
  
    
      
    
  


  Jordan Castillo Price



  


  Secrets: a PsyCop Novel


  by Jordan Castillo Price


  www.jordancastilloprice.com


  ©2008 by Jordan Castillo Price. All rights reserved.


  NOTICE: This eBook is licensed to the original purchaser only. Dupli-cation or distribution to any person via email, floppy disk, network, printout, or any other means is a violation of International copyright law and subjects the violator to severe fines and/or imprisonment.


  This notice overrides the Adobe Reader permissions which are erro-neous. This eBook cannot be legally lent or given to others.


  


  -ONE-


  “You don’t need the futon,” Jacob called from the living room. My living room. The one he’d been sharing with me since an incubus exploded in his swanky Lakeview condo last fall. I was in the kitchen at the time, trying to determine exactly how attached I was to the corkboard next to the phone, the one where I stick small pieces of paper until I forget what the notes scrawled on them were supposed to mean.


  “I have a living room set,” he said.


  I vaguely remembered Jacob’s living room set. I’d seen it at his old condo maybe twice before it’d gone into storage. I’d been too busy ogling his naked body to pay much attention to his décor. When I wasn’t busy shooting at the incubus who’d followed him there, anyway.


  I worked the yellow sticky note I was holding between my thumb and forefinger, rubbing it, creasing it down the center. It was so damp with sweat, it molded to the shape of my palm. I shook it loose and it landed on the countertop. I scrubbed my palm against the leg of my jeans, and wondered if I’d managed to leach all the sticky out of the note. Stupid of me. I’d made a deal with Jacob that I’d only keep the things I marked with a yellow paper tag. It had seemed like a big stack of stickies, at the time. But my stack had grown awfully thin. There aren’t as many sticky notes in a pack as you might think.


  It was the week of my thirty-ninth birthday, and there I was, poised to move out of my bright white apartment and into the old brick loft building, a turn of the century cannery, that I now owned with Jacob. I’m not sure which part was weirder—that it had taken me so long to find someone I was that serious about, or that it had even happened to me at all. I’d always figured I was too screwed up to do the whole long-term relationship thing with anybody. Ever.


  “Vic? The futon.”


  I looked down at the soggy paper square on the countertop. Maybe Jacob was right about the futon. Almost-forty-year-olds didn’t generally have cheap futons as the focal point of their living rooms. Especially not when there was actual furniture around they could be using. Besides, it would free up that sticky note so I could mark something else I wanted to keep.


  I touched the seat of the barstool under the kitchen counter. Vinyl and chrome. I liked my barstools. Did I need to put a sticky on each of them, or was it understood that they were a set?


  


  Jacob appeared in the doorway, flashing his washboard abs. He wasn’t trying to seduce me; he was mopping sweat from his face with the hem of his black T-shirt. Still, he was distracting, to say the least. “Bedroom’s packed,” he said, tugging his shirt back down.


  “Where are those barstools supposed to go?”


  “The…kitchen?”


  He frowned. It was more of a thinking-frown than a cull-your-shit-already-frown. I think.


  “Maybe. Or maybe we can put a bar in the basement.” If we did put a bar in the basement, Jacob would be drinking at it alone. Not because I don’t drink, which I don’t, but because I don’t do basements. They’re creepy. Even the ones that’ve been finished with paneling, indoor-outdoor carpeting and dart boards.


  But I didn’t argue. I don’t do confrontation any better than I do basements, or shots of Jägermeister.


  “Why don’t we just take it all and sort it out once we get there?” I suggested. Jacob hadn’t thought it was a good idea the night before, but it couldn’t hurt to try one more time and see if I might wear down his resolve. “There’s plenty of room.” Jacob went to the sink and held his hands under the tap. He splashed cold water on his face and performed another ab-flashing maneuver that would bring any card-carrying queer to his knees. “How many times do you want to end up carrying this stuff?” he said.


  “We don’t need two of everything.”


  And my furniture was all cheap pressboard crap, while his was real. Yeah, I knew that. But still. I had a hard time wrapping my head around the idea that the hundred-year-old cannery, a bizarre student attempt at Egyptian revival, was my new home. I pressed a sticky note onto a narrow white plastic end table in the corner and heard Jacob sigh.


  “What?” I said. “That’s where I keep my keys.”


  Jacob stepped back from the sink and eased his way toward me. Sweat made his fitted black T-shirt cling to his body, and his deep olive skin glistened in the greenish light cast by the fluorescent overhead fixture. He kept on coming at me until he’d backed me into the wall, where the plastic table threatened to warp under the weight of my thigh. The smell of new sweat was heady, and it turned my furniture frustration to thoughts of sex. I felt a warmth deep in my belly. No, lower. Damn him. Neither one of us needed to resort to arguing. We each had our ways of trying to get what we wanted.


  He took my face in both of his hands. His palms were cool from the water. Jacob’s built like a linebacker and I’m more of a goalpost, but at six-foot-something, we at least stood eye to eye. It made it for easy kissing.


  Jacob looked at me, hard, and then he closed his eyes and dove in. What do they call ‘em, pheromones? He must’ve been giving them off in clouds. My head shifted gears—from hoarding, to sex—the second his lips touched mine.


  


  He pressed himself into me, chest to chest, thigh to thigh, and he threw heat like a furnace. A big, damp, sexy, man-smelling furnace. He drew his lips away from mine slowly, our breath mingling for a second before he started kissing lower, working his mouth along my jaw toward my neck.


  “I’m keeping my table,” I said. My voice wobbled a little. I’m such a pushover.


  Jacob grunted, and stretched the neck of my baggy T-shirt to scrape his teeth against my collarbone. The sharp rasp sent a jolt of heat down to my cock. I was beginning to feel a lot more than an indistinct warmth down there.


  “What do you think you’re doing?” I said. It was pretty obvious, but I couldn’t resist. “I thought we were on a schedule.”


  Jacob didn’t dignify that with an answer. His hand covered the bulge at the front of my jeans, instead. My breath hissed in and my back arched as my body strained for his touch.


  It was humbling to have someone able to press all my buttons that well. Maybe it was a little scary, too. What if Jacob used his superpower for evil, not good? Would it matter?


  Probably not, as long as he kept me drugged with sex.


  I grabbed for his hair, but it was too short to get a handful. Wet with sweat, too. Fuck, that made me hard. He met my eyes. Not as dramatic as me grabbing him by the hair and forcing the eye contact, but that was okay. I just needed to see the look, the one that lets me know that he’s got it as bad for me as I do for him.


  Jacob stared at me hard while he stroked my cock through my jeans. The importance of what I would take to our new place and what I would leave behind for the Goodwill truck dwindled. Where could we have sex? That was all I cared about.


  “When you said the bedroom was packed…?”


  Jacob grabbed me by the upper arm and pulled me into the living room. Through the bedroom doorway, I could see my mattress and box spring stacked against the wall behind a barricade of boxes.


  The living room was a wreck, but Jacob hadn’t started boxing it up quite yet. My cock throbbed impatiently as I shoved a laundry basket and a crate of DVDs and videotapes out of the way and dragged the futon off its frame. I toed off my loosely-tied high tops and stripped down fast. Jacob dropped a gym bag next to the futon and started peeling off his sweaty clothes. I knelt down on the futon, which was only slightly more padded than the floor, and unzipped the bag to see what he thought we’d need from it. I shoved aside rolled-up pairs of socks, a T-shirt and sweatpants. Underneath all that, I felt a plastic bottle with a familiar shape. Lube. “So, you were planning on getting lucky,” I said.


  “There’s always hope.” Jacob knelt beside me and grabbed me by the head again, tangling his fingers in my hair this time. He kissed me, and his short goatee ground against my face. I love the bristly feel of it scraping my chin. My cock pointed up toward the ceiling.


  


  It ached to be touched again. I stroked it myself so that Jacob wouldn’t have to let go of my head.


  He kissed me rough and deep. His tongue filled my mouth. The scent of him was heady, overpowering my senses. I raked my fingertips down his chest. I found his nipple and rolled it between my fingers, hard, and made him gasp against my wet lips.


  He let me out of the head-grip, took me by the shoulders and slammed me down on my back. He reached for the lube. “Fuck my face,” I told him, before he could cover his cock in something I’d be tasting for days. We used the plainest lube we could find, no scents, no flavors. But it still had a mouth-feel I didn’t exactly enjoy. Especially hours later.


  Jacob growled low and dropped onto his side. He took me by the head yet again to pull my face against his crotch. He could’ve pinned me on my back and straddled my head.


  I would’ve been okay with that—I’d asked for it and everything. But Jacob was always acutely aware of my time in Camp Hell.


  His caution was probably a good thing. I’m pretty sure a wrist restraint would send my adrenaline into orbit, even the wimpy ones built specifically for sex play. But just sex—tender or rough, marathon or sprint—hands and mouths and cocks without any toys to clutter up the bed? I’m pretty sure that was the only reason no one ever found me dangling by a plastic extension cord from a showerhead in Camp Hell’s bathroom. I had a boyfriend at Camp Hell, an empath, no less. Stefan. He kept me sane.


  Sometimes I think that Jacob must be an empath, too. But since he’d scored nil on a whole battery of psychic tests—average enough to be considered an official Non-Psychic or NP, not even a tiny sliver of talent lurking inside—I chalked up his ability to zero in on whatever I’m thinking to his incredibly shrewd mind.


  Jacob’s cock prodded my face, and damn, it was all musky and hot and good. He’s such a clean freak that he never comes to bed all sweaty, not unless I jump him after he’s been out for a run. I love his sweat. The taste of his body makes me feel less like me, more like a rutting animal.


  I opened up my mouth and Jacob pushed my face onto his cock. He buried himself deep, as he cupped the back of my head with one strong hand, his fingers splayed, fingertips pressed into my scalp. His hips flexed, the pressure from his hand let up for a second, and then he jammed his cock in deep again.


  I stroked myself a few times. Oh, yeah. I was soaring already. The smell of Jacob, the feel of him, everything was just one big rush. I stopped jerking off, worried that I’d shoot my load before we’d even gotten started, and got a good handful of Jacob’s ass instead.


  I grabbed him as hard as he slammed his cock down my throat. His ass is muscular, like everything else on him, and it’s got plenty of heft to sink my fingers into. He snarled, and bunched my hair in his fist so tightly I saw stars.


  My grip probably wasn’t hard enough to bruise, but I figured I’d see some nice red fingermarks on Jacob in the shower. And the thought of that turned me on, too.


  


  Jacob’s blunt, thick cock battered my tonsils. I slipped my fingers into Jacob’s sweat-damp ass crack and rubbed his hole. “Fuck,” he said, under his breath, and pulled my face right up against his crotch. I slipped a finger into him as he did it, and made him gasp out loud.


  I let go of Jacob’s ass and shoved at his hip, and he released me. The air in the room was cool against my face as I rolled free. “Come on,” I said, my voice thick. “Fuck me. Hard.” Jacob tackled me, half-on, half-off the futon. His teeth fixed on my throat, and holy crap, he was biting hard. My hips bucked up, slamming my cock into his stomach. “Yesyesye-syes….” Oh God, that was me. I could still form words. Jacob was reduced to a long, low, wordless growl. He held me in place with his massive body and flipped the lube open one-handed.


  He didn’t even bother greasing up my ass, just a quick swipe over the head of his cock, and then it prodded at me, that hot, hard pressure. Jacob spread my legs with his thighs and I let my knees fall open wide, dug my heels into the small of his back.


  He squeezed a hand between us and played with my balls as his cockhead sank in. I let out a noise then, couldn’t quite find a word to describe the huge jolt it’d sent through my body. I pulled myself against him harder, straining with my hips to bury his cock deep inside. I had both arms around Jacob’s head and neck, clenching him to me tight enough to strangle him. We were pressed so close that Jacob’s hand had no play between us, so he quit fondling me and just took my hips in both his hands so he could push himself in—deep, deep thrusts, all the way in.


  The sweat-slick pressure of Jacob’s stomach brought me off fast, and I rode the long, drawn-out orgasm while he pounded into me. I’m not generally a screamer, but there was no stopping it, the loud, desperate sound that I just couldn’t hold in. My back whomped into the futon, which slammed against the hardwood floor. The room gave off a weird echo, with all of the furniture disassembled and the walls bare. And under it all, that growl of Jacob’s, that sexy animal noise he was making, that I made him make. He grasped my hips so hard it hurt, really hurt, and his breath huffed against my throat. He stiffened, then went still.


  His full weight covered me as he breathed against my neck. We reeked of sweat and cock.


  I felt amazing, better than I did after an Auracel with a Seconal chaser. My hips throbbed even after Jacob let go. And that felt amazing, too.


  I sighed and kissed his short, damp hair. “I meant it,” I said, and I sounded a little woozy, my voice strange in the funny echo of the room. “You can hold me down and fuck my face. It’s all right.”


  “Mmnn.”


  “I might even…y’know. Kinda like it.”


  Jacob’s belly spasmed against me. It was either a laugh or an aftershock. I felt my own come, sticky between us, and the air chilled my sides and my shoulders, the parts of mynaked body that Jacob’s bulk didn’t cover.


  “Not that I’m normally into that sort of thing,” I clarified, worried that I was starting to sound like a freak. “But, I mean…I dunno. It could be hot.” Jacob peeled his chest off mine just enough to prop his head on his fist and look down at me. He looked like I felt, heavy-lidded and sated. And like he’d probably rather curl up for a nap instead of loading the rental truck. “Okay,” he said. He looked pleased.


  Jacob bent his head to mine for a kiss, such a tender, gentle kiss for someone who’d just fucked me into the floor. He cupped my jaw with his strong hand as he kissed me, and ran the pad of his thumb over my cheekbone. His tongue brushed mine, then pulled back.


  He kept hold of my face even as he got far enough back to stare into my eyes. “Bring all your furniture,” he said. “We’ll make room.”


  And just like that, I didn’t care so much anymore. Not at the moment, anyway. No doubt I’d be disoriented and anxious once we got to the cannery, but that’s what pharmaceuti-cals were for. “Nah, you’re right. We don’t need two of everything.” Jacob pressed a lingering kiss into my forehead, then disentangled himself from me and headed off toward the shower. I’d been right. My red fingermarks looked pretty hot against his perfect ass. I didn’t think I had it in me to actually leave bruises, not unless I was really bearing down, trying to hurt him on purpose. I didn’t have the strength. Not like Jacob.


  He’d been hauling around boxes so heavy that I couldn’t even slide them along the floor.


  I glanced down at my bony hips. Red fingermarks covered each of them, shading slightly to purple. Bruises.


  Funny. Jacob was the only lover I’d ever had who could actually overpower me. He was so strong that he could do it without even batting an eyelash. And yet, he was the first man I’d ever trusted enough to venture into territory that could turn dark and ugly if it went too far.


  Maybe Jacob’s size and strength had nothing to do with it. Maybe it was more about his personality. His equilibrium. The control he exercised in every little aspect of his life, from his exercise regimen to his alarm clock. If anyone knew his limits, it was Jacob.


  I heard the shower run and pried myself up from the futon, moving slowly. I felt the af-termath of our sex in my jaw and hips, and especially in my ass. The thought of it gave me a little shiver. That, and the fact that I was naked, it wasn’t particularly warm in the apartment, and Jacob’s big, hot body no longer covered me.


  I ran through the kitchen and into the bathroom. I was so intent on slipping into the shower that I almost didn’t get a look at myself in the mirror. It was starting to steam up around the edges, and a quick glance at the steam pattern made me pause.


  And then I saw it.


  


  The mirror fogged over as I squinted at my reflection, and I scrubbed it with the heel of my palm. My skin squeaked against the glass, and I turned my head to the side. I peered at my reflection from the corner of my eye.


  Toothmarks.


  Jesus.


  “You left a bite mark on my neck!”


  Jacob opened the shower curtain just far enough to look out at me. He knuckled water out of his eye and grinned. “Good thing you don’t have to work tomorrow.”


  “You shit.”


  He grinned wider and whisked the curtain shut.


  Way to go. I’d look real slick reporting for duty at the Fifth Precinct covered in hickeys like a slutty teenaged girl. Damn it. I rubbed at the toothmarks, which raised a pinkish blotch around them. “It better be gone by Thursday,” I said. I’m sure Jacob felt very chastised.


  Not.


  “Put a bandage over it and say you have a rash.”


  “That’s really appealing,” I said. So much for Jacob’s so-called control.


  


  -TWO-


  Carolyn Brinkman wouldn’t have been my first choice as a moving helper, but since I wasn’t exactly chummy with my partner on the force, Jacob’s partner would have to do, all hundred and ten pounds of her. Carolyn was waiting on our front stoop, ready for business in immaculate white tennis shoes, size four jeans and a baggy U of I sweatshirt. She’d brought along her best friend, Crash, who also happened to be Jacob’s ex. Yay.


  “It’s awfully late,” she said. Not the world’s warmest greeting, but Carolyn had no choice but to say what she thought. She was a telepath who could smell a lie a mile away, which made her a kick-ass investigator. But the flip side of her talent was that she couldn’t lie, herself. Not even for the sake of being nice.


  Crash took a long drag off his cigarette and gave me a smug little smile. He always looked smug. His hair was dyed Kool-Aid green. Maybe that’s what he was looking smug about today, despite the fact that it clashed with his olive drab army duster. Or maybe he knew my ass stung with every step I took—either because he was an empath who got “feelings” about what everyone else was experiencing, or because he’d taken it up the ass from Jacob himself. Crash’s smirk widened and I looked away. One day I’d probably slap him.


  And then I’d regret it, because he was probably into stuff like that.


  Crash flicked his mostly-smoked cigarette into the gutter. “C’mon, kids. Let’s get this show on the road while we’ve still got daylight.”


  The next couple of hours were a blur of heavy lifting and smashing my fingers on anything they could possibly be smashed on: between boxes and crates, furniture and walls, the front door and the doorjamb.


  We emptied the rental truck first, and lined my white pressboard furniture up against the far wall. The high ceilings dwarfed it; the bookshelves looked like something out of Bar-bie’s Dream House. I regretted using up the entire stack of sticky notes. At least Carolyn and Crash didn’t give me any flak. Carolyn was probably happy she was actually able to lift something. And Crash might not have even noticed, since his furniture was no better.


  The apartment at the back of his store was outfitted with mismatched odds and ends he’d found in the alley.


  The folks at Jacob’s storage unit sent his furniture over in a crate that was probably about the size of my apartment. My old apartment. I lived here now, I told myself.


  “Victor,” said Carolyn. “Give me a hand.”


  It took both of us to lift Jacob’s bedside table. “Holy shit. Are the drawers lined with lead?”


  “And this is going upstairs, right?”


  


  I would’ve been just as happy to leave it on the narrow strip of lawn. “I guess.” Jacob and Crash steered the massive leather sofa through the front door while Carolyn planned out the order in which we’d take the smaller stuff. I’d expected to feel jealous the day that Jacob could look at Crash without scowling. But instead I was just relieved that it wasn’t me holding up the other end of that gigantic couch.


  Carolyn and I were just setting down the coffee table and Jacob and Crash were halfway up the stairs with the king-sized box spring when two phones chimed in pager-mode simultaneously. “I’ve got it,” said Carolyn. She speed dialed the Twelfth Precinct, where she and Jacob work sex crimes. They wouldn’t have been called in so late unless it was urgent, possibly a suspect or a victim who’d just turned up and needed to be questioned before they could start reconstructing events in their own heads. You’d think that either something is factual or it isn’t. Carolyn tells me people’s individual truths often have little to do with facts.


  Jacob came downstairs, planted his hands on his hips, and looked at Carolyn. “There was an incident at Rosewood Court,” she said.


  The Twelfth district rubs up against mine, the Fifth, on one side, but I wondered if I was hearing her right. “The old folks’ home?” I said.


  “I’ll get cleaned up and meet you there,” said Jacob. “Vic, find me the blue suit bag in the closet.”


  Carolyn and Jacob deployed, him to the bathroom and her out the front door, leaving Crash and me frowning at the boxes. “That is so fucking sick,” said Crash.


  “It doesn’t necessarily mean something happened to a resident,” I told him. I squeezed my way between an empty bookshelf and a waist-high box. Jacob could shower in two minutes if he had to, and I figured he’d need socks, underwear and shoes. “It could’ve been an employee. Or a visitor.”


  Crash worked his tongue stud against the backs of his teeth like he had a bad taste in his mouth. “No, it wasn’t,” he said flatly. His hand was pressed against his stomach, Crash-shorthand for “I felt it.” I fought the urge to press my hand against my stomach, too.


  “We can finish this ourselves,” Crash told me as Jacob tied his shoes. “Unless you’re too much of a wuss to lift the entertainment center.”


  I did my best not to let him yank my chain. Without answering him, I headed outside to get the next box. Jacob, now freshly-showered and suited up, paused at the edge of the container to grab the back of my head and pull me into a quick kiss. “Text me if you need anything.” Which I took to mean that he was turning off the ringer on his phone. The more a crime disturbed Jacob, the less he said about it.


  Jacob nodded at Crash. “Thanks,” he said. Then he climbed into his midnight blue Crown Victoria and peeled away from the curb. His tires squealed as he took the turn at the end of the block.


  


  “Well, let’s get to work,” said Crash. “This stuff won’t move itself.” That’s it? No flirting? I probably should have felt relieved. But I didn’t, and of course I then felt guilty for wanting him to flirt with me. I climbed deeper into the storage container after him, glad that we didn’t have much more furniture to move. “What do you think?” he said. “Do you want to start with the entertainment unit, or are you going to put your back out?”


  “I can carry that. Half of that.” I planted myself at the far end of the gigantic slab of solid wood and hoped that it was true. Crash let me go first. That was probably for the best. It would have been really embarrassing if I dropped the thing on him.


  We brought the entertainment unit in, me leading, and then some boxes and some shelves, and a big leather recliner. Once we’d gotten the container emptied I was about ready to collapse. But I knew Jacob would be gone all night, or most of it at least, and so I hoped that Crash could do one more thing for me—with his clothes on—before he left. “Hey, you know about computers, right?”


  Crash looked up from the fridge with a two-liter bottle of Coke in one hand and half a sandwich in the other. “I guess.”


  “The phone guy said that our DSL line was hooked up. Can you help me set up the computer?”


  Crash chewed slowly. His eyes raked my body up and down, and I wondered what kind of payment he would suggest. Then he took another slug of Coke and shrugged. “Okay.” I let out a breath, carefully, so that he couldn’t see I had been holding it.


  “But you have to drive me home. I’m not taking that bus at midnight.”


  “Sure. I’ll drive you home.”


  Crash inhaled the rest of the sandwich and ducked back into the fridge for more. “Fine.Figure out where you want it to go.”


  I looked down at the really big box marked “computer”. It was Jacob’s. I felt a little weird about going through Jacob’s things, which is funny, when you think about it. My whole apartment had been fair game for months.


  “It’s just my laptop,” I said, wondering which box it’d ended up in. “I want to get online.”


  “Yeah. That’s the first thing I’d hook up.” Crash’s voice was right next to me. I wondered if he was being serious, or if he was just looking for a way to shoehorn the phrase “hook up” into casual conversation. He bit into an apple way too hard. Juice rolled down the side of his hand and he licked it off. He wasn’t looking at me or making a big show out of it.


  I felt dirty for noticing.


  I found the laptop in a bag of textbooks from Camp Hell. I hoped it hadn’t been contaminated. I put it on Jacob’s coffee table and opened it up. “Where’s the modem?” Crash asked me, looking around the huge room.


  “Uh….”


  He raised an eyebrow. “Okay. Where’s your phone?”


  I looked around. We had a land line, right? I could call it and find out where it was if I knew the number.


  Crash threw his bulky wool duster over my little plastic table, the one reserved for my keys. It nearly collapsed under the duster’s weight. He sashayed into the kitchen. “Never mind. Here it is.”


  I watched the laptop power on. Crash returned to the furniture maze. “Okay. So where’s your wireless router?”


  Damn. I knew I’d gotten off too easily. “I don’t…know?” Crash crossed his arms. “Do you even have one?”


  “Maybe not?”


  “Okay, how about a CAT-5 cable?”


  I stared at him.


  “Like a phone cord, only fatter.”


  So it went, with him asking me for a bunch of bizarre things whose proper names I’d never heard before, and me looking like a total idiot. It took nearly an hour to hook up the cable, locate the carbonless form with our account information and password, and get everything up and running.


  And then the damn laptop had to download about eight hundred virus definitions. It does that every time I go online, which is why I hardly ever use it.


  “Fuckin’ A. That thing’s slower than a dead dog. Can’t you afford a new one?”


  “I’m not all that into computers.”


  “Yeah. I noticed.”


  I stared hard at the laptop screen. The updates were almost done.


  “So.” Crash drew out the word and added a naughty lilt to it. “Why couldn’t you wait for Mister Perfect to help you hook it up? Gonna download some porn to keep yourself occupied?”


  “No.”


  


  Well, I had been expecting him to flirt. Maybe he’d picked up on that vibe. He eased up next to me at the kitchen counter. I could’ve moved over so that we weren’t touching, but I was too stubborn. I figured he’d just keep scooting up next to me, anyway. “Jacob doesn’t get jealous of porn, does he?”


  “None of your business.”


  “Probably not with you,” he purred. “You’re such a good, faithful boyfriend, you don’t give him any reason to doubt your loyalty.”


  “Yeah. I’m a saint.” Porn would never get me into trouble—I found it a lot more engaging with Jacob kneeling between my legs than I did sitting by myself in an empty loft. Porn wasn’t on my agenda, but an old boyfriend was. The whole time we’d been lugging furniture, my thoughts kept drifting back to my partner-in-crime at Camp Hell. There must have been some hormonal reason; I’d thought of Stefan while Jacob was fucking me, and there he was, front and center in my mind.


  There were a few really old boxes where I might have stashed my pathetic collection of photos—the one foster family I could actually stomach on a picnic that was besieged by yellow-jackets, a few tattered school portraits with “sample” stamped across my chin, Stefan and me with our fingernails painted black with a magic marker he’d stolen from the nurses’ station. But I didn’t really want to dig for that old picture. I figured it would only remind me that I had another damn birthday creeping up on me. What I really wondered was what Stefan was doing now.


  I brought up the web browser and typed in “find person.” A list of three million potential sites popped up. I sighed. “I want to look up an old friend of mine from Heliotrope Station, see how he’s doing.”


  Crash planted his elbows on the countertop and drew in even closer, but it seemed like I’d gotten him more interested in looking at the computer than in torturing me. “Camp Hell’s classified,” he said. “You won’t find anything about it online.” That didn’t seem possible. I keyed it in.


  A few million pages came up, but even on the first page, the hits weren’t right. Gag albums with camp songs on them. A web comic that hadn’t been updated in three years. A story about a tent full of fire ants.


  “Pop your buddy’s name in there,” said Crash. “I’ll bet you don’t get anything.” I wanted to prove Crash wrong more than I wanted to keep my ex-boyfriend a secret.


  Besides, Stefan and I had been friends, too. Technically. I typed in Stefan Russell with two index fingers and hit the enter key.


  A dozen hits for a B-movie director named Russell Stefan Bartlett. A bunch of other lists of names where Russell and Stefan appeared separately.


  “Try it in quotes,” said Crash. “That’ll eliminate a lot of junk results.”


  


  Right. I tried it. Nothing.


  “Heliotrope Station made headlines,” I said. “I remember. It was on the news when the whole psych phenomenon exploded. Twenty years ago, you couldn’t turn on the TV without psych-this, psych-that. How can something so big just disappear?”


  “You work for Uncle Sam. You tell me.”


  “I’m a detective, not a Fed. I work for the city.” I stared at the laptop and racked my brain. The difficulty in locating anything on Heliotrope Station was just a matter of time and distance. The Internet as we know it didn’t exist back then. If I’d been looking for something current, it would probably pop right up. Heliotrope Station was just old news.


  There was no big conspiracy. And just to prove it to myself, I looked up an even older blast from the past, the place I’d done all my formative drug training—the Cook County Mental Health Center.


  Its website popped right up.


  That didn’t prove a thing. It was still in business. Of course it had a website. I felt Crash watching over my shoulder. If I’d thought the CCMHC would pop up so quickly, I wouldn’t have searched it with him staring at me, wondering what I wanted with it. He didn’t say anything. I ignored him.


  Maybe the facility was still there, but I was sure that the people I’d known there wouldn’t be floating around the web in plain sight. I typed in the name of my first roommate, a guy we all knew and loved as “Suicide Charlie.” Some article about his kid making the All-State high school basketball team popped him onto the first page. He was still alive.


  He lived in Lincolnwood.


  I tried someone else—the chick from the bulimia ward who used to blow everyone whether they wanted her to or not. She’d gone on to have an illustrious criminal record for shop-lifting that culminated in her being arrested for threatening the owner of a shoe store at gunpoint. The fact that the gun wasn’t loaded hadn’t made her sentence any lighter.


  Two for two. Fine. Maybe there was a reason Stefan wasn’t on the Internet. Maybe he’d…


  died. I closed my eyes and pulled myself together by staring at the insides of my eyelids for a minute, and told myself he wasn’t dead. Which was stupid. If I’d never even looked him up, how would I know?


  I tried my strategy from CCMHC and started looking up other Camp Hell in-patient residents, all the ones I could remember. Rhonda the animal psychic. Leroy, who spoke in tongues. Big Larry, the hysterical precog. None of them yielded a hit. Not one.


  “Some evil shit went down at Camp Hell,” said Crash, his voice soft and low, and Jesus Christ, did he have to stand so close to me, talking practically against the side of my face?


  “I’ll bet you’ve got a story or two to tell, Victor Bayne.”


  “No.” I closed the laptop without shutting it down. It let out a long, annoying beep. “I don’t remember much. I was on heavy meds. The whole time.”


  


  Crash opened the laptop again and the beeping stopped. “You want me to change the preferences so that it goes into standby mode when you close it?”


  “I don’t care.” I stomped into the main room and shoved boxes against the walls until sweat prickled at my armpits, and my sore muscles threatened to cramp me into a brittle ball. Camp Hell existed. It did. Because if it hadn’t, then why was I worried I might throw up? When I could breathe normally again, I looked up and found Crash leaning in the kitchen doorway, draining the last of the Coke.


  “I know I give you a hard time,” he said, “but seriously. If you wanna talk, it won’t get any farther than me.”


  “Okay,” I said, with no intention telling him anything, ever. “Great.” I picked up his duster and threw it at him, then made a fist around my keys. “Let’s go. It’s late.” Crash smirked as he pulled on his coat. I ignored him. I listened to the police band a lot louder than I had to so that we didn’t have to talk on the way back to his place. Crash’s neighborhood was an entirely different world than mine, but Damen Avenue connected them in one straight shot. It was useless to even attempt to park anywhere near his building, so I flicked on my hazards and double-parked in front. “Thanks a lot,” I said, hoping he’d just leave.


  His door didn’t open. I looked at him. He was still smirking.


  I stared back.


  Crash held eye contact for a good five seconds before he reached over and turned down the scanner. “Ever do a web search on yourself?” he asked me.


  My stomach churned. If Crash had been grinning about that all the way back to his place, it couldn’t be good. “No,” I said. “Why would I?”


  “Idle curiosity. People search their own names all the time.” I looked away from Crash and focused on my steering wheel. “Why do you ask? Have you?”


  “Maybe.”


  He’d draped himself over the cup holder like he was waiting for a kiss goodnight. I pressed myself against the driver’s side door and stared really hard at the blink-blink-blink of the hazards.


  “According to the World Wide Web,” said Crash, “you don’t exist.” His fingertip ghosted down the side of my neck and set Jacob’s toothmarks on fire. I shuddered, and clamped my arms tight to my sides in hopes that I’d just look like I was cold. “But you and I both know differently.”


  I clenched my teeth as he opened the car door and stepped into oncoming cars, which honked and streamed around him. He leaned into the car with the door wide open, andthe interior filled with frozen air. “Don’t search me on the Web,” I said.


  “Sure thing, tiger. I snagged a picture of that pulsing love bite on my cell phone.” He made a jerk-off motion with a loose fist. “What more do I need?”


  “You look lousy with green hair,” I said, but the car door was already shut. It was a lie, anyway.


  I pulled away from the line of parked cars and took three right turns and a left to get myself headed north again. I drove fast, faster than normal. Ghosts were easy enough to spot in late February’s freezing rain. They were the ones that wandered by in shorts and sandals. They were the ones that strolled around without a care in the world while everyone else hunched deep into the collars of their coats and held soggy newspapers over their heads. They were the ones that didn’t splatter when I drove through them.


  I took a wrong turn at Montrose and went three blocks before I realized I was headed back toward my old apartment. I pulled into the bike lane, drummed my fingertips on the steering wheel, and tried to calculate the least congested way back to the cannery.


  I didn’t feel like going back there, but what other choice did I have? If I turned around and went to Crash’s place, I’d end up cheating on Jacob. Sure, my sex life with Jacob was incredible and he looked like a supermodel, but if I had to admit it, I’d always been more partial to rock-star types. Even Stefan, who’d carried around thirty extra pounds that drove him totally nuts, had looked like he’d just rolled in from touring with some underground British goth band.


  It wasn’t just a matter of style, either. Crash told me things, like the fact that I couldn’t be found on the Web. Neither could Stefan. Or Camp Hell. Jacob had to have known about that. I’d bet my right eye he’d tried to search Camp Hell himself. He’d probably searched me too, shrewd guy like him. I’d never known Jacob to skimp on his homework.


  I dug in the pocket of my peacoat and found a linty Seconal. I swallowed it dry and pressed my head back against the headrest. I told myself not to be stupid. I was just crabby from moving. I had cold feet. That’s all.


  And besides, maybe Crash wasn’t being totally straight with me, either.


  I stared into my rear view and waited for an opening, then pulled out and headed toward the cannery. I parked in front, pulled out my phone, and memory-dialed Crash’s number.


  “Changed your mind?” he said. “I was just getting dressed to go out for a drink. You’re welcome to come upstairs and undo all these buckles.” I didn’t know what he was wearing that had lots of buckles, and I didn’t care. I’d just remembered something from a conversation we’d had when he asked me to carry around those silver charms for him. “You said that you found out online that I was fifth-level,” I told him. He’d said it months ago, but I remembered it anyway. His exact words had been“juicy Internet rumor.” He’d practically licked the consonants and vowels on their way out of his mouth.


  


  “Oh. So you do pay attention when I talk.” I heard the snap of a lighter, and the sound of him sucking in a lungful of smoke and exhaling. “I thought you were too busy picturing me bending over the nearest horizontal surface to hear my conversation.”


  “So which time were you lying—when you said I’m nowhere on the Internet, or when you bragged about finding out my test scores?”


  “I’m probably lots of things, but I’m no liar. Ask Carolyn.”


  “Either I’m online, or I’m not.”


  “The actual words—in a password-protected Usenet group, I might add—were ‘a certain Chicago medium tested out at fifth level.’”


  “A certain Chicago medium.”


  “That’s right.”


  “What makes you even think that means me?”


  “Do you know any other certified mediums in Chicago? Let alone Class Five?”


  “I’m going,” I said, and hung up before he could plant any more ideas into my head about unbuckling his buckles and bending him over. I had enough uncomfortable thoughts to keep me occupied for a good, long time.


  -THREE-


  I searched the Web for signs of myself until the Seconal made the letters on the screen start to blur together. I’d found plenty of stuff about Jacob and Carolyn. The Chicago Tribune database was full of articles that mentioned them in conjunction with the crimes they’d solved—assaults and rapes.


  Crash? Totally searchable, if you knew his whole name—which I did, thanks to Miss Mattie, the guardian angel who watched over him. Curtis Ash. Plenty of hits on him. His store, Sticks and Stones, had a website that made it look a lot bigger than it really was in person.


  He had a presence in the Wicker Park Chamber of Commerce. His telephone number even popped up.


  Nothing about Maurice Taylor except an old article in the Chicago Defender about a convoluted embezzling scam he’d exposed before he became a PsyCop.


  And me, with all those murders that would have ended up in the cold case file without me and my wonderful “gift”?


  Nothing.


  By the time Jacob got home around three in the morning, I was so dead to the world that the front door didn’t even wake me. I sleep deeply on reds, even one pill, and Jacob had to shake me to bring me around. Unfamiliar couch, unfamiliar room, and all my clothes were still on, even my sneakers. “Come to bed,” he said.


  We made our way upstairs to the narrow lofted area that held a small bedroom, an even smaller bedroom, and a bathroom that must have been modeled after something in an RV. Jacob’s bedroom furniture fit in the largest of the small bedrooms—barely. Maybe the bed wouldn’t have looked quite so displaced if I’d bothered to put some sheets on it, but it hadn’t occurred to me to make the bed.


  The mattress sat there in the middle of the room, naked and shiny, and a hell of a lot less inviting than the couch. Jacob opened a couple of boxes while I stood there in my Seconal daze and rubbed my eyes. He threw a handful of pillows and blankets toward the middle of the bed and started to strip out of his suit.


  I looked for sheets. There were none. The pillows were all bare, with the words “King –Deluxe – Firm” printed on them, over and over, until the letters formed a meaningless pattern. I moved the pillows toward the head of the bed and shook out the comforter. I couldn’t tell the long side from the short side, and I kept rotating it around, trying to figure out which way it was supposed to go, while Jacob hung up his suit and tucked his gun and holster into the bedside table.


  “Forget it,” said Jacob. “I’ve got to try and sleep.”


  


  Try? Not to have a Yoda moment or anything, but I’d never known Jacob to “try” and sleep. It was something he just did. Expansively. Deeply. Even loudly, those nights when he snored. What did he mean by “try?”


  “You want a Seconal?”


  Jacob shook his head. “I’ve got to get up in three hours.” I left my clothes in a mound on the floor and climbed into bed. The mattress was slippery without a sheet to cover it up. I wondered why people even bothered with sheets, but I figured there had to be a reason, and it was just the Seconal thinking for me and enjoying the Teflon experience. I slid toward the middle of the mattress and pressed myself against Jacob’s side. “Want me to suck you off?” I asked. I figured that I always slept like a baby after a good blow job.


  Jacob rolled to face me and pulled me against his chest. He kissed the side of my head through my hair, and said, “I’ll take a rain check.” Which was good, since I was already halfway to dreamland.


  Q


  I woke up puzzled, and a tin ceiling embossed with stylized flowers came into focus.


  Weird. I sat up and looked at Jacob’s side of the bed. It was empty. Sunlight filtered in through a small, high window above the headboard. The headboard was made of actual wood, wood that hadn’t been ground up and molded into a big, pressboard shape.


  Jacob was gone and I was alone with a whole day stretching out in front of me. We’d both put in for a few days off to get the cannery in order. But we both try not to hang too much hope on our time off, since PsyCops, unlike regular detectives, could be called back to the precinct at any time. The fact that it could have been either of us on the receiving end of that phone call didn’t make it any easier for the one who was stuck at home, staring at mountains of cardboard boxes.


  Maybe they needed me at the Fifth—some matter that wasn’t life or death, but something I could help out with, all the same. Something I could do.


  I found my cell phone in the wad of stuff on the floor and called work.


  A pleasant female voice answered. “Fifth Precinct. Sergeant Warwick’s office.”


  “Hi Betty, it’s Vic.”


  “Detective Bayne! Are you all moved in to your new house?” Betty was practically bubbling over with enthusiasm, so I figured I should do my best not to sound as pessimistic as I felt. “Yeah, everything made it in one piece. Even got my computer hooked up.”


  I spent two hours searching for myself on it, and apparently I don’t exist. I didn’t say it. Itwasn’t as if Betty could’ve known about it. She was just the secretary.


  “I’ve got a card for you to fill out with your change of address,” she said. “Do you want me to take down all the information now so that you just have to sign it when you come in Thursday?”


  “Uh, no. I’ll, uh…fill it out myself. So Warwick’s not gonna call me in today?”


  “Not unless there’s an emergency, no. You enjoy your time off. And let us all know what we should bring to your housewarming party.”


  I forgot how to breathe. “My what?”


  “It’s your first home, isn’t it? You’ve got to let us all see. We’re all so excited for you.” Who the heck was this “all” she kept referring to? Betty was the only one at the station who was even civil to me, other than Sergeant Warwick and my partner, Bob Zigler. And neither Warwick nor Zig had ever expressed a desire to spend any time with me outside of work.


  “It’s, um…I dunno. I have all this unpacking to do.”


  “If you make a list of things you need, I’ll keep track of it for you so that we all know what to get you for housewarming gifts. You wouldn’t want to end up with two blenders or two crock pots.”


  “No,” I said dully. “No sense in having two of everything.”


  “Allrighty then, Detective. Don’t work too hard. And remember to stretch before you lift anything heavy.”


  “Yeah. Uh, thanks. Bye.”


  I disconnected and stared down at the phone. Was Betty serious about this housewarming thing? It sounded like it. I wasn’t about to invite my co-workers to my house. I was living with a man. I ran my fingers through my hair and stared at the phone some more. I could always set up the futon in the smaller bedroom and pretend it was mine. But come on—


  who’d buy that I’d suddenly moved in with a “roommate” at my age? Besides, we had that bedroom earmarked as an office, and we’d left the futon for the Goodwill truck.


  I stepped out of the real bedroom and stared over the railing at the disaster below. The floor was covered in boxes, with a bunch of really dinky white furniture shoved against one wall, and Jacob’s big, majestic pieces placed randomly throughout the room.


  I clutched at the railing and closed my eyes. It was all too much: the move, my Internet-nonexistence, and now this fucking housewarming party.


  I decided to unpack. Not because I was planning a get-together, but because I figured it was a logical thing to do since I’d just moved. Even though I had no intention of opening my house up to the rest of the precinct, my conversation with Betty kept on driftingthrough my head as I opened boxes, stared at their contents, and realized that unless it belonged in the kitchen or bathroom, I had no idea where to put anything.


  Did I need a fake bedroom? It seemed like a real waste, since although the loft was big, it didn’t have many separate rooms. It could be a guest room. But who would stay over—Jacob’s parents? Maybe. Or Lisa, if she ever spoke to me again. And since I hadn’t heard from Lisa since she changed her phone number on me, I wasn’t going to hold my breath.


  I carried the box with Jacob’s computer stuff upstairs, realized that there was no way to hook it up to the Internet up there, and brought it all back down. I considered stowing all my furniture in the basement. But since that would involve me going down into the basement, I decided against it.


  I stared at the mess all around me and felt useless. I rummaged through some coat pockets, a briefcase and a duffel bag, and located a few stashes of Auracel and Seconal and a stray tab of Valium. I considered calling it an early, early night with the help of my prescription friends, but I decided it was really too pathetic for me to go to bed before it was even dark out.


  I went into the kitchen, opened up my laptop and signed in.


  The virus definitions didn’t start downloading. Amazing. I wondered if I’d broken it the night before. And then a little box popped up.


  Ash Man: hey psy-pig - what r u wearing?


  Huh? I stared at the box.


  Ash Man: cat got ur tongue - or is mr perfect right there?


  Crash had figured out yet another way to insinuate himself into my life. Great. I put the cursor in the box, typed something back and hit enter.


  LETS69: what did you do to my computer…is it ok…i’m not on any search engines…either is maurice hardly


  What the fuck was “LETS69” supposed to be? Was that me? Cute, real cute.


  Ash Man: doesnt ur comp work faster now? i can cum over if ur still having trouble


  LETS69: don’t come over


  Ash Man: ok lets just cyber then - i promise it doesnt count as cheating -


  what r u wearing???


  I closed the laptop’s lid. It didn’t make that annoying beep again like it had the previous night. Not bad.


  I made myself a sandwich, ate it, and considered making another. My cell phone rang.


  


  Good thing I have caller ID. Otherwise, I would have said something stupid, like, “Quit bugging me.” Because if Crash was desperate enough to try to have cyber sex, no doubt he’d be persistent enough to try phone sex, too.


  It wasn’t Crash on the line. It was Carolyn.


  “Hello?”


  “Hello, Vic? Is Jacob around? He’s not answering his cell.” I looked around the room as if he would just appear there. He didn’t. “He’s not with you?”


  “We left fifteen minutes ago. Are you at home? I don’t have the number for your land line.”


  The carbonless form was sitting right where on the countertop, just where I’d left it. One corner of it had gotten wet and then dried wrinkly, with the ink smudged in a snowflake pattern. I read the land line number to Carolyn, and thought about writing it down somewhere for myself. But then, I didn’t see a pen anywhere, and promptly forgot.


  “Tell Jacob to call me. He’s not feeling very good about this case.” Could anybody feel good about a case in an old folks’ home? “What’s going on? Anything I can help you with?”


  “You know I can’t discuss the particulars with you.”


  “Are you serious? You and what’s-his-name don’t talk about your investigations?”


  “Doug. No.”


  Jacob and I talked about our cases all the time. We weren’t supposed to, technically, but come on. We’re both PsyCops. Maybe that’s why Carolyn never discussed business at home. Her husband was a high school teacher or something.


  “Say, Carolyn, Jacob and I don’t have to have a housewarming party, do we?”


  “I guess not. Why?”


  “I never owned a house before. I don’t know how these things are done.”


  “Oh. Well…don’t you want to get all kinds of free stuff?” I sighed. “Never mind.” I wanted to ask her about Camp Hell. How could I do that if I couldn’t even explain to her about a stupid housewarming party?


  “Okay, then. When you see Jacob….” Carolyn was obviously trying to wrap up the conversation, so I just came right out and asked.


  “Do you ever search yourself on the Internet? Because I’m not on there. Don’t you thinkthat’s strange?”


  “No, I don’t search myself.”


  She’d only answered one of my questions. Which must have meant that she didn’t want to answer the other one. She couldn’t lie, so not answering was her only option. I bet she knew something.


  “Jacob knew I couldn’t be looked up, didn’t he? I’ll bet he searched me before we even started dating. He’s thorough like that. He would have tried.”


  “I’m going now, Vic. Goodbye.”


  I was right. Jacob had tried to search me. He knew I didn’t exist electronically. Why hadn’t he ever mentioned it?


  I decided to brave the laptop again, and lo and behold, no more love notes from Crash appeared. Maybe he was busy with a customer. Or maybe he’d taken an afternoon break for Oprah. He claims he turns on the show for Miss Mattie, but he was so religious about tuning in that I assumed he was hooked on it, too. I figured out how to shut the instant message program off. I hoped it would be enough. I hadn’t the faintest idea how to unin-stall it, if things came to that.


  I did some searches on how to search for people, but every time I thought I was getting somewhere, I’d hit a screen that asked for a credit card number to go any farther.


  I wouldn’t mind paying $14.95 if I knew it wasn’t a scam, but we get bulletins all the time at the Fifth about don’t click this, don’t put your information into that. I glared at the laptop. I heard about five-year-olds who surfed the Net. So why couldn’t I figure it out?


  I flipped open my cell phone and hit memory dial eight.


  The phone rang five times. I thought it would go to voice mail, but then my partner answered. My work partner. “Zigler.”


  “Oh, uh…hey, Zig. I was wondering if you could point me to a legitimate people-finding site. I’m trying to look up an old friend.”


  “You know their full name, don’t you? Just have Betty skip-trace ‘em.” It hadn’t occurred to me to use the station’s resources. “I can do that?”


  “Sure. She runs ‘em all the time.”


  “Oh.”


  There was a pause. “Anything else?”


  “You ever try to search the Internet for Heliotrope Station?” Zig didn’t answer me for a long time, but I heard him breathing through his nose. “It’s notthere,” he said eventually.


  “You knew? Cripes, was anyone gonna tell me?”


  “Vic….”


  “What’s next? Are people gonna say I made it up? Maybe it’s like Manchurian Candidate, and my memories are all switched. What was really going on was that I lounged around and ate loads of starchy cafeteria food for two years while everyone else had to go to work and pay their taxes to support my luxury lifestyle. And all that scary shit I remember? A figment of my imagination. Never happened.”


  “We’ll talk about it later,” Zig said. He hung up.


  I’d always thought people who suspected the government was monitoring their cell phone conversations were just paranoid. The fact that Camp Hell had been wiped from history was making paranoia seem like good common sense.


  I took a shower and nuked a frozen burrito, burnt my tongue and the roof of my mouth, and determined that I was unable to lift Jacob’s TV and unable to find mine. I’d run out of ways to do nothing, and had made up my mind to drive to Zigler’s house and wring some answers out of him in person when Jacob came home. It was past eight, nearly three hours after I’d spoken with Carolyn.


  “Hey. Carolyn was looking for you. Where’ve you been?”


  “At the gym.”


  For me, going to the gym ranks right up there with getting my teeth cleaned. To each his own, I guess. And I’ve got no complaints about the results. He was wearing his suit and overcoat, so I figured he’d showered there. My hair would’ve had icicles hanging off, but his towel-dried in a minute flat. “Are you hungry?”


  “No, I ate.” He pulled out his cell and hit Carolyn’s memory dial. “Yeah. Uh-huh. The gym.” He wove through a couple of stacks of boxes and headed toward the stairs. I felt vaguely bad for being such a lousy unpacker. I’d had the whole day to work on it and I’d achieved pretty much nothing. “No, I don’t think she’s delusional. Listen, I know it sounds far-fetched, but it could just be a matter of semantics.” It sounded complicated. I wondered what he meant. I followed him upstairs so I could hear some more.


  Jacob went into the bedroom and cradled his phone with his shoulder while he unbuttoned his shirt. “Look, it comes down to this. Are you going to trust a rape kit, or are you going to trust your talent? She says she’s been assaulted, and you say she’s not lying.” Jacob paused and listened for a long moment. “Then maybe we should find some Alzheimer’s patients and question them so that you do know how it feels when you X-ray them.” I heard Carolyn’s voice carry across the room, not the specifics of her reply, but the tone.


  


  Not happy. She must not have been keen on testing her abilities out on people with dementia. I didn’t really see the problem. It’s not like she’d cause any permanent damage.


  The next day, they’d forget they’d even spoken to her.


  “Just…sleep on it. Okay? You know I’m not going to force you to do anything you don’t want to do.”


  That was an interesting choice of words. And it had to be true, since he was talking to Carolyn, who could even sniff lies through phone lines and cell towers. Thing was, I didn’t doubt that Jacob would never force any of his friends or colleagues to do anything. That didn’t mean we didn’t have to watch out for his powers of persuasion.


  I admired the way he handled Carolyn’s questions. If I had a partner who saw through all my lies, they’d probably get fed up and quit on me. But how much was Jacob holding out on me, so slick that I’d never even noticed? That was the big question. What did he know about my nonexistent Internet presence, and why hadn’t he ever told me? Did I even want to know?


  Jacob disconnected and put the phone next to the clock radio. “It’ll be a good night to turn in early,” he said.


  I still hadn’t put any sheets on the bed. I wondered how it would feel to slide around on the satiny polyester of the bare mattress while Jacob pounded into me, but I suspected he might have a hard time keeping my attention if I was busy wondering what he’d known all along, but hadn’t told me.


  “I think…” I faltered, then took a deep breath. “I think there’s something screwy about our Internet.” Oh God. Could I have come at it from a weirder angle?


  Jacob had everything off but his boxers. Navy. It was difficult to think with him mostly naked like that. “I’ll take a look at it soon. But tonight I’m running on fumes. I’d probably do more harm than good.”


  It wasn’t fair to press my advantage when Jacob was exhausted, but really, when else did I stand a chance of outmaneuvering him? “No, I mean, it’s hooked up and everything….” Jacob sprawled on the bed and gave a long, bone-tired groan. “We have sheets. Somewhere. But maybe it’d be just as easy to stop at the store and grab another set.”


  “I was trying to look something up…” I had some sort of momentum going, and I wasn’t about to let sheets, or the lack of them, get me off track. I focused on my hands and kept talking. “Something that really should have been there—and I kept coming up with nothing. Which was kind of weird. Because it seems like when you search for people online, you usually find something. It might not be recent, and it might not be what you’re looking for, but it’s something. Like you, for instance. You’re all over the place. No wonder people stop you for autographs when we go out to eat.” I laughed. It sounded nervous.


  “But me…there’s nothing about me on there at all. Not anywhere.” I couldn’t bring myself to look at him. I glanced up at the designs on the tin ceiling instead.


  


  There was a long pause. No doubt it was the last subject Jacob had been expecting me to bring up that night. He didn’t have a reply ready. That was good. It would be harder for him to brush off. “Not that I know for sure I’ve ever been on there at all, but come on. I’ve solved hundreds of murders. I won that microwave in the raffle at the grocery store last year. You’d think there’d be something about me online, even if it was stupid, even if it was small. It’s almost as if someone erased me from the Internet.” Even I hadn’t known that’s where my line of reasoning would take me, and I shuddered.


  “Well?” I said, and then I couldn’t stand not knowing what Jacob thought anymore. “What do you make of it?”


  I turned. I’m sure it was a very dramatic turn. Sadly, the drama was lost on Jacob.


  He was asleep.


  And not just pretending to be asleep so he could avoid the conversation, either. His mouth was open. He never did that if he was faking.


  The comforter was tangled with his bare legs. I slid it out from between them. He didn’t stir, didn’t even breathe differently. I covered him up and enjoyed a little fantasy about waking him up and demanding that he look me up on the laptop. But with my luck, a


  “let’s cyber” message from Crash would pop up, and I’d end up looking guilty of something I hadn’t even done.


  I dug around for my Sudoku magazine, and wished I had a TV hooked up so I could watch some porn, or even some static. I’d ask Jacob tomorrow. My Internet blackout would be right there waiting for me once I managed to corner him.


  


  -FOUR-


  It was a crisp February morning, and I stood on the narrow concrete-slab porch of a red brick building that had been constructed to look like the existing architecture in the area, but screamed out “new” nonetheless. Bob Zigler lived in Skokie, a suburb you’ll hit if you’re headed north through Chicago and you’re bound and determined to squeeze by the congested Indian neighborhood on Devon and the dilapidated row of bizarre 1950’s motels on the Northern end of Lincoln Avenue. Zig’s expression told me I was about the last person he expected to see on his doorstep when he opened his front door.


  “Vic. What’re you doing here? Did we get called in?”


  “No.” I crossed my arms. “We’re going to talk.”


  Zig deflated. That’s what he does when there’s no way he can possibly get the upper hand.


  His shoulders sag, his spine compresses, and he seems to get about two inches shorter.


  Zig’s not good at the cop-face like Jacob is. That’s probably why Zig hides behind a graying Mike Ditka mustache. “It’s not a good time.”


  “Look. You can’t say it on the phone. You can’t email it. I get that. But I need to hear whatever you know about Heliotrope Station and the Internet.”


  “You didn’t know?”


  “I don’t know shit.”


  “All right, all right.” Zig held up his meaty hands as if to ward himself from me. “But watch the language. The kids are home from school today. Parent-teacher conference. If you need to say that, say ‘crap.’”


  I don’t curse nearly as much as, for instance, Crash. But the chance of me adopting the word “crap” in my commonly-used vocabulary was slim to none. I nodded anyway.


  “C’mon in,” he said. “We just put on a fresh pot of coffee.” I stepped into the vestibule and shrugged off my wool overcoat. I had a black turtleneck on underneath to hide the toothmarks, and I was hoping that Zig didn’t know me well enough to know that I wore a turtleneck maybe once every five years.


  Zig didn’t say anything about my shirt. He took my coat and hung it in a small closet.


  Every other wall in the vestibule was covered with photos, a boy and a girl at various ages. Both of them had sandy brown hair, and snub-noses like their father. In the younger pictures they were practically twins, especially when the girl’s hair was pulled back in a ponytail. But as they got older, the girl shed her awkward stage and turned into a young lady. The boy put on some weight and got a mouthful of metal. He looked like a youngZig with braces.


  Zigler led me through an archway into an open-plan living room/dining room, where a chunky, teenaged version of him was sprawled on his stomach in front of the biggest TV


  I’d ever seen in my life, playing a video game where he was some kind of ninja. Or maybe he was the other guy, the one with the blue hair. Either the kid was completely engrossed in his game, or he was pointedly ignoring us. Probably a little of both.


  Zig spoke to his back without waiting for him to acknowledge us. “Vic, this is my son, Robbie. Robbie, this is Victor Bayne. The medium.”


  In a move I might have expected from one of the characters onscreen, Robbie dropped his controller and leapt to his feet so quickly I actually took a couple steps back. On the gigantic TV, the ninja stood there in a light squat, bouncing on the balls of his feet, while the blue-haired guy beat the shit out of him. I mean, the crap.


  “Whoa. Can I, like, shake your hand? Or will that mess up your psychic field?” I shrugged and held out my hand. He shook it with a look on his face that bordered on reverence. “Nancy?” called Zig. “Caitlin! We’ve got company.” Damn it. I’d wanted to give Zig the third degree about what he knew or didn’t know about the burying of Camp Hell, and here he was introducing me to his family. A gong sounded as the ninja’s head was torn off and slammed to the floor. Zig’s wife came out of the kitchen wiping her hands on a tiny towel. “Honey, this is my partner, Victor. Vic, my wife, Nancy.”


  Nancy Zigler was short. I guess women call it “petite”. She wore jeans that looked like they’d been starched and ironed, and a spotless white sweater. Her brown hair was long in the front and short in back, flipped up and sprayed stiff. She had lipstick on. At home.


  “Detective,” she said warmly. “It’s great to finally meet you. Have you eaten breakfast?


  Can I get you some coffee?”


  “Just coffee, uh…thanks.” I gestured toward the front of the house. “If you need to go to that thing at the school….”


  “The conference? That’s not until two. Come on in the kitchen and sit down.” Young Robbie bounded back toward the vestibule, then up a flight of stairs with the force of a herd of buffalo. The house muffled whatever it was he said up there, but it couldn’t mask his excited tone. Two pairs of feet thundered back downstairs as Nancy set me up in the kitchen with a mug so huge I had to hold it with both hands. I guess everything was done big at the Ziglers’.


  “Vic,” said Zig, “my daughter, Caitlin.”


  Caitlin was nearly as tall as Zig. I’m bad with kids’ ages, but I’d say she was maybe a junior or senior in high school, a year or so older than Robbie, with long, sandy hair with white-blond streaks in front. She was slim, in that carefree way that kids are slim beforethey either put on weight like Zig or turn bony like me, and the oversized Cubs sweatshirt she was wearing drooped over one shoulder. Caitlin didn’t request to shake my hand. She stared at me, round-eyed and flushed.


  I stared back. I searched for something to say. I finally settled on, “Hi.” I held my hand out to Caitlin and she gripped it and pumped my arm up and down.


  “Ohmigod. This. is. so. cool. Is it true you can talk to spirits without having, like, a séance or anything?”


  I clutched my jumbo mug of coffee hard, wondering how long my left hand alone could support it. “No. No séance necessary.”


  “And you totally see them.”


  “Y-yeah.”


  “Caitlin,” said Nancy, “let Detective Bayne enjoy his coffee. He came here to talk to your father.”


  Caitlin backed into the doorway and stopped beside her brother. They kept on staring at me like I’d grown a second head.


  Zig pulled out the chair beside mine and sat. He ignored his gawking teenagers. “We went to a psychic fair down at Covered Bridge in Indiana last summer.” He sighed and scooped three sugars into his conventionally-sized mug. “They’ve been interested in psychics ever since. Well, and then I got the job.” His voice had dwindled and he focused on stirring his coffee. He glanced toward the sink, where Nancy, wearing a pair of bright yellow rubber gloves, washed out a coffee cup. “But anyway. I’m thinking you might’ve wanted to talk shop a little?”


  “Yeah. Work stuff.”


  Nancy took the hint. She peeled off her yellow gloves and draped them over the edge of the sink. “Let me know if you need anything,” she said. Her hand brushed over Zig’s shoulder as she walked by. “I’m happy to make you some eggs.”


  “No thanks. I’m good.”


  “If you change your mind, just holler.” Nancy herded the kids away from the door and left Zig and me alone. We watched the doorway until the footfalls receded, dispersing throughout the house.


  I drank some coffee. Damn Zig and his accommodating family. I’d been all geared up to accuse Zigler of holding out on me about Camp Hell. But he was such a softie at home I just couldn’t raise my voice to him.


  “So. Why can’t I find Heliotrope Station on the Internet?” I said, much more calmly than I’d rehearsed.


  


  Zig stared into his cup so intently that he could’ve been reading tea leaves. “It never occurred to you to look it up until now?”


  “Don’t answer my question with a question,” I snapped. Though as questions went, it was a good one.


  Zigler hunkered down closer to his coffee cup. “It’s all classified,” he said. His voice was so low I had to lean over the table to hear it. “I’m not supposed to talk about you to anyone other than my immediate family. Except for this therapist at The Clinic. You know, the one I started seeing after we found the reanimated bodies in the basement…?”


  “I’ve never found anything good in a basement. Ever.”


  “If I say a word to the media—TV reporters, newspaper, anything—I could get fired on the spot.”


  “What’re you saying? That I’m some kind of big secret?” Zig turned his cup handle one way, then the other. “I thought you knew.”


  “No. I didn’t.”


  Zig’s eyes were fixed on the cup. “What if you weren’t? What if every time you solved a murder, your name showed up in the Tribune? Wouldn’t you be mobbed all the time by people who wanted to talk to their dead family members?” Whoa. I sat back and drained my gigantic mug just to buy myself a little time to let the idea of myself as some sort of high-demand commodity sink in. I never considered that my talent would have any appeal in the private sector. After they were done poking and prodding me at Heliotrope Station, the Chicago PD scooped me right up. I’d never been a psychic civilian.


  “And then there’s the security,” said Zig. “The religious right gets pretty paranoid about precogs and mediums.”


  “Huh?”


  “Come on, Victor. You don’t think that level-four in Miami was killed by a stray bullet, do you?”


  “That’s what I heard.” He wouldn’t be the first innocent bystander to buy it in a sloppy gang-related shooting.


  “I’d bet the Impala that he was assassinated.”


  “Assassinated? Cripes, you make it sound like a Ninja video game.” I looked back at my mug, and when I looked up again, I caught Zig staring at me, but just for a second. He dropped his gaze back down to his coffee. “Look, maybe it would help if I knew what you were looking for in regards to Heliotrope Station.”


  


  Zigler never called it Camp Hell, and I never corrected him. If you haven’t been a “guest” behind its electrified fence, the nickname just sounds cheesy and melodramatic.


  Maybe that’s why I needed to talk to someone who’d been there.


  “Like I said on the phone, I want to look up an old friend, that’s all. See how he’s doing.” See if he’s hung himself yet. Not that a successful suicide would necessarily stop me from visiting someone. But I wouldn’t waste my time digging around for their phone number.


  “Another psychic?”


  “What do you think, I want to invite the fucking orderlies to a poker game? Yeah, another psychic.”


  “Language,” Zigler whispered.


  I sighed.


  Zigler lined up his spoon so that it was perfectly perpendicular to the edge of the table.


  “Give me the name, age and last known residence. I might know someone who can do a skip-trace without leaking it to anyone at the Fifth.”


  -FIVE-


  The snow was coming down in big, heavy flakes, so traffic moved slowly on my way back from Zigler’s. That was fine. It gave me some headspace to try and come at Camp Hell from a different angle. But try as I might, I could only come up with one. Jacob knew something, and he’d never told me.


  I got back to the cannery and tore it apart in an attempt to find the sheets. I found a set, but it went with my old bed. I tried to make it fit on Jacob’s mattress anyway. There was elastic all around the edge of the sheet, and I figured that elastic stretched. Not that much, evidently.


  Traffic was even slower on my way to SaverPlus. Again, I stewed on Camp Hell, and again, came up with nothing new. The SaverPlus parking lot was a nightmare; snow had covered up all the yellow lines that told people where to park, and suddenly no one could figure out that cars fit better when they were parked in rows.


  I was tempted to turn around and go back home, but I figured that I could put Jacob in a more receptive frame of mind if there were sheets on the bed. It hadn’t occurred to me to measure the mattress. I stared at all the sizes and did my best to guesstimate. I came up blank. I had to go all the way to small appliances to find a salesperson, a kid half my age who probably didn’t know any more about mattress sizes than I did, and asked him which sheets were the biggest. He set me up with a California King—off white, since picking out a color or pattern felt even more daunting than picking out a size—swiped my credit card, and handed me one of those goofy orange SaverPlus bags.


  It took me nearly fifteen minutes to find my car. It looks really different with three inches of snow on it.


  Traffic had gone from even slower to excruciating while I’d been buying sheets—sheets that didn’t fit Jacob’s bed. Damn it. Seems that “King” and “California King” aren’t the same thing, and even with a fifty percent chance of choosing correctly, I’d blown it.


  I headed back to SaverPlus. At this point traffic was so slow I wondered if it would have been faster for me to walk. I tried to exchange the sheets, which they wouldn’t do because I’d ripped open the side of the package instead of using the resealable flap on top which I hadn’t seen, and finally I gave up and just bought a second set. On my way out the door I spotted a display of snowblowers, ice choppers, and bright plastic snow shovels. I bought a shovel. I hadn’t touched one since I was a teenager, but I was hoping it was one of those skills that you never forget. If I could take my pent-up frustration out on my sidewalk, I figured I’d be less likely to go back and make a scene at the return counter.


  


  It was well after dark by the time I got home, made the bed and started clearing the walk-way. Jacob showed up with a bag of Korean takeout when I was about halfway through.


  “You look sexy when you shovel.”


  I sniffed. Right. My nose was running. Real sexy. “Did you get your guy?” He shook his head. It was hard to read his face. Maybe the mention of his case had made him scowl, or maybe he was just trying to keep snow out of his eyes.


  I squinted and tried to pick out the official edge of our sidewalk. “I’m almost done. I’ll just finish up so I don’t have to come back out later.” I figured that once I was warm and full, the last place I’d want to be was scraping around my house with a blue plastic snow shovel. And besides, I hadn’t unpacked a single box all day. I had to look like I was good for something.


  I finished the front walk and then cleared a trail to Jacob’s car. I noticed a bag of trash on the passenger side floor and decided to be an extra-good Samaritan and throw that away, too.


  The back alley that houses our garbage cans is home to at least one ghost, a kid named Tiffany, but if she was around, she didn’t have anything new to tell me. The top of the can was heavy with wet snow, and I heaved it open awkwardly. The can itself was full of discarded moving trash, bubble-wrap and tarps and even a broken white laminate end table that I hadn’t noticed was missing. I jammed the trash bag from Jacob’s car into a small gap, and packed it down hard to ensure that the lid would close so we wouldn’t get a fine from Streets & San.


  The lid wouldn’t shut.


  Damn it. That’s what I got for trying to make up for a whole day’s worth of dawdling with a few random acts of kindness. I pulled out one of the laminate shelves and set it on the ground, then tried to jam the garbage bag in again. It split open. The wind kicked up and sent a handful of things scattering to the ground.


  Nothing too nasty, mostly cups, wrappers and napkins. I stomped on the nearest cup lid before the wind could send it sailing down the alley, and told myself that I was only going to chase the stuff as far as our property line. That’s where my responsibility as a hom-eowner ended. I ran in a low crouch and scooped up a napkin, a protein bar wrapper, a coffee cup, and another coffee cup. A few napkins skittered out of my reach, and I didn’t try to stop them. I stomped back to the garbage can.


  It was determined to stay open, and I was equally determined to successfully complete one damn task even if it killed me. I took the broken laminate shelf and used it like a plunger to jam the trash bag into the can. I squeezed the coffee cup flat and tucked it into the corner, and then found a pocket where the napkin wad would fit nicely. The logo on the napkin protruded from the pile. It was from Greener Bean, which, to my mind, was the least appealing name a coffee house could have, environmentally friendly or not.


  Greener Bean had sprouted up in Wicker Park, and parking there was just as lousy as itwas by Crash’s store. Why would Jacob go all the way down there for a cup of coffee?


  Unless they’d franchised and worked their way up Damen. Not that I could imagine a coffee house with such a dumb name opening up another location, but weirder things have happened.


  When I got back in the house, Jacob was in his sweats, and dinner was set out on the coffee table.


  I sat down on the couch and peeked into a carton hoping for some ribs. Not that Jacob ever buys them; he says they’re a heart attack in a box. I found some garlic shrimp instead, and poured a few shrimps and pea pods onto my plate. I was dying to ask him about Camp Hell, and the Internet, and me, but I figured I should probably see how receptive he seemed, first. “How much longer do you think it’ll be? Any leads? Anything new?” Jacob stirred his barbecue chicken and vegetables. “I don’t want to talk about it.”


  “Is it just a lack of witnesses? Because I don’t see how anyone could really hide anything from Carolyn and you.”


  Jacob shook his head and focused on his food. “Vic, really. I don’t want to go over it. What do you think I’ve been doing all day?”


  “But, I mean, maybe I could think of something. You know, like a fresh set of eyes.”


  “The victim’s room was locked. Her rape kit came back negative. But she swears she’s been assaulted, penetrated everywhere—vaginal, oral and anal. And that the guy, whoever it is, taunts her the whole time, daring her to tell someone, because nobody’s going to believe her.” Jacob rubbed the stubble along either side of his goatee. “Carolyn says she’s telling the truth.”


  On the surface it made no sense, but a case that didn’t make sense was nothing new to me. Obviously there was a loophole somewhere. It could’ve been anything as mundane as someone with a key sneaking in and assaulting the victim with a technique that didn’t show up in the tests. There was all kinds of medical equipment around, right? All it would take was a really sick mind to put some of those instruments to some screwed-up, per-verted use. Then again, it could’ve been something as exotic as an invisible sex demon.


  Just for example. I’m sure that if it was an invisible sex demon, it would have some kind of fancy proper name that I hadn’t been paying attention to when they’d taught it at Camp Hell.


  “You’ve cross-referenced the Psy-database at the Twelfth. Right?”


  “That thing is five years out of date.” Jacob put his fork down. Hard. “I know you’re trying to help, but I just can’t…. I see her there, lying in her bed in that room, and I think, my God. What if that was my grandmother? What if that was my mother? I’ve got to do something, but I can’t figure out what to do.”


  “And you’ve questioned the residents, the staff…?”


  


  “I’m serious. I just can’t talk about it anymore, not right now. Give it a rest.”


  “Did it happen just the one time? Or is it…?”


  “Vic.” Jacob’s eyes snapped up and met mine. He meant business. “Trust me. I’m really not in the mood.”


  I chewed on a shrimp that’d gone rubbery in my mouth. Cripes. I only wanted to help.


  So much for softening him up so that we could talk about Camp Hell. “Okay, fine. Look, tomorrow’s my last day off, and I have no idea what to unpack. If you want to leave me a list or something, I’ll try to make some headway.”


  Jacob’s shoulders relaxed marginally from my change of subject. “What do you want to unpack? What do you need first?”


  I looked past Jacob into the kitchen, where my crappy laptop kept the countertop warm.


  I wondered if I could segue into the Internet if we were on the subject of computers. Or better yet, I could make it seem as if it had just occurred to me to search for myself, and do it right in front of him. “Do we have a wireless uh…thing?”


  “We do. You want the computer hooked up?”


  He seemed surprised, and I didn’t blame him. I’d opened my laptop maybe twice in the four months we’d lived together in my old apartment. “Yeah. I mean, my laptop’s plugged in now, but I have to stand at the kitchen counter to use it.” Jacob nodded. “Okay. We can set mine up in the office, if you want. It’s faster.” And Crash’s little window full of “cyber” requests wouldn’t pop up on it either. Or would it? I’d never really understood how the Internet worked. I tried to imagine the mechanics of it. I drew a blank. Even so, I was pretty sure that the chat program with its stupid nickname, 69-whatever, was specific to my laptop. “Yeah. Let’s do that.” Jacob hauled the heavy computer boxes back upstairs while I put away leftovers and tried to do the dishes. The kitchen was a joke. It took me half an hour to find dishwashing liq-uid. Maybe it was for the best that I had something to keep me occupied. With me out of his hair, Jacob had everything up and running by the time I balanced the last damp spoon on the countertop—where a dish drainer would have been, if I’d been able to find it. “I’m creating an account for you,” he said when I walked into the office. “Put your password in here.”


  “I don’t need a password-protected account.”


  “It’s easier that way. You can keep all your settings just the way you want them.”


  “Nine-nine-nine-nine,” I said out loud as I typed the number in, to prove I wasn’t going on the computer to “cyber” with anyone. Even though my original purpose had been to look up Stefan. But not to “cyber”. Just to see how he was doing.


  “I’ll set up the router and we should be online.” Jacob went downstairs and hooked up astack of small plastic boxes with red and green lights on them that intermittently flashed or glowed steadily as if something very complicated was happening inside them. “Think you can do without the printer and scanner?” he asked. “It’s getting late.”


  “Yeah, sure.” It was almost midnight. He should have been in bed already. Sleeping, even.


  “The office looks like an office now.” And not a pretend bedroom that would allow us to use the “roommate” story if anyone from my precinct other than Zigler came over. I realized now, watching Jacob climb the stairs, that he’d never go for an idea like that in a million years. Good thing I’d had some time to mull it over before I’d blurted it out.


  “You can hook up the rest of it tomorrow,” Jacob said. “Just go through those boxes and see what you need.”


  Me. Hook things up to a computer. I figured Jacob must be giddy with lack of sleep. It was chillier in the new bedroom than the old one, but I stripped down to boxers anyway. Jacob watched me climb into bed with his hand on the light switch, and I think his expression maybe softened a little. I skootched over toward the middle of the bed. I did see a smile.


  A faint one, but it was there. “If you can find the bedside lamps,” he said, “we won’t have to navigate the bedroom in the dark.”


  “Leave me a to-do list,” I said. It occurred to me that I might not like what a to-do list might entail, but I couldn’t really figure out a way to hedge. Here it was, bedtime, and I hadn’t brought up Camp Hell. I’d really come off as a jerk if I sprang it on Jacob at midnight.


  “A list? No problem.” Jacob flicked off the light. “Marco.” What? I waited for some kind of explanation so I could figure out what Marco was supposed to mean. And then I realized. The dark. “Polo.” I heard the blankets at the foot of the bed rustle. “Marco.”


  “Polo.”


  Jacob was a huge silhouette looming in the faint green glow of the numbers on the alarm clock. The blankets rustled again, and the bed creaked ever so slightly as he climbed in beside me. His hand slid over my bare arm, down along my side. He pulled me against his chest. So incredibly warm.


  I’d never known Jacob to get snippy, but I suspected I’d come close to seeing it when I asked too many questions about his case. It was smart of me to put off the Internet discussion, I decided, especially when Jacob was running on a few hours’ sleep and I’d already pushed my luck earlier.


  I pressed my head into the crook of his neck and settled my cheek against his collarbone. Jacob hooked his heel behind my calf and pulled my leg between his, tangling us together.


  -SIX-


  Furniture groupings were starting to spontaneously develop within the maze of boxes and clutter. There was a sofa/coffee table area, and a book and media area, and then there were stacks upon stacks of boxes.


  I stared down at the chaos from the lofted hallway that connected the bedroom, the office, and the teeny-tiny upstairs half-bath. Light filtered in through glass-block windows and Jacob had left for work hours ago. The cannery was pretty peaceful, in its own industrial way. Even if it wasn’t painted white.


  I went downstairs and squeezed past some boxes. My hip brushed a box marked TV. That would be mine. Jacob’s TV couldn’t be contained by a regular cardboard box. My 13” set would fit in the bedroom. I was pretty sure there was some porn in that box, too. I decided to set up the DVD player so we could turn in early. There. I felt a sense of accomplishment from the mere planning of it.


  In the kitchen, I found the to-do list I’d asked for lying on top of the closed laptop. Damn.


  Jacob had actually written one down. Well, I had asked for it. I figured I should see what he thought I was capable of handling.


  Hang up clothes, find the bedside lamps, more snow shoveling and a stop at the grocery store. Okay. It was doable. In fact, I should be able to have it completed by noon. Filled with a new determination to make the cannery more of a home, I was a list-crossing fiend.


  Not only did I hang up our clothes, but I put each of our wardrobes on opposite sides of the closet so they weren’t all mixed up. I found Jacob’s shoe boxes and stacked them under his suits. I even put the winter stuff towards the front.


  I shoveled the walk before I went grocery shopping. How’s that for organization? I did have to go back out and hit a hardware store to buy a power strip and plug in the bedside lamps and the little TV, but I’d finished up the list by early afternoon. With just a little bit of guidance, I was capable of impressive feats.


  The newly hooked-up television set and its stack of well-watched DVDs beckoned to me, but I decided to wait until Jacob was home to break out the porn. Call me a romantic. As far as I knew, we had no cable service and no antenna, so unless I wanted to zone out to a snow channel or dig up a movie where everyone kept his clothes on, I’d gone as far as I could with the TV.


  As I went toward the stairs I caught a glimpse of Jacob’s computer, stately and impressive with its big, flat monitor and wireless keyboard. Although I knew it connected to the same Internet as my crappy laptop, it seemed that maybe with this impressive machine, I couldactually find Stefan.


  Hadn’t Jacob said there were more pieces of equipment to be hooked in to this electronic work of art? A dozen boxes labeled “office” were stacked beneath the window. This would be Jacob’s stuff, since I’d never had an office, myself.


  I spread out the boxes and started peeling off tape. I found a printer. A scanner. Those wire baskets where you leave your paperwork to die, and a phone that looked way too complicated for its own good. I even found a box marked “Misc.” I know it doesn’t seem like it should be a personal triumph to discover that Jacob had stuff he couldn’t quantify—but living with him and his steel-trap mind, I couldn’t help but feel just a little bit satisfied.


  So what was it that stumped super-PsyCop Jacob Marks? A small fan. A few black and white photos of boring cityscapes in black lacquer frames. A bundle of hangers. A video camera, still in its box.


  We could tape ourselves having sex.


  Wait, no. I only wanted to see that video if Jacob took up the whole frame. Or maybe if it was really dark, and the only thing I could make out clearly was the talking, all that nasty, dirty stuff he liked to say to me.


  I opened the box and pulled out the camcorder. It was small enough to fit in the palm of my hand. I flipped open the viewscreen. The controls looked pretty straightforward: play, record, forward and back. I was just about to hit record when I realized that I’d probably better make sure that I wasn’t taping over somebody’s wedding. I hit play, and a strange room filled the screen, a room full of windows and light—Jacob’s old condo, which neither of us could think of anymore without imagining an incubus exploding at the foot of his bed.


  The bed I’d been sleeping in all week. Gross.


  The frame traveled across the room, revealing a bunch of details that I only vaguely remembered, and then settled on the gigantic leather sofa.


  Crash sprawled over it, grinning from ear to ear. Without his shirt on.


  Fuck.


  It was October when I’d met Crash, so I’d never had a reason to see him shirtless. His ink went all the way up, his left arm a full sleeve of fitted-together tattoo flash, his right an abstract design that seemed more planned, less piecemeal. His stomach had the word


  “Mattie” arched over it prison-style in heavy gothic lettering, and above that, smack-dab on his sternum, was a black Virgin of Guadalupe, hands folded in prayer. I doubted he’d ever actually been in prison, but he wore the bad-boy look with the confidence of someone who didn’t give a fuck whether the tattoos had been inked in a modern tattoo parlor with sterile equipment, or a dark cell with a sharpened ballpoint pen.


  “Say something for posterity,” said Jacob’s voice through the tinny playback on thecamera.


  Crash’s grin widened. “Let’s make our own porno.”


  Okay, it’d been the first thing I’d thought of, too. So why did it feel like I’d just been sucker-punched?


  “So you can sell it online? Not a chance.” Just great. Jacob was using his “I’m obliged to disagree on moral grounds, but you’re really hot and I sound like I’m smiling” voice.


  “I gotta make money somehow since you refuse to be my sugar daddy.”


  “Maybe you should stop buying me such expensive presents.”


  “I traded a full-building sage smudge for it. It wasn’t even stolen. The guy just upgraded before he’d had a chance to use this one.” Crash’s grin got even wider, like it could split his face. “Besides, you only turn fifty once.” Then he ducked as the camera lurched and a throw pillow sailed past the spot where his head had just been. Jacob turned forty-five the summer before—not fifty. “Okay, okay. You’re the hottest middle-aged man I know.”


  “That’s it, pal. You asked for it.” Jacob set the camera down on its side. It kept on going, recording a vertigo-inspiring shot of the upper corner of his entertainment center. Sounds of a scuffle with lots of squeaking leather ensued, with Crash yelling, “Help, police brutal-ity!” and Jacob telling him, “I’ll show you brutal.” And lots of laughing. And breathing. And something wet that couldn’t be anything other than kissing with plenty of tongue.


  “Hey, it’s still going,” said Crash, eventually. “See the red light?”


  “You’re railroading me into the porno.”


  “Like you need any help, horndog.”


  I felt queasy. Physically ill. I liked it a lot better when Crash called Jacob “PsyPig.” And didn’t tongue-kiss him.


  The couch squeaked loud, I heard a couple of footsteps, and a pair of hands straightened the camera. Crash’s tattoos loomed large and blurry, then came into focus as he backed away toward the couch, now with Jacob on it, barefoot in jeans and a black T-shirt. His feet seemed so naked.


  Jacob’s hair was a lot longer than I’d ever seen it. Enough to grab—and for my own mental health, I really didn’t need to follow that line of thinking any farther. He owned that couch, sprawling over it, one arm along the back. Crash flung himself down into the crook of Jacob’s arm. Both of them were smiling.


  “Happy birthday, baby,” said Crash. “This is gonna be your year.” Baby? I couldn’t breathe.


  They started kissing again, on-camera this time, and I told myself to turn the thing off.


  


  Now. But for some reason, my hand wouldn’t obey my brain. I reasoned that it was better to see what happened next then to imagine it. At least, I hoped so.


  There was kissing, yeah. But they smiled the whole time they did it, and touched each other, too. Crash pulled the hem of Jacob’s T-shirt out of his waistband and slipped his hands underneath; Jacob slid his palms up and down Crash’s arms, and traced his tattoos.


  They stopped kissing and kept on looking at each other. They seemed comfortable like that, just looking. Neither one of them filled the silence with words. Jacob looked away first. He reached into a box on the coffee table—the coffee table I’d eaten dinner on the night before—and pulled out a remote. He aimed it at the camera.


  There was a half-second of blackness, then snow, then a shot of Jacob’s monster-nephew Clayton in the back seat of a car, green trees with a few gold leaves rushing past the window. Jacob’s voice: “You know who your teacher is going to be this year?”


  “I get a different teacher every period,” he said, making the whole phrase sound like,


  “duh”.


  “What do you think your favorite subject is going to be?”


  “I don’t know.” Clayton was trying to act cool, but Jacob’s attention was pulling a reluctant smile from him.


  “Clayton is very good at math.” A woman’s voice. Probably Jacob’s sister, Barbara. Control freak.


  “How about gym?” Jacob asked.


  “I dunno.” Clayton said it long and drawn out, with a goofy smile on his face.


  “How about recess. You still get recess?”


  Clayton nodded.


  “How about lunch?”


  I turned off the camera. My own lunch wanted to repeat at the thought of Crash calling Jacob “baby.”


  I snapped the camera shut, put it back in its box, and buried the box in the back of the lowest desk drawer. If Jacob ever asked, I could claim I didn’t even open it since I thought it would be too complicated to use. That’s what I could say if Carolyn wasn’t around, anyway.


  I pressed my face into the computer keyboard and sighed. When Jacob had shot that tape, the two of us hadn’t even met. So it was stupid of me to feel like I’d just caught my boyfriend kissing another man. Not that stupidity ever deterred me.


  My phone rang in my pocket. It was the generic ring tone that meant it wasn’t one of thehalf-dozen people who called me with any regularity. I considered letting it go to voice mail, but the keys trying to cram themselves up my nostrils weren’t all that comfortable, and besides, it could have been Jacob calling me from a land line. Even though I felt like smacking him, answering the phone seemed like the thing to do. That way, I could assure him I wasn’t rifling through his stuff and getting pissed off over him having the nerve to kiss the guy he’d been dating last summer.


  I glanced at the caller ID—pay phone—and hit the talk button. “Hello?” My first impression was noise, the kind of hollow wall of sound you get when someone’s in a big, crowded room. Second thing: crying.


  Even I’m not a big enough heel to blurt out, “Who is this?” when someone calls me up sobbing. I sat there for a minute and tried to see if I could figure out who it was by the sound of the voice. Female, probably. Unless it was Clayton. But he was too young to be using a pay phone, wasn’t he? Did kids these days even know what pay phones were?


  “Um…hello?” I said again.


  “V-V-Victor….” More crying.


  Okay. A woman. It couldn’t be that difficult to narrow it down. There were the women at work who never cried because they were cops and they had to keep up their tough facades, unless you count Betty, who probably could get away with crying since she was only a receptionist….


  “I c-c-can’t do this….”


  So familiar. “Do what?”


  “I can’t know everything.” A fresh volley of tears.


  It took me a second, but then I placed the voice, the slight Hispanic accent to the vowels.


  “Lisa? Oh my God, what happened? Where are you?”


  Lisa snuffled. “I’m at O’Hare.” Her voice was very small, nearly drowned out by the sound of the concourse.


  I pried her flight number and airline out of her. “Sit tight. Have a drink. I’ll be there in half an hour.”


  “Okay. And Victor?”


  “Yeah?”


  “Bring your pills with you.”


  Huh. So it was a cop, after all. I wondered where I’d been standing when they’d been passing out the deductive reasoning talent. Most likely in the “show me the dead people” line. I’m guessing it must have looked a hell of a lot shorter.


  -SEVEN-


  I pulled up to the slushy curb at the arrivals area and spotted Lisa. Her hair was in a single long braid and her nose was red. She looked shorter than I’d remembered, and more Hispanic, as if my mind’s eye had been Caucasianizing her in the months since I’d last seen her. She got into the car, wedged a purse that was big enough to carry a sledgehammer into the front seat with her, and snapped her seatbelt on with excessive force. She wore a heather-gray tracksuit with cropped pants, and her ankles were turning blue from the cold. She had no winter coat, and to make things extra weird, she was wearing big, dark, Paris Hilton-style sunglasses.


  I stared at her. It was hard to tell where she was looking. “Are you okay?”


  “Let’s just go,” she said. She sounded tired.


  I wondered if I had a Camp Hell flashback coming on. Please, no. I was driving. “Did somebody hurt you?”


  “Why would you say that?”


  “You’re answering my question with a question…what’s with the sunglasses? Do you have a black eye?”


  She pulled the sunglasses down her nose and glared at me over the top. Her eyes were red-rimmed and puffy, but no bruising. “I just don’t want everyone to see me crying. Can we go now?”


  Oh. Right. Maybe I hadn’t been so far off the mark about women cops and tears.


  I almost wished she did have a few contusions to show for her time at PsyTrain, because I was edging close to full-panic mode from the thought that they’d done something even worse to her that I couldn’t see. I did my best to stop stealing glances at her and keep my eyes on the road. It had snowed all night so traffic was shitty, and Lisa didn’t seem to want me staring at her. I turned up the car heater to full blast and picked my way through traffic to the Tollway. I merged on and got stuck in an afternoon rush hour gridlock. Or maybe there was an accident up ahead. Either way, we weren’t moving.


  I waited for Lisa to talk. She didn’t. We crept forward a few yards, then stopped again. I glanced over at her. She was unreadable in her dark sunglasses.


  “Look, the fact that you haven’t spoken to me for months? That pisses me off. But forget about that for a second. Right now, you’re freaking me out big time. Why are you here, and what’s the deal with PsyTrain?”


  


  “I just need some Auracel.”


  “You shouldn’t take it in a moving vehicle.” Total bullshit. “Don’t worry. I promise I’ll only ask you questions outside the realm of si-no. Are they letting you sleep? Do they have some kind of empath digging around in your head? What other meds are you on?”


  “You serious?” Lisa glanced at me, but I couldn’t see her eyes. “Nothing like that. It’s not about PsyTrain, it’s about me.” Lisa stretched her feet out under the heater vent and pushed her shoulders back into the seat. She shifted and wiggled, and adjusted the tilt until she was so far down she’d need to strain to look out the window. “It’s really messed up to be a Psych.”


  “There’s a newsflash.”


  “I never understood why you took drugs all the time. I figured it was better to be able to see where the ghosts were so you could avoid them.” She sighed and pointed the dashboard vent at her face. “Now I see why sometimes you just get sick of all the knowing.”


  “I don’t think you can compare our talents. They’re too different.” And besides, I don’t know shit. I mean, crap.


  “It’s just a different way of interpreting information. But we both see stuff that other people can’t.” She turned to look at me, finally, but I left her in my peripheral vision and kept my eyes on the road. “Maybe no one’s meant to see it.”


  “But we do. Lots of people do.” I tried to remember the statistic Crash liked to quote. “It’s like three or, uh, fifteen people out of a hundred.” I eased up behind a minivan with a kid at each back window pressing his mouth against the glass and blowing so that their little faces blew up. They looked like those carnival games where you have to aim the squirt gun at a clown’s open mouth. I thought of Clayton. And the camcorder. You don’t have to be psychic to end up knowing things you were a lot happier not knowing.


  I pulled off the highway and onto the surface streets, which were packed even more tightly with cars, trucks, vans and busses. I got stuck under the traffic light waiting to make a left turn, and the dead guy wearing the sandwich board that said “Repent your sins” was ranting and raving so close to my car that my side view mirror protruded through his thigh. I hate getting trapped right next to that guy. A bunch of idiots beeped at me as if I could go anywhere, and the doomsday-guy’s hand started waving through the driver’s side window.


  I flinched away. “Go toward the light,” I said automatically. I learned that from the movie Poltergeist. It never helped, but it seemed like the thing to say.


  “You’re kidding,” said Lisa.


  “Huh? Why would I…?” I spotted a hole in traffic and fishtailed out of the turn lane. “The streets are full of ‘em. Or maybe those are just the ones I usually see, since I never went door-to-door to take a census.”


  


  “Nobody at PsyTrain could do that.”


  “Do what?”


  “Just see them. Just like that. Do they stand in the middle of the road?”


  “Sometimes. Why do you think I swerve a lot? It’s not all just avoiding the potholes—


  sometimes they look alive, until I get pretty close.” I glanced over at Lisa. She was staring at me. “So what could the mediums do at PsyTrain?”


  “They’d say things like: ‘I sense a presence. It’s female. Older. A mother or a grandmother.’”


  Yikes. I hoped I never had to face anyone whose grandmother gave me a visual. “They didn’t actually see things?”


  “Maybe. But not much.”


  I thought of the GhosTV that my good buddies Roger Burke and Doctor Chance had pieced together out of transistors and duct tape…and a bunch of other stuff I’d never been able to identify. Whatever that thing was made of, it had a definite effect on ghosts, to the point where I could turn the volume down and tune the spirits out completely if I didn’t want to see them. Maybe a tuner like that could amplify the ghosts and help low-level mediums get more than just fleeting impressions. And then after work was done, they could turn off their fancy electronics and go home to a nice, normal life. How pleasant for them.


  “Where are you going?” said Lisa.


  “Surprise. I moved.” During the three months in which you weren’t speaking to me. I somehow kept myself from saying that out loud, too.


  She must’ve been able to tell I wasn’t exactly thrilled by the tone of my voice. “I’m sorry, Vic. Okay? If anyone knows it’s hard to be like this, it’s you.” I glanced at her. I really, really wanted to say, Hard? You don’t know what hard is, missy.


  But that was way too melodramatic for me. I settled on, “Hm.” I pulled into the parking spot I’d shoveled out earlier, which was still unoccupied. The cannery’s reputation for being haunted had its perks.


  I took long strides up the sidewalk that Lisa couldn’t match without running to keep up.


  But then I felt like an ass and glanced back at her. She looked small. And sad.


  I suck at holding a grudge. By the time she got to the front door, I was holding it open for her like she was Queen for a Day. “Come on,” I said. “I’ll make you some coffee.” I slung my coat over a peg. Lisa held on to the jacket of her tracksuit like she’d try to bite me if I took it. “Leave your shoes on,” I said. “We’re not…uh…weird about the floors.”


  “We?”


  


  She could figure it out by asking herself a si-no. Maybe she was even being frugal with the si-no s she asked herself. “Jacob and me. We bought this place together.”


  “That’s so fast,” she said. “I mean, congratulations.” I shrugged and led the way to the kitchenette. “I guess it’s fast. It just kinda happened.”


  “When did you move?”


  “Monday.”


  “You haven’t unpacked?”


  “Jacob’s been working.” I rinsed out the coffee pot and filled it with water.


  “You got a…um….” Lisa pointed to the side of her neck.


  Damn. The bite mark. I pretended not to care and got really busy making the coffee. I flicked the on button and turned back toward her. “So, not that it isn’t great to see you, but do you wanna tell me why you dropped everything and flew back here on the spur of the moment?”


  “I told you. I want to try Auracel. They won’t give it to me at PsyTrain.”


  “You already tried Auracel, remember? And it made you incredibly sick.” Auracel made everybody incredibly sick until they got used to it. But that was beside the point. “Why don’t you try explaining to me what’s turned you into such a head case about the si-no?


  If you don’t want to do si-no, then just stop.” Lisa perched on one of the barstools and tucked her feet behind the rung. She clutched at her knees and rocked back and forth, eyes hidden behind the Paris Hilton sunglasses. I thought maybe she wasn’t going to answer me—and that maybe she really had turned into a whacked-out head case—but then she said, “Vic, do you believe in God?” Cripes. Could the conversation get any more broad or irrelevant? “I don’t know. What difference does it make?”


  “Nobody’s supposed to be infallible but God. The Pope, too, according to the Church. So what does that make the si-no? What does that make me?”


  “The si-no isn’t infallible. It only works if something can be answered with a definite yes or no, right? I mean, sure, not everyone can do it. But it’s still just a…a skill. It’s like being able to tell if something’s big or small, red or blue. You happen to be able to see a lot more than most people.”


  Lisa’s shoulders slumped. “What if the si-no were just like regular sight, like vision? If you can see a kid’s running into the street, don’t you have a responsibility to tell his mother?”


  “Not necessarily.”


  


  “How can you say that?”


  “I’m not responsible for anyone else’s snot-nosed brat—people need to watch their own damn kids. And you’re not responsible for every hardship in the world. You’re responsible for you. Just you. That’s it.”


  “And that’s why you go around looking for ghosts—scary ones, bloody ones—so you can interrogate them and find their killers.”


  I rolled my eyes. “Take off those stupid sunglasses, will you?” Lisa slid the glasses off and set them on the counter. Her eyes looked squinty, the skin around them swollen, as if she’d been crying for days.


  “I don’t know why I do it,” I said. “They give me a paycheck. What else am I good for, anyway?”


  I poured Lisa some coffee. She took the cup from me and hugged it to her chest. “Vic, I don’t want the si-no.”


  “So stop.”


  “How can I? What if it saves lives?”


  “I don’t know what to tell you. Everybody dies eventually. Look at it this way: what if you never realized how powerful the si-no is? What if you were just a regular cop with a gun and a badge? Would you feel like you needed to solve every case on the board? In every precinct, every city? No. You’d do your job, and then you’d go home.” We drank coffee and listened to sirens in the background, cruisers by the sound of them, and we sat side by side and listened to the rise and fall of their wails. It hadn’t taken much effort to make Lisa forget about the Auracel. I had to wonder if she’d been after the meds at all, or if she’d just wanted an excuse to talk to me.


  I hoped she didn’t think I had any answers.


  Lisa set her mug on the counter. “Is it okay if I use your computer? I should probably email my coordinator at PsyTrain and let her know I’m all right.”


  “Can’t they track that type of thing and come and get you?”


  “Vic, I’m not a prisoner there. I just want to let them know I’m not dead in a ditch.”


  “Oh.” I waved at the laptop. “Go ahead.” Did she know for sure that a couple of psy-goons weren’t going to show up on our doorstep and haul her away? I wanted to tell her to check her si-no, just in case. But I couldn’t very well do that if I’d just suggested that the answer to all her problems was to stop using her talent.


  “Lisa?”


  


  “Yeah?”


  “Did you know that there’s nothing about me on the Internet at all? Camp Hell, either?”


  “There isn’t supposed to be, is there? I had to sign like a hundred papers that said I’d protect your privacy or else I’d lose my job, my credentials, everything.” She said this with minimal interest, as if it were old news.


  I hovered in the doorway, debating exactly how I could get a little more information on these “papers” without sounding as completely freaked out as I felt. Lisa was leaning on me; she depended on me to show her how to navigate the world as a high-level Psych. If I was going to fall apart, I’d have to do it quietly and keep it to myself. At least until she sorted herself out. Then I’d totally grill her.


  I went up to the bedroom and grabbed the sheet set in the mangled package and a pillow off the bed. It wasn’t quite eight o’clock, but I figured I could offer Lisa a Valium, or maybe half a red, if she just wanted to get some sleep. I tucked the fitted sheet around the couch cushions the best I could and spread out the blankets.


  “Vic?” called Lisa from the kitchen. “Who’s Ash Man, and why does he care what you’re wearing?”


  -EIGHT-


  Lisa had a knack for things that I considered to be “guy” stuff. She liked to drive. She liked to play on the computer. And judging by the fact that she got Jacob’s humongous TV completely set up, right down to programming the remote, I was guessing she liked electronics. I wondered if I could possibly bribe her into letting me take the credit for the setup, but I decided that chances were slim that Jacob would believe I’d accomplished anything mechanical. Maybe I could say it was like those women you hear about who, in a burst of adrenaline, lift a car to keep it from crushing their beloved child.


  Nah. He still wouldn’t buy it.


  It was ten-ish when Jacob got home, and Lisa’s explanation of some feature on the gigantic remote control with eight thousand buttons was going in one ear and out the other. Jacob stopped in the doorway with his overcoat half off and his gym bag dangling from one hand, and he stared at Lisa as if he’d (finally) seen a ghost.


  “Hi, Jacob,” she said.


  He dropped his bag and came over, spread his arms wide, and gathered her into a big bear hug.


  I hadn’t hugged Lisa, and she’d been my partner. I guess I’m just not a hugger. I’d been sitting down when we first greeted each other, so maybe that was why it hadn’t occurred to me. I guess I could have patted her on the knee. Or done something vaguely affection-ate.


  “Are you okay?” Jacob asked her.


  Lisa nodded. “Things were getting…it’s hard to explain.” They’d fallen back to arm’s length, but still held on to each other as if it were natural to touch other people who you weren’t trying to pick up during a two-for-one drink special. “Being a precog was starting to get to me.”


  Jacob hugged Lisa to him one last time, then let go. “Your timing is incredible,” he said.


  “I wouldn’t be surprised if the si-no told you to come here to give me something to go on in this case.”


  “Uh, Jacob?” I said. “Did you just hear her?”


  If anyone wanted watertight evidence on this case to appear in front of Jacob wrapped up in a neat little bow, it was me. But Lisa was so wigged out about the si-no that she’d actually flown the coop and come back to Chicago.


  


  “She can’t do it…tonight,” I said. “She’s on Neurozamine.” I wondered if I’d ever fed him a lie of such giant proportions before. Not that it wasn’t a believable lie—Lisa had been trying to score off me, after all. But that it was about something so important to him. And then I wondered if I had any “tells” that would alert him to my lying. I hunted for the volume button on the remote and fiddled with the TV in case I had a look, or a twitch, or a weird little gesture that might give me away.


  Jacob gave Lisa a lingering, wistful look. “It’s that bad?” She nodded.


  “I’m sorry.” He kissed the top of her head and then went to take off his coat and put his bag away.


  Lisa gave me a look when his back was turned, and I shrugged. I’ve never been good at charades, and it was the closest gesture I had for, “What the hell do you expect me to say?


  You’re the one who told me you can’t handle the si-no.” Water ran in the downstairs bathroom. I heard Jacob brushing his teeth. He always showers first, brushes his teeth second, so I figured he’d showered at the gym. It was unusual for him to weight train two nights in a row, but maybe he’d been using their track since mounds of snow and ice didn’t make for good jogging terrain. “This isn’t your case,” I said, low enough that Jacob wouldn’t hear me over the running water. “It’s Jacob’s case. Pretend you’re back at the station, the two of you. If you happened to fall across some evidence, you’d point it out to him, sure. But you wouldn’t go in your off-hours and nose around his crime scene. You wouldn’t hack into his computer and double-check his work.”


  “But he asked me.”


  “Yeah, well. He hates seeing other people suffer, just like you do. But he doesn’t know, really know, the toll it takes on you to be a Psych.”


  “He knows….”


  “Intellectually, yeah.” I pressed my hand under my sternum like Crash did when he was getting a read. “But not here.”


  Jacob came out of the bathroom in an old T-shirt and a pair of gray sweatpants. He carried his suit on a hanger.


  “We made popcorn,” I said. “Want some?”


  Jacob shook his head. “Then I’ll have to floss again. You two go ahead and catch up. I need to get some sleep.”


  We watched Jacob round the top of the stairs and disappear into the bedroom. “I should just do the si-no,” Lisa whispered.


  I found the volume on the giant remote and turned the news up to cover the sound of our voices. “I just bought you some time to think about it. Don’t go caving in at the firstsign of pressure.”


  “What good does it do me to hold back? Maybe I have to do the si-no whether I want to or not,” she said. “It’s who I am.”


  “No way. You’ve got a talent that you can turn off by not thinking about it. Not me—I’ve got to see things whether I want to or not. So do it for me if you won’t do it for yourself.


  Stop asking the si-no. I’m not giving you any Auracel ‘cos it’ll make you high as a kite, and not in a good way, but maybe we really should get you some Neurozamine. Carolyn’s got a stash.”


  Lisa played with the end of her braid. “Okay.”


  “Okay.”


  “I think you better go to Jacob,” said Lisa.


  If I was lucky, Jacob would be asleep. Then he couldn’t ask me where I got the Neurozamine that I didn’t have.


  I patted Lisa’s shoulder and said goodnight. Good thing she wasn’t a telepath, or she’d know I debated the whole hug thing and ran through a long catalog of gestures I could use so that I could seem friendly without being weird.


  I went upstairs and opened the bedroom door an inch. I saw Jacob sitting on the bed, staring at the wall. “So,” I ventured. “Any new evidence?” Jacob pinched the bridge of his nose. “She says he did it again.” Oh. He didn’t mean Lisa. He was talking about his victim. Jacob’s voice had been quiet, but carefully enunciated. There was no way I’d heard him wrong.


  “How could that happen? Wasn’t there a guard posted?”


  “Two. And a camera.”


  “And?”


  “The guards saw nothing, and the video’s too dark and distorted to make anything out.” Damn it. My mind spun out a few more crazy theories, from a telekinetic who could walk through walls to a hypnotist who was pulling a big, sick con on the nursing home staff.


  Even the incubus I’d shot in Jacob’s condo couldn’t get into a sealed room; he’d tricked people into inviting him through the door, and I’d seen him flee through a window with my own two eyes. Still, there were more beasties in the world than incubuses. Or incubi.


  Whichever. My Camp Hell textbooks were chock full of monsters. And several of them were probably even real.


  There was a fast and easy way to figure out what was going on: wait for Jacob to fall asleep and then do the si-no. But if Lisa made an exception for this case, then where did shedraw the line? And what about that spiel I gave her about not being responsible for solving every crime in the world? Maybe I’d meant it, or maybe it was just something clever to say, something to make it seem like Lisa’s talent wasn’t going to crush her.


  “You’ll figure it out,” I said. Jacob didn’t look at me. I turned out the lights so I didn’t have to see what kind of toll the case was taking on him. I was keeping secrets from him, but I reminded myself it was only so that Lisa could figure out how to navigate her talent. It didn’t help. Even after the room went dark, in my mind’s eye I could still see the look on Jacob’s face as he stared at the wall and tried to force himself to come up with an answer.


  Q


  Jacob was already gone and Lisa was dead to the world when I left for work. I stuck a bandage over the ghost of the bite mark on my neck and covered it with a scarf. If magical thinking were my bag, I would have said that my desire to hide that hickey caused Zigler and me to end up ghost hunting outside in the freezing cold when we could have been indoors making phone calls and doing paperwork, all so that I wouldn’t have to take off my scarf. But I’ve always thought that my preferences usually had little or no influence in the way things turned out.


  “Where is the spirit, exactly?” Zigler asked me. His eyes were narrow and his forehead seemed to have a few extra folds in it. It was the look he tended to give me when I was feeding him a line of bullshit.


  “Somewhere over here,” I said, pointing toward the mouth of the alley. “I haven’t got a visual.”


  Zig moved a few steps toward the street.


  “…so then my Aunt Myrtle says to me, she says, Peg, you have such a pretty face. Why do you have to go and ruin it with all that rouge?”


  “That’s what they call you?” I asked the ghost. “Peg?”


  “Oh yes. My family calls me Peg.”


  I nodded slightly, and Bob Zigler’s felt tip pen made a squeaky noise as it moved over his notepad. I wondered if I were able to see Peg, would she look like the fragile, wrinkled corpse that a guy had found behind the Dumpster while he was walking his dog, or if she’d appear to me as a fifteen year old wearing too much blush. I couldn’t see Peg, though. I could only hear her voice. That was fine by me.


  “What’s that short for?” I asked Zig, because Peg was a rambler.


  “Margaret.”


  


  “Really?”


  “Yeah.”


  “How do they get ‘Peg’ from ‘Margaret’?”


  Zig shrugged.


  “…but if it was up to Aunt Myrtle, I wouldn’t have even been able to date a boy until I was nineteen….”


  “And what year was this?”


  “Peg” stopped—for the first time in the past twenty minutes. I rocked on the balls of my feet and waited for a magic number—something, anything, we could identify her with.


  “Ronnie Carson down the block. He was a fine looking boy. And smart, too. He could have gone to college.”


  I jammed my fingertip against the inner corner of my eye and stifled a sigh.


  “Is she communicating with you,” said Zigler, “or is it bad…” he waved his hand around, a vague gesture, “reception?”


  “I hear her just fine. I just can’t get her to say anything that we can actually use.”


  “My blue dress, now that was something. I got that at J.C. Penney’s. That was back when people usually made their own clothes, so it was really something special to have a store-bought dress….”


  “When did people used to make their own clothes,” I asked Zig. “The Stone Age?”


  “You’re talking about clothes?”


  “How about J.C. Penney’s? How long has that been around?”


  “We know her approximate age. Her body’s at the Coroner’s office, remember? Get a birth date. Get a wedding date. Or how about a last name?” I faced the direction the voice was coming from. “Ma’am,” I said, “could you repeat your name for me?”


  There was silence for a long moment. I wondered if maybe my directness had scared her off. And then: “It was a blue dress. With black topstitching.”


  “Nothing?” asked Zig.


  I decided not to mention the topstitching.


  “You need to learn how to control the interview,” he told me, “instead of letting the interview control you.”


  


  “It’s different with ghosts. You can’t cuff ‘em and bribe ‘em with coffee and smokes.”


  “Stop attacking the problem head on. If she can’t give you her name, maybe she can give you her kids’ names. Or her address. Just use your head, work around the roadblock.” I addressed the ghost again. “Okay, so there was that blue dress from Penney’s. But what I was wondering about was something a little more recent. Take, for instance, late February. Of this year.” This century, I refrained from adding. “You were outside with no coat on, no I.D. Any idea why?”


  “Oh, I had my coat on. It’s cold outside.”


  “She says she had her coat on,” I told Zigler. Either Peg was senile and had imagined putting it on, or some crack whore had come along, discovered Peg’s frozen body, and decided that she could put the coat to a much better use by trading it for a couple of caps.


  “Anything else?” said Zig. “Like maybe an address?”


  “Don’t rush her. She’s working her way up to the present.”


  “We don’t have all day. My pen’s starting to freeze.” Maybe so. Or maybe Zig didn’t like watching me talk to ghosts any longer than he abso-lutely had to.


  “Aunt Myrtle taught me how to crochet. We’d sit for hours while my Charlie was at the office, watching Days of Our Lives and crocheting together. I’d make afghan squares until my hands ached. She always told me I pulled the yarn too tight. Too tight’s no better than too loose. It makes the blanket stiff and heavy. But too loose and your fingers and toes poke through.”


  “Husband’s name is Charlie,” I said to Zig, then I raised my voice and addressed Peg. “How many years were you married to Charlie?”


  “Oh, let’s see now. We were married on June 17, 1951. It rained that day, all of a sudden, like buckets and buckets of water were just pouring down from the sky.”


  “Wedding,” I said, and repeated the date to Zigler.


  “Good, good, keep going,” he murmured.


  “That was here?” I asked her. “In Chicago?” A search of Cook County marriage licenses would probably be enough for a preliminary I.D. on poor old Peg. Then we could track down her family.


  “That’s right, the Immaculate Heart of Mary. Oh, the rose window. We thought it would be all lit up. But it was storming so hard that everything just looked gray.”


  “It’s snowing now,” I said, in an attempt to get her to shift gears into the present again.


  “Was it snowing the last time you went outside? Did you see anyone else? Maybe someonewho asked you for money?”


  “It was snowing,” she said dreamily. “And I saw a cat that looked so much like Bibs. I followed her here. I knew it wasn’t really Bibs, but sometimes I would get confused.” Her voice trailed away.


  “She was following a cat,” I told Zigler.


  “Jesus. What a way to lose grandma.”


  “Here kitty-kitty,” Peg crooned.


  Did the elderly have to be so damn cute, so bizarre and endearing? The sound of Peg’s voice got me to thinking of Jacob’s case, and I felt like a huge ass for expecting him to come home and act like nothing was wrong. Lisa could point him in the right direction with just a handful of si-no s. Was I a bad friend to wish she could set aside her psychic epiphanies for ten minutes and give Jacob a hand?


  Zigler capped his pen. “If there wasn’t any foul play, we can go back to the station and run the wedding date.”


  “Hold on, lemme try one more time.” It’d taken me twenty minutes to get her first name out of her, but maybe she’d have more to say about her husband. “Peg, what’s Charlie’s last name?”


  “Here kitty-kitty-kitty.” Her voice was thin and insubstantial, weaving in and out of the wind.


  “I think she’s fading,” I said.


  Zig stuffed his pad and pen into his pocket. “That’s all right. Let ‘er go. With that wedding date and the first names, we’ve probably got enough for an I.D.” Zigler headed toward the street, snow squeaking under the treads of his heavy, black-soled shoes. I stood and looked hard at the alleyway, the graffiti-covered dumpster where the dog walker had found Peg blue and stiff in a housedress, a pair of boots and a few swipes of bright orange lipstick. I imagined white light flooding the area, and pushed hard at it, straining to feel its substance. “Go to the light, Peg,” I told her. I concentrated until I felt dizzy, and then I stopped and listened.


  All I heard was the wind gusting, and in the distance, traffic.


  Zigler had the heat blasting inside his Impala, and the police scanner murmured low under the rush of hot, dry air. I knocked as much snow as I could from my shoes before I climbed in, and managed to close the passenger side door on my overcoat. I considered leaving it where it was so that Zig didn’t see me opening the door to pull it in, but I figured the hem would get pretty nasty dragging along the street all the way back to the station.


  I opened the door and situated myself better. Zig didn’t notice. He was finishing his notes.


  


  “About that thing I asked you the other day,” I said.


  Zig’s pen stopped squeaking. He sighed and tucked the notepad away.


  “I’ll give you the benefit of the doubt and assume that you thought all the secretiveness about me and my identity was for my own privacy,” I said as he put the Impala in gear,


  “but there had to have been someone who spelled it all out for you. Who was it? Warwick?” Ted Warwick, our commanding officer at the Fifth, was the one who’d hired Zig.


  Zigler shifted in his heated leather seat and checked his rearview and sideview one time too many. “No, not Warwick. He did the interview, him and your doctor, and of course the Chief. But the intake was mainly Betty.”


  Betty? As in, Betty of the chipper hello, and Betty of the incredibly awkward housewarming? “Betty,” I repeated. Her name sounded strange, like when you try to freak yourself out by saying the word “the” until it sounds funny and its actual meaning starts to slip away from you.


  “She keeps all the personnel files,” said Zig.


  “Jesus H. Christ. Is there anyone who doesn’t know about all this top-secret bullshit?”


  “What about Taylor? He was your partner for, what, a dozen years? He never said anything?”


  I closed my eyes and listened to the rumble and splash of slush funneling through the Impala’s steel-belted radials. Of course Maurice knew something. And I’d probably known that in the back of my mind ever since my Internet search failed to yield anything on him, either. But I hadn’t called him. It would’ve been easy. Hi, Maurice, how’s it going? And by the way…what the fuck?


  Then again, I could never claim to have given Maurice full disclosure, either. He’d figured out that I was queer—heck, he’d even pinpointed who I was dating—but still, I’d never actually told him. It was likely that Maurice had categorized the ix-nay on the ictor-Vay as one of those things we both knew full well and chose not to discuss. And if that wasn’t the case, if he’d just been keeping it from me deliberately, I didn’t care to know.


  -NINE-


  Lisa had been busy.


  When I got home from work, the cannery looked like an actual dwelling instead of a ware-house that’d been organized by a nearsighted drunk. The bigger pieces of furniture—the couch and the entertainment center—were still exactly where we’d plunked them down.


  But anything that could be moved, squared up, dusted and organized without heavy lifting had been put together and stocked.


  “I didn’t know what to do with that stuff.” She pointed to a stack of boxes and a few pieces of my old white furniture. “I put them near the cellar door in case you want to store them down there.”


  “Yeah. I, uh…I’m not big on going down into the basement.”


  “But you said this place only had one ghost in it, and she left.” I had. But I never claimed that my loathing of basements was entirely rational. “I had a bizarre fabric softener incident once,” I told her. “It scarred me for life.” She gave me a “whatever” eye-roll. “Are we gonna eat? Or do you wait for Jacob to get home?”


  “We never wait up. One of us is always late.”


  “I’d offer to cook—not that I’m all that great—but maybe you want me to do laundry instead?”


  “Lisa, I’d worship you if you did the laundry.”


  “It’s no big deal,” she said, smiling shyly. “And don’t worry—I’ve got three brothers. I’ve seen men’s underpants before.”


  Great. I hadn’t even thought of that. “Leave Jacob’s shirts. He has them done at the clean-ers’. Mine can go in, though. They’ve been getting overinflated egos from having Chinese ladies ironing them all the time.”


  Lisa dragged the hamper to the basement door. “What about Jacob’s gym clothes?” I went into the kitchen to see if we had anything fast and dummy-proof I could warm up.


  “Yeah, sure. He’s been working out every day. He’ll be thrilled to have something clean.” I’d been the one who’d done the shopping, but nothing appealed to me. I bet if I suggested a pizza, Lisa wouldn’t complain. Too bad we didn’t have any menus yet. I supposedI could call information for the phone number of a nearby pizzeria and order something basic, like a large sausage with double cheese and a side of wings.


  “Whoa.”


  I peeked around the freezer door. “Whoa?” I remembered the lube in Jacob’s bag and hoped that he’d relocated it to our bedroom.


  “Jacob’s gym bag smells just like this Wicca workshop I took.” Lisa had the bag open on the arm of the couch. She pulled out a T-shirt, puzzled, and held it to her nose. “I remember ‘cos my hair smelled like this even after I washed it. I think it was copal resin and sage.”


  I was puzzled too, for maybe a second. And then a bunch of things clicked into place like lock tumblers sliding together. Carolyn calling our land line because Jacob had his phone turned off. The empty cup from Greener Bean in Jacob’s car. Jacob stopping at the gym three nights in a row when he never weight trained more than three times a week. And, of course, Crash bragging about his sage smudging on that goddamn camcorder.


  “Vic? What is it?”


  I pulled my cell phone out of my pocket and looked at the buttons. I could call Jacob and demand to know where he was. That’s what anyone’s first course of action would be. But Jacob could lie to me. Carolyn couldn’t.


  “Victor?” she said quietly after two rings. “Is that you?”


  “Are you at work?”


  “I’m at Rosewood, not the Twelfth. Why? Do you need to talk to Jacob?”


  “Is he there?”


  “Sure, he’s…is everything all right?”


  I could have gone on, answering Carolyn’s questions with still more questions. “I don’t know, is it?” would have been particularly fitting. But I was too pissed off to play it cool.


  “Never mind,” I said, and hung up without saying goodbye.


  Lisa stared at me wide-eyed from the living room. She knew something was up, and she was probably working the si-no to within an inch of its life to figure out what.


  “I’m going out,” I said.


  “Wait, will you wait a second? I’ll come with you. Whatever it is, I’m sorry.”


  “It wasn’t you.”


  Lisa had darted up behind me in stocking feet and grabbed me by the arm, and I pulled her along the hardwood floor behind me like a water-skier. “You shouldn’t drive whenyou’re this upset. What if you make the wrong call and end up hitting someone? Let me drive.”


  “Are you used to driving in the snow?”


  “I’ve driven in the mountains.”


  Snow plus altitude. I figured I might as well take her up on it. All I needed was to top the evening off with a vehicular homicide that involved me. Unless it was Jacob under the wheels. Or maybe Crash. I hadn’t quite decided which.


  “Put your shoes on,” I said, and Lisa ran off to find her sneakers.


  I think that if any part of the equation had been missing, I might not have figured out why Jacob had been getting home so late all week. If I hadn’t seen that video, I wouldn’t have an image in my head of the two of them smiling and playing kissy-face, and worse, gazing into each others’ eyes like they were head over heels. And then there was all the evidence. Jacob had left the coffee cup in his car and the clothes in his gym bag because never once in the time we’d lived together had I taken out his trash or done his laundry.


  By some fluke, I’d pieced it all together. I didn’t know whether to feel like a genius or a chump.


  Lisa dashed into the vestibule in her inadequate tracksuit with one of Jacob’s T-shirts layered beneath it and one of his hooded sweatshirts over the top. “Keys,” she said, and I dropped them into her hand. I could feel her eyes on me as we got into the car, and I think her lips were moving in an endless string of silent questions. Si? No.


  “Where are we going?” She pulled away from the curb.


  “Rosewood.”


  “The cemetery?”


  “No, that’s Rosehill. Rosewood is the old folks’ home on Foster.” I’d always left plenty of room between me and the local cemetery. It seemed like a no-brainer.


  “Is it safe for you to go there? Don’t people die there all the time?”


  “I’m going.”


  “You gotta tell me what’s going on. I said Jacob’s clothes smelled like incense and you just froze up.”


  I nodded. That was about the size of it.


  Lisa made a cautious right on red. “And that’s a problem because…?”


  “You’ll know in about ten minutes.”


  “Damn it, Vic.”


  


  I ignored her and tried to figure out what I’d say to Jacob. I was so mad I might not even string together anything coherent. Wouldn’t that be pretty? If he wanted to fuck Crash again so bad, he could’ve just told me. Or had he? That time he suggested the three-way…maybe that was more for his benefit than mine. Maybe I should have taken him up on it.


  I wasn’t so keen on having my scrawny self put side-by-side with Crash’s thug tattoos and his six-pack, but it was better than being lied to.


  “Take the handicapped spot,” I told Lisa. I had my seat belt off and the door open before she’d even put the car in park.


  Rosewood Court Retirement Community was low to the ground, only two steps above sidewalk level, and both of them salted so white and crusty that it would be impossible for even a single ice crystal to form.


  I stormed up the steps—both of them—and smacked my palm on the automatic door that wouldn’t open fast enough for me. Lisa’d caught up to me again by the time they slid open. There was a vestibule full of gigantic plastic plants and then yet another door, probably just as slow, to ensure that no one in the building would ever have to feel a draft.


  “Vic, you look like a crazy person. You wanna get thrown out?” By who? The skinny, middle-aged black lady with bad hair extensions behind the front desk? I’d like to see her try.


  “Sir,” she said in a bored monotone as I strode in. “Can I help you, sir?” I pulled my badge out and held it up. “Detective Bayne, Detective Gutierrez. We’re here to see Detective Marks.”


  A flicker of actual interest registered in the receptionist’s eyes. “Third floor, Detective.” And if she noticed that Lisa was dressed in a mishmash of men’s sweats, she didn’t so much as blink over it.


  I didn’t see any stairs, so I punched the elevator button. The doors whooshed open immediately, and a nurse got out. She pushed a shriveled-up old guy in a wheelchair in front of her. I looked at him and then looked away as fast as I could, but the mental image stuck in my head. His neck bent at a weird angle, and his hands folded into themselves on his lap so that the most prominent thing about them were his bony, protruding wrists.


  I noticed his eyes, too, probably because they were the same color as mine, a bright, light blue. One of them looked straight ahead, the other one off to the side. Jesus. Hopefully someone would take pity on me and shoot me if I ever got like that.


  The chair stuck on the transition from the elevator to the carpet, and the nurse had to rock the thing free. I did my best not to crawl out of my own skin while this happened. She rocked, and sighed, and rocked, and finally the wheelchair cleared the edge of the elevator and she wheeled the old guy away. The elevator door tried to close but I blocked it by flicking my hand over the sensor in the door. I dragged Lisa into the elevator and the doors creaked shut, popped back open again as if to say “Gotcha!” and then closed for real.


  “Whatever you think Jacob did….” Lisa began.


  


  “You don’t want to be in the middle of this.”


  “If only I hadn’t….”


  “It would’ve added up eventually. It was just a matter of time.” The doors opened on three and I stepped up to a desk that looked exactly like the one on the first floor, only this one had a chunky white woman behind it with hair bleached lemon yellow. “Detective Marks?” I asked her.


  I didn’t need to flash my badge. I guess my tone was enough for this one. “Down the hall, Room 304.” She pointed.


  There were a couple of patrolmen standing outside 304, each with one hand on his hip and the other holding a tiny Styrofoam cup of coffee. Good thing I wasn’t a mass murderer with a death wish charging at them; they’d have holes in their foreheads before they could even draw their weapons.


  They saw me coming at the last second. One of the officers moved to intercept, but the other one jostled him out of the way, and whispered, “Spook Squad,” so loud that no one could miss it unless their hearing aid battery was dead. They both cringed away as if they were afraid my psychic ability might rub off on them, and I went through the door. Just think how repulsed they’d be if they knew I was queer, too.


  The room had a couple of hospital beds in it, both of them tightly made and covered with stacks of papers and notes. Carolyn sat at a small laminate desk where she scowled at a laptop while Jacob paced back and forth in the aisle between the beds like it was feeding time in the big cat house at Lincoln Park Zoo. Jacob stopped mid-pace and looked at me, puzzled.


  “We need to talk,” I said.


  His eyes cut to the doorway, where the guys in uniform lingered, hands loose at their sides. I wasn’t sure where their coffee had gone, but obviously they were expecting to see some action.


  Carolyn closed the laptop and stood. “I’ll just….”


  “No,” said Jacob quickly. “Stay.” He looked at Lisa. “You too. Close the door.”


  “If you think this’ll be any prettier just because Carolyn and Lisa are here—” Jacob held his hand up like he was directing traffic. “Vic, calm down.” Carolyn edged along the wall toward Lisa. “No, really, I can see the two of you have a few things to say in private.”


  “You’re staying,” Jacob said. It was an order.


  “Uh-oh,” said Lisa.


  


  “Tell me,” said Jacob, his voice smooth as velvet, “what you think is going on.”


  “I think you’ve been hitting Sticks and Stones after work and using the gym as a convenient place to shower. That way it wouldn’t be a lie if you said you were there. Plus it would wash away the smell of the incense.”


  “Oh, Jesus,” said Carolyn.


  Jacob looked at me hard. I’d pretty much nailed everything except the obvious. My voice got pretty creepy when I was straining to keep quiet enough that the officers on the other side of the pressboard door didn’t hear me. “So we just moved in together and you’re already sneaking out to fuck Crash? I thought you were the one who broke it off with him because he couldn’t keep it in his pants.”


  “I’m not sleeping with him. I needed to talk. That’s all.” I stared at Jacob. He stared back. And Lisa and Carolyn wanted to be anywhere else so bad that it was palpable, and me not even an empath. “Carolyn?” I prompted.


  “True,” she said. “And Jacob, this is entirely inappropriate.”


  “What,” I said to Jacob, “you can’t talk to me?”


  “Of course I can. It’s not about you, Vic.”


  “It’s not you, it’s me? That’s what you say when you wanna cut someone loose.” Jacob grabbed me by the front of my overcoat. “I just bought a house with you. I’m not going anywhere.”


  Damn, it felt hot being pulled against him like that, and I hated that I thought that. Of all places. Not now, I told myself. Not now.


  “I go and talk to Crash because he’s an empath. That’s all.” I imagined Crash with his hand to his belly, feeling things as other people spoke, but it was difficult to stop there. I’d seen the video. I knew that underneath that hand, underneath that shirt, there was a flat, muscled stomach covered with tattoos—the word Mattie, some scrollwork that peeked out from the top of his boxers—and as I visualized that, it was easy enough to imagine how that stomach would feel rippling beneath my fingertips as we moved together. Damn it. Maybe I was the one who needed to worry about cheating, not Jacob.


  Still. “You lied to me.”


  “I know. It was wrong. But after I’d gone through my whole day with Crash, I just couldn’t go over it again. If I told you that I’d gone to talk to him, you’d want to know why. Then you’d want to know about the case. You’re a cop, of course you’d want to know. And talking about it once was all I could stand.”


  


  Jacob worked the front of my coat as he spoke, and his face was close to mine, his voice low and hypnotic. I would have been putty in his hands if Lisa and Carolyn weren’t there.


  But cops outside the door? They actually made the whole thing a little bit hotter. Getting off without either of them knowing—that would be the challenge.


  “Every time I talk about this case,” said Jacob, “I can see her in my mind’s eye, scared and confused. She’s a helpless old woman.” If Jacob was trying to make me feel like an ass for being jealous, he was doing a good job. “I need to put a stop to this.”


  “Not just you,” I said. “You’re part of a team. Other people are working this case, too.” I watched the tendons flex in his jaw as he mulled that over. His grip on the front of my coat slackened and then he sighed, and pressed his forehead into mine. “I’m worried what I’ll do when we find him,” he whispered.


  Uh oh.


  “What do you mean?”


  “I’ve never killed anybody.” His voice was low, so low. “But I think I could.” It must have been pure adrenaline I was feeling. I couldn’t tell if I wanted to tear off Jacob’s clothes or break free and high-tail it to the nearest exit. Maybe it actually was better if he told this kind of stuff to Crash instead.


  “Come on, Jacob,” said Carolyn. “We want the rapist in prison, not you. Besides, I don’t want to train another NP. I like you. You’re intimidating.” Jacob cupped my cheek with his palm and ran his thumb along my cheekbone. His eyes were so dark and intense, and he stared at me so hard that I’d swear he was trying to forge a telepathic connection. Did I understand? Hell, I don’t know. I could see Jacob keeping his visits with Crash from me for the sake of peace and quiet in the cannery, especially since he was tired and short-fused. But could I see him taking it any further, sleeping with Crash for the sake of—what? Old times? Convenience? Blowing off steam? No, that didn’t seem like Jacob to me. He was way too focused on me to risk what we had together for a little action on the side. Of course, it didn’t hurt that Carolyn had confirmed the two of them were only talking. Jacob hadn’t been double-dipping. He’d just conveniently omitted a hell of a lot of details when he came home every night.


  “Carolyn’s right,” I said, because I wasn’t thrilled that he’d been sneaking around, but I was relieved as hell that he hadn’t taken back up with Crash wherever they’d left off. “I don’t think you could stomach the prison food.”


  Jacob rocked his forehead against mine. I couldn’t focus on his eyes—he was too close. But his breathing, that was starting to fill up my whole awareness. It’d gone deep and rough, like it did when he was about to nail me to the nearest convenient surface.


  “Look, guys….” said Carolyn.


  


  Jacob crushed his mouth against mine, forced his tongue between my lips. He slipped his free hand around my back and pulled me against him. And there it was: a new kink. I thought it was really fucking hot for him to maul me at work. Exhibitionism. You’re never too old to learn.


  “Oh, come on,” Carolyn whined. “When I want to see that, I’ll rent Brokeback Mountain.”


  “Shh,” said Lisa, “the men outside.”


  “Give me a break.”


  “They’re listening,” Lisa told her. “But they didn’t hear what you just said.” Jacob’s tongue swept over mine, and his hand clutched hard at the side of my face. Fuck my face…. Oh, shit, that would be so fucking hot. I was starting to get hard. I told my body to knock it off, but in a way I dug it.


  Jacob pulled back so that we could see eye to eye, and he was breathing so deep that his nostrils flared. I could feel the rise and fall of his chest against mine. “I am here for you,” I told him.


  He searched my eyes.


  “Come to me first,” I said.


  Jacob nodded. He eased his hand from my back, and reluctantly, I let myself take a step away. “So Lisa’s doing the si-no again?” he said.


  I glanced over at her. She’d set herself up for it by asking si-no s out loud while we sucked face. “It’s not indefinite,” I said. “It taps her out. Just a few. She’ll say when.” Not the most elegant way to hedge about it, but it would buy Lisa the ability to put on the brakes when she saw fit.


  Carolyn probably knew there was something fishy about the parameters I’d set, and heck, Jacob too. But there was enough wiggle room in what I’d said that Carolyn couldn’t just blurt out, “Lie.”


  Jacob dragged his fingers down my cheek and neck, over my shoulder, and along my upper arm. He grabbed me by the arm and turned me toward the girls. “Let me show you something,” he said. He steered me over to the laptop, raised the screen and hit a key.


  A small window popped up. I thought it was a still picture at first, a shot of a room pretty much the same as the one we were in, but then the bed shifted, and I made out the shape of a person beneath the blankets. She was gray all over, gray blanket, gray hair, ashen skin. The low-res image and the chameleon-like coloring had almost hidden her, but once she’d moved, I could see her.


  “That’s Irene,” said Jacob.


  


  A specific mental image of the poor old broad getting raped didn’t come to mind—thank God—but the notion that it could happen at all was enough to turn my stomach. I took a deep breath and steeled myself. “What can I do to help?”


  “There’ve got to be plenty of witnesses around that we haven’t been able to tap,” said Jacob. “Maybe you’ll get lucky.”


  “Jacob! Do you even realize…?” Carolyn sputtered. I looked around, startled. Beneath the door, I could see the shadows of shoes shifting as the patrolmen anticipated getting in on our conversation. “You marginalize all of us when you expect us to turn it on and off like machines. We’re people. Have you considered what it would cost him to open himself up to this place?”


  Everyone in the room but Carolyn was holding their breath. She’d spouted off about Psych-rights plenty of times, but I’d never seen her go all Abbie Hoffman on Jacob. Then again, he had just forced her to stick around so she could stem a potentially ugly scene between the two of us. I don’t think she’d ever signed up to referee lovers’ quarrels.


  “It’s all right,” I said. I wasn’t sure if that was true or not. I’d been so focused on wringing a confession out of Jacob that I hadn’t noticed a single ghost since Lisa opened his gym bag.


  “It is not all right. He’s coercing you.”


  “It’s, uh…no, it’s…really, I’ll be the first one to bail when the ectoplasm flies.” Carolyn looked daggers at Jacob. He didn’t seem all that concerned. Maybe I was project-ing, but I think he might have even been suppressing a smile. “It’s up to you,” she said finally, and then looked at Lisa. “Aren’t you glad you got sucked into this whole mess?” Lisa was speechless, her eyes big and round.


  Carolyn did a double-take as if she was seeing Lisa for the very first time. “My God. What are you wearing?”


  -TEN-


  It was seven o’clock and none of us had eaten dinner yet, so my stint at gathering psychic evidence at Rosewood began in the dining hall. The residents had all finished eating an hour before, but the kitchen was happy to make up some plates for us. Given the contents of those plates, we weren’t necessarily thrilled to be on the receiving end, but I guess it was the thought that counted.


  “So what’s the deal with the si-no?” Carolyn said. “Because potentially we could question it until we solved this thing.”


  Lisa moved a runny mass of reconstituted mashed potatoes around her plate with the side of her fork. “I don’t think I can do that.”


  “Can’t,” said Carolyn, “or won’t?”


  Before Lisa answered I stood up abruptly, and everyone looked at me. “Lis? Let’s talk in the hall for a second.”


  “Are you coaching her?” said Carolyn.


  It was useless to lie about it, so I did my best to look entitled. I drew myself up to my full height, even though it didn’t make me look anywhere near as imposing as Jacob, and looked down my nose at her. “Yes. I am.”


  Lisa followed me out of the cafeteria, casting meek glances back at the table the whole time. “Okay, look.” I sat her down on a molded plastic chair that connected to a whole line of them, a dozen in all, along the hall window. I crouched down in front of her, which put me just below eye-level. “You came to me saying that you couldn’t do the si-no anymore, I supported your decision, and what did you turn around and do?”


  “The si-no,” she mumbled.


  “That’s right, the si-no. I could’ve asked you if Jacob was sleeping with Crash, but I came over here and got it out of him, instead. Why? I’ll tell you why. Because it’s starting to look like maybe the si-no really isn’t the answer to everything.” Lisa covered her face with her hands so she didn’t have to look at me. “Why is it so confusing?”


  I rested my elbows on my knees. “Well, shit, everything’s confusing. First I was gay, then I was schizophrenic, and then I wasn’t schizophrenic at all and the dead people had been real all along. You’ve got your whole woman…cop…minority thing going on. As if that’s notenough, you’re a precog. Here’s all I know: if you really want to set some limits on the si-no, I will back you up. I promise.”


  Lisa lowered her hands. Her chin trembled.


  “Cripes, don’t start crying,” I said. “Were you really ever a cop?” She cracked a smile. “You know I was.”


  “That won’t change just because your Psych secret’s out of the bag. How many questions are you comfortable answering? Ten? Twenty?”


  “It feels fake to pick a number out of the air and say that’s all I can do.”


  “I get that. But if you start making an exception for every worthy cause, you’ll burn yourself out. I don’t have a long chat with every ghost I see, then hunt down their families and make sure they all know where the silverware is buried. I can’t do it. There aren’t enough hours in the day. So pick a number, arbitrary or not, and for Christ’s sake, stick to it.” Lisa chewed on her lower lip and thought. “How about three?” Wow. That seemed pretty strict. “It’s up to you.”


  She nodded. “Three. That way it’ll be like three wishes.” I stood and offered her a hand up. She took it and gave it an extra squeeze before she let go. The contact felt…natural. “How are you going to break it to them?” I nodded toward the cafeteria. “You’ve got to be careful how you word it.”


  “I think if I say, ‘I will answer three si-nos’ that it wouldn’t be a lie. The lying would only come in if I said that was all I could do.”


  “Okay, that sounds like it’ll work. It’s the questions you don’t plan for that’ll bite you in the ass, though. You need a catch-all way to redirect Carolyn. Think of it now before she puts you on the spot.”


  “I could shrug.”


  “Good plan.” She could also answer a question with a question, but I figured I’d save that tactic for myself. Even though it was painfully obvious what we were doing, it still seemed a little more natural if we didn’t both hedge in the exact same way.


  Jacob and Carolyn both watched us thread around the tables and make our way back to where we’d been sitting. “Here’s the deal,” I said, my eye on Carolyn. “You’re all for Psych rights. So you have to respect Lisa’s limits.”


  Carolyn glared down at her food. She’d mounded it into four distinct quadrants: greenish, brownish, orange and beige. “I wasn’t exploiting her. I only asked her how much she could do.”


  


  Given that Carolyn couldn’t lie, I’d have to take that at face value. I looked at Jacob. He’d planted his elbows on the table and steepled his fingers. He looked more like our arch-nemesis than my boyfriend. “What are those limits, exactly?” he asked.


  “Three,” Lisa said quickly. Too quickly. Jacob didn’t usually make her nervous, but she’d never been under his microscope before.


  “How often?”


  “Three a day.”


  “And a day begins, when?”


  “Holy crap, Jacob,” I broke in, “she’s on our side.” He smiled…like a shark. “I was only making sure I understood the ground rules.” Carolyn stifled the word, “Right,” and turned it into a cough.


  I said, “The day begins when she wakes up and ends when she goes to bed. And naps don’t count.” I looked at Lisa. Her eyes were gigantic. “Does that sound okay to you?” She nodded.


  Jacob stood and made eye contact with each of us, still smiling. If he was disappointed that she’d cut him off at three, he sure didn’t look it.


  Then again, what if I had three si-nos at my disposal each and every day? I could be a Super PsyCop. The thought of that made me queasy.


  “Carolyn and I would appreciate it if you two would stick around for another hour or so,” he said. “We need to determine the best use of our questions.”


  “Is that all right with you?” I asked Lisa.


  She nodded again. She must not have trusted herself to speak.


  “We’ll go talk to Irene and meet you in 304 after you’re done eating,” said Jacob. He pulled out Carolyn’s chair for her as she stood, the motion so smooth that I almost didn’t realize I’d only seen it performed in black and white movies.


  Carolyn looked as if she was accustomed to such treatment. She also looked vaguely worried. But then again, she usually did. Lisa and I didn’t say a word, hardly even dared to breathe, until they’d both left the room. “Oh my God,” she whispered. “Maybe three was too much. Maybe I should have said one.”


  Maybe she shouldn’t have even come back to Chicago. I’ll bet that’s what she was really thinking. “You told them you’d do three. Try it, and see how it feels.”


  “Okay,” she said, “you’re right. I’ll try.”


  


  I dug into the meat loaf, which was cold and somewhat softer than I would have hoped, but other than that, wasn’t too bad. Lisa ate her soggy green beans and looked slightly more worried than Carolyn had. “You gonna eat your dessert?” I asked. She shook her head and slid her green gelatin over to me.


  The cafeteria coffee was too sour and cooked-down, even for me, and was probably decaffeinated, besides. I took a slug, winced, and decided to leave the rest of it for the garbage can. Lisa sipped the miniature cup of room-temperature tap water she’d been given. I wished I’d opted for the fruit punch, but it was too late now. The cafeteria ladies had gone home.


  “I’m nervous,” said Lisa.


  No shit. I mean, crap. I figured I should attempt to make her feel better. “Three words, yes or no. How hard can it be?”


  “They’re gonna have more than three questions.”


  “Yeah, but I can tell that Jacob’s going to play by your rules. He might ‘accidentally’ wake you up a minute after midnight—and when he does, a question might happen to spring to mind—but he’ll follow the letter of the law. You can tell just by looking at him that he sees it as a challenge.”


  “Do you think we can head upstairs and get it over with?”


  “Yeah, I guess.” Actually, I didn’t really know, but the longer I sat there, the closer I was to trying another sip of that decaf. I stood up and wondered if I was supposed to walk around and pull Lisa’s chair out for her, but she was on her feet and bussing her own tray before I even had my own chair pushed in.


  We passed a TV room on the way to the elevator with a handful of residents talking to each other so loudly that I doubted any of them actually heard the show, even though the volume was cranked so high that the sound had distorted. Some reality show was playing, with a bunch of twenty-somethings running around on a beach. I couldn’t say which show, as I’d never jumped on the reality TV bandwagon. I stuck my head into the doorway to see if anyone looked guilty. Nobody did. Nobody looked dead, either. Strange. I would’ve thought there’d be more ghosts in a place where people came to die.


  I punched the elevator button and watched Lisa mutter to herself as we waited for the car.


  “Did you always do the si-no twenty-four hours a day?” She looked sheepish. “Kind of. But I guess I wasn’t aware of it. Now that I’m working with PsyTrain on subjects like psychology and philosophy, talking to counselors about the na-ture of subjectivity, I’m always thinking about it.” We got on the elevator and turned toward the front. The door stayed open. The elevators were on long timers so they didn’t shut on someone’s wheelchair. “In other words, everything was fine ‘til you started monkeying with it.”


  


  “Something like that. What’s with these doors?” Lisa flashed her palm over the door slot a few times to try and trip a sensor.


  “Stop it. You’ll make them stay open longer. You move your lips now when you do it—


  you’re aware of that, aren’t you?”


  Lisa scowled at me. “Don’t be mean.”


  “I’m not. I’m just telling you. If I can see it, that means Jacob can, too. Maybe you should chew some gum.”


  “It’ll pull out my fillings. Isn’t there a door closer on this thing? That button that looks like two triangles and a stick?”


  I stared at the panel. It was pretty simple. B-1-2-3. “I guess not.” The doors shifted and began to ease shut. “Finally,” said Lisa. Maybe she wanted to answer her si-nos and get going, so she could eat something that didn’t turn into mush if you pressed your fork against it too hard. We both watched the doors slide shut expectantly.


  There was maybe a foot of space left between them when the homeless guy darted up.


  He was quick, for his age. Stuck his head in the elevator so fast that I flinched back. The elevator doors must have caught him on the shoulders because he didn’t come in any farther. Just his head. I waited for the doors to pop back open and then sit that way for another minute and a half while the guy got in.


  Except the doors didn’t stop. They closed.


  I shielded my face with my hands. I wasn’t sure which way the blood spray from a crushed head would go, but I didn’t want it to hit me in the eye.


  “Vic?”


  At first I thought the head was sliding down the door seam, but then I realized the elevator was rising. I looked at the head. It looked back at me. So solid! Its skin was the color of my cooked-down decaf. The pupils of the eyes were bluish with the beginning haze of cata-racts, and the whites around them were yellowed. The hair was clumpy with dreadlocks, gray like steel wool, and the skin of its cheeks and eyelids was speckled with skin tags.


  The head got to the bottom of the door seam and then sank right through the floor. I stared down at the spot where it had disappeared.


  “What was that?” said Lisa. “You saw a ghost? Yes.”


  “Don’t do the si-no on me,” I told her. “Save it for Jacob.”


  -ELEVEN-


  The elevator doors whooshed open on the third floor and the nurse at the desk quickly looked away when I made eye contact with her. Someone must have told her I was a medium, maybe the patrolmen. “Male or female?” said Lisa. She didn’t seem to notice or care what sort of impression we made, which was probably good, given what she was wearing.


  She also seemed convinced that the Elevator Ghost was significant.


  “Male,” I said. “African-American. Medium complexion, gray hair. Between sixty and sev-enty. Five ten, average build. Dark clothes, kind of dirty. He looked like a homeless guy.” We passed the desk and went down the hall. The two officers stood outside 304, looking a lot less relaxed then they had the first time we’d seen them. There wasn’t a coffee cup in sight.


  “Did he say anything?”


  “No. He only looked at me. I guess…he wasn’t a repeater. Because there was definite awareness and eye contact.”


  “You should try to find him, talk to him. Maybe he saw something that the video cameras didn’t pick up.” The officers stood back without a word as we opened the door.


  “Oh, okay, I’ll just look him up in the dead directory.” Inside the room, Carolyn and Jacob were seated in front of the laptop at an angle where both of them could see it. They looked up as we came through the door. Jacob tried to look as if he wasn’t completely fascinated by the tail end of our conversation, and failed miserably. It was a very slightly raised eyebrow, but by now I could read his cop-faces pretty well.


  I dropped the subject. It wasn’t so much that I wanted to hide it from Jacob. It’s just that the predatory side of him was starting to trip my self-preservation mechanism.


  Jacob looked at me for a moment, and then switched his attention to Lisa. “Do you need anything? Coffee? Water?” I couldn’t tell if he was still being a gentleman or if he was trying to butter up Lisa for an extra si-no. I’d told her Jacob would play by the rules, but he probably wasn’t above trying to bend them.


  “I’m fine. Ask.”


  Carolyn stood up and crossed her arms at the waist, cupping her opposite elbows. “Was Irene raped Monday night?” she asked.


  Lisa almost blurted something out, but then she stopped herself. Her eyebrows knit. Then she looked confused.


  


  Carolyn and Jacob both leaned forward.


  “I don’t know.”


  “Then that question doesn’t count,” said Jacob.


  “Hold on,” I said. “It sure as hell does. The answer might not be definite, but it’s still an answer. It means that it’s both, or neither, or totally subjective. Am I right?” Lisa nodded mutely.


  “You probably got more from that answer than you would have for either a yes or a no,” I insisted. I did my best to act indignant.


  “All right,” said Carolyn, “fine. But we’ll need more time to figure out our other two questions. We’d only banked on a yes or a no.”


  “Come on,” I told Lisa. I grabbed her by the elbow. “We’ll take a walk.” On our way back out, I noticed the officers had positioned themselves slightly farther away from the door to 304.


  “We could have stayed there,” said Lisa.


  “The two of them were gonna start bouncing questions back and forth. You mean to tell me that you wouldn’t be sitting there answering them in your head? And don’t think that Jacob isn’t reading every last look on your face.”


  We passed the desk and the elevators and walked up another wing. The hallway was lined with people in wheelchairs. Several of the residents had been parked outside their rooms to allow them to socialize a little before bedtime.


  Or not, depending on the resident. I caught one of the eyes of the wheelchair guy I’d seen in the elevator and looked away, fast. His head was tilted back, and if he was even able to perceive what he was looking at, he couldn’t have been doing anything more interesting than counting the ceiling tiles.


  I picked up speed to get by him fast. Not that I thought he’d turn Special Olympics and start wheeling himself after me. He just gave me some serious creeps.


  The sound of multiple televisions playing mingled through the half-open doors, and two old ladies parked outside their rooms, one black and one indeterminately-complexioned and very wrinkled, watched Lisa and me like a couple of vultures as we walked by. The black lady reached out for Lisa. “What’s going on with Irene?” she whispered.


  Lisa stopped walking. “Nothing yet. We’re working on it.”


  “Are you with the police?”


  Lisa nodded.


  


  The other woman said a long string of something in Spanish, and Lisa smiled at her and answered back. Something about women cops, from the few words that jumped out at me. Lisa switched back to English. “Anybody ever see ghosts around here? Any stories about part of the building that’s haunted?”


  “You think a ghost did it?” chuckled the black woman. Her laugh turned into a rattling cough. She pulled a wad of tissue out of the sleeve of her pink velour robe and covered her mouth with it.


  Lisa went on when she was done coughing. “We need to look at every possible angle.”


  “¡Ai!” said the Hispanic lady, long and low as if it were a secret.


  “Being thorough? Are you sure that’s the only reason you ask?” said the black one. “Because Irene says she can see spirits.”


  I’d been eager to brush off the old women and keep on walking—I’m always uncomfortable around people in wheelchairs because I’m worried they’ll catch me staring at their feet, and thanks to the guy with the prominent wrist bones, I was now visualizing myself in their places—but at the mention of Irene’s spirits, I froze in my tracks.


  “Do you think she really sees them,” I asked, “or is she…you know.”


  “Crazy?” offered the Hispanic lady.


  “Senile?” said the black lady. “I don’t know. I don’t talk to Irene.”


  “No,” said Lisa. “Neither.”


  I looked at her with exaggerated patience. “Three a day?” I said.


  She rolled her eyes. “But it saves so much….”


  My phone rang—Jacob’s ring tone. “We’re ready,” was all he said. I think he knew it sounded melodramatic, and yeah, sexy too. I think he was too shameless to care.


  “Sorry, ladies,” I said to the old women in the wheelchairs. “Duty calls.” Sheesh. Spending so much time with Jacob was definitely rubbing off on me if I was willing to say things as shamelessly cheesy as he did.


  “Irene’s a medium,” said Lisa as we power-walked back to 304.


  “You’re still doing it?” I said. Lisa’s talent fascinated me, don’t get me wrong. But I was starting to see why the si-no had Lisa feeling spooked. Maybe it was more like my talent than I’d realized, something without an on/off switch. If Lisa didn’t stick to her guns and limit her answers, every cop who had access to her was going to treat her like some kind of omniscient, precognitive tickertape machine. We passed the nurses’ station and rounded the corner. Jacob stood outside the door of room 304 with the patrolmen on either side of him. He had a sultry half-smile on his face. The officers looked terrified, but not of him.


  


  I managed to keep myself from saying “boo” as we followed Jacob into the room.


  “All right,” said Carolyn, once Jacob had shut the door behind us. “Here goes. Is the attacker human?”


  “Yes.”


  Carolyn and Jacob looked at each other. They’d probably worked out three final questions for the day, depending on whether Lisa’s second answer turned out to be yes, no, or maybe. I wondered if I should tell them that Irene had access to another whole set of social contacts, or if I should let them finish up so we could all go home.


  Carolyn opened her mouth to ask another question, but Jacob cut her off. “Is it an energy vampire?”


  “No.”


  Jacob’s face fell. He looked down at his notepad as if it had managed to betray him.


  Carolyn turned on him.“That was not the question we agreed to.” I decided Lisa and I needed to be somewhere else, and fast. “Okay.” I grabbed Lisa by the upper arm. “It’s late. We’re leaving.” I hustled her out into the hall before Carolyn cried foul and demanded some consolation si-nos.


  “Should we go talk to those ladies down the hall?” Lisa said as I propelled her toward the elevators. “Should we talk to Irene?”


  “Whose case is this?” I asked her.


  I jabbed the elevator’s down-button.


  Lisa sighed. “I only want to help.”


  “We will. But I’ve been up since seven and it’s time to call it a night. They have a camera on Irene, and now they’ve got two patrolmen watching her. We’ll do better on a full night of sleep.”


  The elevator opened up and a nurse with tightly permed hair squeezed past us, silent on her rubbery white shoes. We got in and turned toward the front. Lisa pushed the 1-button.


  “What does that mean? You’re coming back tomorrow?” The doors stood open as I considered. “First I’ll talk to Jacob. It’s not my case, it’s his.


  And if he says yes, he wants our help, I’ll check with Zigler and see if we have anything urgent going on at the Fifth.”


  The doors finally closed and I felt the elevator start to move.


  “Jacob will say yes,” said Lisa.


  “Stop doing the—”


  


  “I didn’t. I swear. I’m judging by the way he kissed you when you showed up.” I looked at her out of the corner of my eye. She was smiling. “He can’t keep his eyes off you.


  Whenever you’re in the room….”


  “Yeah, I know. It’s weird.”


  The doors opened on the first floor and we headed out into the vestibule full of plastic plants and the saltiest two steps in Chicago. I realized that I’d already forgotten about the homeless guy’s head and looked back over my shoulder to make sure I hadn’t stepped on it, but the only sentient thing I saw was the nurse at the information desk whispering on her cell phone.


  On the way home, Lisa and I stopped at a big-box store that was open until eleven so that she could grab a couple of outfits and a pair of shoes. Lisa was as picky about shopping for clothes as I am, which meant that nothing would probably fit her very well, but we were out of that store within twenty minutes. That was fine by me. I’d never been in the ladies’ section before, and I didn’t realize that “cleanup in Aisle Six” involved a repeater with a bullet hole in her face.


  Once we got out of there, we hit a fast food drive through and scored five extra-large fries.


  Lisa made me promise not to tell anyone. I found the idea of anybody caring whether or not I lived on fries to be ridiculous and couldn’t see why she’d think it was embarrassing, but I agreed just to make her feel better.


  Jacob’s car was in front of the cannery when we got back. I pulled up behind it, relieved that he hadn’t felt the need to stop off anywhere before he came home. He’d even had time to shovel the walk, which meant he’d left Rosewood shortly after we had.


  I said goodnight to Lisa and went right up to the bedroom. Jacob was reading in bed, some tattered Stephen King paperback that looked about ready to disintegrate, with nothing on but a pair of plaid flannel lounge pants. His feet were bare.


  I stared at those sexy bare feet of his and recalled that I was pissed off at him. Or I had been, a few hours ago—before Irene and the green gelatin and the head in the elevator.


  Maybe everything else that’d happened that night had crowded my anger out. Or maybe the emotion had flared hot and sputtered out as soon as I’d vented it.


  I looked up at Jacob’s face and saw he’d pressed the open book against his chest to mark his page. He watched me watching him over the top.


  “You lied to me all week,” I reminded him.


  “I’m sorry,” he said. Did he look sorry? He was all big-eyed and sincere—but maybe too sincere. I’m sure he knew how hot he was and how much he could get away with. “I thought you wouldn’t be able to handle talking about anything that had to do with a hospital or a clinic. Obviously, I was wrong.”


  I hung my shoulder holster off the dresser drawer knob, then sat on the edge of the bed and untied my shoes. I really, really wanted to fight, but how could I when I’d thought thesame thing? Blind rage was the sole reason I’d made it past Rosewood’s front doors. If I’d thought about it at all I probably would’ve just waited to ambush Jacob in the parking lot.


  “I only saw one ghost there,” I told him. “Not that I did a thorough sweep or anything.”


  “Scary?”


  “Yeah. But maybe that had more to do with the stuff he walked through than anything else. He was one of those really solid ones who look like they’re alive.” The blankets rustled behind me as Jacob settled himself. His book clunked to the floor.


  “Tell me,” he said. I realized his voice was a little too quiet, like he was straining to be casual about it. But no, of course it was no casual thing. Ghost stories at bedtime were the stuff of wet dreams for him.


  I glanced back at him. He’d rolled onto his side and inched toward the center of the gigantic bed. His head was propped up on one fist and he was all ears. Well, probably something else, too, but I didn’t look there. There wouldn’t have been any definition in those flannel pajama bottoms, anyway.


  “Well, let’s see. It was an older black guy. He probably wasn’t too pretty in life. His clothes were all ragged and his hair was in dreads. He came at me fast and gave me this look.” I took another peek at Jacob. He was so focused on me that he wouldn’t have noticed if the roof caved in. I stripped off my shirt, pants and socks and left them wadded on the floor. It wasn’t exactly balmy in the room, so I pulled the comforter up over both of us after I got into bed. I rolled onto my side and mirrored Jacob’s position, facing him. I stared into his eyes. I’d caught him in a lie. Maybe he wasn’t so much smarter than me. Or maybe I wasn’t nearly as stupid as I’d thought.


  I slipped a hand between his thighs. It felt hot between his legs, and the flannel was soft, a nice contrast to the boulder-like musculature of Jacob’s quads. “You know what was really weird?” I said, and I totally milked it, baiting him for all I was worth.


  I swear, he was so jazzed that his pupils looked blown. “What?” I dragged my hand higher until my thumb grazed his balls. Jacob gasped, but his eyes were still trained on mine.


  “This guy….” I rocked my thumb against Jacob’s sack and felt his nuts shift. “I dunno. Do I really wanna tell you?”


  Jacob’s breathing went shallow, and he was trying so hard to hold still, to give nothing away, that he trembled a little bit. I’d hit a nerve.


  I stopped teasing with my thumb and held his balls. Jacob bent his top knee, planted his foot on the mattress, and spread his legs. I rolled his balls together gently, felt the flannel grow taut as Jacob’s cock stiffened. “Think you can handle it,” I said, “knowing this freak’s wandering around on your case?”


  


  “Tell me,” he said.


  The realization that he was actually vulnerable, actually needy, hit me like a ton of bricks.


  I’d always figured that Jacob didn’t need anything. He wanted things, sure. But what Jacob wanted, Jacob got. He walked up to it and took it. The thing is, all the confidence, all the charm in the world, would never make him psychic. He could take a handful of psyactives, wash them down with Jack Daniels and turn the GhosTV up to eleven and he still wouldn’t see anything. And there I was, taunting him about it.


  He deserved it. He’d been lying to me all week.


  “Strip,” I told Jacob. He kicked off his pajama bottoms in no time flat. I pushed his hip and he rolled onto his back. He stared at me with a look that was intense, even for him. I got between his legs and left my boxers on. I was dog-tired and not even that aroused—not physically, anyway—but I couldn’t seem to keep my hands off Jacob, to see how much I could make him need me.


  I ran my thumb from the base of his cock to the underside of the head, and his breath caught. “I was with Lisa in the elevators when I saw this guy,” I said. I wrapped my fingers around Jacob’s cock and started pumping it.


  His breath went shaky. He was way too turned on to only be responding to the way I was touching him. I’d hardly even given him a few pulls. I licked the first two fingers of my left hand and then slid them under Jacob’s balls to wet his hole. His eyes almost rolled back in his head, but he didn’t let them. He was too set on watching me talk ghost.


  “He came at us fast, right as the elevator doors shut. I thought he was real, but the doors kept on closing, ‘til he was nothing but a head. A fucking head. Right there in front of us.”


  Jacob’s hips jumped. His cock was totally stiff, and his ass begged for something to fuck it. Holy shit. This was why Jacob got off on watching me get fucked. I could get used to being begged.


  I wet my fingers again and pressed them in. Jacob broke eye contact because he couldn’t keep from squeezing his eyelids shut, his face twisted in a hot sex-grimace. And his ass.


  Fuck. His ass. He’s so tight and hot inside, and I could feel every pull I gave to his cock twitching through to his ass. He held his breath. He was already close.


  “I still hadn’t read him as ghost, you know? It all happened in maybe a second. But then the head moved. It slid down the seam of the doors, and I thought for sure some homeless fuck had just decapitated himself in front of me.” Jacob groaned. He flexed his hips and pressed his stiff cock into my hand harder, faster, while his ass pulled at my fingers. I buried them down to the last knuckles.


  “As the elevator went up, his head kept sliding down.” I folded my body over Jacob’s hips while I finger-fucked him and jacked him off. The blankets covered both us completely, but enough light shone through that we could read each others’ expressions. Jacob looked like he was ready to shoot. His eyes were wide, cheeks flushed, and mouth open as he struggled to get enough air.


  I laid a lick across the bottom of his ribs just because I could reach, and maybe to panic him a little into thinking that I’d decided I was through talking.


  I looked back up and made sure he was looking me in the eye, and then I let my voice drop and go all campfire-ghost-story. “The whole time his head slid down that crack, he was staring me right in the eye.”


  I kept my fingers pressed in deep and stroked Jacob’s cock hard and fast. He grabbed for my head when he came, held me by the hair while he made sure that neither one of us looked away. The orgasm dragged a wordless noise from his throat, and his ass pulsed around my fingers while he shot. His hot jiz painted his belly and my chest, string after string, four giant spurts. Once his cock was spent, I squeezed a final drop of come from it, and his body went limp. He let go of my hair and allowed his arms to drop down on either side of him, tangling us both in the comforter. His breath hissed when I pulled my fingers out of his ass, but other than that, he was practically in a coma.


  I didn’t want to marinate in his jiz, so I kicked at the blanket until I’d carved out a spot at Jacob’s side where I could press up against him. He was still catching his breath.


  I laid my cheek against his chest and wondered why it’d taken me so long to figure out that Jacob had never been looking for me to parrot his dirty-talk back to him. He was turned on by my own special brand of sick. Was that as kinky as I thought it was?


  “C’mere.” Jacob grabbed for me, half asleep. He pressed his bellyful of sticky come against me. “Fuck my face.”


  My cock perked up. It was tempting. That goatee of his looks even sweeter when it’s wrapped around my hard-on. But I was worried that I’d lose the rare moment of understanding I was having if I took Jacob up on his offer. “I’ll take a rain check,” I told him, though I wasn’t sure what the world was coming to if I preferred quiet reflection to a blow job.


  “Aw, come on,” he said, but he was so drowsy he sounded drunk.


  I peeled myself off Jacob well enough to stretch across his chest and turn off his reading lamp. He was already snoring by the time the light went out. As I lay back down, I stuffed the comforter in between us so that I didn’t find myself stuck to Jacob like flypaper in the morning. What did I care? It wasn’t my job to do the laundry.


  I should probably tell Lisa to leave it for Jacob, though. Three brothers or not.


  -TWELVE-


  Jacob was gone by the time I woke up the next morning with the comforter stuck to my chest. Nice. I called Bob Zigler, and he didn’t care much one way or another if I took a personal day. He had a ton of paperwork to do on the frozen cat lady, and it was probably a lot easier for him to do it without me sitting across the desk from him making paper clip sculptures.


  I cleaned myself up in the minuscule half-bath next to the bedroom and wondered if it’d be possible to get a shower put in upstairs. The cannery’s last owner, an artist who was eligible for the fifty-cent senior coffee at McDonald’s, probably never needed to think about wandering past her houseguests covered in dried semen. But Jacob and I had some practical considerations to mull over if people were going to be showing up on our doorstep.


  Given that there was no blushing or awkwardness as Lisa and I filled our travel mugs, I figured that I had been quiet enough the night before. And that Lisa didn’t find it weird that the water had been running in the upstairs sink for nearly fifteen minutes.


  We each scarfed down a piece of toast on our way out the door. “Does it still look like a bite?” I asked Lisa. I tilted my head to give her a good look at my neck.


  “Uh-huh.”


  “Damn.”


  “You could put foundation over it.”


  “Um. No. I’m not wearing your makeup to work.” I went into the downstairs bathroom—


  the one with the shower—and stuck a bandage over the bite mark.


  “My sister and me, when we had hickeys, we always used to say we burnt ourselves with the curling iron.”


  “Did anyone buy it?”


  “Probably not.”


  When we got to Rosewood there was a pair of patrolmen in the lobby, as well as a fresh set of cops outside room 304. None of them were holding coffee cups. Jacob was poring over a fan of notepaper on the bed while Carolyn scowled at the computer, and both of them went silent when Lisa and I walked in.


  “Are you gonna spend your si-nos early,” I asked, “or will you pace yourselves and spread‘em throughout the day?”


  


  “That depends,” said Carolyn. “Jacob says you saw a spirit yesterday.” Oh God. Did he mention I had my fingers up his ass while I told him? “Do you think he’s connected to the case?”


  I shrugged. “Could be. Hard to say. We didn’t have a chance to chat.”


  “Think you can find him? I’d like you to make contact before Jacob and I use up our si-no questions.”


  Interesting tactic. They had two additional Psychs at their disposal, Lisa and me, and they had to choose which of us they were going to prioritize. They were burning my ability before Lisa’s. Was I more expendable to them? Or were they taking advantage because I hadn’t put any limits on my willingness to ghost-hunt, other than promising to stop if I saw something I couldn’t handle? I looked over at Lisa, who was peering at Irene’s image on the webcam. I could get into the idea of someone other than me being the more powerful Psych.


  “C’mon,” I told her. “We’ll do a sweep.”


  From the moment I walked in, Jacob had been staring at me as if he wanted to eat me alive. The corner of his lips curved up when I finally met his eye. Maybe it was a good thing he didn’t have psychic powers. If he did, he’d probably be able to get me off with one of those looks.


  I tried to look stern. He obviously dug my “stern look.” His gaze slid down the front of me and back up again. I wondered if my clothes were going to disintegrate.


  “Vic,” said Lisa. “You coming?”


  “Uh-huh.” I backed away from Jacob’s force field. He kept on staring, with that cryptic half-smile frozen in place. “Let’s go find some ghosts.” Once I finally got out of the room, I saw that the cops were outside Irene’s doorway instead of 304. They looked poised to do something fast, if only they knew what that something was. “Ma’am, should I…? Ma’am? What’s…?”


  A sound like a cat being strangled came from Irene’s room.


  People didn’t sound like that unless there was something seriously wrong. My mind hashed together Lisa’s si-nos—Irene may or may not have been raped, but she wasn’t senile and she wasn’t crazy. Her attacker was human.


  A ghost.


  The homeless guy.


  “Move,” I barked. The patrolmen jumped. I almost went for my gun but then changed my mind. A gun wouldn’t do me any good against a ghost. And if there wasn’t a ghost there, well, I didn’t want to end the investigation by giving Irene a heart attack.


  


  Both of the cops flattened against the wall and I pushed between them into Irene’s room.


  I expected a tangle of blankets, the blur and crackle of a half-seen ghost, or maybe the flap of a filthy, tattered trenchcoat.


  But instead there was just an old lady lying in bed. Her torso was round like a beach ball and her arms were a couple of sticks. Her gray hair was in curlers, and her skin hung in folds.


  She pointed her finger at me. “You!” she said.


  I flinched. What a voice.


  “You’re the one. He told me about you. What the hell do you think you’re doing?” I stared.


  “You get the hell out of here and leave us alone.”


  I opened my mouth. “Listen, I think you’ve got….”


  “You heard me. Get out of here! Go!”


  “Ma’am,” I said. Cripes, I sounded exactly like the cops in the hall. “I need you to calm down….”


  “Calm down? I’ll give you ‘calm down’. You people won’t leave us the hell alone! Get out of here! Get out!”


  There was commotion in the hall, but I couldn’t make out anything specific with Irene going at me full-throttle. “You said ‘leave us alone’,” I said, doing my best to get a word in edgewise. “Who’s us? Who’s he?”


  “I’ll call the newspaper—that’s what I’ll do. You can’t come in here without my permission.


  I don’t give you permission to be here! Get out! Get the hell out!” A hand dropped onto my shoulder and I flinched. “Come on, Vic,” said Jacob. “Irene doesn’t like strangers in her room.”


  “No kidding.”


  “Irene,” said Jacob in his smoothest voice, “this is Detective Bayne. He’s here to try and figure out what happened to you Monday night.”


  “I told you what happened. But this guy’s trouble—he’ll only make things worse. I don’t want him here. He’ll ruin everything.”


  “Back away,” Jacob murmured, giving my shoulder a tug.


  “Fine. You don’t have to tell me twice.” I turned around to get out of Irene’s room. Jacob stood square in the doorway—probably to cop a cheap feel as I squeezed by him—and then I saw it. Her. The person in the gigantic hat.


  


  I jumped and ended up backing into Jacob. He actually shifted to give me a little room. It was either that or start slow-dancing with me in front of the other cops.


  “Get out! Get out of my room! Leave me alone! All I want is peace and quiet!”


  “Saints above,” said the woman in the hat. She stood half-in, half-out of Irene’s bedside table, peering down at the bed with her hands on her hips. “You really know I’m here?” Jacob pulled my shoulder and attempted to steer me toward the door, but I shrugged him off.


  “Shepherd!” called Irene. “Shepherd! Come quick!”


  “Well, I’ll be a son-of-a-gun,” said the hat-ghost. She was a middle-aged black woman in her Sunday finest, a lavender dress with too many buttons to count, and a pair of gloves and purse to match the hat. I’d guess her outfit to be late 50’s, early 60’s. Pre flower-power, anyway. “She really can see spirits.”


  A fresh bout of chaos erupted in the hallway. I heard a lot of yelling in Spanish and the clatter of a gurney going by. And I hated that I could identify the sound a gurney made without actually seeing it. I took a deep breath and stuffed my Camp Hell memories out of the way for the moment.


  “It’s right there. It’s gonna get me,” wailed Irene. “Go away! Shepherd won’t come with all you people here.”


  “Mm, mm, mm,” said the ghost, shaking her head. “She sure acts like she’s crazy.”


  “Have we met?” I asked her.


  The ghost looked up sharply. Her interest in Irene evaporated. “You see spirits, Detective?” she asked.


  I nodded.


  “Is that me she’s all worked up about, saying I’m going to get her?” I nodded again.


  “Irene,” she said, “you’ve always been a damn fool.” Irene, meanwhile, was still screaming at the top of her lungs for me to leave, and for


  “Shepherd” to help her. Jacob must’ve spotted me chatting with the bedside table, though, because he’d stopped trying to drag me into the hallway and started running interference for me instead.


  Carolyn’s voice rose over the din from somewhere behind Jacob. “What’s going on?”


  “The black woman down the hall just died,” I said.


  “It’s her,” Irene gasped. “Roberta! I can feel her.”


  


  I crept closer to the ghost in the lavender hat despite the fit that Irene was pitching. “Um, Roberta? Why are you here?”


  “I wanted to come by and see for myself if all the fuss she put up was just for attention, or if she really could see spirits.”


  “Okay. Well, show’s over. I think Irene’s going to be joining you shortly if you don’t move along.” I know, it sounds harsh. But I wasn’t being a dick about it. And I really was scared that Irene might have an aneurysm and blame me for causing it. “Unless you know something about this guy who’s been bothering her.”


  Roberta pressed her lips together and shook her head. Her hat swooped back and forth.


  Irene started screaming again. “Get out! Get out!”


  “Seriously,” I told Roberta. “We should all go. You and I can talk in the hall.” Roberta thrust her chin out. “I’ve seen what I came to see,” she said. She gave Irene a contemptuous toss of her hat, turned toward the wall, and strode away—straight through a faded print of a sappy, big-eyed kitten.


  Jacob stood aside to let a nurse push by. She took Irene’s pulse and asked her all those questions that paramedics usually ply you with to make sure you’re not brain-damaged.


  What’s your name, what day is it—stuff you can typically answer unless you’re really sick or really high.


  “We need to clear the room,” she said to Jacob, but I was already heading back toward the door. Nothing more to see here, as we say at the Fifth.


  Lisa stood out in the hall with the patrolmen, another nurse, and a handful of patients in wheelchairs. She grabbed me by the sleeve as I tried to disengage from the crowd, and I walked her out toward the abandoned nurses’ station. “What happened?” she whispered.


  “Irene didn’t get attacked again. So what was it?”


  She must’ve had the si-no in overdrive to try and figure out what was happening. But without asking the right questions, without a definite yes or no answer, she was as much in the dark as the guy with the pointy wrist bones.


  “The black lady we met last night? The one in the wheelchair? She just died.” Lisa glanced down the hall where Roberta and her friend had been parked outside their rooms. It was quiet now. The gurney had come and gone.


  We stood together in silence. Undoubtedly, Lisa was still running a litany of si-nos past her sixth sense. I was trying to tread water. A laugh sideswiped me, bubbling up out of nowhere. I almost managed to turn it into a cough, but didn’t quite succeed.


  “What?” said Lisa.


  “Oh, nothing.” It’d been less than twenty-four hours ago that I was thinking how little oldladies were so cute.


  Carolyn rounded the corner. Her high heels clacked on the linoleum in a way that out-clacked everyone else in the building. She made a beeline for Lisa and me. “Come talk to me.” She looped one arm through Lisa’s and one arm through mine. She pulled us both into the ladies’ room next to the drinking fountain, and I was too baffled to put up a protest.


  Carolyn let go of both of us, turned toward the door, and clicked the lock.


  “Uh-oh,” said Lisa.


  Carolyn planted her hands on her hips and faced us. “Look, guys, here’s the deal. I can’t sugarcoat it, so don’t expect me to try.”


  I braced myself so hard inside that I was squinting at her. I’d never realized anyone so blonde and thin could be so imposing. She wanted to solve the case, and she’d figure out a way to get more si-nos from Lisa, Psych-rights or not.


  “Victor, you’ve got to get out of here.”


  “What?” I said. Real smooth.


  “Whenever you’re in the room, Jacob turns into a walking hard-on. I haven’t got the time for it. I want my partner back, and I need him to be doing something other than staring at you with goo-goo eyes.”


  Lisa covered her mouth with her hand, as if it wasn’t obvious she was hiding a giant grin.


  Nice way to reward me for watching her back.


  “We’re trying to help,” I said.


  “I know that. Don’t you think I know that?”


  “Fine, I’ll leave. But Lisa’s coming with me.”


  Carolyn rolled her eyes. “Right. You’ve got to protect her from us. Come on, you know me.


  If Lisa’s limit is three si-nos, I’m not going to try to milk a few more out of her. I respect her limits. Lisa’s more than just a precog talent—she’s another set of eyes that we trust.” I considered saying that we were working on a project. That we had an appointment. That I wasn’t feeling well and I needed her to drive. But what use was it? I was talking to Carolyn, so I might as well tell the truth. “This Psych stuff’s new to her,” I said, “at least thinking of it as anything more serious than a card trick. I still want her to stick with me.” How inconvenient to have to figure out what I really thought, and then say it in a way that wouldn’t burn any bridges. I wondered how Jacob managed it day in, day out.


  “Fair enough,” said Carolyn. She slipped between us and headed for the door. She paused with her hand on the lock. “Lisa, is the attacker male?”


  


  “Yes.”


  “Was he in the room with her?”


  Lisa looked puzzled.


  “Was he in the building?”


  “Yes.”


  “Oh, great,” I said. “Irene’s stalker has a magical dick that can reach through walls.” Carolyn scowled and twisted the lock.


  “Hold on,” I said. “Now I’ve got one for you. How much do you know about my‘privacy’?” I made finger-quotes in the air around the last word.


  “What do you mean?”


  “You knew I wasn’t on the Internet or in the Tribune. Isn’t that a little weird, given the number of high-profile cases I’ve been involved with?” Carolyn frowned in thought. “And that’s news to you? Huh. I’ve never questioned it. I just figured that once your Psych level tests at a high enough point—higher than mine, anyway—you’re entitled to certain protections.”


  Entitled? I wouldn’t have seen that one coming in a million years. “So you think it’s a good thing?”


  “You don’t?” She shook her head. “You think you could live with all the rock-star attention you’d get if people actually knew about you? Well, maybe you could. But I don’t think there’d be any middle ground. Either you’ve got your privacy, or every last intimate detail about you is blown open wide in a big, sordid, primetime special. Your drug habit, your homosexuality. They’d eat you alive. Are you really ready for that?” I really didn’t want the gay to be common knowledge at work, but I wasn’t gonna lose any sleep over it. It’s not as if I was on a “let’s have coffee” basis with anyone there. Other than the fine civil servants at the Fifth, I found it doubtful that anyone else would give a damn who I slept with. The drugs, however, were a little more tricky. I didn’t think my Seconal supplier would appreciate seeing his face on the five o’clock news.


  “The two of you need to go,” said Carolyn. “I get that Jacob’s not ashamed of his sexual preference, but right now it’s only out between me, him, and our sergeant. Pretty soon the other cops here are going to notice that he’s not just looking at you because you’re seeing ghosts. I don’t think they’re going to be nearly as understanding as our sarge.”


  “So I could ruin Jacob’s career by being here.”


  “You said it. I didn’t.”


  


  Carolyn turned and left.


  “But that’s what she meant,” I said as the door shut.


  “Yeah,” said Lisa.


  Lisa and I stood there and stared at the heavily waxed linoleum floor.


  “I think it’s kind of romantic,” she said eventually. “The way he looks at you.”


  “She’s right, though. Our sex life isn’t anyone else’s business.” And now we lived together officially. Who was in the know about that? Jacob’s sergeant. At the Fifth Precinct, all I’d told them was that I’d moved. But as far as I knew, they were in the dark about me owning the place with Jacob. “I need to kill a housewarming party,” I told Lisa as we left the bathroom and headed for the elevators.


  “Tell them you have roaches, bad.”


  Huh. If I was such a good liar, why hadn’t I thought of that?


  -THIRTEEN-


  Rosewood’s automatic door whooshed shut behind me. It was snowing outside, hard little pellets that were indistinguishable from road salt as they bounced off car hoods and curbs. “You did all you could do, and we used up the si-nos,” said Lisa. “Maybe you should go home and finish unpacking today.”


  “I think I’d rather….” nothing witty sprang to mind, which was just as well, because I was distracted by a flash of something in my peripheral vision. It wasn’t that the movement looked paranormal in any way—flicker, blur, transparency, jitter, all the skin-crawling crap that movies copy so well—but just that it seemed too dark.


  I turned my head and spotted a figure standing at the edge of the parking lot. He was thirty yards away, but I recognized his dreads immediately. Snow coated everything around him, but his trenchcoat stayed black. “It’s the elevator guy,” I said.


  Lisa went still.


  He saw me. I knew he did. He looked at me, that same sallow-eyed look he’d given me in the elevator.


  “Yeah, that’s right,” I said, louder now. “I can see you.” Hard to tell at that distance if his expression changed.


  “Leave Irene alone. Hear me?”


  He kept on looking at me. Too still to be physical.


  I took a step towards him and he broke into a run.


  My police academy training took over. Someone runs? They’re probably worth chasing. I hopped over a wheelchair ramp and took off after him, thankful for the traction of the salt.


  His dirty black coat flapped behind him, obeying some sort of weird ghost-physics. It didn’t make sense, but then again it also didn’t make sense that he would choose to run rather than simply disappearing.


  “Stop,” I called, not quite as loud as I would’ve liked because I was already sucking air, and I wished I could shoot him and take out his kneecap to give myself a little advantage.


  He ran through a fence that I’d have to vault. Great. Just great. I ran harder, hoping to have one of those moments where everything synchs up and you land just right, where I’d meet that fence with two hands and hop right over it, as if I was getting out of a pool.


  


  My hands found the fence, all right. Something went “snap” in my arm as I hurled myself over. I landed on my side in a snowbank.


  “Vic,” Lisa called. I heard the soles of her shoes crunching on snow pellets and road salt behind me.


  The elevator ghost stopped at the alleyway and looked back at me.


  I stood up. My arm hurt, but not like it was broken. “You son of a bitch,” I said.


  He turned back around and started to run.


  My gun might not be any good against him, but I had something else—a white balloon.


  That’s not really what it is, but that’s how they explain it to new Psychs, and I’d never thought of it as anything different. It’s more like a force field, something pressed out by your sixth sense. A shield. A barrier.


  Whatever it is, I shot one at the elevator ghost to keep him from getting away.


  I couldn’t see it as sharply as I could see him. It was more like I had to imagine it and pretend it was real. But when he smacked into it like a bird against a dining room window, I did actually “see” a little glimmer of something with substance. I guess it wasn’t my physical eyes that’d perceived the thing, but whatever it was that let me see dead people.


  It worked! My balloon worked!


  I ran toward him, hugging my arm to my chest. I slipped and slid, balance thrown off.


  Meanwhile the elevator ghost raised his hands in an arc. I saw him outlined in a shimmer-ing orb for a second, and then the light show disappeared.


  He nodded at me once, and ran down the alley.


  “God damn.”


  Lisa, who’d opted to take the long way around the fence, caught up to me in the middle of the alleyway while I looked around at the ten possible ways the ghost could’ve gone.


  “Lose him?” she asked me. I nodded. “Come on, let’s go,” she said. “I don’t like the way you landed on your arm.”


  We turned and walked more carefully to avoid the slick patches of ice, the slimy deposits of God-knows-what. I checked my coat for fallout before I got in the car. I’d been lucky.


  Just snow.


  Lisa had the heater on high. I shut the door, snapped on my seatbelt and looked at her.


  “You know what the white balloon is?”


  She thought for a second. “You mean that trick they teach Psych kids?”


  


  Not only kids. Sheesh. “Yeah. That one.”


  “What about it?”


  “I did it. I stopped him for a second. But then he waved it away and kept going.” Lisa pulled up at a red light and drummed her fingers on the steering wheel. “How much energy did you put into maintaining it?”


  “They don’t keep going? That’s real helpful.”


  Lisa raised her eyebrows. “I thought you were trained.”


  “Yeah, back in the old days when you had to walk to Psych-school barefoot, in the snow, uphill both ways.” And when the other students sometimes disappeared, because they’d ended up on the wrong side of an experimental treatment.


  “You won’t like this, but hear me out. I think things would be easier for you if you really knew what you were doing. You should get more training.”


  “Not gonna happen.”


  “It doesn’t have to be at a school. What if you hired someone to meet you at the library, or maybe at a coffee shop? What if you took an online course?” I could do that? The library idea wasn’t making me hyperventilate, at least not on the first pass. And online. Would it matter that, according to the Internet, I didn’t exist? The computer. It gave me an idea. Lisa pulled up to my street and flicked on the turn signal.


  “Wait,” I said. “Go to Damen and take a right.”


  She turned off the signal, checked the rearview, and eased back into the flow of traffic.


  “Okay. Where are we going?”


  “To get some advice.”


  We were quiet for a while as Lisa focused on the road. The fat Chinese guy who’d been mowed down by a bus was wandering through a mailbox near Damen and Montrose. My arm throbbed.


  “That white balloon trick sounds pretty visual,” said Lisa eventually. “It would make a lot of sense. You say you see the ghosts. Your visual cortex is probably active when you’re sensing spirits.”


  “You’re beginning to sound like blah-blah-blah. No offense.” Lisa glanced at me and blushed. “I’m just saying it ‘cos I tested as a verbal learner at PsyTrain. They say mantras are better than visualizations for me to work with.”


  “So I’d do better with real simple pictures? Yeah, that’s just about my speed.” I had the dubious distinction of having failed both fourth and sixth grade. It wasn’t awkwardenough that I was six feet tall by the time I was fifteen; I was still in junior high, too.


  Maybe it wasn’t such a bad thing that all my records were top-top-secret.


  “That building over there.” I pointed across the dash. “The palm reader.” Lisa kept checking the big neon hand with a concerned look on her face as she nosed around and searched for a parking spot.


  “There’s a savvy ghost upstairs,” I explained. There was a lot more than that upstairs. But I figured I’d see Crash sooner or later, so I might as well get it over with when Carolyn wasn’t around, just in case there was something I needed to lie about. Plus I had Lisa along to keep me from wringing his neck. Or any other part of him.


  Even though I felt like I’d had enough action to last me for the rest of the day, it was only quarter after eleven by the time we got to Sticks and Stones. I double-checked the hours, which Crash had written on the door with a felt-tipped pen. The store didn’t open until noon.


  I banged on it like a cop. Three fast, hard pounds with the urgency of someone who’s got to be seen. Now.


  No one answered.


  “They’re closed,” Lisa said.


  “He lives in back.” I gave another cop-knock.


  “The ghost?”


  “No. The helpful empath who Jacob’s been seeing on the sly. I’ve got to go through him to get to the ghost…if she’s even around.”


  Lisa lowered her voice like we were telling secrets. “Serious? This is the guy? You gonna see the ghost, or you gonna have it out with him?”


  I’d been telling myself I only wanted to see Miss Mattie.


  “Remember, Vic. Jacob wasn’t cheating on you.”


  No. But I’ll bet he wanted to. Or Crash did.


  “You saw how much Jacob’s into you,” said Lisa. “So bad that Carolyn made you leave.” True. I felt a little petty. But it didn’t keep me from pounding on the door a third time.


  A door opened above us on the third floor and someone shouted down in Spanish. Lisa called back the español version of, “Move along, we’re the police.” Nothing to see here.


  “Do you have the phone number?” she asked.


  


  Yes, of course I did. It was on my speed dial. I hit Crash’s button and we heard the phone inside start to ring.


  After four, he answered. “Hey, PsyPig.” His voice was husky. “I’d normally tell you not to call me at this ungodly hour, but evidently someone’s running a cockfighting ring in the hall, so I wasn’t actually asleep….”


  “It’s me. Open up.”


  He was actually silent for a second. “Aren’t you butch?”


  “Don’t fuck around. I need to see Miss Mattie.”


  “Okay, okay, don’t get your handcuffs in a twist. I can’t find my pants.” I wondered if he could say the word “pants” without making something dirty out of it.


  “Unless, of course, this visit is clothing-optional.” And there it was. I rolled my eyes, even though he couldn’t see me since the door was still shut. “Miss Mattie doesn’t want to see you with your legs in the air.”


  “I swear, you want to give me performance anxiety….” The door swung open and there he was, green-haired, tattooed and shirtless in a pair of jeans he’d pulled on but hadn’t bothered to button, gray and white striped boxers sticking out from the waistband. He squinted at me, then at Lisa, then at me again. “Who’s your friend?” he said into his cord-less phone.


  “Lisa, this is Crash. He owns the store….”


  Crash shoved by me, grabbed Lisa’s hand and shook it. “I’m Carolyn’s best friend in the whole world. You must be the infamous Lisa Gutierrez, Secret Psychic.” Since when was Crash actually nice to anyone in law enforcement? Lisa gave him a shy smile and fluttered her eyelashes. I barely restrained myself from kicking him in the kneecap. “Can we come in?” I said.


  He shrugged and gestured toward the shop. “Mi casa es su casa. I’ll put on some coffee.”


  Lisa went in and looked around at the cramped shelves of occult paraphernalia like a Weight Watchers refugee at a half-price bakery. “You burn copal?” she asked.


  “Yeah, I dig the vibe. It works for me.”


  It worked for me, too. When it helped me figure out why Jacob had come home so late all week. I glanced at the counter. It looked strange and abandoned without the store’s overhead lights on, without Crash and Miss Mattie behind it. “She isn’t here,” I said.


  “Would you chill out? You just got here. And why’re you both wearing cheap suits? You onduty? I thought your sergeant made you ride with that Ziggy-whatsisface.”


  “Zigler,” I told him. “I took the day off.”


  “We’re helping Jacob,” said Lisa.


  Crash had been busy scooping coffee into a basket—about fifteen scoops, by my count—and he stopped and scowled. “That’s some evil shit going down at Rosewood.” And he’d know all about it since he’d gotten so many detailed reports from Jacob. I went over to the closet where Miss Mattie sometimes lingered. I thought of it as her bedroom, or maybe her office. She’d glide through that door with such purpose. Maybe there was a portal to some ghostly dimension within that doorway. Or maybe that was bullshit, and I’d watched too many low-budget sci-fi movies as a kid.


  I opened the door and found a four-by-four closet with a slop sink, some decrepit mops, and stacks and stacks of boxes taking up most of the space.


  “I didn’t realize I could get this stuff around here,” said Lisa. I turned and spotted her gazing at a shelf of tacky New Age stuff. “Have you got any CDs? I left mine at PsyTrain.”


  “Sure, whatever you’re looking for. Chant, chimes, meditation music. I have to keep ‘em behind the counter. Too easy to steal.”


  “Chant!” Lisa sounded like she was thrilled. I buried my face in the broom closet again.


  “How’d you know?”


  “I’m good at reading people.”


  “Oh, I have that one. It’s my favorite.”


  “You like that, I can turn you on to something even trippier. What are you using it for?


  Centering? Healing?”


  “I, uh….” Lisa’s voice lost its self-confidence. I realized I’d been staring at the same blob of lint in the sink for several seconds. “I try to turn off my mind.” Crash didn’t seem to think that was anything strange. “This one’s great for clearing…but if you wanna save yourself twenty-five bucks, maybe we can do a little barter.”


  “It’s not polite to eavesdrop.”


  I jumped. Miss Mattie stood beside me with her head wrapped in a bright flowered scarf, fanning herself with a faded paper fan that had Saint Anthony printed on both sides. I wondered briefly how spirits brought things like paper and silk, and maybe even polyester, into the afterlife—but the idea of it made my brain hurt.


  “I am so glad to see you,” I whispered.


  “You be searching for something.”


  


  “Well, uh, yeah.”


  Miss Mattie turned away from the closet and went to a nearby candle display. Her fingers glided through the air in front of the merchandise as if she was taking inventory. “I’m not here for you. I’m here for Curtis. He got his own search.”


  “I know. But you’re the only one who explains everything in a way that I can understand.”


  Crash and Lisa took their CD appreciation party into the back room. Where Crash lived.


  Where his bed was. I told myself it was stupid to be jealous of Lisa. As far as I knew, Crash didn’t do girls (except as best friends), but I couldn’t deny that it put me on edge to see him being so nice to somebody.


  “Y’all got to promise me to be good to Curtis. He need friends who ain’t riff-raff and fast-talkers and no-account, no-job fools with their hands out for charity.”


  “I’m good to him. I gave him a ride home the other night.”


  “That seem like a nice girl you bring with you. What she be? Mexican?”


  “Uh-huh.”


  Miss Mattie nodded ponderously. I wondered if she even realized that Crash was queer, or if there was a clause in her Guardian Angel Contract that allowed her to conveniently overlook his obvious flamboyance.


  “Listen, I’m trying to find out how I can stop a ghost. I think he’s haunting someone. Can I, like, exorcise him or something?”


  “Might you could.”


  Really? Holy shit. I mean, crap.


  “How much of him still here?” she asked. She’d stopped pretending to inventory the candles.


  “How much?” I’d never thought of it that way. “A lot, I guess. He was really solid…uh…


  present. He seemed to be aware of what was going on around him.” Miss Mattie nodded and gave a guttural “Mmm-hmmph.” She turned her back on me and swayed down the aisle. I followed her.


  “You need to take a bath in High John the Conqueror, make sure you clean and all your thoughts be pure.”


  Pure? Oh, great. I’d be in the tub until April. I picked up the bath salts she’d pointed at.


  “You got to see God’s love shine down from Heaven. It enter you right here.” She pointed at a spot on my forehead a couple of inches above the bridge of my nose. “Let God’s lovefill you with white light.”


  I’d conveniently forgotten that Miss Mattie frames everything by how it relates to God.


  It wasn’t so much that I was an atheist; I just had trouble believing in religion when my own eyes told me that car crash victims were dragging their intestines around most every intersection in the city.


  The thing was, when Miss Mattie talked about God, I wanted to believe.


  “Carry that white light wit’ you. And when you find that lost spirit, you see God’s love sur-round him, strong and pure. You got to see God’s love keep shining down from Heaven on you, too. Both at the same time. And you tell that spirit: ‘The Holy Sword of Saint Barbara cuts you free from this world. Go toward the arms of God. Amen.’” Right. That’s exactly what I’d say.


  “Um…not that I’d try it, but what would happen if someone did that routine on you?” Miss Mattie smiled wide like I’d told a hilarious joke. “That won’t work on me, chil’. I done seen God already.”


  She walked to the end of the aisle and turned. I followed her. The next aisle was empty.


  Damn it. I refrained from saying that out loud. Miss Mattie’s not too keen on swearing.


  I looked over the top shelf and saw Crash and Lisa staring at me from beside the counter. Crash had put on a faded “Cramps” T-shirt over a long-sleeved thermal top that was frayed at the cuffs. They were each holding a cup of coffee. I walked up to them and tried to act natural, though I felt like I didn’t know what to do with my arms, or worse, with my face.


  “I never saw you do that,” said Lisa.


  I shrugged. “Sure you did. You just watched me chase that ghost across a parking lot.” There was a cup of coffee with cream on the countertop which I assumed was mine. I sipped it. It had cooled to drinking temperature already. How long had I been talking to Miss Mattie? Even with cream, the coffee was strong enough to sour my stomach. I slugged it down anyway.


  No one seemed to know what to say. Crash tapped a Camel Light out of his pack and lit up. “Did you get what you came for? I can’t stand around shooting the shit all day. The shelves won’t stock themselves.”


  “Oh,” I said. “Right.” I turned toward the door.


  “Thank you,” Lisa told Crash. “It’s good to finally meet you.”


  “Take care, chica. When the vibes get too thick, step away.” I glanced over my shoulder. They were hugging.


  


  I unlocked the deadbolt and opened the door for Lisa. As she stepped into the hall, Crash grabbed my arm. An ugly twinge raced up toward my shoulder, but I hardly felt it. His closeness bowled me over. The tattoos were even hotter in person than they’d been on the video, and the green hair, well…I’d always been a sucker for green hair. He put his mouth next to my ear. “You owe me, pig. And not just the $4.59 for the High John in your pocket.”


  “Uh-huh,” I said. “Thanks for taking such good care of Jacob for me.” I figured if he was going to start keeping score, I should put a few tick marks in my column.


  Crash smiled. His smile wasn’t any more comforting than Jacob’s. I used to have a hard time imagining the two of them as a couple, Jacob in his Italian suits and Crash in his shredded jeans and tattoos. But they seemed equally ruthless. And hot. “You’re pissed off that Jacob talks to me, I’m pissed off that Miss Mattie talks to you. I guess that makes us even.”


  He let go of my arm. “You’ll want to put some ice on that,” he told me. Then he shoved me into the hall, closed the door, and threw the deadbolt.


  -FOURTEEN-


  Lisa and I hit a gyros stand, then stopped off at The Clinic to make sure my arm wasn’t broken. They said it was a mild sprain and all it needed was an ice pack. Naturally.


  I refilled my prescription for Auracel while I was there, and even got them to throw in some samples of Neurozamine on the condition that I wouldn’t take both of them together. Given that the result would’ve been projectile vomiting, I could reassure them with confidence that I would not.


  Then we headed back to Rosewood. Lisa might have been done for the day, but I wasn’t.


  If someone had slapped a box of High John the Conqueror bath salts in my hand on Monday morning and told me to fill up a tub and soak in all of God’s love, and peace and happiness and joy to the world, I could have. But it was Friday, and I’d moved into a building that was the height of modernity…in the eighties. I had a shower. That was it.


  No bathtub.


  “What’re you doing?” asked Lisa.


  “I’m using a prop. Okay?” I’d torn open the box of High John with my teeth and immediately regretted it. The outside of the box tasted the way incense smelled, or like a greasy Indian restaurant, or both.


  I held open my pocket and shook the box over it. Small round pellets bounced off my black overcoat. They looked exactly like the sidewalk salt on the ground.


  “I don’t think that’s how you….”


  “It’s fine.”


  I squinted up at the pale gray sky. I imagined a light. Then I imagined God, up there on his throne. I thought of George Burns in Oh God, and then I told myself that was stupid, and probably disrespectful, too. If God did exist, the last thing I wanted to do was diss him.


  Then I imagined someone kind of like Santa Claus, but without the red suit, of course.


  Everyone knows God wears robes.


  “Do you see something?”


  The image of the robed Santa disappeared. “I would if you could keep quiet for ten seconds.”


  “Sorry.”


  


  I decided to let God be mysterious. I imagined him somewhere up there behind a cloud.


  But God’s light—I had a hard time thinking of it as “God’s love,” so His light would have to be good enough—cut a path right down from heaven and beaned me straight between the eyes. I staggered a little.


  Lisa took me by the good elbow and steadied me.


  I couldn’t just imagine the light and then let it go. That’s what my problem had been when I’d done the white balloon. I’d made the balloon and then assumed that I was finished, that it had substance—maybe not physical substance, but that once I’d created it, it existed outside of me.


  I took this realization away from my talks with Lisa and Miss Mattie: my mistake had been in thinking that once I’d created something out there in the realm of spirit, it was done.


  Miss Mattie’s image of light shining down from Heaven, bouncing off my pineal gland and smacking a ghost in the head helped me to see it as something more like a fire hose. The power needed to keep flowing for the white balloon to do its trick.


  It didn’t hurt if I started out by filling up my reservoir. I sucked in a bunch of power. Or at least I imagined that I did.


  I blinked a few times and looked around. My head spun. It felt like I’d gotten a quick whiff of poppers. “Okay,” I said. “I’m gonna find this ghost.” And if I found Jacob instead? Maybe we could maul each other in a broom closet. Because


  “God’s love” seemed to be giving me a boner, too. I suspected that wasn’t supposed to happen.


  Lisa flashed her badge at the nurses’ station, but Crash was right, we both looked like cops now, especially together. Lisa’s badge hardly needed to clear her pocket. I only noticed this out of the corner of my eye. Mostly, I was looking for ghosts.


  The lobby was clear. We went toward the cafeteria, past the row of chairs where Lisa and I had talked the night before. Clear. The cafeteria was full of old people. If there was a ghost in there, he was solid enough to pass for living.


  “He’s not on this floor,” said Lisa.


  I stopped and glared at her. I felt my white light falter. Wait, had I really, or was it my imagination?


  “What?” she asked.


  “You need to quit it. I’m figuring something out here.” Lisa nodded. “Okay, you’re right. I’ll stop.”


  I’ll admit, though, that I moved a lot faster knowing the homeless guy wouldn’t be found on level one. I was just curious to see if I could spot any other ghosts with my hyped-up senses. I couldn’t. In fact, I was pretty sure the place was clean.


  


  That didn’t make any sense at all. Even department stores have their invisible mascots.


  “No ghosts on this floor,” I confirmed, and Lisa scribbled it down on her pad as if her si-no hadn’t already told her. “Let’s have a look upstairs.” We hadn’t been on the second floor yet. It felt different than the third, even when it was deserted, with most of the residents downstairs in the cafeteria. “Excuse me,” I said to the nurse on duty at the second-floor station, a bulky Caucasian guy of about twenty-five who could probably kick your ass if you decided to joke about his chosen profession. “Are the floors here…different from one another?”


  He nodded. “Sure. This one’s ambulatory patients. West Wing’s the lucid ones, East Wing Alzheimer’s and dementia. I make sure they don’t wander.”


  “Huh.” I looked up. I couldn’t see the third floor, of course, but I could visualize it. Maybe Lisa was right. Maybe I was visual. “Upstairs?”


  “Wheelchairs, bed-bound.”


  “Okay, thanks.”


  We strolled down the “ambulatory” hall. The rooms seemed to have more life in them than the rooms upstairs, probably because the residents could move around enough to hang stuff on the walls, photos and cards and pictures they’d cut out of magazines, flowers and cheesy printed signs with overused expressions on them. “Is that important?” said Lisa.


  “That Irene’s in the bed-bound ward?”


  “I’m not sure.”


  Lisa made some notes while I stood and looked around.


  I saw something move out of the corner of my eye. I turned to look, but it was gone. I went to that room.


  It was a double room, with only one name in the sign holder next to the door. One bed was rumpled, with magazines and knick-knacks piled up on the bedside table, and the other bed was stripped bare. I stood in the doorway for a couple of minutes and stared.


  And I realized that I could still feel that connection of white light to my third eye. It was a little less heady, which was too bad, but it lingered even if I was only concentrating on it, say, five percent. I thought about the rock salt pellets in my pockets and I could definitely feel the link.


  I went back to the desk. “Did someone just die in that room?” The linebacker-nurse looked at the open doorway. “No, Mr. Barnhardt had a stroke. He’s upstairs now. Three-twenty, I think.”


  “Bedridden?”


  “Wheelchair.”


  


  Lisa and I rode the slow elevator to three. “You see a connection?” she said.


  “I dunno. I thought I saw something in that room, but it was gone when I got there.” Lisa scribbled on her pad.


  The elevator opened on three and we got off. Jacob and Carolyn were in the third floor lobby with one of the nurses. Carolyn and the nurse sat in a couple of uncomfortable-looking chairs, facing one another, and Jacob stood behind Carolyn with a pad and pen, his dark eyes boring holes into the poor nurse while Carolyn did her polygraph thing. All three of them looked up at Lisa and me. The nurse’s eyelashes were damp.


  The full weight of Jacob’s stare fell on me and I took a step back. Even though I couldn’t see it, it was as if his gaze had substance, like the white balloon. I tapped the cord of white light that connected my forehead to the universe and got my equilibrium back.


  “Vic,” said Lisa, and I realized I’d been standing there in the elevator doorway, gaping.


  I stepped out of the elevator, but I couldn’t stop watching Jacob. This idea came to me that maybe being a Stiff wasn’t merely a lack of psychic ability. Maybe it was something else, like the opposite end of a magnet, something all the Psy-experts didn’t have the equipment to measure yet. Jacob’s eyes narrowed. I could feel him staring, actually feel it.


  Damn. I’d been half-hard from the whole white light thing and the look he gave me was causing me some serious distraction.


  “Jacob,” Carolyn snapped. The spell, if you want to call it that, was broken.


  He redirected his attention to her. “I have some questions for Detective Bayne.”


  “No, you don’t.”


  He smiled.


  I felt like I had ants crawling up my arms.


  I rubbed my neck, and flinched when my palm touched the bandage and made the mostly-healed bite mark beneath it flare up. “Wait a sec,” I said. I was about to find my balls and contradict Carolyn, insist that Jacob did actually need to talk to me. And by talk, I meant talk. Not jerk each other off in the broom closet. Because I suspected that if I told Jacob about the white light and the flicker at the corner of my eye and the empty bed and the way I felt like I was buzzing all over, he’d get it, and he’d be able to figure out what it all meant.


  I took a couple more steps toward them. The prickling intensified, and the hairs on my arms and legs stood on end. I looked down the bed-bound hall, and at the end was a figure in black. The homeless guy.


  I ran.


  My arm throbbed. I didn’t care. He spun around and headed for the stairwell. “Stop,”I called, “police.” Twelve years on the force had formed some habits that were hard to shake. But then I remembered what Miss Mattie told me, and I imagined that bright white light surging into my head.


  The ghost ran through the stairwell door. I almost did too, but luckily I remembered myself long enough to skid to a stop and open it, first. I saw a flash of his tattered black coat above me on the stairs to the roof, and I flung a big, solid white balloon at him for all I was worth. “I said, stop.”


  I saw the balloon, saw it. And inside it, the homeless guy turned to me and stared. I sucked power into my head and fed it into the balloon. I was supposed to say something about the Sword of Saint-Somebody, but I figured it wouldn’t be very effective if I couldn’t remember her name. “Go into the light,” I told him.


  He did a double-take. “Leave me be, jackass.”


  My balloon flickered. That wasn’t the reaction I’d been looking for.


  “I will not let you terrorize Irene. Now go to the light.”


  “What the hell you talkin’ ‘bout? I’ll go to the light when I’m damn well ready. You hear me? Right now, I got a job to do, and I’m gon’ do it.” He spread his arms wide, and instead of just shattering my white balloon like he had in the alleyway, he gathered it up and he pulled.


  I felt it.


  I clapped my hand over my mouth to avoid revisiting my gyros. The whole fire hose connection to white light and God’s love? Totally gone. My white balloon disintegrated, and the homeless guy turned around and ran up the stairs without a sound.


  The stairwell door banged open and Jacob filled the doorway. He didn’t say a word, just scanned the area. “He’s gone,” I said. I massaged the place on my arm where I was supposed to have an ice pack, and then wished I hadn’t.


  Jacob turned to me. “You all right? You look a little green around the gills.” I sat down on the steps to the roof. “Yeah. Gimme a minute.” I put my head between my knees and hoped the sparkles would go away.


  Lisa and Carolyn crowded onto the landing with us. “Vic, that’s not him,” said Lisa.


  She’d already used all of her si-no s for the day, damn it, but I was in no shape to point that out.


  “He needs to go,” said Carolyn, and I realized she was talking about me. “Victor’s done chasing ghosts for the day. Jacob, you’re staying. Lisa, take him home, put him to bed.” No, that wasn’t what I needed. My power wasn’t like theirs; it didn’t tap me out. It wasonly that stupid white balloon I’d been trying to do, that’s all. The homeless guy pulled on my balloon…I kept that part to myself. There was no way I could make it sound even remotely coherent.


  “I’m fine. I just need a cup of coffee….”


  “She’s right,” said Jacob. “You can come back in the morning.” I tried to determine whether or not I was going to black out. I’m pretty good at knowing which way things are going to tip, which probably means that I’ve experimented too much with other peoples’ prescriptions. There’d been a dull roar in my ears while Jacob and Carolyn squared off, but it was starting to ebb. I’d probably stay conscious if I didn’t stand up too fast.


  “Seriously.” I looked up into the tight cluster of bodies on the landing, “I’ll lay down in 304 for a few minutes and everything’ll be….”


  There were four people there. Not three.


  The fourth man was wearing a tuxedo. And if that wasn’t enough to make him stick out, he was see-through.


  “He’s blacking out,” said Carolyn. “Get a nurse.” Lisa took off. Tuxedo Man shimmered as she passed through his arm and shoulder.


  “Who’re you?” I asked him. His pale eyes went wide as he realized that I could see him, and my instincts told me he was going to bolt. Quick as I could, I pulled a white stream of


  “God’s love” down to my forehead, then shot it out at him. It was a good balloon—I saw it. But he sailed right through it, and through the wall.


  “Freeze,” I barked out, and took off after him. I meant to, anyway. Until everything went black.


  -FIFTEEN-


  There was a penlight shining in my left eye. “Sir? Can you tell me your name, sir? Can you tell me what day it is?”


  “Detective Victor Bayne, Fifth Precinct. It’s Friday the twenty-third.” Since Zigler fills out all the reports, I don’t normally know what the date is, so I was lucky that Sunday was my birthday and I could count backwards by two. “I’m fine, I don’t have brain damage.” As far as I knew, anyway. I waved the nurse away. “Look, it’s a Psych thing. You don’t need to do this. Really.”


  “Don’t try to sit up,” said Jacob. He squeezed my hand.


  Wait a minute. He was holding my hand? Cripes. I hoped the nurse just thought that was par for the course for PsyCops. Or something. Back in the bathroom, Carolyn had been right. If Jacob and I were going to work together, we might as well put rainbow bumper stickers on our cars and go ahead with a big, gay housewarming, because he was no good at hiding it.


  “I need to talk to Detective Marks,” I said. “Alone.” I didn’t know if calling Jacob by his last name would make us seem like less of an item, but it was worth a shot.


  “I’ll page Doctor Phillips,” said the nurse, but Carolyn took her into the hall, I’m guessing to explain about my particular medical situation: that since the time Doctor Chance used me for a little on-the-side drug testing, I could only go to one certain place and be seen by an entire freakin’ committee.


  “Jacob.” I pulled his face down toward me, since I didn’t want to risk blacking out again, and keeping my head down was my best bet. “You’ve gotta be more careful.”


  “Me?”


  “Yeah, you. I know how you feel about me. You don’t have to prove it by holding my hand.”


  He realized what he’d been doing and let go. “Something was going on in here.” Right. I told him about the Tuxedo Ghost. Even though it sounded like a villain from an after-school series aimed at teenaged girls, Jacob didn’t crack a smile. I didn’t go into the balloon-pulling. I didn’t understand what’d happened well enough myself to be able to explain it to anyone else.


  Jacob brushed my hair off my forehead and stared down at me like he was about to scoopme up in his arms and ride off into the sunset with me. “Hey,” I said. “I’m pretty tough, I swear. A strong cup of coffee and I’ll be good as new.”


  “We should call The Clinic.”


  “Uh-uh, no way. I was using my talent off the clock; I don’t want them to make a big deal of it. I overextended, that’s all.”


  Jacob looked doubtful.


  “Have you ever known me to refuse medical attention if I might get some drugs out of it? No? Then I must be all right.” I got my good elbow under me and pushed up from the floor.


  “I’ll have them get you a wheelchair.”


  “Hell, no. I’d rather drag myself along by my teeth.” My palm pressed into something gritty. I wiped it on my pant leg, then realized what I’d done and checked for damage. I’d expected a smear of grime to show up gray on my navy slacks, but instead a few translucent, pale crystals rolled off my leg and bounced back down to the floor. The High John bath salts.


  The last time I’d blacked out while tapping into my talent, I’d been on the psyactives that Roger Burke had slipped into my Starbucks. This time, I had High John all over me. Maybe the salt acted as a sort of psyactive without me having to swallow it. That was good, given the taste of the box. Plus, theoretically, I could rinse it off once I was through being a ghost super-seeker.


  Jacob helped me stand, but I walked out of the stairwell on my own two feet. I noticed a pair of patrolmen by the nurses’ station, and two more by 304. They all looked like they meant business. The goofballs with the coffee cups from the day before were nowhere to be seen.


  Lisa and Carolyn jumped up and mobbed me when I came into the room. “It’s fine,” I said, “I’m fine.”


  “No, you’re not,” said Carolyn.


  Damn. I was woozy enough to slip up and lie to her face. Those little ones sneak up on you. “Fine, I’m queasy. Are you happy?”


  “Thrilled. So what happened out there?”


  “I was trying to trap this guy, make him stop and talk to me, but he blew right past my ba…uh, my barrier.”


  Everyone’s eyebrows drew down a few notches. It would’ve been funny if they weren’t all scowling at me. It was Carolyn who finally spoke. “You’re trying to command spirits?”


  


  “Well, I…. It’s a hell of a lot easier than chasing them, given that they can fly and walk through walls.”


  “That’s Marie Saint Savon territory,” said Jacob. Marie was the most powerful medium who’d ever lived, at least the only one who’d ever actually known she was seeing spirits.


  I think there are probably some winos on Canal Street whose talents are equally as strong; they just never figured out that weird shit they were seeing was real.


  I shrugged off their concern. “It’s not like that. I was only trying to get them to stay put for a second. And you can see how well that went. Anyway, I was chasing the homeless guy and he was basically flipping me off, when this other guy pokes his nose in to see what all the commotion’s about. Sounds stupid, I know, but he was wearing a tuxedo.”


  “That’s him,” Lisa blurted out.


  We all froze and stared at her. She pressed her lips together and her eyes went huge. But she could hardly take it back. “That’s the guy,” she said quietly, as if any of us had the slightest doubt about what she’d meant.


  “We’ll search the floor,” I said, “starting with Irene’s room.”


  “No,” said Jacob. “You’ll go get some rest.”


  I rolled my eyes. “It’s not as if anyone else can do the sweep.”


  “And it’s not as if it gets any easier for you if you’re tapped out. Go home, recharge your batteries, and we’ll tackle it in the morning.”


  “He’s right,” said Lisa. “Let’s go.”


  Lisa hustled me into the hall. I leaned over and whispered, “If it wasn’t so serious, I’d say you just want to stop for more fries.”


  “It’s not that.” She paused as we passed some patrolmen and started up again once they were out of earshot. “Your ghost isn’t gonna come back tonight. I asked. So why not use the time to get your strength back?”


  The elevator doors opened. The nurse with the tight perm was pushing the paralyzed guy with the bony wrists, and we had to wait while she rocked the wheelchair over the thresh-old. Again. “How come this guy’s always in the elevator?” I asked her.


  “Mister Barnhardt? He’s got physical therapy twice a day. The doctors are trying to see if he can regain any mobility after his stroke.” She rocked the chair free and wheeled Barnhardt into the lobby.


  “His room used to be on the second floor,” I said.


  “That’s right. But the rooms on Three are better equipped for the chairs.” The elevator door whispered shut before we had a chance to climb in. Lisa clucked hertongue and hit the down button again, but the door stayed closed.


  I gestured at Barnhardt with my head. “Is he…you know…aware of anything going on?” The nurse shrugged. “It’s hard to say. Possibly.”


  I refrained from shuddering until she’d marched away on her creepy white shoes. “Lisa, seriously, if that ever happens to me, either shoot me or pay someone else to do it. Or tip me into the river.”


  Q


  We grabbed a couple of pizzas on the way home and stuck the menus on the fridge. The cannery was starting to look like an actual home, albeit one with 20-foot ceilings. Jacob was home by six. There was no doubt in my mind he would’ve stayed at Rosewood for several more hours if there weren’t two Psychs for him to come home to.


  “Do you think the tuxedo is important?” asked Lisa.


  “Well, Vic?” said Jacob. “Do ghosts normally have different outfits, or do they wear whatever they were buried in?”


  I was about to say they were stuck with whatever they’d been wearing when they kicked the bucket. After all, I see ghosts in all kinds of costumes, uniforms and fashion disasters.


  Jackie, the dead hooker who lived in the bushes at my last apartment, spent her afterlife in a bloody tube top. Jackie would whip up a different outfit if she possessed the ability, wouldn’t she?


  And yet, there was Roberta in her gigantic lavender hat. She’d appeared about thirty or forty years younger as a ghost, and she’d probably been wearing her all-time favorite outfit.


  “It varies,” I said. “I can’t even begin to figure out the reasoning.”


  “So this man could’ve been a butler,” Jacob said, “or an actor, or just someone who had a reason to wear a tux at a formal occasion. How old was he?”


  “How old was he when he died, or how old of a ghost?” Jacob shrugged. “Anything you can remember.”


  “I didn’t get a chance to really analyze.” I did my best to conjure up the look of him.


  He felt prissy to me, slim across the shoulders, though that might’ve just been the cut of the suit. And his hair-that’s what was weird. His hair had been pomaded. “He looked old-fashioned, like maybe he traipsed out of an early Bond film. But Roberta looked really retro, and she just died. So that’s no help.”


  


  “How old did he look?” asked Lisa.


  “I dunno. Forty. Ish.”


  “So let’s say he was born around 1920. He’d be in his eighties today.” I nodded. “And he would’ve died at Rosewood. We can pull all the records and start trying to find him, but how would a positive I.D. help us? I think we need an exorcism. Or a GhosTV.”


  “Or….” Jacob stroked his goatee, looking like a Bond villain himself. “What if we got some Auracel for Irene so this guy can’t bother her?”


  “That would never fly,” I said. “She’s too old. Too weak. She’d feel sick all the time. It’d ruin whatever quality of life she’s got left.”


  “Can you tell us anything else about this guy?” said Lisa. “Height, weight, hair and eye color?”


  “Maybe five ten. Slim.” I couldn’t remember his hair color. How strange. Just the way it was plastered to his head. He wasn’t as solid as the homeless guy, so maybe that was why I had trouble pinpointing his coloration. I’d gotten a look at his eyes, hadn’t I? I had, because I remember how shocked he’d looked when he realized I could see him.


  “Blue eyes,” I said, and immediately thought of pathetic Mister Barnhardt with his slack, withered face, one ice-blue eye at three o’clock and one at twelve. “Holy crap. Barnhardt.”


  Jacob leaned toward me. Lisa chafed away gooseflesh on her arms.


  “What if the attacker isn’t even dead?” I said. “What if the stroke tossed his spirit out of his body and he’s hanging around Irene because he knows she can sense him?”


  “Yes and no,” said Lisa.


  Jacob lined her up in his laser-vision. I started to protest, but he held up a hand. “She’s so close, Vic. Let’s do it and get this thing over with.” Lisa nodded. “He’s right. I do this, and then no more si-no for the rest of the trip.” She chewed on her lower lip and thought. “The stroke isn’t what caused all of this.” Her mouth moved as she si-no’d herself. “He could do it before the stroke. But it’s him, all right. He’s raping her with his astral body.”


  “You’re sure it’s him,” said Jacob, standing up. Lisa nodded. “That’s all I need.”


  “Wait, wait, wait….” He was already rounding the corner to the vestibule. I jumped up and followed. “Hold on. What are you doing?”


  “Old people.” He slid into his coat. “They’re pretty fragile. And accidents happen so easily.”


  


  “Are you crazy? You work with the human lie detector. You can’t finish off Barnhardt. Not without getting caught in a heartbeat.”


  Jacob cupped my face in both his hands, stared hard into my eyes. “I’ve got it all figured out. I take care of his body, then you can send his soul packing. Problem solved.”


  “I’ve never gotten a ghost to leave if it wasn’t damn well ready. Not once. And what if his physical body dying makes his astral body stronger?”


  “He won’t try anything else tonight,” said Lisa. “Why don’t you sleep on it? We’ll come up with something else.”


  I looked back at Jacob, and wondered if I could plead with him not to go all vigilante just by using my eyes. “I think she’s right,” I said. “Come to bed.” And I didn’t mean to turn in early; it wasn’t even eight o’clock yet. I hoped he’d get my meaning.


  His eyes narrowed. He did.


  -SIXTEEN-


  I hardly had a chance to loosen my tie before Jacob was on me. He pulled me against him roughly, slipped his hands into my sport coat, and squeezed his right hand under my holster to dig into my ribs. And here I’d been worried that I might not be able to distract him.


  His mouth crushed against mine, but I turned my head in an effort to get a couple of words in edgewise. “Easy,” I said. “Lisa’s downstairs.”


  “She’s got headphones on,” said Jacob. His right hand raked my back, groped my ass through my slacks. “Besides, she’s a big girl. If she hears the bed squeak, she’ll handle it.”


  My neighbors at the old apartment had heard that and more. But I saw them so seldom, and only in passing, that I never really thought about whether or not they’d been treated to a ringside seat.


  Jacob nipped my jaw. Hard.


  “Don’t you dare bite me again,” I told him.


  I felt him smile against the side of my neck. “You were into it at the time.”


  “And then I looked like a dope all week with a bandage on my neck. I’m serious, don’t bite me where it shows.”


  “All right, I promise I’ll be good.” He traced the skin above my collar with his hot, wet tongue. “I know, I shouldn’t have.” He nipped gently and a shock raced straight down to my balls. “I just got off on making you come really hard.” Cripes. Who can say things like that?


  His hand ranged around to the front of my pants, fondled my stiffening cock. He mouthed the meaty part between my neck and shoulder right through my shirt. The material blunted the sharpness of his teeth, but it still felt hot. Another spark sizzled downward, and I was totally stiff, with my boxers bunched into a wad and my side starting to sweat beneath my holster. I snuck my arms between us enough to get rid of my tie and start working on my buttons.


  Jacob slid down my body and knelt in front of me. The two of us were wedged into the narrow lane between the bed and the dresser. He took the front of my shirt into his mouth.


  I heard a snap. He spat, and a button pinged to the floor.


  He was nuts. He’d scammed the quarterly mental health exam and was certifiably insane.


  Not that that’s ever stopped me from sleeping with anyone.


  He bit the next button off my shirt, then rose on his haunches and nipped off a third.


  When the lower half of my shirt was hanging open, he pressed his face against my bare stomach and sucked in a mouthful of skin, hard enough that it prickled.


  “Holy shit.” I grabbed Jacob by the head and held his face against me. My cock throbbed.


  I ground it against his chest and shoulder. He slid a hand between my legs and cupped his hand around my balls, and worked them with his thumb while he found a fresh spot on my stomach and started sucking on that. “Suck my cock,” I forced out between clenched teeth.


  Jacob snapped off my belt—without breaking it, I hoped—and yanked my slacks down around my knees without bothering to undo them. My boxers went right along with my pants, and hobbled my knees. If I wasn’t holding onto his head, I would have fallen over.


  Instead, I pulled his head against me harder. I registered a mouth closing over my cock—lips, tongue, teeth, palate, throat. And, oh fuck, he was sucking me. Hard.


  My knees started to tremble, and Jacob took my ass in both hands, half holding me up, half cracking me wide open. The chilly air tickled at my exposed hole and I clenched Jacob’s head hard enough to make him grunt. He pulled off my cock with a loud slurp and looked up at me. “Fuck my face,” he demanded.


  “Oh man, that’s so fucking hot,” I said. I kicked off my slacks, shoes and socks, which left me with a shirt held on by a single button and my holster and gun. I left him kneeling on the floor and shoved his head back against the mattress. I planted my good hand on the bed next to his face, rested my other hand on his head, and jammed my cock in.


  It felt different than riding someone’s ass. I couldn’t shake the awareness that those were Jacob’s sexy lips wrapped around me, that was his nose bumping my pubic bone when I thrust in. It was a high, a total high, to stand over him and nail him in the mouth. He kept one hand on my bare ass so he could feel it flex as I pushed my cock into the back of his throat. His other hand fisted his cock.


  The bed squeaked, slightly. The sound probably didn’t carry downstairs. I could hear Jacob’s breath hiss in through his nose, and the wet noises my cock made as it sank in deep, over and over. If I focused, I could even hear the noise his hand made gliding over his cock as he jerked off. We weren’t usually this quiet.


  I realized I should probably say something, if I could think of anything to say, that is. Take that cock? Cliché. Suck it? Yawn. It seemed like such a shame to let the opportunity slip away, though. It’s not often I get to talk to Jacob when he can’t take my words and turn them around to mean whatever he wants them to.


  “I swear to God, if you do anything stupid at Rosewood, I’ll kick your ass.” Whoa. I didn’t know where that came from.


  


  Neither did Jacob. He groaned deep in his throat and clutched my ass cheek. I heard the hand he was whacking off with moving faster.


  “We will figure out what to do without risking our necks,” I said, and my voice broke a little because Jacob had started doing these flutters with the very back of his tongue while he sucked, extra friction just under my cockhead, and I couldn’t seem to catch my breath.


  “We’ll…oh, fuck, God damn…what the fuck’re you doing…God, that’s so sweet….” Jacob pressed his face all the way up and breathed hard through his nose. I felt his body stiffen between my legs. The thought of him getting off with my cock jammed down his throat made me fuck his mouth even harder. Pretty soon he took my ass in both hands, one of them wet with jiz, and forced me to lose myself deep inside his gorgeous mouth.


  He tickled my asshole with one come-wet finger and that seemed to spark it. Everything inside me clenched up and wouldn’t release. I hammered my cock in deep, and somehow he managed to suck harder still, like he’d suck my spine out right through my piss slit, and God damn, maybe I shouldn’t be getting off so soon after blacking out but I didn’t fucking care. And oh, fuck, Jacob was so hot and sweet and perfect.


  It’s a good thing Jacob’s both solid and limber. I shot my load, and then I let myself collapse on his head.


  He wrenched himself from under my legs, crawled out and leaned up against the bed beside me. I wasn’t particularly comfortable, half-on, half-off the bed. I’m sure he wasn’t, either. He looked so loopy and sated that I doubt he cared.


  “Your lip is bleeding,” I said. It looked like he’d cut it on an eyetooth.


  Jacob touched his thumb to the dot of blood, looked down at it, then rubbed it away between his thumb and forefinger. Then he grinned. “You should talk nasty like that while you fuck my ass.”


  My balls squirmed at the sound of that, but my cock was numb from having been sucked to within an inch of its life. “Okay, sure. When you least expect it, I’ll pounce on you and read you the riot act.”


  He slung his arm over my shoulder and spread his fingers over the back of my head. He pulled my face toward him and kissed me gently on the mouth. His lips felt hot and swollen, which made my balls squirm a little more, but my legs barely felt strong enough to lever me onto the bed. He pulled back a little and sighed. “I think you’re right,” he said.


  “Uh-oh. It’s the end of the world.”


  Jacob’s grin widened until the corners of his eyes crinkled. “Seriously.” He stroked my cheekbone with his thumb and stared at me hard. “Between you and me, we’ll figure out a way to nail Barnhardt’s ass.”


  I think a normal person would have thought the look Jacob gave me was scary. Not me. I thought it was hot.


  


  Q


  Tinny words mingled from a half-dozen televisions as the residents of the wheelchair ward vied to have the loudest TV set. Jacob, Carolyn, Lisa and I stood in a semicircle at the foot of Neils Barnhardt’s bed and stared. I was doing my best to superimpose the image of the Tuxedo Ghost over his features and convince myself it was really him. Lisa’s lips moved.


  Jacob glared, and Carolyn looked worried.


  The question on our minds couldn’t be answered with a si or a no, a question that none of us knew what to do with. Carolyn asked it aloud. “So what are we going to do?” Jacob’s glance slid over to the room’s second bed. It was empty; Barnhardt’s roommate had lingered in the dining hall. I can’t say I blamed him; if Barnhardt was my roommate, I’d make it a point to be anywhere but my room. The roommate’s bed was still rumpled, his pillow dented from the weight of his head. I didn’t need to be a telepath to know that Jacob was thinking how easy it would be to pick up that pillow and smother the sonofabitch.


  “Don’t even,” I said.


  Jacob raised an eyebrow and coolly turned his attention back to Barnhardt.


  The old man lay in bed on one side with his elbows, knees and wrists all bent at painful angles, as if he’d clenched up to avoid a smack to the head and never been able to stop cringing. His eyes were open and staring, and his breath whistled in and out through his beaklike nose.


  “Can he hear me?” asked Jacob.


  Lisa blinked. “Yes.”


  Jacob crouched down so that his face was level with Barnhardt’s blank stare. “I will find a way to stop you,” he said, quiet and way too pleasant. I watched Lisa chafe away a shudder.


  I tugged her sleeve and backed into the hall. A pair of patrolmen hovered at the end. There was another pair by the elevator, a third in the lobby and a scattering of guys outside. I hadn’t seen so many checkered hatbands since the coffee shop on California came out with a double chocolate long john. I turned my back to the wary-eyed officers and spoke low. “I can’t see Barnhardt,” I said. “I mean, his astral body. Now what do we do?”


  “How about those bath salts?”


  I reached into my coat pocket and pulled out the box Miss Mattie had given me. It wassquashed flat, with less than a spoonful of pellets inside. “I don’t think there’s enough. I don’t know what good it would do, anyway. It’s not like I can reason with the guy. I can’t even catch him.”


  “Yes, you can. But you need something to….” Lisa stopped and talked to herself. “Something to make your ability stronger.”


  Cripes. Telling me to ratchet up my talent was like telling Marcel Marceau to shut up.


  “The Clinic’s not gonna give me any psyactives. No way. Not after that stunt that Burke and Chance cooked up. Besides, I don’t want to give anyone the impression that I can even tolerate those things. Not to turn all conspiracy-theory like Carolyn, but if the wrong people got wind that I could perform with enhancements, I’d probably be scooped up by someone a lot scarier than the Fifth Precinct.”


  “No one has to know. Who’s gonna tell? I’m not gonna tell. We’ll just let Carolyn know that it’s not safe to give her any details and she won’t even ask.” I jammed the heel of my hand into my right eye. Ahh. That felt good for about half a second. Then it hurt. “I can distract Jacob while you and Carolyn do something about Barnhardt. How about that?”


  Lisa talked to herself. “No. Jacob’s going to do something. Even you can’t talk him out of it.”


  “That’s bullshit,” I said. He’d promised me he wouldn’t. Hadn’t he? Or maybe he hadn’t.


  Maybe I’d taken him swallowing a load of my jiz as a yes.


  Lisa peeked over my shoulder. “What’s with all the extra cops?” I shrugged. “Slow day at the Twelfth Precinct?”


  “No. They’re not from the Twelfth.”


  I scratched my hair and tried to look over my shoulder as casually as possible. The two patrolmen stood, backs ramrod straight. I remembered the first two jokers from the Twelfth with their coffee cups and lousy postures. I turned back to Lisa and spoke even quieter.


  “Are they even cops?”


  Her eyebrows knit together. “Yes. I think.”


  “Not regular cops.”


  “No.”


  Crap. Oh crap. Someone was watching Jacob, waiting for him to fuck up so they could swoop in and grab him. He was the high profile PsyCop, the one who made for good photos in the Tribune and the six o’clock news. Maybe he’d finally stepped on the wrong toes. Maybe our little hand-holding incident leaked out and someone with an axe to grind was looking to take him down a peg. I didn’t know. I didn’t care. I slipped around Lisa and stormed back into Barnhardt’s room. “Jacob,” I said in a harsh whisper. He was bent overBarnhardt, and he straightened up and looked at me. “We’re being watched.” Jacob’s eyes cut around the room.


  “Not here. In the hall.”


  He nodded slowly. “And?”


  “And so you can’t do anything stupid.”


  “The more you talk,” said Carolyn, “the more he feels the need to prove himself. Just so you know.”


  “I need to talk to Barnhardt,” Jacob said. “I want some answers from him. Can you do that for me?”


  “I don’t even know where he is. I can’t see him. I was all hopped up yesterday, and I think that was the only reason I could.”


  Lisa looked at me meaningfully.


  I sighed. “But I’ll, uh… I’ll see what I can do. Just don’t touch him ‘til I come back.” I thought I could sense the eyes of the patrolmen on me even though they still stood at attention, looking straight ahead. Lisa led me to the elevator and we stared at each other awkwardly while we waited for it to putter up to the third floor. It sat with its doors closed for several seconds, then disgorged a couple of white-haired ladies in wheelchairs pushed by nurses in squeaky shoes.


  We got into the elevator and glared at the doors until they closed.


  “Well,” I said, “I guess we can see if Crash has more of that—” Lisa punched the second floor button and the elevator stopped.


  “What?” I asked.


  Lisa’s lips moved. She was on the trail of…something.


  The elevator sat. And sat some more. And then the doors opened.


  There weren’t any patrolmen on the second floor. Odd. Lisa strode up to the desk where the linebacker-turned-nurse watched NASCAR on a portable TV. He straightened up when he saw her coming at him. “Uh, yeah?”


  “Sir, I need you to open the second drawer of that filing cabinet.” The color drained out of the guy’s face. “Uh, I mean….”


  “Sir.”


  


  What the heck? I did my best not to look as puzzled as the nurse obviously felt. He went for his back pocket instead, and without thinking I reached for my gun. “Whoa, whoa,” he said, hands in the air. “I was only getting my wallet.” I watched him pull it out slowly, with deliberate caution. He opened it up and peered inside. “Look,” he said, “I’ve got forty-three bucks. Take it. I can’t afford to lose this job—”


  “Sir,” said Lisa. “The drawer.”


  I craned my neck to try and figure out what was going on.


  The big guy sighed and opened it.


  Files. So what?


  “In the back,” said Lisa.


  He rolled his eyes, dug deep into the drawer, and came out with a plastic bag. “I don’t know whose that is,” he said, sullen-voiced and defeated. “I don’t know how it got there.”


  What?


  “I’ll need to confiscate that, sir,” said Lisa. He handed over the bag and she looked inside.


  “I’m letting you off with a warning this time. Understood?” The guy lit up when he realized that Lisa wasn’t going to turn him in. “Yeah, um…wow.” I followed Lisa as she marched back to the elevator. “What the heck was that?” I whispered.


  She peered into the bag. “A pint of Jack. That’s a psyactive for you? Yes.”


  “Your si-no is freaking me out.”


  The elevator door opened and we got in. The car was empty. Lisa handed me the bag.


  “We’ll have to find somewhere for you to drink that.”


  “Straight? Warm? Newsflash—I’m not a big drinker.”


  “I’ll buy you a Coke from the machine in the lobby. How’s that?” Less likely to make me hurl than straight whiskey. I shrugged.


  We scored a regular Coke for me and a Diet Coke for Lisa, and hunted around for a room that her si-no approved of. It was a utility room. We went inside under the watchful but averted eyes of the patrolmen monitoring the first floor, and opened up our pop.


  Lisa drank half my Coke and filled the can with Jack Daniels. I took a sip and my eyes watered. “It’s too strong. We should go to Sticks and Stones instead.”


  


  “No.” Lisa talked to herself. “Crash isn’t there. It’s only six shots. You can do it. Even I can do six shots.”


  “All at once?”


  “No. But you weigh more than me.”


  Not much. I took a few gulps and had to stifle my gag reflex. I also had to reassure myself that I wasn’t jealous that Crash had spent the night somewhere other than his own bed.


  “I’m not going to be able to finish this.”


  “Just do a few sips at a time.”


  I swallowed a few more gulps. My stomach was on fire. The back of my throat was flutter-ing. But it wasn’t a bad buzz; I’d give it that much. Plus, unlike reds, I wouldn’t have to buy it from an old boyfriend’s pot dealer.


  “See anything yet?” Lisa asked.


  Oh, yeah. But it was a psyactive. That was the opposite of what I looked for in a party drug. I glanced around at the stacks of toilet paper and the gigantic electrical box on the wall. “There might not be much to see.”


  “Oh. Right. Well, finish it up.”


  I gagged down the rest of the can, washed it down with the rest of Lisa’s Diet Coke, swallowed back the urge to vomit, and stifled a burp. “Okay, let’s go look for Tuxedo Man.”


  -SEVENTEEN-


  “He’s on the third floor,” said Lisa.


  I opened the utility room door and the long, plain hallway stretched, then snapped back.


  “Uh-oh.”


  “What?”


  “I’ll probably look pathetic if I lean on you, won’t I?”


  “Oh, come on. Take a few deep breaths. You didn’t have that much to drink.” Says you. I counted patrolmen to give myself something to do while I got my sea legs.


  One, two, three, four.


  “Come on, Vic, third floor. The elevator’s so slow you won’t even know it’s moving.” I went by a pair of officers and wondered if it was obvious from the way I walked that I’d been drinking. It had never occurred to me whether I had an Auracel walk, or a Valium walk, or a three-bottles-of-children’s-cough-syrup walk. I looked down at the linoleum tiles, picked out a column, and placed one foot carefully in front of the other.


  “Would you hurry up?”


  “Don’t rush me.”


  A middle-aged couple was helping an old guy with a walker off the elevator. I rocked back and forth, heel-toe, heel-toe, while I waited for them to clear out. We got in and the doors shut. I’d planned on riding to the third floor in silence, prepping myself for a conversation with Barnhardt’s Tuxedo Ghost astral body, when I said something without much thinking about it. “Those extra cops aren’t here for Jacob, then.”


  “No.”


  “They’re here because of me. Why? To keep tabs on me?”


  “Yes…I think. Partially yes.”


  “Does Warwick know about them?”


  “Yes.”


  “Why isn’t Warwick keeping me in the loop?”


  


  Lisa sighed. “I don’t know. Wouldn’t it be easier to ask him?”


  “Oh, right. ‘Cos he’ll lay it all out there if I do.”


  “No,” she admitted.


  “I’ve got to know somebody who can tell me what’s going on.”


  “Yes.”


  I fired off a few more questions and Lisa answered. I had what I was looking for by the time the doors wheezed open on Rosewood’s third floor. I guess a few months of watching Jacob ask questions had taught me a thing or two. On one hand I was vaguely disappointed that I’d broken my promise to Lisa and used her si-no when I said I wouldn’t. On the other, she was the one who’d talked me into drinking the six shots of Jack that made me so chatty.


  I tripped over nothing, staggered into the third floor lobby, and watched a bunch of cops rush by as a giant commotion erupted in the hallway. The commotion was in the bed-bound wing, not the wheelchair wing, so hopefully it meant that Jacob hadn’t killed anyone. Yet.


  I flattened myself against the wall and wormed my way around three cops and two nurses who were clustered in Irene’s doorway. She was inside, screaming, “Shepherd! Shepherd!” in her rusty oilcan voice. I craned my neck to get a look into her room, but two of the cops were as tall as I was, plus they were wearing their hats, blocking my view of everything but the side of the wall-mounted TV. I crossed my arms and backed up.


  I just about backed into the homeless guy. I caught myself and flinched. “That dumbass in the penguin suit flyin’ around again?” he asked me.


  “I dunno. It’s too mobbed to tell.”


  The homeless guy crossed his arms, mirroring my stance. “Huh. That why you here? Make that motherfucker stop ridin’ Irene?”


  “If I can figure out how.”


  “He one mean sonofabitch,” said the homeless guy. He hiked up his stained, tattered trousers and strode straight through a patrolman’s arm and a nurse’s hip.


  “Shepherd! Help me, please.”


  “I’m here, Irene,” called the homeless guy. “Y’all stop that carrying on.” Shepherd. I wondered if that was his name, or his vocation. And if he was the reason the halls weren’t full of cold spots, senile ghosts and repeaters.


  A figure stepped through the wall and brushed at its sleeve as if it’d touched something nasty. I could see through him, but even transparent, he was easy enough to spot. “Mr.Barnhardt,” I said.


  His head snapped up, and he squinted at me. “You? You’re with the police, aren’t you?” He smirked. It was an ugly expression. “Am I under arrest?”


  “No. But we do have a few questions.”


  The attention of the mob had shifted. I heard one of the nurses ask, “What is he doing?” while an officer steered her away with a stern, “Ma’am, over here.” Barnhardt started to turn away. Shit, there had to be some way for me to stop him. God’s love. Right. I focused on my third eye and found myself a little woozy. There was a whole rainbow of spinning chakras in my spine, too, and the thought of that brought whiskey-flavored bile up in the back of my throat, without me even knowing which direction the damn things were supposedly rotating.


  White light. I imagined I was glowing. “I only want to talk. That’s all. It’s, ah…not often anyone talks to you these days. Am I right?”


  He paused.


  Now what? I wondered what Zigler would say to him, but I couldn’t figure out how to channel Zigler and radiate white light at the same time. “Listen. Maybe we can work out some kind of deal.” What on earth could I possibly tempt an astral traveler with? “You leave Irene alone, and I…uh…I teach you a few tricks.”


  I congratulated myself, and hoped Barnhardt had no way of knowing that my psychic training was on par with a five-year-old child’s.


  Barnhardt watched the officers herding the nurses toward the far end of the hall. Nothing to see here. Lisa stood a dozen feet away, looking in Barnhardt’s general direction while her lips moved: si, no, si, no. “Are you in charge?” said Barnhardt. He looked at me closely.


  “You’re drunk! Oh, this is rich.”


  “Right, I’m in charge.”


  “I thought it was the bossy one, the muscle-bound detective with the goatee and the little blonde assistant. The one who keeps threatening me.”


  “Uh, no. Detective Marks answers to me.” At least I hoped he would.


  “He’s really quite a card.” Barnhardt smoothed his pocket square. “He can poke at that withered shell all he wants. But what can he do to me? Nothing.”


  “Right. Like I said. A few more questions and I’ll….” Shit. I mean, crap. I couldn’t offer him the white balloon. First of all, it was about the lamest sounding trick on the planet. And second, I was scared he might be able to use it on me somehow. “I’ll show you how to…make…stuff.”


  “Solid things?”


  


  “Astral things,” I lied. “They’ll be solid to you, though. And any other astral traveler.”


  “Astral?” Barnhardt frowned and gestured toward his chest with one finicky-looking hand.


  I imagined his hands twisted in on themselves, wrists pointing forward, and ended up swallowing more bile. “Is that what I am?”


  He didn’t know? My heart gave a drunken hooray. I’d found someone even more ignorant than me. And at least I’d picked up enough jargon to fake it. “Well, sure. Of course, if you had a handle on your ethereal body, you could do a lot more…but like I said, we’ve got some questions that need answering, first.”


  I started walking toward his room, realized that I’d misjudged how close I’d be coming to him, and reeled to my left to avoid getting any of his astral self on me. Lisa saw where we were headed and went ahead of me.


  “You really are drunk. It’s not even ten o’clock.”


  “Yeah, well. This job’ll do that to you.” I forced myself not to look at him to see if he’d followed.


  For a minute there it seemed like it was just me, staggering along the hall where I’d have to pass the nurses’ station and another couple of patrolmen to get back to Barnhardt’s room. But then he spoke. “I need to know how to get rid of that filthy Negro. Can you show me that?”


  I shrugged. “I dunno. I can show you the tools, but you’ve got to be strong enough to use them.”


  “Oh, I’m strong.”


  And so modest. Lisa was at the door of Barnhardt’s room. She held the door open for me—for us—and whispered, “He’s here,” to Jacob and Carolyn. And I don’t think she was talking about me.


  A curtain was partially drawn around Barnhardt’s physical body, which was good, because I really didn’t want to see that face any more than I had to. “Okay, Mr. Barnhardt. Detective Marks has a few questions for you.”


  Barnhardt didn’t want to look at his body any more than I did. He turned to face the doorway and crossed his arms over his chest. “I hope this doesn’t take all morning. I like to visit the cafeteria for lunch so I can keep up on the gossip.” I looked at him, and then at Jacob. “He’s ready. What did you want me to ask him?” Jacob smiled.


  A big smile.


  Uh-oh.


  


  He peeled back the blankets and treated me to a view of Barnhardt’s withered body, its spine drawn down in a fetal position, and sticklike legs that protruded from adult diapers.


  I’d need to go stare at some car crash victims to erase that image from my mind’s eye.


  And in the middle of it all, a short, flexible tube that stuck out of his belly. In Jacob’s other hand, a syringe.


  “I only have one question,” he said. He placed the syringe into the tube and hit the plunger. “How does it feel?”


  “How does what feel?” said Barnhardt.


  I pointed to a snapshot on the wall. “Say, who are those people in the photo?” I thought I might actually throw up. What the fuck was Jacob thinking, poisoning him when everyone could put the four of us in the room with him? And how could Carolyn just stand there and watch him do it?


  “How should I know?” whined Barnhardt. “That belongs to the cretin in the other bed.


  Stein or Stern or something like that. Snores so loud the bed frame rattles.” I looked at Jacob. He was watching me. Still smiling. I did my best to telepathically scream,


  “What the hell?” I don’t think he received it.


  I figured I’d try to buy a little time. “So, uh, Stern. Right. Did you know him before?”


  “Before what? Before I figured out how to leave that hideous shell? No, of course not, we lived on different…floors….”


  Barnhardt’s hand went to his stomach like he’d been shot. Crap, oh crap. I looked at Jacob and shook my head. How could he do this to us? To me. To either of us. We were all in on it, all four of us. Lisa might survive women’s prison if she joined a Mexican gang. Carolyn would probably be a smear on the wall within the first week. I could squeak by if I was still good at being invisible. But Jacob would be a big trophy kill, shanked by some tough guy looking to prove himself, probably beaten and tortured first.


  Jesus Christ.


  “What’s happening?” Barnhardt demanded. He slid sideways toward his body as if a big gust of wind propelled him. I glimpsed a sparkle, and then another, and all at once I could see it: the legendary silver cord that was supposed to connect the astral body to the physical. The cord was stretched taut.


  “What’s happening?” Jacob said. His voice was low and anticipatory, the opposite of Barnhardt’s shrill yelping, but his use of the very same words that Barnhardt just said totally creeped me out.


  “Silver cord’s getting a lot stronger. It’s reeling Barnhardt in.”


  “You—you tricked me!” he screamed at me, as if it were my idea. “You can’t do this to me.


  You have no right.” He tried to dig his heels into the floor but the silver cord pulled harder,picking up steam as whatever Jacob had put in Barnhardt’s stomach took effect.


  I watched Barnhardt’s body suck him in. Stomach first, then shoulders and hips, his astral self folding in on itself even more hideously than his physical self had. His legs and shoulders disappeared, his feet, and last but not least, the top of his pomaded head.


  “What did you do?” I asked Jacob. I patted my pocket. The prescription from The Clinic was gone.


  Jacob glanced down at the syringe, then looked back at me, positively beaming. “While you and Lisa were gone, the nurse came in with Barnhardt’s morning meds. It gave me an idea. Half a tab of Auracel, crushed. Fast-acting when it’s delivered straight into the stomach. He’ll get used to the nausea eventually, won’t he?” The look in Jacob’s eyes told me that he hoped Barnhardt wouldn’t.


  -EIGHTEEN-


  “I’m serious,” said Lisa. She hugged me hard with her arms around my neck and pulled me down to her height. “Promise me you’ll look into getting some kind of coaching.”


  “After yesterday’s moment of glory, I think Alcoholics Anonymous might be more fitting.”


  “That’s not funny. And you didn’t promise.”


  I hugged her back. “I don’t know if I can promise that.” Lisa let go of my neck and stared hard into my eyes. I’m really not so hot at eye contact.


  I held for a second or two and then looked somewhere over her shoulder.


  “I want you to email me,” she said. “But no si-no s. Not until I figure out….” She trailed off.


  “Yeah, I know. I get it, remember?”


  She went on tiptoes and pulled me down one more time to give me a quick kiss on the cheek. My gut unclenched when she finally let go of me and moved on to Jacob. I guess I’m just not a touchy-feely kind of guy.


  The two of them hugged and kissed, and Jacob told Lisa yet again how he couldn’t have caught Barnhardt without her. Hard to say whether that’s what she needed to hear. I do think you should give credit where credit’s due. But if I were Lisa, I couldn’t help but wonder who would be the next one to suffer if I didn’t live and breathe the si-no.


  She came at me again and I steeled myself for another hug, but instead she pressed Crash’s MP3 player into my hand. “Don’t forget to give that back to him,” she said. I needed a reason to see Crash like I needed a hole in the head, but better me than Jacob.


  I stuffed the player into my coat pocket as Lisa headed for the terminal.


  Lisa turned and waved before she went through terminal security. Jacob and I waved back.


  She put her bag on the conveyor belt and her sneakers in a box to pass through the X-ray, walked through the metal detector, struggled back into her sneakers, waved at us one more time, and headed off toward her plane.


  “She seems better than she did when she first got here,” said Jacob. “More optimistic.” I shrugged.


  “I think you’re good for her. Not that you handle…everything…the same way I would. But you’re used to living with your abilities.”


  


  Well, the alternatives to living with my abilities were jumping in the river or flying down to Mexico for an under-the-table lobotomy. Except the river was frozen, I’ve never flown, and I wasn’t about to start now.


  Although flying might not be as scary as I’d always assumed. The airport had all my favorite fast food, and was practically ghost-free. Maybe flying wouldn’t always be completely out of the question. Maybe I’d start with something a little closer. Like Vegas.


  Jacob and I turned and stared walking back toward Short-Term Parking. I was mildly curious about the moving sidewalks, but they were full of people dragging wheeled luggage behind them, and moms with big, obnoxious strollers. It turned out that Jacob and I walked a lot faster than those sidewalks moved, anyway.


  “You’re awfully quiet,” he said.


  I shrugged again. What did he want me to say? That he’d scared the crap out of me more times than I could count in the past week?


  The after-hour visits to Crash were brutal, first the half-hour where I was positive Jacob had been stepping out on me, and then the knowledge that he’d rather talk to Crash than me about his problems. And the whole thing with Barnhardt. He got into sticking it to that guy more than he strictly needed to. Maybe I liked that about him, though. I wasn’t sure.


  If you’re going to stomp out the bad guys, you might as well enjoy it. I guess.


  There was always the possibility that the issues were all in my head. Or should I say, the probability. Jacob had always seemed so damn normal. He had a real family, he took care of himself, he stood up for what he believed in. It was disturbing to come to the conclu-sion that he was willing to lie and scheme to get what he wanted. Or maybe just to realize that he was good at it.


  “Do you want coffee?” he asked me. “I’m meeting Carolyn at noon, but I have enough time to stop for a cup.”


  “We’ll get it to go,” I said. My stomach was sour from yesterday’s Jack and Coke, but I figured some extra cream would make it go down okay. Even though O’Hare featured a Starbucks every fifteen feet, I got my large triple-cream, double-sugar at McDonald’s. Every cup of Starbucks I tried still tasted like hidden psyactives to me, despite the fact that I watched the barista make them from start to finish.


  We walked more slowly, carrying our steaming hot cups of coffee with their helpful warn-ings printed on the side. “Tell me something,” I said.


  Jacob paused and looked at me expectantly. I couldn’t be sure I would get the truth from him. He was too good at keeping secrets.


  “You’ve known for a while that my name doesn’t come up on any search engines, right?” I felt like I was leading him, but too bad. I needed to get to the meat of it.


  He nodded and sipped his coffee. He’d looked away, and not because a crumpled up candy wrapper on the floor had caught his attention. Because he was uncomfortable with where my questions might go, or because he was cooking up a whopper? Maybe I should have asked him with Carolyn looking on, but let’s face it, I was no more happy about her getting involved in my personal life back in Room 304 than she’d been.


  “Carolyn says it’s about privacy,” I told him. “But I don’t think so. What do you think?” Jacob turned toward the floor-to-ceiling plate glass window where planes taxied back and forth, through miles of parking lot and runway beyond. I stepped up beside him. If I shifted my vision, I could see his eyes reflecting back to me in the window. I could also see a transparent construction worker carrying around a dismembered arm out on the field.


  “I signed something.”


  “Yeah, I know. So did Lisa. So did Zigler. Hell, I think I signed something too. I didn’t read it, though. All I cared about was getting out of Camp Hell.” The construction worker’s ghost waved its dismembered arm around with its other arm.


  He was no repeater. There was a lot of him left, I think, since he was focusing on one of those guys with the big earphones who go around signaling with a pair of flashlights in some kind of mysterious code.


  “Vic.”


  I looked at Jacob’s reflection.


  “I signed something recently.”


  “And when were you planning on telling me?”


  He had the decency to look chagrined. “I would have said something, but really, it was all common sense stuff. Not to disclose your mediumship abilities to the press, or leak anything about it online, or discuss it with anyone outside my family. I wouldn’t have done those things anyway, so I didn’t see the harm. As for telling you?” He took a drink of his coffee, likely to buy time to gather his thoughts. “I didn’t think you’d want to know.”


  “That better not be a theme.”


  He shook his head. “How did Warwick figure out what was going on between us? I didn’t think you’d told him we’d moved in together since you never mentioned it. He tracked me down at the Twelfth, had Carolyn sign off, too.”


  “Someone’s watching,” I said. “Notice how extra cops seem to appear if I go anywhere more than a couple days in a row? And Warwick’s not at the top of the pecking order. He’s answering to someone.”


  “Who?”


  I thought back on the answers I’d forced out of Lisa on the elevator. I probably would’ve stopped hounding her if she hadn’t gotten me drunk. “According to Lisa, I don’t knowhim. But I will.”


  “I’ll help you find out.”


  I looked at Jacob’s reflection. He was nodding, looking more or less sincere. I’d even go so far as to say he looked relieved. No doubt he preferred to keep all the skeletons in our closet laying out there in the open where they couldn’t come back to haunt him.


  “I’m gonna do some more digging,” I said. “And you’ll have to stop filtering out all this stuff that you’ve decided I don’t want to know.”


  Jacob finished his coffee. He crushed the cup in his hand and held it there. “I’m on your side.”


  “You’d better be.”


  He eased up against me so that our upper arms were pressed together. We stared at the field. Jacob watched the planes. I watched the one-armed ghost.


  “Tell me something,” I said.


  “What?”


  “I dunno. Anything. I’m really sick of playing detective when I’m off the clock.” I watched the reflection of Jacob’s eyes as he looked up toward the sky and scanned his memory for something he was willing to disclose. I had no doubt there were plenty of secrets in there for him to choose from.


  “Maurice’s retirement party,” he said.


  Wow. He’d gone back farther than I thought he would—all the way back to day one, in fact. “Yeah?” I said carefully. Suddenly, I was worried that he was right. Maybe there were certain things I didn’t want to know.


  “I didn’t just happen to go downstairs into the basement when you were taking your pills.”


  My mouth went dry. I took a sip of coffee. It didn’t help.


  “I was there because….” He shrugged and sighed, and looked very intently out the window. “I’d seen you at the Horner Park Picnic.”


  The Twelfth and the Fifth straddle that park. Most of the cops who hit those picnics are into civic stuff, community policing, after-school programs. Maurice and I usually showed up for the free hot dogs.


  “I knew who you were,” he said.


  I’d known who he was, too. Even back then. There were only a dozen or so PsyCop teams in the city, depending on who was retiring, who was on leave, and who’d recently taken abullet to the head. We all knew each other, at least the names and the faces.


  “I’d never really gotten a good look at you. And once I did….” he shrugged. “Well, I had to see if maybe you were interested.”


  I let my breath out slowly. “That’s it? That’s your big secret? That you came to Maurice’s party hoping to hook up?”


  Jacob finally turned toward me and gave me a dazzling smile. Whatever resolve I’d mus-tered to be angry with him drained away. He’s that hot. “What did you expect?”


  “C’mon, let’s go.” I turned toward the parking lot and started walking. Jacob fell into step beside me.


  What had I been expecting? Jesus, for a second there I thought he was going to tell me that he wasn’t a PsyCop at all, that he was some super-secret agent who’d been sicced on me to keep me in line. That maybe his family was a bunch of actors, and maybe he wasn’t even gay.


  God damn. I actually had been braced for something that bad. It wasn’t that big of a leap, especially since my third PsyCop partner and my general practitioner had both turned out to be a hell of a lot more sinister than they seemed.


  “How’d you know I was queer?” I said. I think I managed to sound like I wasn’t having a major mental meltdown.


  “You weren’t watching the women’s softball team.”


  “So?”


  “It was drizzling out. And the uniform T-shirts were white. You could see right through them.”


  “Huh.” I drained my coffee and pitched the cup into a garbage can. “Now that you mention it, I kinda wondered why Maurice had his eyes glued to the field.” We found Jacob’s car, got in, and pulled out of the parking lot and onto the expressway.


  “I think Lisa’s right,” said Jacob.


  Well, of course. She’s psychic that way. I looked out the windshield without answering him. I didn’t know what he was talking about, just that Lisa probably was right.


  “You should get some kind of training,” he said. “This hit-or-miss style of yours—I’m not keen on it. Why take more risks than you have to?”


  “I had training,” I said. “Two years’ worth. And then two more at the police academy.” Jacob watched me out of the corner of his eye. “Heliotrope Station wasn’t training.”


  “Sure it was. I’ve got the textbooks to prove it. I even highlighted a few of the words inthem.”


  “You want to be honest? Let’s start being honest. They experimented on you for two years at Camp Hell, then you coasted through two more at the Academy because Warwick was greedy for a medium and he fixed all your grades. Does that sound about right?”


  “I’m not so sure I like the new, improved, honest you. Let’s go back to pretending everything’s fine the way it is.”


  Jacob dropped his hand on my knee. I suppressed a flinch. “You trained on the firing range to learn how to shoot,” he said. “But your talent? That’s all over the place. You knocked yourself out on the stairwell doing God-knows-what. And then you showed up in Barnhardt’s room reeking of whiskey. I get that you’re skittish about training. It’s under-standable. But playing it by ear isn’t working for you anymore. You need better control over your talent.”


  I heard him. Kind of. Actually, most of it sounded like static because my brain kept repeat-ing the “they experimented on you for two years” soundbite over, and over, and over for the rest of the drive. It wasn’t the idea of it that was skipping like a warped LP, mind you.


  What blew me away was hearing it in Jacob’s voice. Don’t get me wrong, I knew he knew.


  He knew my timeline, how many years I’d spent in bad places, or worse ones. But I guess I’d always figured that he didn’t really know, in his gut, what I’d been through.


  The tone of his voice told me that maybe he did. I wanted to make him pull over and simply tell me, in his own words, everything he thought I’d done and seen. No doubt he’d get some stuff wrong. But I’ll bet he’d get at least part of it right, too.


  Jacob stayed quiet until he pulled up in front of the cannery. I don’t think he knew he’d just blown my mind. He was probably strategizing the best way to keep Barnhardt on the most nauseating antipsyactives he could find. “I’ll try to be home for dinner,” he said.


  “But if I end up running late, you can finish off that leftover Korean in the fridge.” He leaned towards me, and I tried to figure out what I should do. Kiss him goodbye, in the car, in broad daylight? I’d come off as a heel if I looked around first to see if anyone was watching. It didn’t matter anyway; likely as not I was being watched, but Warwick already knew about the two of us, so it didn’t really matter. On the bright side, that was one less awkward conversation I’d need to have someday.


  I didn’t hesitate, exactly. I sat there and didn’t move either forward or back. Jacob took that as permission to maul me. He grabbed me around the back of the head and planted a wet one on me. I’d been prepared for a quick goodbye kiss and found myself with a mouthful of tongue. His fingertips pressed into my scalp, and I had a flash of what it would feel like if it was his cock jamming into my mouth instead of his tongue. Who knew I could shift gears from “freaked out” to “turned on” so quickly? It didn’t seem normal.


  But then again, I probably wasn’t the best judge of what was or wasn’t normal.


  When he pulled back to let us both catch our breath, my mouth felt swollen and hot and my cock was straining against my jeans. “Are you sure you have to go to work right thissecond?” I asked him.


  Jacob stared into my eyes. He looked hungry, like he wouldn’t even make it to the front door, like he’d tear off my clothes and fling me down in a snow bank if I coaxed him into staying. But then he glanced at the clock on the dashboard and shook his head. “Carolyn’s already there. If I’m late….”


  “She’ll know why,” I said. “And she’ll probably be pissed, too.” Jacob pressed his forehead against mine. “Will you be here when I get home?”


  “That depends on what time you’re coming back. I’ve got a job too, you know.”


  “I didn’t know you were scheduled today.”


  “I’ve got some loose ends to tie up.”


  Jacob kissed me again—the type of goodbye kiss I’d been expecting, this time—and let go of my head. “Then I’ll see you when I see you, and I’ll call you when I can.” I stood on our sidewalk and breathed in the cold, watched it leave my body in a big rush of white vapor, and collected myself. It was harder to be involved with another PsyCop than it was to date a hairdresser, or a college professor, or a record store clerk. No doubt about it. It felt like everything we did, fighting or fucking, or even just talking, was ten times bigger than it had been between me and the other guys I’d dated. Harder. But better.


  I rubbed my nose with the back of my hand and sighed. My breath streamed out over the frozen air. I flipped open my phone and memory-dialed Zigler.


  “I’m ready,” I said.


  -NINETEEN-


  I climbed into Zig’s car and he handed me a sticky note without looking me in the eye.


  “Well, here you go,” he said.


  I opened it up and read it. Steven Russeau. Stefan Russell had reinvented himself, or maybe someone else had done it for him. “If I do a web search on Mr. Russeau,” I said,“will I find anything?”


  “Not much. A generic website about his practice. No pictures.” His practice. I reread the note. “Empathic Drug and Alcohol Rehabilitation Counseling.” There was a phone number and an address downtown. No home address. I felt a little pang, but then I figured that maybe it was for the best. I could always make an appointment to see him professionally…oh, that was just sick in so many ways.


  My stomach churned at the prospect of talking to someone else who’d been through Camp Hell, but I told myself it was only excitement. I folded up the note so that some of the sticky was facing out, and I stuck it to the back of my phone so I’d remember to leave him a voice mail later. The only way Stefan would have had weekend hours would be if they’d given him a lobotomy after I’d left. Wait a minute…bad train of thought. Anyway, it’d be easier to leave him a message than it would be to call on a day when I thought there was any chance he’d actually pick up.


  “So…the two of us,” said Zig, pointing at me and then at himself. “We’re okay now.Right?”


  Was I supposed to be mad at him? What for? I’d been on such a roller coaster ride with Jacob and his vengeance on Barnhardt that I no longer had any idea why Zigler felt like he owed me one. I gave him a sideways look, hoping he’d pin an interpretation on it that would remind me.


  He scowled at his steering wheel. I held my ground and kept looking at him out of the corner of my eye. We sat like that for a good minute, minute and a half. And finally, when I thought I was going to be the one to give, Zig said, “I guess I should have said something about those papers.”


  Oh. Right. The papers. The ones that every other person I knew had signed, too. Including Jacob.


  “There was all kinds of paperwork to do when I started this job, though. Just so you know.”


  


  I vaguely remembered signing things until my hand hurt. I nodded.


  “I even thought…I thought that maybe you were taking it a little too far, getting all worked up about the Internet.”


  If I were the only one who couldn’t be found online, that would be one thing. But it wasn’t.


  It was Stefan. And all of Camp Hell. If none of us who’d come through Heliotrope Station more or less intact could be found on the Web, if even the place itself was invisible, then it was almost as if someone was denying that the whole thing had ever happened.


  And that pissed me off.


  “But then I got called into Warwick’s office on Friday,” Zig said, “and he gave me three more stacks of papers, for Nancy and Caitlin and Robbie….”


  “Cripes. Not your kids.”


  “Yeah. And their contracts were even more convoluted than mine, because they’re both minors.”


  “How do you explain all of this to them?”


  “What’s to explain? Everyone knows what a PsyCop is. I think it’s the first time they’ve been impressed by anything I’ve done since they were in diapers. I’m sure they’d like it even better if I was the Psych half of the team.” He shrugged. “But then I’d have to see all those spirits everywhere.”


  “They’re not exactly everywhere.”


  “So…my house. Was it? You know.”


  No, I didn’t. “Was your house what?”


  “Did you see anyone there? Besides my wife and my two kids.”


  “Oh. No, nothing.”


  Zigler let his breath out slowly and relaxed into the seat. I hadn’t realized how stiffly he’d been sitting. “Nancy had a miscarriage a couple of years before Caitlin was born. Now Caitlin swears that her ‘big sister’ is communicating with her through the Ouija board.”


  “I doubt it, given the gene pool and the fact that you’re as non-psychic as it’s possible to be.”


  “But you would have seen something like that. Or heard it, or felt it.”


  “I suppose. Unless your daughter was actually a precog, and the spirit she thought she was talking with was really a symbol for her higher self. Something like that. I’m not really all that good with….” With much of anything more advanced than the white balloon technique. Damn. I’ll bet Lisa would have loved to play “what if?” with Zigler. And thenthey both would have told me to get some real training.


  Zig was nodding. “A precog. Yeah. That wouldn’t be so bad.” He might not think so if he’d just spent a week with Lisa, but I didn’t mention that.


  “Caitlin…she can’t stop talking about you. You made a pretty big impression on her.” I’d kind of thought that both of Zig’s kids were psych-groupies, but when I saw the way he was still avoiding eye contact, I realized that it was probably something more, that Caitlin might’ve had it as bad for psychs as Jacob does. I jammed the palm of my hand against my right eye and rubbed. Poor Zig. At least Robbie wasn’t the one with the crush, though I figured that was a notion I’d be better off keeping to myself.


  “So…if that’s everything….” Zig wanted to get me out of the car so bad I could practically taste it. The two of us were even, as far as I was concerned. Of everyone I knew that had to sign a stupid stack of documents to protect my “privacy,” he’d volunteered the most information with the least prompting. And we weren’t even all that buddy-buddy.


  “Just one more thing.” I thought I might be able to milk a final favor out of him since he was feeling guilty, and there was a loose end I had to tie up. “I need a ride.” Zig stared at his windshield for a long moment, and then nodded. “Fine. Where?”


  “Downtown.”


  “Now?”


  The longer I thought about it, the harder it would be, and the more likely Zig would back out, too. I sure as hell didn’t want to go there alone. “Now.” I told Zig where I needed to go. He checked his rearview, put the car in gear and pulled away from the curb.


  I swallowed an Auracel and watched the scenery go by while Zig navigated the Dan Ryan.


  The ghosts weren’t too thick, but the lanes felt small and close, especially when we passed under bridges and through the tunnel. I closed my eyes and tried to figure out what I was going to say, came up with nothing, and opened them again.


  Zig exited the expressway and crept into the maze of one-way streets beneath the El tracks. A train rumbled by overhead, one that let off a dozen or so blocks from the cannery. I didn’t even need him to wait for me. It would be good to clear my head, ride that old metal subway car and ride the Auracel buzz at the same time as I made my way back home.


  I wouldn’t be alone. I’d have a lot of things to think about to keep me company. And if I ended up in a car with a ghost in it, I could just get off the train and wait for the next one.


  “Do you want me to go in with you?” Zig asked.


  


  Yes.


  “No,” I said. “I got it.” I could tell that he got the heebie-jeebies from visitors from beyond the grave ever since we’d busted up the zombie employment ring, but prisons? No problem for a good, solid cop like Bob Zigler. Still, I felt like he’d done his part by getting me there, and now I needed to handle things myself.


  Zig let me off at the entrance of the tall concrete skyscraper, and I did my best not to chase after the Impala as he drove away.


  I walked into the Metropolitan Correctional Center and showed my badge to the front desk. I hadn’t brought my gun with me since I was off duty, but I did have a couple packs of Marlboros stuffed into my coat pocket. The guards said that cigarettes weren’t allowed in the visiting area, and instructed me to leave them in a storage locker. Damn. There went my currency.


  I climbed into the elevator car with a stony-faced guard and it shut a hell of a lot faster than the one at Rosewood. It also had a bunch of buttons and locks and was probably bulletproof, too. The guard was a bulky black guy with the ramrod-straight posture of the cops who’d started multiplying at Rosewood, the ones who weren’t from the Fifth, weren’t from the Twelfth, and who watched me like a bunch of hawks without actually appearing to watch me. I was pretty sure the guard who was with me was actually a guard, since no one but Lisa would know I was coming, and now Zig.


  We went up eight floors, then stepped off the elevator and past a visiting room where a baby bawled louder than a cruiser siren, and another visiting room where a guy in an orange jumpsuit sprawled in a plastic chair while his visitor, probably his wife, chewed him out so badly that he must have wished he was back in his cell.


  The guard led me to a closed door with a sign on it that said Attorney Visiting Room #3. A perk of being in law enforcement; I got to use the fancy room.


  “Your visit will be monitored through the mirror,” said the guard. His voice was gentler than I’d expected. “A hug is permitted at the beginning and end of the visit, but no other physical contact is allowed for the duration. When you leave the room, the inmate will be returned to his cell.”


  “As long as I get to cop a feel.” Crap, I’d said that out loud. I hoped the guard realized I was being sarcastic. Gay cops probably shouldn’t joke about things like that. Especially when they’re making contact with scary homophobes that would love to see them dead.


  The room was plain—plastic table, plastic chairs, bright lights set into the ceiling and a big two-way mirror. The guard cleared his throat. I met his eyes in the mirror. “That hugging thing is for family,” he told me, “but we’re still supposed to say it to everyone.”


  “Uh-huh.”


  He dropped eye contact, turned around and left.


  


  I stared at the mirror. I thought for a moment that I saw someone shifting behind it, but then I realized it was only a faint repeater pounding on the glass. If I took another half a tablet, I probably wouldn’t be able to see him at all. But I’d probably be too high to get anything out of my visit, either.


  When I’d drunkenly pried it out of Lisa that I knew someone who could tell me all about my so-called “privacy,” I’d had it in my head that she would point to Jacob. He lies like a rug, and thanks to his time with Carolyn, he’d become a master of the misdirect. But, no.


  According to Lisa, he didn’t know much more than she did herself. She’d never read all the paperwork she signed since the si-no gave her the go-ahead, so maybe he’d had the advantage of actually perusing the stuff. But if there was a big conspiracy with my name written all over it, at least Jacob hadn’t been involved.


  If the worst surprise Jacob had in store for me was that he’d had his eye on me since the Horner Park Picnic, I was in pretty good shape. Unless he was planning a surprise party for me later that night, in which case I’d need to kill him.


  I somehow doubted that Jacob was busy decorating the cannery and baking me a cake.


  He was so focused on getting a court order to keep Barnhardt doped up on antipsyactives that he’d actually forgotten that it was my birthday. Mister Perfect was turning out to be nowhere near as infallible as I’d originally thought.


  I considered sitting down, then decided I should probably stay on my feet, despite the fact that I was getting a pretty good buzz on. I hadn’t taken Auracel in nearly a week, so it had hit me hard. Plus I was a little dehydrated from all the whiskey I’d slugged the day before. Just thinking about it gave me a twinge behind my right eye.


  I flinched when the door opened and the guy with all the answers was escorted in. I’d thought he’d look a little less threatening in handcuffs and an orange jumpsuit. I’d been wrong.


  Roger Burke glared at me from the doorway, six feet of solid muscle with short blond hair and three days’ growth of reddish whiskers. “What do you want?” he said, low and mean.


  I narrowed my eyes at him and wondered if it was too late to change my mind. Probably.


  “Rumor has it that you know how Camp Hell was hidden.” Roger smiled.


  



  ~Look for Camp Hell: a PsyCop Novel in late 2008~
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