"He seemed redlly anxiousto tel me something.” | chewed on my upper lip. "Maybe

| need to travel over there and see what he wants?'

"Uh"-Rhonda moved away from her book-"maybe-but not right now. | honestly don't
know how far you're going to change.”

| Spped at thetea. It was sweet-and a bit spicy. "So you think I'm being changed,

by something from the Abysmd plane.”

Both of them nodded. Shit.

Damn. I'd been cdlled twisted before--but now it seemed more poignant. "So-Mitsur_i
had sensed this about me and she'd lit the dragon's tongue. She was protecting Hirokumi
because of what happened to Tangka."

"I think maybe Mitsuri isagood guy." Rhonda shifted where she sat.

"Good guys have faces, Rhonda. This chick was one of those blurred sponsor ads on
MTV."

"True'-Rhonda crossed her arms over her chest-"but good guys don't dways wear white."
| gave her my own version of sardonic as | looked at her dlblack getup. "Y ah think?"

| sghed. 1 had to concentrate on what I'd seen, on the dead Tanaka, and on Trench-Coat.
Mainly becauseif | thought about what might or might not be happening to me, I might
go screaming into the night naked.

Okay, maybe not so dramatic. But I'd at least hide in the closet again.

| took adeep breath. "It'sasafe bet that Hirokumi isrefusing to help Lieutenant
Frasier capture Tanakaskiller because he knows
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thekiller isn't capture-able in any known sense. And maybe he's protecting Daniel
inthat way." | waslosng ground here on the redity check. | snapped my fingers.
Rhonda nodded. "The lieutenant could redlly get hurt if Trench-Coat noticed him.



AsaSymbiont, he couldn't touch him. But gpparently he could kill him."

Ooh. Not good. Didn't want something oogy to happento Danid.

Menta note: protect Danidl. Right.

Somehow | just knew | was going to end up rescuing his cute ass before thiswas

al over with.

| set my teaon thetable. "Then I'm alittle backed up on how Trench-Coat fitsin

with Reverend Rallins™

"Ah..." Rhondanodded. "Did you talk to Lieutenant Frasier?"

That made methink of Daniel's phone cal, and | gave her and Steve the skinny on
what had happened that afternoon.

Mom'slittle helper shook her head. "Thanksfor not giving Bruno's name away, Zoe."
| nodded. "No problem. But this puts us back to square one. If the police aren't
going to check into Rallins, then Tanaka's death will probably go unsolved. | mean,
they'reright. Thereredly isn't any good, solid, hard evidence.”

It was afew minutes before | realized | was being stared at by Steve and Rhonda.

| straightened up and wondered if | had cake on my face or something. "What?"

"I'm not believing this." Rhonda opened her aramswide, her pamsfacing up. "If

the police can't investigate Rollins, the caseisdone? Y ou're giving up? Hello?"

Okay. | wasfeding ahbit out of step here. Usually I'mredly good at keeping up

on conversations, jokes, trends, that sort of thing. But from the looks on their

faces|'d missed something. "I'm not sure 1"
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"Zoe." Steve st his clagped hands on the table. He looked so solid, so dive, he
looked touchable. "Why don't you investigate the good Reverend? Who's to stop you?”
Indeed. 1 had

missed something. I'd missed my brain somewhere back at the bar. Left it there. Or
maybe I'd misplaced it in my car?"But Rhonda keeps saying | need to be cautious
because we don't know what's happening to me."

"Yeah, she'sright." Rhondanodded. She grinned. "But you normaly don't listen

to me or Nonaanyway."

It was abrilliant idea that should have cometo me. Why not go spy on the old Reverend
myself?1 could travel, and no one would see me. Of course, I'm not sure that if

| found anything out, Danid could useit.

But-he might know of away to explait it.

Mom came in the back door just Then, followed by jemmy Shultz. She stopped when
she saw us gathered around the counter. Tim phased in behind her, saw me, and sarted
motioning a meto do ... something.

| frowned a him. Dance? Jig? Run?"It's herel” hissed Miss Shultz.

After that things happened fast. | stood up to greet Mom. Tim yelled at Steve stop
her. Mom yelled at meto stand till., Rhondalet out astream of very colorful metaphors.
And Miss Shultz pulled something from her carpet bag as she took three steps toward
me.

Within seconds my one summer of martial artstraining snapped to the forefront.

| grabbed Miss Shultz's arm, ducked low, twisted it around and came up behind her
with it, kicked out the back of her knees, and had Jemmy Shultz on her face onthe
floor.

Not abad piece of work if | do say so mysdlf.

That'swhen | saw thelarge silver cross she had clasped in her hand.

"Let her go, Zoe."

A cross? The woman had come at mewith across? Crap-1 thought she'd had agun.
Mom was going to be pissed.
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"Let. Her. Go."
Y ep. Mom sounded pissed. | let go of Miss Shultz and stood. And | would have offered
to help the cross-widding nut up-except when | turned | beheld my mother aiming
her Calt .45 level with my chest.
"Mom?' "Move, demon, or I'll blow a hole through you and my shop.” Gulp.
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"MOM "Hush!" "Thisisstupid. I'm not ademon.”
"If you don't be quiet, therésarall of duct tape behind the counter.”
| waited. Sat ill. What else could | do? | had agun pressed against my neck.
Miss Shultz, her dignity-which 1'd obvioudy robbed her of when | tossed her on
her ass-restored, continued her, knedling prayersin front of me. She wore one of
her usual blue flower print housedresses, which billowed up around her middie. |
had agrest view of her braided, polished stedl hair.
| sat completely till in one of the wooden chairs. | had across around my neck
that felt asif it were made of lead. It was getting hard to bresthe, with it pressing
againg my ches.
I'd already been doused with holy water from asmall flask Miss Shultz kept in her
carpet bag. | fdt ridiculous. And the gun wasjust way over the top.
"Nona-there's no need for the gun. Zoe'sfine. She's not possessed by aWraith.”
Rhonda sounded as exasperated as | felt. "No, | apparently am aWraith."
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Mom whacked me with the gun barrdl. "Y OW!" "My daughter isnot aWraith," she hissed.
| wanted to rub my head where sheld knocked it, but | wastoo afraid she'd shoot
me. The woman was upset.
Insane. Mentd note: clear Mom's house of al guns.
Finaly, Miss Shultz struggled to her feet. | saw that the dress barely covered
her knees, which themselves were covered by kneehigh hose. Y uck. At least shewore
real shoes and not dippers. She motioned to my mom with awave of her hand. | thought
| caught awhiff of Ben-Gay. "She'sfine. No possession.”
Mom moved the gun away. | removed the lead-weight cross, handed it to Mom (okay,
more like shoved it &t her), then reached up and rubbed the sore spot on my head.
"| told you that."
"So she'snot aWraith?' Mom seemed anxious as she moved away and handed the cross
back.
"That | don't know." Miss Shultz moved to her bag whereit sat on the counter. Steve
and Tim sat on stools behind the register. They'd been oddly quiet ever snce Mom
and Priestess Shultzie came in. She dropped the crossingde the bag, and in my imagination
| heard acat scream from inside.
Wl ... itwasaredly big bag.
"All | can say isthat she doesn't possess a spirit ingde that isn't her own.”
| glanced over a Rhonda, who arched her eyebrows at me. Could crazy lady betaking
about possessing a Symbiont? | redly hadn't given her that much credit in the knowledge
department. "What should we do?'
"Well." Miss Shultz shot me ascary look. | knew it. She hated me. Always had. Didn't
know why-it was just afedling. "My suggestion isyou keep her locked up till the
next full moon. Drugged preferably. And if you see any more of these spiritsyou
saw about her, then cal me. | have apriest friend-livesin Biloxi-and held be here
within aday for agood old-fashioned exorcism.”
| blinked at her, then looked at Mom, willing her to turn and
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look at me. Locked up? Drugged? Till the next full moon? Are these people insane?

| looked at the door and tried to guesstimate how quick it'd take meto clear the
distance and get to my car. | was hungry. Well, actudly ravenous. Anduberthirsty.
And very pissed off.

Mom thanked Miss Shultz profusely and showed her out the front door and down the
geps. Wedl sat in stunned silence for afew begats-it felt asif the past half

hour had been some weird, trippy mushroom-induced dream.

When Mom came hack in, everyone tried to speak at once. Except me. | stood, moved
around the counter, retrieved my purse, and headed for the door.

Mom moved in front of me. Everyone else's voices sopped. "Where do you think you're
going?"

"Y ou are not locking me up, and if you come near mewith a drug, I'll report you

to somebody. | haveajobto do."

"Y ou should stay here, Zoe."

"Here?' | pointed to the floor with my right index finger. "With you? Do you redize
how humiliated | fed? To have had my mother hold me at gunpoint while some crazed
woman with a cross and pond water did her stupid mojo over me?”

"Yes, |1 do. Andif you. . ." She paused and looked at everyone in the shop. "All

of you, will listen two seconds, | can explain.”

| pulled my bag over my shoulder and crossed my armsover my chest. "Y ou got one.”
"Asnutty asthat woman is, she'swell-read. And she knowsthe lore of the dead
better than anyone.” She looked over at Rhonda. "No offense, love, but she does.”
Mom looked back up at me. "1 had to question her-pick her brain. And in order to

do that | had to give her some story. | told her you were possessed and had been
throwing things about the shop. And that you spit peasoup.”

My jaw dropped. Took asecond to pull it off thefloor. "You told her | spit pea
oup?'

"L ook, it worked." Mom moved away from me and started doing
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that weird once-over she alwaysdid at the end of the day, going from shelf to shelf,
examining the merchandise and straightening it when she saw something out of position.
Mom aways swore she knew if something was missng.

The woman aso had eyesin the back of her head too. Of that | was sure.

"The pricefor her insight wasto let her do ablessing onyou. | know you're not
possessed. And now she fedls satisfied, and the door's open for me to ask her more
questions.”

"l wasthe price? Y ou could have shot me with that gun." That'swhen | noticed she
didn't haveit anymore. "Whereisit?' "Put away. Safe. And yes, Zoe, you werethe
price

"Did you get something, Nona?' Rhonda asked.

"Yeah. .." Shesighed as she moved away from the shelvesto thetable and sat down
dowly inthechair I'd beeniin. | figured it was probably still warm.

What Mom said next struck a chord somewhere degp ingdeof me. "Weadl believe that
Trench-Coat's touch has changed you. I'm afraid it's done more than that. A seer
cdled you Wraith. In the usud

esense of the word it means ghost, spirit, spectre, and so on. Zoe, the word Wraith
isrelated to writhe,

which meansto twist. | think your spirit, your astral saif, has been twisted in

some waymaybein away that could affect your physicd lifeaswell asyour astrd "
Twigted. "Thisisbad." No one commented.

My appetite disappeared. | looked at Mom, at Rhonda, at Tim and Steve, and back



to Mom. "Can | reverseit?’

"I don't know." Mom shrugged. "I'm not sure I'mright. Or any of thisisright.

| just think you need to stay indoors and away from this case-look what it's aready
done."

Stay indoors? Was she kidding? "Mom. .. aman was murdered. | saw who-erm, what-did
it. Now it'sgoing to be crazinesstrying to proveit, but | can't just Sit here

whileit might kill someonedse.”
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"And what if that someone dseisyou?'

Therewas aferocity to Mom'svoice | hadn't heard well ... ever. Oh, she'd ydled

at me through the years. Lots. But this tone was close to panic.

"Mom, | need to help. | need to do something. Daniel suspects Reverend Rollins,

but the police can't touch him without evidence. Maybe | can find that evidence.

| just go and ligeninon Rallinsfor awhile. Seeif | canfind out if theré's

any truth to the connection between him and Hirokumi and Tanakas death.”

Mom went to the counter, retrieved aworn, rooster-festhered duster, and started
whacking at things. Including Rhonda, who moved as quickly out of Mom'sway as possible.
"Zoe, thisdiscussion isover. You're not spying on that man."”

| narrowed my eyes at her. Something was different. Had been since shewaked in
the door. Earlier sheld thought Trench-Coat was the aftermath of some ice-cream binge,
now she looked honestly worried.

And when Momworried, sodid I.

"What isit you're not telling me, Mom?' | tried softening my voice. Using that

old "gee Mom you're right but you have to tell me the secrets' voice.

| wished I'd not done that.

Sometimes| just don't know when to shut up.

She kept whacking those feathers at things. The longer she stayed silent, the faster
shewhacked. | wasglad | wasn't in the way of that insane duster.

Abruptly she turned and pinned me to the back wall with her eyes. Ever seen Debbie
Reynolds mad? | have. Not a pretty picture. And me being the daughter-well-1'd done
it morethan | careto admit. "Since the morning | saw you in the back of my car,

that morning the police called me, 1'd accepted the fact that you could die before

me. And a parent never wishes or believesthey could outlive their children. Especidly
not amother and her daughter.

"But you-you weren't dead. And somehow you'd gained this
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ability to bypass death. Instead of destroying you, that rape changed you. Made you
stronger. And | was glad of that.

But now something just as threatening has happened again. Trench-Coat changed you,
but into what? A Wraith? Something twisted-so bent it may never completely restin
Heaven?1 don't know. Y ou don't know.

We can only assume this faceless bitch wasright

" She paused and closed her eyes, feather duster on her hip. One breath. Two bregths.
She opened her eyes. "In dl these years, did you ever stop to wonder why

you've never seen another astrl Traveler, Zoe?'

Uh, er, nope. Not lately anyway. | shook my head. I'd not seen thisleve of passion
in Mom since she spoke at the gay priderally in Fiedmont Park back in June.

"Well, Zoe, I'vewondered. That'sal I've wondered about since you finaly showed
me that mark on your arm. Since | redlized you weren't invincible, and my baby could
indeed die. What happensif it takes you? Do you die? Or does it take your body as



it becomes one with you?" She was sobbing by the time she said the last. "Or does

it leave you as nothing more than aliving husk of the one and only bright thing

inmy life?"

She put the duster down and finally moved past me into the tea shop. A hot pot of
water was dways ready, and she poured some over aspiced lemon bag in aplain white
mug. Her hands were shaking and she spilled hot water on the table.

| went to her then and took the pot away from her. In the movies, thiswould be

the moment I'd take her in my arms and kiss her

deeply. Uh. .. wait. No. Not my mom. That would make awhole different kind of
movie, inagenrel just didn't fed like getting into right now. "Mom, what did

you find out today? What's got you so scared?”’

"I'm not scared.”

Oh, of course not. Y ou're shaking and you're telling me, your twenty-eight-year-old
daughter, you weren't going to alow her to do this.

Like you can stop me?

147

"Mom." Shelooked up a methen, and I'd not redlized how much taller

| was than my mother till that moment. Was she shrinking? ™Y ou don't know what's
out there, Zoe. On that plane--the Abysmad. Thingsthat thrive on fear and the innocent.
Y ou don't belong there. And they know it. Now that he knows you're there, it won't
be long before the darkest things of al do."

The hairson my arms stood on end at that moment. | forced a smile, but the truth

was shed just cregped me out. Reeeedlly had. | saw fear in her eyes. She knew something-something
terrible. Something she wasn't going to share with me-not yet. | could see that much

in her eyes.

And maybe ... maybeit wasbest | didn't know. Because| thought of Daniel at that
moment. And of Tanaka. William.' Tanaka deserved to have hiskiller brought to justice,
and | believed Danidl wasthemanto doit.

With my help. And if 1 knew whét redlly waited for me out there, on aplanethe
average man or woman never saw, | might not be up to being the best | could be. |
might just hidein my closet and chew on my boots.

Andif my libido was going to lead the way, then so beit. At least | could do something
here, something congtructive with my gift.

| said these things aloud to Mom, and watched,theworry in her eyesjust get deeper.
Tim and Steve seemed to have vanished, though that didn't mean they weren't somewhere
nearby.

"Mease, Mom. I'm just going to eavesdrop-just long enough to seeif thereisa
connection between Rollins and Tanaka's death. | won't actually do anything-that's

up to Danid and the police.”

Shedidn't say anything at first, just looked at me. A few seconds of this, and

Mom took the cup of tea and moved to the tea-shop counter, where she grabbed up a
wooden gtir stick from ayelow-arid-green tin.

"Zoe, thisisn't your job."

"I know that." | smiled and walked in closer. "And you've never acted likethis

before. Careto let mein on your paranoia?”
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house on Northside Drive, closer to the governor's mansion, as

well asafew infamous Fa cons footbal team members. | turned to Mom. ™Y ou going
togivemealift?' "No."



Shock. Amazement. Anger.

Oh, I ran severd emotions at that moment. "No?"

| think inal of my years on this earth sheld never actually said no to me. Not

even as ateenager had she said no. It'd always been "I'd prefer you didn't,” or

"Y ou might want to rethink thet," or

even "Areyou redly surethat'swhat you want?'

All of those responses had icited in me the proper decisonsmostly because dl

of them dredged up doubt and guilt in some

fashion. But not the word no.

Mom stood very still behind the tea-shop counter, the stool 1'd

sat on il infront of her, her hands clasped under her breest.

| watched her for afew secondsto seeif there was some glimmer of humor in her
expresson. Nothing.

After getting my bag, | gave Rhonda a glance and walked to

the front door. Steve abruptly appeared besideit.

"Don't do this, Zoe. Y our mother has abad fedling about this.

She's certain something bad will happen to you.”

| nodded. " She dso had afeding about AnnaNicolebeing a

maen, Seve."

Didn't even glance back a Mom, though | could fed her watching me.

The sun had set when | stepped outside. The wind whipped

around my ears, cold and relentless. Mom was scared.

And when Mom was scared, | was terrified.

But | wanted to help Danidl, and | wasletting my libido lead

theway. And | knew if | stayed here, or evenin my condo, I'd only spira mysdlf
into alumpy depression over what might or might not

be happening to me. | had to get out and at least do something.

Y ou know ... daughtersreally should listen to their mothers.
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THE whole place just screamed, "I'm up to something.” Kindaup there with "Neener
negl”

Roallins's spread was a pal ace better suited to Miami. Or Cdifornia. It sprawled

in an L-shapein the center of three acresin a stucco-and-pam-tree sort of style.

A tweve-foot matching wall fence surrounded the entire property except for the black
iron gate at the entrance.

Forty minutes after | left Mom's| stood outside of the property, facing that gate.
Two stone gargoyles watched me. | watched them. And the hairs on my body, resting
safely back at my condo, stood on end. I'd swear those things moved.

Gargoyles. Big bats with humongous teeth.

Rhonda came through on the transportation. She drove me out herein her Beetle and
was now exiting the road at the farthest end. Mom's attitude had creeped her out
too.

Most of the time we sort of tolerated my mom's eccentricitiesfor the cutenessthey
deserved. But sheld rarely gotten so scary. The last time was the night | went out
with friends, that night in college.

Thenight my life changed.

152

Okay Zoe, keep thinking like that, and you'll talk yourself out of this.

Another voice piped up from somewhere behind my ears, Not abad idea. Y ou could
awaysjust go home and eet ice cream. Growl.

"Now don't wear yourself out too quickly,” Rhondahad said on thetrip here. "Don't



go al solid and such. One, they'll see you, and two, you'll deplete your energy
reserves. | mean, what happensif you run out of power while being Wraithy? 1'm hoping
the outcome's not something like being awandering soul. Y ou know, like your body
dying and not letting you back in."

"Geez, To," I'd said. "Thanksfor the pep talk."

"Sorry. | think I'm alittle more worried about thisthan | wanted to let on. We

don't really know where the Symbiont" "Trench-Coat."

"-Trench-Coat comes from; Etheredl or Abysma, or who summoned it. Who was the other
person my friend saw with him? And it's been right around twenty-four hours since
your first corpored trip." Thered LCD from her Beetle's dash gave her arather
undead appearance, which | think she would have liked. "What about fuel? When was
the last timeyou ate?'

"Uhm.."

"Oh hdl, Zoe. Wasit thismorning?

"I was supposed to have pastaand shrimp, remember? But you took me to the doctor
ingtead.”

"We were going to go afterward, but you went al Wraithlike and saw aghost. Then

it was you that ran off after your libido for the detective ..."

Y eah, yeah, yeah. Blamethe Wraith.

Wed both given each other amoment of silence. Rhonda spoke firdt. "If you run
intohim..."

"I know. Shoot back home. But you'd better have aton of aspirin ready. The headaches
after | do that are getting abit moreintense.”

"Not to mention that really fresky thirst thing you got going
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on. How many containers of Sunny Delight did you guzzle before we left your place?’
"How many did we pick up at Kroger?' I'd actualy put away only one.

I'd often wondered what would happen if | had to peereally bad while out of body.
Inausua deep, hydraulic pressure forced me up and into the bathroom. But when

it cameto being astral, my body was pretty much tied to it. It wasn't going anywhere
unless| returned toiit.

Andviceversa

All of these variables didn't siway my good old Irish stubbornness. Or my Latino
romanticism of --mefinding the answers and having Daniel Frasier fdl hopeesdy
inlovewithme.

Barf.

Anyway, back to my present predicament. | Seved through the gate, shivering just
abit at theiron. Glad | wasn't afairy--that was real iron back there. Thetaste

of it lingered oddly in my mouth.

Hadn't had that happen before.

Thelawn siretched out before me like smooth, dew-laced hills. Theinside of the

wall waswell groomed with flowering plants, many of which dept for the winter.

Fruit treesstood inintervas, and | could see their sparkling auras even without

the aid of the moon overhead.

The full moon would be visible once the clouds parted.

The house sat severadl hundred yards ahead of me. Lightswere on in the main building,
the front entrance illuminated around a parked white limo. Niceride.

| was looking for something in particular. A menace | suspected lived on these grounds.
Héll, anyone with this much property dways had two or three of them.

Dogs. Andif | could smdll inthisform, I'd be able to know easier. Why dogs? One
thing about the agraly traveled-animas



seemed to know. Or they could see. Either way, if adog were around, it'd sense me
and start barking.
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Not that it could realy hurt me or anything. But it could make theinhabitants

ingde nervous. And | needed them relaxed so they'd fed at ease and say something
neughty.

Not worry about something in theyard dl night.

| waited agood five minutes or so, moving sowly over the grassand around the
occasiona pine tree. When no dogs appeared to be present, | started jogging to the
house.

Along theway, | started wishing again there was someway to like pop in and out
of places.
Mental note: need astrd Vespa.

| reached the house with no barking dogs and snuck around to the front door. | don't
know why | was al hunched over and playing in the shadows-who was going to see me?
God, | hateit when I'm wrong.

So | stood and faced the house, standing beneath what | called the front drive.

It looked like the front of ahotel, where guests pulled their carsto step in and
make reservations. Above me was a huge-ass chanddier with acrystal cross hanging
initscenter.

And standing in front of the door were three men in suits, each of them wearing

one of those curly-fry wiresin hisear. Impressive. Anyoned think the president

of the United Stateswasinsde.

Reverend Rollins had pots with pansies set out to either sde. That seemed appropriate.
| tested my invisibility (Snce yesterday, with Daniel actualy seeing me, 1'd been

ahit concerned about that) by standing in front of them and lifting up my shirt.

No response.

Either | wasinvisible, or they were gay.

Or dead. | mean, I'm not like overly well endowed, but | know

my boobs have a nice shape. | usualy get aresponseto them. | also tested the
house for oogy.

It wasfull of it.

Not the same kind of oogy I'd detected the other night when Tanakawaskilled. This
was something smoother, darker. The entire
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place seemed shrouded in the wispy shadows that flitted and ducked here and there.
| didn't like them, and | feared they were anew part of my astral sight. Had they
always been there before, and I'd never seen them?

Nasty. Breathe, Zoe. Relax.

Think of the cute detective who could use your help. Think of his cute nose and
sexy sdeburns. Think of that knee-watering kiss.

| never said my prioritieswerein theright place.

I moved forward between two of the prowrestler types, through the oak doors (or
it tasted of oak-kindawoody) and into a spacious, Beverly Hillbilly kindafoyer,
complete-with black-and-whitecheckerboard tiling.

Double doorsto my right, double doorsto my left, and Beauty and the Beast
staircase before me. The kind that ascended about ten steps with alanding, and then
gplit in two different directions. What was it Beast had said-don't go into the West
Wing?

Can't say I'd ever seen the television show West Wing

ather. Glancing about, | caught Sght of another burly security person moving from



beneath the airs. He was mumbling into awalkietalkie, giving areport of dl clear.
Cool.

| avoided the stairs for the moment. There appeared to be severa rooms on the lower
floor. I'm sure asmarter snoop would have had afloor plan or something like that.

| just sort of worked on gut ingtinct.

Standing before the staircase, | sensed something to my right. There was something
here, something that really wasn't part of the physical world.

If it was Trench-Coat, then | had my proof that Rollinswas making dealswith the
spirit world. And | knew | could use my silver cord to get home protected, like before.
But if it wasn't TrenchCoat-and it was something I'd never encountered ...

Well, let's not think about that right now.
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| looked from the | eft to the right. There didn't seem to be any movement to my |eft,
and the lights were either dimmed or off, but | did see a security guy move about

to theright.

And the lights were on, though | couldn't see much frommy vantage point.
Therightitis.

| figured the Reverend would have security. | moved away from the sairs and down
ahalway off the main foyer. The sense of oogy increased, asdid the number of wispy
shadows. | couldn't see any eyeswatching me, but | felt them.

Thelighting was interesting-smdl, desktoplike lamps stuck out from thewall at
regular intervas, illuminating pictureson display. Oh, soit waslikeahdl of
famekindathing.

A st of double doorswaited at the end of the hall, and standing outside were two
more of the prowrestler types. | checked my

watch. An hour left. It'd taken longer to get here than | thought. Not much time.
Aslong as| didn't go corporedl, | should be fine.

I'd already prearranged my return to body along my slver cord.

The pictureswere dl framed the same, about the same size,

width, and height. They weredl of Rollins-from his college days

infootball to pictures of him with former president Jmmy Carter

(wearein Georgia). Therewere aso pics of him with famous football stars (look
it's Delon Saunders!) and actors (isthat Brad Pitt?

Mmmmmmmm...

As| neared the doors | noticed Rallins's aging process as well.

And as he got older, the pictures changed from stars to men of religion. There was
old Ord Raoberts (isthere not something freaky about aguy claiming to givethe
word of God through aporn name

like Ord?) and Jm Bakker (you gotta be kidding me).

| findly stood at the door, having had my fill of Rollinss neverchanging cheese
gmile. | needed a bath. Ick.

Two of the suited men stood to either side of the double doors. With aglance at
these

guys, | Seved between them.

Only thistime there was something €l se-something felt rough.

Not rough as in sandpaper texture, but rough asin tougher to

move through. It wasn' like that weird sci-fi force-field ward thing
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I'd dammed into in Hirokuini's office. Thiswas morelike... Satic?

When | got to the other side | turned and looked back at the door. | couldn't see
anything different about it-not on the astral plane at least.



| turned back to the sound of an angry voice.

"What the fuck do | pay you people for, anyway? To stand around here and do nothing?'
My, my, my Mr. Preacher man. What a potty mouth you have.

Theroom | stood in was as spacious as the foyer downstairs. Potted palm trees decorated
most of the cornersin front of floorto-celling windows. Little knots of chairsand
coffeetablesfilled two spaces where afew of the goons sat while having their asses
chewed.

In the center of the room was the desk to end all desks. Mongo desk. Heck, Beast
from X-Men

would be swallowed by this desk. It was made of adark wood. Solid frame. Inthe
front, carved directly into the wood, was the Reverend's trademark-a cross combo
sword dicing into aglobe of theworld.

Nice. Violent. But nice. Sort of had that Crusadesfed toit. Two more comfy chairs
sat facing that desk, but | gathered from their dightly tense shoulders the guys

stting in those chairs weren't comfy. Ah, but it's never comfy when you get chewed
anew asshole.

| couldn't actually see Rollinsfrom where | stood. There were too many men in black
auits and black leather standing around him. When | did see him, he wasthe glowing
figureinwhite

Glowing because of the bright white suit, white shirt, whitetie, and white Dr.

Strange streaks dong histemples. And there was alight trained on him from above.
Kindagiving him that etheredl look.

And there were shadows surrounding him, like gauzy wisps of torn clothing that hung
from his body superimposed on hisclothing.

Oooooooogy. Behind the blaring Reverend sat another set of windows. Only
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these were stained glass and represented the crucifixion in bloody, gory detail.

Sick. Thisguy wasjust sick. | felt vindicated that 1'd chosen the right bad guy.

One of the standing guys, dressed in ashort-waisted legther jacket, held up his

hands. He talked like he would have the name Vinnie. "Hey, boss-we waswatching him
likewe aways do. But he was with this hot chick thismorning, and then we were
watching her and they started fighting, and he just disappeared ..."

| looked to the Reverend. Theway Rollins stared at this guyhe should have burst

into flames on the spot. Whoosh. Reverend Firestarter.

"Y ou were supposed to get rid of him. Isthat so hard? The man's known to be accident-prone.
Just make it ook like an accident. We don't need any cop snooping around me, or

my network. Especially not now. And if you can't make him disappear-I'm going to
take the spin out on dl of you!"

Get rid of him. A cop. Danie? He wasthe only one | knew that'd been snooping around
the good Reverend. Had he been with a hot chick thismorning? They had afight? Crap
... I'd assumed Danidl

didn't have agirlfriend-that hed been showing interest in me. But I'd never actudly
asked him.

And they argued. Hrm.

All the standing guys nodded, and somehow knew they'd been dismissed. | stepped
out of their way asthey nearly stampeded out

of theroom.

Thetwo guysin the chairsremained. They werethe ones

insuits

Rollins gracefully set hiselbows on hisdesk, which | could see

more of now. It was pretty much empty, save for adesk calendar and some sort of



devotiond daily flip thing to the Reverend'sright.

Helooked from oneto the other. "Wdl?'

| moved around the room to stand beside the desk. That way |

could see Rollins and the faces of the guysin the chair. Onewas

dimmer than the other (by about a hundred pounds), with ablack,
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greased-back ponytail and asoul patch. His pockmarked skin reminded me of Edward
James Olmos.

But not as good-looking.

The other guy was stout. Hell-this guy wasfat. Two chins, bald head, and a handlebar
mustache.

That was how they |ooked physically.

Agtraly, both men had voids on them. They honestly looked like refugees from 101
Damédions

By that | mean darker spots. Kindalike looking a them through a spotted vell.

Their auras moved and encircled them so that the spots shifted and changed. Right
now | was noticing adefinite shift from fight to flight with both of them.

Looked to me asif they should stand and say "Eet mor chikin." When it cameto looking
at the Reverend, besdes the clinging, wispy Spanish moss, | saw purple. Which surprised
me. All of those New Age chakra books I'd thumbed through at Mom'sins stence had
said that purple was more of the head chakra, and that was supposed to mean. . .

... oh bugger. | forgot.

| redly should pay more attention to this stuff. But honestly, dl 1'd ever done

was snoop to get information, and that'd always been on corporate or business owners.
Rardly had 1 ever spied on wellknown televangdists with houses bigger than the governor's
mansion and hdf of the WWE in patrolling suits.

Either way, it wasn't what 1'd expected to see.

The two cow-men glanced at each other. Ponytail answered first. "Well, we ain't

had no luck in finding him. He's usudly surrounded by people.”

The Reverend pursed histhin lips. Helooked at Fatso. "And | supposed Tiny here
agreeswith you?"'

| giggled. Tiny. Thefat onewas called Tiny. The Reverend immediately looked in

my direction.

Damnit! | have got to learn to keep my mouth shut! No giggling aoud.

When Rollins continued staring in my direction, the two thugs
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garted shifting in their seats. "Boss?" the ponytail one said. | noticed he was

looking nervoudy about the room himsdlf. "Ishe here?’

"No," Rollins said distractedly. He continued looking in my  direction. When he didntt
see anything (1'd gonerigid as aboardjust in case this guy was asweird as my mom)
he looked back at his minions. "He's not here. Even you'd know if he was here.”

Both minions|ooked relieved.

"But the question is till on thetable, gentlemen.” Rallins pushed hischair back

and stood. Man thisguy's suit just glowed al warm and angdlic-y.

Thisimagejust didn't jibe with the pictures on those videoswe'd seeninthe e-mail.
And of course | amost commented on this.

| dapped my hand over my mouth. Maybe | should just gag mysdf before | step out
of my body. Sheesh.

"I'm telling yah, boss, Tanaka's desth hasn't fazed Koba." Ponytail definitely seemed
to be the one with the bals.

"Y ou saw him then?'



Ponytail nodded. "He believes you sent the Archer, but that wasn't going to frighten
him. Hes not budging.”

Rollins crossed hisarms over his chest. The suit jacket deeves pulled away from

the shirt's cuffs, revealing diamond-studded crosses for cuff links.

Oh how tacky can we be?

"Then perhaps | should send the Archer back to make astronger statement. That is,

if I cantrust it not to kill again. It was supposed to threaten Tanaka-not kill

him. If anyone should have died, I'd have preferred Hirokumi."

Pay dirt! Yay! Wahoo! The Reverend readly wasinvolved! Danidl's cop ingtincts were
right.

Whoa Wait aminute. | blinked. The Archer?

Wasthat Trench-Coat? And if so, what did it mean, the Archer?

Ponytail spoke up. "Boss, yah can't exactly control it. It does what it wants."
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"I control him, Beckett. And | did not want a prominent businessman shot in cold
blood." Rollinsleaned forward and pressed his hands palms down on his desk. "I wanted
his soul destroyed, leaving his death amystery. There would have been no police
involved. And now I've got some cop caling me, wanting an interview. He's dready
beenin to see Hirokumi." Roallins tood and smiled. "L uckily, the man told him nothing.”
"How do you know that?" Tiny squeaked.

| blinked. Wait-he controlsthe Archer-urm, TO?1 took a longer, harder look at

the Reverend. Was this a Phantasm? Didn't Rhonda say they don't leave their places
of power?

Why the Archer?

"I havefaith in the old man to keep his quiet. But as an added insurance, | wanted

the cop to disappear. But | dso have sources." Sources. The only other personin

that room had been invisble

me. Sent there to spy on Hirokumi and Frasier. No-it couldn't be. Was the Reverend
actudly marharba@marharba.com?

| was going to be sick. Thinking about the e-mail addy again, | thought of the moniker.
Maharba. Where would that word come from? In code, first breakdown wasto try the
word backwards. Abraham.

First of God.

Oh Christ onacross. | wanted to find something redly hard and bang my head against
it. I'd just turned in my lame-ass report to him thismorning. I'd avoided dl the

Spook stuff.

"Can | trust elther of you to at least lean onthe cop to back off?"

That perked me up. | didn't want anyone to lean on Detective Hottie.

Except me.

Beckett smiled. "I don't think you'll need to worry about him. Apparently he's not
exactly acop in good standing. Even if he found anything out-1 doubt his bosswould
ligento him."

"| can't depend on that. And | can't wait on Hirokumi's damned sense of honor. |

need that document back. And since Tanaka's
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death seemsto have had little effect-we might have to put on adifferent kind of
pressure.” He rubbed at his chin. "We could arrange an accident with the cop and
frame Hirokumi."

Danidl! That'stwice I'd heard them threaten my cutie-cop. Nothing had been said

in adirect confession, but I'd gotten the proof 1'd needed, and | wanted to warn



mailto:marharba@marharba.com?

Danid.

"A document” didn't sound like porn tapes. But it did sound morelike "intellectua
property.” Either way, Hirokumi did have something that Rollinswould kill for. Had
killed for.

But what was the point of this? Surely Koba Hirokumi wasn't in the game of extortion.
Hewasrich. He was powerful. What would he need with threatening some two-bit televangelist?
Thiswasn't making any sense.

Andif I'd been onthe bdl, I might have put something together just then.

But nooooooo.

| had the information | needed-though of courseinadmissible in court. In fact,

| wasn't even sure | knew if Daniel would believe me,

| had to reevauate. | now knew that a powerful businessman had acquired some vauable
document bel onging to afamous televangelist, who had hired a supernaturd cresture

to threaten him. Sounded like bad televison to me.

| checked my watch. A little over haf an hour. I'd used up more than I'd thought

in getting to Rallinss house. Hunger plucked a me, like the echo of my physica
stomach growling. There was haf a pint of Java Chocolate Chip in the freezer and
apair of warm, fuzzy SpongeBaob dippers with my name on them.

That'swhen | redlized my feet were cold.

| looked down at mysdlf. | wasn't supposed to fed like thatunless 1'd somehow made
mysdf visble?

No. No one saw me. So why the cold feet?

The doorsto the office burst open at that moment. Both thugs were on their fe,

guns drawn (where did those come from-and so fast!) and aimed, their bodies shielding
the Reverend.
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In fact, three more of the suited wrestlers stepped in after the intruder, their

own guns drawn.

It wasthen | saw her. Or rather didn't see her. Her face, that is.

"Theodore," came the smooth voice from the void. "Thereisa problem. I'm detecting
apresence ..

Mitsuri. Hirokumi's secretary/seer in the Reverend's house. | amost swore-but didn't.
Good for me!

Instead my watch darm went off. Ack! Rhondaand her thirtyminute warning!
Sheturned and looked at me.

Looked at me. Thiswasn't my fault! | hadn't said aword!

Andthistime | saw her face and nearly lost my appetite. It was asif during her

time in. Hirokumi's office shed worn amask. Ew! And right now | wanted her to put
that mask back on!

There was aface now--hut not any normal face. Thisthing had pale, bone-white skin,
smooth as baby powder. There were no eyebrows below a high forehead. The nose was
little more than arise, asmdl bump with two holes. Its mouth was athin line,
anditseyes...

Its eyes were dark, hollow pitslike the empty sockets of askull. What the fuck

was Mitsuri? Okay, so the missing face should have been clue one she wasn't human!
"The Wraith!" She pointed to me. "The Wraithishere!” Everyone turned and pointed
their guns and gazes a me. Well-in my generd direction. Evidently Mitsuri-the -damned-ugly
was the only one that could see me. And why now? Why not yesterday? What was the
difference?

"The same one you detected in Hirokumi's office?' Rollins said, even ashe sarted
climbing up on his desk (Where the hell ishe going?1'm not amouse!).



Now | knew who the informant was. And it wasn't me! Maharba wasn't Rallins,

164

| figured I'd do my happy dance later. Right now | just wanted to cuss.

Alot.

"Yes, it'sthe same one." Mitsuri took acouple of stepstoward me. | took acouple

of steps back. "But who summoned such acreature?' She cocked her head to the right.
"And for whom does your presence spell doom, Wraith?'

"Fuck that,” Rollinssaid. | arched an eyebrow a him. "I don't care. Kill it."

"Shame on you! Do you kiss your mother with that mouth?" The Reverend's eyes widened.
| have GOT to stop doing that. | have avery digtinctive voice. Rollins started

jumping up and down. "l heard it! Stop it. It'sbeen listening to us.”

My cueto motor.

Mitsuri lunged a methen. Not the familiar run, jump, and pounce lunge. But more
likethisweird spring into the air, float there, and then

pounce on me kind of thing. In Swan Lake-primo move. After me, scary as shit.

| hissed and sidestepped her, running around behind the Reverend's desk. | needed

to get out of her line of sight long enough to give my silver cord abit of concentration.
Timeslikethis| reeeedly wish'd | could just teleport.

Oh, | think I've said that aready.

Don't let my witty banter fool you-I was scared shitless. Oh, maybe not asafraid

as | waswith Trench-Coat. There was something about him that frightened me down
tomy ... well my soul | guess.

This creature was somehow alesser thing in comparison. Like the two thugs Beckett
and Tiny, who were now swinging their guns around the room and shouting. The Reverend
jumped from his desk and ducked behind it afew timeswhen hisminions am threstened
him.

As| came around the back side of the room, Mitsuri closed infrom my left, its
armsout wide asif to give mearedly, nice cozy hug.
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No way Jose. | ducked. It flew by overhead, missing me by an inch. Asodd asit
sounds, | could fed it. And it was cold. Freezing, frosthite, immobilizing cold.

Ice bitch.

With agrunt, | did atumble afour-year-old would be proud of and came up running
again. Thank God for dl those katas that evil sensel made me do! (The only reason

| took karate was because it was supposed to make my buit look like J-Lo's.) A jumble
of pam treesin huge, terra-cotta pots gave me a bit of protection as| paused and
looked around for theflying ugly.

Gunfirelike rgpid popping flared in the room. It whizzed by me and pinged against

the window, shattering one of them into a bazillion pieces. Others dammed into the
window frames and sent bits of wood and plaster dust everywhere.

This put me abit on the sketchy side of fear, First thought was that abullet redly
couldn't do much damageto me-I'm astrdurh ... aslong as| don't do that insto-flesho
thing | did beforewith Daniel. Or could it? If | went corpored, then got shot with
abullet, would it have any effect on my physica body? | redly didn't think now
wasthetime for experimentation.

But how did they know where to shoot?

The second thought was immediately answered when | cameup from my ingtinctua duck
and saw the minions actudly firing al over the place. One or two had gotten alucky
shot inmy direction. " Stop firing, you idiotd”

Wil a least Rollinswas sane. Firing a invisble Wraiths? That wasjust slly.

Or he wasn't happy about having his palace shot dl to hell. My vote's on the decor.



Flying oogy was somewhere around the room's ceiling. | grew still and concentrated
on my body.
There was my cord, silver and pretty darned strong as compared to the other night
when Trench-Coat was chasing me.

| felt the pull of my body and surrendered to it. In afew seconds 1'd be home,
damming most painfully back indgde.

| should have opened my eyesthen.
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I'm such afoal.
Just because one spooky oogy didn't follow me back didn't mean it couldn't be done.
It never occurred to me that Trench-Coat might have chosen not to hitch aride back
(till not sure at the time if something like that was possible) but actualy could.
The pain was dl too familiar but acomfort as| traveled the cord and dammed back
into my body from sheer momentum. My chest arched up, pretty much looking likeI'd
been zapped with those paddiesin the hospital. | gasped, opened my eyes.
And saw Mitsuri hovering above me. She grinned desth a me with her liplesssmile
and empty eyes. My office was cold.

Freezer cold. | could see my bregath.

Movement in my physical body was dways abit duggish after ajump back like that.
Havel mentioned this?
And it was even more exaggerated now than ever.

| screamed my freak'n head off as| tried to scramble off the bed. But Mitsuri
was solid again now, and as | fdll to the floor, shejerked up ahandful of my hair
and wrenched me nearly off my feet.

| was tossed into the opposite wall much the way someone tosses dirty laundry.

My scap ached, as did those angles of my body that'd hit the wall and put dents
into the drywall as| dammed on thefloor. My radio cameto life then with Enomine's
"Das Omen."

Shewasin front of me, and | was shoving myself asfar into the wall aspossible.

| was gtill seeing stars twirling about my head, but nothing will ever erase her

ugly face.

Empty eyes peered at me and she cocked her head to her shoulder asif examining
abug. Her white-and-black-streaked hair, which now |ooked more like an affectation
than redlity, floated out above her head asif she were underwater.

Her powder white, thin, fuck'n ugly fingers reached out toward me.
"Y ou bear thetaint of the Archer. He has claimed you, yes.”

| gave her my best oh get agrip look. "What the fuck are you? And how'd you get
inmy house?"' | was pressng mysdf farther back
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into the wall as she was coming closer. Of course | wasgoing to loseif | didn't
do something because the wall wasn't going to give.
Andif it did, | wasgoing to bein my bedroom.

So | did what any red-blooded, defense-trained straight white Latino femaedid
when backed into awall.

| punched her. | dso gave her agtring of redly colorful metgphorswhen | did it.

| didn't redlly expect to hit anything except cold air. Imagine my surprise when

my fist connected with asheet of ice.

| howled. She howled.

But she moved back. | think it was the momentum from my own fear, squished into
theszeof my fist. | moved asquickly as| could and stood on wobbly legs.

| madeit to the door and into the hallway toward theliving room.



And then | fet her behind me. She tackled me from behind and sent me sprawling

on my hardwood floors. My cat-suit madeit fed and look asif | wereona Sip'n
Sideas| put my armsout in front of me to siop myseif.

| turned onto my back and saw her angling about inthe air for another pass. What
the hell was| supposed to do to get this bitch out of my house? Why weren't the
wards working?

And where the hell was Rhonda? She was supposed to he here when | got back!

Not that | was sure she could do anything against thisthing.

| was sure there was some weirdo incantation or something, but | sure as hell didn't
know it.

| lifted mysdlf up again and turned as she made another pass. With ascream | reached
up and grabbed her hair and yanked back. There! How you like that, you screaming
oogy hitch!

Y ou know, | had to wonder at that point if someone outside of these walls could

hear both of us, or just me?

| pulled her to my right as| spun to the left. She went into, and then through,

my couch, and | took off toward the front door.
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Mitsuri came blasting out of my couch and tore through the air to block my path.

Fine. | turned and ran to the kitchen.

It wasthen | noticed an odd rumble from somewhere. | thought at first it was thunder,
especidly when old Mitsuri came a me again from behind and whacked mein the back
with something unmistakably solid.

The blow knocked the wind out of me, aswell astook my balance, and | pitched forward
into the kitchen on thetiles. | twisted as| did and thistime dammed my head

into the nearest cabinet.

Oh, there were stars again, as before. And thistime I'd hit it pretty damned hard.
Things around me started to fade to black. The rumbling came again and it sounded
alot likeShe was on methen, pulling me

by niy

shoulders and hoisting me onto my back. | tried to hit a her again but my hand went
through her. Sheld somehow learned to duck back into the incorporeal at will.

There was ghastly pressure on my chest. She pressed bony kneesinto my ribs, making
it harder to breethe. | glanced down and saw her actualy meting insde of me!
"Inflesh, youwill bemine..

Chrigt!

| screamed out again and fought-but there was nothing solid to grab hold of. Her
fingerswere on my neck, and | couldn't breathe. My lungs, my chest, al wereturning
toice, and | fought the urgeto travel out of my body.

| wanted more than anything to escape my body. But | couldn't concentrate. | was
trangported back to that night, into the cold, at the park, and the rapist was over
meonce agan.

And as| felt the upper half of my body wrench free of my physica, Mitsuri's shape
changed again. There was nothing human about this creature! Those dark holes glowed
with pinpoints of fire that flickered as smoke the color of midnight moved about

her head in some garish semblance of human hair.
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"Yes...comeout of that flesh and play,” she said in adithering, oily voice.

It smelled like rotting mest left in the Southern August sun. Odd that | could smell

and not bregthe, eh?

| started to lose consciousness with the loss of oxygen and abruptly smelled sulfur.



Wow-I'm being choked to death and it smells like rotten eggs.

| managed to get my hands around her wrists, which had to be solid in order to strangle
me. But it was no use. | wasin an awkward position, on the floor, shoved into the
corner between my stove and my sink. | yanked and | pulled and | kicked, until |
couldn't anymore.

| felt mysalf dipping away, though into unconsciousnessor desth, | didn't know.
That message was swiftly accompanied by aredly loud roar. Now-either I'd gotten
avery large zoo-kitty at some point in my house-or that familiar noise was none

other than ...

... Mitsuri screamed.
The pressure around my neck vanished. | was no longer being choked.

| opened my eyes
to see Red Eyes Big Fucking Dragon inmy kitchen. It wasn't quite the same wispy,
smoky dragon that had tried to eat me the day before, but it was similar-in that

it hed redlly big teeth. And it had Mitsuri in hismouth. The bitch waskicking like
crazy, her entiretop haf insdethething'sjaws.
As| gasped for air, Mitsuri became alate-night snack. The screamswereterrible.
That thing was actudly chewing

her. | tried to move, to get out of itsway. Would it eat metoo? | wasflesh, wasn't

I?1 tried to turn to my side and succeeded, sort of. | think | was till flesh.

My head hurt. And | wastired. Fatigue overran my fight-orflight instinct at that
moment, and | lay back on my kitchen floor. Oh, thiswas under protest, let metell
you. My subconscious was not happy and was trying to push me up and out the freak'n
front door.

| mean, come on, there was an eight-foot smoky dragon in my
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kitchen, egting aredly ugly Lucy Liu. Did my physica sdf not seedl thewrongs
of thisscene?
"Ho-lee-shit!" Ah. | knew that voice. Rhonda.
"Kid-I told you to wait at the door. Fuck-looks like shewas attacked. Now get back
and let me check the house.”
Okay-that voicel didn't quite recognize. Mae. Sounded nice. Man in the house! Alert
the media
And | wasin no condition to thank the libido gods.
With effort, | opened my eyes, lifted up and onto my elbows. Rhonda was bent over
me, the dragon behind her enjoying his snacky-poo. He could've been eating Cap'n
Crunchfor al | could see.
Crunch, crunch.

Except for the shoe stuck between histeeth. Ew.

Rhonda's eyeswere wide. "Zoe, you redlize you're hdf-in, haf-out of your body?'
She whispered this.

| looked down. Ack! Shewasright. My body lay onitsback, but my Wraith self
was now hafway out, leaning up from the waist. Oh how weird was that?

| caught sight of afamiliar, beautiful Sdeburned profile asit moved through the
chomping dragon, gun extended.
Danid. Rhondasmiled. "Told you that artifact would comein handy."
"Bitch." "Snot-nose punk.”
Dizzinessreplaced thefatigue. | felt disoriented and abit out of control, asif

| were being pulled back indgde.
"Zoe ... what's happening? Y ou'refading,” Rhondasaid as shetook my physical hand.



| couldn't answer her then. Both worlds, my physical and my astral, grew dark. |
wasfdling backward through avery dark tunnd, and there was nothing for meto
grab hold of.
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"THERE ... | think | saw her eyesflutter.”
"No, no-that's REM deep. She'sdreaming.”
"No, she didn't go to deep-she passed out. She's unconscious.”
"So-what's the difference? Adeep or unconscious?'
Y ou know, even | didn't know the answer to that. If you goto deep, youreina
state of dumber, relaxation. So, if you passed out or were choked into unconsciousness-are
you not deeping?
In asense?
What | did redlize at that moment, through the rather silly interchange going on
somewhere outside the world of my eydlids, wasthat my throat hurt.
Someone had shoved some of those sticky, sweet-gum tree burrs down my throat as|
dept-er, lay unconscious. Nofair.
| tried to swallow. Oh. Bad idea.
"...ghit..." Oh, now saying that hurt even worse. "Oh, now see? She's awake.
| don't think unconscious people swear."
No. But they biteif you don't stop talking so freak'n loud. Chomp.
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| also heard something else-areally annoying beeping noise. Had one of these faceless
boobs turned on my darm? Couldn't they turn it off?

... water. .. " Oh! A word! And not aswear one. Mom would be proud.
"Water. Rhonda, get methat water-and astraw.”
Now let'swork on prying the eyes open. Something was pressed against my lips. |
opened my mouth and recognized the straw. | swallowed. The water was cool and felt
redlly good.
And | wasincredibly thirsty. Like thiswas news over the past two days?
| reached up and took hold of the glassand did not stop drinking.
"Okay, out of her way. She'sup.”
And | was. | redlized I'd sort of sat up to drink when | did open my eyes. The fuzzy
images of Mom and Rhonda came into focus. They were standing to my right, just past
thisredly weird-looking silver bar.
"Zoe honey,” Mom said, and she neared. "L et me prop the bed up. That'll makeit
eader.” Shetried to take my glassaway. Uh-uh. Not having none of that. | grunted
at her.
She did prop the bed up-she turned on the motor and my body bent at my waist.
That waswhen | redized | wasn't in Kansas anymore, and certainly not in my bed.
| wasin ahospital bed, in abeige room, and there was aheart monitor just to the
right of my head. Ah, the beeping thing.
Therewasaso atubein my right arm. IV?WTF?
| ran out of water with arude sucking noise a theend of my straw. Mom took the
glassand | let her.
Sheet. Hospital gown. No underwear. "Wha. . ."-owch"Where ... are my clothes?'
Wow, my voice had been scraichy before, now | really could give Stevie Nicksarun
for her money.
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"Maybe you shouldn't talk,” Rhonda said. | wasn't redly happy with the expression
on her face either. It looked like she'd seen aplate of brains.
Uncooked. | put ahand to my throat. | was going to ask what happenedyou know-jog



the old noodle.
That's when that damned memory of mine came back likea two-by-four to my head.
| blinked as| flashed on Mitsuri's eyeless face and her hands around my throat.

Red pinpoints of flickering death.

"Zoe?' Mom was there again. She'd pushed Rhondaaside and had ahand on mine. |
squeezed tightly asal thefear | hadn't had time to express during the attack came
careening back.

In spades.

| started shaking. Really bad. And Mom did the best thing she could have done. She
hugged me. She put that damned bed guard down and got in bed with me and held me.
Okay. So maybe I'm too big for thiskind of shit.

But have you ever been chased by aflying ugly bitch before? Nay, nay | say.

Mentd note: get hugs from Mom more often. "Well, well-I see our patient isawake

| turned just as Mom did to see Dr. Maddox glide through the door. He wore one of
those unflattering long white coats over awhite shirt and bad tie.

Mom started to get out of the bed, but he put up ahand. "No-it's okay, Nona. Zo€e's
had abad scare."

"How long"-ow, ow, ow-"before my throat doesn't.. . hurt?’

"Timewill tel. Y ouve got some nasty bruisng.”

"Hell," Rhonda piped up. " She's got ared-and-purple choke collar going there."

She amiled. "It'skindacool. Sort of goeswith the white hairs up there.”

Sheesh. | il had the white hair?
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Dr. Maddox nodded. "The bruisng will go away in afew days. Takeit easy on speaking,
okay Zoe, though | know that's going to be difficult for you."

Oh screw you. | do not talk that much. Well. Maybe | do. "Anything ese?!

"Y ou've got adight concussion, nothing I'm worried about. 'Y ou've been unconscious
for nearly six hoursand-"

Sx hours?

"-your blood work isn't very promising.”

| looked over at Mom. | noticed her perfume then. Odeto Elizabeth Taylor. | couldn't
remember the name of it, only that it usualy gave me aheadache. "Six hours?"

She nodded. "Well talk."

Codefor "I'm going to ream you a new asshole after wefill youin."

Maddox picked up aclipboard from the end of my bed and thumbed through it. "Remember
what we talked about during
your gppointment yesterday?*

Uh-oh. | sort of did. Lifewasamotion blur at the moment. He set the clipboard
againgt hischest. "Zoe-when | learned you were here, | checked on the tolerance
test and compared it to your recent test.”

Mom looked sharply at him. "Y ou think she's diabetic?'

| sat forward. "What? Y ou said you ... you didn't think | was." Ow. | put ahand
to my throat.
With his hand up, and one of those oh-don't-go-second-guessingthe-superior-doctor
looks, he said, "Nona, cam down. Zoe, thismorning, or rather yesterday morning,

| wasn't sure. I'm il not. But your blood came back from the lab here with elevated
ugar

levels, and according to what Rhondasaid, you hadn't redlly eaten anything in nearly
fifteen hours. So | checked with the results from the test. Nearly the same levd.
That's not good and isasign of diabetes. Which might explain your fatigue and why



you were unconscious so long. | want you to come back in later in the week with an
empty stomach and let's do a stepped glucose test.”
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| didn't really get most of that. All | heard was digbetes. Me?

That wasacrud, evil word. I'd had afriend growing up who'd been diabetic. Sharon
Crumpton.

Sharon had never eaten a chocolate cake. Or tasted double mocha mint ice cream.
She'd never had aHershey bar!

Diabetic meant no Java Mocha Chip ice cream. No double-chocol ate fudge brownies.
No Sara L ee cheesecake.

No Haagen Dazsice cream of any flavor.

| looked wide-eyed at the doctor. "1-I can't be diabetic.”

He came forward then and sat on the edge of the bed. "Zoe, | don't know that for
certain, and if you are, I'm sureit's Type |1, which we can regulate with diet.

It could be something we can control "

Diet? Hethought | was afraid of insulin shots! | was more afraid of the loss of

Swedts.

He patted my hand. "I'll have anurse comein and removethe V. I'd say you're

good to go home." He looked at Mom. "But keep an eye on her. She's got severa nasty
bruises besides the ones on her neck. | want her to get bed rest for at least afull

day.”

Mom nodded and got out of bed. | felt abit sad. And abit cold. Mom was a grest
heating pad. | nodded. "I'll be ... fine. So.. . ." | looked around. Swallowed. OUCH.
"Clothes?'

He turned then. "Oh-before you leave-there are acouple of  officers outside who

need to speak with you."

| paused. Daniel? He wasin my condo wasn't he? Or at least | remembered seeing him.
"Eor?"

"Y ou were attacked in your condo, Zoe. That's very serious.  And we need to catch
the person who did this." He smiled. "Remember, | expect to see you in my office
inafew days"

Heleft theroom. | turned to Mom. "' don't want to be diabetic.”

She put her hand in the air. "Oh posh. Those symptoms are just
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you being OOB for too long. Trust me. You'l befine" Shemoved to asmall closet

I'd not seen before set into the wall by the door and pulled out my black gym bag.
Either shewasignoring what Maddox said, or she'd entered that Scarlett O'Hara

"I'll dedl with it tomorrow" phase. Thiswas serious, and for once, | needed her

to be serious.

"Mom." | rubbed a my forehead. My throat till hurt, and my head throbbed. | wanted
to go home and curl up on my couch and eat brownies. "Rhonda thought maybe Trench-Coat
and | might have done abit of asymbiotic switch."

"Weve aready discussed this, Zoe. And | refuseto believe that. Y ou are not connected
to aSymbiont. It'sjust not possible” "Why isit not possible?!

But she turned away. And that was the end of that discussion with NonaMartinique.

| was her daughter, and | knew the signs. This woman was upset. Had something happened
while I'd been in unconscious-land?

"You're not sill mad a me are you?"

Mom set the gym bag on the bed and pulled out my gray sweatpants, purple socks, tee
shirt, and apair of bright, canary ydlow dipperswith orange beaks on them. Shed
bought those for me ayear ago, thinking they were cute chicks.



| thought they were hideoudy deformed ducks.

| blinked at the miasmaof colors asit attacked my frontal |obe through my eyes.

"Y ow-who packed this stuff?*

When she didn't answer, | glanced over at Rhonda. She chewed on her lower lip but
didn't say anything. Well, shetried telling me

something by pulling her index finger acrass her neck.

| took that to mean cease and desist. It was then | noticed my

mom's red-rimmed eyes.

All my lifel'd thought of mysdf asbeing average. Average height. Average weight.
Average looks (hey, brown hair and brown

eyes-not exactly anything uniquethere). Average intelligence.

But | knew from early on | had aknack for reading people.

Reading their actions. | watched her movements, jerky and hasty.
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Her head was bent. Her shoulders rounded.

And shed crawled into a high-set hospital bed whileignoring her own back troubles
just to be next to me.

Mom was scared.

I'd scared her. Much like the night of my rape.

And I'd donethisto her by acting against her wishes. Just as| had that night

I'd gone out with friends.

| reached out and took her hand. "Mom ..

The door to my room opened then and Daniel walked in. He looked pae and abit drawn,
dressed in adark blue shirt, khakis, and suit jacket.

And hewasn't done.

A taler man, dressed in an expensive gray suit, followed him in. His hair was short-cropped
and graying at the temples, and his face was amixture of wisdom and youth.

Mom caught my eyes and winked before moving away. When she and Rhonda left the room,
| pulled the bed's blankets back up to my waist. | hadn't had time to get dressed

in Morn'srainbow choices. Thank God.

Danid was beside mefird. | could tell he was holding back, and | think if the

other guy hadn't been in there, he'd have hugged me. "Zoe, thisis Captain Ken Cooper,
my boss. He'sthe one

showed the picturesto.” He turned and pulled the chair Mom had been Sitting in closer.
"We need to ask you some questions about the attack.”

| had to blink severa timesto release my libido from the man'sincredibly blue

eyes. I'd dso noticed for thefirst time that hislower lip was abit larger than

his upper, giving him an dmost pouty look. "Sh-sure. Sir, can you hand me that pitcher
there? The one next to the mug?”

Captain Cooper did as| asked and stood beside Danidl. "Miss Martinique, can you
give us an account of what happened? When did you notice the attacker in your home?"
Uh-oh. Now how did | work with thisone? | couldn't say | saw her in my face after
jumping back into my body. | took severa long
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gulps out of the pitcher of water, hoping it would ease the burn in my throat. " Sorry.
Very thirsty. Wdll, 1-1'd been napping. When | woke up, she was there, hovering over
me." Thiswastheliterd truth.

"She?' Danid said. "Did you recognize her?"

| started to tell him it was the same woman from Hirokumi's office, that afternoon,

the one from the meeting.

But he didn't know | wasthere. Crap.



But you know, even with a bruised throat and knocked head, | can usudly think on
my fedt.

| glanced down at my sested position. Er ... makethat my buitt. "I thought"-owch-damn
thisthroat-"thought she looked alot like ... that Asan actress. Y ou know ... Lucy
Liu? She had someredly greet karate moves." There, usethat to explain my injuries,
instead of saying I'd been tossed around by a pissed-off incorpored ice bitch.

My point hit home with Danidl. His eyes widened. He knew whom | was talking about-but
how much of his meeting had he told Cooper? | could see he was getting excited.

Gee-l wonder if held ook that cute when sexudlly excited?| drank more water, hoping

to at least put adamper on my overreacting private parts.

Cute, cute, cute.

| wanted to tell Daniel what I'd learned at Rollinss home. But saying thisin front
of the big guy probably wasn't agood idea. "Miss Martinique, do you know why this
woman would attack you?" Cooper asked this question. He seemed interested as well
as skeptical.

"No." | shook my head. | probably wouldn't have passed a polygraph, but on the outside,
| think | was pretty convincing. Daniel glanced to hisright, where Cooper stood.

"Zoe, there

was abresk-in at Reverend Rollinss estate last night. Gunfire was reported. The
Reverend inggsit was nothing.”

| gave him a shocked look, complete with girly wide eyesand open mouth. "Really?
The good Reverend? That'sterrible.”
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"Y eah," Cooper said. He sounded less than enthused. "L ook, do you know any reason
why this woman would bein your gpartment? We saw no signs of a break-in, and Detective
Fraser here said he arrived within minutes of aneighbor's complaint of loud noises.
Now, no one saw thiswoman leave."
| thought of the dragon artifact and wanted desperately to talk to Rhonda. Was Mitsuri
in the bowels of an ethered dragon? Or wasshein
the actua stone statue? Or was she etheredl mush?

"I'm sorry, Sir. She chased me around my home. | was ydling, screaming, anything
to get help. Once she started choking me, | don't remember anything after that.”

Cooper nodded. "WEell, I'm sorry this happened to you, Miss Martinique." He reached
ingde hisjacket and pulled out acard. | took it from him. "If you remember anything
else or need anything, please fed freeto call me or Detective Frasier.”
| watched him turn and take several stepsto the door. He paused and turned. "Frasier?"
"I'd liketo stay, Captain." Daniel continued looking at me. If he used those eyes
to interrogate me, | would blab anything he wanted. "Make sure Miss Martinique gets
home safe”

"Her family's here, Frasier. | expect to see you downgtairsin the car in ten minutes.”
With anod to me, he left.

"Pushy," | muttered.
When | turned, Daniel moved in front of me, hishandson my face, hislips pressng
into mine again.

Oh sweet Jesus! Nirvanal Heaven! Summerlandsl And whatever other paradise there
wasin the universel

It was amoment before | kissed back, and then al those nasty thoughts that pass

by most of usgirls strayed into my brain. Y ou know the ones: do | taste like garlic,

does my breath smell? | haven'tbrushed my teeth!

And | probably looked like hell if | thought about how bruised and sore fdlt.

He pulled away, and | took a deep breath. And you know mebig mouth and dl. "Wdll."



| cleared my throat and that just
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hurt like hell. "'l didn't realize our relationship had progressed to that yet."

"Oh." He looked embarrassed, turned a beet red, and backed away.

No! Get back over herel Damn mouth.

"I'm sorry Zoe, | just wasn't-l mean when | saw you therein your kitchen-"

| gave him asmile as he ran his hand through histhick brown hair. Oh| reeeeedly
wanted to do that mysdlf. "Hey, I'm fine. Care to tell me though, what you were doing
there? Or how you got there so fast?”

"Oh, | can answer that," Rhonda said, as she and Mom stepped  back into the room.
Danie nodded to Rhonda, then offered hishand to Mom. "Detective Lieutenant Danid
Frasier, APD."

| gaped as | watched my mother blush when shetook Danid's hand. "Oh, it'sso nice
to meet you, Detective. And I'm Nona Martinique, botanica and tea-shop owner."
And then she did it-that damned thing | dways hate. Shetook hishand in both of
hers and flipped it over so she could look at his palm.

Oh pub-lease.

"Oh dear, Detective, you have acold brewing in your future. | see sickness. Perhaps
you should come to my shop and enjoy abit of yarrow tea. | aso have severa charms
in sachetsthat could help with that dark cloud you have about your shoulders.”
"Mom." Danid took astep back. "Uh ... thanks." He did manage to wrangle his hand
free

| sighed and finished off the water before looking at Rhonda. ™Y ou were saying?'
"Ohyeah." She grinned. "I was coming back up the drive after running down to Brewster's-you
know you're out of ice cream? That'sacrimein your place. Anyway, | saw thisguy
gttinginhis
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car outside the condo building. He looked a bit odd, and he wastalking to himself."

"l was not talking to myself," Daniel said. "'l was sort of

trying to make up my mind." He looked at me. "I wanted to come see you-fdt abit
like arude son of abitch earlier, especialy after you helped me with those photos.
You believed inme, and | cut you out.”

"Well." My voice was crackling abit, more throaty than usual. | wanted more water.
"Oh ... geez thishurts. But it's not your fault the caseis closed.”

"I'm not sureitis." Helooked from me to Mom to Rhonda. | held up my hand. "It's
okay-they'rein on it-so to speak." He appeared to relax. " The woman you described-I've
seen

her. Shewasat Vistar Inc., the other day when | had my meeting with Hirokumi.
Kept saying she fdt apresence in the room, when redlly | thought she was just sticking
it to Koba"

"So thisintruder worksfor Vistar?' Mom shook her head. "Now that doesn't make
any sense. Why attack my daughter?’

| looked at her. "Because | saw her at Rollinss house." Oops.

Curse my mouth!

Daniel wason hisfeet. "Y ou were there. Wasthat you that broke in?"

Uh. I-wel-uhDamn.

Teleport, teleport, teleport ... crap.
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RHONDA moved closer. "She saw you?" '

| understood her emphasis on saw. No one was supposed to

have seen me. | nodded at Rhonda but then cut my eyes over at



Danid. Thiswas not the place to have this conversation.

"Saw you ... wait." He shook hishead. "That couldn't have been you. Rollinslives
acrosstown, and you were aready on the

way to the hospital before | heard about the break-in. Rhonda said you werein your
condo while | wasthere. | saw your car. You

couldn't have been in Rallinss house.”

Mom came to the rescue. She reached out and put ahand on

Danid'sarm. "Honey, relax. Y ou're going to pop an artery.”

"Madam, what Zoe's saying imp impossible. She couldn't have

been there"

What do | do now? Danidl-being theincredible detective |

suspected he was-was not going to let thisgo. And how could | tell him | wasan
adtra Traveler on thefast track to becoming a

Wraith (one of the twisted)? HEd never believeme. Unless...

"l waan't, Danid." Well, not physicaly anyway. "But like | told my mom earlier

..." | gave Nonaameaningful stare, hoping

sheld go dong with meas| madethisup. "I drove by Rollinss
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place yesterday, after you called. And | saw this Asan woman coming out of his estate.”
There. It was awhopper of alittlewhitelie. But | sure as heck wasn't ready to
explan my little condition to the future father of my children.

He seemed to relax alittle and took a step back to me. "And she saw you, watching
her?"

| nodded. He seemed to be buying it. "I'm surethat'sit. And | figure maybe she
followed me, and she maybe saw mewith you.” Under my breeth | was reciting my Hall
Marys at record speed.

"Well"-Daniel shook hishead-"I guessthat makessense. | just-when | heard about
the shooting out at the Rollinss housel somehow believed you'd been there" He gave
me an endearing smile. "l guessthat'simpossible, huh?'

A circustune played in the room from somewhere, and | thought for an instant |
was hearing the wrong kind of music

especidly sincel didiked circuses. They have clowns.

| hate clowns. Well not so much hate them--I'm damned scared of them.

Tacky things give methe cregps. Especidly harlequins. Evil crestures.

Daniel reached inside his jacket pocket and pulled out asmall phone and looked

at the screen. "It's Cooper. He wants me

downgtairs." He tucked the phone back in his pocket. "I'll look into thiswoman,
check out her background. And I'm going to have an officer outsde your building.”
| started to open my mouth, but he put afinger to my lips. | resisted the urge to

pull that finger in my mouth and suck it.

Hey, a near-death experience makes some people very horny. | wasn't sure sex was
an option in the afterlife. Might aswell grabthegusto  whileit stood in front

of me, right?

Danidl smiled and leaned over to kissmy cheek. "Can | seeyou tonight? Maybe stop
by?

"Sure” | felt al giddy insde, kindalikethefirst timeBob Ryerson asked me

to abasketball game. Of course, my mom was
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the coach, and | was playing, so | got himin free and he sat with PaulaWoods while
| beat sweet on the court.

Hrm. Well-maybe not like that.



"Y ou come on by, and I'll have anice dinner fixed,” Mom said, and shetook Danidl's
hand and squeezed it.

"Y ou'll make sure shetakesit easy?' He glanced a me. | blushed.

Mom beamed. "Evenif | haveto chain her to the bed.”

Uh ... Now that was a bit scary. Mom might really have chains somewhere. And she'd
use 'em. Hell, the woman had pulled agun on me!

Once he was gone, the nurse camein and removed the IV and handed me alittle cup
of pillsand afresh glass of water.

| looked at the pills, then looked at Mom. She gestured for me to take them. | got
dressed in the clown suit and was glad Rhonda had brought my  long trench coat.

| rode the wheelchair out of the hospital and we piled in Mom's car. It was pitch-black
outside, being somewhere between 5:00 A.M. and 6:00 A.M., and it was damned cold.
A few stars shone overhead, glitter abandoned on ablack velvet cloth. Thewind

cut through my coat, and my  teeth chattered. Once tucked inside the passenger's
sde, Mom made sure | waswell secured in ablanket and the seat belt snuggly fitted
over me.

| dozed on the way home, unable to keep my eyes open. | found out later those pills
were Mom'sinsurance | wouldn't take an astral walk while she got me home and tucked
back into bed. That was just sneaky.

When | woke up again | wasin my own bed. | waswarm. Dulled sunlight streamed in
through my bedroom windows through the dats of the tightly closed blinds. The house
smelled of Mom'sincredible rosemary chicken. My throat felt alittle better-not

as scratchy or raw-and the clock on my nightstand read 4.37 P.M. I'd dept all day?
Curse that woman. And now | felt all woozy when | got up. | paused, making sure

| didn't sense anything ugly and uninvited in
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my house. | could hear the wards, adight humming in the back of my head, something
| intended asking Rhonda about as soon as | had a shower.

| felt greasy, and | had socks on my teeth.

Another good toothbrushing wasin order. Only when | staggered to the bathroom and
flipped on thelight | clapped my hands over my mouth to stifle ascream.

Thelittle clump of white hairsa my left temple had multiplied into alarger clump

of white hairs-making them even more visble from adistance. And not just alittle

dart at the roots-like when adyejob grows out. Hell no-the white traveled from
theroot al the way down to the frazzled split ends.

Careful not to fal over in my enthusasm to raid the cabinet under my sink, | found
acoloring kit I'd bought amonth or two ago when I'd seen my first gray hair (but
these are white!)

and proceeded to bypass the ingtructions and douse the errant spot with foul-smelling
chemicas

Dieyou evil white hair. Grrr ...

After ahot shower and athorough toothbr_ushing, | pulled on some gray swests,
aVAST tee shirt, and my bear-claw dippers before meandering into my living room.
Rhonda wasthere, aswdl as Tim. Steve was busy helping Mom in the kitchen. He was
solid, which meant he was ableto lift smal things-basicaly he could toss spices

and st the table.

Tim and Rhondawere at the dining table looking atShit. The dragon thingie was ill
inmy house!

"Y ou look much better, honey.” Mom looked through the opening from the kitchen to
the dining area. | could see she wore an apron around her waist. Her hair was pulled
back, but several strands had nulled loose. Kinda gave her amore feminine Debbie



Eingtein look. Kindalike acrazy mom.

| shuffled past the table and the dragon statue and she took me n her arms. | pointed
to thetable. "What isthat doing here?’ "Oh, you've got to seethis, Zoe," Rhonda
cdled out, and |

-ould see her motioning me over through the look-through.
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| went, cautioudy, terrified that thing was going to coneto life and suck meinside
and I'd be strangled al over again initsbowels.
The statue bounced just dightly, asif it had thoselittle bugsin it like Mexican
jumping beans. Only thiswasn't acute little bugthiswas anagty evil killing ugly
bitchinsdeof it.
Or wasthat the dragon with indigestion? Hey, if I'd eaten something that ugly,

I'd have stomach problemstoo. | wondered if it needed to go potty.
"| guess after last night you're glad | |eft this here, and activated?' She beamed
at me, and looked all of twelveyearsold. "If it hadn't of detected that thing's
presence, you might be donefor.”
Timwaslessimpressed. "And if you'd have turned theward back on when you left
to get ice cream Zoe'd never have been in danger because that thing couldn't have
gotten into this condo.”

| sat down at the table next to Tim, my stare till riveted to the slent, dightly
bouncing dragon in the center of the table. "I think it came back with

me. Back along my cord. It wastherein Rollinss house, then it was hovering over
me when | opened my eyes here." | looked at each of them.
"Zoe, tel uswhat happened last night. And leave nothing out.” Mom cameto stand
by the table. She carried aglass of juice and severa white pillswith her and set
them infront of me. "Antibiotics"
Antibioticsmy ass. Those little white ditties were the same things|'d tekenin
the hospitd, and probably Mom'sinsurance policy that | wasn't going anywhere anytime
soon. | just nodded and drank al the juice while palming the pills.

But | did tel them everything, from the moment Rhonda dropped me off till | was
being strangled on the kitchen floor. "That'swhen | camein,” Rhondasaid. "l was
leading supercop up in the eevator, and he got acal on hisradio. Disturbance
reported right in this building, and as we got to the door, we could hear you screaming
and things being thrown abot.

"Lieutenant Frasier went into Adam-12 mode with hisgun and

187
told meto stay behind him. But while hewent left | went right. | could smdll that
thing." She pointed to the artifact.

"You smelled the dragon?' | asked.

Rhonda nodded. " Smellslike sulfur. Rotten eggs. That'swhen | saw it"-she nodded
to the dragon-"est that lady. | saw her legs kicking out of its mouth. And then |

saw you, half-in and haf-out of your body. | thought maybe you'd tried to go dll
Wraithy and were just too tired. Then you passed out, and | thought you'd stopped
bresthing."
Well, that was newsto me. | thought I'd kept bresthing the wholetime. Interesting
how thingslook from the other side of the room, isn't it?

"Could we not use that Wraith word?' Mom said.

| glanced at her but didn't comment. | kindaliked the word. Had abetter ring than
anything dsel'd tried.

Traveer. Wraith.



Hrm. Wraith. Traveler sounded like an insurance company. "Lieutenant Frasier cdled
an ambulance and started CPR. Didn't take much, and you sucked in air, coughed, and
that's when you sort of sat up,

out of your body. Then you went limp again. Y our neck looks better.” Rhonda grinned.
"Not asradica as before. Makes a great accessory.”

Sick puppy.

She frowned a me. "Y ou dyed your hair." Hesh up.

| looked at each of them, Tim and Rhonda seated at the table and Mom standing. "That's
it. End of story. What'sfor eats?" "That'sit?' Ooh-Mom sounded upset. "Zoe, | warned
you

not to go there. There's no telling what that man had lurking about that house. He's

evil."

Wl yeah. That much | understood now. | smelled the buttery aroma of Mom's cooking
and took a deep breath. My stomach growled. Maddox had said | hadn't eaten in fifteen
hours. Well, add in my deepy time and that added up to-twenty-seven hours! And |
wanted morejuice.
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Standing, | moved past Mom and into the kitchen. Steve saw me coming and opened
the refrigerator door. | pulled out the entire carton of Sunny Delight someone had
bought. With asingle wrench, | twisted off the cap and turned the container up and
gulped down as much as| could stand before the pain of too much cold againgt the

roof of my mouth caused the dl-too-familiar ache.

| lowered the container and put my fingersto the space in between my eyebrows.

"Oh. Brain freeze."

"So let's get this straight before supercop gets here," Rhonda said, and she moved

to the kitchen. Tim faded away and then reappeared beside Steve near the stove. "Vidtar
has something of Rollinssthat Rallins wants back-which we're no longer assuming

is porn tapes, but adocument. Rallins hired this Archer, which | haveto look up,

whom we cdl Trench-Coat, to soul suck Tanaka, but instead he used a gun, which caused
problems, questions. And this Mitsuri, who's stuck in the dragon's belly, works for
Roallins and was supposedly spying on Hirokumi.”

| nodded. Sounded right.

It was agood Reader's Digest version. Bravo.

"I wonder if theré'saway to interrogate her." Rhondalooked closer at the sometimes-wiggling
dragon.

"So she'singde the satue thing-1 saw her being esten.”

"It was metaphorical, redly. Just afancy end to aspiritua vacuum cleaner.” Rhonda
beamed.

"Well, don't get too close," | cautioned. | was till abit jumpyand who wouldn't

be? After having their windpipe nearly crushed?""And find out why Rollinscalled

TO the Archer.”

"I will tonight. I'll do alittle more searching on thislittle gem." She nodded

to the dragon statue. "Nonas going to do a bit more investigative work on the Archer
aswdl."

Oh great. Mom was going to gather Miss Shultz and the rest of the geriatric Scooby
gang. That could reeeedlly spdll trouble. Aslong asthey didn't douse me with pond
water again and hold agun to my head-fine by me.

The doorbdll rang. | stood. "Who. .
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"The detective, remember?' Mom smiled as she stepped closer to me. "L uckily you
took a shower."



Steve vanished, but Tim remained in his chair. Steve'svoice camein from somewhere
nearby. "Tim-we're going home. It wouldn't be agood ideafor the nice policeman
to seeyou.”
"And why not? | want to see him." The ghost gave meawicked smileand awink. "I'd
like to see the guy that has Zoe so messed up." "Tim," Steve hissed. "Now!"
"Ohdl right." He stuck out histongue and vanished aswell. That'swhen| redized
the table was dready set for two on the other end. Only two.
| sat there as Mom went to the door, and | heard Daniel's voice. | looked up to
see him comein, abouquet of colorful, fresh-cut flowersin one hand. He was dressed
nice, and casud, in asoft white cable-knit sweater and jeans. Mom took hislong
coat and held the flowers out to me. "Vase. Water."
She knew mewell enough that the sight of such agood-looking man was enough to
wipe my most basic brain functions. Giving me smpleingructionswas best.
Menta note: dasammmnnnnn ...
Heimmediatdy cameto me, hiseyeswide and full of concern behind his glasses.
Danid smelled of sogp and Haston. His hand was warm on my cheek. "Y ou look better.
Throat 4ill hurt?’
| nodded. "It will for awhile."
"| seeit'smade that voice of yours sexier than ever.”
| blushed. And of course | heard an " Awwww" from Rhonda and Mom.
Kill. Kill. Kill.
Mom finished setting the table for us. There were pink-eyed purple-hull pess, pressure-cooked
just under firm and sty sitting just beside the steaming rosemary chicken. Homemade
mashed potatoes smashed with evaporated milk and butter. Sweet corn, crescent rolls,
and fresh-made sweet tea
Mom had gone dl out. | guessit was good that she liked Detective Frasier.
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"Miz Martinique, thislooksincredible,” Daniel gushed. "1 didn't redize how hungry
| wastill | smelledit.”
"You edt till yourefull, honey." Sheturned to me, placed a hand on my forehead,
and checked my neck. "Please-no going out. Stay home and get abit more deep. Take
those pills| gave you that you dipped into your pocket.”
| nodded. Rats! See? Eyesin the back of her head. | lso knew what she meant by
no going out. Phhhtt.
"You're not staying?' Daniel looked almost panicked as Rhonda and Mom gathered their
coats and moved to the door. | noticed Rhonda had also taken the artifact. | wondered
if it was a one-shot deal-one-spook-at-a-time thing.
Asmuch as| wasafraid of it, | wasaso abit afraid to be without it.
| assumed Rhonda planned on studying it. Yay go her and
not me.
Mom gave me akiss and ahug, and they left. | could only assume Mom had the physical
itemsfrom her housein her purse so that Tim and Steve traveled with her.
Well-their absence was followed by avery awkward moment between us.
Uh ... Hmmm. Jump him now or later?"Wdll, st down. I'll get icein the glasses."
That seemed to break the moment. "I'll help.”
My kitchen isn't very big, but it'snot smdl ether. Two people can movefairly
eadly init, aslong asthey suck in their guts and know what they're doing and
wherethingsare.
Danid was cludess. Twice he bumped into me, but | didn't complain. | findly had
two large glasses full of ice and poured the tea. Theice clicked asit cracked when
the hot liquid mdlted it abit.



But before | brought them to the table, I couldn't help but swallow an entire glassful
before replenishing it.

| noticed Daniel watching mewith ahalf smile, and abit of worry. "Zoe-I'm not
surethat'snormal. | mean, you drinking o
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much. Y ou were downing that water thismorning asif you'd not had any for aweek."
"It'snothing.” | brought both glassesto the table, then returned for the pitcher.

| felt | wasgoing to need it.
"Did the doctor find anything weird about it?"

Nope. Not aword. Might need to go in for tests though. | couldn't bring myself
to say those things out loud.
We sat looking at the food afew seconds. The awkward thing had to go. Thiswas
my house, and | was famished. "Look, Danid. Let'scal it now. | likeyou-alot.

If I wasn't recovering from an attack, 1'd jump you where you sat. But, I'm hungry.
Yourehungry. Let'sdigin?

Hegrinned. "I'd jump you too."

Not another word was spoken for agood five minutes while we diced and hacked at
the chicken, dumped heaps of potatoes on our plates, ladled peas and corn, then covered
everything with my mom'spicy gravy.
Then we dug inwith smiles. Well, he smiled. | winced as| dowly worked food past
my till-sore throat.
"Okay-now-" Danidl said ashetook abig sip of tea. "Let's be honest here. You
saw thiswoman leaving Rollinss house?"

| shook my head. "No talky about businesswhilewe eat. First up-you tell me about
you. Y ou know about me-far more than I'd ever wanted you to."

Heknew | hinted at the rape and looked amost crestfalen. Poor widdle copper.
Serves him right-shouldn't be snooping. He took adrink of teaand cleared histhroat.
"W, you know about my partner problem. Unm let's see. | was born just outside
of New Orleans, moved to Savannah when | wastwelve, and | lived there with my parents
until my mom died when | turned fifteen.”

"Oh, I'm sorry to hear that."

"It'sOkay." He smiled. "Breast cancer. Sheld been sick for a while. And | think
inaway Dad was okay with it. But, | stayed there, finished high school, went into
the academy and became acop.” Helooked at me. "Just like my dad.”
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"So he'sacop in Savannah?’

"He'sretired now. Fishesmostly. | go see him on holidays." Danid took up his
fork and toyed with his potatoes. "L et's see, other than fish with my dad | like
to draw and paint, | tinker with motorcycles. | have onelocked up in my garagel
haven't messed with in over ayear. And |-" He stopped.

| leaned in when he stopped. "Youwhat?' "Ohit'sslly.”

"Noit'snot. Tell me." Or I'll srangleit out of you. We're having amoment here.
"Okay." Danid smiled a me. "I love old horror movies. Vampires, werewolves, Frankenstein,
mummies. | have awhole collection

of them, and | loveto St up late on the weekends, eat popcorn with Tabasco sauce,
and watch them.”

| frowned a him. Didn't sound too bad, or too wiggy. "But you don't believein
them?'

"Mongters?' He shoved ahappy mouthful of potatoesin and swallowed. After that
he shook his head. "Of course not. No such thing. Ghosts and goblins. Makes agreat
tourigt trade in Savannah. Ever been?'



| shook my head.

"I'll take you sometime. Now, if your mom makes me more of

these potatoes, I'll tell you how | became a detective. It'salot shorter and more
boring."

Huh. Didn't believein ghosts. Kindaa shame, ‘causelittledid Mr. Detectiveredize
he was sitting beside aWraith. Boo! Bwahahaha!

"Now, about this Mitsuri woman. Y ou think she saw you leave Rollinss?!

Ah, back to business. At least | knew to ply him with potatoes to make him my dave.
| nodded and poured my third glass of tea. "Sure did.” She left with me. Heh.

Mmmm ... rosemary chicken. With the achein my throat |

was glad it wasn't barbecue.

"I'm just not sure about this attack. Even Rhonda says she saw
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thiswoman, but she ducked around to the living room as | came in the kitchen. Weve
not found anything on her either. And Hirokumi isn't returning my phone calls."

| nodded and wiped my fingers on a paper napkin. I'm sure Mom would have set out
cloth onesif I'd had any. | wanted to tell him what 1'd overheard, that | knew Rollins
was guilty of Tanakas murder and that he'd hired something Rhonda and Mom thought
was a Symbiont, but | also knew | didn't want to spend the night in a padded room.
So how did I go about hel ping him without coming off asa nutcase? "What kind of
evidence do you need to prove Rollinskilled Tanaka? Or at least hired someone to
doit?"

Danid narrowed hiseyes. "Y ou believe he hired someone?' "Oh-just think abot it.
Rallins actually muddy hishands?" | took anice smal portion of potatoes.
Mmmmmm ... potatoes. And the potatoes didn't hurt my throat. Y ay!

Daniel nodded, hisfork poised above his plate and full of buttery fluffiness. "l

think you'reright. And if S0, then I'd either have to have witnesses to the exchange
willing to testify. The testimony of the actua hit man. Or, some sort of proof of
payment.” He sighed and lowered hisfork. "1'd dso haveto find out who the hit

man was. | can put out somefeders, do alittle digging asto hisor her identity.”

| nodded, though | was sure he wasn't going to get the answers he wanted on that
one. | doubt old Trench-Coat waslisted in the yellow pages.

The detective dropped hisfork with aclank on hisplate. "What if it'sthe same
woman who attacked you? This Mitsuri woman? She'sthe n."

| looked up a him. It was alogica leap. Not the right one, but logical.

"Shewasin Hirokumi's office, apparently spying on him, and she obvioudy didn't
want mein there-which now makes sense with al that mumbo jumbo about evil spirits.
She seesyou, and
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probably had me under surveillance, then sees me with you, so attacks you-nearly
kills you-because you see her leaving Rallinss place." He beamed. He looked so good
when he beamed like that. "1 dready put out an APB on this woman-hopefully it'l

turn up something. And don't forget-there's an officer watching your building.”

Yay.

Once wed finished, | went to the refrigerator and pulled out a pint of Brewster's
Praline. Not exactly the chocolatey goodness of Java Chocolate Chip-but its sugary-sweet
carame would hit the spot.

"Y ou sure you should egt that?'

| eyeballed him over the two bowls and my just-purchased Ronco Ice Cream Scooper
(guaranteed not to stick to theice cream). "Y ou gonna stop me?"

Danid stood, hischair scraping against my hardwood. Any other timel might have



protested hisrough treatment of my chair and my floor. But | liked the look in his
eyes as he neared me.

| sort of forgot the scoop as the detective (oh | loveit when they'retaller than

me!) moved around the counter. He stood close, facing me. | looked up at him-and
the look in those beautiful eyes made dl the right places grow warm and tingly.
Ohyes, yes, yes. | Sghed as he reached up and stroked my cheek softly with his
hand. It waswarm and full of dectricity. If | redly stepped back and thought about

it, this sort of behavior was abit fast.

Wed only met afew days ago, and that'd been happenstance in apub (and I'd technically
been aghost and something he didn't believein).

But he/d been outside my condo last night-that much held admitted since Rhonda had
seenhim.

Heliked me. Heredly liked me!

His hand moved from my cheek to my throat, and he gingerly touched the rough, red
bruisesthere. It hurt just alittleand | couldn't squelch the flinch.
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"I'm sorry." He removed his hand.

My heart and hopes crashed to the floor, and | grabbed his hand and brought it back
up to my face. "Please-it's okay.” "Doesit ill hurt?"

"Y ou saw me eat my weight in chicken and potatoes.”

He grinned. Beauttiful, straight whiteteeth. "Yeah ... you have quite an appetite.”

His hand dropped from my face to my shoulder and ran down my arm to the front of
my waist to my hips. Oohhhhhh ... don't stop!

Danid's expression grew serious. "Y ou have away about you, Zoe Martinique-something
that attracts me. From the moment | saw you in Fado's. I'm-I'm not sure | know what
itis | bardy know you."

Kissme, kissme, kissme...

"We barely know each other,” | said, and | noticed the breathlessnessto my voice.
Oh-I wasagoner, and if he didn't kiss me soon or put his hand in specid places,

it was gonnabe Mr. Vibrator tonight.

| was reeeeeedlly tired of Mr. Vibrator.

He came closer, lowering hisface to mine. "I'm not usudly thisforward ..." His

voice was breathless too, and hiseydidswerelazy. "Danid ..."

He moved his beautifully shaped upturned nose over my forehead, then down theside
of my faceto my cheek. "If thisistoo fast ... | shouldn't get involved with a

potential witness....

"Danid ..."

Oh. Oh. Oh. I found my own hands doing their thing along his hips. They snaked their
way up and around hislean, strong back. "Zoe ... I'm not surethisis..."

"Shut up and kissme." And | didn't give him another opportunity to answer. My libido-long
denied the pleasures of man-fleshdove right into my carnd needs. |

pressed my lipsover his, ddighting in hissmells and tastes.

His tongue danced along with mine as our hands roamed over each other's bodies.
Wewere aperfect fit and | felt theincredible
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hardness of hismighty sword against my pelvic bone and pressed my hipsinto him.
Unlessthat was hisgun.

He moaned and leaned down over me, amost lifting me up off my feet. Nope. Not a
gun, but definitely loaded.

He kissed my lips, my cheeks, my chin, then pressed hislips and teeth to my neck.

| gasped at the pain from the bruising there, and he pulled back abruptly.



"Oh God-Zoe, I'm s0 sorry. I'm sorry-I forgot.” Hisexpression just melted my wee-little
heart! He looked crushed, like a child who'd hurt the bug held been playing with.
Torn off the leg andOh bad analogy. Geezuz Zoe.

Scratch that. He looked cute. And | pulled him back to me, pressing my lipsinto
hisand erasing hisfear'of hurting me. Passion, lust, desire, yearning, thirst ...

Oh those were definitely the words rotating around in my head. And if wedidn't
move to my bedroom to my nice, soft, warm sheets, | was going to take him here-in
the middle of my kitchen.

| nibbled on hisfull lower lip and traced my tongue down his throat to that sexy

dip at the base of his neck between his collarbone. He moaned again, and | swear

| orgasmed right then.

"Are..." hesaid softly. "Areyou ... sure?' Sure? Was he kidding?

To make my point that | wanted sex now, | grabbed hold of the zipper on hisjeans
and dowly pulled it-down. He gasped.

Oh, | was sure.

Now if | could just ... A phonerang.

AN Murphy-you suck!

It was his phone-that cursed circus tune. Which immediately turned my stomach. |
searched hisbody looking for the damned thing so | could drown it.

But Danid grabbed my hands and pulled away, taking his warmth with him. | felt
my lower lip do that large boo-boo lip
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thing. He squeezed my hands. "Let me shut it off." He grinned. "Chrigt, you're beautiful.
Y our eyes aren't redly brown-they're glowing topaz-and they're so turned on right
now. Hold that thought ..

Hurry! My engines are overhegting!

If the tune wasn't that infernd circus one, I'd have said ignore the damned phone.
Danid hdf jogged to the living room and grabbed at hissuit jacket. He pulled

out his phone and looked at the face. His expression sharpened, and he frowned. "Zoe,
| gottatakethis. It's Cooper.”

Mother fuckerdamnshit fire.

Ooh. I got aworse potty mouth than-the Reverend-but at least | didn't say things
likethat out loud.

| looked at the opened pint of ice cream and decided I'd better put it in the freezer.
No need to let any kind of sweet goodness go to waste. Unless | drizzled it over

his naked body later.

Danidl spoke in alow voice and moved even farther way. Uh-oh.

| knew from his body language something waswrong. And not just the red flags that
announced our steamy little night had just abruptly ended.

Something had happened, bad or serious enough for the captain to call Danidl.

| watched him hang up and put the jacket on.

| pouted. Daniel turned avery serious face to me and was beside mein three steps.
He had his hands on my shoulders, hisbody close. "1 have to go-something's come
up. But I'll be back, okay?"

| nodded. "Isit the Tanaka case?"

He hesitated and set his phone on the counter. | frowned a him. "Daniel Fraser-don't
you cut me out of this™"

"l just can't say right now. But what | do suspect isthat your lifeisdtill in

danger, aslong asthiswoman is till out there. Promise mewhen | leave you'll

lock the doors and set the dlarms. Maybe call your mom to come back over and stay
withyou?'
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| shook my head. Uh, no. "I'll befine. But you'll be back?' "Maybe-it depends on
what | find. | haveto go."

| grabbed his hand. He took meinto hisarms and buried hisface

inmy hair and my neck, careful thistime not to hurt me. "Just

please, stay here tonight. And don't let anyonein you don't know." Likel would
do that? | nodded, and he kissed me again.

My thighs swelled.

| cursed Cooper for cdling, hoping his peniswould swell to the

gze of adeformed zucchini. All rough and lumpy too. Phhht.

Danid grabbed his coat and was out the door. "Lock it!" he

called back.

| did and turned. | had amessto clean in the kitchen, and | didn't fed like touching
athing. | was still hot and bothered, and

more awake now than I'd been in two days. | thought of Mr. Vibrator and my now-wet
swedts.

Nah-I was gonna save mysdf for when he came back. If he

came back.

But what to do in the meantime? | thought about the phone

cal and its fracked-up timingAnd that's when | remembered more of Rollinss conversation.
Hed threatened Danid. Even mentioned setting Hirokumi up with

the detective's desth.

| stopped in place. And now he gets amysterious phone cal he

doesn't tell me about. Crap! | need to tell him. Warn him! It wasthen | saw his
phone on the counter.

Damn!

My mind played out al sorts of nasty scenarios, from Daniel

ending up under atruck to being found in Lake Lanier.

Or worse ... a the hand end of Trench-Coat. Rollins had to

be planning something, and | had no idea how to warn Danid.

Unless...

| spied on Rallinsagain.

NO, no, no ... it was stupid. | knew | wasn't in the best hedlth physicaly. I'd

just dept for fifteen hours, and before that 1'd been

unconsciousfor Six.
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But if | just watched the Reverend, and didn't exert mysdf, then maybe| could
follow Rallins or find out what he wanted Beckett and Tiny to do to Danidl Frasier.
Mom would kill me. But what about Daniel? Damn ... after that little dmost-fuck

| wanted him back here. | just couldn't Sit here and not do anything!

But how to get there? | didn't dare call Rhonda-not after what had just happened.
And if Mom got word, she'd drug me or something. She'd done it once.

| made sure the pills Mom gave me were still in my pocket.

| could dways drive myself, and park nearby. 1'd only gone astra outside of my
condo afew times, but Mom or Tim or someone had always watched my body. If someone
came dong and found me, they'd think | was dead.

But if | left my body here, I'd have to take the bus or hitch a ride, and there

was no guarantee I'd get to where | wanted to goand definitely not in aspeedy way.
As| watched the chicken it there, | came up with aplan. I'd jump from my car,
but I'd put my body in the trunk. There was an emergency release, and aslong as
the car was parked in asafe location, no one would bother it. TherewasaMARTA.



Park 'n' Ride near Rollinss estate, and the cars there were patrolled by the MARTA
police.

Y eah, they were more rent-a-cops than real police, but it was lesslikely someone
would sted the Mustang from there, with meinit. I'd take my phonetoo, and Danidl's.
| could maybe cal Cooper if something awful happened.

| had aplan. In hindsight, it was a stupid one, but | needed to watch Danidl. |

needed to know Rollinss goons weren't going to use him as leverage againgt Hirokumi.
And it al seemed like such agood ideaat thetime. | only wish inhindsight I'd

taken my pillsand stayed in bed.
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SINCE I didn't want my body to be found in'a cat-burglar suit (not that | expected

it to be found-but just to be cautious) | wore regular clothes.

And| redized how not well | waswhen | nearly collapsed onto the bed just from
putting on thick wool socks (I might not get cold in astral form, but my body sure

as hdl could-especidly jammed in the trunk of acar), my black sneakers, red turtleneck,
black fleece pullover, and gloves. After lying on the bed for agood ten minutes,

| figured my sweats would do. Screw the jeans.

On that same note, | decided against abraid thistime, asmy hair was abit warmer
ontheearsif | left it down. And | wasn't sure | could keep my arms up that long

to brad it.

Traffic sucked.

But it was aFriday night and | should have expected that. | had my cell with me

in the pocket of the shirt, Danid'sin the other pocket, and agdlon of orange

juice stashed in the trunk.

Hey ... | was4till thirsty.

It was aso colder than | thought it'd be. | smelled rain when | stepped outside,

and | used afew wordsin frustration for my lack of checking out the Westher Channedl.
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Not that I'd have learned Atlantals weather right away-but 1'd have known the temperature
of Cdifornia

| parked the Mustang in the Park n' Ride as planned. Unfortunately severa boysin
their early teens were gathered severd feet awvay near atrash can in which someone
had started afire. | wasn't aout to climb into my trunk with abunch of kids around-that
would make thingstoo curious. I'd have to walt till they left.

Which took them about fifteen minutes. I'm not sureif it wasme in my car that

made them nervous, but eventually they moved as a group out of the parking lot and
disgppeared into the night air.

Therewere saverd other cars, including another late-modd 'Stang, so | didn't

fed so congpicuous.

Now getting into the car's trunk-that was probably going to look weird. Shivering,

| popped the top, looked around for aMARTA cop. When | didn't see any, | jumped
inand dammed it shut.

Odd-was that what a coffin lid sounded like?'Causeit sure as hell had the impression
of findity toit.

Mentd note: ew. Must be Rhonda rubbing off on me.

| pulled the blanket and Granny's quilt over me, checked to make sure | knew where
the emergency release was, then closed my eyes. Going astral, or Wraithing out, or
whatever | was doing, took

abit longer than expected-and | chalked it up to being a bit tired.

Dub-yab think?

But findly | separated from my body and found myself just outsidethe car. Passing



through the meta of the car wasalot like passing through glass, only not as cold.

| did keep asort of tin tastein my mouth though.

Now | had athree-mile hike to the house. Go me.

There were afew dogs that barked at me-remember that animal thing? | growled back
at them, and they ran off squedling like pigs. Okay, that was new.
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Cooal. I'm spooky!

Though | couldn't fed it in thisform, | could see thewind bowing the trees around.
Dead leaves of brown, orange, and yellow twisted and fluttered like nighttime butterflies
under the Streetlights.

Y eah, itwasgonnaran al right. And it was going to be nagty. | findly made

it to Rollinss house about ahaf hour later. The whole place waslit up, abit

more intensaly than the night before. | redlized then that I'd lost an entire day

thanksto creepy Mitsuri. I'd dept it al away-and that'saday | wasn't going to

get back.

Menta note: grab dragon artifact and shakeit redly hard.

| Seved through the gate and started acrossthe yard again when thistime | heard

the dogs. They were near the house and barking loudly.

Shit.

I hunched down and moved as quietly as| could (not to attract the pooch factor)
around the wall. There was something happening in the driveway at the front door.
Two limous nes were parked outside and severd of Rollinss WWE stooges stood around,
gunsdrawn.

Guns? What the hell was going on? | didn't see Daniel, and | hoped he wasn't stuffed
inatrunk.

| moved around the edges of the house'slight, noting the dogs-redly big black
Dobermans-moving about the guards. | had to admit a bit of surprise when aguard
here or there petted one of the ferocious beasties on the head.

| guesslikeattractslike, huh?

Rollins stepped outside, flanked by Beckett and Tiny (heh-heh), and they both had
gunsin their hands. | had to wonder what had happened to incite such ashow of force.
They stepped insde the nearest limo. | needed to make sure Danidl, or someone else,
wasn't in one of those trunks.

Two of the trunks were opened and | looked in each. Nothing. Actudly-they were dl
very clean for trunks. Not even afastfood bag.
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Thelimo nearest Rollinswas closed. Kegping an eye on the poochies, | seved into
the trunk. Oh. Yuck. It waslike sucking on anail.

It was a pacious area, and being astral, | could see better back here. There were
severa lengths of rope, duct tape, and two pillowcases.

Okay-1'm not criminaly minded-but even | saw these items as kidnap parapherndia.
Bingo. | knew I'd been right to head out to Rollinss at that instant.

They were on their way to somehow kidnap my cop. And just think how cool it'd be
if 1 tagged along and foiled them dl by warning him? | checked my watch. Forty minutes
out, tops. | had over three hours left. If | paid attention, | could maybe even go
corporedl to help him whip out acan of whup-ass.

Heh. Ow. Headache.

The limo started forward. | could hear Rallinstalking but not well enough to understand
what he was saying. | guessed from his cadence and the lack of another voice responding
that he was on the phone.

| wanted to sSeve through and Sit insde to watch-but 1 didn't want to risk there



being another Mitsuri creature lurking about. We drove for awhile. | was surprised
how smooth the shocks

were, even in the trunk. | need to get me one of these.

Theirony of meriding agtraly ingde atrunk whilemy body lay insdethe trunk

of my own car wasn't lost on me. Rhondawould think it was cool. Mom would think
itwasasgn. A sgn of megoing crazy.

My opinion?

| was starting to get creeped out.

When the limo stopped, | checked my watch. We'd been on the road haf an hour. That
left ... just under three hours. | waited till | heard the same number of doors close
that opened. Voicesagain.

And then the trunk was opened. Yikes!
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Beckett bent in, shoved his hand through my stomach and grabbed some ropeand a
roll of duct tape.

For the brief instance his skin connected with my astral form, | saw what he was
thinking of Steek. Medium well. And atal Sam Adams beer. Pretty benign actudly.
Hewas hungry.

Oohh ... stesk.

My astrd stomach rumbled, and | moved out before he shut the trunk. What was up
withthat?| just ate afull dinner!

| honestly couldn't tell you where the hell we were.

The wind had definitely reached the point of monsoon. There were no stars, and the
few dreetlights | could see didn't work. | had to rely on their flashlights (they

being Beckett, Tiny, Rollins, and two more of the WWE work'n part-time for the gov'ner)
and what my spirit-eyes could see.

Oogy. All oogy. Hell-it was downright fucked up.

| actudly shivered in thisform, though not from the cold. This place waswrong.

| thought | saw movement in nearly every shadow. Faces that appeared and vanished.
Voiceswhispering on thewind. Setsof tiny red pinpoint eyes, blinking at me from
the darkest shadows, like ethereal hounds of hell.

Mommy.

They'd parked the limo on the curb of an old-neighborhood street. The asphalt was
littered with old clothing, refuse scattered over the patchy grassto theleft. |

could make out buildings on elther sde of the street. They looked like brick barracks-long,
with tiny wood separators between backyards.

A kid's Big Whed lay on itssde nearby. The wind blew an empty soda can along
the pavement, the sound catching everyone's attention.

The boys were on edge.

And sowas|-but I'm sureit wasfor entirely different reasons.

There were things here they couldn't see. But | could. And |
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knew those things could see me. And they were waiching me, whispering about me, following
mein the shadows.

| was scared shitless. | felt naked and very

vulnerable. | had no way to protect mysdlf in this state, at least nonethat | knew

of. I'd never redly had to until afew days ago. | never knew such aplace existed

in Atlanta, whether physical or theonel walked in. | wasin two worlds at that
moment, and for thefirst time, | was

redly

aware of it. The astrdl world wasjust as scary asthe physica in this area of town.



And | didn't know whereit was or why Rollinswould come here.

| needed to call Danidl. | was getting avery had feding.

Themen-six in al-spread out to flank the Reverend. Rollins had dressed down for
the occasion, al in black, down to the trench coat and gloves.

| followed behind as they moved between two of the buildings. | could see them better
now and seeingdeto diding glass doors. Some places had card tables for furniture
while others had little to nothing. Secondhand, broken toys littered most of the

tiny concrete dabs at the rear of each place.

I'd been right to believe these were places where people lived. These were housing
development projects. We were somewherein west Atlanta. Probably out on Hollowell
Parkway.

Ooh ... I wasalong way from my car. And my body. Lightning flashed acrossthe
sky, quickly followed by the sound of distant thunder. Rain was on itsway.

We stopped hafway down in front of an empty dab. Light from within illuminated

a sheet-covered glass door.

I'd done that with my first gpartment when | couldn't afford curtains. They'd been
gingham with little blue flowers, and Momhad been horrified. Sheld gone home that
night and made me awhole st for the place.

Beckett pulled awalkie-talkie from hisbulky coat and muttered intoit.

A movement inside and another of the WWE opened the door.
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Weadl piledin.

I'm sureif | could smell in this state I'd have had anoseful of stale Chinese.

Empty boxeslittered a card table in the kitchen. Severa haf-empty liters of Coke
and Sprite were on the counter. All the cabinets were open and empty.

| could hear the hum of the refrigerator just under the sound of Find jeopardy.
"Hey, boss," someone with athroaty voice and Savannah drawl spoke from the other
room as Rollins stepped in. "McGee," Rollins said.

| moved past them dl to stand in the corner of the living room. Thisroom wasn't
much better decorated than the kitchen. A couple of collapsible chairs, thirteen-inch
televison, and lots of beer cans.

There was an ashtray near one of the chairs, and acigarette smolderedinit. Glad

| couldn't smell. Ick. '

| was beginning to wonder why we were here. Was Daniel aready kidnapped?
"What's up?' one of the residents asked. He'd been sitting closest to the television
and now stood, proudly displaying his gun holster. He was a grizzled-looking man,
with baggy black dacks and a soiled white shirt that looked asif the buttons were
going to explode a any second.

Deadly weaponsfor anyone caught in the blast of those things. 'l cameto see her."
Wait ... her?

Rollins kept hishandsin his pockets. "And to congratulate you on your stedlth

in apprehension. There's been no word on the loca news."

The man nodded and smiled, exposing perfect white teeth. "I do my job well. A few
of my men claimed they saw that contract dude you mentioned.”

Rollinss expression darkened for a second. "Where? Here?' "No, near the school
where we swiped her. Barnard said the guy wasjust standing there, watching. When
he looked back, the guy was gone. All spooky-like."
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"Y ou don't realize how spooky. But it means we need to move her now." He nodded
to adoor on the wall opposite the kitchen. "Shein there?

"Snug asabug.”



She. Her. No Daniel? Damn. I'd been prepared to rescue Danidl, be the heroine and
al. | moved through the door before they did.

It was a bedroom, with another door on the opposing wall that was either a closet

or bathroom (I was thinking bathroom since I'd not seen one out there-and with the
amount of beer these guys were drinking-ew).

A singlelamp on apressboard nightstand illuminated theroom. A single bed had
been set up in the center beside the nightstand. And on that bed struggled asmall

girl. No older than maybe

ten. She wore the white shirt and plaid, pleated skirt of a private school uniform.

Her hands were bound together, then pulled over her head and fastened to the bed
somehow-probably the frame.

Her feet were aso securely bound, and her mouth was covered in duct tape.

| blinked afew times asthe vison of thisgirl mingled with thevison I'd had

of my own body. Held helpless. Gagged. Unable to move. Were these assholes going
to rgpethislittiegirl?

A shiver attacked my spine. Or had they aready? Chrit ... | needed to get her out

of therel

Remember how | said sometimes kids could see me? Whichis why | prefer to have clothes
on? Well, thiskid wasn't one of them. | waved and said "Psssst" over and over as
low as| could.

Nada. Shewastrying o very hard to get free and crying hard, if abit muffled.

| wanted to let her know | wasthere-that | wasn't going to let thiskeep happening,
even though | realy wasn't sure what my plan was. Rollins and his goons were on

the other side of that door

and | wasjugt an astral presence.

Thereredly wasn't much | could do physicallyWait. Ah-I must have hit my head harder
than | thought last
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night. | can become physica. Oh duh. I'd only doneit once, so there wasthat little
worried moment where | wasn't sureif | could do that again.

| heard akey inthe lock.

And right now wasn't the right time to experiment. Being physica in front of these
guyswasnt my first choice. Sincel didn't know what being physica meant-1 sure

as hdl didn't want to end up like her.

Or shot.

Okay, now | had to redlly consider this. If | were physicd, and then shot, would

it affect my physica body? Or would the bullet just pass through? Wait-hadn't |
wondered that before?

Beckett stepped across the threshold.

Now wasn't the time to really worry about that. | backed up into the farthest corner,
hoping to become asinvisble aspossble. Tiny camein, aswell asthe grizzly one
caled McGee. Thelittle girl tried harder to get free.

Roallinscamein then and | went ice-cold at the predatory smile on hisface. Oh

God ew. Was the Reverend a pedophile as well”? Had these goons grabbed him some poor
child for his persond amusement?

Why wasnt it that asaspirit likethis, | couldn't openanastral can of whup-ass
likeinthe movie Poltergeist

and do some damage? Of course, there were some other thingsin that movie that were
just too gross, even for me. 1'd not been able to eat steak for along time after

it crawled across the counter and 1'pewed maggots.

| guess| couldn't be a superhero because those were the movies, not red life.



Guessthat sort of said something about my state of red life, huh?
Rollinsimmediately went to thelittle girl and put ahand on her leg. Pervert!

A vibration traveled through my body and | paused. Okay, that was new. Was that
atremor? Some signd that was new that I'd been out of my body too long? | checked
my watch. No, I'd been
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out an hour and a hdf, dmost two. And | hadn't been solid. So | till had over

two hoursto go.

Right? Or had that changed too?

"There, there. Stop struggling. I'll have you free of those ropes soon, and you'll

have aroom to play in with lots and lots of toys. Would you like that?!
Eveninthisdim light | could see the indecision on the child's face. Free and

lots of toys? That sort of outweighed the scariness of being al cooped up in this
room. And tied up | guess. Or it did for achild. For me, | wasthinking of toys
astorture devices. | had no ideawhat this pervert was planning on doing with this
child, but thiswas beyond hiring an astra hit man in my opinion. He needed to be
arrested and put in acdll with aman who would sodomize him!

She shook her head and tried to say something. I'd thought he'd pull the tape from
her mouth.

No. Instead herose, asmile till glued to that sick face. This guy was an A-plus
menace. With thiskind of knowledge, Daniel could put him away for life.

So | figured what | needed to do was hang around, seewhat would happen, and then
follow them and report back to the detective. | could catch across sign outside,

get astreet name, travel back through my cord, and call Daniel. Then he could rescue
thelittle girl and book'em, Danno.

That is, if | left thislittlegirl in thismongter's hands.

| wasn't sure | could do that. Having been raped in my early twenties, | wasn't
surel'd have survived as easly if | hadn't have been able to escape my body. But

| knew not everyone could do that. | didn't want to see her ruined or her childhood
taken away from her. It wasnt thislittle girl'sfault sheld been snatched.

Now her parents-where were they?

Rollins nodded to Beckett. "Get her ready-1 want her moved tonight. Well send a
message to her father in the morning." He gave adow smile, and | swear his perfect,
white, even teeth glowed inthe dim light. "L et Hirokumi suffer tonight-just asl've
uffered.”
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Hirokumi?

| looked back at the girl again-at her beautiful Asan features. She was Koba's daughter!
| wanted to punch aduck. Of course-this was one of those "more drastic measures'
the asshole had spoken about when I'd been in his office, before al hell broke loose.
So this guy wasn't such a pervert-well he was but not a pedophilehed kidnapped the
kid to get to Hirokumi. And they were moving her.

| had to stick around and find out where. | also needed to watch my time.

| looked around asthey filed out of the room. | should head outside and find the
street sgnsand do my great plan.

Thelittle girl had stopped struggling and was now just sobbing into the gag.

Oh | couldn't stand this. | needed to comfort her-tell her it was going to be dl

right. But to do that I'd need to go solid, and that would indeed decrease my astral
time. But as| watched her, | knew | had no choice. | had to help her.

I'm so stupid. Especidly looking back on things.

| closed my eyes and tried to do as 1'd done before. Wishing | could talk to this



little girl-that she could see me-and that | could touch her. | expected thearm

to start burning asit had before, but it didn't.

[t didn't work.

Damnit.

Was there some secret password that 1'd had before and didn't have now? 1 closed
my eyes and tried again, trying to remember what it was I'd done in Fado's that afternoon.
I'd wanted to talk with Danidl.

No, intruth, I'd wanted to kiss Danidl. Really bad. And thinking of kissng Danidl
made dl theright parts tand at attention, including every astral hair on my body.
The mark on my arm turned tofire.

And in seconds | was corpored. | knew this because the little girl
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dtarted talking into her gag. And shewaslooking at me. | turned to her and put
afinger to my lips, trying to get her to be quiet.

Her eyes widened even more and she started mumbling something into the gag again.
Actudly, it sounded more like she was screaming "'look out.”

Curse me and my dim-wittedness.

| straightened and turned around, intent on heading outside and getting an exact
bead on where we were.

| found myself face-to-face with Trench-Coat.

Blind terror. I'd always yelled at the ditsy heroines on-screenthe oneswho hesitated
and were captured by the bad guys, because you know, they just shoulda seen that
onecom

ing. I'm smarter than that-1 always knew I'd be more careful.

Well, | wasfeding pretty sympathetic with those ditsy heroines at that point.

| hesitated. Shocked. | hadn't heard him. Sensed him. | should have been ableto
sense him, shouldn't | have? But there he was, in his black leather coat and black
shades.

| started to back up-to say something-but his movements were faster than acat's
and he had his meaty paw wrapped around my throat, cutting off any hope of ascream.
| was solid. And so was he.

And it hurt! Bruiseson bruises.

| couldn't breathe, and | tried to hit him with my fist. | dso tried some of those

neat defense moves I'd learned during defense class-with the kung fu punch and the
twigt. But | had no balance, no means of leverage with his hand clamped firmly around
my throat.

| dso had no air, which was odd because | wastechnically astral and had no need
to bresthe-wasit my body that struggled for air in the trunk of my car?

The deeve of his coat melted asfleshy, bloody, snakelike appendages shot out and
grabbed at my wrists, my shoulders, and my
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legs. In seconds | was wrapped in shreds of flesh, blood, and what looked like veins.
| was gonna puke.

Then heraised hisarm, lifting me up and into the air. | tried to become ethereal
again-tried to concentrate on my cord. | didn't know if my panicked state prevented
me from concentrating, or Trench-Coat's chummy embrace did.

| started gasping for air.

| still fought, Struggled to get free. | was certain my physical body was choking
aswdll, convulsing as| did to get free-and breathe.

My body! | tried to find my cord, but | couldn't seeit. Couldn't senseit. | couldn't
relax long enough to let my body pull me back. Was| too far from it?



Hewas going to kill me-and there wasn't adamned thing | could do about it.
Trench-Coat raised hisleft hand and | saw the swirling red light (evidently he

was ambidextrous on the soul-sucking ability), and | closed my eyes.

No! Thiswas not how things were supposed to go! Damn it! Goddamnit!

Being this close to death | probably should tidy up my language, but | wasaso
fucking scared. If it took my soul, that meant God wouldn't get it, or Y ahweh, or
whoever the hdll wasin charge these days. Would it somehow get trapped insde of
baldy here? Would | smply ceaseto think and fed?

And have pleasant dreams about my cute cop?

Trench-Coat never made a sound. Not even heavy breathing. He did cock his head then,
and for thefirst time | noticed he was still wearing those black shades. | had never
seen hiseyes. He lowered hisleft hand, the swirling-eye-of-death disappearing away
with it. He smiled, showing perfect white teeth (what isthiswith theteeth in this
sory?).

Then something flickered out from between those perfect dentures.
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| blinked. What the hell ...

His grin widened-and it flickered again. Holymotherfucker-it was aforked tongue.
A little, bitty, black forked tongue. Just like a snake! He had aforked tongue!

And then he did the ultimate-he pulled me closer to him as he turned his head to
theside.

Our nosestouched. Smells abruptly poured infrom al sides. | smelled the day-old-chicken
smell of decay in the house, the earthy scent of mildew in the bathroom nearby, and

| sndled

him.

And he smdlled of death. Of mold and earth, bloated flesh. He kissed me.

| pressed my lipstight against the tongue as it pushed harder and harder to get

into my mouth. What horrified me more was my body's betrayal. | was actually excited
to have him so near me. | felt warm, overheated. Flushed. My thighs swelled, and

| felt afamiliar, cloying need to have him closer to me. A part of me.

Inside of me. Oh God No!

When | resisted my body's urges, one of the fleshy appendages did over my nose,
successful in cutting off my breeth.

| saw stars and tried to scream.

| opened my mouth for air as| felt him relax hishold onmy  throat.

Hedid histonguein deep. | screamed.

And dl theworld fel slent inasngleingant.
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EVERYBODY hasone

of those dissecting stories Y ou know, it's against my religion to chop this seven-year-dead
testosteroneenhanced frog (enhanced because | refuse to believe those things can
grow that big in nature-ugh!) ones.

| had minetoo. Didn't do it. Got a C+ though. But it wasn't because of the actual
cutting part-I'm not thet girlie.

It wasthe sméll of the formadehyde. Twisted my somach up something terrible.

So | got adoctor's excuse-one of the doctors my mom was seeing at the time wrote
it out for me. | redly didn't care about the grade, just getting out of that room

and away from that smell before | hurled was al that mattered.

That smell lingered with mefor awhile, too.

And it wasthat smell that surrounded my first conscious thoughts as my body convulsed
when | dammed back intoit.



My second thought was closer to mygodthisfuckinghurts.

Or something dong those lines. | thought I'd said it out loud, then redlized |

hadn't heard mysdlf yet.

Knives carved away chunks of flesh as| moved, and it felt asif my bones had somehow
broken and snapped and ripped my skin to shreds.

215

My knees, ebows, and ankles banged painfully into something hard. The sound of
pounding meta ranginmy ears.

And therewasthat smdll.

Cold. Freezing cold. Naked cold. Therewas acold that reached from the top of my
head to my toes. | shook so violently | was closeto vibrating. Not even thefire
searing my joints could warm me up.

| opened my eyesto darkness. Had the temperature dropped outside my car? | reached
out to fed the sdes. Smooth. Polished. Metalic. Don't remember my trunk fedling
likethat.

| continued moving my arms up, then to the Sdes. Fireignited my joints, my muscles
burned asif I'd fiercely exercised the day before. No-thiswasn't my trunk.

| wasin abox. | screamed.

Nothing came out. | opened my mouth again and called out for someone, hoping like
al hdl I wasn'tin acoffin.

No. No. Coffinswere dl satin and cushion, weren't they? Still nothing came out

of my mouth. What the hell?

| banged and banged on the sides-and that'swhen | realized | was naked.
Butt-naked. Bare on ametd dab. With only a stiff sheet to cover me. Inametal

box.

And the sméll of formaldehyde ... Oh Jesus....

| wasin the freak'n morgue!

Ohthat did it. Hysteriag, thy nameisgoddess. And | wasfed'n the needto lay

down some serious power to get the hell out of this box.

First order of business-was there aready an autopsy? ‘Cause if there was, and |

was back in my bodyThe name ghoul came to mind.

| felt mysalf up-well-1 ran my hands along my chest, over my breasts. No stitches.
No cuts. No autopsy yet.
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| had to get out of this box.

Drawer. You'rein adrawer, girl, not abox. Well what makesa drawer better than
abloody box?

And why wasn't my voiceworking? Maybe | just couldn't hear it in the box.

Drawer. Whatever. | felt around above my head. Bodies were usudly put in feet firdt,
right? Or at least that'swhat | remember from watching CSl. That way you could look
at their faceswhen you pulled them out.

So that meant the opener was above my head. Somewhere. Surdly they'd have like-a
catch or something? An emergency release in case someone gets trapped in one of these
things?

Then again, dive people aren't supposed to be in one of these things.

I'm not sureif it was my quick finger searching, my constant pounding, or that

maybe the medica examiner's assistant didn't close the door all the way, but the
drawer abruptly opened.

The formadehyde smell flooded the interior of my cell, but | didn't care. | hadn't
redized how stale the air had been inside the box.

Drawer. Box-drawer. Shaking, | reached out through the crack and grabbed at the



upper edge, pressing down to push the drawer forward, diding naked me out into the
open.

Only afew fluorescent lights pulsed dightly above me, but they were bright enough
to make me blink repeatedly. | assumed it was dtill night-and everyone was home and
tucked in their beds. But oh no-not me. I'm in adrawer!

Box. I'd never beenin amorgue before. It was perhaps the length of three of the
larger SUVson the market, at least from my haf-prone perspective. | felt exposed
as| pushed mysdf up into agtting position and gripped the single, flimsy, starched
sheet. | wasonadab
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extended from the wall, in the middle of three columnswith three rows that made

up onewadl of the room.

Not dl of thewadll. If | leaned out alittle. | saw asnk with a high-arched faucet.

Two bare examination tables-the kinds with hoses on one end and big octopus lights
overhead-sat in the center. | saw severa gurneys over to theright against awall

of shelves. The gurneys were occupied with sheet-shrouded bodies.

Thiswas nuts.

| called out for someone as | looked down to see my barefeet dangle over the drawer's
edge.

Nothing came out of my mouth again. | put ahandtomy throat and winced. It was
still sore and raw. Had Mitsuri done more damage than we thought and somehow damaged
my voice? Or had being stuffed in the cold in my car's trunk made me catch amajor
cae of laryngitis?

| opened my mouth and just yelled. Nothing. | heard air passing through, but no sound.
Wdl-I didn't havetimefor this. | was cold, hungry, damp (had they had me on one
of those tables and hosed me off just before | woke up?), scared, hungry, thirstyl
heard voices and looked in front of me, finally seeing the double doorsleading in

and out of the morgue. Smoked glass revealed shapes as they passed back and forth.
Y dling out again (what'swith my voice?).

| carefully, if not a bit unsteadily, eased mysdf off thetable. My legs refused

to support me, and | immediately collapsed onto the floor. Kerplunk.

Wedll, more like aplop. Me and the sheet. Bare flesh on shiny, cold tilefloor.

Ow.

Okay-mgor problems here. Voice was on thefritz aswell as my legs. What the hell
did the doctors do to me? | checked again to make sure | wasn't cut open in some
way. | didn't seethe big Y -shaped accessory down my chest. So what the hell was
going on?

"Whoa, easy there. Y ou've been out of body too long." Okay-that wasn't me.

| covered my nakedness with my hand-about aswell asafig leaf-and looked around
for the voice. 1t'd been amae voice.
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Themedicd examiner?

| tried to say "hello?" but that didn't come out either.

He seemed to appear from behind me and moved to my right to the rows of cabinets.
He was dark-haired and wore ared flannel shirt and jeans. He pulled adark blue
fleece blanket out of thefirst door he opened, then came directly a me.

| stared up at him as he wrapped the blanket around me. Beautiful, inasort of
outdoorsy way. Long face, short black hair that sort of had that spiked look in front
and at the crown.

"There" hesaidin hisnice voice. He smelled of sogp and antiseptic. "Getting warm?"
| said yes, but again nothing came out of my mouth, so | nodded. | still shivered,



and | dill ached. Mr. Mystery-Hero put his arms around me, around the blanket, and
hel ped meto my feet. With aquick glance at the door, he practicaly carried me

to adesk and sat me upright in the chair.

After rearranging the blanket around me, he grabbed a stethoscope from the desk,
shoved it into his ears, and placed the ice-cold end on my chest. "Hold till and
bresthe"

| did as he asked, though | hadn't been able to stop shivering. My teeth chattered.
Helistened afew seconds, then pulled a penlight from hisback pocket. He shined
itin my left eye, then my right. "Okay, pupils are dilated and fixed, which isnormd,
at least for you as of now." He looked directly a me as he pushed a strand of hair
out of my face. "I'm sorry about you waking up

in

the drawer. I'd intended on having you out of it when | restarted your heart, but

| had unexpected company and had to hide." He smiled, and it only improved hislooks.
"It'sagood thing you didn't return when the ME was in the room. I'm afraid having
acorpse pound on the drawer might have sent the old geezer into cardiac arrest.”

| tried to ask him who hewas. | tried asking him where | was. | demanded to know
why | couldn't talk. In the end, | only managed to sob. And even that was quiet.
What the hell was happening?
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"Hey, hey, shhhh." Hefolded mein hisarmsagain, and though hewaswarm and dive,
| was still cold, and damned scared. "That's one hell of awacky tattoo you've got
onyour armthere, girl."

As he pulled me away, he touched my neck with soft hands, gently moving my heed
to the right so he could shine his penlight. "But that bruise necklace you've got
thereian't atattoo, isit? But that's not why you'rein here.”

| sniffed and shook my head. | tried spesking again. | could fed theair moving
through my vocal cords, but there was no sound. Not even a squesk.

After | tried to Signto him that | needed a pen and paper, his eyebrows arched up.
"Wow, areyou deaf 7" Heticked hislips, then said in dow loud words. "Y ou. Are.
Dea?'

Why isit when people think you're desf they believe shouting will bresk through

the physica chdlenge? Duh.

| shook my head and tried again to ask him who and what he was. Nothing. Not even
asqueak. AHHHHH!

And what was with this headache?"Can. Y ou. Write?"

| nodded, and if | could have bitch-dapped his pretty face, | would have. He leaned
to my right and picked up a pharmaceutical pad and pen from the desk. With the wor,
shakiest penmanship I'd ever seen at my own hand, | wrote, | AM NOT DEAF. STOP FUCKING
SHOUTING!

He smiled at me without even atrace of resentment or anger. "Feisty. That's good.

Y oure gonnaneed it. You're Zoe Martinique? | found your driver'slicensein your
purse.”

| nodded. AND YOU?WHAT ARE YOU?

Another amile. "Cdl me Joe. | don't actualy work here at the hospitd. | sort of
work-tangentialy-with the morgue. During my off-hours." He looked away and sort
of muttered to himself. "I was expecting one of the newcomersto wake and give me
at least some clue on who popped him."

What? Huh?

HOW DID U KNOW | WASN'T DEAD?
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He shrugged. "Let'sjust say | know thesethings. I'll tell you about it sometime.

I mainly try and help kids, junkies, who end up taking awak on the astral dueto

drugs or something." Joe narrowed hiseyesat me. "But you didn't do thiswith drugs.
Yourethered thing, aren't you?"'

| frowned as the achein the back of my head shot into the back of my eyes. THE
REAL WHAT?

"My grandma used to talk about people like you. But theway she described your kind,
you're much prettier in the flesh. I'm disappointed | didn't get to see you out of

that flesh." He grinned. "Though you do have niceflesh, if not abit goose-pimply.”

| had no idea what this man was talking about. | set the pad and paper inmy lap

and put my handsto my heead.

"Headache. Unfortunate side effect, I'm aftaid. Not exactly from the cocktall |

shot you with, but from being out of your body. I'm guessing from the muscle lethargy-meaning
your inability to stand up or walk a the moment-you've been out along time-long
enough for them to whed you down here with atoetag. I've seen it before, Zoe.
You'relucky | wasin the ER when you were brought in. Otherwise, you'd have one
hdl of aY incisonright now."

Yay. Youwant afresk'n meda? Tiny gnomeswith pickaxes mined the interior of my
skull. | reached for the pad and pen again. COCKTAIL? WHAT HAPPENED? WHY CAN'T |
TALK?

He shifted onto hisknees as he stayed a eyelevel with me, though I'm sureit

hed to be killing his calves. "The cocktail ismy own specid recipe. Helpskick

the junkies back into their bodies. Usualy they hop off the gurneysin the hallway
before they're identified and processed. Asfor what happened.” He stood and went

to the still-open drawer where 1'd woken. Joe pulled a clipboard from the outside

and scannediit.

"Well, ssemsyour car was found near 285 at Roswell Road. 1t'd been vandalized.
Police received an anonymous call about a dead body in thetrunk.” He smiled ashe
set the clipboard back and returned to me. He kndlt. " Apparently the thugs that messed
up your car had aconscienceand cdled it in.”

221

My car. Oh shit. Vandalized. | guessed it wasthosekids 1'd seen before getting

inthe trunk. Had they hot-wired it and taken it to Sandy Springs? | could only imagine
it was missing everything from the CD player to thetires and hubcaps. Greeeest.
"Asfor your voice'-he frowned-"that I'm not sure of. I don't think it's from whoever
choked you. The fatigue you're going to fed, if it hasn't dready hit you, is because

of the physicd stressyou put on your body by being away fromit."

Hewasnt kidding about the fatigue. It'd been building, accumulating like weight

placed on my shoulders by smal incrementsas| sat there, in the morgue, somewhere
in Atlanta

That'swhen | noticed them. Gauzy shadows at firdt, lingering here and there. Until
afew of them took on more solid shapes. They stood by the double doors, the morgue
drawers, and one of them looked over Joe's shoulder at the clipboard.

Men, women, some old, some very young. Monochromatic shadows whose features melted
and re-formed as if made of smoke, blown by an unseen wind.

Joe moved beside me, disturbing one of the shadows. A tiny girl, perhaps no more
than six, with large eyes, pigtails. She clutched abear in her left arm. They looked

like Joseph Maddox had. Simply shadows.

My rescuer reached up to my face with both hands and forced meto look at him. Y ou
seethem, don't you?' He pulled his hands awvay.

| nodded, aware of the increasing number of them. They started filling the room.



"Zoe, they're nothing more than Shades, do you understand me? They're being drawn
to you-they're how | knew you were different earlier. They can't hurt you."

| scribbled. ARE THEY SOULS?

He nodded. "Only Shades of souls, of people who died here either violently, or unprepared.”
THEY'RE LOOKING AT ME.

"l know. | don't know why. Y oure-different-somehow."
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Joe put a hand to my cheek. Warm. Calloused. He was alaborer. Protector. "God you're
pretty, even with those dark circles under your eyes. When did you leave your body?!

| scribbled it down. ABOUT 7:40 P.M.

His eyeswidened. " Seven forty Friday night? Holy shit-you've been gone nearly twenty-four
hours, did you know that?"

| blinked. Say what?

"It's after eight on Saturday night, Miss Martinique. That'smore than twenty-four

hours. That's just not possible-most astral walkers stay away from their bodies only
three to five hours, max."

Twenty-four hours? That wasn't possible, wasit? Hell, no wonder | couldn't stand,

and every movement took my full concentration. The pain waking in my musclesand
joints made the little needle pain from before seem like aminor paper cut.

The Shades continued to increase in number. They pressed closer, merged around Joe.
He said they couldn't hurt me, but did they know that?

| only vaguely wondered why or how thisguy knew I'd asirdl traveled (1 like how

he called me an astral walker). My thoughts concentrated on why 1'd been OOB for

30 long-what had | been doing? | remembered the trunk of my car, and the teenagers,
then the trunk of alimo andThat insane memory of mine brought it al back. All of

it.

Hed

been there. Inthelittle girl'sroom.

Hirokumi's daughter! They were going to move her. Probably aready had. And Trench-Coat
had stopped me from seeing where they'd move her to. | remembered hisface, hishand
on my neck, and the twigting, almost sensual snakes that moved from his hands.

| remembered hislipson mine, and histongue diding between my lipsand into my

soul ...

The Shades reached out to me. Hundreds of gray shadows wanting to touch me.
"Zoe!" Joe hissed.
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| was shaking even worse now as | pushed mysdlf back into the chair, my gaze tracking
the Shades as my mind refused to believe what | remembered. The pad and pencil clattered
to thetiled floor. The memoaries ... they were too much. Thisthing, this Symbiont,

had obvioudy taken

me-and I'd enjoyed it.

| had flashes of being caressed, of rough hands touching my breasts, squeezing my
nipples.

And | smelled death. Decay.

They were touching me. They were touching me!

| started to scream, but Joe put ahand over my mouth. Hehad hisarms around me,

his mouth closeto my ear. "Miss Martinique, you're going to have to cam. down.

Listen to me. The doctor's on hisway here with family, probably yours. They won't

find my compound in your body, but they

ae

going to examine you, because you were clinically dead. I'm going to be around to



keep an eye on you. Do you understand me?”

| did, and I didn't. My mind kept mixing hisface with TrenchCoat's. And then with
Danid. And dl of these people packed into one room. My God ... how many of the
dead lingered in thismorgue?

We both heard avoice near the door and turned to look, but | couldn't see past

the crowds of Shades. | heard aman's voice, and awoman's.

Mom?

Joe released me and sat back into the closest of the Shades. "It's showtime, Zoe.

Y ou're going to be okay, but it's going to hurt like nothing you've ever experienced
before. But it'll go away. Thelonger you deep, the more you egt, the faster your

soul and body will mend. Do you understand?"

What was he? How had | survived for that long? Where had | been?

| think | knew the answer to that last question, but | didn't want to think about

it. Oh God, | couldn't think about that ... even asthe sensations of fingertips

over my skin returned as adark,
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pleasant memory. Of my hands roaming over smooth, hard musclesice-cold flesh.

I'd been with him!

Two ederly men with white hair and white coats preceded my mom into the morgue,
moving through the Shades. The crowds of shadows swirled like mist and moved away.
The two men stopped in their tracks as they saw me, looked at the open drawer, then
looked back at me.

Dead girl Sitting up.

Mom rushed in and knelt on the floor beside me before | could take abresth. The
pounding behind my eyes pounded harder, and | was squinting. And shaking. | never
stopped shaking.

The crowd of Shades moved in again. Closer. Hands out. Begging-begging for what?
Fire. It started behind my eyes. | blinked, and blinked. It spread to my hips. Shaking.
Trembling.

She was kissing me, hugging me. Then she thumped me on the back of the head. O W!
"They said you were dead-they found you dead.”

Yesand no ... but if you don't stop squeezing me so hard, | will be.

| opened my mouth and tried to tell her, but again, there was nothing. She frowned

a me, her eyes searching mine, just as afew more peoplein scrubs and white coats
stepped into the morgue.

| noticed the pad and pen on the floor and motioned for Mom to giveit to me. Shades
hands tried to take my own, and | batted them away as| scribbled down the information
for Daniel and pressed the note into her hands. My joints scraped, bone on bone,
asif the cartilage had been sucked out from between them. But | wrote the note.

| gave her aspleading alook as | could. I mouthed the words "give thisto Daniel”
asbest as| could.

Then for added effect | took the paper and scribbled Danid's name on the other

sde and theword hurry!

And s0 like my mommy dearest, Nona shoved the note into the front of her blouse,
over her left boob. Those two endowments had
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aways served Mom well-especialy when it came to hiding things. Who was going to
go in there after something?

Not me.

One of the men took one look at me, saw the tag on my toe, and turned to the door.
He hit ared button beside the door, and abell sounded from somewhere.



What? Was that the oops-they're-not-dead-yet alarm?

My back lurched, and | was thrown from the chair, the blanket the only cushion benegth
me. The shaking took on afrantic pace as my body woke. | could only imagine these
were the throes of my soul fitting itself back into its suit.

My suit.
"Honey ... Zoe... what'swrong?' Mom'svoicewasin my ear. And | was crying suddenly.
| don't know why. It might have been because | woke up naked in amorgue drawer.
And | couldn't speak!

Mom held me asthe horror of what had happened to mein that little house near Hollowell
Parkway overwhelmed me.
And | made not one sound.
The Shades moved away. They looked-frightened. | saw histongue againin my mind.
More men and woman in scrubs came through the door dong with agurney. One guy
pushed in two rolling stands with clear bags hanging from them. | kept banging againgt
thefloor, over and over as my body lurched and jerked like some ungodly beached
fish. Hands pushed Mom away, then they were on me, steadying me.

Someone pressed something in my mouth and kept my tongue from folding back into
my throat.

Fire. Pain. Agony. My blood turned to acid in my veins, and if 1'd had avoice,

| would have screamed as | felt my arteries and muscles melt and burn away asmy
blood touched everything. Everything.

| thought of that tongue snaking down my throat. | remembered Trench-Coat holding
up the swirling red hand of death ... and how hed put it down asif held changed
hismind.
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"What'swrong with her?' my mother wailed.

| tried to call out to her-but | no longer controlled my body. It wasasif it were
fighting me. My soul.

Liquid agony!

Hang in there ... you can do this. It was his voice. Joe's voice. Soothing. In my

ear.
Joe!' The men picked me up and put me on the table. The pain cracked my head open
likeathunderstorm releasing itsrain.
Trench-Coat had done something € se to me-something other than taking my soul.
"Get her ill!"
V 0iCes, VOICES, VOICES ...

One woman pressed an ice-cold stethoscope onto my chest as another one swabbed
my left arm. People held me down. | felt the pinch of aneedle, and | tried to tell

them to stop. | lurched. | flopped. | had no contral.

"Y ou got ahandle on the tremors?' one of them said.

Thefemae grabbed a penlight and pried my lids open, shining thelight in my eyes.
"Her pupilsare dilated. Nonresponsive." "Heartbeat's erratic,” the one with the
stethoscope said. He

told the one with the needle what to put it in my arm.

| didn't want them to do anything. | wanted my mommy. | wanted Joeto tell them

to leave me aone! | opened my mouth and screamed at them to stop.

One of them placed a stupid oxygen mask over my faceinstead. | could hear my mother
from somewhere, demanding to know what was happening.

| waslooking up into the face of the one with the oxygen. He smiled at me. His

face darkened, and Trench-Coat stood over me, naked, warm, and alive.
Youareminenow ...



| saw hislips move, watched them in dow motion ashe caressed my lipswith his
thumb. | knew hisvoice. Had heard it dl of my life.
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| knew that voice!

Everything dimmed, faded to black. Trench-Coat had taken part of me with him. It
wasmine!

| closed my eyes as the doctors worked. He'd stolen my voice.
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A corridor of hollowed rock stretched out beforeme. 1t grew longer and darker the
fagter | ran. | pushed mysdf ashard as| could. Disembodied arms, some with flesh,
some skeletal, stuck out from the sides of the corridor, and as | ran past them,

they tried to grab me. | could hear Rhonda's stereo blaring out Assemblage
23's"Disgppoint.”

Nailstoreat my skin, digging deep rivetsinto my flesh. Blood oozed over my bare
flesh and coated my body, but | continued to run.

Because he was behind me.

Hewanted me, small partsat atime. And once he had dl of me-there would be nothing
|eft.

Hislaugh bounced from thewalls as| turned asharp right, and the corridor abruptly
stretched out again, ongating as | stood there, panting, watching.

Trench-Coat wasthere, faint in the distance at first, then drawing closer. Materidizing
asamovement of shadows at first, and then drawing form asheflew a me.

| gave aslent scream and turned to run back the way 1'd come. But the way was
barred. There was no corridor. There was only awall. | was trapped.
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Hewasthere before me. | saw swirling, undulating tattoos covering hisbad head
where I'd not seen them before. He walked steadily, evenly.

Camly. | pressed mysdf asfar back into thewal as| could, willing mysdf back

to my body. Any body!

"There, there," he said. He spoke.

Inmy voicel

He reached out and took up alock of my hair asit fell over my bareleft breast.
Trench-Coat brought it to hisnose. The hair dissolved in hisfingers, became agreen
mist, which heinhaled deeply. He looked at me with white eyes.

No pupils. "Y ou're marked now. Y ou are mine. | will devour you piece by piece-and
when you are gone-we will become something greeter, more powerful than any being
that dwelleth upon my master'sream.”

| screamed.

He jumped forward and pressed his mouth onto mine.

| felt him pulling meinto him. | heard hisvoice, my voice, in my mind.

Did

GAH! Okay-that dream just totally blew chunks.

| expected to wake up in ahospita bed again, with tubesand a beep-beep machine
and the call of doctors stat and to which OR over hidden intercoms.

And | wasn't disappointed either.

Wasn't my lifejust fun?| sure hoped my insurance was paid up. Thistimethere
were tubesin my nose and down my throat. | immediately went to work on those. |
can't stand anything in my nose-l even have trouble with shooting Snus medicine

up there.

But of course | accidentdly jarred something, and that brought
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severd nurses. | was threatened with restraintsif | didn't leave thingsaone.

Mean people.

The edges of the nightmare started to fade.

| sort of remember deeping again, with no dreams. And then| was awake and watching
the nurse change a clear plagtic bag over my head.

| tried to talk to her. | tried to move my arm again as | had before, to get her

atention.

Abruptly I was out of my body, standing to the side of the bed, behind the nurse.
What the fuck?

Going out of body took time and preparation. At least agood five minutes or so

of deep breathing, sometimesten if | couldn't get my head quiet. But ... I'd just

doneit in minus secondsflat!

| looked down at my stomach for the cord. Whew ... and it wasthere. Still attached
at my solar plexus and streaming nonstop to my body on the bed.

That'swhen | saw mysdlf. Holy shit.

| looked awful. Gaunt. Pale as a college jock's full moon. The white streek a my
temple was back-the artificial color gone. And it waswider. Thicker. And Joe hadn't
been kidding about those dark circles beneath my eyes.

It wasn't near as bad an experience as when 1'd seen mysdlf after the rape. Not

alot of plastic. Only one beep-beep machine. | sort of looked like | was deeping.

The scene sort of looked calm. No-it was al different somehow.

Inthat ingtant | redlized everything was different.

From the beginning 1'd dways been amazed how similar being in my body wasto being
out of it. Y ou know, that things |ooked the same, except for me seeing people's colors
sometimes. What Mom called their auras or energy fields.

But the sounds, the usud colors, even the textures, had al been the samein both
worlds.
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Not anymore. Everything had adingy cast toit now. Likeit wasall dusted in soot.
And the soot moved just dightly, like smoky tendrils of mist, the smoke just after
acandle was snuffed.

And therewas sound now. Echoing murmurs, like millionsof peopledl mumblingin
their deep. It was above me, below me, around me. Not too loud, but audible. | could
pick out amoan here, or ascream there. A snippet of conversation.

And something moved around me, undulated in theair and brushed against the hairs
on my body.

The nurse finished with the bag, checked my pupilswith apenlight, then left the

room, moving through me.

Gah ... she had her lover tied up in the basement? Sick, sick, sick ...

| turned and |eft the room aswell, but stopped just outside my door and put my

hand to my mouith.

Shadows moved back and forth dong the ha lway. Sooty black Shades of elderly men
and women, and children, in short hospital gowns seved through thewalls, in and

out of rooms, through the nurses and orderlies as they moved meta trays up and down
the corridor. 1'd seen them in the morgue-but not like this. Not in such numbers!

Joe. Joe had known what had happened. He'd been thereheld brought me back. | needed
to find him, and he/d said he'd be watching me, right? Or had | dreamed that? But
wherewould | find him?1 didn't even know hislast name. Would he ill beinthe
morgue? Would someone here know who he was?

| looked to my right, and then my left. | saw the nurses sation aswell asthe

familiar outline of my mom. | started to run toward her, abeacon of light inthe



midst of dl the shadow.

And | stopped in my tracks. Mom readlly wasa

beacon. Her body seemed to pulse with agolden light that moved up through the top
of her head and then back down again. My feet took severa hesitant steps closer

to the sation where | saw her talking to the nurse behind the counter.

| spotted Rhonda nearby in achair, her laptop pulled open and
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her many-ringed fingers punching away. She to seemed to pulse with light, only it
was darker, more purple than Mom's. I'd never seen these colors before.

Even the nurses pulsed with softer light, like dimmed versons of Mom's thousand-watt-ness.
And through all the light the shadows of people moved back and forth, like adark
wheet moving with thewind.

"Takeme," avoice hissed to my left. "Please ... take me ..

A smadl, wilted little lady in awhed chair was Saring up a me with tiny, black

button eyes. The wrinklesin her face came together in a sweet but sad smile. But
superimposed on her face was a skull. A death mask.

Behind her stood a much younger man, maybe her son, dressed inamilitary uniform.
He had short-cropped dark hair and awhite smile. He put his hand on her shoulder.
Shedidn't seem to notice.

But of course she wouldn't. He was a shadow. Though he seemed, somehow, more aive
than the Shades around him. At least he had some color to him. Kinda like that spot
color they used in filmsthese days.

The lady reached out to me, her hand precarioudy balanced on arms no thicker than
matchsticks. "' Please-take meto my husband. I'mready ... I'm so tired.”

| looked at the man standing behind her.

"Please, take her," he said. Ah-thiswas her husband, not her son. Hisvoice was
melodic, and peaceful. "I'm here, and I'm waiting.”

| opened my mouth to speak, but of course there was nothing there. | looked pleadingly
at the man behind her and touched my throat. | mouthed the words " Take her?”

He seemed to understand. "I know." (He did? Wl freak'nfill mein on thisplot
twist!) "Don't look at it asaloss, but asagain. The universe balancesthings

out in itsown way. For what you lost, you received. And thet, my lady, isagift

more rewarding.”

And hewas gone.

And | had no freak'n ideawhat it was he meant.
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Thelittle lady was watching me. Her hand was still stretched

For what you lost, you received.

| took her hand in mine. Light. Incredible blinding light. Orgasmic euphoriafilled

my body, and | waslifted from my astra feet. | felt mysalf float in midair and

thought | heard the sound of sobbing.

Andthenit al dimmed to adull roar of harrowed excitement. | till stood where

I'd been, but the woman had collapsed to the floor, and there were nurses and doctors
moving over her likeasmal svarm of ants.

| moved to the Sde, careful not to et them move through my body. When | looked
up | saw Mom staring at me. Rhonda had stood as well. She held her [aptop in her
right hand, her mouth open, her kohl-rimmed eyeswide.

Guilt pushed me backward, and | turned and ran. | moved through the wall of my room
and | dove ashard as | could back into my body.

It arched on the bed and took in adeep breath ... and felt better.

Much better.



And | dept. A deep, hedthy, dreamless deep.
I'T was Monday afternoon before | woke again. The nurse was back, changing my little
IV hag again. The headache was al but arumor and | felt-better. Of course, no one
would listen to me, as| ill didn't have my voice back. Three different doctors
saw me within an hour before the nurse returned with a message from my mom. Sheand
Rhondawere on their way over.
The door opened, but it wasn't Rhonda. Or Mom. I'd hoped it might be Joe. | redly
needed to find him and strangle some answers out of him.
Danid camein. He had abouquet of flowersin hishand. Again.
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He also had awrapped present. Goody!
The detective leaned forward and kissed my forehead. Y eah, wdll, | guessthe mouth
was out of the question, seeing as how the tube up my nose was probably a put-off,
aswell asmy bresth.
| really wanted to brush the socks off my teeth.
The package turned out to be asmall dry-erase board and pen. | scribbled out WHAT'S
THIS?
He amiled. "A meansto better communicate. I'm not surehow laryngitisworks, but
I'm pretty sure you shouldn't try to use your voice."
Now how do | tell the bugger | didn't have laryngitis?
"And | likethe new look. Bonnie Raitt?' He nodded at me and reached out to touch
my |eft temple. His hand came back with avery thick mass of white hair.
Qi! | grabbed it away from him and pulledit out where| could seeit. White. A
thick chunk of soft white strands.
"I'm glad you're okay, Zoe."
ME TOO-THOUGH WAKING UPIN A MORGUE COFFIN ISA BIT UPSETTING.
"Drawer. You werein adrawer.” Erase. Scribble. FUCK Y OU.
He smiled and pulled the piece of paper from his back pocket, the onel'd scribbled
the message to him on. He held it up for me. "How did you know?"
KNOW WHAT?
"Zoe-no one knows Hirokumi's daughter's been kidnapped. Y et you did-you wrote this
for me, right?'
| nodded.
"Remember the phone cal | got Friday night? It was about Susan, the daughter. Sheld
been taken from school that day, her bodyguards
shot. | had to get to the station. We kept it quiet-out of the news.
"And then you went missing and no one knew where you were, till someguy cdled
the station reporting a dead body in the trunk of acar, then you show up half-naked
inamorgue and | get this
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note telling me Hirokumi's daughter had been kidnapped by Rollins. How did you know
this?'
Okay-truth or dare. | chose truth, ‘cause to be honest, | think 1'd overmaxed out
my dare quotafor the month.
| took adeep breath and wrote. | WENT TO SPY ON ROLLINS.
"Oh shit ... Zoe-eeee ..
AND | FOLLOWED HIM TO A HOUSE SOMEWHERE ON HOLLOWELL PARKWAY. |
DIDN'T KNOW ABOUT
THE GIRL-HONEST!
Daniel looked at melike | wasatiny fish. | think he was deciding whether to keep
me or throw me back. "And?"



| SAW HER.

"Y ou wrote that in your note-but where is she?!

THEY WERE GOING TO MOVE HER. | WASGOING TO CALL YOU-THAT'SWHEN | WAS
ATTACKED

AND THROWN IN MY CAR.

Okay-so-alittlewhitelie.

But it sure sounded better and more believable than thetruth. "They saw you," he
took a deep bresth. "And they thought they'd killed you. I'm assuming they're the
onesthat vandaized your car, not somejoyriders.”

Uh. Sure. Why not?"Y ou saw Rallins?' YES.

"With Susan?'

| pointed to the board. No need rewriting it. Y ES He frowned. "Did they choke you?"
Uh ... point. YES.

And in amanner Trench-Coat had, Only with lots of fleshy tentacles.

Ew. Hereached out and took my hand, the one with the marker in it. "Zoe, we searched
the areayou scribbled down, and we didn't find anything.”
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THEY MOVED HER. CHECK HISHOUSE.

He rubbed hisface with hishand. " See, the problemisevidence. | can say dl day
long that Rollins kidnapped Susan, but | have no proof of this. No one saw him a

her school. There's no reason for a search warrant.

"The only person that saw him was you-and they think you're dead. | haveto get
more s0lid, concrete evidence againgt Rollins” | pursed my lips. | CAN TESTIFY.
He smiled but shook his head. "We need more than that. | need something solid just
to get the search warrant-and | need to do it before Rollins moves her again if she's
inhishouse

| set the pen on the bed and bent my fingers. They were cramping up. Thisform of
communication sucked.

"You Say here"

| shook my head. HOME.

"Okay. You go home. I'll make sureyou stay put thistime though.”

YOU GONNA HANDCUFF ME?

"Don't tempt me, Zoe. Right now youre my only witnessand my only lead in this.

| need you safe” He amiled. "I would ask Nonato give me a hand watching over you."
His expression darkened for an instant.

| didn't understand his hesitation. IS SOMETHING WRONG W/MOM?

"No, not with her. There was an incident thismorning, pretty early, with an elderly
patient shed been talking to."

| instantly knew who he was talking about. The lady inthe whedlchair. The one that

| touched. WHAT HAPPENED? | wanted to know what it appeared

happened from the other side, and not through the eyes of aWraith.

Danid shrugged, shook hishead. "An ederly woman, Sttingin awhedchair just
down the hal. Witnesses say she reached out to something-one nurse said she thought
maybe she wastalking to her dead husband-then she just fell out of the wheelchair.
Dead." Dead.
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| remembered the bright light. The incredible fedling of euphoria. How much better

| felt-and something el se came to me. Deep, overwhelming sadness. A fedling I'd touched
something I'd never be alowed to know except in brief glimpses-tiny teasing tastes

of peace. | reached up and touched my neck.

Danidl watched me, and his expression brightened. "Wow, even your bruises faded.



Looks like the hospital did you some good.”

And then hedid kissme. | held my breath, careful not to breathe on himin case

of halitoss. He didn't seem to notice as he pulled back and put ahand to my chin.

"Y ou look ahundred percent better now than you did yesterday. Please be careful,

Zoe Martininque. Y ou make me laugh, and you confuse the hell out of me. And get better-1
want to hear that sexy voice again.”

And hel€ft.

| looked down at my board and erased it. He wanted to hear my voice again.

How was| going to tell him some bald guy in atrench coat soleit?

How was| going to tell him that | didn't know if I'd ever get it back?
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"WHO'S Joe?"

| gave Tim aconfused look. Apparently | was going to haveto learn to communicate
with action and expression. I'd learned the middle finger wasn't exactly making people
cooperate with me.

And my expression of frustration-though understood-wasn't appreciated either.

After the doctors released me-after much protesting-but | was technically okay-Mom
and Rhondatook me back to the botanica and tea shop. It wasjust after nine o'clock
Monday evening when we arrived, and in the darkness I'd noticed the black-andwhite
Atlanta cop car parked outside the house dong Euclid Avenue. Mom had said they were
Officers Madtiff and Harding and would be staying there, compliments of Captain Cooper.
So Cooper believed Danid, or at least had some bit of faithin hissuspicions.

Maybe that was good, though | wasn't happy with the watchdogs.

Not that they could really contain me. Heh-heh-heh.

Other than the distant introduction to the nice policemen when we arrived, Mom hadn't
spoken much. She hadn't redlly looked a me either. Hadn't even asked me what had
happened, either at the

239

Park n' Ride, or a the hospital with the elderly lady | learned was Delia DeAngelo.

In fact, the only people who'd spoken more than two wordsto mewere Tim and Steve,
| heard the wind banging againgt the house with the occasional bonk of a pinecone

or asweet-gum burr asit hit the roof or awindow. Bundled up in fleece and blankets,

| could fed the cold through the foundation of the house itsdlf.

| felt fine. Tired maybe. Insandy cold. But I'd walked the distance to the house

from the car on my own, with amaost abounce to my step. Everything seemed to be
working-except my voice.

Though the handprint on my arm had turned from abright red to adark gray, light
tattoo style, it was dtill there. It no longer ached or burned. And apparently the

shock of white hair framing the left side of my face was dso going to stick around.
Thanksgiving was less than aweek away, and the hardwood trees around the avenue
and behind the house were nearly bare.

| dsofet asif I'd missed something dse. I1t'd been along time since Mom had

been mad enough to be silent. At least | wastoo old for a spanking.

Maybe. | thought again about Susan. | could seethe fear in that small, pale face.

How her eyes had widened when I'd spoken to her. She'd seen Trench-Coat when heldd
appeared behind me.

And seeing such ahorrible creature-| wasterrified that even if Hirokumi paid the
ransom for whatever it was Rollins wantedSusan Hirokumi wouldn't be returned dive.

| had no proof of this-it was just afeding.

And my thoughts never strayed too far away from the mysterious Joe. | had no last
name, no number, no ideawho or even what he was. What he did have was knowledge,



and | needed that. Desperately.

Once a Mom's, Rhonda went into the back of theteashop and started hot water bailing.
| moved to one of the cozy couches by the fireplace, which Mom had |eft burning to
comeget me.
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Steve carried the teatray and set it on the white wicker coffee table. He was getting
better at manipulation. He stepped forward and kissed my forehead, which is something
he did very rarely. Theflutter of butterfly'swingsagaingt my solid skin. "You

look like hell, gorgeous.”

| smiled at him. Rhonda had my board, marker, and eraser. He bent forward and, to
my surprise, lifted the olive green ceramic tegpot and poured a cupful of golden,
steaming liquid. "Nonacalled ahead and had me make this specia for you. It ease
the achesand pains.”

| smiled. | needed my board so | could tell him | didn't have any more achesand
pans

Not after | touched that old lady. Mom had disappeared upstairs.

Rhonda came back in, her iBook in her hands. "Here." She sat

beside me and opened the lgptop. A blank Word document gppeared. "Type out everything
that happened. That'll be easier than trying to write it out on that board.”

| nodded and shifted my legsaround to hold it in my lap. I'm a pretty decent typist
when | concentrate, and once | got started on the events, | didn't stop.
When I'd finished, ending it with Mrs. DeAngelo and her dead husband, | hit save.

| looked up to see that Mom was sitting in one of the chairs across from me. She
was watching thefire, acup in her hand. Rhondawas stoking thefire.

| set the laptop on the coffee table. Rhondaimmediately set the poker aside and
grabbed up theiBook before sitting down on the rug with her back to the fireplace
and started reading it.
That'swhen Tim asked his question about Joe. HEd appeared then, hovering over
Rhonda's shoulder, reading.

| glared at him and sipped my tea. It really wasagood tea. Mellow with ahint

of orange. And something | couldn't quite put my finger on.
The small antique clock over the mantel chimed ten o'clock. |
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waited till everyone was done reading. Mom was last and set the notebook on the floor.
No one spoke. The silence wasredly getting on my last nerve. | grabbed up the
board where Rhonda had set it beside me and wrote amessage. | held it out for Mom
to see. Shedidn't ook at it immediately, not until | banged it loudly againgt the

coffee table. The ceramic tea service clanked at the movement.

| felt like some spoiled brat.

| wanted my mother to look at me.

She did. Sheread the Sgn and set her mouth in the thinnest line 1'd ever seen

itin. Nonasat forward then, set her cup on the table, and rested her arms on her
thighs. "Am | mad & you

?What the hell do you think? L ook at you, Zoe! Forty-eight hours ago you were pronounced
deed, child. That'sthe call

I

got, do you understand that? Then | arrive to see you alive and shaking in a blanket
inthe morgue! Three hours after they admit you upstairs, they tell me you'd dipped
into a diabetic comaand the prognosis looked bad." She stood up, towering over me.
"Then | seeyou in the hdlway, and you looked-"

| widened my eyes. Diabetic coma? No onetold methat. | didn't remember that. |



narrowed my eyes at her when she looked around the room, her hands working into fists.
| looked like what?

She sat back down suddenly and put her fists on her knees. Rhondalooked up from
her laptop when it looked like Mom wasn't going to finish. "Y ou looked wrong, Zoe.

Y ou looked like something from the Abysma. And then you touched that woman, and
shejust died.”

Mom held up her hand, and Rhonda nodded. " She just dropped dead, right there, Zoe.
Then you vanished, and the doctors tell me you're awake and hedthy enough to be
discharged.” Sheleaned in closeto me. "Do

you think | have areason to be upset or mad with you?"

| quickly erased my board and rewrote. WOW.
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"Oh. Yeah. Wow for you. They tel meyou have laryngitis, but we both know that's

not true. First that bastard did something to your arm, and you're physicd, and

now-now you can't speak because you think he shoved his tongue down your throat and
doleyour voice."

| didn't remember the sensation being that cut-and-dried, and thinking of it raised

the temperature in severd different parts of my body-parts| didn't want reacting

to that thought.

"Y ou have to understand,” Rhonda said, and her voice was soft. Which wasweird itself-1'd
never considered anything about Rhonda as soft. "\We were convinced you were going
to die. Maddox was sure. Y our heart was failing. And then we see’-she sort of waved

at me-"what you did in the hall. And you'refine. Near to perfectly hedthy. All

color and smiles, sans your voice and with an added handprint and white stresk.”

| wrote, DOESIT LOOK BAD?I redlized | hadn't seen mysalf since Friday. When |
pulled my hair forward | could see the white hairs, mixed in with my darker locks.
ISITALOT?

"I'd say you've got about this much." Rhondaindicated about an inch with her thumb
and index finger. "But you had dyed it, right? Before dl this happened?’

But Mom wasn't finished yet. She was on her feet again, pacing thistime. "Zo€'s

hair isn't the issue. That Symbiont or whatever the hdll heis did more than just

stedl her voice and possibly her health. | think he did something elseto her.”

| didn't have the answers. | DON'T KNOW. Mom stopped her movements, knelt in front
of the coffee table, and dammed her hand down onit. Oooh. Mad. "Where were you
from the time he took your voice to the time you came back into your body, Zoe? Can't
you remember anything?"

| did remember things, but not things | wanted to sharewith my mom, even if we

were alone. None of us knew or understood what was going on. The only one who seemed
to was Joe, and | had no way of getting ahold of him.

| wasn't even sure Joe was real. No one else had seen him.
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But there was something he'd said. | grabbed up my board. RHONDA, LOOK UP COPSNAMED
JOE IN VICE. He'd said he was going to ask akid who popped him. Had to be avice
cop, right? Knew about kids and drugs and needed to identify akiller?

| thought about Mrs. DeAngelo. Of me touching her and the sensations that came next.
And then | thought of Tanakaand of Trench-Coat standing there beside him. Taking
hissoul.

Chrigt. Wasthat it? Was thiswhat Trench-Coat had doneto me? Wasthat why | felt
S0 much better-because I'd taken her soul?

| looked at Rhonda, who'd stopped typing and stared at me.

| tried to tell her. | even opened my mouth and spoke asif | could. | tried to



tell her my fears.

Nothing. Her eyes widened. "Mother guppy, Zoe. Y ou don't even make a squeak, do
you?"

| was ready for a Drama Queen moment right then. | felt likea child who'd lost

her favoritetoy. And | wasterrified. Mommy was mad a me, and shed made me think
of things| didn't want to.

Where had | been for that time? What had | done to that elderly woman?
Armsencircled me then. Mom had stood and joined me on the sofa, and | turned and
laid my head down on her shoulder. | could smell Mom's perfume. White Diamonds. And
for once, | didn't choke.

Well | did-but | think they mistook it for asob. A sob takes voice.

| had no voice.

"Why don't we ask the dragon?"

Everyone turned to look at Steve. Even | ceased the waterworks and looked at him,
lounging againgt the fireplace. When had he popped in?

"Y ou mean what's-her-bucket ingde?' Rhonda said.

Steve nodded. " Sure. She'sthe one that first sensed Zoe. She's the one that Started
usthinking down that road of Wraith. Y ou said this morning the thing could be interrogated.”
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| looked at Rhonda as she stood, her laptop closed and clutched tightly againgt

her chest. She looked at each of us and took a step back. "I'm not sureiif | interpreted
that right, though. And it means haf-rdeasing it to do it. What if | goof, and

it getsfree? It try to kill Zoe."

Gee-it'snice to be wanted.

"If it getsfree, then I'll kill it mysdf." Mom released me (go supermom!) and set

about pulling stuff off the shelves. Vids, herbs, and afew gitchie-goomiesthat

even | wasn't sure what they were. | watched as she motioned for Tim and Steve to
clear the center of the room.

They moved the table, the chairs, the sofas, and the rugs. Thisreveded the dark
hardwood floor.

It also revedled a honking-great pentagram painted on the wood itsdlf.

| stared at Mom openmouthed. Shelooked back a me. "Having you silent might actualy
beablessng.”
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I

wasn't sure how | felt about my own mother having a pentagram plastered on the floor
of her place of business. | mean agirl likesto think her mother reads romances

in her sparetime, or crochets, not casts spells and summon demons.

Thiswas so0 Buffy.

Unless she was summoning cute demons.

I'd written WTF? on the board, then held the thing up in front

of her.

Sheld chosen not to answer me as she and Rhondawent around the place gathering
up whatnots and suches. So | followed them,

trying to shove the board in her face and point at the floor at every

opportunity. Didn't work. She just ignored me.

It redlly sucked not being ableto yell.

It wasn't long before the room smelled like rotten eggs. Sulfur.

Mom'd brought out what looked like an old silver chafing dish in need of apolishing.
Shefilled it with sand and set three cutelittle

round charcoals sparkling and smoking in the center.



It was the nasty powder stuff she tossed on the top that smelled

so bad. And smoked. (Cough)

At each of the corners-well-quarters (circlesredly didn't
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have corners) Mom and Rhonda placed thick white candles. | took up my board and wrote
YOU TWO DO THISMUCH?

Rhonda smiled. "I'm not as good as your mom.”

Oh greet. | looked at Mom, then at the circle. Nona Martinique, Atlantal's own Professor
Witch.

Faboo. | wanted to frazzle her with abazillion mixed questions. When did this start?
Were you doing thisin our old house when | was degping? Isthiswhy | had dl those
nightmares as akid? Do you have seance parties and then don't invite me? Y ou talk
to Dad like this? Isthiswhy Dad Ift?

Oh hdl. Isthiswhy | could go out of body?

But it was just too hard to scribble al that crap down. So | sat in the corner

and sulked. At one point | winked arl eye and lined Mom'shead up in my sightsas

| crushed her between my thumb and index finger.

| squish your head.

Maybe this sort of behavior was what made puberty a nightmare.

Once they were done, Rhonda st the dragon statue in the middle of thecircle. |
won't lieand say the thing didn't till give me the heebie-jechies.

Becauseit did. And | wanted nooooo part of it. | was till paranoid the thing was
going to est me.

Now-thisiswhere things got weird.

Likemy life up to this point wasn't dready acasefor Ripley's and hunky Dean
Cain?You an't seen nothing yet.

Sitting in my little corner of the room by the fireplace, | watched as Mom Started
mumbling something out of asmall notebook (one of those black-and-white Composition
notebooks), and Rhondallit the candles from awooden match. No lighters, for these
would be Charmed Ones.

Nothing much happened for afew minutes, except the fraying of my patience. Mom
has anice singing voice, but not agrest mumbling one. And it Started to redlly

work my last nerve.
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The dragon popped, kindalike akernel of cornonahot griddle.

| screamed. Not that anybody heard me. | also pulled my blanky up closer. | was
dtill dressed inapair of sweats and my SpongeBob dippers.

It jumped again. Shit.

Then it sarted to jump alot

till it was vibrating against the floor. The candles bounced abit, and | could fed

it through my sweats. Something shot out of the thing's mouth just as an extremely
loud scream filled the entire store.

| really hoped Mom had put up the closed sign. Thiswasnot the moment some unsuspecting
customer should pop in for alatenight vigt.

| pressed my handsto my ears, as did Rhondaand Mom. | was a so screaming-but that
redly didn't matter. The thing looped severd times, then paused above the dragon,
an amorphous bal of green smoke.

Thefront end formed aghosily image of Mitsuri'sface. Well, not the pretty face,

but the oogy one with the hollowed eyes and grimacing mouth. She looked around at
everyone, saw me and bared her teeth.

| nearly came off the floor and out of my own body as she lunged a me.



Something crackled in the air between uslikelightning, and the smoky Mitsuri-ghost-thing
shot backwards asif it hit aninvisiblewal. | looked at the candles, my hands

up to protect me (like these are the hands of steel) astheir flames crackled and

spit. The whole thing reminded me of ajury-rigged force field of household items.

| looked a Rhonda. That's my magical MacGyver'

"Wow," Rhonda said, lowering her own hands. She and Mom had cowered a good two feet
away from me (Hello? Victim over here!)

and now moved forward. "l wasn't redlly sure that thing was gonna hold.”
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Excuse me?

"Wraith. . . " Mitsuri drew out the name, making it severad syllableslong.

Rhonda glanced at me. "She'sready to kill you, isnt she?' Well duh. | gave her
apams-up gesture. If you think about it, she's probably blaming me. There shewas,
choking me, being agood little minion, and then abruptly she's dragon kibble.

Though sheredly didn't look much different now than shedid when she attacked

me

"Releeseme” Right.

| looked over at Rhondaand gave her agesture that hopefully indicated "It's your
But Mom stepped up to the plate. "Who are you?' Mitsuri hissed.

| stood and looked around for my board. Where did it go? "1 command you to tell me!"
| paused in my looking. Oooh. Good one Mom. "I am the Bringer. . . "

And the Bringer wasin need of athroat lozenge. Wheremy stolen voice was a sort
of sexy scruffy, thiswas downright nails on chalkboard. Ah ... theré's my board.

I'd been Stting onit.

"Who do you work for?' "Noone. . ."

Rhondalooked over a me. | held up my board. DO YOU WORK FOR REVEREND ROLLINS?
Rhonda asked the question. Mitsuri looked at meto answer. "I protect the pact.

.. Say what?

SAY WHAT?

Rhonda didn't repeat the question, but she did shrug. Mom took over. "What pact?'
"Between the darkness and the false light bearer. . ™Y ou mean between Rollins and
someone el se? There's a pact?

Like some sort of agreement? Contract?’
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Mitsuri nodded, but she still kept staring at me. | noticed too that her eyeswere

no longer filled with vengeance, but curiosity.

Mom looked a me. ™Y ou think she means maybe the contract asin ahit contract?
The one with the Archer and-"

Oh, that name just st little missy hereright off. She hissed and started thisredly
weird spin around inside her confined bubble. | didn't know why Mom used the name
I'd heard Rallins use instead of my own moniker, Trench-Coat. But it got areaction.
Every time she hit the candle barrier's edge, it sparked, and the candles spit.

| wondered absently what happened if acandle blew out.

| assumed that would be very bad. Kindalike crossing the

streams? Mitsuri finaly stopped and got right up againgt that barrier,

looking at me again. "He has touched you., . broken the rules ... you walk between
... Sheactudly smiled! "Hewill not suffer such acreatureto live. Hewill

fear you."

| pointed to mysdlf. Me?

Mitsuri smiled. Ick. Bad teeth. Or at least soin thisform.



| scribbled on my board and handed it to Rhonda. ™Y ou mean the Archer. He's stolen
my voice."

Mitsuri nodded. "He had none of his own. The Phantasm does not grant asimple Symbiont
such agift ... itisnot alowed. Even for the Archer. . . "

Crap. | wasright about him taking parts of me. | hateto be right. Sometimes. Trench-Coat
was a Symbiont in some sense of the word.

| scribbled another question, and Rhonda asked. WHY ISTHE SYMBIONT CALLED THE
ARCHER?

The ghodtly thing actually looked asif it smelled something bad. "Because heis

branded arogue. He has defied hismaster.” Oh. Right. Made senseto me.

Rhonda nodded. "That makes sense-archis closaly related to rogue.” When Mom and

| frowned at her, she said, " Sixteenthcentury word association.” She waved her hand.
"Trust me. If he'sarogue, caling him the Archer fits"
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Mitsuri laughed. And it wasn't agood laugh, moreof an"I'll get you, my pretty"

sort of laugh. "Wraith ... the master will not suffer such asyouto live.”

WHY? "Y ou grant absolution, he takes it away. He cannot control you-you must not
be dlowed to exi<t. | would take grest pleasure in destroying you-but | cannot.”

| was not liking the direction thiswas going. | was aso not understanding any

of it.

Mom interrupted. "Isthere away to defeat him? Can my daughter get her voice back?'
Mitsuri turned her attention to Mom. "Release me."

| looked around the room. Where were Tim and Steve?

Mom shook her head. ™Y ou would kill my daughter."Y ou tried once, and you just said
you'd try again.”

"l said | cannot!" | was sure the bookshelves shook at that shout. Mitsuri ooked

back to me again. "Sheismarked. | cannot touch her."

"Y ou had no trouble touching her before," Rhonda protested, taking the wordsright
out of my mouth.

"Different." Mitsuri hovered closer to the candle barrier's edge, looking a me

asif | were the one trapped inside a pentagram bubble. "Twisted. No longer living

or dead.”

Yikes. | waved & Mom and held up my board. DID ROLLINSKILL TANAKA?
"The Archer killed Tanaka."

Well, that much | knew. FOR ROLLINS?

"Yes" Mitsuri narrowed her eyesat me. "But you were there

you know this"

Just check'n the facts, maam.

| scribbled again and held up the board. WHAT ISIT THAT HIROKUMI HOLDS OVER
ROLLINS?
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Mitsuri frowned. "He holds my master's promise of life eternd.”

Oh-yeah. That just explained everything. | did my thing again. AND THAT MEANS...
WHAT?

She shook her head. "That my master will stop at nothing to get it back.”

Okay, shewaslooking at me asif | were the stupidest thing to walk on the planet.
What isit with the bad guys and their inability to just spill dabeans?

Or wasit only on televison that the evil dudetellsthegood guys his plans? Wait-that
usudly didn't happen till right before the bad dude thinks the good guys are gonna

die



Well, obvioudy, we were safe since Mitsuri wasn't exactly forthcoming with the
information.

She banged againgt her prison again. "Release me!™

"If I rlease you, you will tell me how to destroy the Archer?' Mom butted in.
Mitsuri looked at her and smiled. "Yes"

Mom looked at Rhonda, who was shaking her head with equal fervor. "Nona, dontt.
Y ou release her, shelll attack us.”

"No." Nonashook her head. "She won't." Shelooked at the imprisoned spirit. "
agree.”

"Releaseme”

Mom shook her head. "Tell me."

The thing screamed. Oh and what agod-awful noise that was. | can only describe
it as maybe ahillion babies crying at onetime. In an echo chamber.

Isthat bad enough for you?

"Tdl me!" Mom wasright against the circles barrier--too closefor my taste.
Mitsuri banged againgt the field. Sparks. Sputter. Hrm...

"Thefull power of the Wraith must be invoked.”
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| blinked. Oh-kay.

WHAT THE HELL DOESTHAT MEAN? Mitsuri looked a me. "Y oull find out."
| blinked. Okay-Vague. We're going for vague here.

Oh for the love of Petel Whoever Pete was! | wanted to choke her just like she'd
choked me.

Let'sjust go for broke. | erased and wrote hurriedly. WHAT R MY POWERS?
"Enough!™ Mitsuri banged againgt thefield again. "Y ou promised to rdlease me!™
Uh-oh. | looked at Mom. Pay-up time.

Though | had thefeding that Nonadidn't have the first intention of releasing

this nasty thing. Or at least | hoped not, and if so, | hoped she knew what she was
doing.

| was cludess. My job was to go OOB, gather, and return. And hopefully with al
my partsin place. Evidently Mom's job was abit more-I looked &t the circle on the
floor-complicated.

At that moment, of al the worst things that could happen, the one particular worst
did.

The door to the shop opened. The bell over the opening rang. And avery cold, very
strong November breeze blew out the candles.

All of them. Poof.

Uh-oh.

Luckily, Mom hadn't turned al the lights off=only the main ones. A light still showed
from behind the counter and from inside the teashop. And that light illuminated
avery ecstatic Mitsuri.

Her face took on an dmost snakelike appearance for an instant before she turned
and lunged through the air toward the poor helpless and unsuspecting patron who'd
wakedin.

Oh bugger Mom for not putting up the sign and locking the door!

But then | saw the patron. It was Danidl.
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Oh...hel! The next few seconds moved through molassesfor me. Mitsuri

was heading right for him. Mom screamed for Danid to move out of the way. Danidl
turned and evidently saw Mitsuri barreling for him because his eyes becamethe size



of cue balsthrough his glasses. But hewasfrozen in place.

Andin hindsight, I've been scared to one spot loads of times. So | understood.

But thiswas my possible future hushand here (well, agirl's gottahave gods, right?)
and Mitsuri wasn't having him for lunch just because she couldn't have me.

| was out and in full Wraith form before | could-blink. Later on, Rhondawould tell
me how nest it'd been to see my body go plop on the ground. | wouldn't agree, not
with the bruises.

Of course | didn't know what | was going to do. | mean, the thing had chased me
adrdly al around Rollinss office that night, and then back through my cord to

my body.

Thiswas aso thefirg time | noticed | wasn't running, but more like flying. Now,

| can't fly. It was more like amomentum thing, or an adrendine thing. Sort of like
when amom liftsacar off of her baby.

| wasin front of that bitch in secondsflat, between her and Danidl. She came up
short, her smoky form taking on amore human appearance (more like the Lucy Liu weve
al grown to know and love), and held her arms out asif backpedding.

It looked asif she were preparing for something awful. Shaking her head, her mouth
wide, her eyeswider. | wasn't sure what the big deal was at the time, other than

the fact that | reached out and touched her.

| mean actudly touched her.

Theworld of the physica stopped asif time suspended itsdlf. My hand wasthrust
through something dippery asail, yet my fingers had closed around something solid
indde. Smdl. Warm. Tiny.

With adlent grunt | pulled with everything | had and felt something give between

me and what | held onto. It shot out of the
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oily mass1'd known as Mitsuri and clung to melikeasmall, newborn child.

Only it wasn't anewborn, but it wasachild. A smdl, frightened, Asian child. A
shadow, lost between the Abysmal and the Etheredl.

| knew thisfrom her-somehow-and as| looked into her face, | saw the skull again,
just before she smiled and mouthed the words " Thank you."

Shevanished.

She wasjust-gone.

Theoily mist disappeared asif cleared away by afan. Theastrd world sill hung
about mein its new hue of sooty shadows. Had | somehow released her spirit? Was
that what 1'd done to Mrs. DeAngel0? There had been no euphoriathistime.

Not even a peep. Wasit because Mitsuri had already been dead? Jesus, | hated working
inthe dark. | needed an answer book, and there wasn't one around anywhere.

| saw Steve and Tim near the farthest end of the room. Two tiny pinpoints of light,
no longer in their physical, human shape. Was | seeing them for what they truly were?
Again Mom and Rhonda shone like twin stars of different colors.

"Whét the ... Zoe!" Danid burst out.

Asmy hero moved through

me | saw slken sheets, skinon skin, mouths pressed together in desperate need
asfingersinterlaced in a passonate, orgasmicl gasped as he continued on to my
very unmoving body by thefireplace.

| stood by the open doorway, blinking dowly. Man ... was that what he had on his
mind? Right now? Making love? Or had he dready made love? And that was smply the
remnants of avery nice afternoon? There wasn't any proof that wasme| saw. Infact,
I'm not even sure that was Danidl, as1'd never seen him naked. But 1'd like to think
that lean, hard six-pack rubbing againgt avery flat, tight tummy was his, and mine.
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. And should | ask him about that? | mean-that image was surdly something we could
both indulge with"What's wrong with her?' Daniel said. He was holding me like achild,
cradling my head againgt his chest. "Nona-she's not responding.” He was looking around
at thefloor and the now very visible pentagram and candles. "What the hell were

you people doing?'

Rhonda moved to the door and closed it. She whispered under her breath at me. "Get
back in your body now!" she hissed. "Or hell start giving you mouth-to-mouth.”

| redly didn't see what the problem was with this.

Nonagot up from the floor, glared a me, and moved to Daniel. The boy was distraught.
Wow. He cares!

| nodded and sprinted to the fireplace. There | eased back into my body-which was
kindafun since Daniel was holding it so very snugly, and Mom wastelling him to

give meroom to bresthe.

Regjoining was easier-no shock thistime-but I'd only gone a few feet away and I'd
only been gone afew minutes. | took adeep breath and opened my eyes.

An eydess skull looked back a me and spoke with the voice of my darling cop.

| screamed.

But no one heard me.
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DANIEL

never saw mein my astra form at the door, nor had he seen Mitsuri at firdt. It

wasn't until she'd been on top of him. He said it looked like a streak of green smoke
with afaceinit. Then it'd disappeared, and he'd seen me on the floor beside the
pentagram.

And I'd seen askull on hisface. A skull. The death mask.

I'd seen one of these before-on that old lady in the hospital. Right before she

died.

And on Mitsuri.

"It's part of my seanceroutine,” Nona explained, after shed made tea, eggs, and
some biscuits (mmmmm ... biscuits) and honey. She set the ceramic green tegpot in
the center of thetable.

| sat beside Daniel in Mom's papasan chair, wrapped up in a blanket and fegling
abit tired. | was hungry too-but just too tired to eat. Of course, that hadn't stopped
me from downing three glasses of Sunny Delight.

Oh let'sbe honest. | was exhausted. | wanted to talk about the whole Mitsuri thing
with Mom and Rhonda, but not with Danidl around. | till wasn't surewhat it was

I'd just done. Either way | waswasted and trying really hard not to fall adeep.

Tim and Steve were present, solid and interacting. Which was something I'd not seen
them do in awhile. But evidently they dso
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thought Daniel was cute, and being here in their own house, they had the power base
or strength or whatever to be visbleto him. And quite physical, though I'd noticed
none of them had passed any plates around.

And Danid never seemed to notice that neither of them ate. My cute cop gave my
mom avery harsh look. ™Y ou bilk poor believers out of money with seance nonsense?’
"Ohno." Nonawas good at thislying thing. "Most of my clients find their answers
ontheir own. | only use the seance asatoal to give them alittle push. | never

charge for them." Too good. | was beginning to look at her suspiciously and wonder
about things during my own childhood.

Likehad | redlly st fireto the living-room rug that day? | never remembered doing



it, and now | wondered if it'd been Mom doing some hocus-pocus, and she'd lied about
it.

"That's good to know." He looked at me and put ahand on my knee. "It lookslike
it took alot out of Zoe. How's your throat?" | blew him arazzberry.

Heamiled. "Wel, | came over to let you know Sergeant Danforth isoutsde, and
hell bethere dl night. He rdieved Mastiff and Harding. Y ou are to stay put and
res.”

| redlly didn't feel much like doing anything else. Mitsuri was gone, the dragon

was up on the mantel as a very nice decoration (though | planned on bargaining with
Rhonda about keeping it in my condo-it might come in handy again).

Mental note: deseeeep.

"What about that little girl?' Mom asked.

Oh. Bugger! I'd forgotten about Susan! That poor frightened kid. Daniel shook his
head. "1 see you shared things with your family. Nothing ese. If the kidnapper's
contacted Hirokumi, he's not talking. In fact, he's not really communicating with

us, period. The captain's got people stationed outside his office and his home, but
there's been nothing. She's been missing three days now-and that's along timeto
keep hoping she's il dive.”

| had faith shewas, aslong as Trench-Coat kept his spinning
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red hand of desth away from her. | only hoped Rollins had enough control over his
little minion to stop that from happening.

| took up my board, shoving Rhondas biscuit off of it and scribbled. Thiswas going
to kill my wrists. WHAT ABOUT FINDING HER AT ROLLINSS?

Danid shook hishead. "No reason for asearch warrant. There'sreally nothing tying
him to her disappearance, and aslong as Hirokumi doesn't speak up . . ." He shrugged.
Thiswas stupid. Thiswas his daughter'slife hewas messing with. | wrote up again.

| DON'T THINK PORNO THING ETERNAL LIFE.

| really didn't understand how tired | wastill | got blank stares al around. |

looked back at my board and shook my head. | erased it. SORRY .

Danid pushed himsdlf back from thetable. "1 think | should leave, and you should
get some deep.”

| shook my head. | needed to think on thiseterna life contract, and what it meant.

| scribbled again. WHERE Y OU GO?"To work."

ISMIDNIGHT.

He stood and leaned over me. "Right, which means you need to bein bed, kiddo."
Too late | realized he was going to pick me up. | pushed at him, protesting that

| was perfectly capable of getting up myself. Ah, but of course, there was nothing
but slence.

Thisquiet thing just wasn't me, you know?

Hehad mein hisarms, blanket and dl, and Mom was up and leading him up the Sairs
to the guest bedroom on the right. Sheld painted the room a soft blue with white
trim. A powder blue comforter adorned the bed, accented by matching sheets and severd
pillows

She turned down the sheets and Danid gently set me down on them. | was becoming
more and more impressed with thisman. I'm

259

not asmall woman, about average height redlly. And | weigh agood one hundredAh.
Never mind. | get blabby when | get tired. I'm heavier than you think.

The sheetswere cold, and | shivered. Mom's and Daniel'shands collided as each

of them tried to place one on my forehead.



Oh please. I'm not sick. Just a bit tired.

Mom garted that Mom-tuck thing. Y ou know the one where they go around and shove
the sheet and the comforter between the mattress and the box spring. She used to

doit when| wasakid, and it worked. I'd been unable to get up for the first ten
minutes of the night, and then I'd just go to deep because the effort of struggle

was too much.

Danid ran hisfingers, only dightly caloused and nice, dong my forehead. "Rest.
Pesse. And stay put. No more going out. Y ou're my only witness againgt Hirokumi's
assdant.

When we find her, I'll need youto ID her."

| looked into hisincredibly blue eyes and smiled. No skull. No death mask. Just

pure beautiful. But nothing could quell the niggling of danger | felt when he touched

me.

Danid, please don't go-I'm afraid for your life. He kissed me (mmmmm ... ) and left
the room.

Rhondawas around the corner in an instant, and Tim and Steve appeared out of thin
ar. Thetruthis, they could have been there the whole time, invisible, and probably
were.

"Okay-what the hell happened down there?' Rhonda sat on the bed with enough force
that it popped me up abit,

and luckily freed up some of Mom's tucked covers. "What did you do toit?" | looked
around for my hoard. Where was my board?

Rhonda had it.

| pushed mysdlf up in the bed and wrote. DIDN'T YOU SEE?

Steve sat down on the wicker chair beside the bed, and | was surprised when it actually
creaked. Who knew ghosts had weight?
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"We didn't see anything. Other than her going at Daniel, then you swooping in dl
Wraithlike, then you both vanished. What happened?”

| shrugged. Aren't ghosts supposed to have dl the answersto these questions? |

mean, when you die, aren't you supposed to know al the answers?

Like wasn't there this big stack of spook-lopedias somewhere? Or maybe a spectra
library to look this stuff up?

| TOUCH HER SAME AS DEANGEL O-SHE GO POOF. Mom pursed her lips. Y ou mean you
released

her soirit.”

| looked at Mom. Scribble, scribble. Boy-my handwriting sucks. NO ONE SAW IT?
Rhondalooked a Nona, who looked at Steve, who looked a Tim. Tim shrugged. "Steve
and | logt viability when the circle went up. It was like watching things through

amig.""'

Redlly? Wow. Didn't know that could happen. And from the looks on their faces-they
did.

Steve spoke. "Happens when Nona does one of her circles.” | looked back at Mom. YOU
DO THISOFTEN?

And, of course, like dl good motherswho don't want to talk about something with
their daughters, sheignored me. "We didn't see any more than what St ve's aready
sad. | am noticing you're not as pink and healthy-looking as before. Maybe releasing
Mitsuri wasn't the same as releasing the e derly woman.”

Scribble. NOT ALIVE. ALREADY DEAD. MAYBE?

| leaned back into the pillows Danid had fluffed up and thought over things.

Okay-so we have a Symbiont called the Archer hired by the Reverend to intimidate



the vice president of acompany that now has some sort of document of immortality
of sad Reverend. Have | lost anyone?

Good. Cause I'm toast on this one. None of it made sense. Not if you looked at it
from arationd point of view.

And cut the crap-1 can berational.
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Sort of. Well, maybe not when I'm sore and wanting deep.

In the past few decades, rock stars, models, politicians, and even other men of

the cloth have withstood sordid nastiness about their pasts. Okay-so we all did things
we would avoid the second time through.

Like me-if | had second grade to do over-1'd have never eaten thatNever mind.
The point isareverend having ahistory in the porn industry just seemed so blase.
Capisce? | mean-it was bad drama. Not even TNT would touch this one.

And areverend hiring a Symbiont-hell-areverend having the connections

to hire one-now that seemed abit serious. If | had accessto that kind of connection,
then I'd have just sent the thing to stedl the document back again.

Why send it to torture and kill avice president, though memory from that night

in Rollinss office surfaced for me then (See? No contral), and | remembered Rollins
not being happy that Trench-Coat killed Tanaka.

And why have Mitsuri spying? And whét the hdll did she mean with dl that vagueness?
And what the hell had Mitsuri been al dong? She obvioudy wasn't a Symbiont, or
even an adtra Traveler. Maybe she was exactly what 1'd assumed at that moment of
her' release-alost soul.

| had thisreally uncomfortablefeding | was missing something. | knew Rallins

had Hirokumi's daughter-and yet the businessman hadn't gone to the police.

Why not?

Did he plan on handling things on hisown?

And was there something € se-something a bit more serious

that Koba Hirokumi had on Theodore Rallins?

I'd originally thought 1'd sneek out later and spy on Rollins again and find Susan,

the daughter. But | was beginning to suspect my target shouldn't be the good Reverend,
but Hirokumi.
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| suspected that man knew exactly what was going on. Barring another one of those
dragon thingsin the housg, |

thought it was high time | paid the president of Vidtar avist. | made my plans
mentally as my eyes drooped closed and | drifted off into pleasant dreams of being
fondled and kissed by cute, darkhaired menin red flannd.

263

A bee woke me up.

Or at least that'swhat | thought it was. | cussed and smacked at the air over my
head. But it continued to buzz around in the dark. My feet were cold where the comforter
and sheetshad fdlen

away. Now why isit even when | deep adonel get the sheets pulled off of me?

The buzzing continued and | suffered my usud irritation when my hair fel inmy
face, tangled and itching my nose.

| should have braided it before going to bed. Crap.

The bedroom had asmdl night-light shoved into the outlet to the right of my nightstand.
| could see the window (still dark outside), the wicker chair, and my PDA phone.
The phonelit up in pinks and blues and vibrated against the stand's wood.

Oh. So that's where the bee was coming from. I'd wondered how asmall, annoying



bug had gotten into the rhythm of buzzbuzz-buzz-pause so well. Someonewas calling
me.
And where had my phone come from?| didn't remember having it last night. Unless
Mom had gotten my persond effects from the morgue (Gah!) which I'm sure came from
my car.

My car!

Moment of slence.
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With asnort (the only noise being the air and mucus being driven forcefully from

my nose) | sat up fully, turned on thelittle lamp (Gah! 1t was my old Mary-had-aLittle-Lamb
nursery lamp. Wow ... and Mary's head was missing) and grabbed up the phone.

The display had ageneric picturefor the caler ID. Incoming cal. No shit.

| paused.

Oh hell. How am | supposed to answer it?1 can say hello al day-er, night-and who's
going to hear me?

So | hed it inmy hand, waiting for it to switch over to voice mail. Whistle while
you ...

Damn-I couldn't even whistle! Lips puckered up (and chapped) and no sound. Just

ar. When Trench-Coat cleans something out he doesit al the way.
GoddamnitsonofabitchpoxonhispeckThe little unit gave a short jolt and the prerecorded
"New Message' camethrough initslittletin voice through the little tin speakers.

| dided voice mail and put the receiver to my ear.

"Y ou have, one, new message. Message received 3:17, A.M." It was three in the morning?
There was a pause, then another tinny, automated voice spoke. The words were staccato-like,
and very creepy. Infact, it sounded like one of those prerecorded messages available
on answering machines now. The kind that usually come on and say "Please. Leave.

A. Messge.”

"Hello. Miss. Martinique. Thisis. Maharba. At maharba. Dot. Com.”

"l have. Not received. My full report from. Tuesday. | am

afraid. | am disgppointed. With your performance. Y ou have. Until

noon today. To submit your true findings. On the meeting. If not. |

will beforced. To take advantage. Of my. Knowledge. Of your.

Unique. Ability."
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The automated T-Mobile response came on then. "If you would liketo call back, please
press-"

| hit the button for playback and listened to the message again. What the fuck?

I'd sent in my report after my Fado experience with Danidl. Of course| had left

out alot of what'd really happened, with Mitsuri and the dragon statue and me and

then me becoming corporeal and dl.

But how had Maharba gotten my cell number? Rhondasaid shed fixed it up to be impossible
to discover my identity. I'd never had a client threaten me before.

And that was athrest if | ever heard one.

How did this asshole know about my unique

capabilities? What did he mean by held have to take advantage of his knowledge?
What knowledge? Did he know more about what it isthat | did than | do?
Wdl-anybody knew more about it than | did. Hell-I'm sure the neighbor's cat, Miss
Lady, knew. She always hissed at me when | stepped outside my door in astral form.

| hung up the phone and started shaking. What did thisguyor girl for that matter-want?
I'd assumed Maharbawas Rallins at first-but that proved to be abust.

| didn't think it was Trench-Coat. But who else would know about my unique ability?



Ah! The mysterious Joe! Certainly he wasn't Maharbawas he?

"Zoe?' Okay-if | could have screamed, I'd have popped off anasty one at that instant.
| looked to my left to see Tim materidize out of theair. Hehad hishand upin
sef-defense, and | tried to smack him. Insubstantial. | mouthed Y ou scared me,”

but we dl know how that came out.

| sighed and looked around for my board. My phone chimed. Two short noises. | had
e-mail. | probably had alot of e-mail.
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"It'sokay-I got it. Sorry." Tim's voice was quiet, and he looked pale. Well, pretty
paefor aghost. "What happened? Nonatold meto stay here and watch out for you.
We're not in your protected condo”-he pointed to the roof indicating the whole house"though
she's got some pretty powerful wards up. Sometimesthey're hard for Steve and me

to passthrough. But we're not sureif they're strong enough to keep the Archer from
you."

| nodded. Mom had him spying on me. | knew how she thought-and | have to admit-|
hed

considered sneaking out and heading back to Rollinss house to find Susan Hirokumi
mysdlf. | felt | was better equipped.

| pointed to the phone, then picked it up and dided up voice mail. Then | hit the
speaker so he could hear the message as well. His brown eyes widened, eight balls
againgt awhite pool table.

Wow, that was areally bad analogy. Sue me. | Wastired. My phone chimed again.
"Who isthis Maharba dot-com person?"

Okay-where was the board? All this shrugging and making faces was giving me another
headache. | found it on the floor on my side of the bed. | erased it with my fingers

and scribbled. THOUGHT IT WAS ROLLINS-NO DICE. COULD BE MY STERY JOE.
| then told him Maharba had been aregular client for about two years, and this

was thefirgt time he-she-it-had ever contacted me on the phone.

Tim pursed hislips. He looked different when he wasn't scowling. Handsome. He just
needed to get over hisdeath. And oh like | could dispense this advice? | wasterrified
of dying. | wastoo afraid death would be me wandering around in my astra form with
no physical placeto hide.

That would suck. No body to enjoy the physica joys of living. Joys like egting.

No more cheesecake. No more ice cream.

No more sex! Yeah ... likeI've been redl lucky in that department recently. Pouit.
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"Zoe-it hasto be someone you know, or that's known you for sometime. You did give
them areport?'

Isn't it odd how when | thought of food | then thought of sex? And thinking of sex-
thought of JoeNo! Danid.

Dannnnyulll. Not Joe. Don't know Joe. "Zoe?"

But Joe seemed to know me. Wasn't very comfortable with thet. "Zoe, helo?

| blinked at him. Oh ... question ... give them areport. | nodded.

"And somehow they know you weren't entirely truthful ?*

| nodded again. | had told Maharba the two had met and been vague about enemies
and finding Tanakaskiller. Of course I'd left out the parts about the faceless

secretary and the huge-a.ss dragon.

At thetime I'd thought those detailsabit on the Sci Fi Channd side of life.

But after the dude's threats-maybe those were the details he wanted. But why? If

he dready knew about them, why have metell him?

Was Maharbaa part of thiswhole freaky mess? Or an entirely new player?



| couldn't exactly go to the police with this either. Especidly not to Daniel-as

he was the one that 1'd been spying on for money. Chime. Hush phone!

"Y ou might be onto something thinking it's Joe."

It wasn't afar-fetched notion. Joe'd obvioudy knownwhat | was from the Sart,

and he'd known what to do to jump-start me back into my body from where ever I'd
been. Had Rhonda even tried to look for him?

"Areyou going to send another report?' | GUESS SO.

"And Nona? Are you going to tell her about thethreat?' Hrm. | didn't have an answer
for that one.

"She'sterrified you know. For you." He gave meadight smile,
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and | found mysdlf redly liking thislittle ghost more and more. Tim rarely came
forward when partnered with Steve, so his persondity tended to play in the shadow.
"You're her world, even if she doesn't show it. She's proud of you-and of what you
cando.”

GOOD. THEN ASK HER WHERE MY FATHER IS. Tim made aface.

Taboo subject. Worth atry. Chime.

All freek'nright!

| snatched up the phone and scrolled through the menu to the e-mail. Asl'd feared,
there were alittle over seven emails-dl clients wanting information. All successtul
eBay transactions.

Great. | had jobs, and wasn't paying attention. That just wasn't likeme. But I'd

been alittle preoccupied with life and death in the past few days.

| checked the dates on each, only vaguely aware that Tim had vanished. | wastoo
late on one of them, the "meeting” having been the day before. | needed to get online
and reverse the transaction with gpologies.

That left Sx. Two divorce cases, three of what looked like information-trading snoops-looking
over someone's shoulder and taking notes.

And then there was the last one.

It looked like ajob. Had the proper header. And there was a transaction.

For one hundred thousand dollars. One hundred thousand dollars!

Luckily | didn't have avoiceor I'd havejust woken dl of Little Five Points.

| looked around the room, not redlly sureif | should get up and cal my bank to

seeif the money wasredlly there, or wake Mom up and tell her we were headed to
Hawaii!

The message was brief.

Must meet IRL (inredl life-for those like me that had to ask thefirst ten times

or 0). | need your help, and you'll need mineto
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save Lieutenant Daniel Fraser. Meet mein Buckhead, the Storyteller. Dawn is safest.
Tosave Danid?

Crap! Had something happened to him since he left here?

The message was dated today. Dawn. | checked the clock on my phone. It was now closer
to four. So what time was dawn exactly? When did the sun come up? Like | would know
these things? | usudly did my jobs at night, hung out downtown, then dept way past
the time when the sun said morning salutations.

| guessed it to be around sixish. Maybe. Crap. And it wasn't likel could call Daniel
and find out. 1t'd be a one-sided conversation with alot of "Hello? Hello? Hell-oh!™
fromhisend.

Sheesh.

Well, a least if | heard him answer, I'd know hewas okay. So | pulled his number



out of my received cal list and pressed connect. "Y ou've reached the voice mall

of It. Daniel Frasier, APD. If you'd liketo leave a message-"

| hung up. What was | going to do? Bang pots? He hadn't answered, though. And | didn't
know if he had aland line at home. Nor did | know its number.

Crap. He could be in trouble and this person could be either A, the one who'd put
him in danger or B, the one who could help me help him out of danger.

My mind skipped severa moments ahead and questioned mode of transportation. | was
in Little Five Points, and Triangle Park, where the Storyteller

sat, was northeast, on the other side of downtown. MARTA ceased running at one o'clock
and wouldn't start back up till Six.

How was | going to get there-either go Wraith or in body?

| could get past the policeman outsideif | went Wraith. But then I'd <till need
amode of transportation. What if | used my new solid abilitiesaswell? Thisway,

| could leave my body here and then travel where | needed, then travel my cord back
home in case thisturned out to be araw dedl.

Then | remembered what things looked likewhen | wasin
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Wraith form. The sooty, smoky things that crawled and spun and flew about. Could

| possibly stay in that form to Buckhead? And if | went corporeal, would | till
sethemdl?

And then there was that skull 1'd seen on Danidl'sface. Twice I'd seen it and twice
those people have died. Wasit asign? A sgnd for me? Something telling methis
person was marked?

And wasthise-mail meant to cause Danidl's death, or prevent it? Damn, | hate not
knowing anything.

| didn't have acar. But | did know where Mom kept the keysto her beauity.

With no sign of Timinsight, | rose from the bed and was surprised that | felt just
wonderful. Infact, | felt better than | had in severa days.

| decided then to go meet thisclient in my physica form. Lately, every timel'd

been OOB, I'd woken up ether in ahospita or in the morgue.

And let metell you, the only thing to top the morgue would be that waking-up-dead
thing. Not gonna happen. | found some of my old clothesin the closet and proceeded
to get out of Mom's latest clown suit.

Jeansthat fit alittle too tight (I'd gained weight?). Oversized sweatshirt with

aworn picture of Chewbaccaon the front. Thick athletic socks (whose are these?)
and-no shoes.

Except for my ugly-duck dippers. Hrm. Wdll, they'd haveto do.

Careful not to make too much noise, | shuffled to the bathroom and flipped on the
light. I jumped back from the face looking back at me.

Now, I'd never considered mysdlf araving beauty. | wasnot bad-alittle on the
unique side. | think it's because of my coloring, being abit Mediterranean, but

having Anglo features aswdl asasmall sprinkling of freckles over my nose.

Never mind the overly pronounced white shock of hair afinger thick on the left

sde of my face. In the bathroom light it was so white it glowed. Therewasno time

to dyeit again-not that it did
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any good the last time. It kindalooked retro but didn't really detract from the

fact that there was something eerie about my face now, something out of place.

| looked a bit gaunt, my cheekbones abit more pronounced than | remembered them.
Dark circles hung beneath my eyes-not attractive-except to agoth lover. The band
around my neck where Mitsuri had tried to kill me waslittle more than afaint red



mark.

It was my eyesthat bothered me. I'd always called them brown. Plain Jane brown.
But they weren't anymore. They were much lighter now, mostly atopaz color. Kinda
cool, redly. Had that glow-in-the-dark look.

Wasthisaso aside effect of Trench-Coat's meddling?

My hair wasinitsusua disarray so | combed it down, braided it, and tied it Off.

It felt alittle dry-except for the white streak, which was soft and pliable-and

| promised it anice shampoo at Cortex Salon soon.

Once downgtairs, | grabbed my mom's oversized long wool coat, her black scarf, and
her knitted hat. The keys were by the back door, and | let mysdlf out. The wind had
picked up again, and it was cold.

Damned cold. | should have grabbed her glovestoo.

| checked around the house to make sure the patrol car was 4till there. Bingo. By

the curb. | figured I'd put the Volvo in neutral, roll it to the road, and just crank

it when | was far enough away. Luckily there was a side breezeway between the house
and the woods where the cop wouldn't see me.

I'd just gottenin the old VVolvo and put her in neutra when | saw Tim gttingin

the front passenger's sedt. | gave another silent scream and threw the car back into
park.

He looked spooky-red spooky. The only light camefrom the yard lamp from the backyard
of the house that backed up to Mom's

fence. Just enough light came through the windshield to show me hisface. But the
shadows were redly shadows, and he was insubstantial. He reminded me of areflection
onglass.

Only there wasn't any glassin the passenger's seet.
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Of course I'd not brought my board, much less a scrap of paper, so| swatted at

him. My hand passed through him and connected to the sedt.

Tim had his hands up. "Hey, Nonalleft the rock in herefrom yesterday. | just decided
to useit. You can't just go out by yoursdfespeciadly after you promised the nice-looking
cop you'd stay put. So | took care of the guard for you." He beamed.

He had a point, though | wasn't sure | wanted to know what he meant by "took care
of the guard.” | cranked the VVolvo and pulled out onto Euclid. The patrol car remained
by the road and never followed me.

Tim looked quizzicaly a me. "Where exactly areyou going?' Luckily thee-mal

was gtill visbleon my cdl. | pulled it out of my pocket and handed it to him.

He became corporeal enough to hold it and read it. Then it sank through him and bounced
on the passenger's sedt.

"Thisisabad idea, Zoe. | think you need to show your mom and Rhonda."

| shook my head and drove. Luckily, there weren't any carson the road, but there
were police. That could dways be aproblem. Especialy sincel didn't have my license
or insurance with me. | realized this about hafway up Monroe Drive, past my condo.
They werewith my purse, which | was sure my mom had hidden somewhere,

Tim faded in and out (which was abit distracting) but kept very quiet. | didn't

know if hewas saving his strength or testing his abilitiesthisfar awvay from his

home.

| turned down Peachtree Road and cruised past Lenox Square Mall, Hotel Nikko, and
Dante's Down the Hatch (akiller fondu place that once had real aligators-don't

know if they do anymore).

Triangle Park cameinto view (Yay!), and | turned right into the bank parking lot

right beforeit. | cut the engine and sat ill, the windshield facing the Statue.



The Storyteller was an imposing bronze statue of aman with deer'shoovesand a
buck's head. He held atwo-pronged staff in his
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hands that reminded me a bit of Neptune. The statue had been created by Frank Fleming
and sat in the center of Triangle Park, which waslittle more than atriangle of

land where Roswell Road and Peachtree Road intersect.

Supposedly thisis where the infamous Buckhead tavern once stood, and the Buckhead
istdling the story to the woodland friends (a bronze assortment of forest cregtures)

of how the tavern got its name.

Or so I'd heard. | just thought it was a cool landmark. Looked more like Herne the
Hunter of the wood who tellstalesto Snow White's menagerie.

Tim regppeared, looking abit more solid. "What now?"

| reached through him and grabbed my phone. It was 5:32. | looked at Tim and mouthed
the words "Wewait."

We were behind the Storyteller, acouple of yards from the circular brick areawhere
he sat on hisbronzelog.

Histwin lampswerelit, illuminating the little woodland friends, though | redly
couldn't see any detail from thisdistance

, or through the few trees.

It started getting cold in the car and | wished I'd brought some sort of blanket.

| cranked the car and put the heat on. | certainly hoped the mystery e-mailer wasn'

t expecting meto St out there in the cold next to the old buckhead.

That wasn't happening.

About twenty minutes after we parked ahuge-ass black limousine pulledin on my
sdeof the car. | squinted at the black window, wishing | had x-ray vison to look
ingde. It sat quietly, and | glanced to my right.

Timwasgone.

| snatched up the rock Mom kept in there for him and shoved it into the pocket of
my sweats. No matter what happened, | wanted him with me.

I'd just grabbed up my phone when the passenger-side door opened, and alarge sumo
wrestler stepped out, dressed in awelcut black suit. | recognized hisface.

Tiny. Shit! These were Rollinss men!
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| realized then I'd been keeping hope up that the e-mailer had been Joe, and this

had been hisway of contacting me. And hewas very rich with apayoff of a hundred-thousand
dollars.

Beckett emerged from the other sde. Damn!

The car was 4till cranked and | threw it into reverse, intent on backing the hell

out of there, eveniif | backed over Tiny (though | think that would put asignificant
dent in Mom's car).

Something tapped the driver'swindow, and | turned to my left. A very large gun
was pressed againgt the glass. Beckett had moved behind my car, and | looked in my
rearview mirror to see him aiming hisown gun at me, through the rear window.

Shit! Damn! I'm toast!

Tiny motioned me out of the car with the gun. | shut off the engine and unlocked

the door. He opened it.

| did out of my body. It wasn't a conscious thought, just ingtinctive. My Wraith

sdf seved through the car's glass and | found mysdlf standing next to Tiny. He
looked ingde the car a my body, now dumped to the right into the passenger's sest.

| thought of Danid, of the thoughts I'd picked up when held passed through melast
evening. My body tingled, and | knew | was corporedl.



And pissed.

Tiny sensed something aswell as he turned to hisright, closing the car door on

my untouched body. His eyes widened as he saw me. | smiled, waved, blew him akiss,
then took a deep breath of astral chi, and rammed the very physical hedl of my pam
upward into hisnose. | heard as well asfdt the cartilage break.

Blood splattered both cars aong the doors and glass. He screamed really good as
he grabbed his nose and fell backward, landing on the curb and grass beyond.

Wow-I didit! I'd never done that before! Heh-don't mess with awoman's astra anger,
baby. One down, oneto go, and I'm out of here.

Dizziness washed over my vison. Sooty little creatureslike
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black thread scurried over Tiny'swrithing body as| turned. | nearly fell and put

my hand out on Mom's car-but it Sieved through.

That'swhen | saw Beckett, the smart one. Hed used mineand Tiny'slittle fight

to open the passenger door to Mom's car. He had Mom's coat haf off my right arm,
and was pulling avery long, very sharp-looking needle out of my flesh.

Sonofabitch. What had he shot me with? Why was| dizzy in Wraith form?1 lost momentum.
| lost contral.

| felt mysdlf dip back into my body, pulled there by my cord. | had no control

over my muscles, and my head lolled a bit as Beckett lifted me out of Mom's car and
then fireman carried me over his shoulder. | watched the pavement, only faintly aware
| wasn't wearing the coat anymore. | shivered from adistance before | felt mysdlf
lowered into what | recognized was the limo'strunk. It was getting hard to focus,

and avery scary warmth spread throughout my body to block out the November chill.
| blinked dowly up at Beckett. He gave me acatlike smile. Tiny appeared, hisface
abloody mess. Hed used his handkerchief to staunch the flow, but he watched me
with intense, wide-eyed fear.

"Did you seethat, Beck? | mean, wasthat her? That ... that thing?' His voice sounded
nesd.

"Y eah, that was her."

| blinked a him again. | waslosing consciousness. Thisjust wasn't acceptable.

| needed to stay awake. | needed to know where we were going.

"Don't touch her, Tiny," Beckett said from the front. "Boss said aslong as she

stays doped up on his speciad sauce, she can't do that again.”

"But what the fuck wasthat she did?’ Hisvoice was severa inches above normal.

| thought he was bordering on hysteria. "That ain't natura, Beck. She ain't natura.”
"Neither was Mitsuri before she went missing. And that dame
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right there scared her. She's more than what shelookslike. And if | wereyou, I'd
keep my handsto mysdf."

My last thought wasthat | should have grabbed the antique key, the one Steve was
attached to. Steve was alot bigger man than Tim, and given the proper incentive,

| had faith he could kick some serious butt.
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| wanted to throw up.

| was cold and covered in sweet at the sametime, A cold towel was placed against
my cheeks, then my forehead.

"| do gpologize for my men'slack of ... restraint with the drug. Y ou weren't meant

to receive so much. But I'm afraid you frightened them."”

| processed the voice. Theinformation.

Drug?What drug? Was| Hill in the hospital? They OD'd mein the hospital?



Sue! The voice sort of sounded like a doctor. It was smoothsomeone accustomed to
talking to people. But snce when did the doctor cal the nurses his"men"?

| rested back on something very cold and smooth. It felt like leather. | needed

to open my eyes, but | was afraid to. My stomach till roiled with displeasure. |
wasjust happy | hadn't overloaded on Mom's biscuits.

"Feding better?'

| nodded. That voice. | finaly forced my eyes open-felt they'd been glued together
with Elmer's
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What | hadn't expected wasto look up in the face of Reverend Theodore Rollins.
I'm sure my mad scramble to get away from him was opposite the usual reaction he
had from hisfollowers. And | just wasn't one of them. | wasin some senseterrified
of thisman.

He reached out and put a hand to the side of my face. | remembered at that moment
what had happened-at Triangle Park. Tiny and Beckett. | took a quick assessment of
my body-wrists bound with plastic, as were my ankles. But everything seemed to be
inworking order.

| tried to go dl Wraithy on him at that moment-but nothing happened. It fdt as

if the EImer'sin my eyeswas sticking my astrd to my physica.

A quick look around proved | was back in Rollinss office, sorawled out on one of
his couches near the floor-to-celling windows. Using that self-assessment gesturing,

| felt in my pocket for the

rock-it was gill there. Which meant Tim was nearby. Though | wasn't redly sure
what good that was going to do meif | ended up with cement shoes.

Interesting how 1'd absently equated organized religion with the maob.

Gome.

"Shhh..." Rollinssvoice, aswell ashismannerisms, were gentle. Fatherlike.

Y eah, and most fathers kept their little girlstied up on the couch and drugged.
"MissMartinique, | presume?”’

| stared at him. | nodded. Wastherereally apointin lying? | was the onewho
showed up at the park. Unprotected. No backup. Stupid, stupid, stupid.

I'd make alousy cop.

"l am the Reverend Theo Rollins. | apologize for theway in which we have to meet-but
with your rather unique abilities, I'm afraid it was necessary.”

He used the word unique the same way the message had. Maybe he was Maharba. | stared
ahim.

Hejust smiled that perfectly white Betty White smile. Dentures?
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| was very uncomfortable this closeto him. And it's not because | thought he was
adimebal as much astherewas something ... well ... oogy.

Closeto the same oogy 1'd felt that first night I'd stupidly stepped into the Bank

of Americabuilding, so gung ho to check out the oogy there.

But whereas Trench-Coat had been uberoogy, Rollins seemed like aminor oogy.
Menta note: oogy bad. Bed better.

| redly should have just stayed at my mom's house.

Roallinsfrowned at me. He sat on the coffee table in front of the couch, dressed
casualy inapair of khakis and white shirt. The sun shone through the windows,

over the buildingsin the distance.

Daylight. Full-on daylight. Whet time wasit?

"Y ou seem very quiet for someone who's just been-for lack of a better word-kidnapped.”
Kidnapped? Hey, no one said anything about being kidnapped. And I hoped the look



| shot him said that. | motioned with my hands, making aflat pam with my left and
indicating apen and writing on it with my right.

"Y ou need something to writeon?' Duh.

Rollins moved to his desk and looked around. He carne back with ablank lega pad

and apen. | scribbled down afew things and held them up to him. YOUR BOY STOLE
MY VOICE. | WANT IT BACK. | ALSO KNOW YOU HAVE SUSAN HIROKUMI.
Rollinss eyes widened, and then he amiled.

And that'swhen | reglized 1'd probably just blown my wad. | suspected up until

that point, thisguy had no ideahow | wasinvolved. Now he did. Even with no voice

I've got abig mouth.

"Firgt, let me assure you, | don't have anyone here but you and my men. Asfor what
you mean by "my boy' stole your voice, how can someone stedl your voice?'

| smirked. Okay, well skip Susan for the moment. Scribble, scribble. Y ou know,

if 1 didn't get my voice back, my handwriting
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was ether going to get better or absolutdy unintelligible. Much worse and 1'd fulfill
thefirst qudification for doctorhood.

YOU TELL ME. YOU HIRED HIM TOKILL TANAKA. Roallinssexpresson wavered only dightly.
But | saw it! I'd hit abutton. | only hoped it wasn't a self-destruct button, and

checked to make sure I'd not worn ared shirt.

"I never hired anyoneto kill William Tanaka. And | suppose you'll accuse me next

of being agay porn star and wanting tapes back from Vigtar. I'm afraid you're as
delusond asthe cop you've been deeping with. "

Ah! | havenot! And | resent you accusing me of something | haven't done ... yet.

He narrowed hiseyesa me. "Y ou have no voice? None?' | shook my head. ,

"And you say someone who worksfor me stoleit?'

| nodded again. Oooh, the Reverend was a bright boy!

BUD, | SAW THE ARCHER AT THEHOUSE YOU KEPT SUSAN AT. THAT'SWHERE HE
TOOK MY VOICE.

Rollins sat up straight as| watched the color drain from his face. He stared at

thelegd pad, then snatched it away from me. "Y ou saw the Archer? Where?'

Okay-1 knew faces. Or rather, | understood expressions. And this was aman abruptly
on the edge of sanity. He screamed panic a mewith his wide eyes and sallow skin.

If I hadn't known better, I'd have said this man was terrified.

| shoved my finger at the legal pad he had in adegth grip. I'd written right there
where-at that stupid project house.

Rollins stared a me. "The Archer wasthere?' He looked down but wasn't redlly looking
at anything. "He was there with us-and never made amove. He could have extracted

me then, but didn't." Rallinsfocused hisgaze back on me. "Hetook your voice?

He attacked you-and took your voice? Tell me." The good Reverend grabbed my shirt
and pulled me closer to him. "Were you out of body?*
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| nodded and felt creeping tendrils of fear-thisman'sterror became contagious.

He released my shirt and stood, tossing thelega pad back at me. | pulled myself

up straighter and into a Sitting position.

"He knows. He knows I'm here-which meanshe knows| don't haveit anymore. Otherwise,
he'd never have sent the Archer here-to the physical world."

What-the hell-is he on about?

Wasthisman losing it? From the speed of hispacing, I'd say yes. | grabbed up

the pad and turned to anew page. | scribbled somemorebut  had to dam the pad

on the coffee table to get the asshol€'s attention.



WHAT THE HELL'SWRONG WITH YOU?YOU HIRED HIM, DIDN'T YOU?
Rollinslooked down at me after reading the pad. He actualy sneered. "'l never hired
the Archer-no one but the highest of the Phantasms can call upon a Symbiont like

it do their bidding. | had Mitsuri conjurea simple Symbiont to attack Tanaka and
frighten him so held get my property back for me." He put his handsto hisface.

"All thistimel thought

thet

Symbiont had killed Tanaka. But no ... it was the Archer. It could have had me at

any time-but now it'sfocused itsattentionon  you. Tell me'-hefixed his crazy
eyeson me-"istha when you first saw him?With Tanaka? Did he touch you then?"

| nodded, then tried to press mysdlf back into the couch when he came at me and
yanked up the deeve of my sweatshirt. "This? Thisis histouch? Y ou were till connected
to abody?'

| nodded dumbly. Why did helook so excited?

And that amilel | fdt like the cornered little rabbit in front of avery hungry

mountain lion. "It's perfect, then,” Rallinssaid. "Y ou've taken his and the Phantasm's
attention away fromme. A Wraith! A real Wraith! Neither of them can let you live.
They're not looking for me!™

Now | was shaking. Phantasm? What. The. Fuck?
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But Rallinswasn't looking a me anymore. Hewas pacing again and thinking out loud.
Lucky for me.

"Mitsuri warned me there was something more powerful a work here. She sensed you."
Helooked a me. "1'd brought you here to help me get back what's rightfully mine-maybe
threaten the life of your little cop lover so you could sted it for me." He stopped

and pinned me to the couch with his gaze. "As aWraith, you can become corpored,
correct? Yes?'

| nodded. Shouldna done that. Dizzy. Ouch.

Helooked happy. Just aslong as he didn't look crazy, | figured | wasfine. "Good.
Good. But thisis better ..."

Oh hdll. | tried to pull the hard, plastic closure open. But it only cut into my

bare wrists and bare ankles. If | could go Wraith, then go solid enough, | could

find some scissors? Or aknife? But it was hard to concentrate on much for very long.
| just wanted to go back to deep.

"| can use her againgt Hirokumi to get my things back, and you-" He stopped then
and focused on me. | sat up and smiled. "Y ou-l can useyou asleverage! | can trade
you to him!"

| did not like the sound of this. Especidly the part about me being traded to him.
Whao'shim?

Oh | think I'm in deep doody.

Rollins was on me-so to speak-in seconds. He sat on the couch beside me, his hands
taking up my wrigts and holding them tightly. | tried twisting away from him, but

he

was strong. Strength of the insane.

And he was close-way too close. And his bresth smelled foul. Like something had
died inthere. Ew.

And that oogy feding? Well, it was washing over melike ocean waves. Therewas
something really not right about this man. | felt nauseous.

"It'saperfect plan. | can keep thislife, and they'll never know what I've done.

They'll never suspect. The Archer will know-but with you asatrade-l can lurehim
into the gamewith me." Hesmiled, and | saw it again.
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The sameimage I'd seen on Danid'sface. The skull. Desth.

"When Mitsuri swore she'd sensed area Wraith I'd been afraid then. Do you know
how many Wraiths there are in my world? None, Miss Martinique. And do you know why?
Because once a soul transmutates into one, the Symbionts hunt it down and ezt it.
And do you know why?'

| shook my head. | was dtill getting over the "eet it" part. "Because Phantasms

fear them. Wraiths are the harbingers, Miss Martinique. The bringers of lifeand

of death. | had to find you, and it was so easy. And then | learned you werethe
same woman my men had seen with the cop.”

Y ou know, instead of concentrating on my own abilitiesat the spy game, I'veredly
got to be more careful about other people spying on me!

| struggled againg him again. Geez ... me as helplessfemale was getting old. |
wanted to dap him. | wanted to scream. | wanted to go Wraith on him and club him
from behind.

| tried harder thistime, focusing my concentration. Oh, | felt the usud dip,

and the physical and astra worlds did aweird dipstream on me, but | couldn't move
any farther. | was hdf-in and haf-out.

It was asif my feet were cemented to my body.

"Please, don't wear yourself out, Miss Martinique. The plastic tiesare spelled

with binding mist. Y ou can't become aWraith aslong as you wear them. Y ou are mine,
for now." He amiled and squeezed my wrigtstighter. "Mitsuri saw you here-that night.
It was you, watching me. Listening in. She went after you, and disappeared. Did you
kill her, Wraith? Isthat why she never returned, and you il live?'

I'd let her go. | knew that now. I'd released her from alife of servitude. Now how
did I know that?

"Y ou redly can't make asound, can you? If it'sredly the Archer you've seen”-Rollins
narrowed his eyes at me again and leaned in closer-"then it's not so strange he would
take your
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voice. His master removed hislong ago when he dared to speak againgt him.”

Now by thistime the asshole was less than two inchesfrom my face.

And being that close, it was hard for meto relax. | couldn't dip out of my body.

| couldn't kick him because my feet were bound. He had one hell of agrip on my wridts.
So | did the next best thing. | bit his nose.

And | bit down hard and wasn't about to let go.

He cried out and let go of my hands. Okay-so biting wasa form of girl fighting-but

it got the asshole off of me.

He aso pulled me up by sheer force, trying to tear hisnose away from me. But |
have good jaws (ah! | know what you were thinking! Don't go there!).

But when | clamp down | redlly clamp down.

| had aboyfriend once, made the mistake of caling methe wrong name during avery
heated and intense session in hiscar. And let'sjust say, | doubt he ever again

asked agirl toY ou get the picture.

But thistime | tasted blood. | felt something tearing. Rollins howled and grabbed

me around my neck.

That did it-1 was choking again. | let go of hisnose. | thought held let go of

my neck, you know acourtesy thing-but he didn't. Shit, shit, shit-not again! I'd

just got past the last bruising.

Was Daniel ever going to see me non-beat-up? Rollins had me on my feet, with me unable
to kick. | tried to pull his hands away, but my own bound wrists were useless.



Abruptly, hishold disappeared, and we both fdll to the floor. Rollins flopped to

my right, hitting the coffee table and crashing through it. Helay ill, hisnose

abloody mess. | hadn't ripped the end off, but he was going to have my dental impression
initfor awhile.

I'd fallen backward, unable to balance with my ankleslocked together. But | didn't

hit the ground. Someone caught me and lowered me to the couch.
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| turned and looked up a Tim'sface. He was smiling, hiseyes wide, and his physical
skin bone white.

"I didit." Hisvoice was breathless. And | think that wasa turning point in the
ghost'slife, heping me like that.-"I'm sorry it took me so long, but | had to gather
enough strength to pick up that paperweight and hit him with it."

| looked on the floor and saw the lead cross Tim had used to kayo the good Reverend.
| remember seeing it on my first vist. A paperweight.

| pointed to the binder on my ankles and wrists. He nodded and went back to the
desk. He found a pocketknife and tossed it to me before abruptly disappearing. |

was ableto cut the plastic, coughing the whole time, and sputtering.

My throat hurt again. And | figured-if Trench-Coat hadn't of absconded with my voice,
then I'd probably havelogt it anyway from being choked dl thetime.

And what'swith that? I'm anice person. Why are peopletrying to kill me?

| absently shoved the plastic aswell asthe knifeinto the pocket of my sweats

(better to have Rhondatake alook at the mechanics of something that could prevent
me from going OOB) and stoodand sat back down. Oh man ... | waswoozy.

Drugs. | hate drugs. How can people function on drugs? And | didn't even know what
it was those assholes had shot me up with.

Speaking of Tiny and Beckett, where were they? Evidently Rollins had deemed me meek
enough to bein aroom with him aone, but that didn't mean they weren't just outside
the door.

Or worse, watching on some monitor screen somewhere.

| quickly dismissed that second thought-if there had been someone watching and seen
Tim bludgeon ole Teddy here-they'd have aready been through that door. | was guessing
he'd ordered our little meeting to be aclosed one.

But why?

And cometo think of it, what the hell had the man been talking about?
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"Zoeyou okay?"'

It was Tim's voice, near my cheek, but | couldn't seehim. | figured held pretty

much used dl the tangible energy he had to become solid for that brief instant and

was now little more than awisp.

| nodded and stood again-alittle dower thistime. | continued to cough, now and

then. Soundless. Very creepy.

| looked at the door, then | looked back at the desk. Y ou know, since | was here

Shuffling to the desk in my ugly-duck dippers was arduous

especidly since the room kept moving Sdeways. Long, lingering whatever-it-was drug.
But then again, in the past week, I'd had a

concussion, been pronounced dead, had some ethereal, undead thing shove his snake's
tongue down my throat and rip out my voice, been kidnapped by the bad guy (I 1&ft

out voluntarily-causeif | get down to it-nobody made me drive Mom's car to that
damned park, Stupid) and summarily drugged.

Wow, with aweek likethis, isit awonder I'm still single? Luckily, Mr. Crazy-Reverend



had unlocked his desk, and | was able to open al the drawers.

Unluckily-1 didn't find Jack Shit (ever wondered who Jack was-and why on earth his
mother married aguy named Shit?). Not even adocument. | did find afew books on
the occult-one of them even looked like a pocket-pa kindathing-like one of those
five-inch-by-eght-inch books to use when visiting aforeign country.

And when | thumbed through it-it read like one. Only this wasn't to visit France

or Germany or even England (hey, they may speak English, but they drive on thewrong
Sde of theroad over there)-it was ahow-to onvisting ...

... uh, the physica plane.

| opened up the front to see the publisher. And-there wasn't one. | ignored the
Twilight Zone themein my head and shoved the thing into the pocket of my swesats
and kept looking.

I'd hoped I'd find something telling me wherethelittle girl was, and if shewas

okay. Theway old Teddy wastaking, it sounded
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like shewas till alive. And maybeif I'd just played it cool, he'd have taken me

to her.

Y eah, bound and drugged. And exactly what good could | have donelikethat?

Wl you sure as hell weren't doing any good in'your body wearing ugly-duck dippers.
"Zoe, | know you've got the curiosity of acat,” Tim said on the wind beside me.

"But there's someone coming.”

Shit. | closed the desk doors. | didn't immediately see aplace to hide. Great-now
what?

| saw the phone and picked it up, my fingers poised just above the numbers, ready
todid.

Y eah, and say what? Damn. Theredlity hit me at that moment--I couldn't even use
the phoneto call

someone much less answer. Moving more like a Weeble-wobbling but not entirely faling
down-I madeit to where Teddy was. | grabbed up the paperwei ght-heavy!-and shuffled
to the door. 1 didn't have much of aplan, figured once they came through the opening,
| could hit one of them with the weight and hope there was only one.

Someonetried the handle. It was locked.

Knock, knock. "Boss? Y ou okay? Silent larm's picked up an intruder on the grounds.”
Anintruder? Were they detecting Tim's presence? "Boss?'

| turned to look at Teddy-who wasn't sorawled on thefloor anymore.

"Zoe!" | didn't duck asmuch asfal out of theway of Rollinssgrip. HEd moved
behind me and fallen into the doorframe as | turned too fast and lost my balance.

The goons outside, Tiny and Beckett, pounded alittle harder on the doors. It wouldn't
be long before they broke through, and | was no match for the two of them. Even if

| wasn't in bad shape, my defense training would protect me from maybe one, but not
al of them.
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Hey, Jackie Chan | am not. But the more | thought about the past few days, maybe

| should look intoit.

| sstumbled and regained my balance. The drug's effectslingered till, though not

as bad-just enough to make me clumsier than norma. Rollins was aso moving a bit
likeasailor with no sealegs. But | wasthinking Tim hit him alittletoo hard

with that cross.

The pounding got louder, and | heard wood crack. Rollins moved toward the door-if
helet them in | was doomed. Especialy with their guns.

| have amore-than-hedlthy fear of guns.



What | needed was aback door. Surely aguy as crooked as Rallins had a secondary
way out of hisoffice-just in case of apolicerad or-or if astampede of loya

Jesus freaks broke do

wn the door.

Of course my firgt ingtinct wasto cal out to Tim and say "L ook for a secret door!”

It redlly bites not having avoice. | heard the door give. "Boss-you're bleeding!”
Awwww ... how sweet. Not.

Rallinsgrowled, "Get her," loud and clear. Going down on hands and knees, | shuffle-crawled
to the other side of the couch as Tiny and Beckett moved in the opposite direction.
See-l'd watched them long enough to know the two wouldn't think of dividing and
conquering.

Now at the end of the couch closest to the door, | peeked around the side to see
Rollins stak back to his desk. Drug or no drug-I had to get out of there.

With asilent scream (so it wasagood thing thistime) | stood and bolted for the

door. Oncethrough, | ran-stumbled asfast as| could down the hal of Theodore (al
those pictures, remember?). It wasn't asfast as1'd liked-the ugly-duck dippers

didn't have the kung fu grip | wanted.

"Theresheid" Yiped
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"Just wound her-boss wants her dive.”

Wound? Gosh ... didn't these guys have like atranquilizer gun or something? Some
means of subduing a prisoner without resorting to dugs?

What the hell am | thinking? | didn't want to be tranqued any more than | wanted

to beGunshots! Pow! Pow!

Something zinged past my ear and exploded onto the doorframe leading into the main
foyer. | burgt forward, sumbling and sprawling into the main room behind the staircase.
My sweats dso caused meto dide agood bit too-my momentum pushing me forward
so that | wastotally missed by the two WWE suits running by the staircase and into
the hdlway of Rollinssoffice.

| scrambled back up and ducked behind the back of the stairs. Three guards stood
outside the door, each with assault rifles. Uh-uh.

Now what? The bad guys are going to come out of that hallway any second.

So | went up the gairs. On hindsight, it probably wasn't the best move | could

have made, but | was running on pure adrendine now. The thing split into two paths-right
or |eft.

| took left-it waslesslit. And | had afaint memory of heading down thisway before.
The corridor dumped out into another one of those long hallways. | stopped at the
entrance and listened for the goons.

What | heard was ... Fosters Home for Imaginary Friends. Hey, | watch Cartoon Network
too, you know.

Susan! Using abit more caution, | moved to each door until | heard thetelevision

the loudest. The door was locked. Oh dub. And shouldn't there be guards?

Now that thought didn't register as strongly asit should have. Susan? | hissed

with absolutely no voice and rapped a knuckle loudly on the door.
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| heard something inside and the television stopped. | knocked again even softer.
"Hello?" It was achild'svoice. Frightened. Scared. But dive. "Who'sthere?!

Oh, it'sme. That lady you saw get French-kissed by thebad guy in the trench coat.
Man, cometo think of it, | was sure that whole scene was probably going to scar

her for life-thinking if she kissed aguy hed hurt her.

Hrm. Maybe a her age that wasn't abad thing. Might keep the bogeymen away.



Damn, damn, damn. How was | going to get in there and reassure thiskid | wasa
friend when | couldn't speek? | was contemplating this when ahand came from behind
me and clamped over my mouth.

Another one encircled my arms, pinning them to my sides. Ingtinct went into action
(not to mention dl that adrendine). | leaned into him, ssomped hisright foot (not

very successful with uglyduck dippers on). But he hissed and released hishold on

my arms. | spun right, pushed with my Ieft, and power-drove my right elbow backward
into hisfleshy middle.

After hearing asatisfied "oof," | spun the rest of theway. Recognizing Tiny, |
gaveasdlent yel and kicked up with my left foot into his dready-swollen nose.

It was a beautiful move-too bad | wasn't paying more attention. A bigger goon with
cheap aftershave moved behind me as| kicked. When | turned to make my way to the
gairs, he nalled me with atwo-by-four against my left cheek. Stars momentarily

filled my vision, and | staggered. That second of lost footing gave my attacker the
window he needed to grab me around the neck and press agun to my head.

"l got her!" thisguy yelled out. Ow ... not so loud!

| could just see Rallins and six more WWE hustling up the stepsthrough the stars
infront of my eyes. Beckett flanked hisboss. | could hear poor Tiny moaning nearby.
Two hitsto the sameface.

Yow.
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The stars cleared asaRallinss bloody face loomed closer though he didn't look

at me. "Where was the intruder detected?’ "Near the east wing, lower level."

"Which sgnd wasit?"

Theman holding mesad, "Blue”

Rollins nodded. "Physical. Could bethe cop, cometo save his little girlfriend.”

Then helooked at me. " Stash her in the trunk of the limo. I want her bound and drugged,
but unharmed.” He reached out and touched my forehead. The sense of oogy radiated
off of thisman, about like it had with Trench-Coat, and | tried jerking away from

him.

"She's my insurance policy with the Symbiont._ Movethe girl as well. We leave now."
Roallinsand four of the goons marched back down the sairs.

Oh hdl! Not the trunk again. | had a permanent phobiaof trunks-not that | really
remember my joyridein my Mustang's trunk-but | do remember the aftermath.

When held from behind by an assailant, the proper thing to do is stomp down on his
foot, turn, and knee him in the groin. And normally that works for me. Except | missed
hisfoot, and when | tried to move, he clocked me with the gun.

Sono fabitch! That hurtd!

Stars again, followed by awee bit of nausea. Wraith ... | needed to go Wraith.

| also needed to get that ringing between my earsto stop.

| thought about Tim. If he had any tricks up hisdeeve, now wasthetimeto play
them.

"Zoe." Speak o' the devil.

"l can't manifest, Zoe. That took too much out of me. If you could jump, maybe you
could go corpored and stop them. But if they hit you with that needle again ..."

If I went unconscious, | would beimmediately pulled back into my body and trapped
insde. Same as before. Wash. Rinse. Repeat.
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Timeto go Wraith and get the hell out of here.

| relaxed asthe big guy haf dragged, half carried me.

| was amazed at how easy thiswas becoming, to just dip in and out of my body.



And | wondered for asecond if all the popping in and out wasn't somehow like wearing
down the silver cord connection.
Wasit possible to break the cord? Could | sew it back oniif | did?"Hey, | think
the broad fainted."

| stood to the Side of them as the guy holding me paused near the stairway. Tiny

had moved from the floor, another bloodied handkerchief over hisface. Beckett turned
and peered down at me.
Wait-broad? Who uses broad to refer to awoman nowadays? How quaint.
Jerk. | wasn't aswobbly in my astral form-evidently not experiencing the same physical
effectsas my body did. | watched my head roll to one sde. Ew.

My eyeswere open. Staring. Hadn't noticed
that before.

He knelt and set me down on the floor. He was redlly kinda gentle too. "She's purdy.”
Awww ...

"She'sdangerous,” Beckett said, and | noticed he was looking about the hallway.
"Shit, she'sout again. | say wetie her up right here and drug her." He handed his

gun off to Tiny and knelt beside me. | watched him pull out another set of those

plastic things. Were these spdlled too?
Tiny started going through my pockets. He took out my phone

aswell astherock. He pocketed the phone but tossed the rock to

the side. It knocked againgt anearby wall and rolled fill.

Uh-oh. Tim appeared beside me. "Y ou've got to get that rock back.” | did. | became
corporeal more easly thistime and snatched up
therock. | was on Tiny before he could turn and smashed the rock into the side of
hisface. His gun went off, the bullet lodging in the throat of the one who'd hit

mein the head.
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Two down, oneto go.

But | hadn't been watching Beckett for a second time. With wide eyes he grabbed

up the syringe and jabbed the needle into my neck. Damn.

| had only afew minutes before I'd get sucked back in again.
Thelightsdimmed.

"Zoel" Tim hissed. "They've got company!”

Shadows moved to our right and |eft. People in black pgamas.

| looked at Tim. What the hey? Ninjas?

| counted six in dl, three from the right and three from the left. 1t was at that

moment | realized | could see them because | was Wraith-there was that helghtened
sense of the dark. 1t wasn't that the lights dimmed-the lights had gone out!

Roallinss men were blind!
They didn't seethe guysin pgjamas. So they didn't seewhat hit them as each was
clubbed from behind or the side by a black-clad intruder. The men whose faces were
aswell hidden astheir bodies bent over Rollinss goons and disarmed them.

One of them grabbed my phone back out of Tiny's pocket and shoved it into a black
bag over hisshoulder.

Popular phone.
To my surprise one of the larger shapes leaned over me-er, my body-and put two fingers
to my neck. He looked at the others and nodded. And in one graceful move, he lifted
me up over his shoulder and carried my body fireman style down the sairs.
What gives?| was convinced now that he wasn't Danidlunless Daniel was some clandestine
member of aBlack Dragon Y akuza cult or something.

" think you're being kidnapped-again." What thefuck? | looked & Tim. By who now?



The men were as quiet leaving the building as they had been entering. | heard the
sound of severa silencers, followed by the thuds of bodies hitting the floor. Tim

and | peered over the Siderailing to see the six men leave out the front door.
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| turned to Tim and noticed the rock on the ground.

Therock! Without it, Tim couldn't travel with me-wherever that might be.

Tim was on the same page. | managed to become corporeal enough to pick the rock
up, but when the same dizziness and nausea |'d had before returned, | tossed it inside
one of the urns of apotted palm tree.

Tim spoke. "There's nothing you can do, Zoe. You'redready fading.”

Hewasright. | could fed the pull of my body even at this distance. Oh this sucked.

| couldn't just leave Tim here! How was he going to get back to the housein Little
Five Points?

Thiswasjust aredly odd turn of events. First I'm kidnapped by Roallinss boys,

and now my body was out the door with awhole other group of kidnappers.

What gives? What is so dl important about me?

| was lifted through the air as my cord pulled me back. Rollinss men were scattered
about the little drive area beneath an extinguished chanddier. A black limo, the

trunk open, sat idling in front of me,

| had no idea which way the boysin pi'shad gone. Until | heard acar dart to

my right. I looked down to get agood view of the cord a my belly button (you think
theré's a connection between the fact that the silver cord holding the spirit to

the body is located where the body was once connected to Mom?),

| blinked.

This probably wasn't agood time for philosophical speculation. But my cord did
trail off in that direction. Which wasthe direction | was now traveling. Very quickly.

| came upon ablack kidnap van (the kind with no windows on the sides or back) parked
just outside the gate entrance. | arrived just asthe little group of six did with

my body.

That'swhen | reaized none of them were speaking English. The one carrying my body
was helped ingde by an Asan man in ablack suit. Hewore aheadset withamicin
front of hisnose.
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Theinterior of the van was amixture of ambulance and survelllance utility.

The pull on my cord strengthened, and the entire scene faded away as| did back
ingde my body. There wasn't any pain as| did into unconsciousness, only the stray
thought of what would happento Tim.

Mom'sgonnakill me.
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ONE day I'm going to take atape recorder and-wak aong the streets of downtown
Atlanta, and ask passersby what they did aweek before Thanksgiving (thiswasdl
contingent on me kicking TrenchCoat's ass and getting my voice back).

I'm sure most of them were busy buying groceries, baking cookies, calling friends
and family, or even flying out to their destinations. Y ou know, normal holiday stuff.
NONE of them were bouncing around from one kidnapper to the next, waking up from
drug-induced deeps (much lessinside of morgue drawers ... shit!) or being choked
by wacky, strung-out televangdlists.

No-that would be my life.

Waking up thistime wasn't asbad. | wasin areal bed, not on acouch, and | wasn't
tied up in any fashion. Still had a headache though. Might be alack of caffeine

for the day.



Wait ... what day was it anyway?

| smedled food-and my stomach let out avery embarrassng growl. When wasthe last
time I'd esten? Mom's? She fixed biscuits, right? What time was it?

| felt soft sheets againgt my thigh and rump.
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That opened my eyes. | pulled up the sheets and looked under them.

And where were my clothes?

| redlized then | was on avery soft palet on thefloor. Severd dim lamps sat

around the room, giving things an eerie, brownish glow. | couldn't see any other
furniture, other than alow-legged black lacquered table to my left beside the bed.

On top rested asmall ceramic cup and amatching ceramic carafe. Condensation beaded
on the outside.

Water? Thirst overwhelmed al sensation, and | sat up, exposing breasts and dll

asal bypassed thetiny cup, took the carafe in both hands, and guzzled the cold
water indde.

Ouch. | winced from the cold. Brain freeze. But | didn't stop. | wastoo thirsty.

| heard something and moved the carafe from my mouth, vaguely aware some of the
water had spilled over my mouth and now dripped onto the blanketsin my lap. The
wall to my left and near my feet did away.

"Ah, you are awvake."

An older Asian woman, maybe just the other side of ahundred, bowed. Sheworea
light-colored kimono that shimmered in the dim illumination. Her snow-colored hair
was pulled back from a. face devoid of any blemishes. Oh, she had wrinkles, but her
skin wasincredibly smooth to look at.

Y ou know, that whole baby's bottom kinda thing.

She knelt on the floor with agrace I'd never have. | felt my cheeksgo bright red

with the heat of embarrassment and wiped at my water mustache.

With anod and bow, shetook the now empty carafe from my hands and smiled. "1 will
have Dojimabring in clothing, food, and _ more water."

Thiswoman stood-a single fluid movement-and glided aong the floor to the door.
Just as she turned the corner another

298

woman appeared. Thistime | yanked the cover up over my breasts. This kimono was
much younger, with black hair that hung over her shoulders.

She brought in asmall stack of clothes, set them insde the door, then came back
with atray of smdl platesand alarger carafe. To my surprise shewinked a me
before diding the door closed.

Where the hell was1? Japan?

| stood, naked, and grabbed up the clothes. They were smooth, made from silk and
cotton. It was akimono of dark green. Smple. Luckily I'd worn one once, so | kind
of knew how to put it on.

Afterward, | found abrush and comb on the table beside my bed and attacked my hair.
It'd been washed-1 knew this because it had a shitload of atic init. Which then
made me fresk out that 1'd been bathed while unconscious.

Yow! Andtangles. | findly managed to separate it into three pieces and braid it.

But with no rubber band-ah, there was one on the floor. Probably tucked in the kimono.
The food wasincredible. Small dishes of thingsthat smelled great, tasted better,

and | couldn't identify. That was okay. | used my chopsticks with gusto and amost
gave mysdf astomachache,

I'd finished up the entire carafe and was on my third cup of tea when the door did
open again. It was the nice older kimono. She bowed and beckoned me to come with



her.

| heditated. Call me suspicious 'but my lifein the past week had been no lessthan
aroller-coaster ride of just way too much fun. | didn't want to be led somewhere
elsewhere | might be vulnerable. And in physical body-1 was just as susceptible

to any physica danger asthe next person.

| was positive | was going to see Hirokumi-who apparently knew more than he'd told
Danid intheir meeting. If | could fool him-I believed | could fool anyone.

But where to put my body?

| looked at the old kimono in the doorway and held up afinger.
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She seemed to understand the "wait aminute”’ gesture and did the door shuit.

A bit more exploring and | found anarrow closet near my deeping pallet. The door
did to the Side, and there was just enough room in there for meto sit againgt the
wal.

With aglance at the other door, | scooted in and shut the closet. It was dark-darker
than I'd thought it would be-and settled mysdif. | got as comfortable as afive-foot-nine
body could get in athree-foot-five space. At least thiswasn't atrunk, and no one
was gonnajoyride acloset.

Onceagain | did out of my body and opened my eyesto a world of sooty shadows
and washed-out colors.

Whoohoo. | held up my hands-transparent. | thought of Daniel. | thought of taking
Danid on my bed, of him beneath me, of him writhing in extreme pleasure.

Pop! | was solid. And what's up with that? Thinking of sex makes me corporea ?
Theworld wasn't asdimin thisform, though | was till aware of afew thingsthat
scooted here and there. Thingsthat-if | really analyzed their shapes-resembled wee
little shadowy dragons. The colors of the room till looked muted. | didn't know

how long | could stay thisway-as | believed Rhonda's battery theory-but 1'd rested
(more than I'd wanted to) and I'd eaten. | could probably stay traveling for severa
hours, aslong as| didn't stay solid dl thetime.

| dso didn't have my watch. Cometo think of it-wherewas my watch?

With adeep breath, | did the door over myself and, after awell-subdued burp, followed
her. | found mysdf trying to smulate her gliding walk-ain't gonna happen.

| wastoo clumsy, even astral. Andtoo tall.  We went through a maze of paper-covered
hallways before turning a corner and confronting alarge, double, diding door. The
old kimono knelt in front of the door and looked up at me.

Oh. Metoo?
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| knelt (oh man, my knee actually creaked-1 wondered if the knee on my physical
body had done it too-the noise echoing in my room), but | didn't lower my head. |
was too fascinated with the picture painted on the smooth paper doors.

At firgt it looked like two dragonsfighting. But then it changed and | saw two
people, on ether side, gpparently controlling the dragons. And as | looked at the
door's carvings, | noticed things

in them. Painted ever so subtly were faces, bodies, animals, al worked together

to create theimage of the dragons.

It was redlly impressive. The doors parted.

"Please, comein, MissMartinique.”

| glanced at the old kimono. She was bowed completely over, her forehead touching
thefloor.

Standing, | moved through the doorway and into theroom beyond.

It was like stepping through atime portd, from old Japan to present day.



The floors were polished hardwood, covered in deep green orienta rugs. Thewalls
were made of dark wood as well, decorated with evenly spaced portraits. It reminded
mejust ahbit of the hallway leading to Rollinss office, only | couldn't seewho

was in these pictures.

A large, ornately carved desk sat as the centerpiece of the room. Behind was agold
paneled screen painted with asimilar scene as the one on the front doors. Two potted
palms flanked the desk, giving the room an organic fed, and | heard the running

water before | saw the fountain tucked into the right corner.

Very feng shui, you know.

Hirokumi sat behind his desk. He stood as | gpproached and moved around the desk.
Heworewhat | guess was the equivalent of aman's kimono. Black, wide deeves. Looked
comfy.

| was thinking that Daniel would look nicein one of these, with nothing on underneath.
Heh.
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Hirokumi stepped toward me, hisarms extended. "I hope you will accept my apologies,
Miss Martinique. My nameis Koba Hirokumi. | am afriend of Detective Frasier. |

had no idea the Reverend's men would intercept my message to you."
Hishandswerewarm ashetook minein his. | wasafraid I'd go all transparent-like
when he touched me, but | was apparently solid to him. His hands were strong too-solid.
And | sensed something.

Power. Thiswas aman to be feared.

Then what he said clicked in. Hirokumi had sent me the message to meet him, not
Rollins. And held paid me. Which meant he knew my profession.

Ouch-people with money. Think they can just do what they want.

Sigh. Wish | wasone.

When | didn't spesk, he gestured for meto take one of the chairs in front of the

desk. | did, and instead of taking his position of power behind the ornate masterpiece,
he sat in the chair besde me.

"l was very troubled when my men found your car abandoned and you missing. | knew
then held either intercepted my e-mail to you, or had someone watching your mother's
house and followed you. But, in hisrusting life, my foe has grown easy to read.

| knew where he would take you and where he would keep you.

"Y ou a =0 left your phone on, which made it easier to track you.” | know my eyes
probably widened to the Size of silver dollars. | wasimpressed, but also made a

mental note to turn the damned thing off in the future. I'm not sure how comfortable

| waswith being tracked. | dso didn't think that was legdl.

He narrowed hiseyesat me. ™Y our detective friend isvery worried about you. Apparently
your mother found your room empty yesterday morning, and they identified the car

left & Triangle Park asbelonging to her.”

Y esterday morning? | frowned at him, trying to convey my own confusion.
"It'sWednesday evening.”

302

Wednesday? What the hell happened to Tuesday?

Hirokumi gave me avery fatherly smile. "I'm afraid Rollins kept you sedated longer
than you redlized. And with good reason

with what you can do-heis afraid of you. More so now, if | suspect

what has happened to you, has."

| blinked at him. | really didn't know this man-wasn't surel could trust him. |

didn't know how he knew about me. Or how he wasredly involved in Rollinssweirdness.
| used my right hand and mimicked writing on my left pdm. When Hirokumi frowned,



| put ahand to my throat and shook my head.

Hiseyeswidened. "Thenit'strue ... the Symbiont Archer has stolen your voice."
Wait-isthislike broadcast news? Isthere a paranormal podcast out therejust letting
everyone know what happened to me?

| made the gesture again, and the businessman went to hisdesk and pulled out a

pen and paper. The paper was a notepad with the logo of Visitar Incorporated on it.
HOW DO YOU KNOW ABOUT ME? AND YEAH, HE TOOK MY VOICE.

I'd hoped my writing hurriedly would convey to him how upset at thiswholething

| was. But it just wasn't the same-not having avoice to get really mean with.

Hirokumi read quickly and gave me another one of those fatherly looks. Only there
was something esein hisexpresson. Wariness?

He dso looked dejected-kind of like afather who suspected hiskid used drugs,

then discovered his suspicion wasright. And didn't want it to be.

"The moment Mitsuri said aWraith was present, we had a problem. If any unseen spirits
wereto bein that office, it would be the Symbiont we al know asthe Archer."

Ah-HA! No wait. What?
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| grabbed up the pad. YOU KNEW HE KILLED TANAKA. Hirokumi nodded. "I tried to warn
Danid away fromit dl-to

tell him thingsweren't asthey seemed.” Heturned and pulled the small book I'd

swiped from Rollinss desk from beneath astack of papers. ™Y ou got thisfrom the
Reverend's office?'

| nodded. I'd forgotten about it.

"While you were there, did you see Susan?"

| shook my head, but | aso scribbled. | THINK | HEARD HER BEHIND LOCKED DOOR.
"Then shewasthere and shewas dill dive" Hirokumi said in alow voice. "What

did Rallins say to you? Do you redize what thisis?'

IST: HE SAID THINGS NO SENSE. 2N11: NOTE.

| rechecked my writing and redlized | was starting to abbreviate things. And not
inagood way. | wasfeding abit tired aready. Uh-oh. So soon?

How much energy do | burn up when | stay physical like this?

"Did hetdll you the reason for dl this madness? What it was | possess and hewould
kill to have returned?'

| shook my head on that. | was pleading dumb on thisone. Hirokumi stood and tossed
the book on the desk. He went to the other side and unlocked either adrawer or safe
out of my line of sight. After afew seconds he pulled out amanilafolder with a
bluetab onit. I'd seen folderslike thisin the doctor's office. Sort of likea

patient file.

Hedid it acrossthe desk at me. | picked it up. The side tab read Theodore Rollins.
Uh-oh. | opened it. Lots of typed paper. There were afew of those red, pointy stickers-kinda
like the ones used on documents nowadays to let you know where to sign-stuck in severa
places.

| read those placesfirst-and then read them again.

| looked up at Hirokumi. Hewas itting in his chair, hiselbows on the desk, his

hands clasped in front of him. He'd read my expression perfectly. "Y es-Rollins had
cancer.”
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Had cancer. | looked back down at the dates. Thiswasimpossible. These papers said
he was diagnosed-twice with a second opinion-over twenty years ago.

Could someone survive with cancer for twenty years? And cometo think of it, that
would have made himin hisearly thirties at thetime of diagnosis. The man that



had had me by the throat didn't appear to be suffering from anything-except maybe
overexcditability.

"Those are the documents of aman who should be deed.”

| looked at the papersin my hand again. | thumbed through them, scanned the doctor's
scribbled notes-okay-1 deciphered what | thought they said. All of them gave adiagnosis
of death within ayesr.

"His body was riddled with it-two surgeries exposed the cursed poison to oxygen.
There was nothing anyone could do. He would have died before he was thirty-one.”

| looked a Hirokumi. "How?" | mouthed thisto him.

The businessman reached for asmall, ornate wood box on the top of the desk. It

was set askew to the side, and | thought maybe it had cigarsinit.

Hirokumi brought out a dragon statue, which | assumed was the one Mitsuri had had
in hisoffice, and lit thetongue. | forced mysdf to remain cam. If | got sucked

into the thing, then wellcover was blown, and | was so toas.

But the smoke didn't riseinto adragon, nor did it seemto be paying attention

tomeat dl.

The man clapped his hands and spoke some weird words. | sSwear | saw something move
intheair between it and me asthe lid popped open. Hirokumi opened up the box,

and dl hell broke loose.

At least for me.

They were shadows at firg, little glimpses of black wispsof smoke that dove about
intheair. I thought for aminute that they were little gnats wearing bits of gauze-but

that wasslly.

Then severd of them flew at me and hovered in front of my eyes. They had faces-human-like
faces-with big teeth and hug eyes.
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If I'd had my voice, I'd have been screaming likeagirl as| swatted at them, though

not one of the gnats actually bit me.

Then abruptly the smoking dragon cameto life-or the smoke did-and | swear | heard
those little creatures squedl asthey were sucked into the dragon.

"Y ou can see the guardians?'

If you mean the gnats from hell-fuck yeah. | nodded but kept |ooking around for

them.

"Interesting." He reached in his desk and pulled on latex gloves before reaching

in the box and removing asingle, folded piece of parchment.

Okay-that definitely wasn't a porno tape..

Heunfolded it carefully, placed it on thetable, turned so | could seeit. It looked
likeit'd been written with aquill pen, al hlobby and sketchy. And like anything

setin front of me, | started to read it.

It was acontract, set forth between one Theodore Rollinsand something that just
wasn't pronouncesble. At least not for me anyway.

But that wasn't theweird part. No ... that was severd lines down inthearchaic

cript.

According to this, Rollins had sold his soul for long lifeand good hedlth.

Oh ... wasthat dl?

Where wasthe tag line asking for wealth and fame? If | sound sarcastic, it's because

| was. Thiswas soo00 cliche. | mean ... acontract between Rollins and what | assumed
wasthe devil over hissoul.

Oh how ultimately formulaic can we get here people?

| grabbed up the paper and shook it at Hirokumi. "That'swhen | saw the man's horrified
expresson.



"What?' | mouthed a him. Oh | REALLY wished | had my voice back.

He stood dowly, and shakily | might add, before pointing a the paper. ™Y our hand

... it does not burn?"

Burn?1 set the paper down on the desk and looked at my hands. No-no burns. | turned
them to face him. See?
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Hirokumi took the paper and refolded it before setting it back inside the box. After
closing the box and relocking it, he removed hisgloves. | waited impatiently for

some sort of explanation.

Instead, he turned to acompact cell phone and flipped it open. Speed did, and

he was spesking Japanese into it.

Ashehung up, | heard the sound of adoor diding open. | turned to seeaweelittle
man in ablack suit enter the same door 1'd come through. White, stringy, thin hair
hung in asemicircle from abony head and pooled against hisblack lapels. A Fu Manchu
mustache hung over his upper lip, and the light from the room's lamps shone off of

the top of hisbald head.

Hirokumi returned the bow. "Thisismy seer, Ra Ketaro."

Sureit was. | ood from my chair and faced the man. Standing at full height, he
barely cameto my navd.'

Rai bowed and peered up at me through heavy, folded eyes. He nodded as he started
walking around me. Hirokumi moved to drag my chair out of theway. | felt like the
center of amerry-goround.

Thelittle fucker was making medizzy.

Hirokumi said something in Japanese and nodded to the box. Rai nodded but held up
hishand asif to indicate Slence.

| noticed something then. It was soft at first. Whispersinmy ears. Vague, wispy
images moved inthe air around Rai, yet somehow | knew that he knew they were there,
"Yes, yes" Ra said as he mumbled to himsdf and stopped in front of me. He glanced
at Hirokumi. "Kado."

Kado? Likein OJs houseboy?

Rai shook hishead. "No-Kay-doe. Not like 't sound.” | blinked at him. Did he hear
my thoughts?

Ra shrugged. "Some of them. Very untrained. American woman. Brash. Unpolished.
You look Greek."

Irish-Latino, bud.
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The little man shrugged again and clasped his handstogether. "Same difference.
Youdl look dike. Very beautiful.”

| laughed. Wéll, intheory | did. Looked kinda funny with no sound. | liked this

old guy.

Hirokumi stepped forward. "1s she aWraith? Was Mitsuri correct?

Like we needed clarification from the little toad?

"Y esand no-not quite. Unique." Rai touched hisown throat. | noticed the wispy
thingsagain, just briefly. What the hell were they?"Not like me anymore.”

Not likehim ... was he aWraith too? Rai looked a me. "No." "Y ou can hear her?"
Hirokumi said.

Ra nodded. "I told you aready-some things. Some thoughts are loud, others muddied.
Very chaotic up here." He reached up to his own temple and tapped. Then with afrown,
he reached out and poked my middle with a. crooked finger.

Ow. Okay buddy, if you can bear me, I'd like some answers, like did Trench-Coat
turn meinto aWraith, and what does dl this have to do with Rollins?



Rai gestured for meto sit. | grabbed up the chair Hirokumi had moved away and turned
it to face the little man. | wasn't missing this-1 somehow knew | was about to get

thefirst real answers since my first encounter with Trench-Coat in that building.
"Trench-Coat-very amusing. American moniker. Many worlds center around this one-this
worldisthe physica plane” Ra hed hisright hand out in front of him, palm down

asif indicating aflat surface. "Middle of things. There are worlds above, and worlds
below."

Okay. Physical planeisthe middle, yadda, yadda, yadda. Above and below, like Heaven
and Hdll?

The man shook his head. "No. More complicated than that. No good. No evil. Smply
Is"
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Ah ... likethe mentd, the astrd, then the Ethereal and the Abysma?

Heamiled. Little gnome was missing quite afew teeth. "Yes. Exactly. Y ou saw guardians.”
Rai nodded toward the smoking dragon.

| nodded. Then | frowned. Now how come the smoky dragon inside didn't come out and
try to eat me thistime? Isit because I'm corporeal ?

Ra smiled at me and winked. "Y esto that. But they are on one plane of existence.
Severd levels above and below, existing within the Abysma." He gestured to aspace
below his hand. "The closer to the physica plane, the stronger the being. Mortal
existence, the soul"-he pointed to Hirokumi-"come from one plane, experiencethis
world, and then move on to the next. Sometimes return for new lessons.”

| glanced a Hirokumi. How come Ral didn't point to meor to himsdf?

"Morta souls are different because they can transcend planes. They can move beyond
levels of existence to becomedl things.”

| nodded. Okay, so asoul can reach enlightenment. Basic Religion 101.

He nodded. Thiskind of communication was better than the notepad.

"They-other beings-they want physica existence. They want carnd pleasure. They
cravethis plane, but forbidden to be born. They have no soul, no transcendence.”

That would suck. So they just float around watching us?

"Some can, some can't. Different levels of being have different abilities. They have

their own world, one amortal cannot see.” He smiled at me. "Aswhat you call a Traveler,
| liveintwo worlds, the physical and the astrl. But asaWraith, you . . ." He

smiled when he paused. It was very creepy. "You livein al worlds. Onefoot in,

onefoot out. Y ou bring death, and you bring life. Y ou livein dl"he leaned toward

me, his expression abruptly sad-"but you can never reach peacein any of them.”
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| blinked. Never reach peace? No shit.

Ever sincel'd met Trench-Coat, | hadn't known amoment's peace. Things had changed
snce hefirst touched me. | thought of the way things looked now when | went out

of body, and wondered if instead of viewing life through the astrd, | hadn't been

viewing it through the Ethered instead?

Ra nodded. "That is precisaly correct. The Symbiont Archerhis touch changed you.
Broke rules-probation and doing welluntil you came dong.”

Say what?

"Hein big trouble" Rai shook hishead. "The Archer was making amendswith his
creator-asking for-pardons-no longer Archer. Then you show up. But you were different
when he touched you. Y ou are Kadobashi. The gateway's bridge. Through you he can
attain the physica, but only if he can possess you. He must take and master you

piece by piece, before you master him."

Y ou mean like my voice?



"Honorable sir,” Hirokumi said, interrupting us. How rude. He bowed. "1 do not wish
to hurry you, but my daughter. | must know what to do. Does she possess the power

of atrue Wraith?'

Rai nodded to Hirokumi but looked immediately back to me and our two-sided conversation.
"Y es, your voice. But know that a balance must aways be maintained between the worlds."
| was getting abit frustrated, basically because | fdlt like | was missing something.

| didn't understand what any of this had to do with Trench-Coat and my voice, and
what Rollinswas so upset about.

The little man pointed to the box. "By the terms of this contact, the Reverend was
given aSymbiont that lived dongside the soul. It protected the Phantasm's prize

whileit hesled hisphysicdl ills. Desiroy al cancer. It gave him long life and

it gave him power. But the Symbiont grew more powerful thelonger it remained in

the physical world. The Reverend was aweak man.” Ral shook his head. "He succumbed
to the Symbiont and now livesin the menta plane, within hisbody. He may seethe
world, but he has no control."
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Hirokumi jumped in, evidently thinking his own seer wasn't fast enough for him.
"Aslong as Rollins possesses this contract, the Symbiont's home insde of his body
issafe. But if helosesthis contract, then heforfats hisrightsand Rollinss

soul belongs to the Phantasm and the body dies. The Symbiont ceasesto beif the
Phantasm dismissesit.”

Oh ew. That cregpy man isn't redly aman? And hed beenin my face?

"Yes" Ral sad, taking over theinfo-dump again. "The Archer was sent to retrieve

the soul of the Reverend since the contract was no longer in his hands.”

Ah! Soif hestill had the contract, Trench-Coat wouldn't be here.

"Yes" Ral glanced a Hirokumi. "Koba has the contract and somehow a stray spirit

or creature discovered the original owner no longer possessed it.”

| was thinking one of those little nasties I'd seen come out of that box was probably

the narc. Then again, dl betswere on the Symbiont Rallins said he conjured to taunt
Tanaka What you wanna bet that thing ran home and told the Phantasm?

And in comes Trench-Coat.

"Tanaka had tried to barter with Rollins, claiming he could get him the contract.

He wanted money. Power. Things| would never give him."

Tak about greedy-Tanaka had been the vice president of amultimillion-dollar company.
And he wanted more?

Sheesh.

Hirokumi looked sad, which explained to me the look he'd had on hisface in his office
when held spoken with Danidl. "William tried to take the contract, and it burned

his bare hands. The document marked him so the Archer could track him like a bloodhound.
Wheniit did not find the contract, it became angry and took Tanaka."

Okay. In laymen'sterms, Tanakas death had been hisown fault. And Trench-Coat
was an otherworldly bounty hunter. Greeeedt.
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| looked a my own hands. They weren't burned and I'd touched the damned thing.

"I believe you were unaffected because you are dready apart of the Abysmal world."
Hirokumi took a step forward. "AsaWraith."

That freaked me out. | was apart of thisdark, invisble world? | started rubbing

my hand on my thighs, the rough areas on my palms snagging on the silk.

"The Archer'sgod isto retrieve the soul, destroy the body and the Symbiont housed
ingde" Ra clagped his hands again before him. "And | believeit would have, and
thingswould have righted themsdalves" He narrowed hiseyesa me. "Unitil it encountered



you. You drew it away from its purpose, enticed it. It broke ruleswhen it took your
voice and if the Phantasm that sent it discoversthe betrayd, it will send more
Symbionts, more chimeras and nightmaresto destroy it aswell as Rollins. Because
if the Archer possesses you, then it could become more powerful than the Phantasm
that crested it."

Hirokumi shook his head. "We can't dlow that."

Thisdid not sound good at al-especialy because it sounded like it was my faullt.
And that waan't Sitting right with me.

But it made Rallinss-uh the thing'swell Rallinsswords make sense. When he said
he'd barter the girl he meant Susan Hirokumi for the contract, and when he said hed
barter me, it meant to appease the Archer. Trench-Coat.

| was supposed to be Ethered fodder.

And to be honest, | wasn't liking the way these two men were |looking at me.
"Wewill agreeto Rollinss offer to trade the contract for my daughter.” Hirokumi
moved around to the back of his desk.

Rai looked sad as he reached out and touched my arm. "'l am sorry, my daughter. But
the balance must be maintained. PityWraiths are so rare these days. Most have been
exorcised by theliving to near extinction. Or hunted by rogue Symbiontsfor their
souls”
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What the hell? | turned to look Hirokumi. He looked upset. More so than when Tanaka
died.

So now they meant to offer meto Trench-Coat just as Rollins had?

"No," Rai said. "Once Rollins possesses his contract again, the Archer cannot take
the soul and will not be alowed to destroy the body or the Symbiont. It isthe Symbiont
within Rollinsthat wishesthe contract. But because he has your voice, the Archer
cannot return ether. So thereisonly oneway to rid ourselves of such apowerful
Symbiont.”

| swallowed as| stood and backed away. | looked from Rai to Hirokumi.
Hirokumi held aGlock in hishand, amed a me. "Y our death."”
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I

don't know how many timesin my life I'm going to wish | could go back to one particular
Tuesday night and strangle the curiosity right out of mysdlf. | might not redly

grangle mysdf, but | sure as hell would stop me from going into that freak'n building
with aredly good bitch-dap.

Then I'd never have seen Trench-Coat kill Tanaka

I'd never have been attacked by some harpy spy spirit. And I'd till have my voicel!
But-I might never have met Lieutenant Frasier (not that much had been happening
on the romantic front with the cute cop).

| know | wouldn't have found mysdf facing the wrong end of aGlock 9mm.

Oh noooooo.

I'd be shopping. Buying shoes. Trying on jeans. Drinking amocha at Starbucks.

Or even better-eating greasy, fake-butter-covered popcorn while | watched amovie
inthe dark, my only worry being which hip the butter was going to sit on.

Now-as | faced my imminent desth, | thought some serious thoughts.

Of survivd.
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| stared at the gun. If he shot mewhile | was Wraith/solid, what

would happen to my body in the closet? Would the bullet pass

through meif | becameinvisiblein time? But then they'd know | wasn't redly here.



If I became incorpored right now, | might be

able to move past Hirokumi, invisible, go corpored again, and

grab the gun.

And then what? Shoot Hirokumi? Shoot wee Rai? And what

about that smoking dragon?

To my surprise the little gnome sidestepped to stand in front of

me. If he hoped to protect me or deflect any bullets, | hated to tell

the fucker | was ill vulnerable from the boobs up.

"No, Hirokumi. Her death will not release the Archer from

thisplane”

The businessman |ooked redlly upset, and the gun wavered. |

ducked behind the gnome. Okay-call me chicken shit. But the guy

was obvioudy unstable, what with the kidnapping of his daughter,

and waswilling to do anything to get her back. "Without her, he

would have no reason to remain.”

"He hastasted physical gifts. By taking the Wraith'svoice, he

may now useit to influencetheliving. True, hewill continue to pursue her until

he possesses dl of her. But if shedies, hewill intercept her soul.”

Wait-what?Y ou mean that asshole would prevent me from

going to Heaven?

Or a least | was hoping I'd go to Heaven. After that incident

with thelittle old lady and then with Mitsuri, | redly wasn't sure

of anything at the moment.

"Koba," Ra said, and his voice was gentle. Soothing. "Susan

will bedl right-we will trade with the Reverend's Symbiont, and

shewill be home. It will receive its own punishment for what it has done. What is
more important is the destruction of the Phantasm's

charge.”

| think it was at that moment, standing behind allittle old Japanese man, that the
epiphany of being in over my head finally came crashing down on top of my shoulders.
There were things out there
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ontheastra planel'd never encountered before-not in my little realm of it.

And somehow that had changed-my realm. It had gotten bigger, and | didn't want it
to. | was of the belief that if | could seeit, it could seeme.

And | didn't want to be seen. Not by thingsthat | didn't understand.

At least yet.

| got the feeling | was no longer awee guppy in avast sea. | was now awee guppy
with ahonking-big neon signin avast sea. The message"Eat Me' could be seen for
miles

Weasit possible not to astral travel anymore? To not be a\Wraith anymore?

| somehow doubted it.

It was likeice cream. One bite, and you were abruptly looking down at the end of
the cone--or cup in my world. Not abig eater of crunchy sugar.

Even when you get ataste of something you don't redly likelike pistachio or black
walnut-you keep sneaking more bites until the whole pint (who've we kidding-gallon)
isgone.

Hirokumi lowered the gun aswell as his shoulders. Helooked defeated, and | felt
sorry for him.

Wi, only alittle sorry. The asshole had pulled agun on me. "What do you propose?”
Ral nodded, and | was surprised to see the gnome's shoulders relax aswell. Ah-nice



to know the omnipotent aso panic. "We must arrange ameseting between Rollinsand
you to exchange Susan and the documents. The Archer will be nearby, watching. It
ismy guess Rollins had planned on trading Miss Martinique for his safety. Offering
adaving man water."

| recalled Trench-Coat to mind. Starving? Hardly. But Ral was right-that was what
old Teddy had had in mind. Not that I'd understood any of it at the time I'd been
inhisoffice

Rai spoke. "l propose we do the same-use Miss Martinique as bait to lure the Archer
tous”
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| looked down at thelittle troll's shiny head. Excuse me? "But, Seer-that would

be giving it the power to fully enter this physica world.”

"Not if wetrgp it ingde the mouth of the dragon.” He nodded to the atue il
smoking on the desk. "The Symbiont istill largely apart of the spirit relm. He

is as susceptible to capture as any other Abysmd or Ethered creature.”

| looked at the dragon statue and dismissed the idea of becoming invisible to escape.
It sought out spiritlike beings. So | sort of suspected that if | went invisible,

the thing would take alook a me and think, "Oohh, munchies and crunchies.”

Either way-I figured | needed to get out of there before Hirokumi changed his mind.
The big deal washow. If | just vanished out of sight, I'd blow my wad, and there
was no way 1'd get out of herein one piece with my body. | checked thelittle clock
on Hirokumi's desk. I'd been out of body for nearly an hour, but 1'd been corpored
the whole time. So, what did that trand ate to time out? Two hours equal to not being
visble?

And there was the dragon. Argh. Why couldn't thisbusinessbe easier? Even better,
why didn't | just stay in Mom's bed?

| needed adiversion.

Shouts from outside the doors. Ooh. Good diversion.

But | wasn't quick enough. Who knew there were guardsin

the room with us?1 didn't. But obvioudy there were hidden panelsin thewood walls
because before | could say "what the f-" there was a big man behind me. He grabbed
me around my chest, pinning my armsto my sdes, and clamped ahand over my mouth,
smashing my lipsinto my teeth.

Ow. What? He not get the memo elther? Hell-o. No voice! The big guy-who smelled
of AquaVelval might add-dragged me backward behind one of those redl pretty screens.
He released my mouth and | started to bite him, ssomp hisfoot, you know-be that
action heroine| loved in the moviestill some
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thing metd, solid and very much like the barrel of agun, banged painfully againgt

my lipsand teeth.

Ow. He had the gun ... in my mouth.

Now-here we go again with thefill-in-the-blank.

If heshot me, while | wasphysica, would it hurt? And if it hurt, would it affect

my physica body? | mean-would it suddenly go into death throes (bullet to the brain-I
was assuming it'd be a death shot) and a bullet hole appear in my head? Would | abruptly
snap back into my body?

That would be bad.

| think it was agreat theory-but not one | wanted to test. So | stayed il in

his burly arm, my head pinned to his chest with

the gun.

The doors did open, and the yelling became clear-it sounded likewhat | imagined



aharpy would sound like-if she were Japanese. Since | couldn't see anything through
the screen, | listened.

| imagined it was the old kimono. Very unhappy. "Ahhh ... Detective, What an darming
urprise.”

Detective? Daniel ? | started to struggle and big guy shoved the gun farther between
my teeth. | quietly gagged.

| promised myself | would get even with him.

"Redly? Not asdarming asthe onel got when | saw your men carry ayoung woman
out of that house. Whereisshe?' It was Danid al right. It felt like ages since

I'd heard his voice.

"I'm sorry, Detective, but | have no idea of whom you speak. I'm afraid | must protest
your intrusion into my private home. I'm sure Captain Cooper would be very unhappy
to learn of your actions.”

Uh-oh. "Kobal was pulling surveillance outside of Rollinssresidence. | saw your
men bring someone out of that house. Either it was your daughter, or it was Zoe.
Where. Is. She?'

My hero.

But Danid, for al his cute bravado, realy had no ideawhat he was dedling with

here. | know he believed | was here, and not
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Susan. And | was afraid he was going to get hurt if we didn't get out of here. He
wasn't going to just leave, and he was the only way out for my body that | knew of.
Need another diversion.

| knew what | had to do, but wasn't sure how quick | was going to be against smoky
dragon. | had to try, right?

Sometimes I'm not the brightest bulb in the sign.

With adeep breath, and no clear idea of what | wasdoing, | closed my eyesand
thought about being astrd, like smoke.

| dipped from my bully's grip and moved away. Big guy gasped and lowered hisarms,
his gaze looking al over the place. | immediately turned and passed through the
screen.

Daniel wasthere, dressed in hisusua suit and round glasses. He looked damned
good-enough for meto jump right there. Wrong thoughts, wrong thoughts (notice |
didn't say bad).

That roar you're hearing isn't your libido, child. It wasthe dragon awakening.

Any second now that thing's smoke was gonnatake on the look of a'Y u-Gi-Oh! monster
and try to eat me.

| moved to the other side of the desk-to the other screen-and hid behind it. | felt
dizzy for asecond as| thought of mysdf asphysicd, just like before.

Infact, the dizzy feding got worse before it got better. | was stunned and fell

back againgt the wal behind the screen just asthe dragon plunged through the screen
a me-and stopped, jaws wide. It snapped its jaws shut and blinked. The thing actualy
looked disappointed.

Hal Missed me. Neener-nee.

Oh...but | fet awful. And | immediately thought maybe I'd overused my body battery.
| needed to get back to it. | needed awatch. | needed"Zoe?' | turned to see Danidl
peering behind the screen, his gun drawn and held in both hands. | gave him asmile
and nodded.
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"Youlook nicein that." He reached out to me, and | took his hand. "Y ou ready to

go home?'



Danid pulled me from behind the screen with one hand onmy shoulder and one lill
clutched around his gun. "Kidnapping, Hirokumi? But why Zoe? What is Zoe worth to
Rallins? Why did he, and now you, kidnap her?'

| could only imagine Danidl’s surprise to be spying on Rallins and see men in black
pajamas sneaking me out of the house. | was surprised at Hirokumi's apparent calm
ashe sat at his desk, his hands clasped on its surface. HE'd just been caught with

his hand in the cookie jar, and he looked pretty okay about it.

Smug. | didn't see Rai anywhere though. Maybe he was under the desk?
Oh. Ew. Bad image. Nasty.

Menta note: Wash mind out with soap.
"I'vewarned you before, Lieutenant, things are not asthey seem. Y ou are meddling
inaworld far beyond your everyday good guy and bad guy.” Hirokumi smiled, but didn't
show any teeth. | was glad of that. | was beginning to think those teeth might be
pointy and razor-sharp. "Those areas are now blurred gray.”

Didn't like the sound of that either.
"Isthat athreat, Koba?' Daniel sounded frazzled. Sort of like I used to when my
day had just started at worse and got increasingly ... uh, worse. "Y our daughter
ismissing-and you kidnap agrown woman as atrade? What does Rollins have going
that he'd want or need Miss Martinique? Isit because your former secretary tried
tokill her?!

| hated to tell Daniel that Hirokumi dready knew Mitsuri was rotten, but we didn't
redlly have time to stand here and chitchat. Rather, | didn't havetimeto stand

here and chitchat. Not that

| could really even chat about any chits. | wasn't feeling oh-so
spiffy and needed to get back to my body.

| dready knew | was going to be hungry and thirsty. Redly
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thirsty. That seemed to be the new side effect. | glanced at the nicely glowing white
hair on my left shoulder. Besdesthat.
Oh, and the tat.
So, if | was any good at guessing symptoms with time spent OOB, | gave mysdlf half
an hour more in solid form and blammo. Back in the body | went whether | liked it
or not.

| could probably travel my slver cord right now and join Danid inmy red physica
body, but my sudden disappearance would A, probably freak poor Danny-boy here out
enough so that Koba's men could capture him, and B, dert the disappointed dragon
that | was back in munching form.

No, we needed to get to my body or close enough so | could zip back in.
Wow ... aweek ago I'd never considered just zipping back into my body. It was getting
too easy. And' I'd hate to be out in public and sneeze and poof! Out of body.
Not good on datesto go all dead-like, then poof! Back in again. It'd giveawhole
new meaning to the old bdlief that Southern women swoon.
Kobalooked as disappointed asthe dragon had. "I'm afraid things aren't that smple,
Lieutenant. Nor can | dlow you to smply take such a prize from me."
Prize? Little old me? Wow-I felt so loved.
"Prize? Zoe?' Theincredulity in Danid's voice was papable. And offensive. Hey
buster, I'm one damn grest prize.
Danid held hisgun up higher, amed at the businessman's chest. "I'm not here done.
Cooper didn't officidly approvethislittle venture of mine, but he's here nonethel ess.
And he can hear everything you're saying."

| turned and looked at my hero. Cute, and wired! Loved it. 1'm not sure Hirokumi



believed him, but | do think that, as a businessman, he knew when not to gamble.

"Y ou may go, Danid Frasier. And you may take ..." The man smiled and looked directly
at me. Oogy. "Whatever it isyou have with you."

| don't think the lieutenant got it-but | did. Hirokumi knew
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the only way 1'd been able to get away from my captor behind the screen and arouse
the dragon was to become a Wraith.

Heknew | was out of body. And what about Rai? Where was he?

Danid pulled a methen, and | gave Hirokumi anarrowed look. He merely bowed from
his neck with asmug amile.

| redlly hated smug. Did | mention that before?

Cutie-cop wanted to go right, but | pulled him |€eft. "Zoe, we haveto get out of

here thisway. My car's parked by the road.”

| shook my head and wasinsistent. | needed to get my body, and it wasthreeturns
and ahdlway back thisway.

Hewouldn't let go of my wrist, so on awhim, and really not sureif it would work,

| concentrated on just my wrist being invisible.

It worked dl right. | snapped to the l€eft, and he nearly ssumbled to theright.

Righting mysdf, | motioned him to follow me. With afew choice words fmy, my what
language! Mugt teke

notes!) he did, and | moved abit shakily back down the maze to the room where my
body was stuffed in a closet.

"Zoe... what did you leave in here?' Danid said, as| did the door to the room

open.

It was the same. Thefood tray had been removed and the bed straightened. Hopefully
the help hadn't opened the door and gotten a shock. | doubted they would-1 mean--|
didn't have any clothes other than what was aready on my back.

| gave him theindex finger of my right hand, indicating to wait one second as|

moved to the closet and did the door open.

If I could have screamed, man, | would have. And probably pierced afew eardrums.
Either way Danid read my body's reaction and cameto my side. He definitely helped
prop me up because | was about to give an old-fashioned swoon.

Helooked into the closet. "Wasiit that envel ope you needed?’ No! | wanted to shout.
| had abody here! | I€eft it here for safekeeping! Where the fuck wasit?

322

Daniel moved forward and bent down to grab the envelope that was there. It was addressed
to me. "Let'sgo before Hirokumi changes his mind, and we're trapped here." He grabbed
my wrist again and dragged/pulled me from the room and back down the hdll.

| waslooking down a my bellybutton areaand trying really hard to find my cord.

My first thoughts of course were centered on where my body was. Until | looked down
at my bellybutton areato find my cord. That'swhen | lost control and vanished,
completely.
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THE ABYSMVAL

IF my body was my battery, then | had to believe it was till dive, and | was il
attached. Somehow.

The little adventure with Trench-Coat that subsequently zapped my voice had proven
| could stay out longer. But Joe had said held used a cocktail on me, his own recipe,
to pull me back in my body. And then there had been that recovery period--with me
in the hospitd

.Agan.



So-did that mean | could stay out of body for alonger period of time aslong as

| had Joe's cocktail? And exactly what had that been?

| had no way of getting hold of him. Maybe | could go back to the hospital and ask
around

. Find out hislast name.

That is, if | survived my present nervous breskdown.

During the drive from Hirokumi's estate north of the city, up Interstate 75, | thought
about what'd happened in Hirokumi's home, in that room as | realized my body was
gone.

Daniel had lost hisgrip on my hand and turned, and could no longer see me. He brandished
hisgun and caled out for me, but of course he couldn't hear me,

We both heard footsteps in the hallway. Then | was somewhere e se.

| was someone else.
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| stood behind Hirokumi-and | wastaking. Actualy spesking. But not in control

of what | wanted to say. | knew on somelevel | was back in my body, but not in ownership
of it. | was more of abystander-sort of watching things unfold from the wings.

And then blam! I'd been kicked out and found mysdf back in my room. Daniel was
goneand I'd half stumbled, half run out of therelooking for him. I heard shouts
down the hdlway and went in that direction. Three, maybe four turnslater and |

was a the front door. I'd heard the dragon roar.

Daniel had been getting in his car asthree of Hirokumi'smen pointed redly big
automatic gunsat him. With aglance at the men, | decided going with Daniel was
preferable to sticking around here.

He'd looked upset. Redly upset as he backed the car out of there, unaware I'd been
gtting right there besde him in the passenger's sedt.

And even now, as| watched him punch numbersinto hiscell as hedrove, it happened
again. | wasn't in the car anymore-but back in my body.

And | was speaking, not writing. | was actualy speaking out loud. And | sounded
anawful lotlike Ral.

Ew. And then | heard my own voice. My voice!

| looked up.

Trench-Coat, in dl hishulking, black leather forbode-i-ness, stood on the other

Side of adesk. Hirokumi's desk. The desk I'd just |eft. The dragon still expelled
smoke. But why wasn't it going after the Archer?

Wait ... everything sort of fell into place at that moment. Someone-Rai ?>-wasin my
body, talking to Trench-Coat, who then answered in my voice!

What. The. Fuck?

And then Rai, in my body, abruptly held my body ill. "Sheis here. . ." wasal

| heard mysdlf-himsalf-us-say before | was abruptly back in the front seat of Danidl's
Crown Victoria
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What was going on? And wasit going to keep happening? | needed morethantolie
down.

| needed my mommy!

| doubt Danid actually heard my unspoken plea, but he did increase speed.

| was surprised when. he drove straight to Mom's. Which was good, because that's
where I'd wanted to go. And because by thetime| hit the door to the botanicaand
teashop, I'd guessed I'd been out of my body for nearly four hours.

Ding, ding, ding. Timesup?

Mom knew | wasn't in my body-the moment we stepped through the shop door. In fact,



sheimmediately closed up the store after we stepped in.

Daniel went to her and took her handsin his. "l saw her, Nona... She wasthere,
and then shejugt ... vanished." He busied himself telling her what he'd seen at
Rollinss, and later at Hirokumi's, then he moved away into the botanicato call
Cooper on hiscell.

Mom and | stood in the middle of Mom's shop, in front of the counter. She il
wore one of her numerous knit pantsuits. A dark, emerad green one thistime, with
awhite turtleneck and her old standby necklace-a green stone set in agold filigree
that hung just above her breasts-only now it hung above an embroidered’ Christmas
wregath.

Christimas. Wasit Thanksgiving yet? Had we had Thanksgiving yet?

"Wheres Tim?' wasal Mom saidinalow voice.

Then Steve appeared, looking more washed-out than I'd ever seen him. | wanted to
tell them about Tim and what held done to help me, and that he was il trapped
insde of Rollinssestate. At least I'd hoped the rock was till in the potted

plant.

No onereally bothered taking rocks out of plants. Did they?

But | didn't have apen, or apad. And I'd lost the juice to go corporedl.
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"l need to know" Mom's voice was stern, even, low. Scary"exactly what happened. After
Danid leaves”

And | needed to process and understand everything I'd heard and seen. There was
so much knowledge. And there was knowledge

| needed to research somehow, either on the Web, or in alibrary.

Rhonda came through the front door, the bell overhead banging loudly againgt the
moation.

And sometimes knowledge arrivesin anoisy, gothic package.

Her hair was down, which was odd. Maitt black, it splayed over her shoulder like
the broken strands of a spider's web. Her

eyes were shadowed as usud, but not with the precise care she usualy took with
them-thislooked more like eye shadow gone wrong

after despinginit.

Thelittle geek was dressed in plain jeans and agray Celldweller

swesatshirt. She had on her black leather jacket and matching black

combat boots.

It was s00000 good to see Rhonda again.

On her shoulder was her leather book bag, and she dropped it to

the floor when she saw me standing in the archway between the herb

and the teashops. "Zoel" Her eyeswidened. "Hefound you!" | shook my head.
Mom put her finger to her lips and nodded to the botanica,

where Daniel spoke on hiscell. "Danid doesn't know she's herehe didn't find her
With arched eyebrows, Rhonda stepped toward me, her index

finger making zigzagging mationsinthear. “Love, the kimono."

Then she paused, her eyeswide with dawning horror. "Whereis

your body? How long have you been out of it?" And therein liesthe rub.

Daniel stepped out of the botanica as he tucked his cell back into the insde pocket
of hissuit jacket. He smiled at Rhonda, but

not even that managed to brighten his beautiful face. "I'm sorry.

I'm s0 sorry. Sheld been right there. | can only guess one of Hirokumi's goons snatched
her again. But what | can't understand is



why." He absently scratched his head.
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Mom stepped forward and put a hand on his shoulder. "It's okay, Dani€l. You tried.
And your hunches paid off. We know Hirokumi has her, for whatever purpose.” She glared
a me, which meant "and you're gonnatell me."

"But why, Nona? The only connection Zoe hasin thisisher snooping, and that Mitsuri
saw her while shed been leaving Rollinss place. That'

swhereit made sense that Rollinss men would have her, but why Hirokumi?'

But the shop owner wasfast on her feet. | also knew shewanted to get Daniel out
of her housefor now. "I don't know yet, Daniel. But well find out.”

"He cdled her aprize, Nona. What the hdll did that mean?' Well that comment got
me looks al around the room. "Daniel, perhaps you should get some deep, and regroup.
You

know she'salive, and now | do too, and that's okay for now. Y ou should be able to
get Captain Cooper to back you up on this. And if Cooper won'

tligento you, hesureashdl will lisento me."

Danidl left with promisesto cal back if he heard any word. Mom stood by the door
until the Crown Victoriawas out of the driveway.

| lost mysalf when the door closed, asif 1'd been holding my astral pieces together
while Daniel wasthere. Why?|

don't knowmaybe | thought in some weird way held see me or something.

| must have vanished for amoment. When | sasw Mom and Rhonda again, they were above
me. | lay on the floor-or rather lay as easily as any astral form could. | felt weak,
shaky,

drained of energy.

A hand touched mine-soft-the ddlicate tickle of aspider's web againg my astra

skin. Steve knelt on the opposite sde of Mom and Rhonda, and he was touching the
back of my hand.

"Nona-l'd say that's a bad thing." Rhonda pointed to the contact. | could only imagine
what it looked like from the living's point of view.

"Zoe'-Mom's own skin looked aspale and ill asafull moon-"get back to your body!
Now!"
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"I can't,” | mouthed to her. | needed to tell them what happened. But how? | didn't
have the strength to become solid enough to hold a pen.

"Grab my hand, Zoe."

| looked back to Steve. | saw painin hiseyes. He needed to

know where Tim was. How awful it had to be for him to be donein this house after
al theseyears. And I'd left Tim in apotted plant.

| didn't understand the request to hold his hand-wasn't even surel could. I'd never
touched the boys, as Mom called them. No one ever had.

Turning my palm over, hedid hishand into mine, and | redized too late what would
happen. | should have known.

There was no euphoriaas | watched the color drain from Steve'sface. | felt strength,
asurge of energy, asmy new Wraith condition pulled Steve's ethered juice from

him.

"Stop it!" My mom'svoice was a shriek.

It was aso enough to jar me back into mysdlf inasense. | wrenched my hand free
of hisknowing it waswhat I'd intended

to do when I'd seen what was happening to him. Intended, but hadn't.

My newly stolen strength sustained me, but Steve faded to little more than ahint



of hisphysica appearance.

"What did you do to him?' Mom was on the floor beside him, next to me, but unable-or
inmy case unwilling-to touch us. "Quick," Rhondasaid, as| pulled mysdf intoa
gtting position. | thought of Daniel again, saw hisfacein my mind, and within

seconds | felt the dusty hardwood beneath me, fdt the chill inthe ar from the
windows. She knelt beside me and handed me a pen and legal pad.

"Tdl us," Steve said softly. Hisvoice was a projection. A memory on the wind.

| hesitated-he'd known this would happen. Hed given mehis strength, his ethered
essence, 0 | could tell them what happened. | sat wide-eyed as | watched him sustain
ashadowy physica form, the pen and paper in my hand.
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"Write, Zoe." Mom continued looking at Steve. Shewouldn't look at me. She was ill
mad at me. "Don't let Steve's sacrifice go to waste."

So | wrote. | told them everything that had happened, from the time| received the
message on the phone (though | 1eft out the threat from Maharba) to when Danidl and

| arrived here.

And after I'd finished, and Rhondaread asfast as she could, | watched Mom. Willed
her to look at me, her daughter. Please. Steve gave measmile and awink, and |
pulled my knees up to my chin and wrapped my arms around them.

"Il befine, Zoe," Steve said.

But somehow, | knew that wasn't true. I'd taken something from him. Something vital.
I'd crippled him. And for what? For abrief moment of strength? How long would it
last? Would | spend through it as | had my own strength? Would | devour it asadrunk
devourswhiskey? Already 1'd felt the disappointment inside of me when the euphoria
I'd known with Mrs. DeAngelo hadn't returned. How long before | too became addi cted
to thismethod of thievery?

Whoa-that was deep. Was that me thinking such melancholy thoughts?

And it got worse. If we got Tim back--would Steve ever bethe same?

Rhonda spoke. " So you think this Ral character isinyour body, and that's why you
can't get back in?'

| guess|'d sort of thought of that, but 1 hadn't given voiceto it. Sounded weird

even to me, but | nodded.

Rhonda seemed to agree. "Metoo-but what ishe? Ishean adtra Traveler?' She stood
and pulled amassive book from her bag and returned to our little floor party. The
thing looked like aMerriam-Webster dictionary.

It wasn't the usual book of everything, the onein Mom's shop. Thiswas something

I'd not seen before. The cover looked more like the old tattered weave of ahard
cover, without the dust jacket. It was black, with the faded gold embossing of the
words "PASSAGE OF THE DEAD."
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Needlessto say, | don't think this one had ever made thetop ten in Publishers
Weekly.

Rhonda flipped to severa pages marked with ripped pieces of lined white paper,

and | noticed Mom taking up the legal pad. When she started to read, | moved next
to Rhonda and peered over her shoulder to look at the illustrations and redlly wished

| hadn't.

Whatever artist had been commissioned on this one had definitely taken his cues
from H. R. Giger. Eemwwwwwwww.

The |eft page was covered in bulky, eye-blurring text. Theright page showed a black-and-white
picture of what | would cdl acat on steroids. Or maybe aredly pissed-off cat.

The size of itsmaw had to have been the diameter of abowling ball.



Garfidld meets Darth Sidious.
And the artist had warped the thing to whereitstall had looped back around and
snaked down into its throat, which might be why it looked so mean.

| noticed an interesting smell. It was nice. Spicy. And my stomach growled. Wasthere
something on the stove?

"This" Rhondawas saying, "isa Symbiont. Or rather, asort of ideaof what they
look like when not in symbiosis. And as | figured, they're created by Phantasms from
the migt of the spiritual plane, both Ethered and Abysmd. Most of the timethey're
benign, or even at times used as pets.”

"Pets?' Mom and | said at the sametime (only my voice wasn't heard by anyone).
Steve nodded. He looked alittle better or as better asaghost could look. "I've

seen one or two of them here and there.”

Mom pinned him with awide-eyed sare. "In my

house?" "Harmless, Nona, redly,” Rhondasaid. "Sometimesthey'rejust smple, old
afterthoughts of the Phantasms. Sort of like cats and dogs. There are some schools

of thought that small creatureslike them-pets, or familiars-are like extensons

of our souls. Actudly, some witch'sfamiliars are Symbionts possessing anima bodies.”
"That would sure explain my old bird Hermes. Little fucker was smarter than he should
have been." Mom scowled.
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Hermes had been akestrel, the smallest of the falcon family, and indeed the smartest.
It'd had alove of boiled peanuts and ginger ale, and made abreak for it one afternoon
while Mom got groceries out of the car.

| don't think Mom ever forgave thelittle creep for running off on her. Kindalike

my dad.
Wow ... what isthat smell?

Rhonda nodded. "1t rings true from what | read here on Symbionts. They can become
physica-which meansthey can enjoy the pleasures of the flesh in two ways. They

can A, take over abody.” Shelooked a me. "Or B, they can takein enough souls

to transmutate its own body into becoming physica. The key ingredient for thet little
el isan adtrd Travder.”

| gulped. I looked around for a scrap of paper. The penwason thefloor and easily
retrieved. Mom irritably ripped a sheet out (she was il reading) and thrust it

a me. YOU THIK RAI WAS A SYMBOTE?

Gah. My spdling. Awful.

"I'm not sure. He could be either astral or ethereal. From this book | found that

either could possess abody. The differenceisan astral entity can only possess

for ashort time. They can maybe ride along, but it takes a buttload of willpower

to manipulate a body."

Really? 1 pursed my lips. | didn't know | could have possessed someone. I'd always
beentold | had alot of will. | leaned in close to Rhonda. ... wasit her that smelled

so good?

"On the other hand,” Rhonda said. "For a Symbiont, it'seasier totakehold of a
body, especidly if the origind owner isweskwilled.”

| scribbled. OR THE BODY EMPTY?

She nodded. Crap. So the wee man with the Fu Manchu mustache was actudly a Symbiont.
Maybe. Damnit. | just want my body back!

"Now with Trench-Coat, we've established that he probably intended on eating you
the way he did Tanaka, only you weren't
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redlly dead, which caused aweird glitch, and there was atransferrence. He took



your hedlth, and your voice."

Honestly, I'd have preferred Trench-Coat take something else, likethe cdlulite
onmy left thigh.

| leaned in close to Rhonda again. The smdl was coming from her. It was like stepping
into Macaroni Grill at lunch, dl garlicky and spicy. | could just et her dive.
Rhondawas till talking. Whups. Wasit important?*... dedling with Phantasms.”
"Whet the hdll isthat?' Mom abruptly spoke up. "What? A Wraith?!

"Phantasm. Y ou keep saying that. What isit?1sit the devil?' Good question. |

got theideait was a big bad and something the Symbiont in Rollinswas deethly afraid
of. That was about asfar as| redly wanted to go.

"We can't look at this Situation in the contemporary religious context of god and
devil, Nong," Steve said.

Everyoneturned and looked at him.

Helooked so pae. Gaunt. Shadows crept into his handsome face, and | felt atwang
of guilt. | did that to him.

"When we redlized we were dead, disappointment in the lack of manifestations of our
shared belief kept uslittle more than Shades herein this house.”

| stared blankly at Steve. English? Mom shook her head. "English?' Ahhh ... like
daughter like Mom.

"He means when neither of them ascended to Heaven or descended to Hell, the redlization
that there may not be such places caused them to go into aredly hard depression.”
Rhondathe psychologist.

Mom shook her head. "ThereisaGod, and thereisaDevil." "Maybe, maybe not,"
Steve said. "I've never seen dther as apersonification. 1've seen beings of light

at times, and felt an overwhelming sense of peace. | would categorize those instances
&
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coming closeto angels. And if thereisaDevil"-he looked a me'then the beings
would be the Phantasms.”

"Plurd," Rhondasaid. "More than one?'

"A hierarchy. I've only seen one. And it terrified me. They have no red shape, save
the one you give them. And it will use-that image, that nightmare you have, to destroy
you.

Phantasms hate theliving.”

| felt achill and shivered.

"They ruletherealm of the Abysmd," Steve said, and held his hands at hissides.
"The world between the spiritual and the physical. They can seethe physicd side

of life, yet never touch it. And they can see the ultimate ascendance,

and never achieveit."

| got thefedling at that point that Steve knew alot morethan what he wastelling

us. But at that moment | wasn't paying attention to anything except that wonderful
ardl.

"Zoe?' Mom said. "What are you doing?'

Doing? Nothing. I'm just pushing my face into Rhonda's hair. So niiiice...

"Zoel Stop!"

| stopped at the sound of Rhondas voice. | realized too late what 1'd been doing.

| was on my knees, my hands gripping Rhondas exposed wrist. And she wasfighting
me

Andlosing.

Euphoria... orgasm!

| let it fill me, surround me, strengthen me-the taste of the living!



Until something very sharp struck the side of my face. | let go of my prizel felt
mysdf fal at that moment. And again | was back in my body. | was looking at Susan.
She was dressed in a blue corduroy dress over awhite turtleneck.

She was watching television, and her eyes were glazed. Drugged. | knew she'd been
drugged. And on her face .. The death mask.
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But | couldn't quite make out the room-where she was-but | aso knew there was someone
elsein theroom with us.

Rai's gnomish face blocked out my vison, and | cried out in surprise.

Suddenly | waslooking up into Mom's face, and Rhonda's, and they looked scared
as shit. Well, Mom |looked pissed.

"Keep away from her. Just doit,” Mom said. Do what?

| was on the floor again and pulled mysdlf onto my handsand knees. Yow ... | fet
good. And therewasthat smell again.

"She'schanging .. "Rhonda, light it!"

Light what?

| pushed mysdlf onto just my knees. Mom stood in front of me, smelling al sweset
and good, but looking like Darth Vader himself. She had awhite candlein her hands
and lit it withHer finger? Wow ... when did Mom start doing that?

"| bind thee! | bind thee! | bind thee!"

| was abruptly on the floor, unable to move, pinned to the hardwood by aninvishble
pressure. Panic came and went as | wondered if | would eventualy disappear or Seve
through the floorboards.

| think the latter bothered me more, as| was sure there were all manner of creepy
crawly things under the floor. Ew.

| wasn't sure how long it took before | heard aterrible, familiar rumble.

"Areyou sure shell be safein there?' Mom screeched. "Cam down, Nona," Steve said.
What? Put meinwhat? | turned my head to see what the fuss was about-and nearly
came unglued. Facing me was the dragon statue, smoke curling from insde its open
mouth.

| screamed. A slent cry for help.

No dragon came a me. No beast intent on chewing me up like that morning's Cheerios.
No ... only smoke. It moved like the sooty mist of the Wraith's world and enveloped
me in soft, feathery caresses. | closed my eyes asthe mist became flesh and folded
me into the arms of the dragon.

335

went in screaming-and | came out screaming.

With absolutely no memory of the time between.

Y et Mom said it was Thursday afternoon. Thanksgiving.

And | instantly craved buttery mashed potatoes and pressurecooked green beans.
Light came through the shop's windows with a subdued intensity-it was <till overcast
outsde. | hadn't noticed that nearly dl the leaves had falen to the ground from

the hardwoods outside. Everything had a monochromatic ook to it, one of thefirst
sgns of winter, even though the pine trees in the backyard would stay green.

| stood at the window, aghost of my former sdif. Literally. Odd how I'd spent the
past few days avoiding the dragon, only to be welcomed by it and obvioudy nurtured.
Weird. | put my hand to the window. The glass was cold, smooth. No, not aghost.
A solid ghost.

Butdl indl | fet-wrong.

| turned and saw the exposed pentagram on the floor with the dragon at the center.
The candles smoked, and | smelled the obnoxious odor of sulfur.
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"'Zoe, you back now?"'

| turned to my right, where Rhonda stood. She still worethe same smudged makeup
and clothing she had when I'd arrived here with Daniel. | nodded. | motioned for
apen and pencil.

She brought me her Iaptop with ablank file up. 1 took the machine and sat on the
floor. | wasonly mildly surprised | didn't zap the eectronics of the machine itself.
Unlessthat didn't happen

when | was corporedl.

I'M SORRY | TRIED TO EAT YOU.

Rhonda knelt on the floor beside me but kept a discreet distance. "It's okay-Nona
and | figured it was Ssmply your selfpreservation kicking in. Y ou need strength,

and normdly you get

that through food and water. But since your body's still MIA-"

Then | turned to anew food source. Souls.

"It'sredly my fault." Steve appeared by the fireplace. He |ooked better, though

not as bright as usua. Dark circles hung benesth hiseyes, and | wasn't sureif

that was from me or from worry

over Tim. "l shouldn't have shown you what you could do." | typed. | SORT OF ALREADY
KNEW HOW.

Mom came down the stairs then. She saw me and smiled. "'l see Rhonda'sideato stick
you in the dragon statue worked. We charged

up the pentagram last night and fed it juice with the satuein the

center asaconduit. You fed better? Y ou look much better.”

| shrugged. So that was what'd happened. And | had no memory of it at al. To me,
itwasasif I'd just goneto deep.

Mom nodded. "Good. That way Rhondaand | don't look

likefood." Agtrd kibble,

"You're sort of like an ethered vampire." The goth chick

beamed. | frowned and mouthed the word "etheregl"?

Nodsdl around, even from Mom, who stood in the center of

the room, holding the laptop and reading. 'Y ou're no longer lim
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ited to the astrd, Zoe, that'sjust it. You're part of the greater picture now,

which makes you powerful, and it makes you vulnerable. Before you were seen by the
Ethered/Abysmd but you couldn't really be touched. Now you can be."

Did not like the vulnerable part of that statement, but given my present Stuation,

| bedieved it. Didn't like the touched part either. | pointed to myself and gave

them both a palms-up. | was curious about my physical condition.

When the impromptu sign language failed, | grabbed back the laptop and typed in
my question.

Rhonda answered. "Y ou should be okay. ThisRa dudeisin your body, or was. And
aslong asit getsjuice from some sort of soul and presence, you should physically
beall right. Now, | can't say whether that's healthy for your body on other levels-let's
say Ral taints your body somehow."

Taints? Great, so now any body isgoing to be al oogy. Menta note: Lysol for the
Wraith, kills possession germs dead. Mom sat on the couch. She looked at me and her
lipsformed a

firm, thin dit beneath her nose. She wasn't happy. "Y ou should have stayed home,
Zoe. Y ou should never have left thishouse."

| know, | know. Blah, blah, blah. Too late for stating the obvious.



Heh ... maybeit was good that | didn't have avoice,"'cause that would've just

rolled off my tongue.

THEN | WOULDN'T HAVE ANSWERS TO QUESTIONS. Rhonda nodded. But then again, she
wasn't

blinded by motherly anxiety either. "Look, thisisall quaint, but we have two larger
problems here. One, we need to get Tim back, and two, theresalittle girl out there
being used as a pawn between two major assholes. Anyone got any ideaasto what we
can do?'

Type, type. YOU FORGOT GETTING MY BODY BACK. She narrowed her smudged eyes. "You
tried getting back in since you came out of the dragon?”

| drew in on mysdlf. Truth told, no | hadn't. Didn't want to try
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ether. Not without actualy seeing mysdlf first. Thethreetimes|'d dammed into

Rain

my body hadn't been bad, but I'd felt dirty. Used. And abit upset at being rejected

by my own flesh and blood.

It was hard to describe. Especialy when one was limited to paper and pen. A writer
I'm not.

"No." My mother moved forward. "Don't even think it. If you get back in that body,
you'll be even more vulnerable. And they'll have you, not just your shell.”

| realized at that moment that alot of Mom's stern behavior came from worry. In
aclearer stuation, her baby had been kidnapped and was being held who-knows-where
and having whoknows-what doneto her.

But my world wasn't so clear, or cut-and-dried. No, my world was as choppy and fucked
up asthey come.

| pulled up the laptop again. WHERE ISDANIEL?

Rhonda and Mom looked at one another, but didn't speak. Okay, that bothered me.

| looked at each of them and glared for emphasis. Not as effectiveas ... oh ...
ascream.

It wasread smple guys-you tell me now or I'm out that door looking for him.

Well, that'swhat I'd have said if | could.

Rhonda brokefirst. "He called about a half hour ago. He said there had been alead
inthecase"

| glared at her. Tell meor I'll give you the Wraith evil eye. Absently, | wondered

if therewas such athing. After dl, | wasthe harbinger of desth and life.

Wow. | had acodl title like a superhero. Type, type. LEAD?

"Apparently Rollinsusesafew of the buildings down off of Tenth, near Georgia

Tech. It'swhere he doesabit of his prerecording for his shows on Sunday morning.

A gtudio setup, redly. The building and studio are owned by acompany called First
Sons, Inc. They own alot of red estate in the city and lease these buildingsto
Rallinsstdevangdis empire.”

| moved my index finger in acircle, indicating to keep talking.
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"Captain Cooper had surveillance set up on al propertiesused by Roallins, just

in case. Danid said thered been activity at this one pretty early thismorning.”

DID HE GO THERE?

Mom spoke up. "We don't know, dear. But you're not.”

| looked at her. Like hell. | was going wherever Danidl wasand Susan Hirokumi could
be. | knew they planned on trading her back to her father; but in kidnap cases, |

was sure the statistics were bad that the child survived.

Or so1'd seen on television.



| don't know why, but a that moment | thought of the skulls1'd been seeing on
peoplée's faces. DeAngdo, Mitsuri, and even Danidl. And on Susan Hirokumi.

| couldn't let that little girl die. | asked about theimage and what it meant.

Rhonda gave me agrave look. "Y ou're aWraith, Zoe. And Wraiths appear to people
who are dying or will die soon. If a Traveler seeshersdlf, or aWraith dong the

way, it meanstheir death isnear. Asfor being aWraith in the Abysmal sense-it's

like you've heard several times now-you're a harbinger.”

SO IF | SEE A SKULL ON SOMEONE'SFACE, IT MEANS THEY'RE GOING TO DIE?
Mom and Rhonda nodded.

Rhonda backed up. "Y ou didn't see one on us did you?"

| shook my head and grabbed up the pencil and lega pad by the couch. The laptop
wastoo taxing. DANIEL.

| scribbled again. SUSAN.

| stood and | et the pencil and paper fall to thefloor. | had to go to him-but how?
And where?

"Stop, Zoe," Mom was saying. "Y ou can't go."

| glared at her. There wasn't any point in threatening Mom. Besidesthe fact that
agood Southern-born woman never threatened her mother, | wasjust damned scared
of her sometimes. Like now, when she looked al mean-like.
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But | couldn't stay here. | needed to check and seeif my body was vacant. | needed
tofind Danid. | couldn't et my cute cop die, now could I”? We hadn't even boinked
yet.

Mom turned and grabbed up the dragon statue. What the hell? "Zoe, I'm sorry. But

| can't let you do this. It'stoo dangerous.” Rhonda stood and backed away from Mom.
"Nona-what are

you doing? Y ou can't hold Zoe here that much longer. She needsto get back in her
But Nonawasn't listening. "1 can hold you in here, where you're safe. | won't lose
you, Zoe. | can't lose you-not like | lost your-"

My what? | took astep closer to her. My father? Christ thisis notimeto go dl
mysterioud

But Mom had turned and grabbed up abook of matches onthe counter. She set the
statue down before fumbling with the book in her haste to light one of them.

Rhonda turned to ook at me. "Get back in your body!"

Aye, aye! | looked down for my cord. And it wasvisble! At last! Wasthisasign
that my body was no longer occupied? Who the hdll cared right now?

Mom had amatch lit.

| concentrated and closed my eyes just as she touched the match to the dragon's
tongue.

| felt mysalf melt away-but to my body or to the statue-I'd know when | got there.
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AFTER being afree spirit, so to spesk, for awhile, having abody back was sort

of like putting on acomfortable, well-worn winter coat. In July.

It was comforting on the one hand because | felt protected again and not so exposed
to the dements. But then again, it wasjust damned scratchy.

Theroom | found mysdf in was another office. Thelightswere out, but afternoon
sun filtered through blindsin the windows. It was almost as opulent as the one Rallins
had in hishouse. The back and right walls were made of the same floor-to-ceiling
windows. Rallinss desk, areplicaof the onein hishome office, sat Sdewaysin

the right back corner.



Same cross and world logo in front asthe desk in hishome. Along thewall wasa

black leather couch.
Thisiswhere | was. And | was on my back. | blinked several times, moved my arms

up to where | could seethem. | till wore the green kimono, though it was bit dirty
along the deeve edges. There didn't appear to be any of the norma pain | was accustomed
to when | came in through the cord, so to spesk.

Wasthisaside effect of my new Wraithy status aswell?

| moved dowly and propped myself up on my ebows. | wasn't
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bound as before. There weren't any kind of tethering spells on my ankles. So-why
leave my body unattended?

"Because I'm supposed to be watching it." Marymothero[god!

If I could talk, I'd have squeaked out anoiseto set off any darmsin the building.
| turned to my |left, where amatching lesther chair sat beside the couch.

Init douched avery pae, ghostly image of Rai. Uh-oh.
| sat up and stood, one fluid motion. Oh, therewas an ingtant of dizziness, but
only because | got up too fast. He held up gnarled hands. He also looked like he
was breathing redly hard. | knew | sort of smulated breathing in astral form, but
didn't redly. I'd often wondered if | could like, move OOB underwater for awhile
and watch thefish.

Hadn't tried it, asI'm deathly afraid of water. That whole drowning thing.

"l can't hurt you. | can't even maintain control of your body. It took all of my
energy just to keep it reedy and hedthy.”

Well waaah. | wasredly upset for him.

| also wished like hell | had my voice so | could chew him out. "I can hear you,

Zoe Martinique. Quiteclearly."

Uhm ... that'sright. | forgot you could. "Yes."
| pursed my lips. Asabad guy, are you here till so you cantdl the good guy-that
would be me-what youP ingdious planis?

He smiled a me. It was absolutely the most hideousthing I'd
ever seen. All teethy and cheeky. Y uck. "Wraith-there is more working around you
than you could imagine." He shrugged. "But, asfor now, thismuch yes, | cantell.
Itiswhy I'm till here, and expended most of my energy to maintain your physica
hedth.”

Okay, that waslike ... vague Maintain? Why? What the hell are you?

"Ah." He nodded and looked like ateacher pleased with astudent. | had to remind
mysdlf thiswas the man who had beenin Hi
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rokumi's office and so ruddly absconded with my body! "I was once like you, not a
Wraith, but an astrd Traveler. | caled mysdlf aspirit walker. There aren't many
inthisworld."
| nodded. Y eah, got that.

Ra seemed redly takative though. "1 abused my power on many levelsduring my
life, until oneday | logt time. | lost my body. My cord was severed, and | remained
between worlds. Not living, nor dead."

Oh ooogy.

"I have no rea standing on the Abysmal plane. | am nothing. A servant to Phantasms
and their Symbionts. I've worked for bogeymen and chimeras. | am an aberration. Phantasms
would soon as destroy us as suffer usto live.”

Phantasms. That word just kept popping up.

"Hirokumi caled upon my help long ago, and | have remained in his service because



it gave me hope, and a purpose.”

Hope? "Hope that one day, with Hirokumi's help, | could transcend, and know eterna
life"

Wait. | held up my hand. Y ou're basicaly abodiless astrd Traveler. And you possess
bodies and do Hirokumi's bidding so that one day you can, like, disappear, like go

to Heaven or something?

He nodded.

Okay, just making sure | was still on the same avenue here. Please, go on.

"But because I'm not a Symbiont | can't possess bodiesfor very long. A Symbiont
would use the body's energy to survive. When | am insgde abody, my energy istaken
by the hogt."

Damn skippy.

So you're pooped because my body sucked your energy? He nodded.

And | fed okay-except for this dight headache-becauseit's sort of like what happens
when | release asoul.

"Y ouvelearned much."

Yay. Go me. What I'm not understanding is-Hirokumi's plan
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wasto kill me. So, you kept my body. Why didn't he kill me? Just you know, shoot
me?

"Because hesmore afraid of you than you redize." He coughed. A nasty, phlegmy
sound. "Thetruth isyou're more vauable to me as aWraith, not as a Shade, which
iswhat you'd become if your body died while you were out of it."

Hrm. School time. Care to explain that to me?

Rai checked hiswrigt. | didn't seeawatch, so | wasassuming it was an old habit

he'd gotten from when hewas dive. "We don't have time. Y our police friend has arrived
and will be engaging the Archer in just afew minutes." He looked at me as| stood
redly fast. "Though Detective Frasier isin good shape, I'm afraid he's no match

for aSymbiont."

Danid's here? Where at? Why? Where's Susan?

With another shuddering cough, the gnome pushed himsdf up from the chair. His shoulders
rolled forward. Y ou'd think he'd aged twenty yearsin afew seconds. "The detective
had become an irritant, and my master believed by leaving you here, unguarded, the
Archer would emerge. By making an anonymous phone cal to the police with amention
of seeing an unconscious femae being trundled into thisbuilding, he aso beieved

the good detective would join the party aswell.”

Damnit. And | figured the expected outcome was believed Trench-Coat would take me
aswdl askill Danid. All inonefdl swoop. | glared & Rai.

They're dill making the exchange, the documents for the girl, somewhere dse. That's
where Susanis.

Rai nodded. "She will not survive. She'sthe prize, thevessd in which the Symbiont
will hide™

| blinked. Come again?

He shook hishead. "No time. Y ou must go.”

But what do you want in al of this? Why be niceto me?

"I'll be there when you need me, and when you find the power, when you ignitethe
full potentid of the Wraith againgt the Archer, then I'll give you the secret to

defesting him, though you might find
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it'snot truly what you want. And then." There wasthat smile again. Y uck-yuck. "You
will destroy me."



And he was gone. Not even a puff of smoke. Just pop. Riddles and innuendo. Fuck

‘emdl. | was getting just damned tired of no one giving me astraight answer. Ignite
the Wraith? What. The. Hell”? But no matter-he said Danidl was here, and | needed
to stop him before he tried to take on Trench-Coat. It was me the Symbiont was after.
Or rather, pieces of me.

Why wasit at that moment | felt more like Captain Hook and Trenchy was the Crocodile
after therest of me?

Gunshots again, then ashoutFuck! That was Danidl.

And | knew-1 just knew-Trench-Coat and my cop had met. And the two weren't dancing,
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THE office let out into aboardroom. Floor-to-ceiling windows gave me a spectacular
view of the Atlanta skyline. The sunset over the IBM Tower splashed the scene with
brilliant yellows, indigos, blues, azures, and subdued reds. Happy Thanksgiving!

A long, oval table with about a dozen high-backed chairstook up most of the room's
center. Theroom smdled of artificid ar freshener, Hawaiian scent if | wasn't

mistaken. And it was cold, asif the building's heater was turned off. | padded around
it on top of soft, sink-into-it carpet with the redlization | was barefoot, ina
green kimono, with my hair billowing out around me.

I'm sure | looked scary ashell.
| found an elevator at the other endof the room but wasn't sure which way to go.
Up? Down? Wheat floor were they on?

Would Trench-Coat sense me and come hither? Gunshots again.

Up-definitely up.
| avoided the elevator and decided on the stairsto theright. Figured I'd make better
progress on my own power and not the building's. The drawback wasthe stairswere
ice-cold on my bare fest.

Yow!
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Luckily there were only two flights, which meant up wasthe roof. They were on the
roof?

The door wouldn't open at first even though the knob turned severa times. | threw
my weight against it twice beforeit gave. Icy air greeted me as | exploded outward
onto the asphat and
rocks of the building's roof. The momentum I'd used to get through the door carried
me onto my knees. Fire burned through both of them as my unprotected skin scraped
againg the agphalt.

The sounds of fighting caught my attention. | looked to my right to see Danidl and
Trench-Coat exchanging blows. Redl, physical blows.

And fromwhere | haf sat, Trench-Coat looked about as whacked as Danidl did. They
both bled from various cuts on their faces. Even as| stood | watched my cute cop
deliver awell-aimed roundhouse kick to TrenchCoat's Side.

But Trench-Coat grabbed Daniel'sleg and, with agrunt, twisted the detectiveto
the right. Daniel sort of spun abit and went down on hisside.

Danid!
"Wdl, well, wal." Trench-Coat spokein an dl-too-familiar gravelly voice ashe
wiped the blood from hislip with the back of hiswrist. "It's so nice for them to
leave medinner.” He looked a
me. "And dessert. Hdllo, Zoe."
Theway he said my name, in my
voice, plucked at the stringsof my spina cord. The way he drawled out the e sound
had an odd effect on me, much the way alight touch aong my naked thigh would.



Ack. Yuck. Stopiit.

| took astep forward. Don't you dare hurt him. | didn't know if he could hear me
theway Ral had. Either way, with no voice, | was sort of stuck thinking my thrests.
He grinned beneath his black shades. "Oh, | wouldn't dream of it. Aslong asyou
do as| say. I've been waiting on you. Playing with my toy." He glanced a Danid,
who was grunting in amoany sort of way as he got to his knees. Trench-Coat held
hisright hand,
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hisindex finger wiggling a me. "Cometo me, and | let thelittle man live. Rdlaively.”
| didn't believe him, not for aminute. But | wasn't surewhat sort of choicesl

had. Oh, | knew some

martia arts. | wasn't ablack belt. But somehow | wasn't sureif any of my training
would be effective.

But other than that, | really didn't have any superpowersto spesk of. | didn't

own agun, and I'm sure Danidl'd already fired on the spook with no luck. | didn't
have pepper spray, or even Mace.

Ooh. Go me. Fearless Wraith.

| saw Trench-Coat hesitate. Wraith.

Thereit was again, only not as physica. He could obvioudy hear my thoughts, just
asRal could. So-why,did my thinking of mysdf asaWraith bother him?
Unlesshewas afraid of me. Just as Rai had said Hirokumi was. Trench-Coat laughed.
Daniel was amost on hisfeet. And the two were pretty close to the roof's edge.
The brittle wind whipped my hair about my head, and | shivered violently. My toes
werelittleice cubes on the sticks of my feet, and it felt asif my kneecaps had

did down my shins.

Hrm. Maybe being aWraith would fed better? But then, wherewould | put my body?
Trench-Coat made atsk-tsk noise. "So hard, having flesh, isn't it?" He turned just
as Danid stood and hammered afist into the detective's midsection. Daniel bent
over with aloud noise, and | watched his glassesfall away to the asphalt.

"Don't become the Wraith, Zoe." Or what?

"Or this" And he turned and lunged at Danid, planting both of his hands against
the detectives middle. Daniel teetered over the edge.

| screamed silently and ran a the edge, my arms out to catch Danidl as hefell.

But | missed him as he went over the side.

And Trench-Coat grabbed at my right, outstretched hand and
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yanked meto him. | used the momentum from his motion and brought my Ieft knee up
into hisside, using my powerhouse (that's the torso, solar plexus, and hips) as

the nexus of my body twisted.

Hell, if hewas physical enough to hit Danidl and grab me, then he was solid enough
for meto have done alittle damage too. Daniel!

Trench-Coat actudly gave an "ooof," and | didn't wastea breath as| pulled my
wrist free, spun to my right and came down with afull fist on the back of his neck.
When he went to his knees, | took achanceto look over the edge-not that | really
wanted to see Danid's body splattered al over the parking lot below-but | had to
know whether to get mad. Or to get even.

Since | hadn't arrived in the building by waking up toiit, or in through the front
door, | didn't really know where | was or how high | was. Daniel could havefallen
Sxty feet-or Sixty inches.

No luck. We gppeared to be up severd floors-five at the most. But Daniel had landed
on afire escapejust below where| stood. It didn't look like avery comfortable



position. | was sure hisleg was broken, or even more than that. He lay at an odd
agle

And he wasn't moving.

A hand yanked me backward by my hair. | lost my footing and stumbled just as Trench-Coat's
arm snaked around my neck. The enemy was back up and in the game as he bent me forward
and pulled meinto hisside. He had mein anuggy postion.

Yippee. Menta note: do not turn one's back on a Symbiont. Especially one wearing
Vin Died'sface.

| stared at hisboot and noticed | could see the asphalt through it. What's this?

Was Trench-Coat not fully in control of his corpored ability? | was ableto reach
down and run my fingers through the boot and touch the roughness of the roof before
he yanked me up into a standing position.

Hewaan' fully manifested. So-how did | use thisto my advantage before he literadly
sucked up something else out of me?
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| could go Wraith, then go solid and mess with him from behind. But then he'd probably
just toss my body over the edge, and | wouldn't be aslucky as Daniel and land on
thefire escape.

In martial arts we're taught to use the attacker's offenses againgt them. Look at

their strengths and turn them backward. Well, old

TO here had me around the neck with his left hand-so where was his right?

Too soon | found out asit came around and he cupped my chin in hispam. | grabbed
at his hands and tried prying them away as he pulled meto hisfront and leaned in
tokissme.

Over my dead body! Ooh. Bad idea.

| have an uncle, on my mother's Side, Uncle Chester, who loves to press histongue
into my mouth when he kisses me. Guy's got to be nearing ahundred years old. | used
to complain to Mom about it, and shefindly just shrugged, and said, "Tdl him you
don't likeit." Well, that'd never worked.

So, next time hedid it, | took mattersinto my own hands. | figured if he didn't

hear me when | expressed my discomfort, perhaps he'd listen when | showed him.

So | bit him. Hard enough to draw blood.

| thought of Uncle Chester at that moment as| felt the tips of Trench-Coat's tentacled
tongue pressat my lips.

| thought of Rollinsso closein my face. So| bit it.

Infact, | bitit so hard, | bit thetip of it off'

| knew 1'd done it the moment he let go of me and screamed. My voice screaming-not
apleasant sound even when it was from me, the rightful owner. | sumbled away and
Spit hard.

Foul! Yeck!

| spit again and nearly gagged at the thought of any of TrenchCoat'stonguein my
mouth.

| managed to move to the ledge and watched as Trenchy started doing the pee-pee
dance. What? Had it been his penis I'd bitten instead? Was | so out of it not to

redize I'd been at his crotch and not his mouth.
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No, that'd been histongue. Ew. Were the two related?

| was happy to redize | felt none of the erotic quality | had earlier when | thought

of the bastard. No-1 just wanted him dead and gone so | could rescue alittle girl

and get my cop to the hospital.

Trench-Coat reared his head back and screamed. The sound carried up and out in waves.



It vibrated the building. Even the wind in the evening air gusted in response. Damned
edie

Well, while hewas having ahissy fit, | climbed down the reverse-U-shaped fire escape
ladder to check on Daniel. Clouds billowed out from al sides of the city. | glanced

a it briefly, but was more concerned for Daniel.

Helay on hisside, his head turned away- from me. He bled from his mouth, his head,
and afew other places. | checked his pulse. Alive. Faint. He needed medical attention.
What if therewereinternd injuries?

Just then the meta of the fire escape groaned, and the whole landing lurched to
theright. | grabbed the Sdes asit moved again, and leaned to theright.

Danid's prone body rolled away, and | reached out with ahand and caught his suit
jacket, preventing him from rolling farther. What was happening? Was our combined
weight too much for the damned thing that it chose now to pull away from thewall?

| heard alaugh and looked up. Trench-Coat sat on theroof's edge, hislarge, booted
feet dangling over. He waved at me and smiled. White teeth. Blood dribbled over his
lips, and | assumed it was from his damaged tongue. He widened his eyes and thefire
escape lurched again.

The angle wetilted at took away the leverage | had in keeping Danid's body till.
Hislegs moved and dangled off the fire escape's edge asiit teetered forward and
threatened to dump us both onto the parking lot below.

I'd become the pin between the two beams, what kept it together. | had Daniel in
one hand, and the fire escape's main support in the other. The prone man's body was
heavier than what | was accustomed to holding.
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My own grip on the meta wasweak, precarious. And Daniel was dipping out of my
grasp. If hefdl, if | let go, hed diefor sure when he hit that pavement.

And me? What would happen to me?

"I would save you," Trench-Coat said from above. "I have plansfor you, Wraith."
How was he dtill talking with a damaged tongue?

Plans. | ill had the taste of histongue in my mouth as | took in adeep bregath.

What do | do?If | stepped out of my body, both Daniel and | would fall. And what
then? What could | do against Trench-Coat?

"Y ou can destroy him,” Rai'svoice whispered inmy ear. | nearly jumped out of my
skin but | kept my hold, gritting my teeth as the cold wind whipped my hair dl over
m' face.

How?1 grunted. "Let your lover die.”

What? 1 frowned, glanced around. | didn't see Ral anywhere, but | heard him. I'm
not going to let Danie die.

"You haveto. Your lover'srdease will give you, asaWraith, enough rage and power
to destiroy him."

But how?| didn't seeit. If | let him die, then the skull wasindeed the sgna

| feared it would be. I-1 didn't know what my fedlings were-but | cared. Deeply.

And wanted him with me.

"Wraith-if you release your lover, you gain apart of him. Use it. Channel it. The
anger. Look what the creature has done to you. To your life. To your lover."

| didn't need prodding to be angry-I was so pissed off | felt the tears run down

my cheek. Let him go? It would be easy. And he'd strike the pavement.

Just let him go. Destroy the evil behind me. Free him.

| looked at Daniel's cddm face, his closed eyes. | looked at the blood on his forehead,
on hislips. It was my fault-atragp for me that lured him here, where he would die.
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"Release him!" Rai'svoicewasinsstent inmy ear as| aso heard Trench-Coat laugh
above me. Mocking me.

Releasehim. And | did.

If only he hadn't have opened hiseyes and looked at meas| let go.

| watched him watch me as hefell away and | screamed, and screamed and screamed.
Blood. Laughter from above.

| scrambled, shaking, down the steps of the leaning fire escape. | moved dowly,
ascarefully as| could, until | could jump therest of theway. Danid lay on his
stomach, his head turned away from me. His eyes were closed.

| felt apresence beside me, begging meto releasehim. | thought of the euphoria

I'd experienced before-of the surge of power. Sobs racked my body, and | collapsed
on the ground beside him.

| stepped out of my body and faced what | believed wasthe Shade of my lover. I'd
expected him to look so much like himsdlf, just as| looked like me when | went OOB.
He was shadowy instead, not even as coherent as a Shade, and maybe that was because
of the nature of his degth.

Hisbody lay broken, but he was till anchored. Somehow.

| had to release him, to gain the power, to destroy his murderer. | reached out in

my incorpored state and touched him.

"No! That's not-"

| heard the voice just as the power exploded inside of me. A whirlwind of joy! Of
happinessl _ Wasit mine? Or wasit Danid's?

And there was awhisper asthe lights of forgiveness enveloped me. So closeto my
cheek. A caress, akiss. "Thank you."

And that wasit. No more words. Nothing except the overwhelming madness of sorrow.
| felt | had wingsas| looked up at
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the roof's edge and saw Trench-Coat, a burning, red light like apulsing, raging

fire

And | wasthereto quenchiit.

"Youremineg!" | heard him shout from above.

And | shouted back. | screamed at him for what he/d doneto Danidl, to me, to Tanaka
| felt mysdlf lifted into the air to the level of theroof. Into thewind | screamed.

The air before me shook and vibrated asif it were asummer hegat risng from steaming
pavement.

| watched as it moved like waves out and up and bowled into Trench-Coat. He fell
back onto the roof and writhed, his corporea skin turning abright pink and then

red. He screamed and screamed, until there was a brief instance of silence.

And heimploded.

No great shower of ethereal goo. No ectoplasm. Just asmple pop, and nothing.

| stared at the empty roof for severa heartbeats before | redized | redly was
intheair. | didn't have wings, but | wasn't on the ground. | wasn't redly myself

ether. | looked down at mysdlf and saw ...

Something dse.

Something not entirely human.

Oh dear. Was thiswhat Mom and Rhonda saw that day in the hospital?

| eased back to the ground as the sound of sirensfilled thevoid Ieft by Trench-Coat's
screams. My body lay to the right of Danidl. We were face-to-face, like some tribute
to the death scene of Romeo and Juliet.

Y et it was Hamlet that came to mind at that moment (I really didn't know Romeo and
Juliet-too sappy). | knelt beside Daniel, corpored, spent, alone, in shock at what



had just happened.

"Good night, swest prince, and flights of angelssing theeto thy rest.”

It was nearly an hour later before | redlized I'd spoken those words out loud.
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WHEN the paramedics said they had apulse, | lost it. Full-blown female PMS drama
moment. Oh | even weirded out mysdf on thisone.

| had my voice back, and | was putting it to good use.

Alivel Hewas divel Never stopped to wonder how, or why. Or eveniif | was sure

it wasredly Daniel fighting for hislifeinsde that body, and not something ese.

| just knew it was him.

So like any good EMT team would do, they threatened to sedate the crazed, wild-haired
chick intheragged green kimono. | agreed to succumb to teststo make sure | was
okay aslong asthey kept me informed on Danidl's condition. The nicer of thetwo
ambulance men said Danid had a concussion, possible broken neck, fractured leg and
wrigt, aswel asinternd injuries.

Hewasin bad shape. But the doctors had him, and Captain

Cooper was there. | avoided him, not wanting to risk hisanger and have him sic
officerson me. In hisversion of things, | wasawitness. | had to go.

| had to finish thejob Danid and | started. Therewere bad men, and some had things
out there, and | had to rescue Tim, and Susan, and st thingsright.

Danid would want it that way.
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It was close to one in the morning, the day after Thanksgiving, when Mom and | arrived
a Rollinsshouse. It looked cold outside. | could just see deet againgt the Volvo's
headlights, and the automated computer guidance system reported the temperature at
1.67 Cdsus. | figured that wasredly cold in Fahrenheit.

It wasn't unheard of to bethat cold in November in Atlanta, it just wasn't normal.

But then, nothing about the past two weeks had been normal.

I'd assumed that the Reverend had vacated the estate after Hirokumi'slittleraid

that night and hidden himsalf away in some secret location. So of course there wasn't
supposed to be anyone home, right?

So it should be deserted?

Sureit looked deserted, except for the three white limousinesin the front drive,

the copiouslights on from indde, and wdl-ayammering darm system.
"Somebody'shome. . ." Mom said as we parked the car across the street in an opposing
driveway. "Y ou think that alarm'’s on because of Rhonda?*

"Rhonda?' | turned and gave her apiercing gaze. "Rhondas in there?'

Mom nodded. " She wanted to go in al Rambo style and rescue Tim. So | wanted to
make sure you were here when she came out.” | wanted to punch her. No wonder shed
been al agreeable to help me snesk out of the hospital.

Mentd note: never trust agreeable mommies.

"Don't you think you should have told methis before now?" "What, and haveyou dl
worried and not listening to my advice? Trust me on this one, Rhondasfine. But

you do need to get in there and help her out.”

Second menta note of the moment: snarl.

I moved into the backseat and dipped out of my body. Then| moved asfast as possible
through the gate and across the yard. The dogs weren't out, which was good, since
they'd al sense me and want to play fetch.
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My thoughts returned to Mom's theory on Danid's surviva, the one sheld expressed
to mein the car ride over here. I'd indeed taken someone's soul. And if it wasn't



Danid's, then whose?

My first assumption was Ral's. HEd been an astral walker, like | was now that Trench-Coat
was gone, and he'd been able to possess my body. He'd also been damn insistent on
me somehow killing him. It would explain why Daniel's astral self looked al wonky
right before | took it-Rai had figured | wouldn't doiit if it wasn't Danid's-maybe

that my anger wouldn't be great enough. But he couldn't actudly take on Daniel's
form.

| also remembered someone screaming out in panic right before | took him, and |
had to wonder what

it'd done to me, being aWraith at that moment, that someone would object. Had it
been Trench-Coat?

Gah. Theory. Speculation. But Rai could apparently possess bodies asan astra Traveler.
Hed obvioudy beeninsde of Danid's. Hed said he couldnt do it aslong asa
Symbiont could. Well-l was an astral Traveler again. | wondered if | could dipinside
adog-that would get me inside the house pretty easy. No one was going to shoot a
guard dog.

And then | thought about my old. German shepherd drinking out of the toilet.

No thanks. I'll pass.

With that unpleasant consideration behind me, | dipped past the black-suited hoodlums
infront (severd of whom | recognized from my previous stay at Chez Rollins) and
stopped just ingde the foyer.

Okay ... Susan had been housed in the room upstairsleft. | had tossed Tim's rock
upgtairsright. So | scrambled upstairsright with the intention of making surethe

rock was still inthe_ planter ...

... only to find that the planter with the tree wasn't there. Uhm.

Uh-oh. | ranin the other direction down the left hall to the door where
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I'd heard Susan before. | sieved through and stopped just inside the door.

Plushy hell.

The room was covered in floor-to-ceiling suffed animals. Bears, foxes, wolves,
seds (did sed s have fur?), came s-you nameit-it was stuffed into the room. The
carpet was pretty tame, asort of long-pile beige.

To theright was a princess bed complete with canopy and soft, pastel pink curtains.
Would have been even nicer if it hadn't had hospita straps attached to the mattress.

| heard footsteps outside, and the door shot open. Two men with machine guns stormed
in and then stopped right in front of me. "Where'sthe kid?' the one on the | eft

said. | narrowed my eyes.

Wasthat Tiny? His face was black-and-blue-my handiwork. "Already in the limo. Boss
saysto check al the rooms. The intruder's gotta be on thisend."

| watched them turn and leave.

Wedl-so if Rhonda set off the darm, at least she hadn't been caught yet. So where
was she?

And which of those three limousineswas Susan in?1 followed them out of the room,
but when they turned right, | went left and back down the stairsto the three large
luxury automobiles.

Without any sort of guide | just started on the left and Seved insde the back,

then the trunk. Nothing.

| repested the same with the second. Nothing. But on the third?

Nothing. | stood in the center of the front, the darm till blaring out around

me, suited men with guns running here and there, and scratched my head.

What the fuck? Whereis Rhonda? Or Susan for that matter?



Okay, | didn't see any more limousines, unless there had been one I'd missed before
we got here. So, my next plan of attack wasto find Rhonda.

359

| went back insde and hurried into Rollinss office.

And walked right through Rhonda, who'd been leaning againgt the door, listening
out. | of course knew it was her before | turned back becauise when | passed through
her | caught the congtant play of Celldweller musicin her head.

Sheesh. She of course knew it was me because Rhonda could see me. "Zoe?" she hissed.
| turned and did apams-up. | al'so dropped my jaw when | looked at her. She was
wearing my outfit!

Complete with black bunny dippers!

| cocked an eyebrow and pointed at her,..moving my index finger up and down from
head to toe. "Excuse you?'

She actualy blushed. " Sorry-but | aways thought you looked really cool dressed
likethis" She blinked and her eyeswidened. "Y ou can

talk again. | thought Nonawas a bit off when she told methat. So ... you're not

al Wrath anymore?"

"No, just ordinary old meagain.” That is, if dippinginand out of my body to

snoop on people was normal, then go me.

| just couldn't take my eyes off of Rhonda. She'd even donned a hair extension to
give her along braided ponytail in the back. | wanted to sniff and fed pride. |

hed afive-foot-three goth liveaction figure.

A mother couldn't be more proud. Not.

"Zoe!" | turned to see Tim standing there. | ran to him and gave him a hug-luckily
adrd can touch ethered. At least in this Stuation. Steve materidized nearby.
Steveisheretoo?

Wow, areal ghost reunion. That'swhen | noticed the potted plant I'd tossed Tim's
rock into was now in Rollinss office.

| turned back to Rhonda-and that's when | noticed the guna .38 Specidl.
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Ohmy. | glared a her and pointed to it. Man, | was so accustomed to gesturing
and pointing it never occurred to meto smply say "What the fuck?'

She shrugged. "Sorry, Zoe. | don't have any cool powerslike you-so | had to think
LaraCroft."

Wéll, not redlly. "Larawould have brought abigger gun. And | don't have any cool
powers anymore. Was Rallins here? Did you see where they took the kid?"
"Rollins|eft out that door over there'-she pointed to ashadowed areato my right
behind the planter-"when | set off the alarm. | was stuck in here when they came
in

"They?' With anod, Rhondasaid. "Rallins, two of hiswrestler types, and thelittle
gr.”

Susan. "Mom'soutside the gatein aVolvo. Sheswaiting on

something to come out of the house for arescue. | need you al to get in her car

and haul ass.”

"Where are you going?' Steve asked.

"I'm going to follow Rallins. I've got to make sure Susan's okay. And | haveto
know what happens with Rallinss Symbiont. With no more Trench-Coat around,
he's probably feding a bit superior right now. Now go!"

| ran through the wall and stopped. | heard voicesto my left. There was ablack
limo parked afew feet away. | saw Tiny, and Beckett, and had a brief glimpse of
Rollinsin the backsest.



Beckett closed the trunk of the hulking machine. | saw the exhaust start as Tiny
cranked the car.

The trunk! She had to be either in the trunk or in the back with Rollins. The Symbiont
insgde of Rollins could seeme, so | had to be careful.

| ducked and went around the driver's Sde to keep out of Rollinss sight and sort

of seved/fdl into the trunk.

And landed right beside Hirokumi's daughter.
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Shewasalive, but unmoving. | assumed shewas gill drugged, easier to handle.

She wasn't bound, which would help abit. When the limo started moving, | remained
dtill and waited.

When the limo stopped, | took in adeep, astral breath and sieved out of the trunk.

I'm not sure what 1'd expected-maybe some redlly cool place with anew neat building.
But no-I knew thislocation.

We were parked outside the newly uncovered three-story  spooky building on Perimeter
Center Road, just across from Perimeter Square. | could seethe signs of dl my favorite
stores: Comp USA, Bed Bath and Beyond, and even PetSmart! Though | don't have a pet.
Next road up was The Container Store and Borg and Chernoble (Barnes & Nobleto you
|laypeople).

For years I'd dways haf tagged the area as wooded, one of those nice features

of the South and dl her greenery. Then driving out of Bed Bath and Beyond, Rhonda
and | saw the trees had been razed, exposing this lurking behemoth of cracked concrete
and shattered, half-boarded windows. Who knew there were twentiethcentury ancient
ruins behind al those pines and oaks?

In the daylight this place looked unfriendly. At night-we were talking uberunfriendly.
[lluminated from the streetlights and the buildings to elther side, the thing looked

aive, asif it would suck your soul. If you went in, you'd come out a changed being.

I'd heard it was gonna be a Super Target-samething.

They'd parked to the right Side, well out of the view of any nutsesawake a one

in the morning after Thanksgiving. The moon wasfull, and it was easy to see, though
two of Rollinss WWE pulled camping lanterns from their limos and set them up on

the luxury car roofs.

| stood just outside the limo I'd hitched aridein and looked around. Something

was different. | could still see the sooty, spooky images I'd begun to see after
Trench-Coat's touch. But | wasn't Wraith, was |? The hairs on my astral arm rose

and | fdt like being in the middle of bloodied waters with no shark cage around

me.
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Y eah, | think that was agood anaogy.

And they were dl there, on the edge of the field's trees, watching. And we were

pretty much cut off here, with only asingle dirt road back to Perimeter Center Road.
Mentd note: | will not scream likeagirl, | will not scream like agirl.

A voice on the wind spoke to me. "The wicked comes."

| heard the crunch of cement stones on cracked asphadt asa whitelino pulled up
dowly. It moved lazily around the building and parked severa yards away. Two of
KobaHirokumi's men got out just as Tiny and Beckett got out of Rollinsslimo.

The four gunmen of the apocaypse took up positionswith guns drawn, flanking their
respective bosses. | stood to the side arid watched.

Rollins got out first, dressed in ablack suit and trench coat. Koba then stepped

out, dressed in awhite suit and black trench. Polar opposites, yin and yang.

Asfar as| figured, Koba Hirokumi was a semi-innocent bystander in al of this.



Albeit avery informed one, but till-hed found the contract and the information
on Rallinss hedth, then Rollins kidnapped his daughter. | mean, threatening to
use me as bait and killing me, that had al been show, right?
"The Archer isdead.”

Rollins nodded. "1 must say-I had not thought it possible. Y our plan worked. You
tricked the Wraith into this?'

Hirokumi gave ashort nod. "Hai. And in doing S0, she has destroyed her own powers.
She can trouble us no more.”
Wait adamned minute. Tricked meinto destroying Trench-Coat?

| thought the outcome was supposed to be me and Daniel dead.

Rollins nodded. "And what of the detective?'
Ah-hal Hirokumi clasped hishandsin front of him. "The detective miraculoudy survived
his encounter with the Archer. But if he be
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comes a problem later, he can be easily dispatched. We can use him to control her."
"What about Him? Is He appeased?’

Hirokumi looked redlly smug. "The Suzerain is dways appeased.” Sus-what? What the
hell wasthat? Was that French? Was he talking about the Phantasm thing?

Did | mention that | hated smug?

Rollins stepped forward, and his gunmen held out their weapons. Hirokumi's moved
aswdl. "IsHehere?'
"We have not seen Him." Hirokumi cracked asmile. And let metell you-it looked
ghadtly inthislight. Ever seen ascarecrow smile? Shiver.

Roallinsheld out his hand. "' Give me my contract, and I'll have your daughter given
toyou."

Herewe go, | thought. Boy was| wrong.

Hirokumi shook hishead. "I give her to you, with no regrets. She can be your way
gation." He smiled again. Ugh. "When you accept my offer."
Way sation. Ral's words came back: "Sheisto be the vessd."

Now | wasredlly confused. And so was Rollins. He looked from Hirokumi to hisown
men and narrowed his eyes before continuing. "What trickery isthis?'

Hirokumi took severa stepsforward. Rollinss men held their guns up and aimed,
asdid Hirokumi's men, but Koba motioned them to lower their weapons before he spoke.
"The body you now possess, it still grows old, and feeble. It will die, and the contract
will evaporate as ash in your hands. Y ou know aswell as| thereisno protection
from the Suzerain'sclam. He will have Rollinss soul and you will be destroyed.”

| felt just as dumbfounded as Rollinslooked, though | was pretty surethis Suzy-rain
guy was the Phantasm that created Trench-Coat, and wanted Rollinss Symbiont. | il
think it'saFrench word.
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"| offer you my daughter as a place to hide away from His atention.

Inside of her, in the place made for you by my seer, the damned, you will know peace
and rest. There, you may feed from her soul and grow powerful, before| offer you
my own body." He put hishandsto his chest. "In here you will have more money, power,
women, and wine."
What the fuck?
Rollins cocked his head to the side. "'Y ou-would give me-so wonderful agift asyour
daughter's soul?"
NO ... no, no, no. Hell no.
Hirokumi nodded. He actudly beamed with delight as he gave ashort bow in agreement.
"Ha."



"What'swrong with your body?"' Rallins said, and shoved his handsinto his coat
pockets. "Why offer methis, and suffer His anger and vengeance?"

My question precisdly.

"| was diagnosed with Parkinson'sayear ago,” KobaHirokumi said quietly. "The
disease's effects have started over the course of thisyear. It isadeath | do not

wish to succumb to. | wish alonger life-there are things | must accomplish, an empire

| mugt finish building.”

"So why not alow meto enter you now?"

"Because | ill have safety precautionsto set in place, so that if you overcome

me, you will not win, asyou did with Theodore. | will fill have control.”

Pissed. Oh | was pissed. This motherfucker had Parkinson's, and was offering his
daughter'slife up to get an oogy in him?

But Kobawas till talking. "But please, do not think of me as an enemy, but as

your only hope. The Phantasm comes. The contract will not save the soul you hoard
within that body. | have removed your adversary. The only thing on the physical plane
that could harm you."

Rollins spoke. "But when | didn't respond to you, you sent out asigna to the Phantasm
that conjured me. Because you knew he would find me, and | was forced to show my
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| put my handsto my ears. Thiswasal becoming very upsetting. We'd al been played.
All of us. By Hirokumi.

"Sothegirl ..." And | thought | saw red hunger in Rollinss eyes. "Sheishere

to wet my whistle?"

"l instructed your men to take her, so that you would be tempted by her sweetness,
her innocence.”

"Sheisyour daughter.”

But Hirokumi shook hishead. "I have no usefor her. If | had had a son, then my

line could have carried on the name of Hirokumi through my holdingsin Japan aswdll
ashereinthe States. The girl isexpendable.”

Boo! Hirokumi sucks.

Rallins narrowed hiseyes. "1 discovered your little spy insde your daughter, Hirokumi.
Perhapstoo late, as | do not possess the magic to see housed spirits, But my seer
would have known of the soul-damned Traveler ingde your daughter. Isthat why Mitsuri
disappeared? So that you could spy on me even as| took the child into my home?”

"It was how | knew of the Wraith you kidnapped. It was how | knew your moves, and
what touched the Wraith's heart, before you did."

Played. Weld al been played. And Rollins looked as pissed as me about it.

"What makesyou think | won't kill you now, Koba?' Rallins said. "Asa Symbiont,

| can take another form.”

"No." Kobasmiled. God | hated that smile. "As Symbiont you are bound by rules-the
onesin this contract sgned with Theodore Rollinss blood. Since | hold the contract,
only | can freeyou. Yes, you could run then, and be free. But you could never possess
abody again-you can hidein them, but you can't own them. Y ou would never be able
to fed, or taste, or smel again unless you-are bound.”

| knew from the expression on Rallinss face Hirokumi was right. Educations galore!

"I likemy life" Rollinssaid findly. "l like doing what I'm doing.
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| may not believein it-in God and the Devil-the way most folks do. But | give people
hope. | don't kill, Hirokumi. Not like you."

Kobalowered hishead. "I had believed you would say such. Thereisanother way



for you to leave thisbody, Symbiont, if you won't do it willingly."

That'swhen | redized the eyeswatching usweren't dl from the oogy redm. They
wereliving. And they were dressed in black pgjamas.

And they were carrying Uzis.

| ducked toward Rollinsslimo first and went through the trunk asthe bullets sarted
flying and pinging. | held on to Susan in that limo trunk, ashard as| could. Luckily,

the limo was bulletproof, but the noise was deafening.

When the noise stopped | listened for abrief second beforel sieved my head ouit.
The cleared areawas riddled with bodies, both in black suits aswell as black pgjamas.
Rollins had had hisown men in position aswdll.

| saw Rollins sprawled on the ground against the passenger, right-sdetire. His
eyeswere open, and he wasn't moving. Tiny and Beckett lay in hegps beside him. |
knew Tiny was dead.

Rallinstherewasdill life.

To my utter surprise, Koba Hirokumi was gill dive. Hewas struggling to stand

up, having taken a hit to hisleft knee and arm. | assumed he had Kevlar on everywhere
else. Hed banked on this happening.

Something wispy materiadized around Rollins-amost gossamer. And | knew it wasthe
Symbiont. I'd sort of figured it would belike that Garfield cat thing, remembering

the picture Rhonda had shown me,

But it was beautiful. Sparkly.

And Kobahad hisarm out toit. "I offer you my daughter. If you refuse’-heagain
smiled-"you will be hunted down and destroyed.” | noticed in hishand he held afolded
piece of parchment.
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A new contract? Or the old? Oh no you don't.

Son of abitch just had areverend shot and adl hismen in pgjamas aswell-and he

was gill bargaining for the Symbiont'slong life. Wrong. So wrong.

| wanted to shatter the Symbiont then-I wanted to destroy Koba's hope of longevity.

| wanted to hurt him for hurting everyone e'se held touched.

Especidly me. And Danidl.

| knew if | still possessed the strength and ability Trench-Coat had given meas
aWraith, however ill planned, | could wipe the Symbiont from existence. | could
destroy it. | knew this.

But Trench-Coat was gone. Destroyed. And | was nothing but an astral image of myself.
| fell to my knees and watched as the Symbiont moved toward the trunk, to me, and
to thewaiting girl ingde. Shewould die from this-I'd seen it. The desth mask.
"Thereisanother way," the wind whispered again. The voice was Dark. Spooky. Sexy.
Familiar. It was my own.

Something brushed against me, to my right side. | turned my head to my left, and

saw thefaint, washed-away image of Trench-Coat. He was facing the oncoming Symbiont
sameas|, and kneding.

Hewore his coat, and his boots, his dark shades, and his smirk. | frowned at him.

Oh-I was shocked. Scared to death. And smitten. "Y ou-you can't be here.”

"I'm not. I'm amply afigment of your imagination, Zoe." Smooth words, rich as
chocolate melting in my mouth. | felt hest risein theright places at the wrong

time. No ... | would not get dl turned on from amemory.

"More than memory, Zoe." Heturned and faced me. | could even see my own ghostly
reflection in his shades. "'Y ou destroyed me with aBanshee's curse, alittle something

| picked upinmy long
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life and somehow gave to you. But I'm more than Symbiont-I am Archer-and | clam
you."

| looked back at the gpproaching Symbiont. Man that thing is moving dow. Isthis
norma? | looked around at Hirokumi, then to Roallins. Actually-no one was moving.
Wheat the" The Suzerain comes, Zoe. He doesn't want you to become aWraith."

"To becomea-but | can't. When | killed you, | logtit dl.”

"Not entirdly. It'still there, Zoe. Just under your skin, lodged deep inside your

twisted soul." He grinned. Straight white teeth. "With me.”

"You'rein my soul?' Oh no-weain't having none of that. "When you destroyed Rai,
you took adamned soul, Zoe. That's amark that cannot be erased in the Good Book."
"But hetricked me." | glanced around at the scene again. Thingswere unnaturally

gtill. Quiet. No traffic noises. Not even acricket (though it was abit chilly for
bugsthistime of year).

"So | smply moved inside of you, my love." He stood and took astep closer to me.

| scrambled to my feet and backed away, careful not to sieve back into the limo behind
me

| put up my hand. "Wait. Whoayou'reinsde of me? Inmy soul?'

He stopped, but hewas till grinning at me. And it wasasmug grin.

| redlly hate smug.

"Weretwo of akind, Zoe. Different. Aberrant. We belong together. "

No, no, no, no ... | belonged with Danid. Or at least some facsamile of anormd,
bresthing, non-Abysmal-planed thing. Y ou get out of meright now!"

"Only you can release me, Zoe."

Uh-oh. | heard strings. There were dways strings. "What happens to meif | do release
you?”
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"Youwill not!" Y ow!

| spun to my right and was aware of Trench-Coat's own quick movement.

From the shadows came the image of ayoung man, walking with determination, toward
us. He wore ajacket and hood like a rapper, his face shadowed beneath it. His hands
were clasped behind his back as he glided closer.

| watched with mounting, fascinated horror. He wasn't completely there, having no
form from the waist down. And he was made of shadows and soat, asif he were a part
of them.

He stopped inches from me and lifted his head to look & me as he pulled a masgquerade
mask from behind his back and held it up in front of the dark maw of his hood.
The mask of aharlequin. The same doll my mom had bought me when | was eight, thinking
it would be something I'd like. White face, black diamonds around its eyes,
asingle bloodred tear and black lips. I'd buried it in the backyard because it frightened
me. And | never talked about it again.

No one knew about that damned doll except my mother, and me. | took in aquick breath
of astra air and stepped back, closer to the image of Trench-Coat.
The black-painted lips on the molded mask turned up in the corners asthe black,
eyeless sockets seemed to sare right through me.
"They take on theimage of what scaresyou the mogt,”
came Steve'swords from amorning breskfast, so long ago.

Power radiated from thisthing in waves of uberoogy. Phantasm.
"Y ou cannot touch her." Trench-Coat was quick on the defense there.
The Phantasm's mask seemed to nod onitsown. | leaned to the right, trying to see
what was behind the wretched mask. | saw nothing. The molded black lips moved when
it gpoke, but not quite in sync with thewords. "Not yet-but if you continue confusing



her,

370

dave, shewill become my enemy." The mask turned on its wooden dowel. That'swhen
| noticed the hand clutching it waslittle more than a shadow, and it till held

the other hand behind itsback. "And | hers.

Trench-Coat turned to me. "He is afraid of what you'll become, Zoe Martinique. Of
what I'll become." He looked back at the Phantasm. " Something he cannot control on
any plane of exisence."

"Do not task me, Archer." The last name he it out asif tasting something bad.

Wi, | did remember hearing about these two fighting before, and the Phantasm here
had taken Trenchy'svoice. Y ou have disappointed me since the day you were created.”
"I'm flattered.”

Oh geez.

"Look." I glanced over a the frozen Symbiont, trying to silence my rising gorge

at the nearness of the harlequin's mask. For years1'd trained myself to ignore clowns
and masks-but the harlequin face-it haunted my dreams. "'I'm redlly sorry you two
can't get counsding, but therésalittlegirl inthislimowhoisgoingto die

if your Symbiont takes her body. Now, aren't you upset that that guy over there'-|
pointed at Hirokumi-"has the contract you established with him"-I pointed & Rollinss
dtill-inert form™and is going to destroy it aslong as he''-1 pointed back to Hirokumi-"gets
the Symbiont for himself? 1 mean, you need to destroy the Symbiont so you get your
soul, right?'

| couldn't believe I'd just told a bad guy to take areverend's soul. Oh I'm so

going to aspecid kind of heresfter.

And | was surprised when the Phantasm only chuckled. "What isan old, worthless
soul to mewhen | can feed on that of a child through my Symbiont? Let him take her,
then let him takethefat man.” Again alaugh. "I can havethem dl.”

| heard something faint, soft. The voice of achild. It came from thetrunk of the

limo.

Oh God. Susan was awake and besting on the hood.

The Phantasm had started the world moving again. The Symbiont was closer to the
trunk now, and in seconds he'd have Susan Hirokumi.
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"Zoe." Trench-Coat turned to me. "Join with me-be the Wraith-be one with me aswe
did that night in endlesslovemaking.”

Abruptly | relived images, sensations, of soft sheets and warm bodies, sensud caresses
and ethered whispers. My God ... it hadn't been adream. I'd made loveto him.

I'd made loveto him!

In those missing hours before the morgue, 1'd known TrenchCoat inways|'d only
read in Mom's thick romance novels. EWWWWWWW

But I'd enjoyed it.

"Doe-da?' came Susan'svoice.

| felt the wind beside me chitter. "Choose. Savethe girl”-the trees moved overhead
in the starless night--"or let her die. Be the Wraith and destroy the Symbiont.”
"No..." | shook my head. "I thought I'd destroyed you, but now you tell meyou're
ingde of me. | don't want that Syinbiont inside of metoo!”

"It will not!" Trench-Coat said. "Y ou and | were linked the moment | touched your
am.”

| glanced down at my arm. Theimprint of his hand was gone. | hadn't noticed. Was
the color of my hair back to normal aswell? "L et me touch you again. Free me, and
yoursdlf."



"No!" The Phantasm stepped forward. | stared a the mask in horror. The eyebrows
moved into sharp, angry arches, and the black lips turned downward. ™Y ou will not.

| command you."

Oh ho ho?1

felt my own anger rise again. It never replaced my fear of thisthing standing before
mewith itsmask of harlequin rage. If | gaveinto my fearsat that moment, I'm

sure | would have melted on the ground and screamed in terror of the harlequin mask.
I'm surein hindsight, | should have just let them al go at each other and gone

straight to my parish priest and gotten Trenchy exorcised out of me.

But | was pissed. And | wasn't going to let an innocent child die. On the other

hand, if | let him touch me again, then | wasin asenseletting Tanakaskiller

free
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Which wastheright choice?

Intheend, | figured there wasn't one. But | sure aswell wasn't going to let some
mask-wearing blank-faced Phantasm feed off of alittlegirl.

| made my decision and reached out to Trench-Coat. | looked at the Phantasm's mask
and fdlt the cold rage asit focused on me through the narrowed eyes of the mask.

In hindsight-probably it wasn't the brightest move.

But then Trench-Coat touched me. Ice ran through my veins, followed closely by warmth.
| could amost hear Mom's voice, and Rhonda

s, from wherever they were with my body. Could they tell I'd changed again®?

| could. | was stronger. | felt light, my soul woven into the very night air, apart

of dl things, then somehow not a al. Cdldweller's” Symbiont” played in my heed,
and | fet mysdf

gpirding into theair. And he waswith me. Trench-Coat.

TO. Abruptly thetidal wave of power lessened, and | opened my eyes.

The Phantasm was gone. TO stood to the right, and the Symbiont was beside the car.
Oh no you dont. | reached out with my hand and grabbed the Symbiont's core. The
gparkling lights abruptly vanished, exposing the hellish cat Rhonda had shown me
inthe book. And it

scratched! Ow!

Littlesono fabitchyoumotherOnly | yelled at it. With that specid kind of yell. The
onewith no redl sound to it. The thing started to mutate and stretch, asif being

pulled into amillion directions. | flung it off of me like abad bugger.

It exploded on impact againgt Rollinss car. Ew. Ew. Ew.

That'swhen | heard Hirokumi scream.
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| turned to see TO take the corporate president’s soul into the whirling red circle

of hispam.

No! But hedidn't top. Hedid turn and look a me. "I have to have a prize too,"

my own voice said back to me;

And | knew | could no longer speak. Not unless| destroyed him again.

He held up ahand. "Uh-uh-uh. Y ou asked for my touch this time, Miss Martinique.

Y ou invited mein. We now have abinding contract.”

Our ded. And | knew I'd made aded with the Devil. Oh wouldn't Faust be proud!
"It'sworsethan that, Zoe." He smiled at me as he straightened his coat. | glanced

at Hirokumi's soulless, staring body on the dark ground by hislimo. ™Y ou've made
aded with what the Devil fears

And hewas gone. Only awhisper on thewind. And avoicein my mind. "I'll be around,



my love"

Bleck. | learned at that moment as ethered tears streamed down my face and | opened
the trunk to comfort afrightened little girl. There are worse thingsthan losing.
Therewas adwayswinning.
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EPILOGUE

Two Weeks L ater

| listened softly to the beeping of the heart monitbr in the ICU unit a Northside
Hospital asit played an accompaniment to the CD, The Piano.

I'd learned it was Danid's favorite sound track, and so | played it asmuch as|

could. It was very nice. Soothing.

They expected Danidl to wake up any day now. Hisleg was mending. Hisribs. His
patched spleen and even hisfractured left pinkie.

But hishead? No one knew yet. He'd taken ahard crack to his skull, which had put
him in acoma. So-1'd spent alot of time here. And Mom and Rhonda came at noon each
day with biscuits,

ham, tea, and jelly. | was hoping held smell Mom's buttery cooking and wake up. Nothing
yet.

And so0 | sat in the spare chair, listening to the nurses and doctors, sort of guessing
which doctor they'd page to the ER next. | wanted to think of anything except what
I'd done. What 1'd become. Of what I'd done to my soul.

| thought of the aftermath instead.

The doctors attributed my muteness to the brain damage. Of course, when wasit |
received this"brain damage'? Maddox said
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it was my time without oxygen in the morgue. Those seizures, remember?

And, | had been officialy declared a Type I diabetic, which of course Mom

said wasridiculous. But, to make her happy, | tested my blood after every medl.

| reeeeeeedly hated doing that. Luckily | got one of those little blue things that

will test aredly small amount of blood.

Gome.

Luckily, Reverend Rallins survived his orded. Though the damage done by the bullets
in his chest severdly limited his gppearances around the world, he still ddlivered

the message of God, in a much more subdued fashion.

| still wondered days afterward why TO took Koba's soul and not Rallinss. Rollinss
fulfilled the contract. But maybe the old Symbiont had his own sense of justice.
Weird. KobaHirokumi's death was listed as unsolved. Cooper pretty much glossed
over thefinding of Susan Hirokumi in Rollinsstrunk, and sncethegirl didn't
remember anything and was now with her mother in Japan, everyone kept quiet.
Tanakas murder? Cold-casefilefor al | know. Captain Cooper, on hisfrequent
vigts, redly didn't want to talk to me. He blamed mefor Danid's condition.

And hewasright.

I'd tried that first night with Daniel in the hospital, after the incident across

from Perimeter Circle, to revive him, to mend him in some way-but instead I'd felt

my new state of being doing what it'

d done to Rhonda. | started to feed on hismending

soul. The heart monitors had detected a drop in blood pressure, agitation.

And soI'd stayed out of the ICU when OOB. In fact, | hadn't strayed from my body
since then. | wastoo afraid of what 1'd do. The door opened, and Mom and Rhonda
camein. They didn't

bring Tim or Steve-gpparently the ghosts magnetic fields played
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havoc with the eectronics. And we dl wanted Daniel to keep breathing.

"Y ou look worsetoday,” Mom said as shedid her usua checkup on Danidl. Was she
talking to me, or to Daniel? She grabbed his chart, did her own scan, and made some
inane comment. | guess | looked bad. | had no makeup, wore sweats and atee shirt.
I'd kept my bothersome hair back in aponytail most of the time-except for that white
shock that kept escaping. | wasn't even sure I'd washed it this week.

"But thewhite hair'sgrowing on me" shesaid withahaf amile.

| smelled the biscuits, and my stomach growled. Even though | wasn't supposed to
indulge in too many breads, | usualy snagged at least one biscuit.

Rhonda looked well rested. Her hair was up in pigtailstoday, and her nailswere
afresh black. Her kohl-rimmed eyes smiled at me as she pulled her skull-adorned
book bag up and handed me my iBook. "Here-1 figured you should check your client
list and e-mail. I've been tagging alot of them and set an autoresponse to tell

them you'd been on vacation.”

Y eah. Some vacation. But | took the iBook and stood.

The hospital wasn't wirdessin ICU, so I'd haveto hoof it to the visitor'slounge

or the cafeteria. | opted for the cafeteria, so | could snag a cup of that oh-so-good
swill they cdled java

| wanted a Starbucks White M ocha sooooo bad.

Yay! And watch my blood sugar beet the next shuttle launch as it broke orbit too.
The cafeteriawas set up as serve yoursdlf. So | grabbed acup of coffee, dumped
aload of sugar and cream in. They guy behind the checkout line-Charles on histag-had
gotten so used to seeing me he just waved me on through to the dining area.
Bluewalls, soft muted upholstery on the bench cushionsand booths. A prelighted
Chrismastree sat in the corner and twinkled colorfully at me as| passed by. Siver
and blue garland hungin
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waves aong thewalls, over the backs of the wood dividers of seats. There weren't
too many peoplethere. A few men and women in white coats, asingle woman in pink
scrubs reading abook. Christmas music piped in softly.

Nope, not in thejolly mood.

| walked to the "outside" area. It redly wasn't out in the December cold, but the

roof was made of glass, like alarge sunroom. | picked awarm spot near the back
and popped open the iBook.

Two seconds and it'd found the network. Holy shit!

Two-thousand and forty-three messages?

And | was sure there were thousands more that had dumped into the other account.
Panic disappeared when | redlized agood bulk of them were spam.

| had backtracked to November and started cleaning them out when | ran across one
that ran cold shivers down my spine. Maharba@maharba.com.

The subject lineread "We Are Watching." | felt my spine grow cold.

"Dear Miss Martinique-it has cometo our attention that you did not fulfill your
contract with us on the nature of the meeting between Detective Frasier and Koba
Hirokumi. And now Mr. Hirokumi is dead. We are very disappointed and have suspended
accounts with you while we evaluate your position. Wefed the reationship between
us must change. We will be watching you, and your activities, and we will contact
you again to collect on your debt, at alater time."

We? Us? Always I'd thought thiswas a single person. But this e-mail read asthough
they were acommittee. And avery pissed committee. I'd fully intended to report
back to them after the e-mail on my phone that night, but then 1'd been kidnapped,
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and everything had gone to hell sncethen.
And they were watching me.
Did they know what it was| could do? Did they know | could
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do even more now? Did they know about Wraiths? And Phantasms? And sexy, spooky Symbionts?
Who the hell werethey?
Paranoia had arrived and set up house.
| closed the e-mail then and searched for any others, but there hadn't been any.
| also checked my bank accounts-the money had never been withdrawn either.
Y eah, I'd owe them. By rights.
| gulped down my coffeg, letting it burn the roof of my mouth.
Firg off, there was a Phantasm out there that had my name, a Symbiont that I'd
spared but till wanted pieces of me. | had thisredlly oogy feding I'd totally
screwed mysalf up by taking TC's offer and somehow I'd damned my own soul, just as
they said Ral had damned his. | till didn't have aclue who this mysterious Joe
was. And now there was some secretive group that watched me and would cal on my
services one day.
Okay-that'sit-I'm putting my life on e-Bay and shopping for anew one.
Too much coffee propelled me out of the cafeteriaand into the halway where the
restroomswere. | sat the laptop on the sink counter and pushed open the first door
| cameto, not bothering to check to seeif it were occupied.
Imagine my surprise when | found mysdlf staring face-to-face with Dags the Fado's
bartender and Nancy the nurse. Both were naked. And it appeared they werein
a heated race to see who could suck the other one's lungs up through their throats
fird.
My heart pounded against my chest as Dagsturned and looked at me, his eyeswide
with recognition. "You. . ." he gasped out. The girl disengaged herself and bounced
out of the stall, muttering under her bregth.
Dags stood to the I eft of the toilet with pants at hisankles. | smiled.
Thereis nothing more defensel ess than a naked man.
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Zoe Martinique wasjust your average, single femae, past 25, looking for love and/or
exciting job opportunities. Until life handed her the dubious ability
to travel outside of her body at will-which she turned into a career, hiring
hersdlf out asaliterd spook. Industrial espionage, domestic surveillance, you
name it-when she's traveling she can see but can't be seen...
Then one night things get out of hand while sheis out-of-body: Zoe withesses amurder.
What'sworse, thekiller isaso a Traveler-and he most definitely not only sees
her, but triesto pursue her.
To save hersdlf, Zoe must somehow guide the very handsome detective assgned to the
case to the truth without revedling hersalf. And with the help of her semi-psychic



mom, apair of gay ghosts, and her best friend (a Goth techno witch), she dso has

to figure out exactly who-and what-the murderer is, before he finds her and puts

an end to her traveling-permanently.

"Wraithisahighly origind addition to urban fantasy...I thoroughly enjoyed this

story. | look forward to reading more about Zoe Martinique and her world."-Patricia
Briggs
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