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Ghosts are turned flesh, throwing off the grave’s disguise.
Exhortation: Summer, 1919 – Claude McKay.
Chapter One
“Are you sure?”
“Of co . . . not bleeding sure . . . illy cow! All I said w . . . kitty box . . . effin . . . bin . . . food . . . Don’t y . . . isten stupid bi. . . .”
The big old green neon sign was on the fritz and so was charming Freddie Conroy. As it spluttered and spat and frizzed on and off, so did Freddie. I could just make out what he said, although his voice came as a whisper and the Cockney accent didn’t help.
I did not linger in Fresno to bring Freddie’s killers to justice; I couldn’t care less about the disagreeable little man. Anyway, they had already been apprehended and were doing time in California State Prison. I couldn’t do a thing for Freddy - not that I’d want to - but he could do plenty for me.
You would think he’d be glad to finally have someone to talk to after being stuck up there for years, but the Brit was as unpleasant in death as in life.
In May 2000, Freddie’s two business partners took him on the roof of the pharmacy and shot him in the back of the head. I doubt they meant to leave him there, but Freddie uncooperatively pitched over the side of the building and got hung up on the big neon sign, which is where Fresno PD found him the next morning.
Unknown to the residents and visitors to Fresno as they walk the old district, Freddie’s still there, up above their heads, likely cussing them out.
My demon lover and I stopped in a downtown café on our way back to Utah, and overheard two elderly women at the next table. Apparently, their friend Gertrude Hackenbacher - seriously, it is her name - lost her best friend and companion of eleven years, her cat Pussywillow. Worse, Pussywillow didn’t just wander away from home, he was catnapped. My heart immediately went out to the woman. I’d be devastated if my black-brindle Scottish terrier MacKlutzy disappeared, and enraged to the point of committing murder if someone harmed him. Then the ladies mentioned the magic word: reward.
“A cat?” Royal said as he stirred a ton of sugar into his little demitasse coffee cup. I ask you, why get a seriously potent espresso and make it glutinous with sugar?
“I don’t care if it’s a cat. We’ve had two assignments since we opened the agency. Five hundred bucks is five hundred bucks,” I reiterated.
Royal sounded bemused. “We use our powers of deductive reasoning to discover the whereabouts of a cat?”
I swallowed my mouthful of muffin. “I don’t mean we spend days here. I just thought, since this Hackenbacher woman lives nearby, we could take a walk through town, starting at her place, ask a few passersby if they saw anything suspicious.”
“Sweetheart,” Royal said, reaching for my hand, “who would see anything suspicious in someone toting a cat kennel?”
Royal is the first and only person to call me sweetheart, ever. Royal is first with a lot of things. He’s the first and only demon I’ve ever dated, the first to pick me up in his arms like I weigh no more than a couple of pounds, my first partner in my first detective agency. I could go on and on. . . .
Need I mention he’s handsome? He’s one of those men to whom every woman’s eyes are drawn when he walks in the room, and they see him as a human male. I see him as he is. His copper and gold streaked hair reaches his shoulder blades when unbound, and when he’s excited it swirls and emits sparks, as if full of electricity. His eyes are deep copper-brown, like new pennies, and glint when he moves. He has a demon’s angular face and high cheekbones, his skin the palest copper, like a nice tan.
Royal is not human, but neither is he a demon. I just call him that, but not often to his face. I called his people demons long before I knew their true name. They are Gelpha, and they inhabit a world parallel to ours, but only the Gelpha and a few people like me know. They have shared our world for centuries, blending with the human population, running businesses, forming relationships, having half-Gelpha, half-human children.
I knew they existed, but a year ago I never thought I’d take one as partner and lover. Royal is an enforcer for the Gelpha High Lord. He keeps an eye on Gelpha activities here in my world, although he now spends more of his time keeping an eye on me. When I met Royal, I thought he was my enemy, but he turned out to be the best friend I ever had.
I didn’t hold out much hope of tracking down the cat, but it was worth a try. Royal had plenty of money, but I insisted on paying my share and could no longer help pay for advertising, which so far didn’t seem to be doing us any good, anyway.
We could take a few hours to wander Fresno and still get back to Clarion in good time. The catnappers had stuffed Pussywillow into the bright-pink kitten-sized carrier they found on Gertrude’s porch. Pussywillow had fit it long ago, but had grown into a massive, overweight, orange ball of long hair.
I rubbed my thumb over the knuckles of Royal’s hand, grinning at him. “Well no, a cat in a carrier would not stand out, but maybe a pink kitty carrier with the orange fur of a fat enraged cat poking through might grab the attention.”
And that’s how we came to be watching an apartment above a small florist in downtown Fresno, and how I came to be talking to nasty little Freddie Conroy.
Freddie was the third dead person I spoke to in a roughly three-square-mile area. He might be the one to prove my theory behind opening our detective agency: although not all our cases would involve a violent death, my ability to talk to the dead could still be valuable. The dead see a lot, they’ve nothing else to do but observe the world going on around them.
But it’s not a good idea to put words into their mouths, or ideas into their heads. There can’t be many people like me, who see and talk to the violently slain, and the odds of a dead person getting to talk to one of the living are poor. They tend to say what they think I want to hear, just to keep me there. I had to ask the three in Fresno a particular question and the first two obliged by sending me off on a wild-goose chase. But Freddie was mean and irritable and didn’t want me here, so maybe he would tell the truth to get rid of me. Kind of like reverse psychology.
“Shall we?” I asked Royal.
He led the way across the street to the shop, the hot California sun beating down on our heads. July, and Fresno already baked. Next month, the trees lining the streets of the old part of town would start to look sad and store owners would have to water their curbside planters daily. The florist shop had wide, deep awnings along the front to protect the floral displays clustered at the door.
Royal looked pretty hot too, by which I mean the way he filled his white T-shirt and worn navy Levis. Mm mm.
The door in the alley could be a side entrance to the shop, but I bet it opened to stairs leading to an apartment. Freddie said he saw the occupants take a bright-pink cat kennel from their car and through the door. The orange cat inside was huge, obviously much too big for the little carrier. He also said in the past three days they’d bought cans of cat food, dry kibble and milk from the market a block over.
More than one fat orange cat in a pink kennel would be one hell of a coincidence, but we would be cautious. Freddie could be lying to me.
Royal gave the door an authoritative knock. We waited.
Demons have supernatural hearing. “Someone is in there.” Royal grinned at me. “And so is a cat.”
I beamed back. “I hope it’s Pussywillow.”
“Not to mention we will feel like idiots if it is not.”
We could see up a staircase through the narrow window in the door. Nobody appeared, but a male voice spoke through the intercom: “Yes?”
“Termite inspection,” Royal said. “We have a report of termite infestation in this block. We need to check your building.”
A brief pause, then the man replied: “Did you speak to our landlord?”
“I’m on the phone to him now,” Royal lied.
“Then you can tell him we don’t have termites.”
Royal cocked an eyebrow at me. “You sound positive.”
“Yes, I do. I’m a carpenter. I’d know if we had termites. Thank you for calling. Bye.”
And the intercom clicked off.
Royal frowned. I heaved a sigh. We leaned against the wall either side of the door. How were we going to get in the apartment now?
Why didn’t we call the police? First, I doubt catnapping placed high on their case list, so response would be slow. Second, as Royal said, we would feel like idiots if the cat in the apartment wasn’t Pussywillow - which would not be the first freak coincidence I’ve run into - and look like idiots to the local PD. That is bad for publicity. Third, the reward was for the return of Pussywillow, not for providing information leading to his return. Maybe Gertrude Hackenbacher would use the technicality to weasel out of paying us.
Then Royal smiled. “I have a plan.”
“I don’t like this. He could take off and get in traffic.”
“I won’t let him get that far.”
“Maybe the guy hates dogs. What if he hurts Mac?”
“I won’t let that happen either, Tiff.”
I squinched up one side of my face. “I don’t like it, Royal.”
“So you said. Any ideas?”
We were in the deeply recessed entry to the florist shop: me, Royal and Mac. Royal unthinkingly reached out to touch Mac’s head. Mac’s lips curled off his teeth. Royal took his hand back. “Nice dog. Nice Mac.” To me, he said, “I’m going to make him like me if it kills me.”
“Well good luck with that. As far as I know, I’m the only person Mac tolerates. I don’t think he actually likes anyone.”
MacKlutzy is the aforementioned Scottish terrier. He’s a bumbling, crotchety little animal and has a streak of determination unrivaled in the doggy world. The first time I left him alone in the house, when he was a puppy, he chewed a huge chunk off the bottom of the bathroom door, trying to escape. If I hadn’t come home when I did, he would have done it, too. Royal thought Mac’s determination could work in our favor.
Now or never! I carried Mac to the side door, put him down and squatted next to him. I pointed at the door. “Mac! Cat!”
Mac thinks cats would be tasty treats if he ever got hold of one, but he didn’t see any cat. He laid his ears back on his skull and glared at me.
“Honest! There’s a cat in there, Mac!”
He sniffed at the doorstep and his ears perked a little. He must have found the scent.
I kept urging him, trying to get him excited. “Cat, Mac! Big cat!”
After a few minutes, he was whining at the door.
“Yes! Cat, Mac! Get the cat!”
Little yips interspersed the whining and snuffling, and he started scratching. Not one of those painted metal types, but good old-fashioned wood, the door didn’t stand a chance. Tiny slivers of paint and wood peeled off under Mac’s attack. The more I encouraged him, the louder and more frantic he got until he made quite a racket. I hoped the guy upstairs would not turn on his intercom and hear my voice, but there’s a specific sound to an active intercom even when no person speaks, a dead-air sound, and I didn’t hear that.
The door at the top of the stairs opened and a pair of feet in gray slippers appeared on the top step. I backed away across the alley, into the doorway of a corner boutique in the next block.
I didn’t like the next stage. Mac was on his own. Sure, Royal could do the speed-demon thing, whip in and take Mac out of here, but I don’t like to take chances where my dog is concerned.
Peering around the corner, I watched as the door opened and a man came out. Five-eight, long red hair and a goatee, he wore a pair of blue and white checkered pajamas. Mac tried to get past him, but he blocked the dog with his foot. “What the fucking. . . ?”
Mac pushed his head between the legs and doorframe. The guy stepped away, edging out in the street, pulling the door ajar behind him. “Get out of here, you little rat!”
Mac took no notice, the guy might not have existed. He focused on the cat he believed to be his legitimate prey. He lunged at the door.
The redhead stepped back, bumping the door open a little more. He yelled at my dog. “Get the fuck out of here, you stupid mutt!”
If there’s one thing Mac hates worse than cats, it’s being threatened. He recognized the tone. Terriers are fearless. They literally do not perceive any distinction in size or bulk. Something stood between him and a cat and that something threatened him. Mac didn’t hesitate, he attacked.
“Oh my god, I am so sorry!” I exclaimed, trying to sound sincere as I rushed across the alley. “I only took my eyes off him for a second!”
The guy clung to the doorframe with both hands and Mac attached to his ankle, wobbling as he tried to keep his balance, swearing up a storm. He tried to shake Mac off. That must have hurt.
“Get it off me!”
“Calm down and hold still. I can’t do anything with you shaking him around.”
I squatted next to Mac. “Mac, bad boy. Let him go.”
Mac didn’t know what I talked about. Tell him “drop it!” and he’ll eventually open his mouth, but he didn’t hear those words from me. He snarled, a deep throaty snarl muffled by the guy’s thick socks.
“Get him off me you stupid bitch or you’ll both be sorry!”
I anticipated anger and I’ve been called a lot worse, so my affront was pure pretense. I straightened to my full height and put ice in my voice as well as my eyes. “Are you threatening me?”
He calmed a little and stood still. “No. But if I have to hurt him to get him off, I will,” he said through gritted teeth. “I have a right to defend myself.”
Something went between me and the redhead. If you saw a demon move at full speed, it would be just a blur, then you’d tell yourself you imagined it. The door banged open and the guy staggered. I swayed a little.
I squatted beside Mac again. “You’re right, and I apologize. If you stand still I’ll get him off.”
I talked to Mac, who still took absolutely no notice of me.
Another waft of air. I glanced over my shoulder. Royal stood across the street holding a Day-Glo-pink cat carrier.
“Mac, drop it!”
MacKlutzy slowly opened his mouth. I scooped him up in my arms.
The guy backed in the doorway. He hoisted his leg by the ankle and peeled back the sock. “I could sue you.”
I picked tiny bits of sock fluff from out of Mac’s teeth. “Oh, sorry, did he ruin your sock?” I didn’t try to sound apologetic. I didn’t care how angry he was. Royal had the cat.
He glared at me. “Keep your fucking dog on a leash, lady!” Then he backed in and slammed the door.
I walked across the street with Mac in my arms. I didn’t hurry. Any second now the redhead would discover his prize missing, but what could he do, report a stolen, stolen cat to the cops? Come after us? Yeah, bring it on, baby.
I stopped beneath the sputtering neon sign.
“Thanks, Freddie.”
“Up yours y . . . fuck. . . .”
I looked up and presented my finger before I walked away. To think, I was going to talk to the pharmacy about getting that sign fixed. . . .
I ruffled the wad of bills. One thousand, in cash! Ecstatic to see Pussywillow, Gertrude Hackenbacher doubled the reward. And she took half a dozen business cards, and swore she’d refer us to her friends and acquaintance.
Not a bad morning’s work.
Chapter Two
I watched Royal’s big red pickup drive out of sight as it rounded the bend, and took a moment to look out over Clarion, the town filling half the mountain valley I call home. Clarion is technically a city, but “town” sounds homelier. House lights were blinking on all over, and traffic made glittering lines along Madison. The fading daylight let me see a few small boats speeding over Long Meadow Lake, their wakes making patterns in the distinctive turquoise-blue water, and I could just make out the narrow sandy beach surrounding Hangman’s Point. The Black River wound a gleaming trail across the valley, in some places the banks just a mile apart where it contorted like a sidewinder.
I turned my back on Clarion, pulled a sheaf of mail from my mailbox and walked the concrete path to my front door. My house is a square of red brick, as plain outside as in. The front door and wood window frames needed a new coat of white paint, the grass either side of the house needed mowing and would die if I didn’t water soon. I don’t worry about my half-acre of land out back because the surrounding high brick wall hides it from the street. The most I do out there is get the weed-whacker to the grass and weeds now and then. I leave the wild flowers alone. If they go to the trouble of seeding themselves back there, they deserve a chance at survival. I do spray my fruit trees, because an apple or pear every now and then is nice, and I love the Bing cherries. My neighbors are happy to take what I don’t use.
I unlocked the door, towed Mac inside and slung my small overnight bag in the general direction of the staircase. When I unlatched Mac’s leash and let him go, he immediately charged into the kitchen.
“Hello! I’m home!” I called as I passed the stairs.
When nobody answered, I rolled my eyes and went in the kitchen. Mac snuffled on the floor where his water bowl should have been. I got it from the sink, filled it and put it down for him. With a weary sigh, I sat at the kitchen table, adding the mail to the pile already there. Most of them were bills, which I could now pay thanks to Gertrude. I know people who don’t pay their bills until they get red warning notes. I fret at the mere notion of not paying mine.
I felt someone behind me. “Hi, guys. Have fun while I was gone?”
Mac lifted his head from his bowl, water dripping off his little beard, and snarled.
A humph noise behind me. I shrugged. They were sulking and determined to let me know, but they’d come around. I picked at a flake of paint on the edge of the table, a big old thing with drawers under the table top on one side and shelves on the other. I got it at a yard sale, but should have tried my hand at refinishing instead of painting it white to match the kitchen cabinets. The paint had worn through in some places and chipped off around the edges.
I sorted through the mail, separating bills from advertisements. I didn’t say another word. The silence would eventually get to them.
The kitchen felt warm and stuffy, so I got up, went to the big multipane windows and opened two of them. I leaned on the sill, enjoying the cooler air on my face. Yet more of the tiny green and white tiles, which cover the walls just above the counters and surround the windows, needed re-grouting. If only there weren’t so many of them. The damn things go all around the kitchen.
“Did you bring us anything?” Mel asked.
I turned back and leaned against the window sill. Mel stood on the other side of the table. Jack stood near the refrigerator. You would not know from Mel’s tone she was glad to see me, but I knew both of them were, no matter how they pretended otherwise.
“Bring you anything? From the exotic metropolis of Merced?”
“It’s what people do for their friends when they take a trip,” Mel said.
“Fine. Next time I go anyplace, I’ll bring you back a snow globe or something.”
“Is that your attempt at humor?” Jack said.
“Yeah. We could stand all day and look at the little white flakes on the bottom of the globe,” from Mel.
Honestly, they were like a couple of sulky little kids.
Jack sniffed. “Phil White let his dog take a poop down the side of the house.”
I narrowed my eyes, not at Jack, but because Phil thought I would not know his dog used my property as a doggy dumping ground. And I couldn’t very well tell him my dead roommate fingered him.
Yes, Jack is well and truly dead. So is Mel. My dead and should-be-departed roomies, present in spirit if not in flesh.
“And I think Wanda Crebs is having an affair,” from Mel.
Wanda and her trucker husband live three houses down. “Really?”
“The guy comes after dark, parks outside the Patrick’s old house and walks to Wanda’s. Looks real sneaky too,” Jack said.
“How so, sneaky?”
“He looks up and down the street, real careful, and comes up and around the back of Wanda’s house. She must let him in the backdoor.”
What Wanda did was none of my business, but I hoped Jack and Mel were mistaken because her husband, Roland, worshipped the ground she walked on.
I yawned, looked over at the wall clock. Almost eleven-thirty and my eyelids felt heavy as lead. “If that’s all you got, I’m for bed. I’ll see you in the morning.”
“But you just got back!” from Mel.
I headed for the stairs. “Night,” I said over my shoulder, grinning, because I did bring them something back from Merced.
Every time I returned from a trip, they asked what I brought them, and I never had, but a couple of things in Merced caught my eye. I knew I set myself up for future harangues and sulks because now they’d expect a little gift every time I left the state.
Maybe I tried to appease my conscience. When I travel from home, I feel guilty, because I don’t like leaving them alone for too long. They get depressed, and I think they spend far too much time down in the basement, where their killer buried their bodies beneath concrete and dirt.
Of course I woke real early in the morning, six in the morning to be precise. I peered blearily at the alarm clock, trying to decide whether to roll over or get out of bed. But the bathroom called me and my nose felt all stuffed up, and when I got back in bed I couldn’t get comfortable. I rooted in my dresser, found a halter top and pair of shorts, struggled into them and padded barefoot downstairs. I’d take my shower later, after my hike. For once, Jack and Mel were not down there waiting for me. Probably still sulking.
I filled the carafe with water, the filter with ground Columbian blend and started the coffee machine burbling.
“Hey, guys, I got presents!”
I stiffened as Jack spoke from close behind me. “What do we care if you got a present?”
I relaxed my muscles and inhaled the wonderful aroma of perking coffee. “Not for me, idiot. For you.”
“You got Jack a present!”
“And you, Mel.” I walked out to the hall and picked up my carryall. Back in the kitchen, the terrible twosome stared at me from their position near the coffeemaker. I jiggled the bag. “Honest.”
Jack dashed across the kitchen and stopped short. His spectral form would have overlapped my body if he’d been any closer. “Don’t tell me it’s a snow globe.”
Jack and Mel were happily engrossed with their gifts when I walked out of the door, Jack in front of the TV in the kitchen and Mel staring at the wall in her room. They would dredge every possible scrap of pleasure they could from what I gave them.
I got Jack a DVD of Billy French, live at the Cincinnati Comedy Club. Billy specializes in “dead” jokes and is Jack’s idol. For Mel, a life-size poster of Mel Gibson in his Braveheart regalia.
I walked the trails behind the apartment block where, eight months ago, I found the clue which led to solving my biggest and oddest case. I don’t think I will ever pass her block and not think of sad Lindy Marchant and her son Lawrence.
With the help of his advisers, the boy now rules Royal’s world. Weird, to think of a child not yet seven-years-old ruling an entire world. But Lawrence is not an ordinary boy, he’s part demon. Is he a puppet-ruler, despite being smarter than the typical human child? Royal assures me Lawrence’s advising council has his best interests at heart and can be trusted to guide him.
I don’t think Royal’s world - or sphere, or space, or whatever they call it - is anywhere as big as mine, and I think the population is smaller. Everyone belongs to a House, a kind of community run along medieval lines, where the Lord or Lady of the House sets the rules and is responsible for the welfare of their people. The Houses as a whole fall under the jurisdiction of the High Lord or High Lady and their House, so you could say he’s the supreme ruler.
The High Lady died more than fifty years ago and her heir had been missing for a long time. But his grandson was alive and well and living in Clarion, the problem being, the High House didn’t know that. They were looking for him all over the world, but so were his enemies, who were abducting little part-Gelpha boys who could possibly be Lawrence. And what do kidnappers do to victims who can identify them? They kill them.
Sometimes, they didn’t bother to abduct them, they killed the children right there, in their homes.
Royal worked as a police detective in New York City, Seattle and San Antonio as he followed the killer’s trail. When the trail led him to the mid-west, he transferred to Clarion PD, the single available position at the time. I was looking for Lawrence, so Mike Warren partnered us. And my life got even stranger.
We found the killer, except they were killers, in the plural, led by Royal’s brother. Royal killed him to save my life.
If not for Lindy Marchant, who broke the rules of the afterlife by leaving her place of death to come to me for help, chances are I’d never have met Royal, never found Lawrence, and little boys all over the world would still be dying.
The mountain trails above Clarion are well-maintained, but they are trails, not concrete sidewalks, so a person has to jump over large snaking roots, leap puddles and duck under low branches. The terrain is steep, the ground rough, pocked with holes and depressions and littered with rock fallen down from above.
The air felt a little chill, but not too bad. I quickly warmed up. I wove between giant lumps of rock upthrust from the ground and through a narrow slot canyon. It was a workout, and on a beautiful morning like this, I loved it.
I’m not an exercise freak. I do what I must to keep my figure. Mostly I jog on my treadmill, but between May and mid-July, until the heat settles in, I enjoy an occasional hike up the mountain trails. The view is amazing; a diorama of Clarion, North Clarion and South Clarion almost fills the valley. You can see Northfork Road way out to the west, just before it disappears down Fork Canyon and on down to the Salt Lake Valley. And all around, the sheer grandeur of the Wasatch Range.
I slowed a little to pace myself and take in the scenery. Seasonal springs trickled down, sometimes right across the trail. Wild flowers dotted the terrain: alpine buttercup, spring lily, thimble berries, spring beauty and my favorite, the tiny, delicate lily-like flower of the wild onion. If you live in the mountains, you know early wild flowers tend to emerge in the same color groups. These were yellow or white. Blues would come next, then pinks and reds, and later in the year a mixture of colors.
Although I couldn’t see the sun above the ridgeline, its light streamed down Pineview Canyon to the north of me like a river of gold.
For good exercise, hiking uphill on rough terrain beats walking concrete any day of the week. Panting a little, I paused on the trail.
My cell rang.
“Morning, sweetheart,” Royal drawled.
That word again – sweetheart - and his tone made me go liquid. I sat on a convenient rock. “Morning to you too.”
“I called your house. You’re not there.”
Funny man. “Um. I’m walking.”
“When you get back, can you come over here?”
I grinned at the phone. “Why? What do you have in mind?”
“All kinds of things, but unfortunately I cannot act on any of them. We have visitors.”
“We have visitors? For both of us? At your place? This early in the morning?” I checked my wristwatch. “At seven in the morning?”
An audible sigh. “Clients. They will be here any minute.”
“Clients? I didn’t know we had clients. In particular, clients who make appointments at the crack of dawn.”
“Prospective clients, then. I can explain when you get here. Or would you rather we come to your place?”
“Uh, no. I’ll be there in an hour.”
“I’ll save you a donut.”
“Aw,” I crooned into the phone. “You do know how to treat a girl.”
I pocketed the phone and started down. The sun crested behind me, hot on the nape of my neck, then traveled down to envelop my entire body. Its golden light swathed the mountainside, casting my shadow crookedly before me. Chickadee flitted through the branches of scrub oak and tiny pine siskin pecked in the long grasses for last year’s wild flax seeds. A hawk drifted lazily above, the sun making its underside a bright, almost dazzling metallic copper, the color of Royal’s hair.
Chapter Three
“What’s the big hurry?” Mel asked.
“Off to Royal’s for donuts and mysterious visitors,” I sang out, charging through the kitchen, making quotation marks in the air with my fingers. I headed up the stairs to the bathroom with Jack and Mel trailing me.
“Mysterious visitors? Ooh, can I come?” Jack asked.
I walked into the bathroom. “Be my guest.”
”That’s our Tiff, always the comedian.”
I slammed the door on him.
“What’s this about mysterious visitors?” Mel asked.
“Don’t do that!”
“Do what?”
“Your disappearing from one room and reappearing in another act.”
I stripped off my top and slung it at her where she sat on the toilet, or seemed to sit. Mel and Jack can’t sit on solid objects, but they like to pretend they can. I suppose they actually kind of hover. She ducked reflexively and it missed her to land on the lip of the sink.
She stood and walked through the tub to the window, turned and put her back to the small square panes. “So who are these visitors?”
“Yeah, who?” Jack asked.
I spun on my heel and glared at him. “You, out of here, mister!”
He looked me up and down as I stood in front of him in my sports bra. It’s funny, but although a dead person’s expression doesn’t change, when I look at Jack and Mel I imagine one I expect them to wear. I could almost see the twitch of Jack’s eyebrows, the blatant leer.
“I mean it, Jack!”
He faded back through the door, muttering, “I can hear from out here anyway.”
“And you,” I told Mel as I started unbraiding my hair.
She flipped her hands out. “You sure are testy this morning.”
I struggled out of my sweatpants and tossed them in the laundry basket next my treadmill. “No kidding.”
She tried to sound solicitous. “What’s wrong, honey?”
I spoke through gritted teeth. “You are irritating me. Go away.” I checked behind me before I unsnapped my bra and wriggled out my panties. I didn’t trust Jack one iota.
“But we’re bored!” he whined through the door.
“And it’s my fault? Go get an afterlife!”
They were still mad at me for quitting my consulting job with Clarion PD. They missed all the gory little details and inside information on the police cases I worked. Rescuing a catnapped puss just didn’t cut it.
Sharing your home with a couple of dead people has its drawbacks. Lack of privacy is one. And when you are their only contact with the outside world and what is happening there, when they pester you for attention, you get to feel like a babysitter tending a couple of needy brats.
The benefits? They don’t use all your hot water, they don’t eat your food, they don’t leave their dirty laundry lying about, they don’t play their music too loud and they don’t borrow money from you.
On the other hand, they don’t help with the rent or utilities, yard work, errands, or snow removal.
They’re just there.
I toweled my hair damp-dry and braided it, not easy as it reaches my tailbone when loose. It gets a little kinked if it dries out first and I like it smooth. Modest in my floor-length chenille robe, I went to my bedroom and slid open the closet door. Now, what to wear?
I knew nothing about the potential clients, so couldn’t decide what might be appropriate or inappropriate wear. My gray You Call Me A Bitch Like It’s A Bad Thing T-shirt could send the wrong message, or maybe not. How about the black Behind Every Successful Man Is A Woman Who Thinks He’s An Asshole? Nah. The worn old black Ghostbusters shirt, the Burger King? The white Who’s Your Doggy?
I settled on a plain navy-blue T-shirt and my newest pair of boot-flare Levis, even tucked the shirt in my waistband. Add my cleanest sneakers and I was set.
I trotted down the stairs and straight through the front door. Mel and Jack watched from the kitchen window as I got in my Subaru.
As I drove to Royal’s place, I recalled the time I told him about my roommates. He likes to tease me, but being teased is so far outside my experience, sometimes I’m slow to catch on.
“There are dead people here?” he said, looking around the kitchen as if he thought he’d spot them.
I pointed at the fridge. “Yeah. Jack’s right over there.”
He swiveled in the chair and stared at the fridge. Jack lifted one hand, wiggling his fingers.
I pointed over the kitchen table, at the chair opposite us. “Mel’s right here.”
Royal swiveled back, and again, stared at where I pointed. Then he stared at me.
“Don’t look at me like I’m crazy.”
“Are you feeling all right, Tiff?” he said, despite my mentioning Jack and Mel all the time. Still, hearing about ghosts and being introduced to them is entirely different. Although, as he couldn’t see or hear them, was there any difference?
I rolled my eyes. “You know I see dead people. A couple of them happen to live in my house.”
“Tell him I think he’s hot,” Mel said.
“Mel thinks you’re hot.”
He reached for my hands, held them. “Mel thinks I’m hot? What about you?”
He was not taking me seriously. I pulled my hands free. “I’m serious, Royal. I want you to understand, ‘cause if you hang out here you’re gonna see me acting kinda strange.”
He smiled. “Such as?”
I frowned. “Talking to myself. Stuff like that.”
“Are they traditional ghosts?”
“What does he mean, traditional?” from Mel.
“Traditional?”
Royal was on the verge of laughter. “Walking through walls, creaking floorboards, mysterious cold zones, feeling of being watched.”
I looked down at my clasped hands. “Just the walking through walls thing.”
I looked up to see him lean back and hook one arm over the back of the chair. Jack came up behind and blew on his neck.
“Jack, what in hell’s name are you doing?”
Royal swiveled back around.
“You’ll get whiplash if you keep that up,” I observed.
“Is he feeling anything?” Jack asked.
“Are you feeling anything, Royal?”
“Come again?” Royal asked, still looking behind him.
“No cold zone?” from Jack.
“Cut it out!”
Royal turned back to me. “What is going on?”
I let my shoulders sag. “Jack was . . . oh, forget it.”
Royal was something of a mystery to me, and he still is. Sometimes I forget he’s not human, other times I see him as an exotic enigma. I don’t always understand him, but I thought he understood me; I thought he believed in me. He saw my one-sided conversations with my spectral informers. He acted on the information they gave me. Why this incredulity now? To say I felt disappointed is inadequate.
I went to a kitchen drawer next the pantry, rooted till I found the newspaper cuttings and threw them down on the table: Jackson Trewellyn, twenty-eight years old when he disappeared in the mountains above Clarion in 1986 while hiking alone, and Melissa Trent, who disappeared in 1990, her car found on the bottom of Long Meadow Lake.
Then Royal snorted. He met my eyes, looked away, but couldn’t hide his grin.
I looked daggers at him. “Is something funny,” I asked, still not catching on.
“You should see your face!”
Then it dawned on me - he was teasing me. Again.
For a moment, I didn’t know how to react, because Royal’s humor seemed cruel. But that was just me. He didn’t know his idea of fun cast me back into a world where nobody understood me, or ever would. We had never discussed my former boyfriends, so he didn’t know one dumped me because he couldn’t reconcile with my odd behavior and the other two dumped me because I kept them at an emotional distance, afraid to let them know my secret. Back then, I carried my ability like a burden, because I didn’t think I could share with anyone. Telling Royal was a relief, a kind of freedom. I didn’t have to watch what I said and did with him around.
I heard Colin’s voice in my head. “People who say they see ghosts are delusional.” And, “Don’t tell me you thought you saw a ghost, Tiff?”
Royal must have seen something in my face. “Tiff, are you mad at me? It’s just . . . I could not resist. . . .” And he chortled again.
I recalled the third time I saw him, when he came to my bedroom in the early hours of the morning. Having him so close did un-Tiff-like things to my body and when he noticed - he couldn’t help but notice - he deliberately laid on the sex appeal hot and heavy. Remembering made me smile and soothed the sting.
I should be happy he knew all about me, knew I wasn’t crazy. He didn’t see Jack and Mel or any other shade with whom I interacted, yet still believed. He could even kid me about it, not to be mean, but for fun. I should be able to live with that.
But I would not let him get away with it that easy. I went over there and swatted the air in front of his face, but he caught my wrist and pulled me between his knees. It’s kind of hard to pretend you’re mad at your boyfriend when he’s nuzzling between your breasts.
“For god’s sake, get a room!” Jack groaned.
Just so you don’t think Royal and my roommates became best buddies, one big happy family, he would rather I devote myself to him and not chat away at thin air when he’s at my house. Yeah, he believes they are here, but I can see how the one-sided conversations would make anyone uncomfortable. Kind of like when you have a couple of people in your gang who speak a different language, and chat away, knowing you don’t understand a word they’re saying. So I keep it to a minimum, and of course doing so irks Jack and Mel.
Lesson in life: you can’t make everyone happy.
Driving past the tall building which houses the Fifth District Court and Clarion City Police Department, I took my eyes off the road to glance up at the third floor, recalling the last time I walked in Lieutenant Mike Warren’s office. Mike heads up Clarion PD Homicide Division and I met with him to tell him I quit. I worked as a consultant for the division, until Mike and I had a misunderstanding. I miss Mike, sometimes, like when his help with a case could make life easier for me. But I don’t dare contact him, not since I accused one of his men of murder, and he ignored me, and I was wrong anyway. It was one of the rare times I got it all wrong, and boy am I glad I did, since Royal was the culprit in question.
Royal lives on Twenty-Second Street. To look at it now, you would not believe just fifteen years ago a decent woman - or for that matter, a decent man - avoided Twenty-Second after sunset. Hookers and pimps, drug dealers, panhandlers; Twenty-Second was their domain when night fell. Of those days, one decrepit old hotel which caters to the down and out, two pawn shops and two bars remain. The rest of the narrow buildings are a diversity of restaurants, coffee shops, microbreweries, antique shops, art galleries, gift shops, miscellaneous boutiques and three bakeries. Replica gas lamps and bronze statuettes line the street and it hums with activity during the day and evening.
Twenty-Second Street was notorious in northern Utah in the late 1800s. Famous for its bordellos, opium dens and saloons, not to mention assassinations, it was a totally lawless place. Troops disembarked at Clarion Station during World War II and whipped up the street for a “quickie” before catching the next train. Now it is the place to visit in downtown Clarion.
Like all those on Royal’s block, his building is twenty feet wide but stretches back fifty. He leases the first and top floors from an art gallery called Bailey and Cognac, which occupies the ground floor. Sometime in the past, those upper floors were made into two separate apartments. This means to get from his living space on the first floor to his bedroom, office and master-bathroom one floor up, you have to go outside and climb the enclosed staircase which joins Royal’s building to another, but this is no more inconvenient than me taking my stairs to my bedroom. It can be chilly in winter, but Royal doesn’t feel the cold.
The walls are of the brick you see in old buildings of that era, of different shades of brown, red, cream, black and yellow, and none of them uniform in size or shape. The polished oak board floors are dark with age. In his living space, a few truly huge pictures hang on the west wall, modern art in creams and pale pastels, blotches and squiggles and splashes of color. If art is supposed to reflect life, I would not want to live in that world.
Half a dozen light bulbs with white shades dangle on long copper chains from the ten-foot-high ceiling, marching along the length of the room. Two pale-blue leather couches face across a big wood and leather traveling case used for a table. You have to lift a flap in the circular black lacquer bar to get inside, and a gigantic lacquer Buddha crouches in the corner of the room facing the street. Then there are the five traditionally decorated Christmas trees in various sizes which line the east wall, the lights on them twinkling away year long. The décor is a little unusual, but surprisingly, it all comes together.
If you’re wondering what significance Christmas trees have for a demon, there isn’t one, arcane or otherwise. Royal thinks they make fine decorations. He likes the shapes of the trees, the gleaming glass ornaments and twinkling lights. That’s all there is to it.
The kitchen space is conventional and modern, with oak cabinets and stainless-steel appliances. The dining table is chrome and glass, the chairs chrome with blue thickly-padded cushions. But the room is so big and sparsely furnished, going from kitchen to living room areas feels like a trek, and it has an empty-room echo to it.
I walked in to see a man and woman standing at the window, from where they gazed down at the street. Royal sat on the couch facing away from the window. He had sounded fine on the phone, but now he sat erect and stiff, looking uncomfortable. What’s going on? I mouthed. He grimaced.
Although they must have heard me enter, the visitors did not turn to face us as I stood in front of Royal, then, becoming impatient, sat next to him. How rude. I looked the length of the room, drumming the fingertips of my right hand on the leather of the couch.
I didn’t hear movement, but suddenly they stood side by side in front of us. I tensed; every muscle in my body wanted to lock.
Only demons moved that fast.
Chapter Four
They were abnormally fast, but they were not demons, although to say they were mere human beings belittles their appearance, for both were striking. Tall, my height and pale-skinned, the man’s brown hair, of one length brushed straight back from his forehead, barely touched the collar of a fine cream linen shirt. His hazel eyes seemed exceptionally clear beneath narrow arched eyebrows. With a slightly hooked nose, large moist lips and cleft chin, he had a Roman gladiator statue look to him. He wore moss-green pants, a matching jacket folded over one arm, a white silk polo shirt and leather shoes of a dark green. He held a woven straw Panama hat in the other hand and wore thin leather gloves of pale tan.
The woman? Nothing short of stunning. Not beautiful, not even pretty, yet totally arresting. She had on one of those dresses I’d never dare wear: a black strapless, skintight affair which covered her fanny and two inches of long shapely legs. I can’t help staring at those style dresses because I wonder why the hem doesn’t roll up. It also drew my attention to a bust to die for and a tiny waist. She carried something long, red and silky which matched her high-heeled red shoes and elbow-length red gloves. A coat, or cloak? She was all red and black, with her long red earrings glittering and the red jewel hanging between her breasts, her waving, lustrous black hair down past her shoulders, pale creamy skin, pouting red lips and black, black eyes.
She looked incredible and I absolutely could not suppress a twinge of envy.
Hat, gloves and, yeah, the long red thing was a hooded cloak. Strange clothing for a warm summer day, but I’d seen more eccentric attire.
They stared at me unblinkingly, and the sun blazing through the windows at my back was not the only thing making me sweat. My hair stuck to the back of my neck and I wanted to lift it away, but felt like prey must feel when confronted by a predator. I dared not move. My mind flip-flopped and my senses went haywire as I looked at them and thought, Gelpha. My eyes wanted to paint glittering metallic hair and glossy, glimmering eyes on them.
Royal took my hand. I slipped it free. I didn’t feel comfortable doing something remotely affectionate with our two visitors looking on.
“Tiff, meet Daven Clare and Gia Sabato.”
I knew the name. Gia Sabato, the author. She wrote hugely successful books about vampires. Bookstores couldn’t keep her novels on the shelves. I had never read any of her stuff, but hers was a name on every urban fantasy-lover’s lips.
I stared at her like an idiot as my brain somersaulted, trying to see something which was not there. She and Daven weren’t Gelpha, but I was sure of one thing: they were not human.
“Please. . . .” Royal said, gesturing at the couches.
They sat together on the opposite couch and I slowly released a breath.
But she turned her head in my direction, face expressionless, yet her eyes were cold, calculating. I felt as if someone very slowly doused me with ice-cold water from head to toe. Shock made my expression blank out. In an otherwise immobile face, a smile nudged the corner of her mouth, and I felt chilled all through.
Silence blanketed us. When someone down on the street yelled, and I twitched, I congratulated myself on not jumping out my skin. I silently chastised myself. Okay, Tiff, snap out of it. This is ridiculous. Say something intelligent. But I couldn’t form words while her eyes pinned me to the couch.
Gia looked away.
Whew. I cleared my throat and pasted a smile on my face. “So what can we do for you?”
Daven took one of Gia’s hands and gently squeezed. His voice resembled a demon’s: soft, musical, seductive, with a faint accent. French? “Miss Banks, we hope you and Royal can help us.”
My voice sounded overly chirpy. “That’s what we’re here for!”
Gia stared. What was wrong with the woman? Had she no expression other than blank? A sense of gut-deep uneasiness wiped the smile from my face.
I glanced at Royal and tried to clear my throat, worked up saliva to moisten my dry mouth, swallowed. I had to shake off the feelings our visitors aroused in me. Had to get down to business. “You already talked to Royal?”
“Briefly,” Royal said. “Gia’s companion disappeared and she suspects foul play.”
We were not the only private eyes in the area, so why come to us? And what about the cops? “Have you talked to the police?”
“We did, but we feel they are not giving Rio’s disappearance the priority it deserves,” said Daven.
Gia spoke in a low husky voice. I had to lean forward to hear her better. “Rio has a certain reputation in Clarion, a reputation long outdated. He also has a criminal record. The police are in no hurry to find him.”
I leaned back again and clasped my hands. “Before we go any further, why did you come to us?”
Gia looked my way. “Do you know who I am, Miss Banks?”
She said it like I should know her. I firmed my jaw and nodded once. “I haven’t I’ve read your books, but I know who you are.”
She smiled slightly, but it came and went in a flash. “We came to you for the reasons one normally uses a private agency, because you are private, and because you have an excellent reputation.”
Excellent reputation? Three cases in eight months? Or did she mean the cases I worked with Clarion PD? Why did I get the feeling she lied through her teeth?
But I couldn’t very well argue with her. “Why don’t you tell us what you know and we’ll decide if this is something we can help you with. Start with Rio’s full name and this reputation you mentioned just now.”
She gently disengaged her hand from Daven’s, leaned back and crossed those long, long legs. “Rio is of Puerto Rican descent. His full name is Alissario Arellano Borrego and he grew up on Eighteenth Street. We often visit Clarion because his family still live here. We keep a small apartment in Bayle Court for that purpose.”
Ah, now I understood why the police were not busting their asses to find Alissario Borrego.
Clarion is a small city by US standards, but has a relatively big gang problem, and it’s been a problem for a long time. Although they’ve only recently become of interest to the media, there have always been gangs in Clarion. You’ll find three-generational gangsta families on Eighteenth. Not just Eighteenth, either. They are found as far north as Second Street and west to Ward Avenue.
“He’s a gangsta,” I said.
“He was a known gang member, many years ago. He was arrested and jailed several times for possession of and dealing in illegal substances. He was involved in a number of public disturbances,” Gia said matter-of-factly. “But that was long ago. I met Rio in 2004. He severed his affiliation soon after that.”
Rare, very rare, unless death cut short the membership. To my knowledge, and I admit that’s not extensive, leaving a gang is all but impossible. “Not easy to do.”
“No, it was not.”
I waited, but she didn’t elaborate.
“Do you believe his personal history has bearing on his disappearance?” Royal asked.
Daven replied, “We don’t know. We have absolutely no idea what happened to Rio.”
“But you’re sure he disappeared? He didn’t take off?” I asked.
As Gia spoke, she clasped and unclasped her hands as if to stop herself from wringing them. “Although Rio was involved in the drug market in his youth, he was not a user. None of his family is. Eight days ago, he discovered his younger brother was addicted to crack cocaine. Rio took Rojero to a motel in Tremonton to help him over the initial days of withdrawal. He called me three days ago to tell me he and Rojero were returning to Clarion. When he didn’t come home, I telephoned his parents’ house. Rojero said Rio left him at the door two days ago. They have not seen him and neither have I.”
She reminded me of the shades I see and talk to, whose faces are frozen at their time of death and body language is the only mode of expression left to them. Not that she was expressionless all the time, but every now and then her face went blank in an eerie kind of way, as if it seemed to . . . come to rest, the same for Daven.
They were not just odd, they were eerie. They gave me the creeps. They scared me. That tiny voice inside my head kept repeating, nonhuman. I wanted to get angry, because I’d rather be angry than scared, but just looking at the woman, I felt kind of drained, lethargic.
And something about the way Royal sat, his brief, stilted gestures; he appeared tense and nervous, which was unlike him.
I pushed it from my mind and tried to concentrate. I saw little to go on so far, but I recalled cases for Clarion PD where we initially had just as little to work with.
Royal leaned forward, elbows on knees and hands clasped, but back still rigid. “You spoke to Rojero?”
“As far as he knew, Rio was heading home,” Daven said.
“And you didn’t speak to the parents?”
Gia looked down at her clasped hands. “We have an uneasy alliance where Rio is concerned. They don’t approve of me, an older gringo woman, but they tolerate me because Rio loves me and we don’t abuse each other. But they would not discuss Rio, whatever the circumstances.”
“Has he been threatened? Did he have reason to fear anyone?”
“Not to my knowledge.”
I gnawed on my lower lip. We were silent for a few minutes while traffic hummed outside the windows. The Borrego family would not talk to me, but I knew someone who would, if I felt desperate.
“And there’s nothing more you can tell us?” I asked.
The two looked at each other, looked back at us. “I think not,” Daven said.
I started to my feet. “If you’d give us a moment, my partner and I would like to confer.”
Royal’s hand on my wrist pulled me back down to the couch. He leaned back, crossed one leg over the other and put his arm across my shoulders. “I don’t think that’s necessary. Of course we will do all we can to help you.”
What?
The bunched muscles in Royal’s arm pressed on my shoulders, his entire body tight. What was going on? Hidden from view, I dug my elbow in his side.
He ignored the jab and echoed my previous thoughts. “There’s not much to go on but we have taken cases with less.”
Astonished, I managed to keep it off my face. This was not the way it worked. We were partners, we made decisions together and one of us didn’t take on a case without consulting the other. And I didn’t know if I wanted this case. In fact, I didn’t, because these two frightened me.
I smiled thinly. “I don’t suppose Royal offered you something to drink?”
“Nothing for me,” Gia said.
“I’m fine,” said Daven.
I slipped out from beneath Royal’s arm. “I need coffee and don’t tell me you ate all the donuts.”
“I didn’t make it to the Moose.”
He meant The Mad Moose, a bakery and coffee house across the street. I grabbed his hand and hauled him upright. “Come show me again how to use your fancy new coffee maker.”
I didn’t give him the chance to refuse. I dragged him to the kitchen, where I let go his hand, pulled the coffee maker out on the counter and opened the cabinet where he kept coffee.
“What’s going on?” I asked under my breath.
His shook his head, a small, brisk shake as his eyes slid to them and back to me. He didn’t want to talk about them while they were in the room.
I looked back along the room - they should not be able to hear me unless they had superlative hearing, as Royal did.
I tried to catch his eye as he filled a filter with coffee, loaded the machine and started it, and I know he felt me staring, but he would not look at me. As water dripped into the carafe, he went back to our guests. With my back to them, I fumed. Royal should not have spoken up for both of us without talking to me first.
With the pot making bubbly noises in the background, I went back to them. Gia smoothly rose up and turned to me. I had to stop my feet stepping back away from her. Her expression was bland, but I felt inexplicably threatened. She smiled without warmth. “We must be going.”
Something was very wrong, and not just that they weren’t human beings. I knew it. Why did I feel threatened? Was it her manner, her smile, the way she stood? I didn’t know what made me bristle, but animal instinct prickled up the back of my neck. I blinked at her. “Okay. But we should meet again. Names, addresses and phone numbers would be helpful, and perhaps we can dig a little deeper into Rio’s past and current activities?”
She elegantly shrugged one shoulder. “I can come to your house this evening if you wish.”
I looked into her big dark eyes, trying to see what lay behind the enigmatic gaze. Up close I saw they were not black, but the darkest brown I had ever seen.
“Okay,” I said.
Gia swirled her long red cloak over her shoulders and put up the hood. The color would make her stand out on the street like a giant fire hydrant; as if she wanted to hide and attract attention at the same time.
They left the apartment and I stood at the window, waiting for them to appear in the street, but they must have gone to the parking lot out back.
I struggled to put it together in my head. Why did I agree to her coming to my home? I never invite clients to my home.
I turned to Royal. “Okay, what happened just then?”
Royal warily returned my gaze. “We took a case.”
I walked around the couch and stopped inches from him, glaring in his face. “You took on a case, but that’s not what I mean. Tell me why I just calmly agreed to her coming to my house? Have you ever known me to have a client at my house?”
“You tell me.”
I had not felt a thing, but I knew Gia somehow tampered with me. “I swear the woman did a mind job on me. She suggested she come to my house and I agreed without hesitation. They’re demons, aren’t they.”
“Demons? They’re not Gelpha, Tiff.”
My temper matched the color of my face, red and getting redder. “They kind of look like you guys and you indicated they could hear me when we were way over in your kitchen - it’s a demon thing - and anyway, there’s something off kilter with them. The way I just agreed to her coming to my house. . . . Are they another kind of demon?”
“Tiff, you know how we influence humans.”
I surely did. Demons can arouse you to the point you’ll do anything they say. Gia Sabato didn’t do that, but still, I knew she somehow influenced me.
“No comment on my assumption they have supernatural hearing?”
“Pointed teeth and glittering eyes, Tiff. See any?”
“And we both know your people can hide that, even from me, if they make the effort.”
Sudden thought: “Royal, why were you so nervous around them? Are they dangerous?”
He turned away from me and faced the windows. The man actually turned his back on me! “Let it go, Tiff.”
I couldn’t let it go. “Royal, now is the time to tell me what’s going on.”
When he kept staring through the window, I knew I had to get out of there before I said something I’d regret.
I moved toward the stairs. “Tiff,” Royal called out. I half turned to face him.
His mouth worked as if he couldn’t get out the words he wanted to say. Then his shoulders slumped. “Tiff, I can’t tell you.” His eyes looked desperately into mine. “Please understand - I just can’t.”
I walked out of the apartment.
Chapter Five
Steamed, I drove along Felldale Avenue in my navy-blue Subaru Forrester. “Let it go, Tiff.” I mimicked.
I don’t as a habit speed in a residential area and when I checked my rearview mirror, sure enough, a cop car followed two cars back. You just try ticketing me for going five miles over the limit, I seethed. Just you dare. Which proved my mood was not only foul, it was stupid. I eased up on the gas pedal.
More than anything else, I hurt. Royal and I had grown so close. I thought we had. We were always absolutely honest with each other, weren’t we? But he shut me out, and not only on a personal level, this was an investigation.
I pressed my lips together and blew air through my nose. My imagination went into overdrive as I considered that everything about this new case seemed coincidentally too tidy. The absent boyfriend grew up in Clarion and disappeared here. Royal and I just happen to live and work here. Our new clients seemed to have at least one demon attribute, and we had pissed off a lot of demons.
A setup? Was somebody after us? Were demons after us?
The last time that happened, I ended up in Bel-Athaer being tortured by Royal’s brother. If Royal had not turned up and rescued me, I’d likely be dead, and young Lawrence also.
Were Gia Sabato and Daven Clare working for demons, for Lawrence’s enemies? Were bad demons after me again?
Royal and I escaped a tribe of demons in Bel-Athaer. Although they started it when they abducted and tortured me, I guess they hold us responsible for the death of Royal’s brother. He couldn’t assure me they would not come after us.
I roared up the street and in my driveway, scooted from the car and slammed the door. I stomped to the mailbox and fought with a big manila envelope the mailman had jammed in there.
Banks & Mortensen, 1825 Beeches Street, Clarion, Utah, 84311.
Banks and Mortensen. See who gets top billing?
A handwritten address, with no return address. The postal stamp said Salt Lake City, but all mail to Clarion goes through there.
I went inside, in the kitchen, dropped the envelope on the table and went to the refrigerator. “I met Gia Sabato today,” I announced to thin air.
Mel and Jack flashed into the room.“The author, the one who writes about vampires?” Mel asked.
“The very same.” I opened the fridge and got a diet cola. The fridge is old, one of those bulbous fifties things and a lovely shade of pale pink. If you put anything at the back it half-freezes up, so I keep the soda there. It comes out icy and delicious. “She and a guy name of Daven Clare are our new clients.”
“You’re on a case for them?” Jack asked.
I popped the tab and took a sip, then said, “It’s what you usually do for clients. Gia’s coming here to talk to me this evening.”
They reacted like a person would when hit with mind-shattering news. They went perfectly motionless, then their jaws dropped in unison. A second later Jack managed to say in a voice hushed with awe: “She’s coming into the house?”
They were more taken aback by a person coming in the house than that the person was a famous figure. I took my can of soda to the table. “Yep.”
“She’s gorgeous.” Jack ran his hands over his hair. “How do I look?”
I eyed him. “Kinda . . . dead. Fortunate for her, she can’t see you.”
“Bummer.” He folded his arms, slumping.
“But what’s she like?” Mel asked.
“She’s scary as hell and not human.”
Mel jerked into motion. “Of course she’s human! We saw her photo in the paper.”
“I’m positive she’s not.”
“Duh!” Mel put hands to hips, elbows akimbo. “I get it. She’s a demon.”
“I’m not sure.” I took a seat at the table. “If she and Clare are demons, they’re like none I’ve seen or heard of.”
Jack came in closer. “What do they look like?”
“She looks normal in her photo,” Mel said.
“They can perform miracles with Photoshop,” from Jack.
“They look human. But. . . .” Confused again, I stopped talking.
“If it looks like human, walks like human and talks like human, generally it’s human,” Jack opined.
“It’s something. . . .” I splayed my hand on my stomach. “This tells me they’re not.”
“Probably indigestion.”
“I wish,” I told him.
My roommates are easily distracted. “What’s that?” Jack asked as he bent over the tale for a closer look at the package.
“I don’t know.”
He turned to the TV set as Oprah came on. “Who’s it from?”
I took another healthy gulp of soda. “Don’t know that either. No return address.”
“Probably a bomb from one of the several hundred people you’ve pissed off.”
“Or . . . what’s it called . . . anthrax?” from Mel.
“So, it’s from one of the several hundred terrorists you’ve pissed off,” Jack amended.
Where did they come up with these ideas?
I sat at the table and ripped off the end of the envelope. Jack and Mel in unison parodied gasps of alarm.
I pulled out a slim six-by-nine book with a soft, black leather cover. It looked old, like a well-worn Bible, and on the front, in gold lettering crackled by time, Elizabeth Hulme.
I flipped it open. “I think it’s a diary.” I held it up for them to see the words in large, ornate, tortured handwriting. “See, inside here it says, I Continue My Observations During Our Expedition of Discovery. Burma 1887. Elizabeth Hulme aged Fifteen Years and Seven Months.”
“How odd,” Mel said. “It looks really old.”
“Well it would be, if it was written in 1887,” Jack commented dryly.
“Why would anyone send you an old diary?” Mel asked.
“It came to the agency, not me in particular.”
“Anonymously too,” Jack put in.
I widened my eyes at them, closed the book and pushed it away.
“Leave it open!” Mel said.
I sighed. “I’m not in the mood to sit here turning pages for you. Maybe later.”
I got up, went up the stairs and along the passage to my bedroom. Before closing the door, I looked back. “And stay out, will you, guys? I need some me-time.”
They were still in the kitchen, but I knew they heard me.
I needed time alone to think things through. I lay on my stomach on the bed, arms crossed on the pillow and my head on them. Oprah’s voice echoed up the stairs now and then, but apart from that, blessed quiet enfolded me. The soft tock of the old carriage clock on the mantle calmed me.
I ran it through my head again. Not the case, not the mystery of disappearing Rio Borrego. Gia Sabato and Daven Clare, and Royal. All three knew something they were not telling me, that Royal refused to tell me.
Royal was leery of them, but determined to take the case. He acted like it was a done deal, with no input from me.
I propped my elbows on the pillow and rested my chin on them. Gia did influence me. I could see no other explanation.
I went over everything said by all parties, everything I observed, and I kept coming back to the same question. Not who, but what were Gia Sabato and Daven Clare? Demons making me think they were human, or human beings?
I flopped over on my back and stared at the ceiling. They could be human with special powers - I narrowed my eyes - powers of intimidation, for sure.
I rolled off the bed, sat at my computer and Googled Gia Sabato.
I found a lot of entries on Gia connected to her writing: reviews on her two books, an official Gia Sabato web page and an official fan page. It went on and on. I kept scrolling down until I got the occasional Antonio Sabato Junior entry interspersed with hers, then entries on other Gias and other Sabatos.
At last I found a little gem. Clicking the link took me to a post in an urban fantasy forum.
“Who is Gia Sabato? I wonder if that’s the name she was born with. Sabato has a driver’s license, passport, credit cards, social security number, so on and so forth, but they date back just five year. Before then, nada. So I can only conclude she legally changed her name, but there’s no record.”
The post rambled on at some length. It came from a Robert P. Bristow of Warrensburg, Missouri, dated a month ago. Answering posts theorized, but most of their ideas were ludicrous.
Still didn’t tell me anything about the woman, but interesting nonetheless. If Gia Sabato sprang into existence five years ago, who was she before? Getting a fake identity was easy if you knew how.
One way to find out.
Royal installed some possibly illegal software on my computer. Strike that - definitely illegal. I rarely used them for fear the CIA or Homeland Security would come busting in my house and haul me off. I decided to risk it if the snoop programs could tell me anything about Gia Sabato.
I need not have bothered. They confirmed what I read on Bristow’s blog. Gia Sabato’s social security number showed up in the system five years ago, followed by a driver’s license. Soon after, she opened accounts at two banks and a credit union. She got a passport. Before that? As Robert Bristow said: nada. Not even demon-tech could tell me.
In her publicity photos she always stood in shadow and wore a long hooded cloak or a wide-brimmed hat. She never gave interviews and did book signings only late in the evenings. At those signings, many of the fans who queued were young vampire wannabes, and others wore costumes which made them look like extras for The Addams Family. And Gia wore pale makeup on her face, black on her eyes, bright red on her lips.
I shook my head as I looked at the monitor. The woman had reinvented herself. She adopted another persona as a publicity ploy: a mysterious, eerily attractive author of vampire novels. And her fans lapped it up.
How did she hide her origins so thoroughly? What influence and power did she wield to be able to do that? How do you suppress public records?
I leaned back in the chair. Or. . . .
Did she come from Bel-Athaer and like many Gelpha create the identity of a human being?
I looked for Daven and found a Daven René Clare, born in Winterthur, Switzerland, in 1971. He had addresses in Bennington, Vermont and Clarion, Utah.
Bella Vista Drive, up at the White Basin Resort. Hm. I pinched my lower lip, thinking. Maybe I should take a drive up there. And I could check out Gia’s place in Bayle Court.
I rubbed my eyes with my fingertips. I felt very, very tired; probably worn out emotionally more than physically.
I picked up my bedside phone to call Royal, put it down again. I’d call him later when I was in a better mood.
I went back to the kitchen to make a late lunch, pausing in the hallway to switch on the air-conditioning so the temperature would be comfortable by the time Gia Sabato arrived. The kitchen is my favorite room in cold weather because it’s the warmest one in the house. In summer, with sun blazing through the west-facing windows, it gets really, really hot. Air conditioning was a deciding factor when I bought the house. Back then, most homes in Utah used evaporative coolers, commonly called swamp coolers because they shoot out moist air. I hate the things. They are noisy, and don’t help much with the heat when temperatures get above ninety degrees, plus they make the house damp. I looked at five other homes, but this was the only one with air-conditioning.
This was the only one with two dead people already installed, but I didn’t know at the time.
How could I not know Jack and Mel haunted my house? They didn’t show themselves, and maybe my senses were not fully attuned back then, because I didn’t feel them like I can feel a shade’s presence now. Yep, finding a couple of spooks in my house a week after moving in was something of a surprise.
Too bad if Gia objected to meeting with me in my kitchen. Royal and I had an agency, but we didn’t have an office. At one time I thought of doing a makeover on the living room and use it as our office - I never use the dark little room and the décor stinks - but I don’t have money to spare for renovations. I changed my mind, anyway, deciding I didn’t particularly want clients in my home. But I didn’t have a choice with Gia Sabato, she didn’t give me one.
Mel and Jack watched me avidly as I got out tuna, pickles, sweet relish and light mayonnaise. I drained and flaked the tuna and mixed everything in a plastic bowl with them hanging over my shoulder. If they could drool, my shoulders would have been soggy. I slapped the mixture on a slice of bread, added a leaf of lettuce, topped it with another slice and took the sandwich to the table.
Mel and Jack ogled the sandwich, but I was used to that. They don’t remember the taste of food, but act like they do. I think they fixate on my enjoyment. If I want to rile them I make a lot of appreciative noises when I eat, but this time I ate silently. Then I picked up the diary again.
Half a sandwich in one hand, I scanned through the first few pages. Elizabeth Hulme wrote a detailed account of her journey. This did not seem to be the first volume, but from a word here and there I figured out she went to what was then Upper Burma, and part of British India, with her father, archeologist Edward Hulme, his assistants, and an American student. They disembarked their steamship in Yangon and headed up toward Taunggyi. Elizabeth didn’t give any specific directions in her book from then onward, but she spoke of mountainous terrain and dense jungle vegetation.
“Upper Burma is now officially part of the British Raj a Province of British India and our Expedition proceeded smoothly. At first I found this to be an exciting Journey. More so after the long and tedious Days aboard Ship. I felt like a Princess as I rode high above those on foot on the swaying back of an Elephant inside my canopied tasseled Howdah.”
Elizabeth wrote beautifully, although she didn’t believe in punctuation except for periods at the end of sentences, and her choice of which words to capitalize didn’t make sense.
“The Wildlife is exotic. Birds the colours of Rainbows with waterfall plumes and harsh eerie cries. Cheeky Apes with old Men’s beards. Bald Marsupials with prehensile tails. So many Creatures the identity of such is a mystery to me. We sit around the Camp fire in the night and I listen to the haunting music of the Jungle.”
I walked upstairs with the journal in my hand, Jack and Mel trailing me. I did a quick Google. The distance from Yangon to Taunggyi is 456 miles. How long would it take on an ambling elephant?
“The trail forged by Jimmy two years ago has been reclaimed by rapacious Jungle Growths and the Boys have to hack their way through much of it. The Heat is oppressive and Dust clings to the slimy Concoction we must spread over our exposed Skin to ward of Insects. Wild Animals walk abreast of us but some distance away. I think they are curious. In the night they snarl threateningly. Although I never see them I know that Tigers and Leopards are native to this area. Several times Daddy thought we were stalked not by Animals but by Men who could be as dangerous. I was glad to break free of the Jungle and see Nagka before us.
“Nagka is built of Sandstone. The outer Wall is smoothed by time. It is a mixture of ornamental delicacy and massive sculpture. Buildings spread out from the Walls and stand alone within them and all are topped by Towers both grotesque and beautiful. Most have high arched Windows either open to the oppressive Air or made secret by lacework stone Panels. These Structures were Palaces and Temples. The mud and reed Huts of Peasants and Slaves crumbled to dust centuries past. Nagkas floor is of small hand moulded Bricks now crumbling and faded. I try to imagine how many Bricks were required and how long to make them but my mind can not encompass such a feat. The Temples are paved with large stone tiles.
“Raised covered Galleries with their Roofs supported by carved Columns girdle and connect many of the Buildings so that the ruling class need not walk in the unrelenting Sun. Covered Bridges cross a raised water Cistern open to the sky. The water once bubbled up from some natural source deep beneath the Ground. Now murky with silt and gutted with weed and decaying leaves it stretches out along the north Wall. In the very centre of Nagka stands the massive Pyramid Temple with its five terraces topped by five Towers.“Architecture is bizarre and fantastic and almost tortured yet splendid. Carvings are in bas or high relief and Statuary nestles in niches. There are lacey grills and swooping eaves. Almost every surface is elaborately ornamented. All are of Stone. The Tower roofs rise like terraces. Some of the Columns are smooth but not many. Almost everything in Nagka is highly decorated even to the paving stones inside the Buildings.
“Creeper and vine cling to Nagkas many faces and tendrils search the City floor. Huge Banyan and Silk Cotton trees rise in once open spaces and insert their fingers into Nagkas sandstone body. The writhing roots of Fig trees strangle massive Statues of the Gods. But inside Nagka waits a cool sanctuary from the oppressive heat.”
I reluctantly closed the book, eliciting complaining noises from Jack and Mel. I didn’t know when Gia Sabato would turn up and I wanted to be ready.
Chapter Six
I sat at the kitchen table trying to watch TV, but I couldn’t concentrate. My long-sleeved cambric shirt covered my angle-draw shoulder holster and Ruger SR9. I wasn’t taking any chances.
My mind on other things, mainly Royal’s behavior, I idly flipped the pages of Elizabeth’s diary. An interesting little book, but who sent it to the agency, and why? I couldn’t come up with any possible explanation.
Was it authentic? The cover and paper looked old, with lettering in thick and faded ink. I’m no expert, but it didn’t look like modern ink. The journal had been written in ornate handwriting, with great care. It was for the most part legible, although some of the letters were strange. The S looked almost like an F, but only when used within a word. If the S came at the end of a word it was a plain old S. I could imagine Elizabeth writing slowly and carefully so she didn’t have to cross out words and waste paper, but there were a number of crossings-out and blotches.
The minutes ticked by and Gia didn’t come. That’s the problem when a person says evening. It could mean any time between four and ten. I pushed the journal away, got to my feet and went restlessly to the kitchen window to look out. Jack and Mel watched the Billy French video, but despite their complaints I had set the volume on low.
Still no sign of her. I wanted her to arrive, talk, leave and get it over with so I could quit thinking of her. My shoulders were in knots at the thought of being alone with her in my house.
I sighed, went back to the table and opened the journal again. Jack and Mel were behind me in a flash.
I skipped over a detailed description of the expedition setting up camp, the meals they ate, Elizabeth’s tedium as the men explored the city and she remained confined to camp.
A dangerous place; some of the buildings hid nasty traps, as in the Indiana Jones movies. The men slowly and carefully explored each small area, every room. Hazardous areas were marked and some traps sprung. Elizabeth was allowed to roam those areas of the city deemed safe three days after their arrival.
“As high as the Towers are their peaks do not rise above the mighty Wall. This morning I went carefully up the crumbling Steps passing first the Tower roofs and successive floors to the top of the wide stone Wall. Daddy would be most upset if he saw me up there. I looked down at Nagkas sun baked brick floor and our dirty white tents and sodden lines of laundry which are very much out of place here. When I returned to the ground I entered the Palace through its massive column flanked doorway. Blessed cool enfolded me and eased my eyes. I followed the Passage until daylight faded behind me and I passed the first Lantern and entered a world bathed in mellow amber light.
“The first room is a Small Antechamber and is dominated by a centrally placed raised dais supported by six squatting tusked Panthers. They look like old gnarled friendly beasts. There is a covered stone Basin set into the dais. The Basin is carved in such a way to make one think some artisan has laid a lacework mantle upon the open top of a plain stone receptacle so cunningly is it wrought. Wide steps lead from the floor up to a Gallery which surrounds the room on three sides making it appear sunken and more tusked Panthers stand guard along the Gallery. Nagka truly is magnificent both inside and out.
I had not so far been unnerved by the eerie ancient dusty silence of Nagkas interior but as I stood alone in the Antechamber I had the feeling of being watched. There between two big stone Cats stood a Man. He stood as still and silent as the Cats as they sat looking down at me. His expression was singularly serene like those on the faces of many of Nagkas stone Gods.
“He had black hair very straight and long. He was darker than us but not dark like the Natives and he did not look quite like them. His face was quite pretty for a Man. I am ashamed to say that as I recall the Strangers appearance in my minds eye I think critically of Daddys sallow angular face and beak of a nose and balding pate. The Mans face had broad cheekbones and a high brow and large almond shaped eyes. His body was also quite magnificent. Indeed my face reddens at the memory.
“He wore a Sarong of white with a heavy golden fringe. A great necklace covered his chest. It looked like Gold. Arm rings and pearl bracelets and I think he wore finger rings. And he wore a Gold circlet around his forehead.”
Mac sat facing the pantry door. I got his little bowl, took it in the pantry and measured out a half cup of kibble, then put it on the floor near the back door for him. The doorbell rang, startling me. I used the remote control to turn the TV off, slid the journal in the shelf under the table where I keep telephone directories, and gave Jack and Mel a stern look. “I need my wits about me, guys, so don’t distract me.”
“Oh ye of little faith. . . .” Jack intoned.
I didn’t check my gun or my appearance as I went in the hall and to the front door. I know what I look like and my gun was a reassuring weight beneath my shirt. I also knew where my heart was: lodged in my throat like a lump of day-old bread.
I paused in the hall, wondering at my reaction to the woman. Sure, having my mind messed with frightened me, but she freaked me out before that, from the moment she faced me in Royal’s living room. And why the hell did I take a case when the clients scared the life out of me? My gut said we should get as far from Gia Sabato and Daven Clare as possible. We shouldn’t have taken this case. We did not even discuss a fee, unless this was something else Royal took upon himself.
But if Rio Borrego was in trouble, if he’d just disappeared as they claimed, he needed help. I’d never turned away from anyone who needed my help.
I should suppress my qualms and concentrate on Rio Borrego. I pulled in a breath, let it out, and opened the door.
Gia Sabato stood on the porch in profile as she looked off north. She had changed into straight-legged peach pants, a long-sleeved ecru sweater and peach stiletto shoes. She knew how to coordinate and her huge amber earrings, pendant and half a dozen bracelets were frosting on the cake. Although the sun had almost set, she wore gigantic sunglasses.
I opened the door and swept my hand in a welcoming gesture. “Please come in.”
She took off the sunglasses and tucked them in a pocket as she stepped in. “Thank you.”
I led the way to the kitchen. Mac had shoved his bowl to the middle of the room in his efforts to get every last morsel. He looked up at us and made a sound I had never heard from him before, kind of a cross between a snarl and a whimper. Then he backed away until his rear bumped the back door. This was a first.
All hell broke loose.
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