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CHAPTER 1
 
"Recalculating…in a quarter mile, turn right onto Desoto Road."
Alex Teague liked to think he was a calm, laid back guy.  He had experiences he was quite sure no one else in his age bracket could lay claim to.  Even other citizens of the supernatural world looked at him with awe and wonder.  He could see ghosts.  He could walk through walls.  Demons, while potentially life-threating to others, were a mere nuisance to him.  A pair of wings shot out of his back whenever he wanted, and ruined many shirts.  Those wings were strong enough to lift Alex's frame and take him through the sky.
He'd fought vampires.  Half-witches.  Humans running around with crossbows, with good aim.
Not only did he deal with the trials of the supernatural world, he liked to think he thrived.  No challenge was too great for him.  Anything that a human, ghost, or demon could throw at him, he could handle.
But he couldn't handle the smartphone sitting on the passenger's seat in his truck.
A demonic groan almost escaped from Alex's throat.  Thirty minutes ago, he was content to merely curse to himself as the smartphone talked and talked.  Now he was engaged in a heated argument.
"I've just been past there.  It's a Royal Farms.  I don't think my destination is a damn Royal Farms—"
"Your destination is on the left."
"It is not!  You just said turn right!  You stupid son of a—"
"Recalculating…."
Alex gripped the steering wheel so tightly he thought he'd rip it from the column.  It was a good thing his demonic powers didn't grant superhuman strength, or there was a chance he'd do just that.
He turned into the parking lot of the Royal Farms, what the smartphone thought was his destination a moment prior.  Leaving the engine running, he leaned back to collect himself.  The smartphone stared at him from the passenger's seat.  He could almost hear it mocking him.
The wonderful piece of technology was his wife Cindy's idea.  The way she presented it, everything made perfect sense.  Cindy was tired of not being able to talk with him when she wanted to, even if it was a simple text message.  He'd be able to search the Internet for information.  The phone came with a pen, so he could take notes.  It had a camera.  It was an amazing gadget for the type of side business Alex engaged in.
It was also possessed, if Alex guessed correctly.
He grabbed the phone and turned it over in his hands, almost expecting it to yell at him.  It took him several minutes to pop the cover off the back, remove the battery, reinsert it, and power on the phone.  A beautiful animation danced on the screen.  Harmonious music played.  A home screen came into being, with icons and apps aplenty.
The only question was if the phone would guide him.  Did he exorcise the device?
"Christ," he complained to himself.  "I hate technology."
Alex had a friend named Jack with an adopted daughter.  A nine-year-old girl named Tiffany.  That nine-year-old girl was capable of making a smartphone sing, if she wanted it to.  She stored all her music, photos, everything in her short little life, in her phone.  Alex couldn't even make his give him proper directions.
Turning to his left, he spotted a woman watching him from several parking spaces away.  Apparently she'd been watching him since he'd arrived.  She was an attractive woman, leaning against her car with her arms crossed, a crooked smile on her face.  Alex could only imagine how much of a fool he was making of himself for all to see.
"Is everything okay?" she asked.
"Uh, yeah."  He smiled sheepishly as he held up the phone.  "Just, uh…my phone sucks."
The woman laughed.  "It's funny, isn't it?  I think my kid's smarter than me.  I think she put a phone in her mouth before her thumb."
Alex laughed politely.  Another woman left the store and joined the stranger.  They climbed in the car together.  The stranger waved as they drove away, and he returned the gesture.  Killing the engine, he decided a quick pit stop was exactly what he needed.  He'd already been on the road ninety minutes, and he was already late.  The sun had nearly set, and it wouldn't take long for afternoon to turn to dusk, and dusk to turn to evening.  Still, the last thing he wanted was to show up to a side job thirsty, needing to use the bathroom, and irritated.  A stop at the convenience store would solve at least two out of three.
The store was nearly empty.  Four employees in blue shirts were scattered about, trying to pass the time.  A man waited for a sandwich, while another browsed through the ice cream.  Alex drank in the normal scene.  He'd come to terms with what he was, and the world he lived in.  One of his best friends was a vampire.  His sister Alicia was dating a witch.  The world was full of the supernatural, and most humans weren't even aware.
That's why Alex loved the normal.  Sometimes the monotony of his day job drove him crazy, but driving a forklift, going to a movie, watching Cindy bend over as she attempted to bake something in the oven, these things were sheer bliss.
Normal was good.
Alex glanced around the convenience store as he stood at the bathroom door.  He wanted to enjoy the moment.  Sheer, unadulterated normal.  Soon, that wouldn't be the case.  He wasn't sure how the night would end.  However, he did know when he arrived at his side job there was a good chance normal would suddenly be gone.
He washed his hands and looked himself over in the mirror.  It was rare, but there were times Alex's temper got the better of him, especially when he was hanging out in the not-normal world.  His facial features sometimes changed when this happened, and not for the better.  This led to him not being the biggest fan of mirrors.  He didn't like looking at his own reflection, as he was afraid he wouldn't see what he expected.
The guy that looked back at him through the mirror was normal enough.  He'd changed clothes before leaving the warehouse, prompting the guys to joke about how he was going on a secret date.  Jeans replaced sweatpants, a collared shirt replaced an old, ratty tee shirt.  He never thought he'd win a modeling contract, but somehow he'd convinced the most beautiful woman in the world to take her clothes off for him.  She even let him slip a ring on her finger, so he couldn't be all bad.  He was certainly presentable enough to knock on a stranger's door.
After buying a water, he opened the tailgate on his truck and sat in the back.  He watched the people come and go, giving him a look as they went.  Alex must have had that out-of-town air about him.  Or he simply looked as lost as he felt.
He glanced at the phone once again as he climbed behind the wheel.  Perhaps the magical reboot of the phone fixed the GPS, and he'd be on his way once again.  There was also the possibility he'd drive in circles all night.
Sighing in defeat, he picked up the phone and dialed a number.  At least that was one thing he knew how to do.
Despite waking up next to her, despite being married, her sweet voice always brought on a smile, always made his heart beat just a little harder.  Corny, sappy, he was aware.  But it was the truth.
"Hey, sexy," Cindy greeted.
"What's up, baby-doll."
He could almost see her cringing on the other end of the phone.  She hated the nickname.
"I see you only have the nuts to call me that when you're in another state."
"I'm a smart guy.  What are you up to?"
"Just watching TV.  Leese is over.  She's actually making dinner tonight.  You want us to save you something?"
It was Alex's turn to cringe.  Alicia, or Leese to everyone else, was known for many things.  Very gorgeous, blond hair, tan skin, had that classic beach model look.  She was also compassionate, kind, caring, loved to smile and laugh, adored animals.  However, Alex grew up with her.  Her skills in the kitchen were lacking.
"No, I'll stop and get something on the way home.  And tell Kevin he's not allowed in the kitchen anymore."
They shared a laugh.  The last time Kevin, Alicia's witch boyfriend, stepped foot into their kitchen he accidentally created a magical fog that spanned three houses.  A simple home-cooked meal turned into a night out on the lawn.
"Don't worry, he's not here," Cindy said.  "It's just us girls.  What's happening over there?"
"Uh, I'm still on the road.  Almost there now.  Just wanted to stop for a drink before I got there."
"You got lost, didn't you?"
Alex didn't hesitate.  There was no need to, not with Cindy.
"Yup."
She chuckled in his ear.  He held the phone at a distance, to give his eardrums a break, as he shook his head.  Cindy shared the information with Alicia, who in turned cackled just as loudly.
It was one of the drawbacks of marrying someone he'd known since they was five.  Cindy had only been his wife a short time, but that didn't matter.  There were no secrets between them, even if they wanted there to be.  There were no surprise parties, no unspoken feelings.  Cindy knew what Alex was thinking from a simple look, mere body language.  Alex could do the same with her, and she'd punch him in the shoulder whenever he correctly guessed she had a bad day at work.
He rolled his eyes as they continued to laugh.  There was no sense lying to her about being lost.  She just knew him too well.
"Ah, sorry," she said.  "We were laughing at something on TV."
"Oh, I'm sure you were."
"Did you use the GPS?"
"Yeah, I did.  And it's trying to send me to China."
"Did you reboot the phone?"
"Yeah, before I stopped at the store.  But now I'm afraid it's going to send me to Australia instead."
"Hold on.  Let me look it up here, and you can write it down."
Alex waited patiently while he listened to Cindy moving about the house.  She shouted at Alicia to get her feet off the sofa.  Eventually, he could hear her fingers typing away in the home office.
"Okay, write this down."
"Hold on, let me get a pencil."
"Write it down using the phone."
A smile touched his lips.  He wanted to play, just for a moment.
"But I'm using the phone."
"You can take notes on the phone and talk at the same time."
"Won't that break it?"
"Sweetie, if you make me drive out there—"
"I'm kidding.  Hold on.  Do you feel the little stylus in my hand?  I'm writing it down."
He jotted the notes as neat as the smartphone would allow.  This was what he needed.  Simple directions.  Left at this street.  Right at that street.  No recalculating or rerouting.
"Okay, you good?" she asked.
"Yeah.  What would I do without you?"
"You wouldn't have survived kindergarten.  You think you'll be long?"
"I shouldn't be.  I'll drive back as fast as I can."
"Just be safe.  If you get here early enough, maybe there will be a surprise waiting."
Alicia responded in the background with a single word.
"Gross!"
Alex smiled.  Assuming the side job ended with little drama, there was no other way he'd rather end the night.
"I like the sound of that.  Let me get going, so I can get home, and get going again."
"Oooh.  I like how you think.  I'll see you soon, sexy."
They said their goodbyes.  Alex followed Cindy's notes, and low and behold, turned down the street he was looking for within ten minutes.
It was nearly a two-hour drive just to get across the border between Maryland and Pennsylvania, and arrive at his destination.  A seemingly normal, everyday street in a small Pennsylvania suburb.  First Avenue.  Alex smiled to himself as he slowly drove, glancing at the houses and looking for numbers above the doors.  How many tales of the supernatural started on First Avenue?
He had to circle the block once, as parking was a challenge all by itself.  Luck was on his side.  A group of teenagers ran from a house, laughing and shouting at each other.  They piled into a Honda Civic and drove off, in a mad rush to get somewhere.  Alex slipped into their spot.  He was directly across the street from the location of his latest side job.  714 First Avenue.
"You've now arrived at your destination," Alex said, mimicking his best smartphone accent.
He didn't get out of the truck right away.  Taking deep breaths, he wanted to inhale the scent of normal just a little longer.  His nerves were starting to dance, even though he could honestly say he had some experience now.
The hairs standing on the back of his neck weren't helping matters.
It wasn't only the supernatural details that were making his stomach bubble, but the human side as well.  There was a family inside 714 First Avenue.  A husband, wife, and a son and daughter, if Alex remembered the voicemail correctly.  Beside that family was something they couldn't deal with on a normal level.  Normal was beyond them now.  Alex would go in, solve the problem, and then he'd leave, collecting a check on the way out.  That was also an issue he wasn't completely comfortable with yet.  He wanted to help any family he could, but it was a job.  He needed money.
Alex studied the neighborhood.  He was stalling for time; he was aware of this.  But he did marvel at the scenery.  Halloween was only a few days away, and the front yards reflected that.  Pumpkins, leaves, scary decorations, all littered the houses.  People drove past, parking in their driveways, getting the mail, waving at neighbors.  A young boy, probably fifteen or so, sat on the street corner by himself.  He made eye contact with Alex once, who simply smiled in return.
He laughed to himself.  It was never like in the movies.  The most haunted places weren't huge, deteriorating mansions, cut off from the rest of the world.  They weren't surrounded by large, iron gates that creaked eerily when they opened.  Sometimes, the scariest places were in the middle of the block, and had a driveway.  Even after a simple stroll through the living room, the average person wouldn't think anything was wrong.
Luckily, Alex was far from average.
Sighing aloud, he grabbed his smartphone and looked for the recording app.  The phone chimed in response as it loaded.  He searched the neighborhood to make sure no one watched him.  It was Cindy's idea for him to document any job he went on.  It was a good idea, as were all of Cindy's ideas, but he didn't feel comfortable recording his voice.  The only person watching him was the boy on the corner, who was suddenly standing up and looking in his direction.
"Okay, it's five minutes past six o'clock at night.  I've just arrived at 714 First Avenue."  He paused to study the house.  "The place looks normal enough.  Looks like they don't celebrate Halloween, but I guess if they're having supernatural issues, I can't blame them.  I don't see anything obviously weird going on.  But…I do sense something."  Alex noticed the boy approaching on the sidewalk.  He didn't think anything of it.  "What it is, and whether it's in the house or not, I don't know yet."
He stopped the recording as the boy drew closer.  His life was odd enough without a passerby listening to the unusual things he told his phone.
The boy continued to stare as he walked, making Alex uncomfortable.  He gave a half-smile and a polite nod, hoping the acknowledgment would make the boy look away.
Alex was taken aback when the boy stopped next to the truck, right next to the passenger's window.  Looking behind him, he looked to see if there was a naked woman or monster he was unaware of.  Seeing neither, Alex turned back.
Now that he stood closer, Alex could see more detail about the boy.  His guess of fifteen was probably very close.  Tall, light brown hair, dull green eyes.  A pair of jeans and a long-sleeved gray shirt with a picture of an alien's head on it.  He seemed a little frail; his clothes hung loosely.  If he ran the down the sidewalk there was a good chance his jeans would slide off.
He stared at Alex through the glass, an intense look of curiosity on his face.
"Yeah?" Alex called.  The boy jumped back as Alex rolled down the window.  "Do you need something?  Is everything okay?"
The boy literally jumped a step back.  His jaw hung low as his lips moved up and down.  Almost ten seconds passed before he was able to speak.
"You…you can see me?"
Alex finally understood.  He could sense the presence of ghosts and demons easily.  It was a part of who he was.  But knowing who those ghosts were out in the world was a different story.  To him, they looked like everyone else.  Only the obvious ones stood out, like a man or woman wearing sixteenth century clothing.
He nodded.  "Yeah, I can see you."
The boy was still hesitant.  "Not like a busted TV or something, all blurry, but actually see me?"
Alex moved his hands up and down, gesturing to the boy's feet and head.  He wasn't sure how else to make his point.
"Yes.  I can actually see you."
The boy couldn't keep the smile off his face.  "Holy shit!  This is unreal!  Wait…you are alive, right?"
"I'm alive."  He knocked on the dashboard to hopefully help illustrate.  "Unless ghosts have learned how to drive."
"Damn!  This is pretty awesome!"
The boy turned to one side, lifted a leg up, and slid through the passenger's side door.  Alex shifted uncomfortably as the uninvited guest settled in next to him.
"Whoa," Alex said.  "Actually, I'm kind of working here—"
"I've seen psychics before, but not like you.  Most of them are so generic.  They just run around going I sense a presence here.  There was one that actually saw me, I think, for like two seconds.  But that was it.  After that, nothing.  She was cute, though.  But…man, me and you, we're really having a conversation."
Alex rolled his eyes as he glanced out the window to the house.
"Yeah.  We're really having a conversation.  Listen, I'd love to talk, but—"
"Were you born psychic?  Or was it something that came along when you grew up?"
Alex tried to be annoyed, but couldn't.  The boy was chatty, maybe irritating, but Alex already liked him.  His friendliness was catching.
"I was bitten by a genetically altered ghost."
The boy's brow furrowed in confusion.  He moved his lips, repeating the words, and Alex laughed quietly.
"Oh!" he said.  "You talking about Spider-man?  I saw the latest in the theater.  I guess it wasn't bad, but not something I'd pay for.  If I couldn't just walk inside any theater I wanted, I wouldn't have even bothered.  Just last week I saw—"
"Whoa!" Alex said, holding a hand up.  He took a breath to gather his composure, something he'd wish the passenger would do.  It was a shame ghosts didn't breathe.  "My name's Alex.  You got a name?"
"Ah, sorry.  I know I'm running my mouth.  It's just been a while since I've talked to anyone, and the first time since dying that I've talked to a live person.  I'm Nathan, but everyone calls me Nate.  Or, they used to call me Nate."
"Nice to meet you, Nate.  I don't mean to cut you off, but I'm actually in the middle…."
Alex trailed off as the opportunity in front of him smacked him across the face.  How many times would he be able to interview a ghost before a case?
"Go on," Nate pressed.  "In the middle of what?"
"Say, you don't happen to be haunting any of these houses, are you?"
Nate scowled as he shook his head.  "Nah, man.  I don't usually go into any houses.  That's like a violation of privacy, ya know?  Even if I did, I don't have enough hate and anger, or even sadness to generate the energy to move anything around."
Alex nodded thoughtfully.  He wasn't sure how long Nate had been a ghost, but he knew enough about the basic mechanics of a haunting.  It wasn't difficult for a ghost to haunt a house, as long as they had the proper motivation.
Nate continued to speak as Alex watched the house.
"There is one thing that I do though," he said.  "There's this gorgeous woman that jogs every morning.  Lives on the last house on the block.  I guess the weather's still pretty good.  It's not like I can feel it.  Anyway, she runs in these little tight black shorts and a tank top.  Red hair flopping all around.  If a lawyer cornered me, I'd admit I follow her on her little jogs."
"Yeah, the weather hasn't turned yet," Alex said.  "A little warm for fall."  He shook his head and faced Nate as his words sunk in.  "Wait, you won't go into any houses, but you'll stalk a woman?"
"Whoa, I wouldn't call it stalking.  I just exercise with her.  That's all."  Nate gestured out the window.  "And we'd better be quiet.  That guy over there is giving you a goofy look."
Alex turned to see a man walking his dog, his eyes locked on the truck.  Grabbing his phone innocently, Alex watched the man and dog continue down the street.  Alex was used to the odd glances.  There were times it seemed he talked to ghosts more than people.
"Let me see if I can guess," Nate said.  "You're here to investigate that house over there."
"And why would you say that?" Alex said, arching an eyebrow.
"There's been a lot of people going in and out of there over the past few weeks.  People bringing in all kinds of crap.  I think I even saw a priest or something go in."
"Have you heard or saw anything else…weird?"
Nate nodded.  "I've definitely heard some freaky noises, and I wasn't going to poke my head in, if you know what I mean."
Alex turned and studied the house once again.
"So, what do you think?" Nate asked.  "A trapped soul, reliving a murder?"
Alex was impressed with Nate's knowledge.  Violent murders sometimes left a spirit unable to move on, trapped around their own death.  There were times they didn't even know they were dead.
"Maybe.  I don't know."
"So, what do you do?  You go in there and talk to the ghosts?  Like you're talking to me?"
Alex shrugged.  "And sometimes more."
Nate smiled and rubbed his hands together.  "I think I have to see this."
"No.  C'mon, man.  Give me a break."
Nate frowned, the disappointment obvious in his eyes.  "What do you mean?"
"I do this for money.  It's like a side job for me.  So, I have to be professional.  Let me go in there and be professional."
Nate took the rejection in stride.  "Alright, man.  But I am going to stay out here and watch."
"That'll work."
Alex gathered his phone and made sure all the apps he'd need were ready.  Nate gave him a thumbs-up.  Alex's hand was on the door handle when suddenly a van pulled up and parked in the middle of the street.  Three people climbed out and stood still, watching the house.  An older man, and another younger man and woman, not too much younger than Alex.  They were close enough to hear their conversation.
"Is this the house?"
The younger man checked his phone.  "714.  This is it."
The woman scanned the neighborhood.  "Parking isn't great, is it?"
"Troy," the older man said.  "Give me two minutes to say hello, and start unloading.  There's parking on the next street over."
Troy gave a salute.  "You got it, boss."
"Don't call me boss."
The older man walked up the sidewalk as Troy opened the rear door of the van.  He pulled a camera mounted on a tripod and set it on the ground.  In the distance, the older man spoke with someone at the front door.
"Ah, damn," Alex muttered.  "You've got to be kidding me."
"What's wrong?" Nate asked.  "You know these guys?"
"Not at all."
Troy and the young woman continued their conversation.
"Hey, Amy," he said.  "You know, these cameras aren't all that heavy.  It wouldn't kill you to carry one."
Amy gestured to the lovely dress she wore.  It was a pretty turquoise, stopping at the knees.  Her one-inch heels matched.  A very well put-together woman.  She couldn't have been a year or two older than Alicia.
"The last time I helped you move anything, I had to bend over.  You looked up my dress."
Troy ran a hand through his dark hair, and a coy smile crossed his face.
"Well, if it makes you feel any better, I didn't see anything."
Troy unloaded the van while Amy stared at the house.  Alex shook his head and rested it against the seat in frustration.
"I can't believe this."
"What's going on?" Nate asked.  For some unknown reason, he was whispering.  "Another of those ghost-hunting teams you see on TV?  I hate to say it, but they look a lot more professional than you."
"And why is that?  Because they have a pretty lady and a bunch of cameras?"
"Well…yeah."
Alex laughed, to try to keep from getting angry.  Cindy always offered to come with him, and he would always decline.  They shared everything, but she'd seen enough in their life.  There was no need to provide fuel for more nightmares.
"Maybe I will start bringing Cindy along with me."
"Who's Cindy?  Is she hot?  Does she have a sister, preferably one who's died?"
Alex narrowed his gaze at Nate.
"Sorry," Nate said.  "Just trying to lighten the mood."
Alex listened once again to the conversation outside his truck.
"So," Troy said.  "Do you really think this house is haunted?"
Amy sighed and put her hands on her hips.
"I wouldn't get my hopes up.  What were our last two houses?  Swelling pipes, and—"
"Raccoons in the attic," Troy finished for her.  "Don't remind me.  One of the little bastards bit me."
"Mr. Donovan must think something is here, though.  Right?  He wouldn't bring us out here otherwise."
"Yeah."  Troy lowered his head, his anxiety showing.  "Uh, Amy, listen.  If this doesn't go all night—"
"No.  I will not go out with you."
"You don't even know what I was going to say."
"Of course I did," she said, laughing.  "I'm psychic, remember?"
Alex huffed.  "This just keeps getting better and better."
"What's the problem, man?"
"I thought it would just be me."
"So…it's not just you.  So what?"
"The things I do, I just—"
He jumped when there was a knock at the window.  The attractive psychic, Amy, waved shyly and offered a smile.
"Hi, there," she said.
Alex turned to see if she was addressing someone behind him.  Nate, perhaps?  Her eyes were focused on him as she made the motion to roll down his window.  He did so, his gaze never leaving hers.
"Yeah?"
"Hi," she said again, awkwardly.  "Uh…are you going to be here a while?  Parking on this street sucks.  My friend over there wanted me to ask you."
"No, I didn't," Troy called.  "She said she didn't want to walk a block back to the van."
Alex laughed.  "I'll be here another minute or so, then I'm gone."
"Thank you so much," Amy said, reaching in to touch his arm.  "We really appreciate it."
"No problem."
He rolled up the window as Amy turned to talk to Troy.  He could feel Nate's eyes boring into the back of his head.
"You're leaving?" Nate asked.  "You just got here."
"Obviously, they don't need me now, do they?"
"Damn, man, you quit easy.  You're just going to leave?  I mean…so they got a lot of hardware, and a real pretty psychic lady, and the guy on the porch up there who's a lot older and probably a lot more experienced."
"Thanks, Nate."
"If for nothing else, stay and get that chick's phone number.  I think she digs you."
Alex held up his hand to show off his ring.  "I'm married."
"Damn!  You're way young to be married, aren't you?"  He held up a hand.  "Even better.  Get to know her, and tell her you know this cool guy named Nate."
A chuckle escaped from Alex, against his will.  Troy and Amy heard him and gave him an odd look.  Alex took in the house one more time.  Troy continued to unload gear and set it on the sidewalk while Amy helped.  Mr. Donovan spoke with who Alex assumed was the head of the household on the porch, the father.  Mr. Donovan kept a hand on his shoulder in a comforting manner.
"I want to help," Alex said.  "And I'd like to get paid, but this isn't going to work.  It was nice meeting you, Nate."
"Wow," Nate said, shaking his head.  "Alright, man.  Hopefully I'll see you around."
Nate slid out and stood on the sidewalk.  Alex started the truck and shifted in his seat, trying to get comfortable as he fastened his seatbelt.  He turned to give the house one last look, doing his best to fight the guilt that was creeping in.  He didn't like leaving a family in need.  He also certainly didn't enjoy leaving easy money on the table.  But working alongside another team wouldn't end well.  Too many questions would pop up, ones Alex didn't like answering.  Even the strongest psychics couldn't have a full conversation with a ghost.  There were limits as to how much a human could peer into the spirit world.
Alex had no such limits.
Before pulling out onto the street, he saw something that caught his eye.  A boy, no more than ten years old, stood at one of the windows on the second floor, possibly a bedroom.  He held the curtain back, looking out at the world before him.  His eyes and posture haunted Alex.  Such sadness, such defeat.  The boy was terrified.  It looked like he hadn't smiled in weeks, or slept for that matter.
The boy looked at Alex.  His eyes almost begged for help.
Alex shook his head to clear his mind and focused on the road ahead.  He stopped at the end of the block and prepared to turn left.  Now that he knew where he was going, it shouldn't have taken any longer than ninety minutes to get home.  There would still be a little night left.  He could relax and watch TV with Cindy, eat a simple dinner.  Maybe, with a little luck and a few moves, he could move their night from the couch to the bedroom.
He took another left, sighing.  Envisioning Cindy's beautiful eyes and gorgeous skin, he allowed himself a small smile as he spoke to himself.  He knew exactly what he was doing.
"Maybe tomorrow night, baby," he said.
Two more lefts, and the circle around the block was complete.  The van still hadn't moved.  Troy was in the middle of climbing behind the wheel, while Amy guarded the gear on the sidewalk.  Alex slid in next to him and parked in the same spot.
Troy rolled down his window and leaned across the seat.
"Hey," he said, frustration in his voice.  "I thought you said you were leaving?"
"Turns out I forgot to do something."  Alex pointed down the street to a car pulling away.  "Looks like you're in luck, though.  A spot opened up."
"Ah, cool," Troy said.  He put the van in gear.  "Looks like we both got lucky."
Alex smirked.  "Yeah.  Lucky."
Troy pulled away, leaving Amy alone with the gear.  Alex gave himself one last look in the rear-view mirror.  He wasn't vain by any means, but wanted to look his best for a client.  Clients recommended him to other potential clients, and a bright smile sometimes went a long way.
"You handsome demon, you," he joked.
He shut the door behind him, remembering to bring his phone.  Looking over the hood of the truck, Nate stood on the sidewalk with his arms crossed.  He wore an amused, almost smug grin.
"Wow," Nate said.  "That was the fastest trip I've ever seen."
"Shut up," Alex joked.  "Stay out here, alright?"
"You got it.  I'll keep an eye on things on the outside for you.  Like a lookout.  Should we have like a signal or something, if you need me to come busting in?"
"You don't need to do all that, just…."  Alex lowered his head, deciding it was pointless to argue with him.  "No signal needed."
"Alright, man.  I'll be right here.  Unless that woman comes out jogging again.  I might be gone for a while after that."
Alex crossed the street.  The look of confusion on Amy's face told him she'd watched his conversation.  He wondered what kind of psychic she was.  Did she get glimpses into the spirit world?  Was her field in psychometry, basically ESP through touch?  Alex imagined many guys lining up, willing to be touched by her.  Maybe she was a medium.
Alex smiled and gave a polite nod as he approached.
"Hi.  I'm Alex."
Amy returned the smile, her cheeks turning red.
"Amy.  Amy Devereux."
They shook hands.  Amy didn't twitch or go into any kind of psychic trance.  So much for psychometry.
"So," Alex said.  His eyes traveled along the hardware sitting on the sidewalk.  He didn't know what any of it was.  He was certain that even though some of the gear looked like cameras, they were far more than that.  "It looks like we're both here to do the same thing."
Amy's eyes lit up.  "You're a paranormal investigator, too?"
"Something like it.  Don't worry.  I won't get in your way."  It was tempting to add So stay out of mine.
Laughing, Amy waved dismissively.  "Oh, I'm not worried about that."  She looked him up and down, nearly making him squirm.  "Where's all your gear?"
"Oh," Alex said, reaching for his phone.  "My wife made me get this.  I'm not too crazy about it, but I'm figuring it out.  Camera, pen, voice recorder.  I have to admit, it does have its uses.  But I have to wonder about the GPS thing."
Amy was taken aback.  "No EMF?  Infrared?  EVP?"
She was speaking Greek to him, but Alex did understand EVP.  Electronic Voice Phenomenon.  The art of recording a one-sided conversation, and hoping a spirit would respond.
Alex shook his head.  "Nah.  I'm more simple.  I just like to talk to them."
Amy said nothing.  She stared at him, her mouth open and eyes wide.  Alex couldn't tell if it was lust written across her face, or she thought he was a crackpot.  When the silence turned awkward, he smiled and nodded toward the house.
"Well, I'd better go introduce myself."
Alex didn't need to be officially psychic to sense Amy staring at him.  Putting her out of his mind, he waved as he approached the porch.  Mr. Donovan was still talking to the head of the household.  Their conversation turned to a whisper, then completely stopped as he drew near.
The cold chill down his spine grew worse with every step.
"Hello," Alex said, taking the two steps and joining them.
The man on the left eyed Alex carefully.
"Are you…Alex?"
A small weight lifted.  At least they didn't forget he was coming.
"I am, sir.  Alex Teague.  I'm sorry about the time.  I would have been here sooner, but I have to admit, I got a little lost getting here."
"Don't worry about it.  We're just glad your here.  I'm Jason.  Jason Felder.  My wife and kids are inside.  Listen, I have to prepare you—"
Alex held up a hand.  "No, please.  Actually, don't prepare me.  I'd rather work cold."
Mr. Donovan laughed quietly.  "You sound just like Amy.  I'm Professor Donovan.  I teach at the local university.  And, when I can, I like to try to help people with…unusual problems, like Jason has here.  It's good to meet you.  Jason told me you were coming."
Alex raised an eyebrow.  It would have been nice to have had that same courtesy.
"Here's my card," Donovan offered.
He accepted the card and shoved it in his pocket, feeling like an amateur that he didn't have one to offer in return.  The next time he talked to Cindy, that would be the first thing he brought up.  Business cards.
He regarded both men.  Donovan was in his sixties, and had a grandfatherly air about him.  All he needed was a red coat, and he could have passed for Santa Claus.  He wore a button-down shirt and dress pants, looking like he'd just stepped out of the classroom.
Jason had definitely seen better days.  Huge, black circles hung under his eyes.  Somewhere in his forties, he had the look of a man who worked hard for a living.  Well-built, stocky.  There was no smile, no joy in his face.  Alex imagined some time had gone by since he last laughed.
Jason put his hands in his pockets, looking lost.
"So…what now?  Do you want to go inside?"
"Sure," Donovan answered.  "We can introduce my team to your family, set up some equipment.  They won't mind being interviewed, will they?"
Jason huffed.  "You probably won't get anything from my daughter, but my wife and son won't mind."
"Good enough."  Donovan gestured to the door.  "Shall we?"
Alex held up a finger, looking at Jason.
"Uh, sir—"
"Please.  Call me Jason.  I'm not ninety years old."
"Okay, Jason.  Before we go inside—"
"Ah!" Jason said, remembering.
Guilt and relief clawed at Alex as Jason fished an envelope out of his pocket, and handed it over.  Alex wouldn't open it, even if Donovan wasn't watching with a look of disdain.  Alex assumed it was the first half of his agreed upon fee.  Five hundred dollars.  Five hundred on arrival, five hundred on removal of the presence.  The terms were clear and precise, and Alex thought the price was fair.  Jason certainly didn't hesitate when they discussed it on the phone.
His hand shook as he slipped the envelope in his back pocket, and not from the cold chill coursing through him.  The guilt continued to attack.  He tried to remember what Cindy always told him.  Firemen and policemen certainly didn't feel guilty when they cashed their paychecks.  He was performing a service.  For that service, he should be paid.
Could the Felder family afford a thousand dollars?  Was that payment strapping them in any way?  Was he taking food out of their mouths?
Alex shook away the thoughts and took a deep breath.  Donovan still watched him carefully with his hand on the door.  The three men traded looks, and Jason took the lead to open the door to his home.
The blast of air felt like it came from the arctic as Alex stepped inside.  The living room was neat, tidy.  Pictures of Jason and his family lined the walls.  A large TV that Alex envied was mounted on the wall.  There was no wall between the living room and dining room.  Alex liked the look.  He could see clear into the kitchen, as Jason's wife loaded a dishwasher.
"Donna," Jason called.  "Our company is here."
Donna Felder closed the dishwasher and approached.  Like Jason, she had the appearance of a woman that was living with a stress that would not go away.  Her long brown hair had a streak of gray on the right side.  Her cheeks were sunken, her frame frail.  Alex imagined that wasn't her normal appearance.
"Hi.  Thank you for coming."  
She shook Donovan's hand, and then Alex's.  As she touched Alex, her face crumpled and tears began to flow.  She broke down, and reached out to him.  He hugged her, and the fact that he was charging this terrorized family whispered to him once again.
"I'm so sorry," she said.  "It's just that…this whole thing has been hard on my family."
"Don't worry," Donovan said.  "We'll do all we can."
Alex's brow furrowed.  That wasn't very comforting.
There were loud, stomping steps above them from the second floor.  Everyone looked to the stairs to their right, and a teenage girl popped her head around the corner.  She resembled her mother, with the exception of the tiny stud stuck on the side of her nose.
"Hey Mom," she called.  "Is dinner ready yet?"
"I just put it in the oven," Donna said.  "It'll be a while."  Her eyes went big.  "Where is your brother?"
"He's in his room."
"Kimberly!  How many times have I said it now?  I don't want you and Keith wandering around the house by yourselves!"
"We're not wandering, Mom.  We're in our rooms.  We're fifteen feet apart."
"Stay in his room with him."
Kimberly rolled her eyes.  "I'm a little too old to be hanging out in my brother's room."
"Kimberly—"
"Fine, fine.  I'll babysit the little crybaby.  Relax."
She disappeared from view.  Alex kept his eyes on the empty stairs leading up.  Part of his procedure was to tour any house, and the upstairs was as good a start as any.
There was a quick knock at the front door, followed by Troy slowing poking his head in.  Amy's perfume drifted in behind him.
"Hey, everybody," Troy said.  "Is it okay if we come in?"
"Of course," Donna said.  Jason opened the door for them.
Troy and Amy stepped inside, miscellaneous equipment under each arm.  Everyone exchanged names, shook hands, smiled when they could.  At the end of the meet and greet, Troy looked at Alex with confusion.
"Hey," he said.  "Weren't you the guy in the truck out there?"
"That's me."
"Okay," Donovan said, addressing everyone.  "Troy, if you don't mind, would you start setting up?  Amy can help, until we're ready to walk the house.  Jason, Donna, I'd like to ask you both some questions."
Donovan was obviously a take-charge kind of guy.  Troy and Amy set their equipment down, with Amy giving Alex another look.  Donovan led Jason and Donna to the dining room as he pulled out a notepad and pen.  Alex was left alone.  He wondered with Donovan's personality, and the fancy equipment around them, if anyone would even notice he was there.
"I'll be upstairs," Alex said, suddenly feeling small.  No one heard him.  "Just…you know.  Doing my thing."
He shook his head as he ascended to the second floor.  It was tempting to return the money in his back pocket, and head home.  Doing the work he did was complicated enough without additional people watching him, and cameras recording him.
The second floor hallway was just as cold as the first floor.  The hallway was long and narrow, with a painting or two scattered about.  A small table sat outside an open door, holding three decorative vases.
Alex pulled out his phone.  Sighing, he turned on the recorder.  He hoped whatever was in the house would reveal itself soon.  There was nothing that made him feel more foolish than talking to himself all night.
"The house is freezing.  There's something here for sure.  The upstairs is cold, like the downstairs.  Note to self.  Bring a jacket on these little jobs."
He poked his head into the first room he saw.  A young boy, presumably Keith, sat on the edge of his bed, his back to the door.  For a brief moment, Alex thought he was looking at a ghost.  Then he noticed the video game playing on the TV in the corner, along with Keith casting a full shadow across the bed.  Ghosts sometimes popped up at the strangest times, Nate being a good example.
"Hey, there," Alex said.  "You mind if I stop in for a second?"
Keith shrugged his shoulders in an exaggerated manner, which Alex took as an invitation.  Alex studied the room, and didn't notice anything of interest.  Clothes on the floor, a backpack in the corner.  There were picture frames along the dresser, all of them face down.
"Pictures of my Mom and Dad, and Kim," Keith said.
Alex glanced at Keith.  The young boy was watching him carefully.
"You don't like them?" Alex said, trying to make a joke.  "Don't want to see them?"
He shook his head.  "No.  The ghost keeps knocking them over."
Keith died in his game, as some kind of death-music played.  Instead of starting over, he simply stared at the continue screen, his fingers hovering aimlessly over the buttons.  It was almost as if he was looking past the TV.
Alex sat on the bed next to him.
"Are you going to get rid of the ghost?"
The direct question caught him by surprise.
"Yeah.  If there's a ghost, I'll get rid of it."
Keith didn't like being doubted.  "It's a ghost."
"Why do you say that?"
Keith ignored the question and looked at Alex's phone, still in his hand.
"Was that you talking out in the hall?"
"Yeah.  My wife's always telling me I need to be documenting this stuff, jotting everything down.  To be honest, I feel like a tool talking into this thing."
Alex achieved his simple goal, which was just to coax a smile out of Keith.  It didn't last long, but it was nice while it lasted.  Keith pointed at the phone.
"Can I tell you a story?"
Alex hesitated a moment.  Any quotes or testimonies from a child should probably be in the presence of a parent.  But if it brought a moment of joy, even relief of some kind, Alex wouldn't say no.  He could always erase it later, if the parents objected.
He pressed record and handed the phone over.  Keith gripped it with both hands.
"Uh, I'm Keith.  Keith Felder."  He looked up at Alex.  "Is that okay?"
Alex laughed.  "You say whatever you want."
Keith cleared his throat.
"We can hear the ghost at night.  Sometimes it's loud footsteps, or banging on the walls.  It knocks pictures over all the time and throws them around.  Sometimes I can hear voices, but I can't figure out what they're saying.  They're actually in my room, talking, so maybe it's more than one."  Tears welled up in his eyes, and Alex questioned the decision to let him record.  "Mom fell down the stairs the other day.  She says the ghost pushed her.  Some holy guy from our church came over last week.  He tried to get rid of the ghost, but he ran out when pictures started falling off the walls."  Keith's hands were shaking.  "Mom doesn't want us in the house by ourselves.  Umm…I think that's it."
Alex took the phone and stopped the recording.  He put a hand on Keith's shoulder.
"That was good.  Maybe when this is all over, I could use an assistant."
Another small, quick smile.
"You're nice.  Not like the guy from church that was here.  He thought we were crazy.  I could tell he didn't believe Mom, but I know he did when he ran to his car."
Alex laughed.  "Yeah.  I'll bet his shoes were on fire."
"Do you believe there's a ghost here?"
He didn't hesitate.
"Yeah.  Definitely.  The fun part is finding it and making it leave."
"How can you tell?"
"I sense things," Alex said, deciding to keep the rest of his supernatural pedigree to himself.  He rose to his feet and gave Keith a smile.  "So trust me, I believe you."
That seemed to relax the boy somewhat, as if believing was half the battle.  If only that were true.
He left Keith in his room as he started another game.  Quiet music came from the bedroom next to Keith's.  Alex peered in to see Kimberly lying on her stomach on her bed, her back to the door.  Her bare feet flitted back and forth aimlessly as she poked at an iPhone.  Alex laughed to himself at the sight.  He didn't even want a phone, and it seemed the modern-day teenager couldn't live without one.
Kimberly noticed Alex's shadow on the wall, and let out a disgusted sigh.
"Mom, I told you.  Keith is fine.  He's playing his stupid game—"
The surprise was apparent when she flipped over and sat upright.  
"Sorry," Alex said.  "Didn't mean to scare you."
She smiled and rolled her head sarcastically.  He could see that patented teenage rebellion out in full force.  Every statement would be combative.
"You're hardly scary," Kimberly said.  "So, you're another ghost guy?  Here to save us all from the terrible horrors?"
"Something like that.  I was hoping to check out your room real quick."
"Well, you can't.  Now go away."
Alex didn't miss a beat.  "You got it."
He didn't need her attitude.  He certainly didn't need her help in any way.  Supernatural work was unpleasant enough, and the last thing he needed was to deal with a bratty teenager.  She had to eat sometime, and he'd walk through her room then.
Alex was a step away from the door when he heard her voice.
"Wait."
Looking back inside, Kimberly's face had softened.  She nervously ran her fingers through her hair and stared at the floor.
"I'm…I'm sorry," she said.  Alex wondered if she'd ever used those words before.  "I swear…I'm not usually such a bitch."
Alex took her apology as an invitation.  He stepped into her room.
"No problem.  I know it's probably been a rough time…."
His words trailed off as the wave of cold attacked him.
"Holy Jesus," he muttered.
Stepping from the hall into Kimberly's bedroom felt like walking into a snowstorm with no clothes.  It was a deep cold.  Alex wrapped his arms around himself, and looked for his own frosty breath as he exhaled.  There was none, and he could only assume Kimberly's room, along with the rest of the house, was well-heated.  Kimberly pushed the acceptable limit for what constituted skimpy clothing, an argument he had with Alicia many times.  Kimberly wore no socks, a pair of black shorts that showed way too much leg, and a spaghetti-strap shirt.  The girl definitely wasn't cold.
"Hello, goosebumps," Alex whispered, rubbing his arms.  "It looks like we meet once more."
"Huh?" Kimberly said.  "Are you okay?"
"Oh yeah," Alex said, glancing around the room.  "Just fine."
It was obvious he'd found his first hot spot, or rather freezing cold spot, in the house.  He made a mental note to revisit Kimberly's room again in private.  There was nothing out of the ordinary he could see.  A computer in the corner.  Pictures of friends on a desk.  A small TV on a table.  A typical teen's room.
Kimberly leaned forward, genuinely concerned.  "You look like you're freezing."
He laughed at the understatement.  Why did his supernatural sense have to involve cold?  When an otherworldly entity or spirit was nearby, why couldn't a mushroom pizza fall out of the sky?  He'd get the message all the same.
"So, is it Kim or Kimberly?"
"Kim," she said, smiling just a little.  "I'm only Kimberly when Mom's pissed."
"Kim," he repeated, and extended his hand.  "Pleased to meet you."
They shook hands, and the warmth of her hand felt good, even if for a moment.
"Your brother says you've got a ghost running around."
She rolled her eyes and crossed her legs.  "Oh, please."
"You don't think you do?"
"Yeah, we definitely do.  But it's not as bad as they're saying it is.  It's not so bad that I have to watch my baby brother all the time, like they want me to.  Hell, me telling my friends at school that my house is haunted is the only reason they'll come over."
Alex was intrigued.  He leaned against the wall near the door.
"Tell me more."
Kim rested her hands on her knees and sat up straight.
"It makes noise.  It'll knock over a picture.  That's it.  Voices, footsteps, whatever else, I haven't heard any of that.  It's not like I take a shower and feel like someone is watching me, like a perv.  The ghost here isn't going to hurt us."
"Really?  Keith just told me your mother was pushed—"
"She fell, she wasn't pushed.  Our mom falls over her own feet walking up the stairs.  She's clumsy, and she knows it."
Kim was defensive, almost angry.  Alex was speechless.  He didn't consider himself a grizzled, seasoned investigator, but he did have experience.  He'd never been in a situation where a family agreed they had a ghost, but argued over the intentions of said ghost.
There were voices outside the room.  Alex recognized Amy as she walked up the stairs.
"I don't always get a clear picture of what I see in my head," Amy said.  "Sometimes it's not clear at all, more like an impression."
"Amy's touring the house," Alex said.  "I kind of wanted to see this."
Kim wasn't interested in the least.  She flipped back to her stomach while grabbing her iPod, a rather impressive maneuver.
"Go ahead."
Alex reentered the hallway, and although it was still cold, it felt like a sauna compared to Kim's room.  Amy was slowly rising into view on the stairs ahead.  Donna was a step behind her.  Alex could tell from Amy's annoyed expression that she'd rather walk the house alone, like him.  He had to admit he was irritated at being lost in the shuffle amongst Donovan's team, but there were advantages, like a bit more privacy.  Besides, forgotten or not, he still had five hundred dollars in his back pocket.
He just had to do his job to make the other five hundred.
"How long have you been able to sense ghosts?" Donna asked.
"Since I was six.  I used to think I was going crazy—"
Amy stopped suddenly when she reached the top of the stairs.  She locked eyes with Alex.  Donna bumped into her and grabbed her shoulder.  Alex watched with confusion.  He even turned to see if something was happening behind him.
"Sorry," Donna said.  "Is everything—?"
"Shh!"
Amy gripped the railing, as if standing were difficult.  Alex rushed forward, but she stilled him by raising her palm.
"No," Amy said.  "I'm okay."
Donna glanced back and forth between Alex and Amy.  "What's going on?"
Amy looked up.  "I…."  A dramatic pause.  A stern, serious expression.  "I sense a presence here," she said, literally echoing Nate's words from earlier.
The chuckle escaped.  Alex almost didn't believe it was coming from him.  He watched in horror as the chuckle invaded both Donna and Amy's ears.  They both glared at him, and he could feel the daggers from their eyeballs running along his flesh.  His cheeks burned.  All he could do was smile apologetically.
"I'm sorry," Donna said.  "Is something funny about all of this?"
"No, ma'am," Alex said, lowering his eyes.  "It's just that…the way Amy said it…."  Alex stopped talking, deciding nothing he could say would help.  "Uh, never mind.  Just pretend I'm not even here."
"We'll do just that," Donna said.  She touched Amy's arm and nodded toward the opposite end of the hallway.  "Let's go, Amy.  Our master bedroom is down this way.  Do you want to start there?"
"Sure."
They both made sure to give Alex one last stab with their eyes before disappearing into the bedroom.  He brought a hand to his head out of frustration.  A quiet, feminine laugh came out behind him.  He turned to see Kim, leaning in her bedroom doorway.
"Real smooth," she said, laughing and mock clapping.
He smiled, just to mask his embarrassment.  At least someone was enjoying his humiliation.
"That could have went better," he admitted.
He walked back downstairs.  The front door was calling his name.  He just wanted to get away, maybe walk the outside of the house.  Sometimes the area around a house was just as haunted as the inside.  He could gather his thoughts, let Donovan and his crew set up, and maybe talk to Jason and Donna later, after Donna had cooled down.
His hand was on the knob to the door when he noticed Jason and Donovan, sitting at the dining room table.  Troy was standing behind a camera in the corner while at the same time staring at a phone.  Alex heard the tail end of Donovan speaking.
"—please start at the beginning."
Jason took a breath and sipped at a glass of water.  Donovan waited patiently.
"Well, it started about three months ago, I guess."
Alex sighed.  He wanted to get away, but more than that, he wanted to hear what Jason had to say.  He shared much of his story over the phone, but Alex wouldn't pass up the chance to hear it again, to catch any important details.
He sat on the couch, well out of range of Troy's camera, and pulled out his phone and pen.
"It started out with the pictures.  We'd come home and some of them would just be on the floor, or knocked face down.  We ignored it.  What else can you do, right?  But then the noises started happening at night.  Loud, and I mean loud, footsteps.  Then Donna got pushed down the stairs.  After that, we started calling people.  No one's been able to help so far."
"Has anyone actually seen anything?"
"Donna thinks she saw a cloud of black smoke late one night when she was going to the bathroom.  But I haven't seen anything.  The kids haven't, either."
Donovan signaled for Troy to stop the camera.  Alex looked at his messy notes on the phone.  The details were scarce, but the cold attacking Alex told him the Felders were experiencing something for sure.
"Uh, Jason," Alex said, rising to his feet.  Everyone looked in his direction.  "Do you mind if I ask some questions, too?"
He intended the question for both Jason and Donovan.  Jason nodded, whereas Donovan's expression hinted at the exact opposite of his words.
"Of course," Donovan said.  "No problem at all."
"How long have you owned the house?"
"I grew up here," Jason said.  "My parents sold it to me when they moved out of state.  So, I've been here most of my life."
Alex didn't expect that.  A most unusual answer, and one that raised more questions.
"And the activity you've been experiencing these past three months, there was nothing before that?  In all your years here?"
"No, never."
Alex took notes, as well as Donovan.  For a moment, it felt like they were working together.
"Any recent home renovations?" Alex asked.  "Any major demolition or construction?"
"Well…."  Jason struggled to think.  "We put in a new shower upstairs."
Alex wrote it down, but doubted a new shower would stir up a long-dormant spirit.
"Has your family visited any place odd lately?  A haunted prison?  An old graveyard?  Strange question, I know."
"No.  Not at all.  We haven't taken a vacation together in a couple of years."
Alex felt like he was grasping at straws.  Something wasn't adding up.
"Anyone ever murdered here?" he asked.  The question came out more callous than he meant.  "Or any other slow, painful death?"
"No!" Jason said.  "Until recently, this was just a normal, simple house."
The dining room was quiet as the awkward silence stretched, but Alex wasn't paying attention.  He continued to stare at his notes.
Normal, simple houses didn't typically just develop supernatural problems.
In the end, he supposed that didn't matter.  He wasn't hired to unearth the history of the Felder home.  He was hired to chase away the bad spooks.  It was similar to the amazing piece of technology he held in his hand.  Sometimes, his phone had problems.  He didn't know where they'd come from, or even what exactly the problem was.  But Cindy would take the phone and pull out the battery, rebooting it.
As odd of a case as the Felder house was turning out to be, maybe the home just needed a reboot.
There were footsteps and muffled voices behind him, coming down the stairs.
"—lovely family."
"Thank you very much.  This whole thing has been hard on them, but they're troopers.  I'm so proud of them."
Donna and Amy glared at Alex, but thankfully said nothing.  Donovan approached Amy and put a hand on her shoulder.
"Anything?"
She shook her head.  "Nothing for certain.  Just a brief flash here and there."
"Okay."  He patted her shoulder, and Alex could see they were close.  Donovan turned to address Jason and Donna.  "If you don't mind, we'd like to prep the house.  Cameras and microphones in every room.  We'll take EMF readings, room temperature, all standard stuff.  All we need is some proof that something is here, and then we can—"
"Whoa," Amy said.
Everyone in the dining room went quiet.  Amy peered into the kitchen doorway.  Donna was checking the lasagna in the oven, and noticed Amy's gaze.  She quickly joined her husband in the dining room, taking his hand in hers.  Troy backed up near Alex in the living room, pointing his camera ahead.
"What's wrong?" Donna asked.  "Do you see something?"
Donovan placed a hand on Amy's back as she took the lead.
"Amy?  Talk to me."
"It's like a black fog," she said.  "Donna was standing right by it.  You guys don't see it?"
"We don't see anything."
Alex peered around Jason's shoulder to get a peek into the kitchen.  Amy had dropped to one knee, like she was staring into a child's eyes.  First Donna, and now Amy, had seen the black fog.  Alex was curious as to what his own senses would interpret it as.
He saw nothing.
At first, he thought he'd just missed it.  Being in the back of the group, he'd reacted too slowly, and whatever Amy had seen was long gone.
Then she talked to it.
"Hi," Amy said.  "My name's Amy."
"Careful," Donovan said.  "Maybe you shouldn't speak to it."
Alex leaned close to Troy.  "What's she talking to?"
"Shhh," Troy said.  "Amy sees things the rest of us can't."
Alex continued to watch Amy speak to thin air.  He was surprised that he didn't see anything at all.  He knew he was unique.  With all his unusual powers, he wasn't sure the word psychic actually applied to him.  Still, if Amy saw a black fog, certainly he should have seen something as well.
The truth, so simple and pure, smacked him across the face.  He couldn't believe it didn't come to him sooner.
"Holy shit," he muttered.  "She's a fake."
Troy lowered the camera and stared at Alex.  Alex thought he was quiet, but wasn't quiet enough.  Troy's mouth opened and closed as he searched for words.
"W-What did you say?"
Alex purposely kept his voice low.  "I said, she's a fake.  Amy isn't really psychic."
Troy said nothing.  He didn't look surprised, more like someone who got caught with their hand in the cookie jar.
"You knew about this?" Alex asked, although Troy's eyes gave him the answer.
Troy grabbed Alex by the wrist and tried to lead him away.  Alex didn't consider himself a violent person, but the last thing he'd tolerate was anyone putting their hands on him.  He shook free easily and flashed Troy a look that suggested, quite simply, not to do that again.  Troy, to his credit, held up his hands in a show of peace. 
"Mr. Donovan," Troy called.  "The battery's running out in my camera, and I forgot a few things.  Alex and I are going to head to the van."
Donovan didn't even turn around.
"Fine, fine."
"Actually, we could really use your help."
Whether it was the preposterous idea of Donovan carrying equipment, or the tone in Troy's voice, the elder man turned around.  All he did was lock eyes with Troy before standing upright next to Amy.
"It's okay," Amy said.  "Whatever it was, it's gone now.  I don't see it anymore."
"Yeah, I bet you don't," Alex said under his breath.
Alex and Troy crossed the living room, with Donovan ten feet behind.  They left the house, but didn't walk toward the van.  Alex enjoyed the warmth of the outside.  Troy stopped in the middle of the yard, with Donovan finally catching up.
"You knew about her, didn't you?" Alex asked.
A voice rang out across the street.
"Yo, Alex!" Nate called.  "You need me over there?"
"I'm alright, thanks," Alex said, waving.
Donovan and Troy glanced at each other in confusion.
"What's going on here?" Donovan asked.
Troy shook his head.  "He knows."
"Knows what?"
Alex pointed to the house.
"I know Amy isn't psychic.  So, everyone knows about this.  I'll bet the Felders don't know."
"Keep your voice down," Donovan said.  He took a deep breath.  "Yes, of course we know about Amy.  She may not be psychic, but she's still a very valuable part of our team.  I handpicked her, along with Troy and a few others, when I started researching the paranormal."
"You picked a fake psychic on purpose?"
Donovan laughed, once again resembling Santa Claus.  "Well, my first choice would have been a real psychic, but they don't exactly fall off trees.  Amy is the next best thing.  She's a psychology major at our college."
Alex searched their faces, looking for a clue.  Confusion was written all over his face.
"A lot of people won't even let us in their homes without a psychic," Donovan explained.  "They watch too much damn TV, and think a psychic can solve anything.  So, Amy plays the part.  She's great at reading people, watching them, helping them keep calm."
"Her looks don't hurt, either," Troy added.
"Troy…."
He held up his hands in self-defense.  "I'm serious!  I'm not trying to be a jerk or anything, but it helps.  She comes in and does her thing, keeps things chill and relaxed while I set up our gear, and Mr. Donovan gets statements.  I hate to sound this way, but the fact that she's hot goes a long way to keeping things under control."
"Unreal," Alex said.  "Sex sells, even with paranormal investigation."
"Let's make a deal," Donovan said.  "You keep this to yourself, and we won't tell them you're a con-man."
Alex was more stunned than angry.
"Excuse me?  Con-man?"
"What was in that envelope Jason gave you?  Are you actually charging for being here?"
"Aren't you?" Alex said with a shrug.
"What could we possibly charge for?" Donovan said, struggling to keep his voice even.  "We're trying to help this family."
"I am, too.  And the arrangement I made with the Felders is none of your business—"
"How old are you, Alex?  You barely look older than Troy.  You have no equipment of any kind.  How do you plan on gathering any evidence?  Please don't tell me you told the Felders you're actually psychic."
Alex rolled his eyes.  He wasn't going to argue with Donovan any longer.  He simply wanted to do his job, and go home.
"Deal," he said.  "I'll keep my mouth shut, and you won't tell them about my nasty conning ways.  We'll keep our distance, and try to figure out what's going on in there."
"You're getting ahead of yourself.  Again, we haven't even begun to collect evidence—"
"Something's in there," Alex interrupted.  He was already to the front door.  "I just don't know what yet."
Donovan said nothing.  He didn't need to.  The doubt and contempt in his eyes were apparent.  Troy, however, didn't look quite as convinced.



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 2
 
The atmosphere had finally reached a somewhat relaxed state in the Felder home.  The Felder family obviously felt more at ease with company, other people to share their feelings with.  Troy had all the gear prepared and recording.  Donovan had interviewed the rest of the family.  He'd even convinced Kim to say a few words on camera, much to Alex's surprise.
Alex had walked the house several times.  Besides the general cold assault on his body, there was nothing else.  Jason watched him, but didn't approach.  Alex wasn't sure whether it was because Jason wanted to let him work, or if Donovan was whispering bad things in his ear.  Either way, Alex didn't care.
Dinner was ready.  Donna offered their guests a piece of lasagna, insisting there was plenty for everyone.  Only Alex and Amy declined.  He sat on the sofa and played with his phone as the dining room turned into a madhouse.  Loud conversation, laughter, family stories being told.  Keith tormented his sister by taking lasagna from her plate, to which she would smack his shoulder and yell.  It was a fun, refreshing sight.  Even Donovan looked like he was enjoying himself.  For a brief time, supernatural problems were all forgotten.
Alex wondered how long it would last.
He was in the middle of a text conversation with Cindy when there was a flash of movement to his left.  He looked up to see Amy standing above him, smiling.
"You mind if I sit down?"
Gesturing to the empty spot next to him, Alex scooted over to make room.  Amy sat next to him and crossed her legs.  He sent Cindy a quick message that he'd be back soon.  Cindy was in the middle of describing the latest low budget movie she was watching on the Syfy channel.
"Childhood sweetheart?" she asked.
"Uh…what?"
Amy reached across his lap and tapped the wedding ring on his finger, an action he wasn't comfortable with.  Ever so subtly, he tried to scoot away further.
"I guess you can say that," he said.  "We've known each other since we were five."
"Yeah.  I wouldn't think someone our age would marry so young, unless it was a childhood sweetheart kind of thing."
Alex just smiled, already uncomfortable with the conversation.
"Anyway, I just wanted to check on how married you were, if I had a chance or not."
He knew he was young, and there was plenty left to learn in what he hoped would be a long life, but Alex was never aware there were different degrees of being married.
"Well, yeah, umm…I'm pretty married."
Amy leaned away and straightened her hair.  She accepted the rejection with a smile.  She recrossed her legs, trying to draw attention to them, as if giving Alex a hint of what he was missing out on.
"Can't blame a girl for trying," she said.  She leaned close once again, but not to be intimate.  "Can you really talk to spirits?"
The shift of tone in the conversation was jarring, but Alex welcomed it.  It was much better than trying to avoid her flirtation.
"I can."
Amy couldn't contain her excitement.  "Wow, that is so amazing!  Don't worry, I won't tell Troy or Mr. Donovan.  Although, they wouldn't believe you anyway."
"Somehow, I'm not surprised."
Her smile faded.  "Troy told me you know about me."
Alex held up his hands.  "Hey, no judging here."
"Maybe you should be working with them instead of me."
He looked her over.  The bubbly personality, the bright smile were gone.  Her deception truly ate at her.
"Hey, if you help people, who cares how you do it?"
"Yeah, I help people," she said sarcastically.  "While Troy and Mr. Donovan are doing the real work, I'm misleading them.  Like smoke and mirrors."
"Trust me, doing the people part, it doesn't get any more real than that."  Something dawned on him as he watched her.  "Have you ever seen anything real?"
"You mean on one of our cases?"
Alex nodded.
"Not really," Amy said.  "On the first case I helped out with last year, there were some weird things.  Objects moving on their own, that kind of thing."  She glanced at the dining room table and leaned forward.  Everyone was still laughing and talking.  "I've never seen a real ghost."
He almost read her mind.  "And that's why you signed up?"
"They found me, actually.  But yeah, I want to see a ghost.  Don't get me wrong.  I love helping people.  But I want to know what's on that other side."
He couldn't stop the smile.  The things he could tell her.  There were plenty of odd things to see on this side.
The cold chill came without warning.  It felt like a gust of wind, moving with a mind of its own.  It came from the stairs and rolled over Alex and Amy on the couch.  The hairs on his arms and neck stood up.  Alex got the sense the chill was moving to the dining room.
"Maybe, just maybe, you'll get your chance," he whispered.
"Holy shit, Alex," Amy said.  "Are you okay?  You're freezing."
Without realizing it, Alex leaned over and huddled to himself, trying to keep warm.  He kept his eyes locked on the dining room as Amy rubbed his arms.  He wasn't sure if she was simply being compassionate or had reverted back to flirt mode.
The laugh that followed was low and eerie.  It blended in so well with the dinner conversation that Alex wasn't sure if it was real.
"Oh, God," Amy said.  Her hands went still on Alex's arms.  "What is that?"
She heard it as well, through her contact with Alex.  With a mere touch, he could grant someone a peek into the spirit world, even if it was something as simple and terrifying as a disembodied chuckle.  He'd learned to control the ability, and maybe should have kept Amy from hearing.  But having a witness and another set of eyes and ears wasn't a bad idea.
The laugh was female, but very rough, like it belonged to an elderly smoker.  It was unnatural, as it didn't pause to breathe.  It just laughed, and laughed.  The volume intensified, but everyone at the table continued to eat and talk.  Amy scooted closer to Alex and squeezed his arm.
"They don't hear it?"
"Nope."  Alex had seen many horrible things, but he wasn't so hardened that the voice didn't set him on edge.  "And let the fun begin."
"What do you—?"
The lone empty chair at the table twitched.  The conversation stopped as everyone turned and stared.  One more twitch, with a little more force.  Then the chair flew across the room.  It sailed behind the couch and crashed into the wall, knocking a picture down with it.
Everyone at the table stood up.  Keith ran from the dining room and got as close to Alex as he could.  Donna seemed hurt, but only for a moment.  Picture after picture fell from the walls, like they were dominoes.
"Troy, are you recording this?" Donovan asked.
"Oh, it's recording," he said, pointing to multiple cameras.  There was excitement in his voice.
"That's all it will do," Kim said, waving her hands around.  "It's not going to hurt us.  It just wants attention."
Donna raised her voice.  "Kimberly, what the hell are you talking about?"
"Mom, just listen to me!  It's not going to hurt—!"
Kim was proven wrong before she could even complete her sentence.  There was a loud slap, and Donna crumpled to the floor, holding her palm to the side of her cheek.  Jason shouted his wife's name, and tried to circle the table.  He only made it halfway when he flew across the room as well, like the chair.  His head struck the wall first, and he slumped to his side, unmoving.
The table violently bounced up and down.  Plates of food and glasses fell to the floor.  Over the chaos, Alex could still hear the laughing.
He stood up, and felt a tugging at his hand.  Keith looked up to him, panic in his eyes.
"Don't go," he said.
He reassured him with a smile and gestured to Amy.  "Just stick with my pal Amy here.  Stay right with her."
Amy returned the smile, but looked no more confident than Keith.
The scene was a mess.  Donovan cowered in the corner, while Troy was waving another camera around.  Kim cried openly as she squatted in the kitchen doorway.  The table continued to bounce, as if a hundred hands lifted and dropped it constantly.
Alex hated to admit it, but he never felt better.  He literally fed off fear, and there was no shortage of that in the Felder residence.  It nourished him, made him stronger.  He felt like he could run a marathon.
"You've got their attention," he called, placing a hand on the table.  "If you've got something to say, go ahead.  I can definitely hear you."
The activity stopped, as quickly as it started.  The laughing that only he could hear ceased.  The silence by itself was almost creepy, until Donovan kicked a plate trying to stand.
"Did…you get all that?" he asked.
Troy nodded vigorously, filming the plates and food on the floor.  "I did."
Alex shook his head.  Their priorities needed some work.
"What happened?" Amy said from the couch.
"It's still shy," Alex said.  "But we're getting there."
He checked on Kim first.  The girl was trembling, hugging her knees to herself.  Tears ran down her face, but otherwise she was fine.  Donna was slowly pulling herself into a sitting position.  The side of her face was red from the attack, and he thought he could see impressions of fingers start to form.
"I'm fine," Donna said.  Alex admired her bravery.  "Please, check on Jason."
Jason, despite having the wind knocked out of him, was on one knee.  He was coughing and gasping for breath.  He'd left a mark in the wall from where his head struck.  Alex grabbed his hand and helped him to his feet.  Jason immediately went to his wife and held her.
"Is everyone okay?" Amy asked, her voice shaking.  She still stood near the couch with an arm around Keith.
"Does it look like we're okay?" Kim shouted.
Alex led Jason and Donna to the couch.  He approached Kim and held out his hand.  She slapped it away and stomped across the room.
"I'm going to my room."
"Kim, don't," Donna said.  "Please.  We should all stay together—"
"I said, I'm going to my room."
She didn't even stop to look at her family.  Alex watched her walk up the stairs.  He thought about following, but decided against it, at least for the moment.
"I'm losing my family," Donna said, her expression full of sorrow.
The Felder family was a wreck.  Keith had pulled away from Amy and hugged his mother.  Jason sat perfectly still, staring straight ahead.  Donovan was scribbling notes onto a pad, while Troy moved about from camera to camera.
"I'd like to run this footage through the computer," Troy said.  "See if maybe we caught something."
Donovan waved at him.  "Not now.  Later."
"Are you okay?" Alex asked Jason.  "You took a nasty shot to the head there."
Jason rubbed his skull, and turned to look at the dent in the wall.
"Nothing a little drywall can't fix," he quipped.
Alex looked over Donna once again.  A visible hand print was on her face now, showing the physical signs that someone literally slapped her as hard as they could.
"I'm okay," she said.  "It just stings."
"No, we're not okay," Jason said.  His voice trembled.  "How long before the kids start getting hurt?  You're…you're right, Donna.  We should move."
Husband and wife stared at each other, and Alex could imagine the discussions they'd had.  Jason had grown up in the house.  He was probably the last person who wanted to leave.  As easy as it was for an outsider to say just move, Alex knew nothing could be more difficult.  Starting over was never easy.
"Can you help us?" Donna asked, desperation in her eyes.  "Please!  Is there anything you can do?"
"Is that the first time it was ever like that?" Donovan asked, searching for words.  "That…."
"Violent?" Jason finished.  "Besides Donna's fall down the stairs, yes."  He looked at the distance between the dining room and the wall he'd struck.  "It…threw me."
"Listen," Alex said, kneeling before Jason and Donna.  He gave Keith a pat on the shoulder.  He was tired of waiting.  The case should have already been over, and at that moment he should have been on the road driving home to his wife.  But he had his own secrets to protect.  Donovan's arrival ruined everything.  "Take your family to a hotel.  Stay the night.  Donovan and his team can wait outside.  Just give me a little time, and I can have this all hammered out."
"Oh, yeah," Troy chimed in from the dining room.  His once calm demeanor bordered on manic.  "Now there's a fucking stupid idea."
"Troy, language," Donovan said, gesturing to Keith.  "But…I have to agree.  Situations exactly like we just witnessed is why we never work alone.  That's not very smart, Alex.  Besides—"  His glare at Alex was accusing and unmistakable.  "I'd like to see the type of work you do."
Alex shook his head.  Everything had to be difficult.  He was tempted to remove the money from his back pocket, hand it over, and drive home.  But he knew he wouldn't do that, even if Keith wasn't staring at him for answers.
"Okay," Donovan said.  "We need to know more about this house.  Clearly, something is happening here.  Troy, I want you to—"
A creak at the top of the stairs silenced Donovan.  Everyone turned and stared.  Amy and Keith both moved closer to Alex.
Another creak, and then another.  Slow, deliberate footsteps.
"Kim?" Donna called.
Her bare left foot finally came into view, but something was wrong.  It wasn't until she took another step, and Alex saw her right foot, did he realize what was happening.
Kim was walking down the stairs backwards.
She didn't use the railing.  She didn't even grab the wall for support.  They couldn't see her face.  Her arms were locked at her sides.  It was an unnatural sight, and Alex thought any moment she would tumble and fall.
But it was obvious Kim wasn't alone.
She made it to bottom of the stairs.  Her long hair hid the side of her face.
"Kim?" Donna said again, standing up.  "Are you okay?"
She reached out for her daughter.  Alex couldn't react in time.
"No!" he said, trying to move around Keith.  "Stay away!"
It was too late.  Kim turned, and Alex caught a glimpse of a face that wasn't entirely hers anymore.  The same cute young lady was still there, but with hate and rage in her eyes.  She snarled, baring her teeth, and lunged for her mother, like an animal.  Both mother and daughter went to the floor as Kim sank her teeth into Donna's arm.  
Donovan, Troy, and Jason tried to pull her away.  It took all three of them to haul her to her feet.  Kim cursed and flailed wildly, catching Troy across the forehead with her fingernails.  Amy grabbed Keith and turned him away, holding him close.
Alex kept his distance, staying near Amy and Keith.  He wasn't ready to act.  Not yet.
"What the hell is going on?" Troy shouted.
Alex tried not to roll his eyes.  It was fairly obvious to him.
"She's…possessed," Donovan said, his voice breaking.
Alex helped Donna off the floor.  Blood poured down her arm and dripped to the carpet.  She sobbed in despair and could barely stand on her own.  He guided her to the couch and ran to the kitchen.  Grabbing the first clean hand towel he saw, he rejoined Donna and wrapped her arm.
The men had sat Kim on a dining room chair and were holding her.  It wasn't necessary, as she wasn't struggling.  Her mouth and chin were covered in blood.  Streaks of red covered her thighs.  She leaned back and howled with laughter.  The laugh was familiar.
"Help her," Donna begged.  "Please, help my daughter!"
Jason looked to Donovan first.
"What do we do?"
Donovan said nothing.  His expression told Alex that he was in way over his head.  It was one thing to find raccoons in an attic, or even to film things moving on their own.  But Kim's life was now in danger.
"Troy," Donovan said.  "Are the cameras still going?"
"Screw the cameras!" Jason shouted, making Keith jump.  "Just…help us!  You said you can help!"
"We can.  Please, just trust us."
Kim spoke in a voice that was no longer her own.
"You can't help.  Can't.  Can't can't."  She repeated the word, over and over, each time in a different voice.  "She's mine now.  I like her.  She tastes good."  Her eyes locked on Donna.  "Gary still misses you.  He thinks about you at night when he fucks his wife.  You miss him too, don't you?"
Donna and Jason glanced at each other.  The mention of Gary, whoever he was, didn't seem to surprise either of them.  A look of sadness, of regret, but that was all.
"Should we tie her down?" Troy asked.
Donovan loosened his grip and took a step back.  "She's not resisting."  He took another deep breath, trying to collect himself.  "Troy, check the cameras one more time.  Bring one with us.  Me and you, we're leaving."
"Leaving?" Donna said.  "You're leaving us?"
He was already halfway across the living room, Troy not far behind.
"I have to," Donovan said.  "We definitely have enough evidence."
Jason grabbed his shoulder and spun him around before he could reach the door.
"That's all you cared about, isn't it?  The precious camera footage.  You don't want to help."
"Of course I do!" Donovan shouted.  He pointed to the camera Troy held.  "I'm taking this directly to a priest I've worked with.  I'm going to drag him out of bed.  But the church…dealing with them isn't easy.  They need proof, lots of it.  They'll say it's all in Kim's head, that she's just sick.  But…."
Jason had to press.  "But what?"
"He's an hour away.  So, we have to leave now."
Donovan left the house.  Everyone followed, with Alex watching everything carefully.  Donna nearly joined them, but stayed behind to watch her daughter.  She kept Keith with her, never letting go of his hand.  Kim continued to laugh horribly and lick at the blood around her mouth, but never left the chair.
"Amy will stay with you," Donovan said as he crossed the lawn.  "We'll be back as soon as we can."
"And what are we supposed to do?" Jason said.
"Just…keep an eye on Kim.  Don't talk to her.  Ignore whatever she says."
Jason waited for more, and wasn't happy at the silence.  Troy ran down the street to get the van.
"That's it?" Jason asked.  "What do you want Alex to do?"
Donovan could hide his irritation no longer.  "Whatever, I don't care.  Just…stay here and help them watch Kim."
Alex looked up to see Nate crossing the street, concerned.  He stopped when Alex held up his hand, getting the message.  Everyone turned to see who Alex was gesturing to, and stared at him in confusion upon seeing no one.
"Actually," Alex said.  "Amy should go with you.  I'll stay behind and watch everything.  Don't worry."
Donovan wasn't budging.  "She stays here."
Alex turned around and gazed at Amy.  Troy stopped the van in front of the house and waited.  Jason paced on his front lawn as he grabbed the sides of his head in frustration.  Alex tried to get his message across with his eyes.
"It's better if you go," he said.  He offered a smile that only she could see.  "Trust me."
She did understand.  She returned the smile and peered over his shoulder at Donovan.  "I'm going with you guys."
Donovan gave up as he climbed in the van.  "Okay, fine.  Then let's go."
Amy surprised Alex with a quick hug.
"Be careful," she whispered.
"Don't worry," he said.  "It was nice meeting you."
Amy climbed into the van.  Donovan called out as Troy pulled away.
"We'll be back."
Alex watched them drive away and turn at the end of the street.  The neighborhood was quiet.  The only sounds were of Jason trying to pull himself together.
"They're gone.  I can't believe it.  My daughter needs help, and they left.  They just got in their van and left."
Alex smiled as he let out a relaxed breath.  It was just him, as it was supposed to be all along.
He could finally go to work.
"I know," he said, letting out a laugh.  Jason stared at him in shock.  "I thought they'd never leave."
He marched back toward the house, Jason a step behind.
"What are you going to do?"
"What you paid me to."
"Listen, this might not be the best time, and maybe I shouldn't say this, but Donovan told me to keep an eye on you."
Alex rolled his eyes as he opened the front door.
"That shouldn't be too hard with fifty cameras spread all over the place."
Donna and Keith stood next to the door.  She stood protectively in front of her son, who looked around her mother with one eye.  Kim still sat in the dining room chair, leaning forward to stare at Donna.  She licked her lips and ran a finger suggestively along the inside of her leg.
"Poor Donna," Kim said.  "No more daughter.  Daughter had to leave."  Her voice turned into that of a child.  "Everyone's gone.  Gone gone.  Gone.  So sad.  I wanted to kill them.  I think Kim would have liked that, too."
Donna said nothing.  She cried, occasionally letting out a muffled sob.  Jason embraced his wife and son, crying along with them.
Alex took a step forward.  Jason grabbed his arm.
"What are you doing?"
"Just stay here.  It's okay."
"But he said not to talk to…it."
Alex pulled free and crossed the living room.  Kim blew him a kiss as he approached.  She bounced up and down in the chair, tongue hanging out of her mouth.
"Kim is gone.  She's mine.  Mine."
He crossed his arms and shook his head, as if he were addressing a child.
"Now, how did you get out?"
"Lucccccifer," Kim said, laughing once again.  Donna let out a wail behind Alex.  "Lucifer lets me out to play."
Alex wasn't fazed.
"Well, gee, that's interesting.  You see, he didn't run it by me."
Kim's expression changed.  The joy, arrogance, smile, it all disappeared.  A look of panic took hold as she stared into Alex's eyes, and finally realized.
"Mast—"
He held up a hand.
"Shut.  Your mouth."
He turned his back, not afraid of Amy in the least.  Why would he be afraid?  Demons had been in his life ever since he was born.
It didn't surprise him that the demon didn't recognize him.  He still had plenty to learn about the demon realm, but he knew they shared a consciousness.  They also had bits of individuality as well.  Demons could have their own experiences, their own memories.
Not all of them recognized their master immediately.
Jason looked at Alex in awe.  He was aware he was seeing something amazing.
"Alex?  What's going on?"
He approached the first camera he saw in the dining room.  It took a moment to find the power button, but he finally found it and turned it off.  The last thing the camera recorded was Kim's troubled expression.
"You never had a ghost," Alex explained.  "Your house was never haunted.  You have a demon.  It must have somehow slipped through a hole in between the realms.  It's been waiting and getting stronger ever since, feeding off your fear.  Don't worry, your house isn't a gateway, or you'd be seeing much more than this."
"A demon?" Jason said.  "Realms?  Gateway?"
Alex sighed.  He knew it was a lot to take in.  He waited until after turning off the camera in the living room before speaking.  Donna and Keith seemed a little more relaxed, but continued to watch Kim.
"There's our realm, the spirit realm, and the demon realm.  The spirit realm and ours are closer together.  Ghosts are always running around."  He thought about Nate.  "Some of them really like to talk.  The demon realm is a lot harder to get to.  We're not meant to see each other, but it does happen."
Jason asked the only question that truly mattered.
"And you can get rid of it?  You can help my daughter?"
"Yeah."
He knelt in front of Keith and looked up at Donna.
"Hey, guys," he said gently.  "Are you both hanging in there?"
Keith wiped a tear from his eye and squeezed his mother's hand.  Donna actually managed to give Alex a smile and a nod.
"Good, good.  Listen, I need some help.  I need you to get an empty trashcan.  It doesn't have to be too big.  And maybe some old sheets or blankets you don't care about.  Can you do that for me?"
Donna nodded.
"Thank you.  Set it all up in front of Kim.  Don't worry, she won't hurt you."  Alex turned and glared at her.  She recoiled and averted her eyes.  "Will you?"
Alex's presence was already having an impact.  The fear in the household was slowly ebbing.  The demon was weakening, although it had a solid hold on Kim.  It would never release her willingly.  Alex wasn't sure if it even knew how to.
Donna and Keith went to the basement as Alex turned off yet another camera.  He headed to the second floor to turn the remaining ones off.  Jason was right behind him.
"Could you hit those cameras at the end of the hall?" Alex asked.
"Uh, should we be doing this?  I don't think Donovan would want us shutting them down like this."
Alex laughed as he ducked into Keith's room.  "Yeah, a lot of good they've done so far."
"This one doesn't have a button," Jason called.
"Then just turn it toward the floor."
They met up in the hall.
"Are you saying Donovan did the wrong thing?"
Alex leaned against the wall and sighed.
"No.  Donovan is a good man, with good people, and they're just doing what they know.  Gathering evidence, getting the church involved, there's nothing wrong with that.  Demons hate faith, strength, love, and holy dudes do a great job at channeling that.  But you won't see Donovan again for a day or so."
"What do you mean?"
"The church will give him the runaround, no matter how much film he gets.  He'll have to fight just to get them out here.  And an exorcism, if they go that way, takes time, sometimes weeks.  But don't worry.  Everything will be okay by the time they get back."
"What will you do that they can't?"
Alex smiled.
"Something I don't want their cameras to see.  That's for sure."
They rejoined Donna and Keith in the living room.  They'd done exactly like he'd asked.  A large bed sheet, riddled with holes, sat in front of Kim, folded over.  An empty plastic trashcan was on top.
Kim was lashing out once again.  She didn't leave the chair, but snarled and glared at Donna and Keith, who stood on the other side of the room.  Her demeanor changed to docile, almost afraid, when Alex walked down the stairs.  This fact wasn't lost on Donna.
"It's…scared of you," she said.
Kim looked at Alex with a sad, hopeful stare.
"Mast—"
Alex shut her down with a point of his finger and a glare.  He definitely didn't want the demon to address him by their favorite nickname in front of three witnesses.
His phone still sat on the couch where he'd left it.  He picked it up and scrolled for the app he was looking for.
"Keith, you've got the most important job now.  Are you up for it?"
The boy pulled away from his mother, his eyes eager.
"Yeah.  I'll do anything to help my sister."
Alex smiled.  "That's what brothers do.  Okay, take this phone.  I want you to record everything.  This is for my own notes, so believe me, it's important.  Stay right here on the couch, and just point it at your sister."
Keith took the phone.  "No problem.  I record videos all the time at my school."
Alex shook his head.  When he was ten, he could barely handle the remote to the TV.  Now kids were sleeping with phones.
"Donna, Jason, come with me, please."
They approached Kim, and suddenly the girl looked like herself.  She studied her parents' faces, confused, as she gripped the dining room chair.  There was dried blood still on her face, but her face was her own.
"Mom?  Dad?" she said.  "What's happening?  I…don't remember."
"Oh, Kim!" Donna said.  She tried to rush past Alex.
He stopped her.  "Don't.  It's not her.  It's just a trick."
The darkness returned to Kim's eyes.
"I don't want to leave," she said.  "I want to stay.  I want to play."
Alex ignored her and looked to her parents.
"Okay, stay here by the trashcan and…just wait."
"Wait for what?"
"You'll see."
He took a deep breath as he stood over Kim.  She still wore her spaghetti-strap shirt, which was a good thing.  Both her arms were completely exposed.
Alex reached out and grabbed both of her shoulders.  Kim leaned her head back and howled in agony, gripping the sides of the chair.  Her voice changed several times.
"Kim!" Donna shouted.  She tried to reach out, but Jason held her back.  "He's hurting her!"
"No, I'm not," Alex said calmly.  "She'll be fine."
He held onto her left shoulder while running his hand down her right arm, loosening the demon.  Demons not only obeyed Alex's every command, but his touch injured them, even when hiding inside a human.
The sensation was uncomfortable for him as well.  It felt like his hand was being stabbed with a thousand tiny needles.  He continued to stroke her arm, but the demon continued to resist.  Alex began to worry about Kim.  Her own screams blended with the demon's as her eyes rolled back in her head.
"Come on, Kim," he whispered.  "You can do it.  Just hold on."
Finally, as Alex's fingers slid over her wrist, he realized he was no longer feeling human flesh.  He looked down to see a demon's forearm, protruding slightly from Kim's own arm.  It gave the illusion Kim had two limbs grafted on top of each other.
Bracing his right arm against Kim's chest, Alex pulled as hard as he could with his left hand.  More of the demon loosened from Kim's body.  The arm, completely up to the shoulder, was visible, as was part of the head.  Kim leaned forward, an unexpected positive.  The demon was mostly free, its waist merging with Kim's.
Alex tugged one last time, and fell backwards onto the floor.  The demon landed on top of him.  It was one of the more tamer demons he'd seen.  Mostly humanoid.  Two arms, two legs.  Razor-sharp teeth.  Pure black eyes.  It had two horns that curled upward, one longer than the other.
"Master," the demon whispered.
Peering around the demon, Alex saw Kim on the sheet, resting on her hands and knees.  She vomited over and over into the trashcan.  Donna stayed at her side, gently rubbing her neck, while Jason held the can for her.
Alex quickly put his hand on the demon's forehead.  He wanted to send it back as fast as he could.  The Felder family wasn't paying attention, except for Keith.  There was no need to add to their list of horrible for the evening.
"Back you go," Alex said.
The demon cringed at his touch.  It opened its mouth in an attempt to scream, but no sound came out.
It was gone, taking the chill in the house along with it.
The only sounds Alex heard were of pure emotion.  Donna and Jason cried openly as Kim vomited once more.  Kim had enough time to moan in pain and discomfort before vomiting again.  Her body had rejected the demon, with his help.  He had the feeling it wasn't just human bodily fluids running out of her mouth and nose.  Not a pleasant thought.
Kim was finally done, and collapsed in her mother's lap, sprawling out like she'd been shot.  Tears ran down Jason's face, but he looked at Alex and smiled.  Kim took a few deep breaths before breaking down completely.  She cried so hard that she gasped for breath.  Her parents joined her, with Jason lifting her up and taking her in his arms.  The Felder family embraced and cried together.
"Uhh," Keith said, still leaning on the back of the couch with Alex's phone.  "Am I done?"
"Yeah, you are," Alex said.  "Go hug your sister."
Keith didn't need to be told twice.  He dropped the phone on the couch and ran across the room.  With a hard tackle, he almost knocked his family over.  Kim, despite being unable to stop crying, reached out for her brother.  It was a touching scene.
Alex continued to watch while lying on his side, resting on his elbow.  He was tired himself, and in no hurry to stand up.  The Felders would never be the same again.  They knew now that there was something beyond the darkness.  Those noises at night, they weren't always just a loose critter running around, or a squeaky floorboard.
But it could have been much worse.  Kim would probably need some therapy, but she was herself again.
It was a struggle to pull himself to his feet.  He brushed his hands and jeans off as he surveyed the living room.  Kim was standing as well, with help from her family.  She pulled away and took three wobbly steps, nearly falling in the process.  She stumbled into Alex's arms, and he caught her, holding her up.
"Thank you," Kim said, sniffling.  "Thank you so much."
She pressed her face into his shirt and squeezed.  Alex tried to set aside the fact that Kim's mouth was still covered in blood, vomit, and who-knew-what-else.  He relaxed and allowed himself to enjoy the moment.
Making money was a good thing.  But helping a family in need was even better.
"You're very welcome," Alex said, returning the squeeze.  He looked over Kim's head at Jason and Donna.  They were smiling and crying at the same time, with Keith standing close.  "I'd still get a house blessing.  There's nothing wrong with spreading a little love and light in here.  But, I think I'm done here.  Case…."
He didn't finish what was becoming a favorite catch-phrase of his.  He let it drift as thoughts circled and fought in his head.
"Okay," he said, trying to add a tone of finality to his voice.  "I think we can talk about the rest of my fee now."



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 3
 
Alex woke with a start behind the wheel of his truck.  He wasn't completely asleep, just drifting lightly in and out of consciousness.  It would have been impossible to fall totally asleep, and not just because the truck was uncomfortable.
He was apparently engaged in some kind of game with Nate that he didn't know the rules to.  The radio was playing quietly.  Nate was humming, badly, to whatever song was playing.  In a fit of irritation, Alex would change the channel, hoping Nate got the hint.  He wanted to listen to music, not music and Nate's terrible humming.  Nate, however, was clueless, and the humming would begin again.
Alex wasn't sure why the young ghost was even still with him.
He turned the radio off completely and looked out the window.  The house was still completely dark, as was the rest of the neighborhood.  No doubt the family had all gone to sleep.  The minutes were ticking by.  He wasn't even sure he wanted to look at the time, but he knew it was late.  Or early, depending on perspective.
"Man, a demon…." Nate said again.  "I've been dead a while, and I've seen some crazy things.  But I've never seen a demon."
Alex kicked his feet up on the dashboard in an attempt to find comfort.
"That's a good thing.  Very dangerous.  They feed on fear, can possess a human or a ghost.  Not very fun to be around.  Very nasty."
"And yet you say you beat one up in there?"
"I didn't beat it up…."  Alex rolled his eyes.  "Okay, sure.  I beat it up."
"How did you do that?"
"I'm just nastier."
A moment of silence passed as Alex checked out the house again.
"Did you get that chick's phone number?"
"Uh, no.  We had other things going on.  And, again—"  He displayed his finger.  "I'm married."
"I mean for me, man.  Did you get her number for me?"
"You can't even use a phone."
"I know."  A devilish smile crossed Nate's lips.  "But you can look the number up.  We can find out where she lives.  Maybe I'll change my ways, figure out how to really haunt a house.  I'll haunt her house so good, just the way she likes it."
Alex laughed, almost embarrassed that he did.  Nate certainly had a sense of humor.
"So," Nate said.  "What are we doing still sitting here?"
He cast Nate a sideways glance, amused at the phrasing of the question.
"Well, I'm still sitting here because I think something's going on.  Now, why you are still sitting here, I have no idea."
"You said you smacked down the demon, right?  And you got paid?"
"I sure did," Alex said, pride in his voice.  He rubbed the back of his jeans pocket to feel the two envelopes.  He'd not collected on jobs before.  Sometimes it was his fault, sometimes the client.  It felt good to have money in his pocket.  "One thousand dollars.  Not bad at all for a night's work."
"Then, seriously, why are you still here?  It's not like you'll get paid again, right?  You think the demon is still around?"
"No, the demon's gone.  But I don't think I'm done here."
"Hell, then, go home, make them call again."  Nate rubbed his hands together, producing no sound.  "Make them pay again."
"That wouldn't be right."  Alex looked at him.  "You remind me of a friend of a mine."
"He sounds like a great guy already."
"He's over two hundred years old and never sleeps.  He's the biggest asshole I've ever met."
"Two hundred?  Damn."  Nate was quiet, absorbing the info.  He shook his head to get back to the conversation.  "I'm just looking out for you, man.  Money isn't a bad thing."
Alex smiled and nodded in appreciation.  He wasn't sure how he ended up with a ghost in the passenger's seat that wouldn't leave.
"What are you even looking for?  Can you tell me that much?"
Alex looked over the house for what felt like the hundredth time.
"I'm not sure yet.  But I think I'll know it when I see it."
"Oh, wow.  Real zen answer."
"Thank you."
"Don't mention it."
Nate was silent a moment, but only a moment.  He didn't seem to like silence much.
"Can I ask you a question?"
Alex let out a small laugh.  He wasn't sure Nate had it in him to not ask a question.
"Sure."
"How can you do what you do?"
"What do you mean?"
"I've seen psychics before.  I've seen mediums.  You're not like any of them."
He regarded the young ghost.  "Do you really want to know?"
Nate hesitated.  "Uh, sure.  I really do."
"My parents were leaders of a cult.  They had me, just so they could kill me.  They wanted to sacrifice me or something to some demons.  They thought it would give them power.  But it didn't go like they planned.  I'm the one who ended up different, and they ended up dead."
The silence stretched, and stretched.  Alex didn't think it was possible for Nate to not say a word for so long.
"Holy shit," he finally said.
Alex laughed.  There wasn't much holy about it at all.
"That's not what I expected," Nate said.  "I mean…I knew it was something weird.  No offense, but I didn't think it was that wedding ring giving you powers."
"You've got a problem with being married?"
"Oh, not at all.  Hell, I'm only fifteen, so I can't say much about it.  But think about it.  You never get to have sex with anyone else.  Ever.  Again.  That doesn't bother you?"
He only smiled.  "Nope.  It wouldn't bother you either if you saw my wife."
Nate rolled his eyes.  "Sure.  Whatever."
Alex was surprised to realize he enjoyed Nate's company.  He made what would have been a boring stakeout into something a little better.  They talked a while longer, with Nate telling Alex about some of the places he'd visited across the country.  Nate was in the middle of describing floating over the Grand Canyon when Alex noticed something out of the corner of his eye.
There was a light coming from the Felder home.  It was on the second floor.  Kim's room.  The glow was dim, flickering.  Cindy had lit enough mood candles in their house for him to recognize candlelight when he saw it.
"Ah.  That might be it."
"What?" Nate asked.
"I'm going to go see what's happening."
Nate's eyes lit up.  "Can I come along?"
"No.  Stay out here and keep watch on things, just like before."
"What fun," Nate said, looking down dejectedly.
Alex smiled.  Nate must have been very bored to want to help that much.  He spoke up when Alex opened the door to the truck.
"Wait.  You're just going to walk up there?  Knock on the door?  Get everybody up out of bed?  That might not go over too well."
"No.  But something like that."
Alex left Nate behind and crossed the street.  He glanced up at Kim's window as he walked.  The curtains were open, and he could see the candlelight tossing wild, dancing shadows on the wall.  There was more flickering, and her silhouette crossed the room.  More candles, perhaps?
He wouldn't know for sure until he saw for himself.
As he crossed the lawn, he willed himself to shift.  He phased from the world of the living to the spirit realm.  It was a painless process with no sensation at all.  It was so normal to him that he often tested himself to make sure it really worked.  This time was no different, as he leaned down to run his fingers through the lawn.  His fingers passed through the individual blades of grass, and he knew he was essentially a ghost.
Alex wasn't sure which of his demonic powers was his favorite, but walking through solid objects was high up on the list.
He poked his head through the front door, leaving the rest of his body behind.  He assumed the living room was empty, but didn't want to just barge into the house.  The sound was muffled, but he heard Nate screaming in the street behind him.  The words were an excited mess, but Alex smiled as he understood the general idea.  It was something along the lines of Damn Alex did you just stick your head through the damn door!
He stepped through completely into the darkened living room.  The only light came from the corner pole outside, and the soft glow of the time on the DVR under the TV.  Not only was it dark, but quiet.  It was hard to believe that only a few hours ago Alex had purged a demon from a teenage girl.
The stairs were to the right.  He wanted to rejoin the living realm and turn on his night vision, but that came with its own set of complications.  He'd be solid again, and would no doubt make noise moving about the house.  His night vision also wasn't exactly stealthy.  They gave his eyes a terrible red glow, making him look less human.
He stayed in the spirit realm, and walked carefully up the stairs.  Not making any sound at all, he trailed his hand through the wall to guide him.  He felt the wood, drywall, and the occasional nail.
The candlelight spilled from under Kim's door into the hallway.  Alex heard her, in a low whisper.
"…why…hurt…my family…."
Alex approached slowly, trying to focus his hearing.  Kim sniffled quietly.  There was pain in her voice.
"I thought we were friends.  How could you do this?"
He steeled himself as he stood outside her door.  He wasn't sure he wanted to see what a young teenage girl did in the privacy of her bedroom, but he was certain she wasn't playing with Barbie dolls.
Stepping into Kim's bedroom, Alex wasn't prepared for what lay before him.
There were candles spread throughout the room, but the majority of them were arranged in a half circle on the floor next to Kim's bed.  She sat on the floor with her legs folded.  She wore pink pajamas with her hair pulled back in a ponytail, looking much more her age than someone trying to land a modeling contract.
Sitting in the center of the half circle of candles was a Ouija board.  Kim kept one hand on the planchette while wiping at tears with a tissue.
"Please, talk to me," Kim said.  "You hit my mother and father.  Why?  Why would you do that?  And you…took me, took control of me.  How could you?"
A low growl came from the open closet.  Only Alex could hear it, as Kim didn't react.  The cold chill came once again, affecting him even in the spirit world.
Several candles blew out, which Kim did notice.  She smiled as she placed both hands on the planchette.
"I know you're here," she said.
Her desire, along with the Ouija board, were pulling the demon back into the world.  A taloned, dark hand reached out from the closet.
Alex could barely control his anger.  In what universe did playing with a Ouija board lead to good things?
The demon reacted fast, surprising Alex and Kim both.  It lunged from the closet and landed on top of her, knocking out the candles.  The demon's head smacked the bed and pushed it back several feet.  The smile vanished from her face quickly.  It pinned her wrists down and licked the side of her face, growling the entire time.
Only then did Kim scream.
Alex left the spirit world behind and ran across the room.  Lowering his shoulder, he tackled the demon and forced it off of Kim.  They landed in a heap against the wall.  She was a hysterical mess as she jumped to her feet.
He found it hard to be angry at the demon.  It wasn't entirely its fault that it was there.
It writhed in pain in Alex's grip.  Clamping one hand down on its wrist, he placed the other on its cheek.
"Go home," he said.  "And don't come back."
The demon vanished with one last roar of frustration.
He looked up in time to see Kim throwing the bedroom door open and escaping, screaming the entire time.  She nearly bumped into her parents and brother on the way out, who were on their way in, all wearing pajamas.  Jason flipped on the lights.
"Kimberly!" Donna called.  "What's going on?  What's wrong?"
She didn't answer.  Her frantic footsteps were all they heard, running downstairs, followed by the front door opening.
Donna, Jason, and Keith stepped into her room.  They didn't see Alex, as he'd vanished into the spirit realm.  They did see the Ouija board and candles.  Jason approached the board and held one of the candles between his fingers.
"Oh my God," he said.  "What is Kim in to?"
"Mom," Keith said.  "Where did she go?"
Donna and Jason looked to each other before she turned back into the hallway.
"Kim!" Donna called, her voice panicked and agitated.  "Kimberly!"
Everyone left the room, leaving Alex alone.  He tried to imagine the next steps.  A call to the police probably wasn't out of the question.  Maybe even a search.  It was out of his hands now.
But he wouldn't forgive himself if he just left.
Getting a running start, he ran and jumped through Kimberly's outside wall.  Gravity worked differently for ghosts.  He drifted downward to the ground, as if a parachute slowed his fall.  Lights came on, one by one, in the Felder home behind him.  They shouted as they searched for her.  It would only be a matter of moments before it sank in that she ran off.
"Alex!  Dude!"  It was Nate, jumping up and down and waving his arms in the middle of the street.  "She ran that way!" he said, pointing.  "She just took off, man!"  He trotted away a few steps.  "Get in your truck!  I'll run ahead and try to spot her."
None of that was necessary.
The familiar sharp, quick pain ripped through his back.  His shirt tore, and his wings unfurled to their full length, nearly twelve feet from tip to tip.  It felt good to stretch, like waking from a long nap.  The cool air tickled the tiny hairs on his wings, which resembled a bat's.  He folded them behind him to shake the sensation.
It only took three powerful movements to lift him high into the air.  He hovered in place just above the Felder home.  Flying was always amazing.  Even something as simple and mundane as a suburb street took on new life from up in the sky.  He could see things from an angle no human could.
"Another one for the pile," he muttered, mourning the loss of yet another shirt.  He looked down at Nate below.  "Hey, Nate!"  Alex tried to keep his voice down and pointed.  "You said she went that way?"
For the first time since they'd met earlier in the evening, Nate was truly speechless.  He stared up at Alex with his mouth hanging open, watching his wings beat against the dark night.  Jason ran out of the house and stood on the lawn.  He searched for his daughter and called her name, looking up and down the street.
Alex flew back a few feet and landed on the Felder roof.  He wanted to question Nate again, but Jason would hear him.  The caring father had learned enough about the supernatural for one night.  Alex folded his wings and stretched his arms, trying to get his point across with body language.  Nate finally got the message and pointed once again.
Rising off the roof, Alex gave a thumbs-up and resumed his flight.  His wings kept him aloft easily.  The wind was just strong enough to give him an occasional break.  He held his wings outright, gliding on the breeze.  He rose up higher, to get a better view of the neighborhood.  One of the many advantages of flying was he didn't have to follow the road.  He angled over the houses while keeping his eyes open.  Kim was nowhere to be seen.  The suburbs were full of trees, blocking much of his view.  Maybe Kim was simply catching her breath under a tree.  She was on foot, so she couldn't have gotten far.
He was nearly to the adjacent street when he spotted her.
Kim was small from the height he maintained, but it was her.  It was impossible to mistake the pink pajamas for anyone else.  Kim didn't use the street, but instead ran through neighbors' yards.  She hopped fences and cut across lots.  A dog sleeping outside erupted with barking as she sprinted past its house outside.  It narrowly missed her foot as she scaled the fence.
Alex descended, but not enough to be seen.  He was close enough to hear her now, breathing hard as she ran.  Keeping up wasn't a problem.  He could keep up with vehicles speeding on the highway.  Maintaining pace with a teenage girl was easy in comparison.
Kim rested a moment, leaning against a fire hydrant.  Alex hovered in place above her.  When she was ready, she took off again.  Her pace had slowed; she was no longer sprinting.  But she kept a steady jog.  She definitely had a destination in mind.
"Kim," Alex whispered.  "Where are you going?"
He followed her for another five minutes.  She hid alongside a house as a police car drove slowly in the road.  It was a mystery as to whether the police were looking for her, but Kim wasn't taking any chances.  After the car left, Kim moved once again.
Alex was surprised when Kim ran through the back door of a house.  She didn't knock, didn't check to see if anyone was home.  The door apparently was unlocked.  She simply disappeared inside.
He circled the house several times while picking out details.  There was only so much to see from above, but the house was in the middle of a neighborhood.  The lawn was unkempt, neglected.  There were no cars in front.  The lights were off, but that didn't tell him much.  Given the hour, the entire neighborhood was dark.
It was time for a closer look.  Instead of recklessly landing in the backyard, for anyone possibly watching to see, Alex settled on top of a tree.  He worked his way down, slowly and carefully.  He stole the technique from a documentary he watched on bats.  They often used their wings for climbing, and Alex discovered he could do the same.  Each wing had a talon near the tip.  When he folded his wings behind him, they could almost act as an extra set of arms.  He hooked into the tree bark easily and lowered himself from limb to limb.
Sitting on the lowest tree limb, he studied the house through the leaves.
The reason Kim didn't knock on the back door was because there wasn't a back door.  Most of the windows were also missing.  Pieces of siding were torn away, revealing pink insulation.  There were no drain gutters, and the water damage the house had absorbed was apparent.  The property was one inspection away from being condemned.
Despite all of that, Alex saw movement in the house.  Two teens passed by the window of what used to be the kitchen.  A boy and girl, they didn't look much older than Kim.  They carried candles for light, and engaged in light conversation.  The boy must have told a joke.  The girl laughed and playfully pushed him before they disappeared deeper into the house.
Alex sighed as he jumped down and willed his wings to shrink into his back.  The familiar pain came and went, followed by the wind blowing through the holes in his shirt.  The holes were so large nearly his entire back was exposed to the chilly night.  He missed the days of spring and summer, when a tank top with a thin back was all he needed.
Anxiety needled him as he approached the back door.  He'd seen enough in his short time investigating the paranormal to know that a condemned house was seldom a good thing.  He somehow doubted the teenage couple he just saw were serving tea and donuts.  He remembered the last time a case involved an abandoned house.  He was helping his vampire best friend, Victoria, investigate a missing person.  That missing person was kidnapped by a group of nut-balls that wanted to resurrect Joseph Stalin.
Alex felt relief as he drew near the house.  Not only could he hear conversation and laughing, but he also thought he smelled tacos and marijuana.  He stayed away from drugs and alcohol.  He'd seen enough crazy things even without external influence.  But if he was getting ready to step inside a house full of smoke and snacks, it wouldn't be the worst thing he'd seen.
Turning on his night vision, he poked his head through the back door, into the kitchen.  The inside of the house was just as torn up as the outside.  There was still a refrigerator, but it'd probably been years since the house saw power.  Parts of the walls were missing, with nothing but rotting studs to ever suggest there were ever walls present.  Pipes jutted out of the floor where the sink used to be.
To the left was the dining room, apparently the source of all the activity.  Teens were scattered about.  Alex entered the kitchen and stood in the doorway to get a better view.  He turned off his night vision so they wouldn't see him and riot in all directions.  The thought crossed his mind to simply fade from view, become a ghost, search the house sight unseen.  He decided against it.  Things would probably go smoother if he simply used words.
The teenagers were totally oblivious to his presence.  Five of them were in the dining room, three girls and two boys.  There was no table.  Sleeping bags were spread about the room, along with bags of fast food and candles.  A trio were in one corner, all gathered around a cell phone watching videos.  A duo was in the opposite corner, a boy and girl partially in a sleeping bag.  They made out and groped each other, and hopefully nothing more than that.  The mix of laughter from the one group, with moaning and lip smacking from the other, didn't mesh well in Alex's mind.  When Alex and Cindy tore at each other they preferred for there to be no prying eyes.
"Uh, excuse me," Alex said.
The laughing and kissing stopped.  The couple in the sleeping bag covered up as best they could, which told Alex they may have had less clothes than originally thought.  Averting his eyes, he focused on the trio.  They were quiet as they stared at Alex in surprise.  The only sounds were of whatever goofy video they were watching.
"I'm looking for Kim.  I thought I saw her run in here.  Is she around?"
The boy with the phone handed it off to one of the young ladies next to him.  He huffed as he dramatically stood up, an arrogant smirk on his face.  One girl was concerned, while the other giggled.  Alex tried not to laugh as the teen approached.  He couldn't believe his night was ending like this.
"Who wants to know?"
The laugh escaped anyway.  Alex lowered his head to conceal his amusement.  It wasn't that a fifteen-year-old couldn't be dangerous, it was just that one slap from a wing would send him crashing into the wall.  With the condition of the house, the poor kid would probably sail through it.
"C'mon, man," Alex said.  "Let's not do this.  I just want to talk to Kim."
"Mike," the concerned girl said.  "Stop.  He looks like he could break you in half."
That wasn't too far from the truth.
Mike flinched, but he still tried to keep his tough guy facade.  He nodded over his shoulder.
"She's in the living room."
"Thank you."
Alex nodded in farewell.  The couple exploring each other resumed their journey as he crossed the dining room.  Mike rejoined his lady friends, keeping an angry eye on Alex the entire time.  The floor creaked as he walked, and he wondered if it was safe for five teens to be in one room at the same time.
The living room was bathed in darkness, unlike the dining room.  The candles from the dining room granted little light, and from what Alex could see, it was no less messy.  The conditions were the same.  Dank, dirty smell.  Holes in the walls.  The living room had the added bonus of holes in the ceiling, revealing a view of an upstairs bedroom, and graffiti as well.
A figure sat on the floor in the far corner.  The only thing visible was the bottom half of a pair of pink pajamas, and bare, dirt-covered feet.  Alex said nothing as he slowly approached and sat next to her, making sure to keep his distance.  He leaned forward, not wanting to put his bare back against the wall.
They said nothing for several minutes, and he didn't push.  He wondered if she was awake, but then she shifted and sniffled a bit.  Her silhouetted hand reached up to wipe her face, and she hugged her knees.  Alex didn't have to be a first-rate detective to know Kim was crying.
Finally, she spoke.
"You knew, didn't you?"  Her voice was full of barely-contained emotion.  "About me?"
He cleared his throat.  "No, not really.  Hell, I still don't know what's going on.  But your house has been in the family a long time.  No murders, no violent deaths.  There haven't been any recent renovations to free any trapped spirits.  So either something was brought into the house, or invited.  And your room was so cold I almost became a woman in there."
Kim laughed, a most pleasant sound.  But her laugh morphed into crying.  She leaned her head on her forearms.  Her entire body shook as she sobbed.  Alex, not knowing what to do, put a hand on hers.  She squeezed it tight.  Mike, from the dining room, leaned into the living room with a candle, curious as to the commotion.  Alex waved him away, and Mike went back to flirting with his friends.
"Your friends are worried about you."
Kim shook her head and wiped her eyes again.
"They're not my friends.  I don't have a lot of friends."  She gestured around her to indicate the house.  "We just come here to get away from everything."
"Damn.  What happened to hanging out at the mall?"
"Yeah.  This place could use a coat of paint."
It was Alex's turn to laugh.  Kim was quiet a moment, then took a deep breath.
"Almost a year ago, I went to this place with some old buds of mine.  It was a hospital, empty and all tore up, just like you see in the movies.  It was supposed to be haunted."
Alex nodded.  It wasn't difficult to imagine where the rest of the story was going.
"We spent the night in there, had a good old time telling ghost stories.  It didn't turn into a slasher movie.  Nothing happened."
She paused for a break.  Alex figured he'd take a stab at the next part.
"But something did happen.  Something followed you home."
She nodded.  "Yeah.  A few months later, weird things start happening in the house.  I figured a ghost followed me from the hospital.  So I got a Ouija board to talk to it.  It told me it was a girl, named Sandra, who died in that hospital, and she just wanted to be friends."
Demons loved to lie, to get into a person's head.  Kim found that out the hard way.
"I asked her if she pushed my mom down the stairs, but she said she didn't."  Kim tried to fight back tears.  "And I believed her.  She…it possessed me!  It fucking possessed me!"
Kim broke down again.  Alex didn't need to hear any more.  All the elements were there for a demon to terrorize a family.  Deception, desire, conflict.  The demon gained strength in the Felder household, using Kim as a conduit.
He simply wished he knew what to say to make her feel better.  A counselor, he wasn't.
"My parents are going to kill me, aren't they?" she said, some sense finally returning to her.  "Oh my God, they probably called the cops!"
"I'm sure they did, but I doubt they'll kill you.  They love you."
"Should I burn the Ouija board?"
"Oh, no.  No no," Alex said.  "Worst thing you can do.  That board's got some charge now.  Think of it as a little pinhole into a not-so-nice place.  You burn it, and it becomes a window, a beacon.  The best thing to do is hide it, never use it again.  After it cools off, say in a year, then burn it all you want."
She leaned forward, her face finally out of the shadows.
"How do you know all this stuff?"
Alex merely winked.  A terrifying thought dawned on him.
"Holy crap.  We'd better go.  I don't want your parents thinking about burning that board."  He stood up and held out a hand.  "You ready to go home?"
"Nope.  Not at all."  She sighed as she took his hand.  "But let's go."
"Good.  I'll let you lead the way.  Because, to be honest, I'm lost as shit."
*****
The walk back to Kim's home took twenty minutes.  Her spirits seemed to lift a little during the trek, but it was apparent she dreaded the inevitable reunion with her parents.  Kim told Alex all about how her first year of high school was going.  She was lonely, and didn't enjoy being a freshman at all.  That was part of why she ultimately reached out to the supernatural world.  Alex tried to keep the clichés to himself.  He didn't tell her how it would get better, or people would like her for who she was.  There were no words he could say to take away her pain.  All he could do was hope she'd learned from her mistakes, that the living realm wasn't so bad after all.
He did his part.  Now it was up to her parents to get her whatever help and love she needed.
He had the feeling she'd be okay.
Kim was even telling jokes, all the way up until they turned the corner to her street.  There were two police cars parked in front of the house.  Every light was on.  Alex was refreshed at the sight of normalcy.  There were no demons or ghosts pouring out of her house.  She hesitated as they drew closer.  
"God, I don't want to do this," she said.
"You'll be okay."
She stopped in the middle of the street, one house away.  They could see Jason and Donna in the living room, sitting across from three policemen.  Jason kept an arm around Donna as she cried.
"Thank you," Kim said.  "I know my parents already paid you.  But you stayed anyway, didn't you?"
Alex nodded.  "You're welcome.  My pleasure."
She smiled, then frowned in confusion.  "Wait a sec.  How did you get in our house?"
"I'm also a burglar."
Kim said nothing, entertaining the thought.
"I'm joking."
She laughed and reached out to hug him.  Alex returned the gesture, giving her a light pat on the back.
"Hey, what happened to your shirt?" Kim asked, feeling his skin.
"The demon probably ate it."
Kim shook her head, but didn't press further.  She turned to face her house.
"Remember, don't burn the Ouija board."
"You got it.  Wish me luck."
"It was nice meeting you, Kim."
She walked away.  She was halfway onto the grass when her parents noticed her from inside.  They burst through the front door, the police right behind.  Keith was awake and stayed next to a policeman.
Mother and father embraced daughter.  Everyone dropped to their knees, and there were enough tears to fill a swimming pool.  There was probably a punishment coming up, and some therapy, but for now, Alex enjoyed the sight from twenty feet away.
"What happened?" Donna asked.
"Alex found me," Kim said.  "He helped me."
"Where is he?"
"Right behind—"
She turned to see nothing.  Alex had already vanished before the Felders even left the house.  He could do without the additional questions, some of which Kim had already asked.  How did he get in the house?  What happened to his shirt?  How did he get rid of the demon a second time?  How did he find Kim?
All he had to do was wait for the scene to die out, and then he could start his truck and drive home.
A twinge of sadness ate at him as he slid through the driver's side door and behind the wheel.  His phone sat on the passenger's seat, right where he'd left it.  But something was missing.
Nate.
Alex never got the chance to say goodbye to the young ghost.
The police led the Felders inside.  The street was empty, and he'd never get a better opportunity to simply disappear.  Reappearing in the living realm, he started the truck.  It roared to life, cutting through the silence.  He braced himself for the drive home.
"Case closed."



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 4
 
Alex parked behind Cindy's car as he slowed in front of their house.  He killed the engine and closed his eyes as he leaned back in his seat.  Enjoying the quiet.  Enjoying that he was finally home.  Enjoying the feeling of closing another case, and actually getting paid for it.
He didn't bother checking the time.  That was one piece of information he didn't want to know.  The darkness still ruled the night.  It was early in the morning.  Alex was satisfied leaving it at that.
A yawn forced its way out as he stretched his legs on the sidewalk.  He didn't take a break on the drive home, and getting a quick stretch felt great.  The wind blew through his ruined shirt, and he could imagine the look Cindy would give him.
He paused to admire their yard as he approached the front door.  With Halloween around the corner, Alex and Cindy had taken great pride in sprucing up for the holiday.  He didn't think it was a leap to say their yard was one of the better decorated ones on the street.
Fake spiderwebs were spread across the two trees on the right side.  A few coffins, along with creepy headstones, were on the opposite side.  Cindy had bought a motion sensor that Kevin had set up.  Whenever someone made it halfway down the sidewalk, lights behind the coffins would light up.
Halloween would be a fun night.
Alex didn't bother turning the lights on after stepping foot in the living room.  He knew the house so well he didn't need light, or night vision.  Peeling his ruined shirt off, he tossed it on the chair.  He had no idea how much time he had to sleep, but he'd make the most of it.
He promptly tripped on Cindy's laptop bag.
The couch was the only thing that saved his fall.  The lamp on the end table nearly went for a tumble, but he grabbed it just in time.  Cursing silently, he turned on his night vision anyway.
The rest of the journey to the bedroom went without incident.  As quietly as he could, he stepped out of his jeans, keeping an eye on Cindy.  She was fast asleep, lying on her stomach.  Alex smiled as he willed his night vision away and leaned against the doorway.  It was rare he got to admire his wife as she slept.
Cindy was a beautiful woman.  Alicia joked that his demonic powers must have included mind control, as that was the only possible way he'd somehow convinced Cindy to share the same bed with him.  Joking aside, Cindy loved Alex for who he was.  That included the fact that he wasn't entirely human.
She was never a fan of sleeping completely under the covers.  She was a messy sleeper.  Half of a blanket was on the floor, while another only covered her from the knees down.  Alex had no problem with the view.  Cindy's tee shirt stopped a little above her hips.  His eyes danced along her legs and butt, covered in small, white underwear.  Cindy was a runner, and her figure reflected that.  The light from outside gave her dark skin an exotic sheen.
Alex was smart enough to know how lucky he was.
He stifled a laugh as she let out a snore.  Shifting in her sleep, she turned on her side.  She kicked the remainder of the blanket off and curled her legs.  Now nothing blocked his view.  He got to enjoy the sight of his wife in bed wearing nothing but a tee shirt and underwear.  Life was good.
As gently as he could, he settled in next to her.  The mattress felt like heaven when his head the pillow.  He tried to give Cindy space.  He loved touching her, but didn't want to wake her.
A loud screeching sound assaulted his ears.
Cindy stretched her arms over her head.  Alex watched in disbelief as she moaned and spun over to turn off the alarm.  Noticing her husband, she cuddled closer and threw a leg over his waist.
"Hey, sexy," she said.  They seldom addressed each other by their real names since getting married.  "When did you get home?"
He sighed.  "About three minutes ago."
The news of Alex's late night brought Cindy out of her sleepy haze.  She rested her head on her hand, giving him her undivided attention.
"Holy shit.  Did everything go okay?  Are you okay?"  Cindy couldn't hide the amused gleam in her eye.  "Did you get lost again?"
"Ha ha," he said sarcastically.  "Everything went okay.  Just some delays, more than anything else."
"Maybe you should stay home today?  Get some rest?"
Alex shook his head.  One thing he told himself he wouldn't do when he started his side job was miss time from his real job.  He wanted to use his vacation time for a real vacation, not to speak with ghosts and demons.
"Nah, it's okay.  It's weird, but I'm actually wide awake."
He tried to sit up, but Cindy didn't budge.  In fact, she squeezed him tighter with her leg.  She smiled playfully as she inched closer.
"How awake are you?" she asked.  "I don't have to be in the shower for twenty minutes."
Alex laughed and shifted to face her.  They grinded closer to each other.  Only their underwear prevented them from having an interesting morning.
He could think of no better way to start the day.
"Twenty minutes," he said, letting a hand fall on her hip.  "I only need five."
"That's not something you should brag about."
"What are you talking about?  You only need two."
Cindy could only shrug.  She knew it was true.
"Well, then."  She pressed her breasts against him.  They were both ready to go.  "We can do it a few times."
Alex and Cindy both underestimated themselves.  Two pair of underwear and a tee shirt were tossed across the room.  They surpassed their initial estimation of five minutes.
Cindy was a wild woman.  She was the only woman Alex had ever been with that knew of what he was.  They both enjoyed each other completely.  She actually enjoyed having sex with Alex in his more demonic state, which amazed him.  She liked the wings.  She liked wrapping her legs around his hips while they flew.  Their sex life was certainly unique.
That particular rendezvous, he kept his wings to himself.  Cindy was in the mood to control, and straddled Alex's hips.  She arched her back, giving Alex a wonderful view of her breasts and stomach.  Alex sat up to meet her.  His back finally had some room, and he couldn't help himself.  His wings came out to play.
He wrapped them around Cindy, and she squealed with delight.  She pressed her hips harder against him, and they both knew it wouldn't be long before they were half conscious in each other's arms, trying to muster the strength to go to work.
Alex was lost in the moment.  He could only feel Cindy.  Her thighs, shoulders, breasts, neck.
He didn't feel the cold chill.
A familiar, suddenly annoying voice joined them.
"Whoa!  Dude!  It actually worked!  I had to shake down four ghosts to get here.  You have to love Baltimore and all the dead people walking around.  You're more famous than I think you know.  You wouldn't believe…."  Nate was quiet as he finally realized what he stumbled on to.  "Damn…."
Alex, without meaning to, granted Cindy a wide-open window into the spirit realm.  Full body contact usually did that.  She screamed first, followed by Nate.  Her eyes went wide as she climbed off Alex and tumbled to the side of the bed.  Cindy, no longer touching Alex, couldn't see Nate on the other side of the bedroom.  Alex grabbed a blanket from the bottom of the bed and threw it over his erection, amusingly making a tent.  Cindy frantically searched around her.
"Where is he?" she asked.  "Is he still here?"
"Man," Nate said, his mouth open.  "Alex, you weren't kidding.  Your wife is fucking hot."
"Nate!" Alex shouted.  "C'mon, man!  Turn the hell around."
"Is he over there?" Cindy said, rising to her feet.  She held a sheet in front of her.  "He's in the room?"
"Yeah.  Don't worry.  He's cool."
"Cool?" Cindy said.  "How many cool people spy on a couple having sex?"
"This would be my first time," Nate said, his back still to them.  "And believe me, it was worth it."
"Nate, shut up."  Alex sighed and leaned over to reach for Cindy.  "He's still here, if you want to talk—"
"I'll pass, thank you very much," Cindy said, yanking her hand away.  She wrapped the sheet around her.  "You know, I'm getting sick of ghosts watching us screw.  I'll be in the shower.  Make sure he stays out."
Alex had to agree.  It wasn't the first time their orgasms were interrupted by the spirit world.
Cindy crossed the room.  Alex watched her leave and disappear into the bathroom down the hall.  Only after she shut the door behind her did he realize Nate was watching her as well.
"Man," Nate said, turning around.  "Good job!  How did you land her?  I've never really been attracted to black women.  It's not a race thing.  I just happen to like redheads.  But wow.  What did you say her name was again?  Cindy?  The body on her—"
"Nate!" Alex shouted.  "You want to stop talking about my wife?  What the hell are you doing here?  Turn around again."
Nate did so as Alex quickly stepped into a pair of sweatpants.  His erection was fading, making it easier to talk with another male in the room.
"I lost track of you back at that haunted house.  It took me a while to find you.  A lot of ghosts know of you, but no one knew where you lived.  Finally, one pointed me to Baltimore, so I just zoned in there.  It took a few more tries, but someone gave me this address.  And here I am.  Sorry, man, I didn't know you were…you know, busy."
Alex was speechless.
"So, can I turn around now?  How did everything end up with that case?"  Nate peered down the hall.  They could both hear the shower running.  Nate lowered his voice, even though he didn't have to.  "Dude, you have wings?  Like flap flap?  And Cindy lets you stick her up with them out?  I watched a lot of porn before I died.  I never seen no shit like that."
Alex lowered his head, embarrassed that he was laughing.  He forced aside the humor quickly.  Part of him wanted to tell Nate to leave, and never come back.  But that was a small part.  Nate was a good kid, and obviously lonely.
"I have to get ready for work.  Look, Nate, just don't pop in like that.  Give a warning or something."
"You got it, man.  Sorry, I don't mean to be a pain.  Don't worry, I'll just stop in every now and then."
Alex had the feeling Nate wasn't being entirely truthful.
"And tell Cindy I'm sorry," Nate said.  "Maybe take her out to dinner or something as an apology."
"It sounds like you know women," Alex joked.
"Are you kidding?  I've been fifteen years old a few years now.  I already know everything."  Nate saluted him.  "Later."
The ghost faded away, his destination unknown.  Alex shook his head as he walked toward the bathroom.
It had already been a crazy morning.
A wall of steam greeted him as he opened the bathroom door.  Cindy loved her hot showers.  He left the door open so the mirror would clear up.  Alex and Cindy had their routine, like any other couple.  She always showered first while he shaved.
She was quiet.  He enjoyed her lovely silhouette through the curtain as he grabbed his razor.  Alex employed the use of his Cindy-senses, trying to read her mood through the silence.  Rage?  Amusement?  Was she still turned on?
"What was his name?" she asked.  "Nate?"
"Yeah.  I met him last night.  He's okay."
"And he followed you here.  Should I be expecting more visits from him?"
"I'll talk to him.  Lay down the law."
"I don't care if he visits.  It's not like we haven't had a hundred ghosts through here already.  Just not, you know…when your penis is inside me."
They laughed.  Alex was glad to see their halt of passion hadn't soured her mood.
"You looked like a ninja," he said.  "Diving across the room like that.  I'm going to start calling you Cindy the Ninja Assassin."
"I did not.  At least I wasn't pushing my parts all up on the sheets and making tents."
"I don't know.  That chest of yours could probably make some nice tents."
"Anyway," she continued.  "Tonight, you owe me a long, nice scream."
"I think I can do that."
"You'd better.  How was the case?"
"Fine.  I just had to work around another team there.  But I did get paid."
"Really?"
Cindy's shock wasn't without cause.  Alex had been stiffed on payment before.  Sometimes people simply couldn't afford to pay him.
He helped them anyway.
"Yeah.  Oh," he said, remembering.  "We need business cards."
She stuck her head out of the shower to read his face, see if he was serious.
"People with haunted houses care about business cards?"
"Eh, I don't know.  But it can't hurt."
"Well, it makes sense," she said, nodding before disappearing back into the shower.  "We're trying to start a business.  Make money.  Did you take any notes?"
"I actually did.  I even got video of me sending the demon home."
"Demon?  It was a demon?  Holy shit."  She was quiet a moment before concern entered her tone.  "And…you're okay?"
"Of course."
Cindy breathed a sigh of relief.  Humans weren't comfortable with demons, and they shouldn't have been.  As close as they were, it sometimes amazed Cindy that he could look a demon in the eye and smack it across the face without so much as blinking.
"Okay, well, I'll grab your phone after work.  I'll give it to Kevin, so he can upload everything into that database he's working on.  Did you get them to sign the paperwork?"
Alex said nothing, only clenched his eyes shut.  He'd forgotten all about it, and the paperwork was still in the glove compartment in the truck.
"Babe?" Cindy said, noting his silence.  "Please tell me you didn't forget."
"Uh, forget is a mighty strong word—"
"Alex, it's important.  If any of them so much as have a bad dream, they'll probably sue us now."
"I'll get it over to them.  Don't worry."
She poked her head out of the shower for a moment to glare at him, but ended with a bright smile.
It was still hard to believe it was really happening.  Cindy said she was going to grow what she called the family business, and she wasn't joking.  Alex had dreams of helping haunted families for an actual living.  No more driving a forklift all day in a warehouse.  No more getting bitched at by his boss who hadn't worked an eight-hour day in ten years.  He wanted to use his powers to help people, and make enough money to put food on the table.  That was a respectable, noble goal.  However, it wasn't an easy one.
Thankfully, Alex had Cindy.
She already had a plan in motion, although Alex had trouble following it.  He could barely operate the phone she bought for him.  One of the many phases of the plan was getting Kevin to build some kind of database to track and log all the cases Alex worked on.  Cindy imagined a day when people would pay just to get a look at Alex's case files.  She literally wrung her hands together in glee when she brought that idea up.
"I want to talk to Kevin about that database," Alex said.
"Get Leese over here.  He'll draw one of those magic portals real quick for her ass."
He rolled his eyes at the thought of Alicia and Kevin.  The vet tech and the witch.  Definitely an odd couple.  Somehow, they were perfect for each other.
"It can wait until Halloween.  They're still coming over?"
"You know it."
Cindy opened the shower curtain without bothering to turn the water off.  She looked Alex up and down as they traded places.  Alex winked, knowing they were going to have a fun night.  Most of their nights were fun, regardless of what they did.  They led an interesting life.  Only in their marriage could Alex talk with a visiting ghost in the house while Cindy did accounting work from the dining room table.
"I'll head out in a few," Cindy said.  "You want me to make you anything before I go?"
"No, thanks, though."
They shared a quick kiss.  She pointed at him on her way out of the bathroom.
"We've got to talk more tonight about the business."
Cindy was trying to hide it, but Alex easily picked up on her enthusiasm.
"You thought of a name, didn't you?"
She smiled.  "Maybe I did.  Maybe I didn't.  Maybe we'll call it Cindy's Slave."
"Funny."
"You deserve a break.  Try not to talk to too many ghosts today."
He laughed as he let the hot water wash over him.  After the night he had, a shower was exactly what he needed.
"I'll do my best."
Cindy's voice shouted from the living room.
"Did you ruin another shirt?"
*****
Alex regretted not taking the day off.
He felt like a zombie as he drifted through work.  His mind played tricks on him, no doubt from a lack of sleep.  There were times at the warehouse that everything seemed absurdly clear.  He could hear conversations from across the floor, pick up details about his coworkers that he'd never noticed before.  Then not even a minute later, it was like he was swimming through mud, unable to process anything.  If he made it through the day without crashing the forklift into something, it would be a small miracle.
"Alex!  Hey, Alex!"
He recognized his name.  Bringing the forklift to a stop, he searched around him for the source of the voice.  Finally, he saw Paul, his supervisor, standing not ten feet away, jumping and waving his arms.
"Teague!" Paul shouted.  "Earth to Alex!  Do you copy?"
"Yeah."  Alex blinked, trying to focus his vision.  "What's up?"
"Come with me a sec."
Alex groaned.  He knew it probably wasn't a How about those Orioles talk.  Adjusting his safety glasses, he climbed off the forklift and wiped dirt from his clothes.
"Aren't you forgetting something?"
He said nothing.  His brain was in too much of a fog to play a guessing game.  Paul laughed and pointed at the forklift behind him.
"You want to shut that down?"
Luckily, Alex had to turn his back to reach for the forklift ignition.  That way Paul couldn't see his face turning red.
He followed Paul across the warehouse.  Paul was a good supervisor.  Most of the warehouse liked working for him.  The only issue was Paul's tendency to work from home, which most of the plant interpreted as napping on the couch.  His office was in the corner of the warehouse, and Alex had to put up with the comments as they walked.
"Hey, look!  Teague's in trouble again!"
"Aww, Alex!  What did you do?"
"Don't worry, man.  I'll call Cindy and let her know you got sent to the principal's office."
Alex rolled his eyes.  He took most of the joking in stride, but the repeated comments about Cindy drove him crazy.  Cindy was attractive, and the warehouse knew it.  They saw fit to remind him of that fact while staring holes through her whenever she visited.  He almost dreaded whenever she offered to stop by for lunch.
He followed Paul into his domain.  His office was less of an office, and more like four shaky walls and a patchwork ceiling.  It barely kept the noise out.  Alex admired what he'd done with the limited space.  A white-board was on one wall, pictures of his wife and daughter on the other.  Paul gestured to one of two chairs across from his desk.
"Have a seat."
Alex did so, trying to think of anything he'd done wrong recently.
Paul took a dramatic breath as he sat behind his desk.  Alex wondered if he was actually being fired.
"Yesterday, you loaded the wrong freight on the wrong truck.  Again."
"Ah, man," Alex said, frowning.  "Are you kidding?"
"I wish I was.  Is everything okay?  You haven't been yourself lately.  Even now, you look like you're high on something."
"No way.  C'mon, Paul, you know better than that."
"What is it, then?"
Paul was actually looking for an answer.  Alex didn't know what to say.
"I just haven't been sleeping well lately."
"Alex, you can't spend every night banging that new wife of yours."
He held in a scowl, and forced a smile.  It was difficult pretending like Paul had told a very funny joke.
"I'll get it together," Alex said.  "I promise.  Things are just a little crazy right now."
"Oh, hey.  I know what you mean.  I've been married twice.  But, eventually—"
The blood-curdling scream came out of nowhere.  Alex gripped the sides of his chair, his hands hurting from squeezing so hard.  Paul continued to talk about something that Alex no longer heard.  Only Alex heard the scream, and it took all his willpower not to jump out of the chair.  The sounds of the warehouse and Paul's droning went on without missing a beat.
Suddenly, she was standing behind him.
"What the hell?!" she shouted.  "What—?"
The mystery ghost was beautiful.  She wore a gray skirt with a white blouse and vest, looking very professional.  Alex watched her carefully without being obvious that he saw her.  She looked around the office, not recognizing where she was.
"Where am I?" she said.  "The truck.  Oh my God.  He didn't stop."
Alex glanced at the picture on the wall.  It was Paul's wife.
His breath hitched in his chest.  He'd seen it before.  A fresh ghost, after loosening from the body, could end up in several places.  Most, it seemed, stood outside their corpse.  Others went to places of comfort, like their home.  Sometimes those places of comfort were people.
Like a husband.
Paul didn't know it, but whatever he was saying was meaningless.  No lecture of Alex's work habits could match what was happening in his life at that moment.  Alex watched in horror as Paul's wife slowly absorbed more pieces of the puzzle behind him.
"I was taking Lisa to school.  The truck…."  She went quiet.  Leaning forward, she tried to put a hand on Paul's desk, only for her arm to slip through.  She fell to one knee and looked at her husband next to her.  "Paul?  What's happening?"
"Alex?" Paul said.  "Are you there?  Have you listened to anything I've said?"
"Yeah," Alex lied.
"Oh, no," she said.  "I'm…no.  No no."  She stood up.  "Julie!  Where are you?  Paul?  Can you hear me?"
"So, how is the family?" Paul asked.  "Is everything going okay on the home front?"
Alex looked down at the floor, trying to ignore the crying ghost behind Paul.
"We're good.  Cindy's great.  I got real lucky there.  We've known each other forever, so being married hasn't really been weird for us so far."
Paul smiled.  "I know what you mean about luck."  He pointed to the picture on the wall.  "It took me two tries for my luck to finally kick in.  Ann is amazing.  Gave me a wonderful daughter.  I don't know what I'd do without her.  No matter what, keep your family close."
Ann tried to hug Paul around the shoulders, but couldn't.  She broke down crying, on her hands and knees.  It was one of the most difficult things Alex had seen in his entire life.  Paul smiled, laughed, told a joke about how Ann and their daughter Julie fought over which bathroom was theirs.  He was unaware that his life would never be the same.
Only Alex knew, and he could say nothing.  Not without giving up many of his secrets.  He wasn't ready for the people he worked with everyday to know about who he was.  He wasn't sure if he would ever be ready.
"Do you plan on having kids?" Paul asked.
Alex wanted to run.  He wanted to escape, hide in a corner, forget about Ann crying behind her husband.  But all he could do was answer the question and avoid looking at her.
"We've talked about it," he said, his voice shaking.  "We're not really too sure.  It's years away, anyway.  Listen, I'm not feeling too well."  Alex grabbed his stomach for effect.  "I might have to hit the bathroom."
"Okay.  Don't worry about management.  I smoothed it over, I don't have to write you up or anything.  But tell Cindy to give the naked mambo a break.  Get some rest."
"You got it.  Thanks, Paul."
"Yeah.  Holler if you need me for anything."
Alex stood and turned, and only then could he relax somewhat.  He almost felt a tear coming on as he left the office.  Sometimes his powers were a wonderful experience.  Then there were the times he wished he didn't have them.
*****
The lunch bell was music to Alex's ears, as well as his coworkers, his fellow brothers-in-arms.  It was like the last day of school as the bell echoed throughout the warehouse.  Everyone dropped what they were doing and ran for the doors.  Cars peeled out of the parking lot.  They only had a half hour for lunch, and they had to make every minute count.  The seasoned veterans sped down the road, already knowing exactly where they were heading.  Alex spotted a group of rookies, casually walking to the lot, debating on where to go.  Those were the ones who would be back late.
Alex had to nearly dodge a car leaving the lot.  It was dangerous to be on foot at his work at lunchtime.
Behind the parking lot was a wooded area with a few picnic tables.  On nice days Alex liked to eat in the shade, enjoy the weather.  It was still unseasonably warm in October.  He wanted to enjoy as much time outside as he could.  There was the added lunch bonus of being able to talk to Cindy, through texting on his phone.
He was in the middle of idle chat with her, talking about their days, when Paul sprinted out of the warehouse.  Alex put his phone on the table, unable to take his eyes off his supervisor.
He couldn't even imagine what Paul was going through.
The look on his face said it all.  Paul had received the call telling him his wife was gone.  Alex didn't know whether his daughter was alive or not.  He prayed she was.  He half-expected Ann to come running out of the warehouse with him, but she was nowhere to be seen.
Paul jumped in his car and drove away as fast as he could.
"I'm sorry," Alex whispered aloud.  "Good luck."
Glancing down at his half-eaten sandwich, he'd lost his appetite.
Alex noticed a woman wandering the lot near the warehouse dock doors, seemingly lost.  He couldn't make out many details from his position behind the parking lot, but she looked young.  She was probably one of the girlfriends that occasionally showed up to take her boyfriend out to lunch.  The warehouse wasn't easy to navigate, and Alex's coworkers took great pleasure in sending some of them all over the place.
He was impressed with himself, as he'd learned a new skill.  On his phone, he'd managed to split the texting app and Internet browser, and was chatting with Cindy while also searching the local news.  Information traveled fast in the world they lived in, but there was nothing yet on Paul's family.  Nausea settled in as he thought of Paul's wife, Ann, desperately trying to get his attention.
Alex could have helped.  He could have told Paul about his ability to see ghosts.  All he had to do was take Paul's hand, and husband and wife would have been able to talk to each other.  Case closed, as he liked to say.
But he chose the normal instead.
He tried to give himself a break.  Allowing Paul to talk to Ann would have brought to light his unusual gifts.  There would have been no way to prevent that from spreading all over the warehouse.  It would have changed his life, and possibly not for the better.
He texted Cindy about what happened earlier in the day, and how he was kicking himself.  Cindy's simple response brought a smile to his face.  She had that magic about her.
You did the right thing.  I love you.  I'll take care of you when I get home.
Movement in the parking lot caught his attention.  Looking up from his phone, the woman from before still wandered the lot, walking in between cars.  Alex laughed to himself at the thought of her possibly being drunk.  She peered into random car windows, and he wondered if she was actually looking to steal something.
With her being closer, he could pick out more details about her.  He was correct about her being young.  She was younger than he thought, maybe seventeen or eighteen.  There was a slight geeky look about her.  She wore glasses that were too large for her face.  Her light brown hair hung in her eyes, which she constantly pushed away.  Alex liked her clothes.  A simple pair of jeans with sandals, along with a magenta shirt with a cartoon cat on it.  Quirky and funny.  It was much different than what others her age might wear.  As an older brother, there were times Alex wanted to smack Alicia for her wardrobe choices, especially now that she was dating Kevin.  Less wasn't always more, but she loved to make the witch drool.
They made eye contact.  She frowned, and seemed to be studying him as much as he did her.  Alex wasn't sure why.  Eating lunch alone wasn't nearly as suspicious as loitering about a place of business.
She made a beeline toward him.  He sighed and put his phone down as she headed his way.  Her frown deepened as he watched her.  She turned once, to see if he was looking at someone behind her.  Her glasses sat lower on her nose than they were supposed to.  She fixed them with a quick poke.
"Hi," he greeted as she approached.  Alex tried to think of who she could be looking for.  "Are you here for Billy?  If you go to the front desk, they'll page him—"
"So," she said, putting her hands on her hips as she stood over him.  "You're the one that can talk to ghosts."
Alex took note of her sarcasm, the edge in her voice.  He smiled in return, hoping his unpleasant mood was obvious.  It had already been a bad day.
"That's me.  I can talk to ghosts."  He animated spookiness with his hands.  "Commune with the dead."
Her lower lip twitched.  Her eyes turned glossy.  She pushed hair from her face as she suddenly struggled to breathe.
"I'm…dead," she said.  She was on the verge of breaking down.  "I'm a ghost.  I'm dead."
"Oh God, I'm sorry," Alex said, jumping to his feet.  A ghost that willingly revealed themselves often didn't trigger his cold chill.  He felt horrible as he rushed to her side.  "I…didn't know.  Are you okay?"
"Am I okay?" she repeated, laughing and crying at the same time.  "What does that even mean?"
Alex took her by the hand.  She let him lead her to the picnic table.  After taking a step, her eyes bugged out of her head.
"You can touch me?"
"I can," he said, offering a genuine smile this time.  "One of my little perks."
She nearly jumped into his arms, nearly knocking him over.  Alex hugged her while keeping an eye on his surroundings.
"I can feel you," she said, her words almost unrecognizable.  "I can actually feel you.  You're so warm."
"Yeah, well."  He pried himself loose and held her at arm's length.  "Let's relax a little on the hugging, okay?"  He glanced at the parking lot.  "People are starting to come back from lunch."
"I'm sorry.  I just…."
She didn't finish.  She sobbed in between heavy breaths.  Alex waited patiently.  He wished he could offer her a tissue.  It was a strange sight to watch tears run down her cheeks, then disappear as they fell.  As absurd as it was, he couldn't shake the thought that he'd never seen a ghost with glasses before.
"I'm Kylie."
"Alex."
They shook hands.  He wondered how long Kylie had been a ghost.  Her raw reaction suggested not long.  Days, perhaps?  He tried to push away sadness at the thought of a girl who'd barely started on life having to adjust to being a spirit.
"I was starting to think I'd never find you," she said.  "I need your help."
The lunch bell rang.  Everyone slowly made their way back to the warehouse, emptying their vehicles.  Several cars sped recklessly into the lot, looking for the first spot available.  Alex wanted to talk, but his main job came first.  It had to.  It paid the bills, at least for now.
"I'm sorry, but I have to get back to work."
Kylie wrinkled her nose as she looked him up and down.
"I thought you'd be older, and less…dirty.  What do you do here?"
Alex wasn't sure whether to be offended or amused.  He chose amused as he stood up.
"I didn't know there was a minimum age to be able to talk to ghosts."
"Oh!  I didn't mean it like…."  She struggled for words.  "I'm sorry.  Just ignore me."
He laughed.  "I get off work at four.  Can you be here?  We can talk then."
"Yes.  Believe me, I'll be here."
"Okay.  I'll see you then."
She grabbed his hand as he walked away.
"Thank you," she said.  "Even other ghosts have given me a cold shoulder, and I thought we were supposed to help each other out.  So…thank you for not ignoring me."
He squeezed her hand.  "You're welcome."
Alex hid a frown as he walked away, trying to push back bad memories.  The last time a ghost asked for his help at work was only a month ago.  He ended up fighting for his life.  If it wasn't for the help of Jack Kursed, he'd be a ghost as well.
He would be very cautious in talking with Kylie.



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 5
 
Alex waited several minutes when the bell rang at four o'clock.  He punched out and sat in the break room.  He wanted the parking lot to have cleared out by the time he left the warehouse.  Several times in the past he'd been caught by other employees talking to thin air.  His reputation had already taken a hit, with him labeled strange.  There was no need to push the title any further.
Kylie was sitting exactly where he'd left her at lunch, at the picnic table.  He wondered if she even left at all.  She stood up when she saw him, but didn't move.  Alex leaned against his truck and gestured with his head as best he could, signaling her to approach.  A group of employees hung out by their cars a few spots over, talking and laughing like they always did.  They discussed plans for the evening, which bar they were going to, whose house they were going to crash.
"Hey, Teague!" Damien shouted.  He was the leader of their group.  "You want to head out with us tonight?"
"Ah, no thanks," Alex said.  "I've got too much to do.  I'll probably pack it in early."
He wondered how long it would take for someone to bring up his wife.
"How about Cindy?" Damien asked.
Apparently not long.
"Yeah!" Mitch said, pumping his fist.  "She can stay at my place."
Alex forced a smile.  Good-natured joking or not, he couldn't wait for the warehouse to focus on someone else's attractive significant other.
"Sorry, guys.  She's in with me tonight."
"Damn," Damien said.  "Maybe next time, then."
The guys went back to conversing amongst themselves.  Alex turned to check on Kylie, only to see her standing three feet away.  He jumped and put a hand to his chest.  Ghosts didn't make noise when they walked.  Technically, they didn't walk at all.  They could be as quiet as they wanted, or shake a house with the force of an earthquake.
"Sorry," she said.  "Didn't mean to scare you."
"It's okay.  Trust me, I've seen scarier things.  Do you mind if we go back to my house?  I really want to get away from here."
"Bad day?"
It was.  Alex hesitated on confirming.  What was his bad day in comparison to what Kylie was going through?  She was obviously alive not too long ago.  His problems seemed simple in comparison.
"Yeah," he said.  "Definitely not the best."
"What happened?"
"Are you sure you want to know?"
Kylie nodded.  Alex admired her compassion.
The news spread through the warehouse fast.  It was all anyone could talk about during the afternoon.  Only an hour had passed before everyone knew what Alex already did.
"My boss lost his wife today.  Car accident.  His daughter's in the hospital now."
Kylie gasped and brought a hand to her mouth.  "That's terrible."
"Yeah, it is."
Alex heard his name.
"Teague?  You talking to yourself again?  They make medicine for that shit now."
Damien and his friends were laughing it up.  Alex tried to be as inconspicuous as possible, and moved his mouth very little.
"Can we—?"
"Yes," Kylie said.  "Let's go."
He climbed in and waited for Kylie to circle the truck.  She stood next to the door and stared, as if trying to solve a puzzle.  Sighing, she poked her glasses onto the bridge of her nose.  Alex wondered what would happen if she let them slide off.  Would they disappear before they hit the ground?  Reappear on her face?
Alex rolled down the window.  Behind Kylie were Damien and his crew.  Subtlety was out, as there was no way to hide talking to Kylie.  She continued to stare at him, apprehension in her eyes.
"What's wrong?"
She ran her hand through the door, moving it back and forth like a bucket of water.  Alex watched her fingers poke all the way inside.
"I'm, uh, not good with cars."
"What do you mean?"
She looked down to the ground.  If her cheeks could turn red, they would have been on fire.
"I fall out of them."
Alex said nothing.  He'd heard of many problems of ghosts over the years.  He'd even helped cope with some of them.  Never before did he hear of someone falling out of a vehicle.
"Really?" he finally said.
Kylie rolled her eyes.  "Yes, really.  It just happens.  Sometimes, everything's okay.  But then, sometimes I fall on the street."
He glanced over her shoulder to see Damien and the crew giggling and whispering.  They kept their eyes low, but the target of their laughter was obvious.
"Kylie, let's go," he said, trying to keep his voice low.  "Before they start filming me and put it on the Internet."
She took a deep breath as she stepped forward.  Alex realized as she climbed in the truck how truly new she was.  Every ghost he'd met, and even himself when he vanished, entered a car the same way.  The trick was to pretend the door wasn't even there.  Lift a leg, and simply slide through the door onto the seat.
Kylie crawled on her hands and knees through the door.  She was slow and tentative, carefully testing every step along the way.  Once, she even pushed her glasses onto her nose to keep them from falling, an unnecessary gesture.  Her head ended up uncomfortably close to Alex's shoulder.  He tried to press against the door to give her more room.
"Uh," he said.  "There are easier ways to get into—"
"Be quiet, please.  This takes a lot of concentration."
"It does?"
She said nothing as she righted herself.  She gripped the handle above the door, but her hand went right through it.  Her posture was rigid, stiff.
"Well?" she said.  "Are you going to drive?"
Alex shook his head as he laughed.  Kylie shot him a glare, but eventually smiled herself.
"I guess it's a good thing, in a way," she said.  "You can still feel embarrassed after you die."
He pulled out of the parking lot.  Kylie seemed as if she were about to be sick, if that were still possible.  It was only a fifteen minute drive back to his house, and she was motionless every second of the way.  She kept her eyes locked forward, on the road.  Several times she wiped at some imaginary bead of sweat on her forehead.
They were stopped at a red light when he turned to look at her.  She glanced at him with only her eyes, without turning her head.  She ran her hand aimlessly over the seat, her palm dipping into the vinyl.
"So.  What did you want to talk—?"
"Please," she said.  "Not now.  Let's just get back to your house."
The light turned green.  He'd barely moved when Kylie let out a startled cry.  He turned to see only her head sticking out of the seat.  It was one of the more unusual things he'd seen, and he'd seen quite a bit.
"What the hell?" he said.
"Wonderful," Kylie said.  She stood up, her hips just above the seat.  "This is just great.  Damnit!"
Kylie tried to sit, but was unable to.  She reached out with her hands, trying to grab anything within reach.  She tried jumping into the seat.  No luck there.  She drifted back to the ground.
The driver behind Alex honked the horn.  Alex switched on his emergency flashers and gave Kylie an apologetic look.
"I'm sorry.  I have to pull over."
"No.  Just hold on.  I can do this."
She managed to regain her seat.  Five seconds passed, and she actually smiled, which must have been the trigger for something bad to happen.  Her left leg fell through the truck.  She tried to hold it up as best she could with both hands.  Alex wrapped his right hand under her knee as he slowly drove through the light.  He could only imagine what the other drivers thought as they angrily veered around him.
"Holy shit, it's working," Kylie said.  "I can't believe you can actually touch ghosts."
"Yeah.  Sometimes, I can't believe half the crap I do."
"So you can hold me here until we get to your house?"
"Don't take offense, but I'm not holding your leg the rest of the way home."
"You can feel my leg?  Wow, it's so weird.  I can feel your hand.  I haven't felt much these past few weeks."
"Yeah, I can feel your leg.  And I'm not sure my wife would like me doing that.  Are you in the truck?"
She sighed.  "I think so.  How much further?"
"Just a few minutes."
"Okay.  I'll try."
The rest of the drive went without incident, or conversation.  Alex let out a sigh as he parked in front of the house.  Cindy wasn't home yet.  He leaned back in the seat and closed his eyes.
"Are you okay?" Kylie asked.
Alex thought about the last eighteen hours.  Exorcising demons, his boss losing his wife, and then Kylie falling into his lap.  If nothing else, he definitely needed sleep.
"Just a crazy day."
"I promise, I'll try not to be long."
"Oh, it's okay.  You're fine."
Alex waited on the sidewalk for Kylie, which turned out to be another adventure.  She backed out of the truck the same way she came in, on her hands and knees.  As she finally stood upright in the middle of the street, a car zoomed by, passing through her.  She squealed and froze in place, fright etched in her face.  Gingerly, she joined Alex on the sidewalk.
"I don't think I'll ever get used to that."
"Cars going right through you?"
"Anything going through me.  There's something very depressing about being able to see the world around you, but it not being able to see you."
Alex nodded as they approached the front door.
"Sadly, from what I've seen, I think ghosts get used to it."
It felt relaxing to step foot into the living room.  Alex wasn't good at entertaining company, living or dead.  The dead offered even more of a challenge.  He was thirsty, but was wary of drinking anything in front of Kylie.  Would she sink even further at the sight of him drinking a cool, refreshing beverage?
"Make yourself at home," he announced.  His thirst got the better of him.  If his goal was to eventually have a career partially working with ghosts, he had to get used to being himself around them.  "You mind if I get something to drink?"
Kylie shrugged as she studied the living room.  "It's your house."
He poured himself a glass of tea and watched Kylie from the kitchen doorway.  She wandered aimlessly with her hands behind her back, after adjusting her glasses once again.  She checked out the decor that Cindy masterminded, the few pictures of family and friends spread about.  A group photo taken at the beach not long ago caught her attention in particular.  Kevin sat on one knee with his arms around Alicia.  Alex was playfully carrying Cindy, her feet kicking wildly in the air.  Victoria stood to the side, smiling, hands on her hips, watching her friends act like they were crazy.
Kylie heard Alex enter the living room.  He set his tea on the coffee table.
"Is this your wife?"
"That's her."
She scoffed.  "Dad would have killed me if I dated a black guy.  But no, don't call him racist.  Asshole.  No wonder Mom dumped him."
Alex joined her and admired the beach photo.  Good friends, wonderful family, great wife.  Watching Paul sprint across the parking lot earlier in the day to get to the hospital put his simple life in perspective.
"That's quite a crew you've got there," Kylie said.
He laughed.  Three out of the five people in the photo were supernatural beings.  Victoria, the group's vampire, could actually walk in the sunlight.  It was a gift of magic from Kevin, the witch in their group.  Quite a crew was an understatement.
"Do you want to sit down?" he asked, gesturing to the couch.
Alex sat on one end, and thought Kylie would do the same.  Instead, she paced back and forth.  He waited patiently for her to stop, or say something, but she did neither.
"Kylie?" he gently pressed.  The next question was ridiculous, he knew, but he had to ask.  "Are you okay?"
"It took me over a week to get here.  You were recommended by some other ghosts I don't even know.  But they didn't really prepare me.  I thought you'd be some ninety-year-old coot in a tower somewhere, studying books all day long.  This…"  She gestured around her.  "Somehow makes it more intimidating."
"I'm just a normal guy, Kylie," Alex said, not sure if that was what she needed to hear.  "I just happen to be able to talk to ghosts.  Do you need me to deliver a message?  Just want to talk?  What can I do for you?"
She finally stopped pacing.
"I want to hire you.  You do that, right?  They told me you sometimes take on cases for ghosts, help them.  Can I hire you?"
Alex held in a groan.  Working for a ghost was never easy, even if it was something as simple as being their voice.  He always had to convince the target that the impossible was indeed possible.  With his powers, that wasn't difficult, but not without drama.  Once before, a ghost hired him to reveal a secret bank account to the wife he'd left behind.  He was slapped twice and threatened with a knife before the woman would listen.
"That depends.  What for?"
Kylie wiped a tear from her eye.
"I was killed.  Murdered, Alex.  I'd like to know by who and why."
Alex was quiet.  He thought Kylie needed a simple pep talk, some pointers on what being a ghost was all about.  Solving a crime was far different than a pep talk.  Part of him wanted to turn her away immediately.  He needed a break, especially after last night's exorcism.
But the look on Kylie's face haunted him.  She was alone, desperate, lost.  He didn't know if he could help her, but he wasn't going to turn her away.
"Wow," he said, shaking his head.  "I'm really sorry."
She waved her hands in the air.
"Yeah, everyone's sorry.  All the ghosts watching me cry in the cemetery were sorry.  All the cops that showed up at my house were sorry.  The therapist my mom is seeing, she's sorry, too.  But no one can help.  Can you help me?"
The front door opened before Alex could answer.  Cindy backed inside and set her purse and laptop bag on the corner table.
"Hey, babe," she said, turning to face him.  "I'm surprised you're not dead asleep in bed.  Get your shoes off.  I'll make us something to eat.  Maybe, if you're still up for it later, we can get back to that scream we were talking about."  Cindy reached down to grab the hem of her blouse.  She had a habit of stripping as soon as she entered the home.
Alex leaned forward on the couch, his eyes opening wide.
"Cindy, wait!"
She froze in partial undress.  Her shirt was almost up over her chest, revealing a black bra and slim stomach.  Facing the couch, she comically stood there, unmoving, with her face covered.  Her torso was exposed for all the world to see.
"There's someone here, isn't there?"
"Yeah."
"Nate?"
"No."
She pulled her blouse down.
"Ah, thank God.  Sorry about that," Cindy said.  "And where would this person be?"
"Just in front of you.  You pretty much flashed her."
"Nice.  Sorry, again."  A hint of a smile played at her lips.  "Maybe you should start leaving a sock on the doorknob?"
Kylie howled with laughter, prompting a smile from Alex.  It was the first time he'd heard her laugh.  He was glad she was still capable of it.
Cindy grabbed her laptop bag.  She was familiar with the routine by now.  She would work in the dining room while listening to Alex's one-sided conversation.
"I'll start on dinner," she said.  "Just holler when you're all done."
Alex held up a finger.  "Actually, you'll want to stay for this."
Her eyes lit up with excitement.  "A job?"
"Yeah."
Cindy turned serious, but still had trouble hiding her enthusiasm.  She unveiled her laptop and took a moment to set up next to Alex on the couch.  She already looked the part of an executive at a small business.  Gray skirt, dark blouse.  Alex put a hand on her bare knee, and although Cindy knew to expect someone in their living room, she still jumped at seeing Kylie.
"Hi," Cindy said.
Kylie waved awkwardly.  "Uh, hello."
"It's okay," Alex assured her.  "Kylie, this is my wife, Cindy.  She takes notes on all the work I do for people.  Just play along."
Cindy scolded Alex with a look for his choice of words.  He lowered his gaze sheepishly.
"This is important," Cindy said, then smiled at their guest.  "Kylie?  Pretty name.  Have a seat next to me here."
Kylie did so, walking through the coffee table in the process.  Cindy's breath hitched.  She hadn't seen as many ghosts as Alex, or the things they could do.  Kylie left no shadow or impression in the cushion as she settled on the couch.
Cindy poked at the laptop while talking to Kylie.  Alex wondered if she knew how sexy she looked.  Not many people could handle the kind of life Alex brought to the table.  Cindy not only handled it, she excelled.
"So, Kylie," Cindy said.  "You want to hire Alex?"
"Yes.  I want to find who killed me."
Cindy looked up.  Alex squeezed her knee, knowing what she was thinking.  She wanted to be professional, but knowing that the young girl next to her was murdered assaulted her emotions.
"I'm very sorry to hear that," Cindy said, her voice shaking a bit.  She regained her composure.  "Kylie, listen, I know this might sound terrible, but this is actually a business for us.  We have to charge for the work we do.  And with you being…."
She couldn't finish.  Kylie adjusted her glasses and brushed hair aside as her lip curled into a smile.
"Dead?  A ghost?"
"Yeah.  A ghost.  A ghost can't exactly pay for things."
Kylie stared at Alex's hand on Cindy's knee.
"So," she said.  "When Alex touches someone, they can see ghosts?"
"Yeah."
"Wow.  Well, that's it, then.  Payment shouldn't be a problem."
Alex and Cindy glanced at each other.  That normally wasn't the case in working with spirits.  Payment usually involved finding secret stashes of money, or the combination to a hidden safe.
"Really?"
"Yeah.  My mom's rich.  You let me talk to her, and we can get all that straightened out.  Believe me, she'll be more than happy to pay to find out who killed me."
"It won't be cheap," Cindy warned.
"It won't be a problem."
Kylie was certainly straightforward for being so young.  Cindy gave Alex's hand a quick squeeze as she pulled up a form on the laptop he'd never seen before.  No doubt another piece of information for the database.
"Okay, Kylie.  I've got just a bit of paperwork for our system here."
Alex and Kylie frowned at the same time in confusion.  As much sense as it made for what they wanted to accomplish, paperwork for a ghost simply sounded wrong.
"Full name?"
"Kylie Sinclair."
Cindy laughed shortly with glee as she typed, dropping her professional demeanor.
"That just sounds like a rich name."
Kylie smiled, but Alex bumped Cindy's shoulder.  He shook his head slightly when she looked at him.
"Sorry," she said.  "Address?"
Kylie was silent a moment as she glanced back and forth between Alex and Cindy.
"Uh, does that matter?  Do I even have one?  I am dead, you know.  Do you want my old home address, or the cemetery I was buried at?"
"Do we need to know that for her?" Alex asked.
"It's on the form," Cindy said, trying to keep her voice low.  "I just thought I'd ask."  She looked ahead to the next question.  "How did you hear about us?"
"From a few ghosts in my cemetery.  They didn't know you personally, but knew others you'd helped."
Alex leaned forward and stared at the screen.  "You probably shouldn't type that.  Where did you get this?"
"From the Internet."
"Well, it's a dumb form."
Cindy agreed.  "Yeah.  I should probably change it around a little."
Alex leaned forward.  It was time to say his piece.  The business part, filling out forms, that could come later.
"Kylie—"
Cindy stopped him.  He'd taken his hand off her knee.  She wrapped her hand in his own, allowing her to see Kylie once again.  Kylie smiled at the simple display of affection.
"You want me to find out who killed you?" Alex continued.
Kylie nodded.  "Yes."
"And that's all?"
"What do you mean?"
Alex gestured to himself.  His sweatpants and tee shirt were still dirty from the warehouse.
"I'm not a cop.  I can't arrest anybody.  I've gotten lucky before, scared people into running to the police.  But that's not a guarantee.  And I'm definitely not going to kill anyone.  I can find your murderer, but he may still be a free man, or woman, after that.  Just knowing who it is…is that enough closure for you?"
Kylie was quiet as pain played across her face.  Alex wished he could say all good things.  Her killer would be brought to justice.  She could move into the afterlife without a mystery following her.  Everything would be okay.
He couldn't promise any of it.
"I think so," she said.  "It'll have to be.  I don't have a choice.  I can't not know."
"Okay.  I think we've got a deal.  Where are we talking about, anyway?"
"Stewardtown.  It's a tiny place in northern Florida."
Alex blinked in surprise.  He wasn't expecting to take a trip several states away.  Experienced ghosts didn't have a problem moving large distances through the spirit world, basically teleporting anywhere they'd already been.  But with Kylie, he couldn't see that happening.
"How did you get here?"
Kylie sighed at the memory.
"I-95, and a lot of cars.  A lot of riding in cars, and a lot of falling out of cars.  Hours of walking along the road after falling out of cars.  Even more hours waiting at truck stops listening for someone saying they were heading north.  After hitting Maryland, I begged every ghost I could find on information on you.  It wasn't fun."
Alex leaned back in disbelief.  If Kylie had opened with that story he wouldn't have asked any questions.  He would simply have taken her case.
"Holy shit," Cindy said.  "Why didn't you just hop a plane?"
Alex held in a laugh as he thought of the drive home.  Kylie in a plane.  That was a story that wouldn't have ended well.
"No, she did the right thing," Alex said.
Kylie rose to her feet.  "So, we're good?  You'll help me?  What's the next step?"
Cindy stood as well, letting her hand drift to the back of Alex's neck.
"Hold on, before we get too far ahead.  Can Alex and I talk for a minute?"
"Sure."  Kylie turned back and forth several times, in an awkward effort to go somewhere else.  "Uh, you want me to wait outside?"
"Please."
"Okay.  Just come get me when you're done.  It's not like I have anywhere else to go.  Oh, Cindy?"
"Yeah?"
"Alex had to grab my leg earlier.  But it wasn't in a pervy, feel-me-up type way.  I just wanted you to know so you didn't get pissed at him."
"Uh, sure.  Whatever you say."
Kylie disappeared through the front door.  Cindy stood up and placed her hands on her cheeks, her eyes wide.  She paced, short steps, near the coffee table.
"Oh my God," she said.  "Did that just happen?  Another client?  You just had a case last night."
"Yeah," Alex said, smiling.  "Business is booming."
"A rich client," Cindy mused.  "Think about it.  People are actually seeking you out, more than ever.  Ghosts and the living both.  This could be big for you, Alex."
"Big for us," he corrected.  "None of this happens without you."
Cindy halted her pacing long enough to embrace Alex.  They shared a kiss, which Alex moved from quick to passionate.  The sight of Paul earlier, and the loss of his wife, made Alex want to hold onto Cindy as long as he could.  She didn't mind.  She returned his energy, until they both had to come up for breath.  She stayed close, her arms around his neck.
Both of them were lost in their own thoughts.  A simple question of taking the case or not had its own complications.
"Solving a murder," Alex said.  "Okay, I've done it before."
"But this is a little different.  This isn't a hundred-year-old murder that you research in a library.  Kylie was killed recently, wasn't she?"
"Definitely.  She's still mourning her death.  She can't even ride in a car without falling out."
Cindy smiled.  "Is that why you went all pervy on her earlier?"
He rolled his eyes.  "Yeah.  You know me.  Can't keep my hands to myself.  Don't you think I can do this?"
"Oh, I know you can do this.  The question is do you want to?  Florida?  You'll have to take a few days off work."
Alex started thinking about logistics, timing, his work's vacation policy.
"Yeah, you're right.  I've been fighting using vacation time for this stuff, but…."
Cindy finished his thought.
"But the money sounds good.  And…Kylie needs help."
Alex broke away and engaged in his own pacing, staring at the carpet.  So many thoughts and doubts rushed through his mind.
"Do you trust her?" he asked.  "You think Kylie's being honest?"
Cindy nodded.  "First impressions…I think she's okay."
"The last time I trusted a ghost who needed my help…."
The sentence was difficult to finish.  Alex would never forget.  Demons were released.  Blood was shed.  People died.
She nodded, caring and compassion in her eyes.
"Yeah, I know.  It's up to you, baby.  If you want to change your mind, now's the time.  I support you either way."
Of course she did.  That was Cindy.  Alex may have been the one with demonic powers, but Cindy was where his strength came from.
"I'll help her," he said.  His mind raced through the details.  "I have to give work three days notice before using vacation.  That'll push everything past Halloween, into next week.  We won't be able to fly, not with her…condition."
Cindy laughed.  "Are you sure that truck can make it to Florida?"
"Don't be jealous of the truck."
"You can always get Kevin to make one of those portals of his."
It was tempting, but Alex shook his head.
"No.  If I'm going to do this, and this kind of work, we can't be taking shortcuts.  I can't rely on Kevin and his magic."
"Fair enough."  Cindy took a breath and nodded at the door.  "Well?  You want to tell her?"
Alex nodded, and kissed his wife one more time.  Cindy went back to work at her laptop as he opened the front door.  An unexpected conversation was taking place on the porch.
"…oh yeah, Alex and I go way back.  He'd be lost without me.  Just last night, the two of us did some work at a haunted house.  We thought it was a ghost, but it turned out to be a demon.  Possessed a girl.  It was ugly."
"Are you serious?  Demons are real?"
"Damn straight.  Weird, right?  But I guess it makes sense.  It turns out ghosts are real, so why not demons?"
"And you and Alex got rid of it?"
"You bet.  I held it, while Alex punched it in the face.  Then I kicked it in its nuts."
Kylie couldn't hold in her smile.
"Demons have nuts?"
"Yeah.  Big ones."
Alex closed the door behind him, drawing the attention of Kylie and Nate.  The pair sat on the steps, their backs to him.  Nate smiled and winked when he looked at Alex.
"Hey, man," he said.  "We were just talking about you."
"I heard.  Kylie, I see you've met Nate."
"Yeah.  I didn't know he was your partner."
"Ah," Alex said, regarding Nate.  "Partner, huh?"
Nate stood up.  "Did I say partner?  That was probably the wrong word."  He quickly changed the subject.  "So, Kylie tells me you have a job you might need help with."
Alex pointed at Kylie.  "About that.  We need to talk alone for a second."
She stood up as well and joined him.  Alex was quiet as he stared at Nate.  Kylie stared as well, and Nate glanced back and forth between the two, not getting the meaning.
"What?"
"That means you need to walk away."
"Ah, man.  Every time I stop by, you send me away.  I can eat at the big table, too, Pop."
"Nate—"
"Okay, okay.  I'm going.  I'll be out in the street jumping through cars."
Alex and Kylie watched him leave.  Alex waited until he was out of earshot before speaking.
"So, we kicked a demon in the nuts."
Kylie laughed.  "Yeah.  He just popped up, right next to me.  Scared me to death."  She shook her head.  "Terrible phrasing.  Anyway, I've known him five minutes and can tell he's full of shit."
"He's a good guy.  And he's not completely full of shit.  Demons are real."
Her jaw dropped.  "Seriously?"
"Yeah.  Listen, we've got to talk."
"What's up?"
"We're in.  We're going to help you."
The gratitude and relief that washed over her warmed Alex's heart.  It was another reminder of why he did what he did.  He tried to shove the good feelings aside as he prepared for what he had to say.
"But here's the disclaimer.  Kylie, I want to help you, work with you.  I want to get paid.  More than that, I want to live.  I've been taken advantage of before."
"What do you mean?"
"A ghost who said he needed my help, lured me into a trap once."
"You…think I'm lying?"
"No, not at all, but—"
"The Stewardtown Gazette, October 15th.  Obituaries, second column, fourth one down.  That's where you'll find me."  A tear ran down her cheek.  "My tombstone says With The Angels Now.  But that's not true.  I'm still here.  Someone took everything from me.  I don't even remember dying.  The last hours of my life, gone.  I just remember waking up in an alley.  I…thought I was still alive, until I leaned on a wall."  She took several deep breaths, to regain her composure.  "I'm not lying, Alex."
"I don't think you are.  But I just have to throw that out there, that's all.  If you try to hurt me…."  He searched for the words.  "It will not end well."
"I got it.  That won't happen."
"Okay.  Then, we're good."
He extended his hand.  Kylie shook it, then pulled him in for a surprise hug.
"Thank you," she said.  "For helping me."
"You're welcome.  But don't get excited.  We haven't even started yet."
Alex frowned as he stared out in the street.  He shook his head slowly, not quite believing what he was seeing.
"What?" Kylie asked.  "What's wrong?"
She turned to follow his eyes.  Her brow furrowed in confusion, but she laughed quietly, trying to cover her mouth.
Nate wasn't lying.  He was literally jumping through cars.  He waited in the street for a car to approach.  As it drew closer, he jumped up as high as he could, trying to clear the vehicle without having any part of him touch it.  He failed each time.
"Man.  I was close on that one," he said.  He turned to catch Kylie giving Alex a hug.  "Whoa!  Where's mine?  Nate needs a hug, too!  I'm like a big old teddy bear."
"Everything starts next week," Alex said as Nate rejoined them.  "I have to take off from my day job, get things together."
"Okay."
He gestured to the house behind him.  "You're welcome to stay here, if you want."
Nate's eye lits up, and Alex pointed to shut him down.
"Not you," Alex said.  "Cindy would probably kill me if I let you stay."
"Is she home?"  He looked at Kylie.  "Have you met her?"
"Uh, yeah.  I met her."
"Delicious, isn't she?  I'll just pop in and say hi."
Alex put his hand up.  "No.  C'mon, Nate.  I have to take a shower, eat, and try to relax."
"Alright, man.  Kylie and I were going to head to Baltimore, anyway."
That took Alex by surprise.  "Really?"
Kylie nodded and smiled.  "Yeah.  I've never been to the Inner Harbor before.  Hell, I've never been outside Florida."
Alex didn't even bother thinking about how they were going to get there.  But he trusted Nate.  Somehow, he knew he'd take care of Kylie.
"Okay.  You two have fun."
"Thanks.  I probably will stay here tonight.  Don't worry, I won't get in your way."
He waved as he watched Kylie and Nate leave the house and walk down the street.  Nate told another of his jokes, making Kylie laugh.  It was a strange sight, watching two ghosts simply walk away.
He leaned against the door after stepping foot back into the living room.  The quiet, the stillness of their house was a welcome relief.  The normal.  Cindy still banged away at her laptop, her face serious and intense.  Alex filled her in on their house-guest, to which she simply waved her hand.
"It's not like I can see her, anyway.  And I don't walk around the house naked…most of the time."
Alex laughed and stretched.  "I'll hit the shower real quick."
"Wait," Cindy said, holding up a finger.  "Before you do, come here."
She slid over on the couch to make room as she minimized her work on the laptop.  Turning to face him, she took a deep breath and smiled.
"I have a surprise."
"Will I like it?"
"I think so.  I hope so."  She gestured to the laptop.  "You ready?"
"Hit me, baby," he said, laughing.
Cindy waved her hand over the keyboard and struck a key with a tada.
A website popped up.  Alex's eyes traveled the page, unsure of what he was looking at.  A slideshow gallery of images scrolled from left to right, showing what seemed to be haunted houses.  Realistic drawings of demons were mixed in.  There was an About Us page, along with Meet The Team, even a section for a blog.  It was eye catching, very professional.
He took note of the site title.  Demons LLC.
"Wow, nice," he said.  "But what is it?"
"This is our new website."
"Are you kidding?"  Panic threatened to take over, for multiple reasons.  "How much did this cost?"
"Zero."  Cindy let out her million-dollar smile.  "There's a small web-hosting fee each month, but it didn't cost anything to make.  Not bad, right?"
"You made this?"
"Yeah.  Well, Kevin did.  It took a few weeks.  I gave him all the content, the pictures.  I was the director."  She laughed.  "What do you think?"
Alex was amazed at what they'd accomplished, but terrified.  He wanted to make money, but keep a low profile.  How was that possible with a website?
"Do we really need a website?"
Cindy laughed.  "Every business does.  Even the small ones.  And we are a business, a legal entity now.  You're the one who said we needed business cards.  This is the same thing, but on the Internet."
He was quiet as he stared at the laptop.  It wasn't exactly the response Cindy was looking for.
"Do you like it?"
"It's awesome."
"You don't look in awe."
"It's just…."  He couldn't find the words.
Luckily, he didn't need to.  She took his hand.
"Baby, I know you don't want to get famous.  You just want to help people, make a little money, and be as anonymous as possible."
He smiled.  "That's about it."
"I'm sorry, but that's not going to happen."
She was quiet a moment, to let her words soak in.
"If you want to get out of that warehouse…."  She motioned to the laptop.  "If this is what you want to do, we have to grow.  Get the name out there, advertise.  Believe me, I've put a lot of thought into this.  Demons LLC.  Paranormal investigation.  It'll grab the exact audience we want.  I'm still working on a logo.  But just imagine.  You pull out a business card.  Demons LLC is written across the top, in a cool font.  Maybe some fire behind it."
Alex chuckled at his wife.  Cindy's enthusiasm didn't take long to spread.
"Or maybe some wings.  That would be pretty cool."
She kissed him on the cheek.
"Just trust me.  Don't worry about a thing.  I'll handle all the back-end crap, keep your name out of as much as I can.  But, if you keep helping the living and the dead, and clearing houses of demons, your name will get out there.  Think about it.  A ghost hitchhiked across the east coast just to hire you."
He took a breath.  She was right, as always.  It was just a business name and a website, no different than having a business card.  It was a good, intelligent decision to make.  He was thankful Cindy was by his side.  She was much smarter than him.
"Demons LLC?" he said, smiling.
She nodded.  "Simple, effective.  I was also leaning toward Alex Teague, Inc."
He vigorously shook his head.  "No, no.  Demons LLC is perfect.  The site really does look great."
"Thank you."  She closed the laptop.  "You go take your shower.  I'll get started on dinner.  Maybe later, we can pick up where we left off this morning."  She scanned the living room.  "Is anyone here?"
"Nope.  Just me and you."
She quickly jumped on his lap and wiggled back and forth.  Wrapping her arms around his neck, she leaned in for a kiss.  Alex rested an arm across her thighs and a hand on her hip.
"I'm proud of you," she said.  "Money is good, don't get me wrong.  But just agreeing to help Kylie, you made her day."
"Thanks.  I'll try to make your day, too."
He tickled her.  She jumped up and ran to the kitchen.  Alex disappeared down the hall while Cindy browned a pan of meat for Hamburger Helper.
She was ten minutes into cooking when she realized the shower was simply running.  There was no movement, no noise.  Just the sound of running water.
Peering into the bathroom, there was no silhouette behind the curtain.  Cindy walked to the bedroom at the end of the hall.
She smiled when she saw the bed.
Alex was unconscious.  He'd started the shower to let it warm, and then plopped on the bed with the intention of resting for five minutes.  That five minutes turned into a deep, snore-filled slumber.
Cindy pried his steel-toed shoes off and let them fall to the floor.  Alex barely moved.  One leg was hanging off the bed.  She settled him square on the mattress and covered him with a sheet.
She kissed him on the side of the neck, drawing a moan from deep within a dream.
"Love you, baby."



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 6
 
Alex was anxious to get home.  Halloween.  It was his favorite holiday growing up.  What child didn't like getting candy, with the only price being to put on a silly costume?  Along with Cindy and Alicia, the three of them would comb every neighborhood they could find.  It was amazing that none of them were diabetic.  Alicia tended to dress as Disney characters, whichever one was popular at the time.  Alex liked to dress as a typical monster.  A vampire, a werewolf, a mummy.
The irony wasn't lost on him.
Even as an adult, Halloween was still his favorite holiday.  Not only did Cindy dress in a costume that could make a priest break solemn vows, but it was the one time of the year that everyone wanted to be the monster.  Everyone wanted to be scary.
If only the people dressing up as ghosts and goblins knew what was really out there.
He parked in front of the house.  Mr. Nelson, his neighbor across the street, waved politely as he put the finishing touches on a raggedy dummy hanging out of his tree.  Checking out his own yard, Alex knew they were ready.  He was going to scare every living thing that approached the front door for candy.  He thought about even taking a shot at any ghost roaming through the neighborhood.
Cindy was already home.  He could see her moving about the house through the windows.  She was still dressed in her office clothes.  Her costume remained a mystery; she refused to tell him what it was.  She wanted to surprise him.
This Halloween was one of many firsts.  It was the first Halloween in their new home, the first Halloween for Alicia and Kevin together.  They were going to have fun.  All of their group was invited for a night of food, music, and scaring children.
Kylie and Nate sat on the front porch.  The two had spent time at their home over the past few days, with Kylie actually staying the night.  Alex and Cindy both liked their company, although Nate could be talkative during a movie or TV show.  Alex would hold Cindy's hand while the four of them spread out across the living room.  Only in the Teague home could two ghosts spend time with two people who were alive, and have it almost be normal.
"Hey, guys," Alex said, waving as he walked the sidewalk.  "What's going on?"
The two were having a private conversation, with Kylie laughing quietly.  She had her bad moments.  Alex awakened one night to hear her bawling in the living room, still stressed over her own death.  As much as he knew about the spirit world, he didn't know what to say to ease her pain.  Perhaps there was nothing to say.
In that regard, Nate was a blessing.
The younger ghost, as energetic and annoying as he could be, had a gift for making others around him laugh.  That included Kylie.  The pair seemed to actually like each other, and Alex saw the friendship forming.
Kylie adjusted her glasses and waved shyly.  "Hi, Alex."
"Yo," Nate said.  "Is it just me, or are kids trick-or-treating earlier each year?"
"My sister and I went right after school when we were kids," Alex said.  "It was great."
"You excited about the party?" Kylie asked.
"It's not really a party.  Just a few people coming over.  My sister and her boyfriend.  Hopefully my friend Victoria can stop by."
Nate nodded at Kylie.  "What do you want to get into tonight?  We can catch a bus downtown.  Or maybe head to D.C.  You ever see the Washington Zoo at night?  It's freaking crazy.  This one time, I jumped in the lion's den, and—"
Kylie held up a hand before Nate gained momentum on a ten minute one-sided conversation.
"Downtown is fine.  Maybe I won't fall out of the bus halfway on the trip this time."
"You're not staying here?" Alex asked.
Kylie and Nate glanced at each other.
"We can?" Kylie said.
"Sure.  Why couldn't you?"
"Because, like, we're ghosts," Nate said.  "Won't we put like a negative vibe on things?  Dead people hanging out?  It's hard to fondle the ladies with that going on."
Alex couldn't help but laugh.  "Well, I'm pretty sure the only woman I'll be fondling is Cindy.  And everyone coming tonight is okay with ghosts.  Believe me, you won't shock anyone."
"I don't know," Kylie said.  "I'm not really good with parties."  She regarded her clothes.  They were the same as when she'd first met Alex.  "It's not like I can put on a costume."
"Classic rookie mistake."  Nate dismissed her with a wave of his hand.  His teenage arrogance was both amusing and irritating.  "You can change clothes anytime you want."
Kylie folded her arms.  "Okay, then, Mr. Expert.  You want to explain?"
"It's all up here," he said, tapping his head.  "You only think you can't change clothes.  You just have to want it to happen.  Watch."
He held out his arms, and his alien shirt changed from gray to white.  The sleeves shrunk, stopping at the elbows, turning into a short-sleeved shirt.
"See?  An idiot could do it."
Kylie shot him a look, and he quickly backtracked.
"I didn't mean…I'm not saying…."
"It's just practice, Kylie," Alex offered.  "The only problem is you'll need another set of eyes, or really good self confidence.  You won't be able to see your reflection in a mirror."
She lowered her eyes.  "I'm not a big fan of mirrors."
"Yeah, welcome to the club."
"I'll help," Nate said, looking her up and down.  "Maybe some jean shorts.  It's not like we feel cold.  Or maybe some of those yoga pants that have taken off lately.  Nice and tight."
Kylie laughed.  "You'll be dead a second time before you catch me in those things."
Nate was ready to plead his case when Cindy opened the front door.  Alex nearly leaned in for his customary hug until he saw the look on her face.
Cindy stepped onto the porch, directly on top of Kylie.  Kylie scooted away, frowning while Nate laughed.
"Alex, we've got problems."
"What's going on?"
"The sensor isn't working."
It took a moment to realize what she was talking about.  His eyes shot open when it hit him.
"The lights sensor?"  He looked at the yard.  "Our coffins aren't going to light up?"
"It's plugged in now, and it didn't light up when you came up the sidewalk."
"Ah, shit," Alex complained.  That was one of their cooler Halloween effects.  "Give Kevin a call.  Tell him to get his ass over here."
"I tried.  He's not answering his phone."
"How about—"
"I already tried," she said, referring to Alicia.  "She's not answering either."
Alex frowned, which prompted Cindy to smile and laugh.  Kylie and Nate glanced between them in confusion.  The witch and Alex's sister were probably engaged in a pre-Halloween romantic encounter.  The last time the two of them were together and neither one of them answered the phone, Alicia provided Cindy with graphic details of how a simple shopping trip at a clothing store turned into something more.  Cindy, in turn, shared those graphic details with Alex.  They haunted his dreams occasionally.
"Well, how about that magic rock of his?  He'll answer that, right?"
"Babe, he said only to use that in emergencies."  Cindy held up a finger before he could protest.  "This isn't an emergency."
Alex put his hands on his hips, disappointed, as he stared at the coffins in the yard.  Hopefully Kevin and Alicia would arrive early, and he could fix the lights.  A smile took hold as another thought crossed his mind.
"There are other ways to scare little kids."
"Hey," she said, pointing at him.  "You are not showing them your eyes and wings."  She turned to head back inside.  "I'll order some pizzas in about an hour."
Alex nearly followed her, but stopped to look down at Kylie and Nate.  He'd made a habit of trying to keep as many secrets as he could from anyone he worked for.  It wasn't necessary for everyone that paid him to know all about him.  But Kylie and Nate were rare exceptions.
"So, are you guys staying tonight?"
They glanced at each other.  Their discussion consisted of no words, Kylie adjusting her glasses, and Nate shrugging.
"Sure," he said.  "If you don't mind us hanging out."
"Not at all.  I'll introduce you to everyone when they get here.  But, I have to warn you," he said, kneeling.  "Tonight, you're going to meet a witch, a vampire, and some kind of half-demon-thing."
"Duh," Nate said.  "It's Halloween."
"No.  I mean for real."
He left them with that, with their mouths hanging open.  Nate called after him.
"Whoa, wait.  So you…you're the demon-thing, because of the wings, right?"
"Alex has wings?" Kylie asked.
"Dude!" Nate said.  "You didn't tell her about the wings?"
Alex closed the door behind him and joined Cindy in the kitchen.  She was preparing buckets of candy and a cooler full of drinks.  Music was already playing in the living room.  He crept behind her and surprised her with a hug around the waist.  She squealed and leaned her head back as he kissed her neck.
"Hey, now," she said.  "Be careful, or we might be getting the party started early." 
"Oh, no.  Just terrible."  He took a step back as Cindy gave him a mock-angry glare before filling the cooler with ice.  "So, what's your costume?"
"You've only asked me fifty times.  And each time I've told you.  Wait and see."
"That reminds me.  I'd better change myself."
"Help me clean up a little first."
An hour passed.  Alex and Cindy picked up the living room and swept the kitchen.  Nate and Kylie sat on the couch and looked through a magazine, or at least as much looking as they could do without turning pages.  He was trying to offer ideas and advice for a costume, although she wasn't very receptive.  Alex smiled slightly as he eyed the pair.  Nate's manic energy certainly had a unique blend with Kylie's shy, low-key attitude.
Alex tried to fight off panic as the sun slowly set.  He plugged the coffin lights directly into the socket, which lit them up, but it wasn't the effect he was looking for.  He stood on the porch, shaking his head as he looked at the glow.  A mother and two children were across the street, moving from house to house.  Halloween had officially begun.
Hope for the lights briefly returned as he crossed the living room, and the phone rang.
"Is that them?" he asked.
Cindy nodded as she answered her phone.  "It's Leese."
"Tell her to get over here, and bring her boyfriend.  She's not as important.  Just get Kevin here.  I'll be in the bedroom putting my costume on."
Cindy covered the phone.  "She said go to Hell."
Alex laughed and muttered to himself.
"That's my sis.  Telling a guy that can see ghosts and demons to go to Hell."
It only took a few minutes to change.  Alex's costume was simple, but effective.  He stripped to his underwear and grabbed the clothes he'd set aside a few days before.  His jeans were nearly ruined, with enough holes to draw a whistle or two from Cindy.  His shirt was a mash-up of several he'd ruined over the past few months, held together by safety pins.
Standing in front of the dresser mirror, he added the final touch to his costume.  His wings sprang into being, nearly touching the walls.  He folded them behind him and let out a smile.  He looked like a monster that just crawled out of the grave.
Kylie let out an audible gasp when he walked down the hall.  Nate laughed and flashed a thumbs-up.  Cindy's back was turned, as she was bent over the cooler, retrieving a soda.
"Well?" Alex said, making his eyes glow red.  He struck a sinister pose, stretching his wings several times.  "What do you think?"
Cindy turned and shook her head.  "You are not handing out candy looking like that."
"Are Alicia and Kevin on the way?"
There was a quick flash of light through the living room, answering Alex's question.  Kylie and Nate jumped to their feet as they searched around them.  Alex tried to calm them down with a gesture.
The portal formed on the wall near the front door, where it always did when Kevin and Alicia dropped by.  Nate leaned over from where he stood, to peer into the portal.  Kylie walked backwards, through anything that was in her way.  She didn't stop until half her body dipped into the exterior wall.
Alex and Cindy expected to see Kevin or Alicia step into their living room, but instead a speedy, black ball of fur sprinted through.  Alex barely made out the four limbs and green eyes during the occasional half-second the creature stopped.  It paused for a moment, eying up Cindy, before it ran again.
Finally, a leg poked through the portal as the black ball ran upstairs.
"You just couldn't leave the cat at home," Alex joked.
Kevin laughed as he held Alicia's hand, guiding her through the portal.
"Hey, it's Halloween.  You can't have a true Halloween without a black cat.  Oscar!  Get down here and be social."
Oscar spied the room from the top of the stairs.  Twice he stared at Kylie.
"That cat's staring at me!"
Alex crossed the room as Kevin reached behind him.  He slid his hand across the portal, closing it.  Alex had seen the sight many times, had even used a few portals himself.  He wasn't sure he'd ever get used to it, or the sense of awe it brought.  Kevin controlled the forces of magic.  From what Victoria told him, no supernatural creature could touch him, not even one with demonic powers.
"Cats can sometimes do that," Alex explained.  "They're not always wild and crazy for no reason."
He placed a hand on Kevin and Alicia to introduce them to his guests.  Nate couldn't close his mouth, and Kylie waved shyly from across the room.  Kevin and Alicia smiled and waved back, just at ease with the supernatural world as Alex and Cindy.  Normal took on a new meaning when they all were together.
Kevin dressed as he always did when traveling.  He wore his long coat, a gift from Victoria.  In its countless pouches were various magical potions and ingredients.  Kevin could throw together a potion at a moment's notice.  Why he would need to was a mystery to Alex.  Having his magic nearby simply made the witch more comfortable.
Alicia looked great, as always, although without costume.  She had the habit of always picking the wrong guy, the one that broke her heart.  Until Kevin.  Alex had reservations when she first began dating the witch.  Alicia had enough supernatural beings in her life, and he just wanted normal things for her.  But he'd never seen her so happy until she started dating Kevin.  She cared for him, and Victoria trusted him.  That was good enough for Alex.
Alicia shook her head at her brother.
"Wow.  Some costume."
Alex struck a pose once again and wrapped his wings around him, like a cloak.
"Jealous?"
"You look like you just took a bunch of your junk clothes and threw them together."
He frowned, as that wasn't far from the truth.
"Hey, at least I have a costume.  What are you supposed to be?"
She held up a shopping bag.  "It's right here.  Cindy, let's go back and change."
Many things happened at once.  The living women disappeared into the bedroom.  The pizza arrived, as well as a horde of trick-or-treaters.  Alex had to juggle handing out candy while accepting their dinner.  An adorable girl, dressed as a princess, offered a wave of her wand for food.  He politely declined.
Kevin shrugged out of his coat and took a slice of pizza.  They didn't know what Alicia and Cindy were doing in the bedroom.  Only the occasional laugh escaped.
"Leese won't tell me what her costume is," Kevin said.
"Same here.  Women just love their secrets."
Kevin laughed.  "Yeah.  So says the guy with wings, and the guy with magic."
Alex's memory triggered as he wolfed down a slice of pepperoni pizza.
"Hey, the lights outside aren't working right."
Kevin nodded and slipped back into his coat.  He grabbed a soda and opened the front door.
"I'll take a look.  Holler for me when the fashion show starts.  And watch Oscar."
Alex looked to the stairs.
"Actually, I think he's watching us."
Kevin pointed to his cat.  "Be good.  Oh, Alex, don't listen to Leese.  The costume is nice.  You look pretty freaking scary.  I wish I had wings."
He stepped outside.  The only sounds in the house were the muffled voices of Cindy and Alicia from the bedroom.  Glancing at his guests, Kylie had slowly worked her way back to the couch.  Nate was sitting with his elbows resting on his knees, shaking his head in disbelief.  He looked at Kylie as she sat next to him.
"The dude that just walked through the wall with his girlfriend told Alex he wished he had wings."
Kylie laughed.  "Well, we're ghosts.  I guess all this weird stuff shouldn't bother us."
"I've been dead three years.  I thought I'd seen it all."
Alex sat on the couch.  They moved aside to give him space.  Nate was a little too close for Kylie's comfort.  She pressed into the cushions.
"I've been seeing ghosts since I was in high school.  You'd think you'd be used to it, but not always."
"Like a ghost tracking you down at work?" Kylie said, smiling.
Alex returned her smile.  "Yeah.  Just like that."
The bedroom door opened.  Cindy led the way down the hall.  Alex smiled at the sight of his wife.
She was dressed as a ninja.  Although, he was certain her interpretation was different than the typical time-honored tradition.  Her pants hugged her legs snuggly, with red ribbon laced around her thighs.  Her low-cut top exposed her midriff.  She wore sleeves that covered her forearms, also with red ribbon.  A black mask was wrapped around her face, revealing only her eyes.
She was definitely the sexiest ninja he'd ever seen.
"You said I was a ninja assassin," Cindy said, her voice muffled due to the mask.  "I thought I should look like it."
Alicia stepped out from behind her sister-in-law.
"And here's me.  What do you think?"
He shook his head.  It should have been obvious.
"You give me a hard time about what I'm wearing, and you dressed up as a witch.  Real original.  Especially since I just sent the real witch out to fix the lights."
"Hey, at least this is an actual costume, and not just something I pulled out of the trash."
Alicia's costume was edgier than Cindy's, showing off her legs.  Her belt had a metal clasp, and the pointy hat was a nice touch.  Her black slippers looked uncomfortable, and it would only be a matter of time before she went barefoot.  It was a cute costume, easily capable of making Kevin stutter a few times.  But she looked about as much a witch as Alex did a millionaire.  Such was the nature of Halloween after candy was no longer in the equation.
Given how good Cindy looked, he didn't mind at all.
Nate, still on the couch, agreed.
"My eyes are confused.  They're not sure what they're supposed to look at first."
Kylie scowled.  "Nice, Nate.  You're lucky they can't hear you.  You're also lucky I don't slap you."
He shrugged and threw his hands up.  "Hey!  I'm complimenting them.  They look good.  Alex, look, I'm sorry.  I don't mean to drool over your wife and sister—"
"Then don't!" Kylie said.
Cindy and Alicia watched Alex as he watched the ghosts fight.  He thought it was playful at first, but realized Kylie truly was angry.  His face told the story, and Cindy didn't even have to ask.
"They're fighting."
"Yes.  Yes they are."
Kevin opened the door and rejoined them in the living room.
"The lights are fixed.  And I've got a few more ideas I want to try…."
He trailed off at the sight of Alicia.  She turned and posed for him, pulling her skirt up slightly.  As soon as she winked, she lost her footing in her heels, and nearly collapsed into Cindy.  Cindy held her up before she could fall.  Kevin's expression didn't change as he looked her up and down.  To him, Alicia's clumsiness only added to her hotness.
"I love Halloween."
"Amen," Nate added.
Kylie crossed her arms and shook her head.
"Cindy," Kevin said.  "You have any old sheets I could use?"
"Yeah.  In the closet in the bedroom.  Leese knows where they are."
The couple disappeared into the bedroom.  Cindy rolled her eyes.
"They'll be gone a few minutes, I'm sure."
Alex embraced her and wrapped his wings around her.  She laughed as he pulled her close.  He moved her mask down and kissed her on the lips.
"A few minutes is all I need."
"I told you.  That's not something you brag about."
Kylie laughed while Nate whistled.
"Maybe we should leave them alone," he said.
"We're kidding, guys," Cindy said, looking at Kylie.  It was jarring only to see their guests when she touched her husband.  "Kylie, you want to try a costume?  I'll help you."
"No, no.  That's okay.  Thank you for letting us hang out here."
"Sure.  What are friends for?"
Kylie was genuinely moved.  She smiled as she adjusted her glasses, looking almost about to cry.
The party moved outside while Kevin and Alicia searched for sheets, and each other's tongues.  The music was loud enough to hear from the yard, and Cindy danced like only she could as Alex took care of the children.  It was a humorous sight, a dancing ninja.
Every child that received candy wanted to touch Alex's wings.
He was working on another slice of pizza when Nate joined Cindy in dancing.  He wasn't very good.  Alex and Kylie laughed and watched from the porch.
"Why don't you go out there and show him what he's doing wrong?" Alex said.
Kylie smiled nervously.  "I don't think so.  I'd trip over my own feet."
"I'm not sure ghosts can do that."
"Trust me, I'd figure out how to.  I wasn't much of a dancer when I was alive."
He studied her, leaning against the porch railing.  She tried to give Alex a reassuring grin, but he could see something was on her mind.  He imagined a lot of things were on her mind.
"Do you want to talk?" he said, taking the first step.
"About what?"  She brushed hair away from her face.  "I'm fine."
He didn't get the chance to press further when Kevin and Alicia joined them on the porch.  He carried an armful of sheets.  Alicia's hat was crooked, and Kevin's face was flush.
"We…found the sheets," Kevin said.
Alex nodded.  "That's great.  What else did you find in there?"
Alicia hit her brother on the shoulder.
"What's the deal with the sheets?  I've already got the trees filled with spiderwebs."  Alex noted his lack of costume.  "You going to run around as a ghost?"
"Not quite."
Kevin left the porch and dug something out of his coat.  He approached Cindy as he opened and shook the sheets.
"Hey.  Do you mind grabbing my foot for a second?"
Cindy was just as confused as everyone else.  The only one smiling was Alicia.
Kevin jumped, but he didn't come back down.  Cindy let out a scream as she reached up and grabbed Kevin by the ankle, nearly missing him.  He hovered six feet over the grass in their yard for the world to see.
"Kevin!" Alex shouted.  "What the hell are you doing?"
"It's okay.  I'm just making a few ghosts real quick."
Alex searched the street as he left Kylie on the porch.  Luckily, there were no parents and children nearby to see Kevin using his powers openly.  He pulled a handful of glowing mothballs from his pocket, each a different color.  He arranged them in a circle in mid-air, parallel to the ground, each one defying gravity as he released them.  In a matter of seconds, there was a floating halo of light above Alex's yard.  Kevin tossed a sheet over the ring, creating a very convincing, flying ghost.
Alex took over for Cindy, grabbing Kevin's ankle.  It was like holding a balloon.  He peered up to see Kevin's magic feather protruding from his grip, his instrument for floating.
"Okay," Alex said.  "You're done.  Come on down from there."
"Just one more.  Move me over a few feet."
Alex quickly did so, his eyes darting around him.
"Kevin, you probably shouldn't be throwing your magic around like this."
"You've got your wings out."
"That's not quite the same thing."
Kevin made another ghost, and Alex yanked him back down to earth.  They were just in time, as a group of children and parents walked into view.  They marveled at the flying ghosts, and how real Alex's wings looked.
The night carried on.  Alex and Kevin took turns scaring children as they approached for candy.  Alex had better luck, with his life-like wings and red eyes.  On one particular scare, he leapt out of their tree, landing and extending his wings to their full length while letting out a scream.  The children ran and didn't look back.  A group of women, somewhere in their twenties, also moved through the neighborhood.  Alex tried to scare them, but they only giggled and flirted.  They each rubbed and stroked his wings, marveling at the special effect.  What they didn't know was his wings were ticklish, and it took every ounce of self control not to laugh and twitch them.  Fortunately, he was saved by his semi-jealous wife.
"Okay, break it up," Cindy said, approaching the group.  "Stop trying to feel up my husband."
The women walked away, whispering and laughing.  One of them shot Alex a last glance, and Cindy shot them daggers in return.  She cozied up to Alex and wrapped an arm around his waist.  He settled a wing over her to keep her warm.
"I didn't really scare them, did I?"
"I wouldn't say that.  Looks like you scared the panties off them to me."
They laughed and rejoined the group.  Nate whispered something to Kylie, something that made her smile.  Alex was glad to see her smiling.  He was also glad they stayed for their tiny party.
Kevin had reclaimed his coat from the living room and rummaged through the pockets.  He had a look of competitive flare in his eyes.
"Okay, you really want to scare someone?" he said.  "Give me a few minutes.  I'll come up with something."
"No," Alex and Cindy said together.  "The game's over.  No more magic.  If Victoria saw you out here tossing magic around, she'd flip out."
Kevin's phone rang.  He checked the caller ID and held it up for everyone to see.
"Speak of the devil," he said, then opened the front door.  "Be right back."
"Wow," Nate said.  "So, Kevin's a witch?"
"What exactly does a witch do?" Kylie asked.
Alex laughed.  "Well, if you're not careful, they create a big mess in the kitchen and you have to eat out on the lawn."
"What?" Alicia said.  "What's going on?"
"I'm talking to Kylie and Nate."
"I can't see them."
Alicia stepped off the porch and took Alex's hand.  She teased Kylie about wanting to steal her boyfriend.  Kylie, horror on her face, denied even looking at him that way.  It took nearly a minute for Kylie to realize it was a joke.  Everyone laughed, with Alicia and Kylie sharing an awkward hug that neither could feel, in which Alicia nearly stepped through her.
"Hey, guys," Kevin called as he stepped back outside.  "Look who decided to stop by."
Victoria smiled and waved as she emerged from behind Kevin.  The vampire looked lovely, as always.  A simple black dress that stopped at the knees, with her red hair behind her shoulders.  She wore bangs, a new look for her.  Her skin seemed paler than usual, a result of the dark dress.
"Hey, everyone!"  Her smile faded quickly when she noticed Alex's wings, and the two ghosts floating above the lawn.  She put her hands on her hips, like a disappointed mother.  "Busy having fun, I see?"
Kevin immediately went defensive.
"Victoria, seriously.  It's Halloween.  It's no big deal."
She pointed at the suspended sheets.  "If the wrong person sees that hanging there—"
"Like who?  A nine-year-old child?  And what are you leaning on me for?  Alex has his damn wings out over there."
"Thanks, Kevin," Alex said.  "Way to stand together."
"I'm just saying.  Victoria's always giving me the nasty eye."
Alex gave Victoria a quick hug and introduced her to Kylie and Nate.  Kylie greeted her, but Nate said nothing, simply staring at her with his mouth open.  Alex came to Kevin's aid.
"You have to admit, Halloween is the one night we can cut loose a little."  He stroked one of his wings.  "Everyone thinks these things are fake."
"I didn't get to be as old as I am by sticking my fangs out on Halloween."
Cindy pulled away from Alex to head inside to use the bathroom.  She kissed Victoria on the cheek and hugged her shoulders as she passed.
"It's just not a party until Victoria gets here."
Another group approached for candy, two boys and three girls.  The boys admired Alex's wings as he dropped chocolate in their buckets.
"Look at these wings!  They look real!"
"Eh, I've seen better online."
Before they could turn to leave, Victoria lunged at them.  She moved with blinding speed, running from the porch to the sidewalk in the blink of an eye.  Her fangs were exposed, her eyes blood red.  Her fingers were suddenly large claws.  She let out a horrific scream, stopping just short of their faces.  For a moment, Alex thought she was in the middle of what vampires called bloodlust, when they went crazy from lack of drinking.  The group turned and ran, shrieking loudly into the night.
With a smile on her face, she turned on her heels.  Her features were normal, her fangs gone.
"Now that is how you scare someone," she said.
Silence, even from the ghosts.  Alicia was the first to find words.
"I think I have to change my panties."
"Yeah, no shit," Kevin said.  "Victoria, giving someone a simple scare, and scarring them for life, those are different things.  Jesus."
Alex stepped forward and gestured to the house.
"We need to talk for a minute."
Victoria stepped inside the living room.  Alex paused as he stopped in the doorway.  Nate was still awestruck on the porch.  He hadn't closed his mouth since the attractive vampire arrived.
"You okay?" Alex said.  "What's wrong?"
"She's like a walking hourglass with fire on her head."
Alex laughed, remembering Nate's love of redheads.
"Yeah, she's very pretty."
"Pretty?  Bullshit.  She's gorgeous.  Stunning."
Kylie shook her head.  "Do you need a thesaurus to come up with more words?"
"What's a thesaurus?" Nate asked, frowning.
"She's also way out of your age range," Alex said.
He joined Victoria in the living room.  She was already sitting on the couch with her legs crossed, elegant and proper.  Besides his immediate family, Alex considered Victoria to be his best friend.  She was a mentor to him, a guide to the supernatural world.  They spent as much time together as they could, although lately Victoria had been busy.  She'd been in India on business.  Luckily, that wasn't a problem for Kevin and his magical portals.
"I can't stay long," she said.  "I've actually got a meeting I need to be at soon.  It's strange.  It's an eleven hour time difference between here and New Delhi.  I was sleeping not long ago."
Alex sat next to her.  "More vampire politics?"
"Just enough to drive me insane," she said, sighing.  "Ever since Bradley died, I've been trying to tie up a few of his loose ends."
"What do vampires do in these meetings of yours?"
"We try to put our plans together on how we're going to take over humanity."
He said nothing as he studied her expression.
"I'm kidding," she said, smiling.
He laughed.  Victoria was fascinating to watch in a crowd, amazing to talk to.  She could shift from a wise, centuries-old vampire to a bubbly, giggling thirty-year-old woman with ease.
"So, what are we doing here on the couch?"
"I need to show you something."
"I don't think Cindy would approve."
"Funny," he said, sliding the laptop on the coffee table toward them.
She scooted closer as he launched the new website.  Nate stuck his head through the front door, simply to get another look at Victoria.  Alex scowled and pointed, telling him to go outside.
"What do you think of this?"
"Hmm.  The caption font is a little off.  Bold it, center it.  The slideshow scrolls through a little fast.  Maybe add a second or two.  Meet The Team could maybe be just Contact, but it looks like you've got the header room."
"No.  I mean…what do you think about this whole thing?  Cindy and I, we're going to try to make some money."
"There's nothing wrong with that.  I think it's a good idea."  She smiled slightly, showing off her straight, perfect teeth.  "You're an adult, Alex.  You certainly don't need my blessing."
"Well, I kind of do.  If Kevin was doing this, you'd slap him into next week."
"That's not the same thing.  If Kevin was doing something like this, he'd get far more than customers wanting his services.  He'd get witch-hunters trying to kill him."
"Wow.  Nice thought."
Victoria glanced at the website once again.
"Demons LLC.  I like it."
"Thanks.  Cindy came up with it."
"I'm sure she did.  This is a good idea.  Who knows?  Maybe I'll have to hire you sometime."
"You'll get a discount."
"Do you need any help getting started?"
Victoria was always generous, perhaps too much, in dealing with Alex.  She had money, a lot of it, and was always trying to give some to Alex and Cindy.  They always refused.
"I think we're good.  Actually, I'm heading down to Florida soon to work a case.  Kylie, the girl outside, hired me."
"To find her murderer, no doubt."
She was always perceptive.
"That's right."
"Ah.  I miss solving murders with you."
"Well, if we get bigger, I'll hire you."
She leaned her head back as she laughed.  "That sounds like fun."
The supernatural pair walked outside to see Kevin on the porch.  Alicia was on the sidewalk, squatting down as she admired a young group's costumes and handing out candy.  Her figure stretched her witch's costume, and Alex could see quite clearly where Kevin's eyes were focusing.
"Halloween is the best," he said.
Nate nodded from the other side of the porch.  Kylie was nowhere to be seen.
"I have to agree."
Nearly an hour passed as the group continued to have fun.  The magic powering Kevin's floating ghosts faded, and he looked to Victoria for permission to power them up once again.  She nodded, and she held his foot as he hovered and set them up one more time.  Cindy and Alicia were talking about work when Alex noticed Nate alone on the porch.  The ghost was in heaven as he stared at Victoria.
"Hey," Alex said, joining him.  "Where's Kylie?"
"She said she'd be right back, she needed some space."
"Is she okay?"
"As okay as she can be.  I'll think she'll be alright."
"I'll see if she's in the house."
He turned to leave, but Nate stopped him.
"Hey, Alex, before you go.  I want in on this Florida trip coming up."
He blinked in surprise, and fumbled for words for a moment.  Nate was always joking, but his expression was very serious.
"You've got nothing better to do?"
"Well, I guess I could always stalk Victoria until my eyes bleed.  But I'd rather go down south with you."
"I don't know, Nate.  We really don't know each other.  I usually do this stuff by myself."
"C'mon, man.  You can't tell me an extra set of eyes wouldn't be nice."
"They probably would.  But it's not up to me.  It's up to Kylie.  She's the one who hired me.  She's in charge."
"I know.  I already talked to her, and she said no.  You have to talk to her and convince her to say yes."
His tone caught Alex off-guard.
"Oh, I have to?"
"Yeah.  She needs help.  And no offense, because you can do a lot of cool shit, but you're not dead.  You won't be able to relate to her like I can.  I just want to help.  Her and you."
Alex studied Nate for a moment.  He wasn't sure he liked the idea of Nate coming along, but perhaps he could be of use.  There were things about the spirit world that Alex didn't know.
"I'll talk to her."
Nate nodded.  "That's all I ask."
Alex searched the house, but saw no sign of Kylie.  The thought crossed his mind that she'd taken a walk.  He passed through the kitchen, ready to head back outside, when he saw a glimpse of someone sitting in the backyard.  Kylie sat on the edge of their in-ground pool, her legs sticking through the cover.  She looked lost, forlorn, as she adjusted her glasses.
He opened the door and approached her.  They could still hear the group out front, laughing and dancing to the music.  Kylie offered a small smile as he drew closer.
"You mind if I sit?"
She nodded and gestured next to her.  He sat with his legs crossed.  His back throbbed in pain from the constant popping and shrinking of his wings throughout the night.
"I can almost feel the water," Kylie said, moving her legs back and forth.  "It doesn't feel like it did when I was alive, but it doesn't feel like air, either."  She laughed quietly.  "I guess swimming at the beach won't be happening anymore."
"Believe it or not, Kylie, life doesn't have to be over."
She frowned as she looked at him.  "Uh, actually, it does.  That's what death is.  The opposite of life."
"Tell that to Nate, or any other ghost I've met over the years.  You can do whatever you want now.  See the world, or move on to the other side.  It's completely up to you."
"I can't kiss a boy, or drive a car.  Hell, I can't even ride in a car now without falling out."
They were both quiet a moment.
"I was actually at a club the night I died.  My friend Zoey took me.  We're only seventeen, but she knew a guy who worked there."  She held out her arms.  "Can you imagine me at a club, dressed like this?"
"I think it's pretty awesome."
"Well, you'd be the only one."
"For what it's worth, everyone thinks you're cool.  If Alicia is messing with you, then you're okay in her book."
Kylie let out a small smile.  "That means a lot, believe me.  I'm sorry.  I'm not usually this moody."
Guilt attacked him at the thought of what he'd put her through.  The night hadn't gone as planned, at least as far as Kylie was concerned.
"Actually, I'm the one who's sorry.  I was hoping we could all show you a good time, ghost or not."  He looked back to the house.  "Instead I showed you a vampire and a witch.  I'm not exactly easing you into things, am I?"
Her eyes lit up.  "Oh, no.  Don't think that at all.  I'm having fun.  Actually, I've had more fun tonight than I've ever had.  Your friends are awesome."
"They're not freaking you out?"
"Well, maybe just a little."
A new voice from behind startled Alex and Kylie both, making them jump.
"Alex."
He whirled his head to see Victoria, looking down at him.  Even in heels she was completely silent.
"Shit, Victoria!  Stop sneaking up on people."
"I can't help it," she said, shrugging.  The corner of her mouth lifted in a playful smile.  "Old habit, I guess.  I have to go.  Kevin's inside drawing up a portal for me now.  Is the blood still in the basement?"
"Yeah," he said, nodding.  "Right where you left it."
"Excellent.  Give me a hug before I leave."
They embraced.  With her heels Victoria was just as tall as Alex.  He willed her to see Kylie once again.
"Good luck to you," Victoria said to her.  "You're in good hands.  Alex will take good care of you."
"T-Thank you," Kylie said, stuttering, obviously flustered.  "I trust Alex."
Victoria nodded and squeezed Alex's hand before turning and walking away.  She slid open the patio door and disappeared back inside the house.
"Okay, now I'm a little freaked out," Kylie said.  "Nate is right, she is beautiful.  And she just asked you about blood in the basement."
"Well, she is a vampire.  She drinks blood.  We keep a stash here for when she visits."
Kylie folded her arms and shook her head.  She sighed deeply, but Alex could tell she was more relaxed.
"Is there anything else I need to know before I convince my mom to give you money?"
Alex laughed.  "Oh, there's plenty.  But one day at a time.  Speaking of the case, Nate stopped me—"
She rolled her eyes.  "Can you believe him?  He wants to come to Florida with us."
"You don't like Nate?"
She sat back down once again near the pool.  "I don't mind him.  It's actually nice to talk to someone when you aren't around.  But the last thing I want while trying to find out who killed me is to be reminded how looks matter, even in the afterlife."
"You're prettier than you think, Kylie."
"Thanks for lying.  I'll take it."
It was his turn to roll his eyes.  Self confidence was an issue Kylie needed to work on.
"Nate thinks he can help."
"What do you think?  Should we let him come?"
"That's completely up to you.  But he wants to help you.  He could be off in the world doing anything."
Kylie scoffed.  "Yeah, like camping out in girls' locker rooms."
"He's done that?"
"He has, and he's told me all about it.  In gory detail."
Alex shook his head.  Nate definitely wasn't helping to endear himself to Kylie.
"Well, if he'd rather be helping us, and not spying on naked women, that has to say something, right?"
"So, you think he should come with us?"
He held up his hands.  "I don't think anything."
"You're not helping."
"You sound like Cindy.  And nope, I'm not helping.  Just saying to think about it.  Whatever you decide, it's good either way to me."
The sliding door opened.  Cindy stuck her head out, her ninja mask draped over her shoulder.
"Hey, baby," she said.  "I need some help in here."
"What's up?"
"Kevin and Leese are dancing to some stupid, romantic song they put on."
Alex waited for Cindy to continue, but she was quiet.  He traded glances with Kylie, who was just as confused.
"So?"
"So, I need you to get in here and dance with me.  We can't let them show us up."
"Didn't we do enough dancing at our wedding?"
"Alex, get your ass in here," she said, disappearing into the kitchen.
He laughed and nodded to Kylie.
"Let's go.  No better way to end Halloween than by slow dancing."
"You go ahead.  I think I'll stay out here."
"I'm sure Nate would love to dance with you."
"Uh, that's okay."
"I'll let Nate know where you are."
"You wouldn't dare."
Alex only smiled.  He would definitely dare.
"Okay, okay," Kylie said.  "I'm coming inside."
They walked to the back door together.
"Do those wings of yours work?"
"They do."
"You can fly.  You can dance.  You can see ghosts.  What else can you do?"
"Hopefully, you won't find out."



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 7
 
The sun had not yet risen when Alex started loading the truck.  Cindy had awakened before him and made breakfast.  She was quiet, solemn, as she helped Alex pack extra clothes and type notes on her laptop.  She didn't need to say anything.  Her emotions were all over her face.
Kylie followed him down the sidewalk as he carried two bags.  Nate hadn't been seen since the night before, when Kylie and he had a talk outside the house.  She didn't fill Alex in on their conversation, and he didn't ask.
"Is Cindy okay?" she asked.
"Yeah.  She's just going to miss me, so she's trying to keep her mind busy."
"Why doesn't she come with us?"
"She's gone on cases with me before, but she does have to work."  He smirked when he thought of the most recent Felder case.  "Apparently it's not a bad idea to bring along a hot woman, to distract people."
They were nearly back to the house when Cindy walked out the front door.  She was still in her pajamas, but didn't care.  She nearly threw herself into Alex's arms.  The air rushed out of his lungs as Cindy squeezed with everything she had.  She sniffled as she fought back tears.
"Uh, babe, this isn't my funeral.  I'm coming back."
"I know, you ass.  This is good for us.  I hope our little business takes off running, and even if it doesn't, you were born to help people.  But still…that doesn't mean I can't miss you when you're gone."
He squeezed her in return and kissed her neck, one of her sensitive spots.  She shivered and pushed him away.
"Save that for when you get back."  She turned and smiled at Kylie.  "Besides, Kylie's watching."
"Oh, I've already heard plenty," Kylie said.  "You two aren't as quiet as you think at one in the morning."
Cindy saved Alex from the embarrassment before it could settle in.  She stepped toward Kylie, still holding Alex's hand.
"Watch Alex for me."
Kylie smiled and nodded.  Even though they had to use Alex to speak to each other, the two women had become friendly.  Alex was aware of the irony.  Cindy repeatedly told Alex it wasn't a good idea to get too chummy with clients, as it made collecting money more difficult.  He couldn't argue the point, but apparently that didn't apply to her.  The night before, he sat in between Cindy and Alicia and held both their hands so they could all argue about a show they were watching.
"When this is over, you can come over whenever you want."
Kylie was hesitant.  "Thank you.  I'll be honest, I'm not sure what I'm doing yet."
Cindy turned her attention to Alex.
"Okay, you've got everything you need?  Plenty of clothes?  You took your phone, right?"
"It's in the truck already."
"And you have your charger cable?  If I call, and can't get hold of you—"
"I have the cable.  I even have a backup."
"Good.  Remember what we talked about.  Take plenty of notes.  If you need me to look up something, research, whatever, call me."
"I got it."
"And check in every night.  Before you go to bed, call.  I don't care how late it is.  I'll keep the file updated from here."
"You're so hot when you worry."
"Shut up."  She grabbed his face and gave him a quick kiss.  "You find out who killed Kylie, and get back here."
He double-checked the truck one last night.  Satisfied he had everything he needed, he regarded Kylie.
"So, is it just me and you?"
Almost as if he'd heard Alex from the spirit world, Nate appeared.  Alex noticed him on the lawn.  Nate took a step toward the house before realizing everyone was at the truck.
"Hey, guys!" he called, trotting over to join them.  "Sorry I'm late.  I had to stop at a few places and let everyone know I was going on a trip.  I actually know a guy in Florida.  Looks like it's already warm there.  Seems like four thousand people are out jogging.  You wouldn't believe what I saw.  This couple was running, and the girl trips.  The guy actually stopped and laughed at her.  It was the craziest thing—"
"Good morning, Nate," Alex interrupted.
"Morning, man."  He glanced between Alex and Kylie.  "We ready to go?  It's a damn long drive."
Alex glanced at Kylie, who smiled and nodded her approval.  She'd changed her mind about Nate coming along.  Alex wondered if they'd both end up regretting that decision.  Driving from Maryland to Florida might seem even longer with someone who liked to talk as much as Nate.
He never got the chance to answer the question before a car sped down the street.  Alicia waved as she screeched to a halt in front of the house.  Alex didn't expect her to stop by.  She was a veterinary technician, and didn't have to be at the office for a few more hours.  She climbed out of her car, already dressed for work.  Her scrubs were adorned with puppies and kittens.
"Hey," Alex said.  "I thought you'd still be sleeping."
"No way.  I have to at least say goodbye before you leave."
They shared a hug.  Alex turned to see if anyone was moving in their home.  Alicia used a car as much as a magic portal to visit Alex and Cindy, and he wouldn't have been surprised to see a witch in the living room.
"No Kevin this morning?"
"Nope.  I tired him out last night."
Alex and Cindy groaned while Kylie and Nate laughed.  He was glad Alicia showed up.  Since dating Kevin, it had been a while since just the three of them spent time together.  They grew up together, and he loved his sister.  They talked for a few more minutes before Alex noticed Kylie staring at the truck in fear.  He decided it was time to get moving, before she worked herself into a panic.
He slid behind the wheel.  Cindy leaned through the window for one last kiss.
"Damn, Kylie," Nate said.  "Is this how you got in cars when you were alive?"
Alex turned to see Kylie cautiously making her way inside the truck.  Like when they first met, she crawled slowly, carefully.  Nate shook his head and threw his hands up impatiently.
"Any day now," he said.  "Maybe you should be the one sitting by the window."
"No!  I want to be in the middle.  It'll make me feel safer.  Hopefully I won't fall out."
"Maybe I shouldn't complain."  Nate broke into a huge grin as his eyes drifted lower.  Half of Kylie stuck out from the truck.  "The view is rather good."
"Oh, you bastard," Kylie said, speeding up her crawl.
Her hand dipped into the seat once.  Alex grabbed her wrist to help pull her along.  After she was settled Nate slid in next to her.  There was a chill in the air, and not from Alex's powers, as Kylie stared straight ahead.
"What?" Nate asked innocently.
"You are such as asshole."
"I only said that to make you move faster.  It worked, didn't it?"
"Guys, please," Alex said, before looking at Cindy.  "Wish me luck."
She shook her head.  "I'm not worried.  You can handle the case."
"I'm not worried about the case, either."  He nodded to his right.  "I'm just worried about surviving the trip."
*****
According to his phone, the drive to Stewardtown, Kylie's home, would take just under twelve hours.  They didn't need to cross the entire state of Florida, cutting their drive dramatically.  Leaving as early as they did, Alex hoped they would be there before the end of the day.  A few breaks for food, to stretch his legs, were hopefully all he'd need.  He'd check into a hotel late, get some sleep, and visit Kylie's mother in the morning.  If, by a terrible long shot, Kylie's mother refused to hire him, he would simply rest a day and drive home alone.
The plan was simple.  Unfortunately, it fell apart rather quickly.
At noontime, Alex figured they'd be nearly halfway through the trip.  He didn't stop for food or even a single bathroom break.  He thought they'd be in the middle of North Carolina.  Instead, they were only in Virgina.
Kylie just couldn't stay in the truck.
At her best, she went an entire hour without falling onto the interstate.  At her worst, she fell out five times.  She'd tumble and spill onto I-95, with ten cars driving through her.  Alex would have to pull over to the side, and slowly back up to pick her up.  It would take another five minutes for her to crawl back into the truck.  That time increased as her mood worsened.  For one ten-minute stretch, she stood with her back turned and her hands on her hips, trying to control her crying.  Alex felt bad for her, but he wanted to get moving.  Nate did his best to cheer her up, and despite the tension that was sometimes there between the two, he had the most success.  He'd make a joke, or give her an exaggerated compliment.  Sometimes she'd laugh, or glare at him, but either way they got moving.
They tried distracting her with music, or being completely quiet.  Nothing seemed to help.
Finally, they crossed the border into North Carolina.  Kylie was sitting next to the window now, another random attempt to change things up.
"I'm really sorry," Kylie said, for nearly the twentieth time.  "I know I'm slowing everything down."
"If we go any slower," Nate said.  "We'd be like those stop-motion animation movies.  I worked on one of those once, in school.  I had the coolest teacher before I died.  He used to let us sleep in class.  This one time—"
"It's okay, Kylie," Alex said, trying to skip Nate's tale.  "We'll figure it out."
"I had an idea," she announced.  "Maybe it would help if I sat on your lap."
Alex assumed she was joking, and laughed.  It was only after glancing over Nate and seeing her face that he knew she was serious.
"You are not sitting on my lap."
"I'm not trying to get all touchy-feely," she said.  "You're married, and like thirty years older than me."
"I am not."
"I'm just saying.  I don't think I'd fall through you."
"I'm sorry, but we're going to have to come up with something else."
"You can sit on my lap," Nate offered.  "I know it'll help me."
"Shut up."
"Tell me about the night you died," Alex said.  "Don't skimp on details.  Tell me everything."
"You said you didn't want to talk about the case until you were sure my mother was going to hire you, pay you."
"I changed my mind.  We might as well get started now."
"Well, I won't be able to help much.  I don't remember dying.  At all.  I remember stumbling around in an alley.  I called out Zoey's name, but she wasn't there.  I almost fell in a wall.  When I made it to the street, no one could see me."
"You don't remember your own death?" Nate asked.  "Wow.  You're lucky you didn't get stuck in a loop."
Kylie frowned.  "A loop?"
"Caught in your own death," Alex explained.  "Sometimes a violent death can mess with a spirit's memory.  And that trauma can lead to reliving your death, over and over.  It happens in quite a few haunted houses."
"That's horrible."
"It is.  Okay, what about before?  What's the last thing you remember before that alley?"
"I was in the club, with Zoey.  She was dancing with a guy, and I was in the corner."
Nate furrowed his brow.  "Why were you in the corner?"
She gestured to her clothes.  "This is what I had on when I died.  Do you think any guy would walk up to this?"
"I would, in a second."
"Whatever, Nate."
"I'm serious.  I never went to a club when I was alive.  Shit, that's obvious, right?  But I've been in plenty since kicking the bucket.  Everyone looks the same.  Showing off their tits, their ass, wearing clothes so tight it might as well be body paint.  Now, don't get me wrong.  I'm not complaining."
"Of course you're not," Kylie said.
"But you're the one I'd notice.  You stand out in a crowd, more than anyone else."
Alex and Kylie were both quiet as they stared at Nate.  He shrunk in the seat, uncomfortable with the attention.  In the short time Alex knew him, that was the nicest thing he'd said.  Kylie was confused, but wore a small smile.
"What?" he said.  "I'm just saying Kylie's got it going on, that's all."
"Anyway," Alex said.  "So you were in a corner watching Zoey dance, and then you woke up in an alley."
"Yeah."
"Damn, that's a lot to cover.  What do the police say?"
"How should I know?  It's not like they interviewed me."
"They interviewed your mother, right?  Do they have any leads?  What about Zoey?  I'm sure they talked to her."
"Alex, look, I'm sorry, but I don't know.  I spent some time with my mom, but after seeing her cry her eyes out for the millionth time, I bailed.  I haven't seen Zoey since that night.  I've seen cops going in and out of my house, but I was too chicken to listen in.  It took everything I had to go to my own funeral.  Zoey wasn't there.  Three people were there, and they were my mom's friends.  I heard about you, and I started hitching rides."
Alex pursed his lips and swallowed.  He thought Kylie would have more details than that.  It took her a lot of time to travel to Maryland.  For all she knew, the police might have solved her case already.  All the effort in getting to Stewardtown would go to waste.
He should have called Kylie's mother before leaving.  He should have made his case over the phone as best he could.  But he thought it was better for Kylie's mother to see what he could do in person.  She would certainly hang up after hearing a lunatic claim he'd spoken with the ghost of her daughter.
As terrible as the thought was, he hoped the police hadn't found her murderer.
"Kylie, that's not much to go on," he said.  "Are you sure you were even murdered?"
Her eyes went wide as the emotion burst.
"Of course I'm sure!  I heard the cops talking at least about that!  Wait…are you talking about drugs?  I've never touched a drug in my life!  I can't believe—"
She let out a tiny scream as she fell through the truck.  Alex gasped, and looked in the rear-view mirror to see her rolling on the road.  He turned on the truck's emergency flashers and pulled over to the shoulder.
He closed his eyes and leaned back against the seat, trying to subdue the frustration.
"That probably could have gone better," Nate said.
"Yeah.  Not exactly my plan.  Shit, Nate, she really doesn't remember anything about her death.  What if she was raped?  How will we all deal with that?"
"God, I don't know.  All we can do is help her through anything she needs help with.  I'm sure it won't be easy, but if we talk to the right people, go to the right places, we'll find who we're looking for."
Alex nodded.  He was glad Nate came along.
"The trick, it seems," Nate said.  "Is just getting down there."
Alex agreed.  If Kylie could only teleport back to her hometown, Alex and Nate could have caught a plane.  They would have already checked into a hotel.  Instead, they were still in Virginia, waiting for Kylie on the interstate.
Kylie approached the passenger's side, her eyes glassy.  Her lip quivered as she fought tears.  Alex rolled down the window.
"Kylie, I didn't mean you took drugs," he said.  "I just meant—"
"I know, I know," she said, holding up a hand.  "I know I'm irritating.  I'm not exactly the best witness to my own murder.  Can we get going now?"
"No.  Not yet."
Making sure the traffic was clear, Alex left the truck.  He circled around to Kylie while Nate watched in confusion.
"The first thing you're going to learn, right now, is how to get inside of a car."
She looked at the ground, pushing hair away from her face, embarrassed.  "Here?  I don't know."
"Trust me, we'll get it."
"No offense, Alex, but how are you going to teach me?  Just because you can talk to ghosts—"
"You've seen the wings.  I can do a little more than talk."
Alex spent the next twenty minutes guiding Kylie on how to slide into a car.  Nate stayed in the truck and offered advice and encouragement.  Kylie fell on her butt several times.  She tried to use her hands, grabbing the roof and door, but it was useless.  She wanted to hold Alex's hand for assistance.  He refused.  Kylie needed to learn on her own.
"It's just a lift of the leg, and a quick hop," he said.
Nate demonstrated the motion for her once, and then Alex.  Her jaw dropped at the first sight of him moving through a solid object, putting the lesson on hold for several minutes.
"Yeah, Alex can move through shit, just like us," Nate said.  "Pretty cool, right?"
After the initial amazement wore off, Kylie resumed her lesson.  Just when Alex thought that maybe he should relent, and let her crawl into the truck, she got it.  Her movements weren't crisp, but he was confident she'd get better.  She even hopped out of the truck so she could try again.
"Holy shit," she said, sliding to the middle.  "It's not that hard."
Alex simply smiled and shook her shoulder.  He settled in behind the wheel as Nate slid in next to Kylie.  She noticed the frown on his face.
"What's wrong?"
"I was kind of getting used to seeing you crawl like that.  It looked like a music video."
"Asshole," she said, but without the usual anger.
They drove nearly another hour.  Kylie laughed and smiled, joking with Alex and Nate both.  Maybe that was all she needed.  Just for one good thing to fall in place, even if it was only learning how to get in a car.  She didn't fall out of the truck, didn't even worry about it.
Alex noticed the signs for gas and food.  As much as he wanted to push on, he needed to stop.  Gas was the main concern, but a sandwich was calling his name.  Taking the exit, he had to drive another twenty minutes down a long, windy road, to a small diner with a gas station across the street.  Alex parked in the half-full lot and killed the engine.
"Damn," Nate said.  He stood and poked his head through the truck's roof.  "Where the hell are we?"
Kylie slid out, with a slight stumble, but otherwise landed on her feet.
"You have to love the country," she said.  "Actually, I'd love to live in a log cabin, in the middle of nowhere.  That is, if I was still alive."
The middle of nowhere was an accurate description for their location.  It was difficult to believe that they weren't far from the interstate.  The road stretched in both directions, with only huge fields on either side for company.  The diner had seen better days.  A broken window on the side had been fixed with duct tape.  Paint peeled from the walls.  But the food smelled delicious, even from the parking lot.
"I won't be long," Alex said.  "Just a quick bite, some gas, and then we're off again."
"Kylie and I will stay out here."
She leaned away in surprise.  "Uh, we are?"
"Yeah.  It's training time.  We'll practice some simple stuff, maybe a little teleportation."
Kylie nodded with enthusiasm.  Her spirits were bolstered since learning how to get in a vehicle.
"That's a good idea."
Alex didn't argue.  Kylie was right, and he didn't mind some time to himself.  Being cooped up with two others, even if they were ghosts, had taken its toll.
"Okay.  I'll see you guys soon."
"Uh, Alex?" Kylie said.
"Yeah?"
"You might want to stop talking."  She pointed over his shoulder.
Two men and a woman were making their way across the lot.  They stared at Alex with confusion, almost anger, as he engaged with his ghostly companions.  The woman was amused, but the men nearly snarled as they whispered to each other.
Alex quietly said goodbye to Kylie and Nate, then approached the diner.
The interior of the place didn't match the exterior at all.  Very cozy, pleasant.  The scent of quickly thrown together meals was heaven.  He didn't realize how hungry he was until the aroma invaded his nose.
He sat in the first empty booth he came to.  Several minutes later a waitress took his order.  Some caffeine to keep him going, and a grilled cheese sandwich with chips.
He pulled out his phone and traded texts with Cindy while waiting for his food.  She was at work, and more than happy to enjoy a distracting chat with her husband.  It didn't take long for the conversation to turn dirty, with Cindy providing great detail on what she was going to do to him when he returned.
His food arrived, and he was halfway through his meal when two shapes appeared next to him, followed by a loud voice.
"Alex!" Kylie shouted.  "It worked!"
He jumped in shock, and glared at Kylie.  Nate stood next to her, smiling.
"Sorry, but it worked!"
"We teleported all around this place," Nate said.
"It's not that bad, really.  All I have to do is picture a place in my head.  See all the details, and focus.  Then I just pop up right there."
"That's great, guys," Alex said, not minding his voice.  "Do you mind if I finish—?"
"We even teleported into rooms, once I saw them.  I popped into the women's bathroom."  Kylie nudged Nate's arm as she pointed at a large man at the end of the counter, sitting alone.  "I'll bet that's him.  He fits what the woman in the bathroom was saying.  Alex, there's actually a man and woman having sex in one of the stalls.  She's in there talking about her guy, who I'm guessing is right here."
"Guys!"  Alex raised his voice.  "I don't care about who is cheating on who in the bathroom!"
The subtle background noise in the diner suddenly went quiet.  Everyone froze as all eyes went to Alex.  Like usual, he'd forgotten he was talking to ghosts.  Some patrons were amused, while others were concerned, even afraid.  To make matters worse, the woman from the bathroom had walked out, and stood not far from Alex's booth.
He wasn't prepared for the slap.  The woman stepped forward and swung as hard as she could, catching him flush across the cheek.  Alex reeled back across the seat and held up an arm to block another swing.
"Who the hell do you think you're talking to?" she shouted.  "Who the fuck are you?!"
A man at the counter turned and wrapped his arms around the woman.  He apparently knew her, as he addressed her by name, Tonya, and told her to calm down.  Alex fished a twenty-dollar bill out of his wallet and dropped it on the table.  He didn't care about change, didn't care about finishing his meal.  All he wanted to do was get in his truck and leave.
He was heading for the exit when the oblivious boyfriend in question rose from his seat and reached the door first.  He closed it shut, and rose to his full height, about a head taller than Alex.  The look in his eye was unmistakable.
"You have something you want to say about my girlfriend?" he snarled.
Two more men stood up behind him.  Alex turned to see Tonya with her hands on her hips, a sly smile on her face.  Two men stood at her side.  Alex realized that everyone in the diner knew each other.
"Derek, c'mon now," a waitress said.  "If you and your buddies are looking for a fight, take it outside."
"He called me a whore, Derek!" Tonya shouted.
"Alex," Kylie said.  "I don't like this."
He ignored her, like he should have done while he was eating.
"Look, I didn't say anything about anybody."
"Oh, is that right?" Derek said, pushing him with one hand.  "That ain't true.  We've all been watching you talk to yourself over there, and now you've got eyes for my lady.  I don't like loonies checking out my stuff."
The group of men forming a loose circle around Alex now numbered five.  Alex looked at all of them, stunned.  In a matter of seconds he'd gone from eating lunch to surrounded by defenders of Tonya's honor.  Ironically, the lucky man who enjoyed her company five minutes ago slithered out of the woman's bathroom and left through a side exit.  Alex tried to point at him, but had his hand slapped away.
"Outside, fellas," another waiter shouted.
"I think you'd better apologize," Derek said.
"Sure," Alex said, looking over his shoulder.  "I'm sorry."
"Where are you from?" Derek asked.
For the first time, Alex grew angry.  Obviously, these men were looking for a fight.  He wouldn't give it to them.  He had more important things to think about.
"None of your business.  What does that have to do with—?"
Alex didn't see the attack coming.  One of the men behind him slammed a plate into his head, sending shattered porcelain across the diner.  There were startled shouts and gasps from the bystanders, but they did nothing.  Alex dropped to one knee, and that's when the five men piled on.  They kicked, stomped, and punched.  Most of the blows were glancing, but a few struck home.  His nose was broken, and the tip of a boot slammed into his ribs.  He tried to cover his head, and felt blood on his face.
Through the mass of limbs striking him, he saw two pairs of hands, reaching through his attackers.  Kylie and Nate were trying to help, as if they were still alive.
"Leave him alone!  Get off!" Kylie shouted.
One man pulled Alex's arms away from his face, so Derek could get a clear shot.  Derek took advantage, and punched him in the jaw.
That was the moment Alex lost control.
The beating didn't stop when the lights went out.  It took one of the fluorescent lights exploding above their heads to make the mob back up.  Another bulb exploded, and then another.
"Oh, no," Alex said, pulling himself to his hands and knees.  "No.  No no no."
The shadows in the corners of the diner grew as the darkness spread, like cancer.
Kylie and Nate leaned next to Alex.  He spit up blood on the floor.  His body felt mangled, like he'd been hit by a car.
More lights exploded.  A woman ran for the front door, but it wouldn't open.  The shadows continued to stretch across the walls.
The horrific noises were next.  The moaning, the growling.  A twisted, demonic laugh echoed through the diner.
Alex closed his eyes, trying to concentrate.  He tried to blank his mind, focus on closing the gateway.  But all he could feel was pain, even with the fear growing around him.  It was agony just to breathe.
"Go back," he said.  "You don't belong here."
The darkness responded with countless voices that blended together.
"Masterrrr…."
"Go back!"
He stood and leaned on the empty table next to him.  The patrons cowered in their booths, hid under tables.  They whimpered and moved away from the encroaching shadows.
"We'll kill them for you, Masterrrr…."
Derek and his friends had pushed a family out from under a table to take their place.  A waitress slowly backed up near the cash register.  She didn't see the twisted, clawed talon reaching for her from the wall.  Alex was already moving, but he couldn't move quickly.  He half-stumbled, half-walked toward her just as the talon wrapped its fingers in the waitress's hair.
She screamed as the demon yanked her head back.  Alex grabbed the demon's arm.  It immediately let go, and the collective voice changed to that of a painful howl.  He closed his eyes and forced the pain aside as the waitress clung to him.
"Listen to me," he said.  "Listen to Master.  Leave, now."
Slowly, the darkness shrank back into the walls.  The howling and moaning faded, and the stench that accompanied a demonic gateway disappeared.  The lights that weren't broken came to life.
Alex said nothing else.  No parting words, no threats, no requests for an apology.  He opened the door, now unlocked, and didn't look back as he kept his gaze focused on his truck.  The pain was still there.  Everything ached.
Kylie and Nate were behind him, keeping two steps back.
"What the hell was that?" Nate asked.
Kylie sniffled.  "I've never been so scared in all my life."
Alex waited until his companions were settled in the truck before he drove away.  His own emotions were out of control, wrestling with the pain he was in.  He didn't know what part of him hurt worse.
"Shit, Alex," Nate said.  "You're bleeding like crazy, man."
Putting a hand to his head, he pulled it away to reveal a palm of crimson.  He parked on the shoulder and stepped out of the truck.  Kylie and Nate followed while Alex leaned against the tailgate.
"We need to call a hospital," Kylie said.
Nate waved his hands, more animated than usual.
"I guess, but damn, I don't know.  We don't even have an idea what road we're on."  He approached Alex and tried to put a hand on his shoulder.  "Alex, listen.  Get your phone from the glove compartment, and call 911.  Do you hear me?  You look pretty beat up."
"That was the stupidest thing I've ever done," Alex said.
Nate signaled for Kylie.  "Uh, I'm going to need some help here.  He might be in shock or something."
Kylie squatted so she could look up into Alex's eyes.
"You're hurt.  You need to get to a hospital."  She glanced at Nate.  "Can you teleport around?  Figure out what road we're on?  I'll stay with him."
"I can try.  I'll head back to the diner, see if we missed any signs."
"Don't bother," Alex said.
He opened the glove compartment, but didn't reach for the phone.  Instead, he grabbed the lighter his friend Josh from work left behind.  He'd been meaning to throw it out, but was glad he didn't.
"I could have done anything," Alex said.  He looked at himself in the passenger's side mirror.  His face was a mess, covered in blood, his nose crooked.  His left eye was red, and the cheek swollen.  "It all happened so fast.  I just wasn't thinking.  I could have vanished and walked through the wall.  But no, I lost it.  I opened up a demonic gateway."
"You can do that?" Kylie asked.  When he didn't answer, she looked at Nate.  "He can do that?"
Nate shrugged.
"I'm sorry," Alex said.  "I didn't mean for you guys to see that."
"It's okay," Kylie said, doing her best to rub his back.  "It was my fault.  I keep talking to you like I'm alive, and I'm not."
"It's not your fault."
Nate stepped forward.  "Dude, you have to get your phone.  Call someone."
Alex said nothing.  He just smiled as he grabbed one of the bags containing his clothes.  He pulled his shirt away from his chest to see how much blood he'd shed.  It was safe to say it wasn't worth trying to save his clothes.
Kylie and Nate glanced at each other as Alex walked away from the road, into the field.  They kept pace and followed.  The grass was tall, nearly up to Alex's waist.
"Dude," Nate said.  "Where are you going?  I would say you're taking us to the field to shoot us, but that wouldn't do you much good."
They walked for another minute or so until Alex finally turned around.  They'd crossed several hills through the field, and couldn't even see the truck or road.  It was the perfect spot for what he had in mind.
"Okay, guys.  If you don't mind, you need to turn around for this part."
Nate shrugged at Kylie before they turned their backs.  Alex tossed his bag aside and took a deep breath.  It took several attempts to remove his shirt.  He was sure he had some broken ribs.  Balling up his bloody shirt, he dropped it on the ground.
He was halfway through slipping out of his jeans when Kylie turned her head.
"Kylie!" Nate said.  "Are you peeking?"
"Well, I'm sorry!  But a cute guy is pulling his clothes off behind us.  A little peek is okay."
"Alex is married!"
"Oh, please, I'm not trying to marry him.  And has that ever stopped you?  How many married women have you accidentally seen naked?  You're all about the peeking, aren't you?"
Nate stuttered.  "T-This isn't about me!"
"Whatever.  I never want to hear talk about naked women again."
"Fine.  You know, I'm more than just—"
The rapidly-spreading flames interrupted their argument.  Kylie and Nate whirled to see Alex, fully nude, watching the fire he'd started.  He tossed his shoes, the only item spared, aside as his clothes charred.  It didn't take long for the fire to spread to an old log nearby.
"Uh, Alex?" Kylie said.  "What are you doing?"
"Whoa, this shit is dangerous," Nate said, watching the flames.  "This isn't very smart, dude."
Alex said nothing as he waited patiently.  He touched the top of his head.  The blood had stopped, at least.  Now it was time to take care of his injuries.
"Your side," Kylie said.  Alex's ribs were black and purple.  "Please, you've got to call a doctor."
The flames had grown into a full blaze.  If he let it go too much longer there was a good chance it would spread further.  He took a step forward.
"Hey!" Kylie shouted.  Nate and she moved together, reaching out for him.  "What are you doing?"
Stepping into the fire felt like sinking into a warm bath.  The flames started at his feet, and worked their way up.  He closed his eyes and enjoyed the sensation as his body caught aflame.  Kylie and Nate shouted in fear at first, but realized pain was the last thing Alex felt.
His body was healing, his strength building.  It no longer hurt to breathe, and Alex took in the moment by taking deep breaths.  Opening his eyes, Kylie and Nate stood before him, stunned.  He held up a hand, but the flame was already dying out.  His body absorbed fire, like a regular human did lotion.
"Much better," he said, smiling.  "But not there yet."
He strolled to the log, with the ghosts watching his every step.  He squatted and stuck his hand in the fire, enjoying the beautiful orange and blue as it danced up his arm.  Slowly, the flames on the ground vanished, seeping into Alex's flesh.
"Ahhh," he said, moving his arms about to test for pain.  "I needed that."
He was quiet as he opened his bag and pulled out a change of clothes.  Yet another shirt ruined, this time with one of his favorite pairs of jeans.  He could feel Kylie's eyes on him as he quickly put on a pair of underwear and sweatpants.  He felt more comfortable at least half-dressed, but Kylie still stared at him.  Nate joined her, looking back and forth between Alex and the dead fire.
"What do you guys think?" Alex said, searching the grass.  "Is the fire all gone?  I don't want to burn this whole field down."
Kylie and Nate said nothing.  They were lost for words.  Not only was Alex healed, but his skin was clear of any bloodstains.  He looked like his old self once again.
His cheeks turned red from the attention.  He slipped a shirt over his head and slung his bag over his shoulder.
"Some people like Gatorade," he said.  "I like fire."



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 8
 
Alex drifted in and out of sleep until finally awakening in an unfamiliar room.  He looked to his right, where the alarm was supposed to be, but saw nothing.  A soft glow pulled his attention to the left, where a digital clock informed him it was three in the morning.  Cindy wasn't next to him, like she was supposed to be.  Slowly, his memory pushed aside the brain haze.
They'd arrived in Stewardtown just after midnight.  He'd checked in at the first motel they came to.  Exhaustion had already claimed him, and he didn't even look over the room before collapsing into bed.  He'd only managed two tasks before passing out.  Sending a semi-coherent text to Cindy, and turning the TV on for Kylie and Nate.
Despite the fact that he could barely keep his eyes open, restful sleep eluded him.  His thoughts drifted to Jack Kursed, and the Hell he went through the past two centuries.
With one final, irritated sigh, he tossed the sheet away.  Swinging his legs over the bed, he tuned into his night vision, to check out the room.  The motel was cheap, exactly what he needed.  A single bed, mini-fridge, small TV, a corner table with a single chair, and a simple bathroom.  There was also a dresser he didn't intend to use.  It was a base of operations that would suit him perfectly.
Kylie and Nate were nowhere to be seen.  He stood up, his knees wobbling slightly, and crossed the room.  He turned the TV off, bathing everything in silence and darkness.  Maybe some sleep was in his future, after all.
He was nearly back to bed when he noticed someone through the window.  It was Kylie, standing on the walkway outside the room.  He smiled at the sight of her.  She didn't have any further incidents staying in the truck after the diner.  Alex was proud of her, and although Nate didn't say as much, so was he.
The warm air smacked him as he opened the door.  It was definitely hotter than Maryland.  Kylie heard Alex and turned.
"Look at you.  You didn't even change your clothes—"
She tried to grab the railing, but her hand passed through.  She lost her footing, and her expression took on a wild look of panic as her arms flailed.  Alex reached and grabbed her before she could plummet from the second floor walkway to the parking lot below.
"Thanks," she said, taking a deep breath.  "That would not have been fun."
"You would have been fine," Alex said, resting his elbows on the railing.
"Yeah, I guess so.  I could have just teleported back up.  Like this."
Kylie teleported from his right side to his left, flashed him a smile, and then back again.  She was showing off.  Alex laughed quietly and nodded approval.
"Looks like you're getting good at that."
"I am.  It's not so bad.  Nate says when a ghost spends a lot of time with certain people, they can go right to them without having to know where they are."
"It's true.  One of the benefits of being dead, I guess.  Where is Nate, by the way?"
"He said he had to check in with some people.  He'd be back soon.  What are you doing up?  I thought you'd be asleep for days."
He groaned.  "Not in that bed."
They were quiet as they watched the street before them.  The area was dead, with the exception of the rare car that drove by.  Their only company was the crickets and the sounds of the leaves rustling in the woods behind them.
"This road goes to my school," Kylie said.  "My old school.  I don't know how many times I passed this motel.  I just wanted to survive senior year."  She adjusted her glasses.  "I didn't even survive, period."
"We'll solve your murder, Kylie," Alex said, patting her shoulder.  "Then it will get better.  I can't even imagine what it's like for you.  But I've met enough ghosts to know that death really is just a phase.  Whether it's here, or on the other side.  You can still have more, if you want it."
"The other side," she said.  "What's that like?"
"I don't know.  I can't cross that line, and the other ghosts that come back can't describe what it's like.  But from the looks on their faces, it's pretty cool."
Kylie laughed.  "Pretty cool," she repeated.  "I wonder if I'll need glasses there."
Alex smiled and gestured to the room.  "I'm going to try to sleep.  Tomorrow will be a big day."
As he reached the doorknob, Kylie stopped him.
"Don't take this the wrong way, but today at the diner really freaked me out."
"Me, too."
"You're not…normal, at all."
He didn't respond.  There was that word again.  Normal always liked to follow him around, taunt him.
"What are you?" she asked.  "You're not a vampire, not a witch, but you're different, just like Victoria and Kevin.  What would you call yourself."
"Right now, very tired."
*****
Alex took in his surroundings as he drove through the streets of Stewardtown.  Exhaustion kept him from an initial impression the night before.  Kylie's hometown was quiet, friendly.  It had a working class vibe.  Mothers walked their children to school.  Local police gathered outside a coffee shop to gorge on caffeine before their shift.  The sounds of electrical saws and nail-guns filled the air as they passed a house being built.  It reminded Alex of his own area just outside Baltimore.
Then, as he followed Kylie's directions, everything changed.
The houses grew larger and further apart.  There were more fences and lawn than street.  The cars became more luxurious.  They passed one home that rivaled Victoria's.
Kylie was quiet as she sat in the middle.  Nate played a game of guess the occupation as they passed each home.  His guesses ranged from drug dealer to doctor to high level CEO.
"Holy shit, you know that guy is rich," Nate said, pointing at a man in a suit climbing into his car.  "Ha!  You should have seen the look he just gave you.  Like 'What is that filthy-ass truck doing here?'"
"Kylie?  What's on your mind?" Alex asked, noticing her solemn expression.
"It's just…."  She searched for words.  "It's great to be back home.  And it's depressing to be back home.  If that makes any sense."
He smiled warmly and nodded.  It made perfect sense.
Kylie finally directed them to slow down as they approached a house on the very edge of Stewardtown.  It was far bigger than the rest, sitting on a hill that loomed over the neighborhood.  A long driveway led to the road.  The driveway formed a circle in front of the house, with a fountain in the middle.
"Damn, Kylie," Nate said.  "Did your family win a bet with the other neighbors or something?"
"Like I said.  My mom's rich."
"But you didn't say how rich."
"You didn't ask."
"So, why do you dress like that?"
Alex and Kylie both regarded Nate, with her glare being slightly more evil.
"Like what, Nate?"
"Like, I don't know…so plain."  He realized the error in his choice of words, and his eyes grew large.  "That's not what I meant.  It's just weird, that's all.  You're actually very beautiful."
Kylie's expression softened, and Nate once again found himself backpedaling as his cheeks turned red.  Alex smiled and enjoyed the show.
"I didn't mean beautiful.  It's just…your clothes, and this house—"
"You mean why didn't I ask Mommy to buy expensive clothes for me?  Because I'd rather dress how I want.  You know, money isn't everything, Nate."
"I would have been more than happy to test that when I was alive."
"What do your parents do?" Alex asked.
"The money is all from Mom's side.  A lot of it was inheritance, but she works her ass off.  People in town think she doesn't do anything, but she actually owns the steel mill, which I don't think anyone knows.  She owns a couple of other shops in town, too.  She's always giving money to schools, charities."  Hey eyes teared up.  "She's a great person.  Now, Dad, well, I haven't seen him in a few years.  This town and Mom weren't good enough.  I used to spend every summer with him.  Then it was every other summer.  You get the idea."
Alex nodded and studied the house, trying to prepare himself for the meeting ahead.  He didn't anticipate it going smoothly.  They never did.  It would be awkward, tense, maybe even volatile.  But if he wanted to help Kylie, and get paid, this was the first step.
"Should I go up there to the driveway?" Alex asked.  "Or park down here?  Is she even home?  I don't see a car.  What's best?"
"She's home, and the driveway's fine.  She always works from home.  The car's probably around back in the garage."
He gripped the wheel and leaned forward to look over Kylie to Nate.  "Do you mind sitting this one out?"
"What?  You think Kylie's mom will think we're dating or something?"
Kylie laughed.  "Mom won't think anything like that."
"Why?" Nate said, smiling.  "Not your type?"
"No.  I just…didn't date."
"Please," Alex said.  "This will be tough."
"And you don't need another ghost making things harder," Nate said, sliding toward the door.  "I get it.  I'll be out here."
"Thanks."
"You got it, man."
Alex nearly hit the gas when Nate reached back through the door and grabbed Kylie's arm.  He leaned through the window.
"Good luck, Kylie," he said.  "Whatever happens, I've got your back."
She smiled and nodded gratefully.  Alex looked her over as he slowly drove toward the house.
"I'm glad to see you two have become friends."
"He irritates the hell out of me," she said.  "Talks too much.  Never serious.  I can't be sure, but I think I've caught him looking at my breasts three times now.  And that's just weird.  Do I really even have breasts to look at?  I'm dead, after all."
"You regret letting him come along?"
Kylie didn't hesitate.  "Not at all."
She shifted forward as the house drew closer.  Frowning, her shoulders slumped as she fixated on something.
"Oh, Mom."
Alex followed her gaze, and saw a For Sale sign in the grass.  They were quiet as he parked the truck.  He left first, standing still on the driveway, with Kylie following shortly behind.  She approached the sign and ran a hand along it, her fingers poking through.
"I can't believe this.  I lived in this house my whole life.  I just can't imagine someone else living in it."
"Maybe your mom wants a fresh start."
"I guess I can't blame her.  But still—"
"Can I help you?"
Alex spun to see a woman standing at the front door, leaning out.  He didn't need to be told she was Kylie's mother.  She was the exact image of Kylie, aged twenty years.  The same light brown hair, the same blue eyes, the same dimples.  She didn't wear glasses, but brushed hair from her eyes in the exact manner as Kylie.  It was all Alex could do not to smile.  The clothes were the only difference.  She wore a charcoal skirt and white blouse, looking ready for a business meeting.
"That's Mom," Kylie said, choking up a little.  "Always looks great, even for a meeting over Skype."
"Ms. Sinclair?"
Kylie leaned close.  "Her name's—"
"Meagan," she said, interrupting her daughter without realizing.  "What can I do for you?"
"I was actually hoping to have a few minutes of your time.  My name's Alex.  Do you mind if we talk inside?"
"Oh, wow," Kylie said.  "You really have done this before."
Alex ignored her.  He wanted to flash her a look, silently ask her to be quiet for a few minutes, but Meagan's stare never left him.  She was sizing him up, judging him.
Meagan didn't budge.  She cocked her hip and crossed her arms.
"What about?"
"Kylie."
Her mouth opened, just a little, at the sound of her daughter's name.  She regained her composure quickly, but was intrigued.
"I've talked to enough reporters, and the police have definitely been by enough times.  I'm tired of talking, to be honest."
"Well, luckily I'm not either of them."
"And what are you?"
Alex only grinned, particularly amused by the phrasing of the question.  He was purposely being mysterious.  He didn't want to blurt out his intentions on her front lawn.
"Can we talk inside?"
Meagan didn't move for a moment, didn't say a word.  Finally, she nodded and stepped onto the porch, holding the door open for him.  Alex thanked her graciously as he entered the foyer.  Kylie kept close to avoid having the door shut on her.
Alex took in the large, luxurious home as Meagan led him through the hall.  They passed some beautiful paintings and a bare living room.  At the end of the hall he could see a kitchen the size of his entire first floor.  Meagan turned left into an office.  A large bookcase took up the entire back wall, full of antique-looking literature.  A Macintosh computer sat on an immaculate desk.
"Please, have a seat.  Sorry about sitting here in the office.  I know it's not exactly warm and cozy.  But our…my sitting room is a bit of a mess right now with boxes."
"It's no problem at all."
Alex approached the chair across from Meagan, but pictures on the wall caught his attention.
"Ah," Kylie said.  "Mom's shrine to me."
The wall was littered with pictures of Kylie.  They were taken throughout her life, showcasing her from a baby all the way up to her senior year photo.  Alex smiled.  She was napping in one, her leg hanging off her bed at an odd angle, with drool running from her mouth.  In another she was holding a trophy of some kind, hugging her mother tightly.  It was easy to see they were close.  Alex tried to stifle a frown as sadness gripped him.  He knew better than anyone else that there was life after death.  Death wasn't the end, and there was no need to despair when it was time for a loved one to move on.  But the thought of a living realm without Kylie was a sad one.  He'd only known her a short time, but the world would be a little darker without her in it.
"It's funny how senior year pictures work," Meagan said behind him.  "She didn't graduate yet; she was still in school.  But there she is, in her cap and gown.  She didn't get to go nuts with her friends, go to a graduation party.  It's…just not fair."
He turned to see Meagan dabbing her eyes with a tissue.  Kylie took a deep breath, battling her own feelings, as she dropped to one knee next to her mother.  She tried to hold her mother's hand, but that was impossible.
"Don't worry, Mom," she said.  "It's not like I had a lot of friends, anyway."
"I'm very sorry," Alex said, sitting across from Meagan.
"Thank you."  Meagan sighed and forced a smile, looking even more like Kylie.  She brushed a strand of hair aside and folded her hands.  "So, Alex, I'm sure you're not here to watch a woman cry.  What can I do for you?"
"Actually, I might be able to do something for you."
Meagan arched a doubtful eyebrow.
"I've heard that before.  I've had a few people wanting to help me recently.  A woman stopped by a week ago and wanted me to invest in a business of hers.  It would make me so much money, she said.  And a man wanted to help me in other ways, but his help meant I needed to take off my clothes."  She rolled her eyes.
"Uh, Mom, that's gross."
Alex laughed, but quickly shoved the humor aside.
"Well, you can definitely keep your clothes on with me."
"Why are you here, Alex?"
"Okay, down to business," he whispered.  Meagan was intimidating, but not to Alex.  He'd dealt with far worse than a direct businesswoman.  "I'd like to find out who killed Kylie."
"You're a private investigator?"
"At times, yeah."
"Do you have a business card?"
He had to focus to keep his cheeks from turning red.
"Uh, no.  My wife's actually getting them printed now.  I do have a website, if you want to see—"
She waved dismissively and shook her head.  "You don't think the police are doing a good enough job?"
"You tell me.  Have they found out anything?  What have they told you?"
"Alex, I admire your initiative.  But I'll be honest, I'd rather let the police handle this.  That's their job.  You'll just have to look through the newspapers for another potential client."
"She's in business-mode," Kylie said.  "She's not usually like this.  If you want to get on her good side—"
Alex shot her a glare.  Kylie went silent and backed up a step.  Meagan noticed Alex's attention was elsewhere and looked over her shoulder.
"Uh, Alex?  Are you okay?"
He smiled and stood up.  The brief meeting went exactly as he thought it would.
"I'm fine.  Thank you very much for seeing me."
He held out his hand.  Kylie let out a long oh, finally understanding.
Meagan extended her hand, which Alex took.
"Hi, Mom."
Meagan's eyes went wide as she turned her head.  Kylie smiled at her.  Meagan gasped and tried to pull her hand free, but Alex didn't release his grip.  He leaned in closer and grabbed her hand with both of his.
"I'm sorry.  I know this is a shock.  But believe me, this isn't a trick."
"What's going on?  What is this?"  Meagan reached out with her free hand to the desk for support.  "Kylie—"
"It's me, Mom.  But, unfortunately, I'm still dead."
Meagan reached out to touch her daughter.  Her hand passed through Kylie's cheek.  Meagan cried, and Kylie wasn't far behind her.
"Aw, c'mon," Kylie said.  "You bawling is only going to make me cry, too."
"This is what I do," Alex said.  "I see ghosts, and I can let others see them."
Meagan's knees shook.  Alex wrapped an arm around her waist to help her stand.
"Shit," he said.  "Don't pass out on me now."
"Let's go to the kitchen," Kylie said.  "Get Mom some water."
*****
Ten minutes later, Alex sat next to Meagan at a dining table inside the kitchen.  She nursed a glass of water Alex had poured for her, drinking with both hands.  Alex rested his hand on the back of Meagan's neck, not feeling comfortable with the touching.  Kylie sat across from them.  Despite her improvement on the drive from Maryland to Florida, she did fall through the chair once.  Meagan didn't blink at all.  She was afraid that if she closed her eyes, her daughter would disappear.
Alex wanted to move forward, to get to the part where they worked out a financial arrangement, and he got started.  But he contained himself, and the three of them simply sat in silence for several minutes.  Kylie smiled bashfully and set her hand on top of her mother's.  Even though they couldn't feel each other Meagan smiled as well.
"How…is this possible?" Meagan asked.
Alex waved off her question.  There was no need to go into his unusual history.
"Details," he said.  "I have some cool things I can do with ghosts.  Kylie found me, and here I am."
"God, I've missed you," Meagan told Kylie.  "I love you.  I should have said it so much more."
"Me, too.  I'm missed you too, Mom.  I was there next to you at the funeral, trying to hold your hand.  It killed me that I was right there, and you couldn't feel me."
Tears ran down Meagan's face freely as weeks of introspection poured out.
"I'm so sorry I spent so much time in that office, always working.  I wished I'd have done everything differently.  I wish I would have been there for you."
"Mom, you were amazing.  You are amazing.  Please, don't be that way.  You were there for me.  I'm not going to sit here and say I don't have some regrets, but believe me, none of them have to do with you."
Mother and daughter cried, and Alex found himself choking up slightly.  He took a breath and kept his composure.
"I know after Mike Hodge dumped me at that dance in ninth grade, you went over to his house and screamed at him."
Meagan finally laughed and took another sip of water.  She stared down at the table, embarrassed.
"You know about that?"
"Yeah.  I was horrified, at first.  But you always stood up for me."
They shared another laugh before Meagan turned serious.
"Kylie, what happened that night?  The police…they found you on a riverbank.  They won't tell me anything, which means they don't know anything.  Zoey says you two got separated at a club.  Which, young lady, is very far from the studying you were supposed to be doing at her house."
"We did study, Mom, but then we went out!  And I don't know.  I don't remember anything.  That's why I found Alex.  I want to hire him to help me find out what happened."
"You want to hire Alex?"
"Sorry," Kylie said, smiling.  "But it looks like even from the grave, I'm going to have to ask for money."
"This is my job, Meagan," Alex said.  "I'm a paranormal investigator.  I help the living, and I help the…"  He hesitated.  "Dead."
"And what exactly can you do?"
Kylie saved him before he was expected to run down a list of his many powers.
"Trust me," she said.  "Alex is worth it.  He's awesome."
Meagan eyed him up, even harder than she did previously.  Leaning back, she broke physical contact for a moment, separating her from the spirit realm.  Alex held out his pinky, and she took it, which was more than enough for her to see Kylie again.
"How much do you charge?"
Alex steeled himself for the difficult part that Cindy and he discussed at length.
"Seven hundred dollars a day.  Plus expenses.  But expenses are light, if that matters.  I'm staying at a motel on the other side of town."
Meagan was quiet a moment, but it was more for show.  It was an easy decision in her mind.
"Agreed, but with conditions."
"And what's that?"
"I get to see her when I want.  At night, if that works better for you.  I'll stop by your motel room, or you can come over here.  And when everything is over, I get to have a day with her."
Alex didn't have a problem with that.
"Okay," Meagan said, smiling at her daughter.  "What now?"
He pulled the folded paperwork out of his back pocket.  Cindy would have been proud that he actually remembered.
"Now for the not-so-fun part."
Meagan read over the paperwork carefully, while Alex waited patiently.  It was designed to protect Alex and Cindy, and Demons LLC.  He went over the same details with her that he did with Kylie.  All he promised was a name, not a trip to the police station.  Ultimately, he was working for Kylie's piece of mind, and not for justice in the way the living knew it.
Meagan wasn't bothered by that at all.  She told Alex that a name would do fine, and leave the rest to her.  Her tone, her demeanor, made the hair on Alex's neck stand up.
After a teary, but hopeful goodbye, Alex and Kylie left the house while Meagan waved from the porch.  Nate was waiting by the truck, and slipped through the door to take his spot in the middle.  The meeting with Meagan went far better than he expected.  No hysterics, no frantic calls to the police about a stranger in her home claiming to be able to talk to her deceased daughter.
He had a signed contract in his back pocket, and it was finally time to go to work.
"You holding up okay?" he asked Kylie, who was quiet.
"Yeah, I'm fine.  It's just…good to be able to talk to Mom again."  She poked his shoulder.  "In all my rush to get back here to search for my killer, I didn't even think about how awesome it would be to tell Mom I love her.  Thank you for that."
He nodded and smiled.  They circled the truck and climbed inside.  He gave one final wave to Meagan as he circled the driveway and left her property.
"How did everything go?" Nate asked.
"It went great.  We're in business.  Kylie, this riverbank your Mom talked about, is that where you died?"
"I don't know."
"What about the alley where you woke up?  Is that near the club?  Can you get us back there?"
She lowered her head, embarrassed.  "I…no, I don't think so.  I told you.  I didn't exactly take notes when I woke up.  Sorry."
"It's okay.  I've been thinking about this.  We've got other places to start.  We'll go—"
"Let's go see Zoey," Kylie said.
"I was thinking the police station.  Figure out what they know.  But…you're right.  She's a great place to start.  She's in school now though, right?"
Kylie lowered her eyes.  "Uh, no, she's not."



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 9
 
"There," Kylie said, pointing.  "The blue house, second from the end, with the Trailblazer in the driveway."
"Hmm," Nate said.  He glanced at the houses around him.  "This neighborhood is a little different than yours."
Kylie narrowed her eyes.  "Just go ahead and say it.  What word do you want to use?  Poor?  Struggling?"
"Hey, I wasn't going to say that.  I think it's cool, actually, that you and Zoey are friends.  I bet they gave you a hard time at school."
There was sadness in Kylie's voice.
"She didn't care where I came from, and I didn't care where she came from.  She was my best friend.  Really, my only friend.  It's weird how kids can be.  They made fun of both of us for where we came from, and we're the opposite.  It doesn't make sense.  But it pulled us together, I think."
Alex slowed the truck and parked across from Zoey's home.  The house was in need of a few repairs.  A shutter or two hung on by a single nail, moving slightly with the breeze.  A down-spout was missing from one of the rain gutters.
"Why isn't she in school?"
Kylie sighed.  "She stopped going after I was killed.  I guess she could have gone back by now, but I have a feeling she didn't.  That's her dad's car in the driveway.  He works nights, and he's been watching her during the day.  I…just want to make sure she's okay."
Alex grabbed his phone and jotted some notes, writing down everything Kylie said.  He made a listing for Zoey, her age, the school she went to, her father's name, the type of car they drove, any little detail that might matter.
"Okay.  Let's go."
He was halfway up the sidewalk when he realized he was alone.  Turning his head, he saw Kylie and Nate standing in the middle of the street.  Kylie was taking deep breaths, her eyes wide, in the middle of a panic attack.  The visit with her mother went well, but the thought of seeing her old friend was too much.  She leaned over and rested her hands on her knees.  An old van and a car passed through the pair, and Kylie didn't even flinch.  Alex took a step to approach her, ready to calm her down.
It turned out he didn't have to.
Nate was at her side, his arm around her shoulders.  He was hunched over as well.  He whispered quiet, encouraging words as he rubbed her back.  Those words turned to jokes, and they worked, as short laughs escaped in between her strained breathing.  She brushed hair away from her face, but Nate stopped her before she could adjust her glasses.
"Let me do that," he said.  "I've always wanted to touch a girl's glasses."
"I'm sure that's not all you want to touch."
"Yeah, let me touch your shoes, too."
Kylie giggled and stood to her full height.  Despite the age difference, Kylie was shorter than Nate.  A smile crossed her face as he made a big presentation of pushing her glasses onto her nose.  They laughed together, and Alex was touched at the scene.
"Are you ready?" Alex asked as they joined him.
Kylie nodded.  "I think so."
"Nate—"
"I know, I know.  Stay out here, right?"
"You got it."
"No," Kylie said, surprised the both of them.  "Nate can come with us."  She looked at him.  "You'll like Zoey."
Alex shrugged.  Ultimately, he didn't care, as long as the both of them were relatively quiet.
He knocked on the front door.  Inside, there was the sound of someone tripping over something, followed by cursing, before the front door opened.
"That's Zoey's father," Kylie informed.  "David Gallner."
The man had the look of someone who'd just woken up.  Guilt poked at Alex at the thought of ruining the sleep of a man who worked the night shift.  His hair was a mess, his eyes only half open.  He was still in his sleep-ware, a pair of sweatpants and a tee shirt with a few tiny holes.
"Damn dog," he muttered, fixing his gaze on Alex.  "Yeah?"
"Morning, sir.  My name is Alex Teague.  I was hoping I could talk with Zoey for a few minutes.  Is she home?"
David looked Alex up and down.  "You don't look much like the police."
"No, sir.  I'm actually a private investigator.  Meagan Sinclair hired me."
David frowned and clenched his eyes shut while shaking his head.  "Stop with the sir shit.  The name's David.  Come on in."
Alex smiled and stepped foot inside the living room.  The couch still had the blanket and pillow from where David had slept.  The furniture was old and torn in a few spots, but Alex liked the house.
"Don't mind the mess," he said.  "And don't mind that old mutt over there.  I work nights, so I sleep out here so I don't wake the wife up.  But guess who sleeps with me every night on that tiny-ass couch.  Old Princess over there."
"Hi, Princess!" Kylie said.  She squatted and waved frantically at the collie, German shepherd mix.  The beautiful dog sat on its haunches in between the living room and kitchen.  "I've missed you too, girl!"
The dog stared directly at Kylie and let out a low whine.  Her tail began wagging as she grew more excited.  She took a step forward, but then lost sight of Kylie and stared at the ceiling.
"Dumb dog," David said.  "She likes catnip, so that should tell you all you need to know."
"My first girlfriend had a dog that liked apples," Nate said.  "You said have seen it.  You could roll an apple on the floor, and the dog would go nuts.  It would just chew and claw at the thing—"
Alex cleared his throat loudly, and Nate got the message.  He apologized quietly before going silent.
David folded his blanket and set his pillow aside.
"So, a private investigator," he said, shaking his head.  "I guess that doesn't surprise me.  Meagan always has been a little off."
Kylie scowled at the disparaging words about her mother.
"Money will do that to you," he continued.  "I liked Kylie.  Very sweet, level-headed girl.  She kept Zoey out of trouble."
Alex looked around for any signs of a high school senior milling about.  He didn't hear any voices, didn't hear TV or music blaring from a room.
"Is Zoey here?  I won't take up too much of her time."
"She is, but I don't think you'll get much out of her."  His shoulders slumped and gaze fell.  "She…hasn't been doing well since Kylie died."
David approached a door in the back of the living room that led downstairs.  Kylie stared in confusion, glancing back and forth between the stairs and Zoey's father.
"Zoey moved downstairs?" she said aloud.
"Zoey, honey?" David called.  "Someone's here to talk to you.  Why don't you come up?  I'll make you breakfast."
"I'm not hungry," a voice called.  "Tell whoever it is to go away."
"You have to eat.  Just a bowl of cereal or something."
He was answered by music.  Zoey already had enough talking.
"She hasn't been out of the basement in weeks.  We…we don't know what to do."
"Is it okay if I talk to her?"
"Sure.  Although, as you can see, she's not in the mood to talk."
Alex slowly descended the creaky stairs, closing the door behind him.  The light completely disappeared, and he stumbled once before finding the handrail.  He was tempted to flip on his night vision, but decided a glowing set of eyes wouldn't be best for a grieving teenager to see.
"Uh, Zoey?"
Still only the music.
Taking each step carefully, he finally made it to the bottom.  Turning the corner, there was soft glow ahead of him.  He could make out a bed, sitting on the floor without a frame.  Zoey lay on her back with a Nook above her head, scrolling through pages of a book.
"Damn," Nate said.  "Is this a goth lair or something?"
Kylie scowled and stepped forward toward her friend.
"Oh, Zoey," she said sadly.
Zoey finally noticed her intruder and jolted upright on the bed.  She turned off the MP3 player nearby, bathing the basement in silence.
"Who are you?" she demanded.
"I'm Alex.  I just wanted—"
"I said I didn't want to talk to anyone.  Get out."
"But I'm trying to find Kylie's murderer.  Don't you want to help me do that?"
She scoffed.  "You're not going to find whoever killed Kylie."
"Why do you say that?"
"It's been too long.  Don't you ever watch TV?  Once it goes past two days, the chances drop so low.  The cops don't have a clue.  They'll give up."
"Well, I won't."
Nate waved from a few feet away, not far from Zoey's bed.
"Hey.  I think there's a lamp over here."
He walked in Nate's direction and felt in the darkness.  His hand rolled over an end table, a hair brush, a shirt, and finally a lamp.  He turned it on, illuminating slightly the area Zoey had lived the past few weeks.
The basement was partially finished with carpet, but no walls or ceiling.  A door behind Zoey's bed led to a utility room, a washer and dryer.  The rest was hers.  There was the previously discovered bed and end table, but also a dresser with a small TV, a rack full of clothes, a laundry basket against the wall.  The dresser was lined with pictures of Zoey's life.  They showed a much different girl than the person laying on the bed before Alex.  
The girl in the photos was smiling, laughing, goofing around.  Her cheeks were flush, full.  Kylie was in nearly half of them.  The two friends hugged and played.  In one picture, Zoey was shoving a piece of birthday cake into Kylie's face.  Another showed Zoey with an ex-boyfriend, with Kylie next to them.
Zoey sat up and swung her legs over the side of the bed.  The motion almost looked unnatural.  Judging from the pictures, she'd lost a lot of weight since Kylie's death.  Before, she was trim, svelte, but now she seemed sickly.  She crossed her legs, and Alex wasn't sure if it was the lighting in the basement, or the massive weight loss, but her legs simply looked odd.  She wore shorts, and her knees were boney, her ankles like twigs.  When was the last time the girl had eaten?
Even with the lamp on, it was still dark.  Alex noticed black garbage bags duct-taped in place over the basement windows, blocking all light.  Zoey had retreated from everything after Kylie's death.  From her family, school, even from the day.
"Look, just ask your fucking questions, and get out," Zoey snapped, looking him up and down.  "What are you, anyway?  You don't look like a cop.  You don't look like much, to be honest."
Alex took in the grieving teenager.  She was Kylie's height, with a lighter shade of brown hair, and piercing blue eyes.  Her clothes, which at one time she carefully picked out, and hugged her figure, were loose on her frame and haphazardly thrown together.  Her skin was pale, with dark circles under her eyes.
"This isn't Zoey," Kylie said.  "She's never acted like this."
There was a pile of dirty clothes on the end of the bed.  Alex moved them aside, gingerly.  He took a seat, but kept his distance, hoping to make her feel more comfortable.
"What happened that night?" he asked, as gently as he could.
"Kylie died.  Next question."
"Take her hand," Kylie said.  "Let me talk to her."
He met Kylie's eyes and shook his head.  It wasn't his intention to reveal his powers to every person he came across.  Kylie's mother was an exception; there was no way around it.  But Zoey didn't need to know.
Alex wasn't sure, in her mental state, if Zoey could even handle seeing a ghost.
"Zoey, I know this is hard, but I'll need more than that.  When was the last time you saw her alive?"
Kylie took a deep breath.  The question was hard on her as well.  Nate stood close to her, and to his credit, was quiet.
"We went to a club," she said, her eyes tearing up.  "We studied together here for a while.  My bedroom used to be upstairs.  Then I talked her into going to a club with me.  You should have seen her.  I wore this mini-skirt, and she wore a pair of jeans and a purple kitten shirt.  I told her she'd never get a guy looking like that.  She didn't care.  That was Kylie."  She paused to catch her breath.  "She didn't want to go, because she was afraid we'd get in trouble.  But she…trusted me.  Kylie never went wild, she never cut loose.  I just wanted to show her a good time.  We were going to dance and party.  I was going to find her a guy.  We were going to have fun."  She leaned over and rested her head in her hands.  "Instead…she was killed."
Zoey cried.  Alex said nothing, simply giving her time and space.  Kylie knelt in front of her and cried as well, trying to hold her hands.  She looked at Alex.
"Please, let me talk to her."
Alex shook his head again.
"We got in a fight," Zoey continued.  "I was dancing with this guy Kylie didn't like.  I told her she was jealous.  She told me she was going home."  She hesitated.  "I never saw her again."
He glanced at Kylie, to study her expression.  He looked for any sign that Zoey's story triggered a memory.  Kylie was only angry and upset.
"Did she leave with anyone?" Alex asked.  "Did she walk home?"
"I don't know."  Zoey's hands trembled as she sat up.  "I let Kylie go.  I left my best friend alone, and now she's dead.  It's my fault!"
"Zoey, no, it isn't your fault."
"It is!"  She stood up and paced like a wild animal, walking through Kylie and Nate.  The two ghosts backed up.  She was almost invisible, bordering on the deep shadows in the basement.  "It was my idea to go out!  I was always trying to make her do things!  And she just wanted to look out for me!  It's my fault she's dead!"
Alex thought Zoey's legs broke as she collapsed in a heap.  He rushed to her, but stopped just short of touching her.  Kylie and Nate stood to the side, both of them in shock.  Zoey cried so hard she had difficulty breathing.  
"Leave her alone," Kylie said.  "Let's just go.  This is too much."
He leaned close to Zoey.
"It's not your fault," he said again.  "And I'm going to get peace for Kylie."
Light spilled in at the bottom of the stairs as David opened the basement door.
"Zoey?  Is everything okay?"
She was already halfway to her feet when her father made it to the bottom of the stairs.
"I'm fine, Dad," she called.  "You can stay up there."
David's eyes bordered on despair.  He glanced at the bed and dresser, shaking his head.  He didn't approve of Zoey's new lair.
"Alex, if you don't mind," he said, gesturing to the stairs behind him.  "I'd like to take my daughter out for some breakfast."
"No!" Zoey said, backing away, almost panicking  "I told you!  I'm not hungry!"
"Zoey, Goddamnit, you've got to eat something!  I know you're upset!  But you're killing yourself!"
Alex slowly backed away, glancing at Kylie and Nate, and headed for the stairs.  Zoey and her father continued to shout, their voices bordering on screaming.  Alex left the house, remembering to pet Princess on the way out.
The silence was awkward and uncomfortable, but it didn't last long.  Kylie threw her hands in the air and let out a sigh of disgust as they neared the truck.
"I just wanted to talk to her, that's all."  She adjusted her glasses.  "Was that too much to ask?"
Alex opened the door and leaned on it while addressing Kylie across the hood.
"Let her grieve the way a person should," he said.  "She needs normal.  Let her be normal.  I'm not sure proving the existence of ghosts is the best thing for Zoey right now."
"Oh, what do you know about grieving?" Kylie asked, with surprising venom.  "With your beautiful wife, your sister, all your little friends?"
Frowning, he nearly released a retort, before he managed to clamp down.  Alex had his own moments of low over the years.  He could have told Kylie all the times he looked away from a mirror, unhappy with what he saw.  Sometimes, he saw a human with amazing powers.  Other times, he saw something that wasn't human at all.  He didn't belong with any group, even in the supernatural world.  The world was full of vampire and werewolves.  Despite their extreme rarity, there were other witches in the world as well.  Whatever Alex was, which he didn't even have a name for, he was the only one.
When he felt his lowest, he would spend time in the demon world, surrounded by evil creatures calling him Master.  There were times being with demons made him feel the most comfortable, like he belonged.
That thought terrified him.
He still had nightmares of his biological parents.  He would dream he was in the church with Mark and Sarah Fuller, watching his own birth, reliving the ceremony.  People with dark robes surrounded them, chanting and singing.  In the dream, however, no demons came to save him.  His father thrust a blade deep into his chest, and he would awaken in a feverish sweat.
Grieving, perhaps not.  But Alex had bad times.  Kylie didn't need to know that.  He held his tongue.
"Kylie," Nate said softly.  "Alex is right."
She shot daggers at him with her eyes.  "What?"
"Zoey is really hurting.  And she's young.  The last thing you want to do is throw a ghost in front of her.  Who knows what that will do to her?  But she'll be okay.  She's strong."
"Strong?"  She pointed back to the house.  "Did we see the same thing back there?  She's like a walking skeleton!  That's not the Zoey I know."  She shook her head.  "Maybe this whole thing was a bad idea.  What a waste of time."
"I'm here to help you," Alex said, his own anger growing.  "I'm going to find your murderer.  After that, then maybe I can do business with Zoey.  Unless you want to call the whole thing off."
Kylie said nothing.  Her lip twitched as she stared Alex down.  Eventually, she lowered her head, mumbling to herself as she slid inside the truck.
"Where to now?" Nate asked.
"Well, since Kylie can't remember where she died, or anything else to help us, we go to where they hopefully have some answers.  The police station."



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 10
 
It was a quiet drive across town.  Nate tried to ease the tension by cutting jokes and telling stories.  One was particularly interesting, about how his great grandmother came to visit him not long after his parents moved on past the spirit realm.  But Alex wasn't in the mood to give the tale his full attention.  Kylie barely spoke.  She kept her eyes low, guiding Alex with directions to the police station.
It was late in the afternoon when they'd arrived.  His stomach grumbled from hunger, but he wanted to get the stop to the station out of the way.  If the trip went like he hoped he'd have plenty of information to digest.  The police station was in the middle of the busiest street in town.  There was only street-side parking, and Alex had to circle the block three times before he found a spot large enough to parallel park.  His parking skills weren't shabby, but he still held up traffic for a minute as he slid into a spot.  Irritated drivers honked their horns and glared at him as they drove past.
"You should have seen me trying to learn to drive," Nate said.  "My father took me out every night after school, and Saturday mornings.  He said he wanted to leave Sundays open to go to church and pray to God he'd survive."
Nate waited for the laughter that never came.  Alex almost laughed, but not quite.
"Did you drive, Kylie?" Nate asked.
"I have my license, but I didn't drive much."
"I kept bugging my parents to let me drive.  And of course, they'd never let me.  I was bugging them all the way up until we were in that car accident that killed us all.  We cried and moped for a while, but my first joke to them after that was 'See, I told you you should have let me drive.'"
Alex smiled and shook his head.  Kylie wanted to giggle, but looked out the window to keep her face hidden.
"And," Nate continued.  "Since the air is so thick I'm actually choking, I'm stepping out to breathe a little."
Sitting in the middle, Nate simply walked forward through the truck.  He found a nearby bench and sat down.  His gaze drifted to the occasional attractive passerby only once, choosing instead to keep an eye on Kylie.
Alex watched the police station for ten minutes.  Civilians and police both entered and exited, going about their own business.  Only once did a squad car pull up and stop in the middle of the road, long enough to let out a uniformed officer.  He led a man in handcuffs up the stairs into the station.
He scribbled notes on his phone from the visit with Zoey, just to kill a few minutes.  She didn't tell Alex anything of importance, but Cindy would insist on being complete.
The friends studied, then went to a club.  They had a fight, and separated.
"I'm sorry," Kylie said.
He didn't ask any questions.  Looking at her, she sat with her hands folded in her lap.  She reached to adjust her glasses, and glanced up just enough to offer a small, apologetic smile.
"Me, too."
"I like your family and friends," she said, still refusing to hold eye contact.
"They like you.  Listen, Kylie, I'm not trying to keep you from talking—"
"I know," she said, holding up her palm.  "It was stupid of me.  I know you can't go around introducing me to half the town.  It's just…I'd never seen her like that before."
He nodded.  Zoey was retreating from the world, retreating from her own health.
"When all this is over, you can talk to her as long as you want.  As long as I don't run out of vacation time."
She finally looked up and smiled.  Nodding appreciatively, she took a deep breath, a huge weight off her chest.
"Thank you, Alex."
"No problem."
The air clear between them, she looked out the window.  Nate was still on the bench, keeping an eye on the both of them.  He winked and held a double thumbs-up.  Kylie laughed and returned the gesture.
"Is it just me, or is Nate staring at me?"
Alex laughed and grabbed his phone.  He clipped it to his belt and pulled the keys from the ignition.  It was time to get started.
"I can't imagine why."
"What do you mean?"
He opened the door and climbed out, leaning into the truck to talk to her.
"Well, you're attractive and smart.  And Nate's not blind."
"You think me and Nate…?"
"Eh, maybe I'm the wrong person to ask.  I didn't even know Cindy was checking me out."  He glanced in Nate's direction.  "Oh, what do you know?  He's staring at you."  He waved Nate over.
"Alex!" Kylie said, averting her eyes and lowering her head.  "Don't!"
"Relax," he said, laughing.  "It's just business.  Do me a favor and stay out here."
"What are you going to do?"  She wrinkled her brow.  "You're not just going to ask the police if they know who killed me, are you?"
"Hmm, maybe I'll try that."
Smiling, he closed the driver-side door.  Nate approached, and the two had a quick conversation before Alex crossed the street for the police station alone.
The lobby to the station was empty, with the exception of two young women sitting behind glass windows.  An officer dressed in a shirt and tie flirted with one of them, and scowled when Alex approached.
"Can I help you?" the less busy of the women asked.
"Yeah.  I actually have some information on a girl that was murdered not long ago, Kylie Sinclair.  I was hoping I could speak to someone?"
Kylie's name was familiar, judging from the woman's reaction.  She glanced at her coworker next to her.  They locked eyes for a moment before the one resumed flirting once again.  The woman grabbed a phone and pointed to the bench seats near the door.
"Have a seat over there," she said.  "I'll see if I can get someone up here."
Alex sat and waited.  Patiently.  Almost an hour passed.  He was surprised at the delay.  He thought the police would be more responsive with someone claiming to have information, hence the ruse of having any information at all.
His stomach continued to scream at him, and he couldn't put food off any longer.  There was a snack machine in the lobby, and he was in the middle of a candy bar when a woman finally emerged from the bowels of the station.  She wore a skirt that stopped at the knees and a white blouse, with a pair of low heels.
"I'm Detective Lisa Nash," she said, extending her hand.  She glanced around the lobby to see Alex was alone.  "Are you here for Kylie?"
He nodded.  "Yes.  I'm Alex.  Alex Teague."
"Come with me," she said, leading the way.
Detective Lisa Nash led Alex through the police station.  He'd had his share of visits inside a station before, and although every department had their differences, there was a welcome sense of familiarity as he wound his way through the maze of desks and chairs.  The police in Stewardtown seemed a little less busy, but the phones still rang, officers still typed madly away at their computers.  Two men gossiped amongst themselves as a friend of theirs was being shouted at by a superior in a corner office.
Lisa sat at a desk near the side of the room.  Her area was clean, but still with a mountain of folders sitting in the corner.  There were no pictures of family or friends, no personal touches.  She was a no-nonsense, straightforward woman.  Alex took a moment to study her, and she did the same with him.
The detective was probably close to forty, but the stress of the job added a few extra years.  Her light blond hair had a streak of gray near the front, along with a few extra lines around her eyes.  She was in shape, moving through the station with confidence and grace.  Alex noticed some of the other men, both older and younger, stealing a glance as she walked past.
She pushed the keyboard aside, folded her arms across her desk, and gave Alex her undivided attention.  She didn't reach for a notepad or pencil, preferring instead to focus on his words first.
"I'm sorry for the wait," she said.  "I had some trouble getting away."
"Not a problem at all.  Are you the detective working Kylie's case?"
Lisa smiled, but she wasn't amused.  Ice formed in her eyes at Alex's attempt to fish for information.
"Do you have information for us about Kylie's murder, Alex?"
He looked down at his knees to avoid her gaze.
"Time to come clean, I guess.  Uh, no, I don't.  Actually, I hoping you could help me."
Now, Lisa was amused, along with a barely-contained level of fury.
"Help you?"
"Yeah.  I'm a private investigator, hired to investigate her murder.  I was hoping to get some information from you."
"Oh, were you, now?" Lisa said.  The amusement was gone.  Only anger remained.  "I'm so glad you're here.  Now I can just drop this case and wipe my hands from it."
"That's…sarcasm, right?  Wouldn't you be happy I'm here?  I can lend a hand."
Lisa rose from her seat.
"You've wasted enough of my time."
"Actually, I was the one waiting for an hour.  So it's my time that was—"
"Let me show you the way out."
He pleaded his case as she escorted him out of the station.  Several officers snickered and laughed at Alex's expense.  He gave up halfway through the walk, just content Lisa didn't decide to beat him with a nightstick.
There were no handshakes or goodbyes.  Lisa simply opened the door and gently pushed Alex outside by the shoulder.  He nearly bumped into a couple holding hands, enjoying a leisurely walk, as he stumbled past.  Turning to peer behind him, Lisa was already gone, having disappeared back inside the station.
Kylie was quiet when he sat behind the wheel.  Alex offered nothing, and she threw her hands in the air.
"Well?" she said.  "What did you do?"
"Believe it or not, I kind of asked if they know who killed you."
"Are you serious?"
"Yeah.  That didn't quite go over so well."
"Oh my God, Alex.  I could have told you that.  You were in there that whole time for that?"
"They made me wait an hour.  Assholes."
"Un-freaking-real," Kylie said, unable to hide her irritation.  "Did you honestly think you would just walk into the police station, and they'd tell you?  Oh, gee, Mr. Supernatural Detective, we'll tell you what's going on.  I don't think it works like that."
"I'll remember that next time."
"No.  Next time, tell me what the hell you're doing.  And I can tell you how stupid it is."
The silence stretched between them.  He pulled out his phone to check for any messages from Cindy.  He sent her a simple I love you.  She responded in kind within a minute, bringing a smile to his face.
"So," Kylie said.  "What's the plan now?  And actually, where the hell is Nate?  He's been gone a long time—"
Nate appeared.  He came into being on the sidewalk in front of the truck, drawing a startled jump from Kylie.  Laughing and waving, he quickly jogged over and stuck his head inside the door.  Kylie scooted over for space.
"Okay," Nate said.
"We're good?"
"Yeah.  Get your little pen out, man.  I can't remember this crap forever."
Alex quickly prepped his phone for notes as Kylie looked back and forth between them.
"Alright," Alex said.  "Go."
"The username is linash.  All lowercase, if that matters at all.  The password is Michael429, and I'm pretty sure the M is capital."
Alex smiled as he jotted everything down.  "Beautiful."
"The computer didn't look too hard to use.  There's only one little icon on the desktop.  That launches their database.  I didn't get to see anything after that.  The lady had to use the bathroom—" He paused to look at Kylie.  "Which I did not stop to spy on.  And I wanted to get moving before I forgot everything."
"Nate, this is awesome.  You did great."
"You got it, man."
"Wait," Kylie said.  "That was the idea the entire time?  Just go in there and get the password to her computer?"
"Yeah," Nate said first.  "Simple, and brilliant.  I was standing behind her the entire time, just waiting for her to start typing."
Kylie shook her head.  "Wow.  I thought you were just spying on girls somewhere else in the world."
For the first time since Alex had known him, Nate seemed truly hurt.  He lowered his eyes, avoiding eye contact with Kylie.
"Yeah.  You're welcome," he muttered.  He walked through the front of the truck, through the engine, to settle back in the seat.
"What now?" Kylie asked.  "Break into the police station?  Use her computer?"
"No."
"Good.  Because that would be crazy."
"First, lunch."  He checked the time.  "Actually, dinner.  Then we'll do what you said."
She sighed.  "I should have known that was coming."
"We need to know what they know.  Suspects, time of death, location, anything at all.  Then we can take it from there."
"I'm on board," Nate said, smiling and wringing his hands together.  "This will be fun."
"You've never sneaked around a police station before?" Kylie asked.
"Actually, no, I haven't."
"Not enough pretty ladies there for you?"
Nate didn't smile.
"I guess not.  I like to check out the women at clubs, even though I'm not old enough.  Just like you."
Kylie's jaw dropped, not expecting such a harsh response.
"Hey—!"
"Knock it off, you two," Alex said, starting the engine.  His stomach was prepared to eat itself.  "Where's a good place for food around here?"
*****
It was eleven o'clock at night when Alex parked the truck alongside the street four blocks away from the police station.  There wasn't much planning to do with what he had in mind, but he did what he could.  He left his phone and wallet back at the motel.  Ironically, despite his resistance to technology over the years, he felt naked without his phone.  He'd only brought his keys, which he left under the seat.  Slipping out of his short-sleeved button-down shirt, he stood on the sidewalk wearing only a thin tank-top, the back narrow enough to fit in between his shoulder-blades.  He'd written Detective Nash's username and password on his forearm.
Kylie and Nate watched him from the sidewalk.
"Uh, Alex?" Kylie said.  "Aren't you cold?"
"It's not so bad."
"You look a little silly walking around like you're going to the gym."
Nate laughed.  "Please, Kylie.  You'd sound more convincing if your eyes weren't bugging out of your head and you weren't drooling."
"I am not drooling!" she said, adjusting her glasses.
"Watch out, man.  Tell Cindy she might have some competition."
"Shut up, Nate!  Why is it okay for you to stare at everything with tits?  But you want me to walk around with blinders on?"
"Man, touchy.  I was just kidding."
"It's getting old.  I'm sick of—"
"Hey!" Alex said, eying the both of them.  "Would you both calm down?"
Kylie looked down at the sidewalk, her cheeks flaring from guilt.  Nate felt no such guilt, and simply glanced at Kylie, and then at Alex, before shrugging.  Alex noticed tension between them throughout the day.  During dinner the two of them argued, nearly ruining his meal.  The issue was so ridiculous Alex couldn't even remember what it was.  Despite the fighting, the two were always close to one another, with Nate giving Kylie another lesson in teleporting after dinner.
He shook his head at the young, blossoming love.
It took ten minutes to walk the four blocks to the station.  The streets of Stewardtown were quiet, deserted, with only the occasional vehicle driving by.  The sidewalks were empty, except for a couple near a truck.  They probably should have taken their excitement to a private room.  The woman was sitting on the hood with her legs wrapped around her boyfriend's hips.  The woman's shirt was pulled halfway up her torso, giving access to her boyfriend's roaming hands.  Moans of passion escaped as they explored each other's mouths with their tongues.
"I know that woman," Kylie said as they passed.  "She works at the grocery store on Tenth Avenue.  And that is not her boyfriend."
Nate eyed them.  "Well, looks like that's her boyfriend tonight, at least."
"Yeah," Kylie said, smiling.  "You'd think they'd slow down a little with someone walking past."
"No," Alex said.  "They can't see me."
To illustrate, he held out his hand as they walked, letting it pass through the cars.  He felt the different materials, always an interesting sensation.  Glass, plastic, leather, metal.
Kylie shook her head.  "I'm not sure I'll ever get used to seeing a living person do that."
"Believe me, sometimes, that makes two of us," Alex said.
He still had his moments of self doubt.  Demons called him Master.  He had powers no one else possessed, not even a full-blooded witch.  There were times he felt more comfortable in the demon world than his own.  He didn't like mirrors.  He was in a class all by himself, and that brought its own elements of loneliness.
But he'd accepted what he was, and those closest to him accepted him as well.
Alex stopped as he stood in front of the police station.  Kylie and Nate drifted back, lost in their own conversation.  He could have parked across the street, but wanted his truck to be far away.  Peering through the glass door, there was only a single woman behind one of the desks, a different one from earlier in the day. 
Kylie and Nate caught up with Alex.
"…I'm telling you, I can't dance," Kylie said.
"I thought you were fine on Halloween."
"That was a slow dance.  That doesn't count."
"Of course it counts.  We have to do that again."
"I don't think so."
"C'mon.  How many more times do you think you'll get to dance with someone?"
They went silent as they approached Alex.  Nate took up position next to him and peered inside.  
"Okay, guys," Alex said.  "Follow me."
He walked through the glass door.  Kylie and Nate followed as he retraced his steps from earlier.  He stopped when he reached the sea of desks and computers.  The room was mostly empty, with the exception of three police officers.  One of those officers was Lisa Nash.
"You've got to be kidding," Nate said.  "Does she live here?"
"Who?" Kylie asked.
"That blond lady over there.  That's who Alex talked to today."
Kylie stepped forward.  "I know her.  She stopped at the house to talk to Mom a few times.  She actually went to my funeral.  Not even Zoey went to my funeral, not that I blame her."
"So, she is working your case," Alex said.
He watched the detective.  She sat with her heels off, nursing a cup of coffee.  Working at the computer, she took turns between using the mouse and taking handwritten notes on a pad.  Her expression changed from sadness to frustration, and then back again.
"She looks so tired," Nate said.
"What do we do now?" Kylie asked.
"We wait her out.  She has to go home sometime.  Until then, we need information.  Both of you spread out, study this place.  I need to know exits, hallways, who else is in the building.  Okay?"
Nate nodded.  "You got it."
The ghosts walked away in different directions, leaving Alex alone.  He walked in a straight line, through desks and chairs, toward Lisa.  Peering over her shoulder, it didn't surprise him to her working on Kylie's case.
He'd studied police reports before, but still didn't know exactly what he was looking at on the monitor.  Every report was different, and Alex didn't understand the vernacular, or even where to look at for certain information.  Only Kylie's name on top of the report clued him in.
Her handwritten notes were even worse.  It was a diagram of gibberish, with circles and arrows.
Despite her presence, Alex's plan remained the same.  Get a copy of the police report, and go back to the motel.
He scanned the folders on the corner of her desk, hoping that by chance one of them was Kylie's.  They overlapped, hiding the occasional label, but none had her name.  He couldn't have been that lucky.
Lisa let out a sigh as she rested her head against her palm.  Alex thought she looked at him for a moment, but only leaned back in her chair and stifled a yawn.  He was suddenly curious.  Why was she still there?  Did she have a family to go home to?
Slipping into her heels, she browsed through the folders on her desk.  She picked out several and retrieved her purse from the back of her chair.
"Hey Nash!" another officer called from across the room.  "You heading out?"
"Yeah.  Time to go home and pretend like I'll sleep."
"You want to get a beer?"
"No, thanks, though."
For a moment, Alex thought she'd leave her computer as it was.  However, she slid the chair under the desk and grabbed the mouse.  With a few quick clicks the database was closed, and a logon prompt filled the monitor.
Alex dropped to one knee and watched Lisa walk away.  The two remaining officers traded a few more words with her before she left.  Keeping his head low, he could remain hidden from view, as long as he was careful.
He rejoined the world of the living, and quickly snatched the keyboard from the desk.  His heart jumped when the first logon attempt failed.  He tried the password again, this time in all lowercase, and the desktop sprang into view.
One of the officers coughed across the room, and a chair began to squeak.  Alex slowly peeked over the desk to make sure no one was approaching.  An officer was scratching his head with his feet propped on the desk.
Grabbing the mouse, he launched the police database.  Luck finally smiled on him, as the most recently opened files were at the top.  He double clicked on her file.
"Hey, Alex!"
He jumped at the sound of his name.  He turned to see Nate, coming out of a hallway behind him.
"Oh, shit," he said, actually more panicked than Alex.  "Okay, okay.  We're rolling now."
Alex said nothing as Nate hovered above him.
"I think you're okay.  Those guys can't see you.  I'll holler if they start moving.  Although that cop on the left looks like he hasn't moved in years."
He smiled, and a chuckle nearly escaped before he caught himself.  Nate shrugged apologetically after Alex flashed him a glare.
"Sorry."
He clicked through the different menus, not finding what he was looking for.
"What's the problem?" Nate asked.
Alex kept his voice low.  "How do you print?"
"I don't know, but you might want to try that icon that looks like a printer in the upper right corner."
He finally saw it.  A ridiculous, minuscule icon.  He clicked it, and a printer four desks over roared to life.  Being as quiet as he could, he put the mouse and keyboard back on the desk, and logged out of the computer.
"Perfect."
Nate gasped when Alex stood up, until he realized Alex couldn't be seen.
He strolled to the printer.  It spit out page after page.  Police reports weren't short, and Kylie's was no exception.  The officers were still on the other side of the room.  That didn't make the challenge of getting the report out of the building any easier.
"Guys!"
It was Kylie.  She stood in another hallway not far behind them, frantically pointing.
"There's an exit door this way.  It leads to the side of the building.  It's pretty clear."
"What's pretty clear?" Alex asked.
The printer stopped, filling the room with silence.  
"Well?" Nate said.  "Take the thing, and let's go."
"I can't just take it."
"Why not?"
"I can only bring small things into the spirit realm.  A wallet, a set of keys, the clothes on my back.  Not a damn novel."
"How the hell does that work?"
"I'm not sure.  I never read the demonic handbook."
One officer looked at the other.
"Did you print something?"
"Just my fantasy lineup, but I used the printer in Tom's office."
"Damn.  Are you sure?  The last time the captain found football crap on the printer she nearly shot us."
Alex clenched his fists as the less lazy of the two officers rose to his feet.  He took the first step through the maze, heading toward the printer.
Dropping to one knee, Alex looked up at Nate.
"Watch my back."
"What are you—?"
"Kylie!  You're my eyes up front.  Get me out of here."
"What—?"
The time for questions was over.  Alex rejoined the living realm and stood up at the printer.  He grabbed the stack of papers and turned toward Kylie without making eye contact with the officer.  He walked slowly, confidently, like he was just as much a part of the police station as anyone else.
"Huh?" the officer said.  "Hey—"
Alex didn't stop.  Conflicting with his cool, relaxed demeanor was Kylie and Nate.  The pair ran around him frantically.  They stuck their heads inside offices, through walls.  He smiled as he watched Kylie bouncing around.  She threw so much energy into helping him.
"The offices are all clear!" she shouted.  "At the end of the hall up here, take a right."
"That cop's coming," Nate said.  "He's not running, but he's on his way."
Alex nodded.  He wished he'd dressed differently.  If he wore a dress shirt and slacks there was a good chance he could move about the station without any questions.  But anyone would stop someone wearing jeans and a tank top.  He filed that note away for the next time he needed to visit a police station uninvited.
Kylie was standing at the end of the hall when something caught her attention from the side.  She looked at Alex, panic in her eyes, as her hands flew up.
"Alex!  Someone's coming!"
He kept calm.  Outside of an office ahead of him a plastic paper bin was fixed to the wall.  He slipped the police report into the container.
"What are you doing?  Hide!"
He already was.
Kylie was on the verge of losing her mind when a man rounded the corner.  He spotted the officer following Alex, coming from the other direction.
"Hey, Lewis."
The officer named Lewis nodded in greeting.  "John."
Alex watched from the safety of the spirit world as the two men talked.
"Did you see a guy in a white tank top walking down this way?"
"No.  Boyfriend of yours?"
"Screw you."
Alex walked around the pair, dipping into an office for a moment, and approached Kylie.  She was breathing hard, a hand to her chest, an action Alex thought funny and adorable.  She tried to lean on a wall, only to almost fall through.  Nate was still vigilant, poking his head through doors and peering around corners.
"Kylie, you've got to relax," he said, putting a hand on her shoulder.  "Trust me, I've been a part of some crazy shit."
She managed a smile before pushing hair away from her face and adjusting her glasses.  "I'll bet."
"Sneaking around a police station.  It's nothing, really."
"If you say so."
The two officers went their separate ways, taking one last friendly jab at each other.
"All clear!" Nate shouted.
Alex returned to the paper bin and grabbed the report.
"Now," he said.  "How do I get out of here?"
The remainder of the escape went without incident.  Kylie led him down another hallway, and finally to an exit door.  No alarms went off, no flashing lights.  The crisp night air was a welcome relief as he walked along the station toward the street.  He smiled to himself at the irony.  After dressing for the possibility of using his wings it turned out he didn't need to.
"You guys did great back there," Alex said.
"Thanks.  That was intense," Nate said.
"Nah," Alex shook his head.  "Imagine having a bunch of mindless vampires trying to rip your throat out."
"Well, I thought it was intense."
"It was," Kylie agreed.  "It's just Alex isn't scared of anything."
"That's definitely not true."
"Oh, really?  What gets to you?"
He thumbed through the police report.  He had the feeling that Kylie would soon find out.



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 11
 
The sounds of quiet whispering pulled Alex from his dreams of kissing Cindy.  Slowly his senses returned.  He felt the uncomfortable bed beneath him.  Opening one eye, the curtain was billowing slightly as the heater underneath the window spat air.  He was aware of a hand holding his own.  A real, flesh-and-blood hand.  Craning his neck, his eyes fell on Meagan Sinclair, Kylie's mother, sleeping soundly next to him.
Memories of the night returned.  Meagan was waiting for him in the motel parking lot, wanting to speak with Kylie.  Alex wanted nothing more than to go to sleep and get a fresh start in the morning.  However, he simply didn't have the heart to send Meagan away.  He'd promised her access to Kylie, was even getting paid for it.
It was chaotic and noisy, even though there were only two people alive.  Kylie, Nate, and Meagan talked, laughed, shared stories, all while watching TV.  Alex held Meagan's hand while talking with his wife.  He managed to tune everyone out and focus on Cindy, all the way up until he fell asleep.  Meagan never made it out of the room.
Alex slowly peeled himself out of bed, moving slowly.  Meagan didn't awaken.  She simply turned over and curled into a ball, adjusting on the pillow.  She'd kicked her shoes off sometime in the middle of the night, making herself right at home.
Kylie and Nate sat on the floor.  The television was still on, but neither one was listening.  The two were in yet another argument.
"I'm telling you, you look really good."
"No, I don't."
"How the hell do you know?  You can't even see your reflection."
"Because I can look down and see!"
"You have really nice legs.  It's a fact.  You're not very good at taking compliments, are you?"
"Shut up."
"Quiet down.  You'll wake up Alex."
"Guys," Alex said, standing up.  "I'm already awake."
Nate pulled a resisting Kylie to her feet.
"Dude, check it out.  I showed her a new trick."
The jeans Kylie had worn since Alex first met her were gone.  In their place were a pair of black shorts.  She still wore her sandals, but their color had changed to match her magenta shirt.
Alex nodded and flashed a thumbs-up.  "Nice."
"And check out the legs!" Nate added.
He shook his head and looked down at Meagan.  She was relaxed, at peace.  The sight brought on a small smile.
"She hasn't slept like that in a while," Kylie said.  "Thank you so much, Alex."
"For what?"
"Just…for everything.  Just her talking to me, it's helped out so much."
Alex nodded and reached out to gently shake Meagan.  She roused from sleep and slowly opened her eyes.  When she realized she wasn't in her own bed the early morning grogginess vanished instantly.
"Oh, Alex, I'm so sorry."
Laughing, he shook his head, not bothered at all.
"It's okay."
"What time is it?"
"Almost eight o'clock."
She sat up and stifled a yawn, smiling.
"It's been a long time since I stayed overnight with a man in a motel room."
"Oh my God," Kylie said, covering her face.  "That's so gross, Mom."
"Is Kylie here?" Meagan asked.  "Did she hear that?"
Alex laughed as he glanced at Kylie.  She was horrified, but her mother only joined Alex in laughing.
"Yeah, she did."
"Hey, I'm still a woman," Meagan said.  "Oh, the stories I could tell."
Kylie covered her ears.  "Mom!"
"And we would love to hear those stories," Nate said.  "Tell her, Alex."
"I don't think so."
Meagan took Alex's hand and found her daughter.  The two shared an I love you and a goodbye before Meagan agreed it was time to go and let Alex get to work.
"Alex," Meagan said.  "Walk me to my car?"
"Sure."
The two left the room and headed for the stairs.  Alex assumed something was on Meagan's mind, and waited patiently for her to bring it up.
"Thank you for last night."
Alex laughed quietly to himself at the phrasing.  Cindy and he had used that very phrase many times, but in a much different context.
"No problem."
"What's going to happen to Kylie?  When all this is over?  Will she stay here?  Go to Heaven?"
"That's all up to her."
"Ah, so there is a Heaven?"
"I don't know.  Believe it or not, I don't have all the answers," he said, smiling.  "Maybe Heaven is already all around us."
"If that were true, gas wouldn't be so expensive."
They shared a laugh as they arrived at her car.  Meagan opened the door, but didn't climb inside.
"My daughter will never grow up," she said, her voice cracking.  "She'll never get married, have children."
Alex didn't know what to say to ease her pain.  Perhaps there was nothing to say.  Even knowing, like he did, that death wasn't the end, only helped so much.
"She does like that boy, doesn't she?"
"Nate?  They drive each other crazy, for sure.  But he's been great for her.  Me, too."
Meagan smiled.  "Call me when you're here tonight.  I won't stalk you like last night.  You take care of my daughter for me."
"You got it."
She drove away, and Alex rejoined Kylie and Nate in the room.  They were hunched over the police report on the dresser, both trying to get a peek at what might be inside.  Kylie stood up, embarrassed, but Nate didn't budge.
"Is it time to crack this thing open?" Nate asked.
Alex peeled his shirt off as he passed the both of them, heading for the bathroom.
"After a shower and breakfast."
"Not to be negative," Kylie said.  "But what are you going to find that the police couldn't?"
"I'm not sure.  But I do have an edge over the police."
"What's that?"
"I get to interview the murder victim."
"Kylie, let Alex shower," Nate said.  "Stop slowing him down to stare at him."
"What?  I am not!  Screw you, Nate."
Alex left the two to argue.
Thirty minutes later, Alex was munching on a bagel with cream cheese when he grabbed the police report.  He took a deep breath as he walked to the desk in the corner.  He knew it was going to be a long day reading, and rereading, until his eyes grew tired.
Kylie and Nate moved to stand behind him.
"No," he told Kylie.  "I'll holler if I need you."
"Why?" she asked, frowning.
He didn't know what was in the police report, but was certain not much of it was pleasant.
"This just…isn't for you.  At least not yet.  Let me look it over first."
She nodded and sat on the edge of the bed to watch TV.
"Actually, now that I think about it, I'm not sure I want to read about my own murder."
Alex read through every page, with Nate watching over his shoulder.  There was a mountain of information, and he didn't know what was pertinent or not.  Kylie's birthday, the hospital she was born in, the name of her high school, how well she did with her grades.  There was no cause of death listed.  They also didn't know where Kylie was murdered.  In truth, it seemed the police didn't know much of anything.  There were statements from both Meagan and Zoey.
He turned a page, and wasn't prepared.  Nate stood up and gasped, which caught the attention of Kylie.
"What?" she said.  She went to stand up, but fell through the bed.  Only her head was visible, giving the appearance of a pretty disembodied face sitting on the blankets.  She stood up quickly.  "Did you guys find something?"
"No.  Stay over there."
Alex flipped through the various photos of Kylie.  His hands trembled with every photo, every angle.  They'd been taken shortly after her body was discovered, on the riverbank.  Her body was bloated, discolored.  Her skin was torn and chewed from her time underwater.  One eye was missing.
"No cause of death," Nate whispered.  "Looks like she fucking drowned to me."
"Maybe not.  Whoever killed her might have just dumped her body.  I'd think drowning would be easy to pick up on an autopsy."
"Autopsy.  They cut Kylie open?"
"I'm sure they did."
Hours passed.  Alex read over the report again, hoping something would leap out at him.  He knew eventually he would have to bring Kylie over, show her the photos of her body.  It was a terrible thing to have to do.  But seeing them could possibly trigger a memory.
It was nearly noon.  He was on his fourth pass when he glanced at Nate, still leaning over his shoulder.  Nate's attention was no longer on the report, but on Kylie as she sprawled across the bed.
Kylie was using the time to practice lying down.  She faced away from them toward the wall, on her side.  Propping her head up with her hand, she moved her legs about, trying to find a position that was comfortable for her.  Parts of her body fell through the mattress occasionally.  An arm once, followed by a leg.  She willed her sandals to vanish, thinking being barefoot would help.  Even from the back, Alex recognized the motion of her adjusting her glasses.
"You still with me, Nate?"
"Huh?  Yeah, yeah.  It's just…"  He couldn't stop from smiling.  "She's just hot.  Even though she doesn't have red hair.  She's got this geeky, hot thing going on."
Kylie turned unexpectedly, wanting to switch sides.  For a change, she wasn't the one bothered at having been watched.  Nate quickly looked back to the report, his eyes darting up once to meet hers.  Kylie smiled and tossed her hair back over her shoulder, with as much seduction as the awkward girl could manage.
"Hi there, Nate," she said playfully.  "You like what you see-?"
She completely fell through the bed before she could finish.  Not bothering to stand up, only a voice emanated from the mattress.
"Well, that was humiliating."
They shared a much-needed laugh.  Nate stood up and sighed.
"You mind if I take a break?"
"Go for it."
Nate crossed the room and reached inside the mattress, feeling for Kylie's hand.
"Hey, watch what you're grabbing."
He immediately recoiled.
"Sorry."
"You're forgiven.  This time."
Alex smiled and lowered his head.
Words were starting to blur together as he read the statements from Meagan and Zoey once again.  He nearly turned the page when something stayed his hand.
He read Zoey's statement once more, and then again.
"Hmmm…."
Nate noticed his body language, his stern expression.  He glanced at Kylie before approaching the table.
"Did you find something?"
"Maybe.  All this time, I've been trying to figure out what's in this report.  But I didn't really notice what's not in it."
"What do you mean?"
"Read Zoey's statement."
Kylie joined them.  Alex hesitated, not sure if he wanted her to see.  He didn't think there was any harm in letting her read.  The pictures were face down, out of sight.
"It just says what we already know," Nate said.  "Zoey and Kylie got separated at the club, and that was the last time she saw her."
"Yeah, but where's the rest?  Where's the part about dancing with some guy, and a fight?  And where is that guy's statement?"
"I don't know.  You think it's important?"
"I have no idea.  It's just weird that it's not here."
Kylie folded her arms and pursed her lips.
"So, what are you trying to say about Zoey?"
"Nothing.  I'm not saying anything.  I'd just like to talk to her one more time."
Kylie rolled her eyes and threw her hands in the air.  "Fine.  But I think I'll wait outside this time.  I've had enough of seeing my best friend falling apart."
There was a knock at the door.  The three looked at each other in confusion.
"Are you two expecting company?" Alex joked.
"My mother, maybe?"
Alex stood and was in the middle of stretching when Nate crossed the room.  He stuck his head through the wall as Alex shoved the chair under the desk.
He was halfway to the door when Nate pulled his head back inside.  The look on his face froze Alex in place.
"Shit!" he said.  "It's that cop lady!"
"Detective Nash?"
"Yeah."
Forcing himself to stay calm, he glanced around the room.  The illegally-obtained police report called out to him.  He took even, controlled steps back to the desk and gathered all the papers.
"Alex?" Kylie asked.  "What are you doing?"
"Hiding everything."
"What is she doing here?"
"I wish I knew."
Nate paced energetically near the TV.
"Just don't answer the door!"
Alex lifted the mattress and shoved the pile of papers out of sight.
"I don't think she'll just leave."
"God, I can't believe this," Kylie said, grabbing her head.  "What are we going to do?"
He looked up and smiled at his two ghostly friends.
"Relax, guys.  You two are safe.  Just do me a favor, and don't talk.  Don't distract me."
"You want us to leave?"
"No.  Watch her, everything she says and does."
Detective Lisa Nash's voice boomed from outside, followed by another knock.
"Alex, open the door, please."
"Just one sec!"
He glanced in the dresser mirror, to compose himself.  His nerves gnawed at him.  Never before did a police officer seek him out.
Alex opened the door and greeted Lisa with a hearty smile.  She wore a similar skirt and blouse as the day before.  In fact, as Alex eyed her, he wondered if they were the same clothes.
"Detective Nash," he said.  "Did you change your mind about throwing some information my way?"
"No.  Do you mind if I come in?"
"Not at all."
Stepping aside, he immediately regretted his words.  He needed to act as if he weren't hiding anything, but that was exactly what he was doing.
Lisa mindlessly glanced around as she entered the room.  Alex closed the door, watching her carefully.  She wasn't fooling anyone.  The detective's mind was racing, searching.  Alex met Kylie's gaze briefly.  She stood with Nate near the bathroom.
"How did you find me?" Alex asked.  "I don't remember saying where I was staying yesterday.  And you kicked me out kind of fast."
"There are three motels in this town," she said.  "It didn't take a long time to find you.  You know, I haven't met many private detectives in my time.  I'm not sure what I was expecting, but this isn't it."
"What do you mean?"
She shrugged as she ran a finger along the desk.
"I don't know.  Maybe a tray full of cigars on the nightstand.  A trench-coat and fedora in the corner.  Shit, you don't even have a computer."
He laughed and pointed to his suitcase in the corner.
"I have a phone.  That's about all I can manage right now, and even that's a bitch.  I know my wife loses a few brain cells whenever she has to show me how to use it."
Lisa let out an easygoing laugh.
"Wow.  No tech skills.  It looks like you're working alone.  How the hell did you do that little stunt of yours last night?"
Alex swallowed the lump forming in his throat.  Kylie and Nate whispered in frustration.
"Uh, what are you talking about?  What stunt?"
"Our IT department pulled me aside this morning.  I don't like those guys too much.  They start talking tech, and it makes you feel like you're an idiot."
Alex thought of Kevin Mishnar.
"I know what you mean."
"Anyway, after one of them drooled looking down my blouse, he showed me something interesting.  Did you know we actually have cameras all over the station?"
She was playing with him, and he didn't like it.  It was obvious she saw what he did.  He hid his anger behind an amused smile.
"No.  Why would I know that?"
"I'm sorry, of course you wouldn't.  Why don't you take a ride with me?  I'll show you something that will make your day."
"Actually…can I call you Lisa?"
"Hey, whatever works for you."
"Lisa, I'm a little busy right now."
She snapped her fingers.  "Ah, that's right.  You're investigating Kylie Sinclair's murder."
"I am.  And I was just leaving—"
"Please, Alex.  Can I call you Alex?"  She didn't wait for an answer.  "I insist."
"I'm afraid I just can't.  So, unless you're going to arrest me—"
Lisa shook her head and pulled out a pair of handcuffs.  Alex's eyes shot open as he took a step back.  He didn't even know where she hid them.
"We can do it that way, too."
"Holy shit.  Are you serious?"
"Obstruction of justice.  Breaking and entering.  Yeah, I'm serious."
Kylie was on the verge of tears.  Nate tried to calm her down, but that was impossible.
"Oh my God.  Shit," Kylie repeated, in different variations.  "Alex is getting arrested.  What now?  What do we do?"
Alex looked at Kylie.
"Just relax."
Everyone in the room stared at him.  Lisa followed his eyes, and saw nothing, as Kylie and Nate gasped.
"Dude!" Nate said.  "She's staring right at you!"
Alex dismissed Lisa with a wave, not taking his gaze from his friends.
"I need you to follow…who it was we were talking about before."
"Zoey?"
"Yeah.  Just keep an eye out.  Okay?"
"Ah, and I thought you worked alone," Lisa said, smiling.  "But you have little invisible helpers."
He ignored her.  He was worried about Kylie.  If she were still alive she'd be in the middle of a nervous breakdown.  Did she drink too much coffee when she was alive?
"You just take care of her," he told Nate.  "We'll talk later."
"What are you going to do?"
"Apparently I'm going to the police station."
He left the motel, Lisa right behind him.  He paid her no mind as they descended the winding staircase and crossed the parking lot.  Kylie and Nate ran down the street, with her leading the way.  They argued for a moment before waving to Alex.  He nodded in return.
He turned to see Lisa staring directly at him.  Her face was a mix of amusement, confusion, curiosity.  There was a morsel of fear in her eyes as well, and he drank it up like chocolate milk.
"Getting your insanity defense in a little early, aren't you?"
Alex didn't answer her question.  He only smiled and nodded to his truck.
"How are we doing this?  Am I following you?"
"How about you just ride with me?  In the back, of course."
"Of course."
He slid into Lisa's unmarked car.  She closed the door behind him and climbed behind the wheel.  In another minute they were on the streets of Stewardtown.
Perhaps Alex should have been more apprehensive, but he wasn't.  His nerves had calmed down.  With everything he'd dealt with in his life, a police officer's scare tactics were minor in comparison.  He knew, even if their internal security footage captured everything, that all they saw was him disappearing and reappearing throughout the station.  It was something completely unbelievable, which was why he wasn't wearing handcuffs.
If things did escalate, and he found himself in a jail cell, a single call to Victoria, Jack Kursed, even Meagan Sinclair would solve the problem.  Victoria would have him out in an hour.  With Jack, there was no telling what he would do.  Possibly burn Stewardtown to the ground.
Alex caught Lisa staring at him through the rear-view mirror.
"I'm trying to figure you out, Alex.  How did you do it?"
He said nothing.  He wouldn't step into any trap Lisa prepared.
"I figured out the why.  The IT guys tell me the file on Kylie Sinclair was printed from my workstation last night.  The thing is I never print anything.  I'm a modern gal.  I like everything on computer screens and tablets."
He smiled.  "You and my wife would get along."
"Oh, really?  What's her name?"
Alex was quiet, and Lisa scoffed.
"C'mon, Alex, not everything I ask is to get you in trouble.  You've already done that.  We've got it all recorded.  Now I'm just trying to get where you're coming from.  I don't think you're a bad person.  You're looking for Kylie's murderer.  I'm sure her mother hired you.  I believe that.  What I'm having a problem with is…why you?  We have a few guys across town who love digging up dirt for money.  Half of them would do it for free if it meant just standing in Meagan's living room.  You came all the way from Maryland?  That's some trip."
Lisa had been checking up on him.  They were only a morning removed from his adventure at the station.  Did she ever sleep?
"This is going to be a very long car ride, Alex, if you don't want to talk—"
The world exploded around them.  The truck ran the red light from the right, tee-boning Lisa's car from the passenger's side.  Alex's head slammed into the window next to him, shattering it and sending glass onto the street.  The car skidded several feet in a direction they meant to go.
"Ah, shit," Lisa said, checking herself for injuries.  "You okay back there?"
Alex didn't answer.  He didn't hear her.  He didn't hear anything at all happening around him.  His head throbbed.  He reached a hand to his temple and pulled it back to reveal a palm full of crimson.
The doors to the truck that ran the light opened.  Two men stepped out.  As confused and disoriented as he was, he realized something was off about them.  Their faces were stone, and they walked with purpose.
"Get down!"
He met Lisa's terrified gaze in the rear-view mirror briefly before she disappeared across the seat.  Alex did as he was told.  He unbuckled the seatbelt and crouched behind the driver's seat just before the shots rang out.
He didn't hear the guns blasting.  His hearing kept fading in and out.  He did feel the glass.  Tiny pebbles of glass and plastic rained on his head as the car was shot to pieces.
Alex placed his hand on the back of the seat and tried to will himself to vanish.  He waited for his fingers to push through the vinyl and dip into metal and foam.  His thoughts weren't clear.  What was happening?  Why weren't his powers working?  Was it because of the pain in his head?  The ringing in his ears?  Was he already dead?
His stomach heaved as he suddenly fell backwards.  He thought his powers had returned, and he was sliding through the car.  It took him a moment to realize he was wrong as the nausea washed over him and he stared up at the sky.  Ghosts didn't feel nausea.
Lisa had already pushed the driver's side door open and slid out under the barrage of gunfire.  She opened the rear door and hooked Alex under the arms.  With one strong pull, he fell on top of her in the middle of the street.
"Are you alright?" she asked.  "Get off me!"
Alex only heard half her words.  He rolled over to his hands and knees, ready to vomit at any moment.  Lisa held a gun with both hands while staying as low as she could.
"Shit, you're bleeding," Lisa said, gingerly touching his head.
"Yeah, wow."  Alex's words slurred.  "Too bad Victoria isn't here.  She likes blood."
A new voice shouted from the other side of the car.
"Hey, Nash!  You still alive over there?  Chuck says hello!"
A woman left a corner shop to see what was happening in the street.  Lisa shouted at her to get back inside.  She heard the sounds of an engine and tires squealing behind her.  Looking over her shoulder, a car rounded the corner from the block behind them.
"We've got to move."  She grabbed Alex's shoulder.  "Can you run?"
"I can't even vanish."
She ignored him and grabbed his arm.
"I'll shoot, and we'll head for the alley."
Alex didn't know what alley she was referring to, or even what direction she wanted him to run.  Before he could ask or clarify she was peering over the trunk and firing.  The two men dropped to the ground.  Lisa jumped to her feet and pulled him by the arm.  She led the way.  They ran past the front of the ruined unmarked car, and he finally saw the alley.  He felt as if they were running in slow motion, and thought any moment the men would fire once again, shooting him in the back.  The ringing was still terrible in his ears, but he heard another car grinding to a halt behind them.  He risked a look over his shoulder to see more men jumping out, guns drawn.
The two men from the first car fired once again.  A piece of brick splintered from the wall at the mouth of the alley near Alex's head.  He nearly stumbled over an overturned trashcan, but Lisa held him up.
"My goddamn phone's in the car," she said, feeling at her belt.
"And mine's at the motel.  Where are we going?"
"Anywhere but back there."
They were halfway down the alley when another truck stopped at the opposite end.  Alex thought nothing of it, and nearly kept running until Lisa pulled him back.
"Get down!"
She shoved him to the ground behind a small dumpster.  Grabbing two small cans of trash, she set them up side by side, creating a quick, and rather useless, barricade for their blind side.  The smell touched Alex's nose for the first time as Lisa squatted next to him, their shoulders touching.
"Sorry for dragging you into this.  Didn't think they'd try something like this in the day."
"Who?"
"Nash!" someone called.  "Don't be like this.  Toss your gun down, and I promise we'll make it quick.  For your little friend, too."
Lisa took a deep breath.  "Just stay down.  Don't get up until I tell you."
Alex realized, as Lisa set two clips on the ground for easy access, that he heard every word she said.  He also heard her attackers, threatening to kill the both of them.
His ears were no longer ringing.  The throbbing in his skull, at least for the moment, was gone.
He touched his head and pulled back another three fingers full of blood.  The sight brought uneasiness, but more than that, an overwhelming sense of anger.
"Those little bastards…."
Lisa didn't hear him.  She peered around the dumpster just enough to take aim.  Four men were approaching from one side of the alley, while the lone man from the truck approached from the opposite end.  Their best chance was to try to fight through the lone man.
She nearly fired when she heard the growling next to her.
Alex's wings were already out.  His face was twisting into something that wasn't human when he lunged for Lisa.  She screamed in terror, having already forgotten about the armed men trying to kill her.  Alex wrapped his arms around her and looked up at the blue afternoon sky.
"What the—?"
That was all she had time to say before Alex flew upward.
He cleared the tops of the buildings into the open air.  The gentle breeze ripped through his clothes, bringing a chill.  He wanted to climb higher, but his head started to throb once again.  His stomach began to dance, and he didn't know how long it would be before he got sick.
He didn't have a direction in mind.  He simply flew, oblivious to who might be watching below.  In the back of his mind he imagined people snapping pictures and video with their cell phones, but he shoved those thoughts aside.
Lisa was shouting something unintelligible.  Or perhaps his brain was too scrambled to interpret.  She hung onto Alex with every limb she had.  Her back facing the ground, she glimpsed behind her only once and saw the moving earth beneath her.  Her legs, which were wrapped around his waist, slipped once, and she hung on with her arms.  Alex's own grip was solid, however, and she managed to entwine her legs around him again.
He had his pick of rooftops to land on.  Slowly, he settled onto the roof of an office building.  As soon as there was a solid surface under them, Lisa released her hold and rolled nimbly away.  She rested on one knee and pointed her gun at Alex with trembling hands.  There was a roar in his ears, and it took a moment to realize it was a helicopter, slowly passing overhead, and not his brain bouncing around in his skull.
Alex gasped for breath.  His knees buckled from under him, and he reached out with his wings.  Bracing them on the roof was the only thing keeping him up.  His stomach finally won the battle between them, and he leaned over and vomited.  His wings weakened along with the rest of him.  He dropped to his knees, two feet away from his own fluids.
"What are you?" Lisa asked.
He placed a palm to the side of his head.
"Was I shot?"
"I don't think so.  But you're banged up pretty good."
"Good."  Either the world shivered, or Alex did.  He wasn't sure which.  "Cindy would kill me if I got shot."
He was completely unconscious before hitting the ground.



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 12
 
Alex opened his eyes in yet another unfamiliar bedroom.  Memories of the gunfight rushed back to him.  Men shouting at Lisa, trying to kill the both of them.  He sat up quickly, throwing the thin sheet off him.  The motion brought vertigo, and a sharp ache in his head.  Clenching his eyes shut, he brought a hand to his face and let out a loud ow.
"Are you awake in there?  I put some clothes out on the dresser."
It was those words that made him take stock of himself and wherever he was.  He was shirtless, only wearing his jeans.  The wound on his head seemed to be fine, just a cut under the hair.  He'd been scrubbed clean.  He didn't know what time it was.  There was no clock in the room, but he could see the setting sun through the window.  There were no pictures, no personality.  The walls and ceiling were plain white, with matching white curtains.
His wings were still out.
He willed them to flow into his body as he peeked out the window.  A half empty parking lot was all he could see.  He had no idea where he was, if he was even still in Stewardtown.  He was in a third floor apartment.  That was all he knew.
Alex eyed the clothes mentioned on the dresser.  He ignored the jeans.  His were fine as they were, but did slip into the black tee shirt laid out for him, which was a size too small.  His shoes awaited him in the corner.  It took some effort to put them on.  His balance hadn't completely returned to him, and the headache wasn't helping.  As he stood carefully, one foot at a time, he heard the sounds of someone using a computer.  Keys being pressed on a keyboard, along with the clicking of a mouse.  He was familiar with both, as often as Cindy worked.
He left the bedroom and stood in a hallway.  A chair leaned back into view, and Lisa watched with concern.  She'd taken a shower, her blond hair stringy and wet.  She wore sweatpants and a tee shirt, also a size too small.  She looked nothing like the police officer Alex had met.
"You're not going to pass out again, are you?"
He smiled, which sent another jolt through his head.
"It's not part of my plan, no."
Lisa turned her attention back to the computer.
"I had to cut away your shirt.  Hope you don't mind.  It wasn't exactly going over your head with those things sticking out of your back.  There's beer in the fridge.  And I think maybe a soda, too.  But don't get the wrong idea.  We're not getting drunk together and rubbing parts in bed."
"I'll try to control myself."
"Good.  In that case, get me a beer."
He turned into the kitchen and found the refrigerator.  He saw the beer Lisa referred to, and also a bottled water.  Handing her a beer over her shoulder, he noticed she was searching Youtube.
"Thanks," she said, scooting her chair over to share the monitor.  "Hey, this is you, isn't it?"
He glanced at the video she'd pulled up.  It only took him three seconds to realize what it was.
A sigh escaped as the memories flooded back.
Lisa clicked play and turned the volume up, but Alex was no longer watching.  He was studying her bare apartment as the sounds of people screaming and vampires attacking filled the air.  He'd already experienced the massacre at Camden Yards.  He didn't need to relive it via the Internet.  The grainy videos that showed a winged creature flying amongst the chaos had lost traction over the years.  Most people believed they were fake, and that was fine with him.
"There!" Lisa said, pointing.  "That's you, way in the background.  I've seen this before.  This shit was all over the news after that terrorist attack."  She turned to face Alex.  "It wasn't a terrorist attack, was it?"
Alex said nothing.  He only offered a half smile.  He gestured to the living room, rubbing a hand across the couch while glancing at the small TV.
"Is it safe here?" he asked.  "You were just attacked by people shouting your name.  Do they know where you live?"
"This is my second apartment.  People don't even know I stay here, not even the department.  And believe me, that's awfully hard to pull off while dragging an unconscious guy with wings through the front door."
"Yeah, thanks.  Thanks for not shooting me in the head."
"Thanks for picking me up and flying away.  That's something I thought I'd never say.  I guess we're even."
Alex took a long drink of cold, delicious water.
"So, what was all that about today?"
Lisa took her own drink of beer and pointed to the only picture frame in the place, hanging on the wall.
"It's about him.  Charles Wallace."
Alex read the headline of the newspaper clipping framed in glass.  Local Crime Boss Wallace Arrested.
"I was the one who arrested him.  I spent a year building the case against him.  He's tried to kill me a few times now, even though he's in prison.  He still runs the show."
"Holy shit," Alex muttered.  "What are you going to do?"
She laughed.  "Well, tonight, I think I'll lay low, maybe watch some TV.  Maybe I'll set up another apartment.  I have to be careful.  I'm pretty sure he's got a few cops under his thumb, too."
He waited for the rest, which didn't come.
"That's it?"
"Yeah.  I might be able to squeeze a few more months out before he finally nails me.  But with stunts like he pulled today, I don't know."
"You aren't going to do anything?"
She sat on the couch and kicked her feet up on the empty coffee table.
"Like what?  Arrest him again?  Maybe sneak into his cell and assassinate him?  Eh, I'd rather drink this beer."
A stab of sadness poked Alex as he watched her.  Had she truly given up?  She seemed at peace with whatever fate had in mind for her.  He understood this was a safe-house, in a sense, but there were no pictures of friends, family, not even a dog.
"And what does your family think about all this?"
She shook the beer bottle at him.
"Oh, you clever private investigator, you.  Trying to fish for information.  Enough about me and my excitement.  Let's talk about you."
"Not much to talk about, really."
"Please.  I've felt your wings.  I've seen videos of you flying, and just last night at my station, appearing and disappearing.  You spent a lot of time at my desk, and left with a stack of papers.  Kylie's file, I'm guessing?"
There was no point in denying.  Alex nodded and leaned against the wall.
"Yeah."
"Has your finely-tuned mind picked out anything I might have missed?"
"Not yet," he said, hoping he was convincing.  "I've only barely looked at it."
"Well, good luck.  No witnesses, no known enemies.  Her neck was broken, but I'm still waiting on the official word on whether that was the cause of death.  People are dragging their feet over this one."
"What do you mean?"
"People in this town didn't like Kylie's mother very much.  Because of that, no one's in a big hurry to find out who killed her daughter."
Alex's face twisted in anger.  "That's terrible."
"I agree.  I was hoping to at least put this one away before Chuck kills me."
He sat on the chair adjacent to her.
"So, you're not taking me to the police station?"
"No.  You saved my skin today.  It wouldn't be a good thing to do.  But, please, do one thing for me.  If you do stumble on anything about Kylie, let me know."
He nodded and watched her with curiosity.  After obtaining her name and password, he never thought he'd talk to her again.  Now he wondered more about her.
"Do you have family?" he asked.
She held up a hand.
"Alex, stop.  I don't want to be rude, but we're not going to become friends.  We won't be swapping war stories at the bar while pounding out whiskey.  I'm not going to ask you what government lab gave you wings.  So don't ask me anything, either."
Alex shrugged.  He would have liked to have made an ally, even a friend.  But he wasn't going to push.  He certainly wouldn't lose any sleep.
"Fair enough."
"I'll tell you what you can do, though," she said, turning on the TV.  "You mind getting me another beer?"
He laughed shortly as he stood up.  He went to the kitchen and was staring into the refrigerator when a familiar voice surprised him.
"Oh, damn, this is awesome!"
Startled, he turned to see Nate, standing near Lisa's computer desk.  Nate glanced around excitedly, full of energy.
"I teleported right to you!  Do you know what this means?"  He pounded his chest.  "It means we're bros.  This is some cool shit."  A frown crossed his face as he took in the apartment.  "This doesn't look like a jail cell.  Is that the detective lady?  Wow!  She's actually pretty, when she dresses normal.  Is her hair all wet?  Did she take a shower?  Did you…?"  He trailed off as he grinned from ear to ear.  "Oh, man, Alex, you beast.  But dude, Cindy is going to kill you.  Don't worry, I won't say anything."
"Nothing happened!" he hissed quietly.  "What's going on?"
"While you've been here swerving, Kylie and I have been working.  Zoey actually left the house.  She cleaned up and went to a club.  Kylie kind of went quiet on me, so I think it's the club they went to that night.  She's there waiting for us."
"Okay.  Let's go."
Nate held up a hand to slow Alex.
"Uh, one small problem.  I have the address, but I have no clue how to get there."
Alex walked past and handed Lisa another beer.  Instead of sitting, he gestured to the computer behind them.
"You mind if I use your computer for a second?"
"Go ahead.  Don't mind the porn."
"Oooh," Nate said.  "I think I'm in love."
Alex struggled for a moment, but managed to pull up directions to the address Nate gave him.  He wished he had his phone, but he'd left it at the motel.  It would have made everything much easier.  He scribbled the directions on a notepad Lisa kept next to the keyboard.
"Lisa, thanks for everything," he said, trying to sound as casual as possible.  "Thanks for the shirt, even if it's a little tight."
She laughed.  "Hey, take what you can get.  That's actually one of my old ones."
"Nice.  I have to get running along."
Setting her beer down, she stood up to see Alex off.
"Okay.  I have to say today was definitely a weird one.  I've never flown over my town before."
"What?" Nate said.  "She knows?  You flew—?"
"Don't take this the wrong way," Lisa said.  "But I hope we never meet again."
Alex smiled and nodded.  "I understand."
Lisa walked Alex to the door, with Nate following closely behind.  He left without another word.  Walking down the flights of stairs, he only picked up speed as he neared the bottom.  He shoved the door to the building open and stood in the middle of the sidewalk.
"Okay, what now?" Nate asked.  "Fly?"
"No.  I can't follow street signs from the sky."  He glanced at the directions once again and smiled at Nate.  "Try to keep up."
"What—?"
Alex shifted to the spirit realm and ran.
*****
The corner streetlights of Stewardtown lit up as Alex ran in the middle of the road.  He didn't tire when he moved through the spirit realm, but he did have to slow occasionally to look at the directions.  Nate ran beside him.  They moved with purpose, taking shortcuts whenever they could.  They ran through cars and the corners of buildings.
"Hey, Alex," Nate asked.  "I know it's been a while since you were fifteen.  But do you think a high school senior would go for a sophomore?"
Alex glanced at his friend.  Perhaps it was the day he had, but he wasn't able to truly put his thoughts into Nate's question.
"I don't know, Nate."
"If you think about it, I'm actually older than Kylie.  I've been dead longer.  So, I'm more mature, right?"
He laughed at the logic.
"Hey, I guess you've got that going for you."
"I know it's weird.  I never, ever thought this would happen.  But the more time I spend with her…it's just…."  He had no words.  "I wish we could have met when we were alive."
"Better late than never."
"She's so…quirky.  And I'm the first one to say I never thought quirky was hot.  Until I met her.  It makes no sense."
"It never does.  Look, about Zoey…."
"What about her?  She's cute, don't get me wrong.  But Kylie—"
Alex fought frustration, but couldn't help but laugh.
"Enough about Kylie.  You watched Zoey all day.  What did she do?  Did she call anyone?"
"That girl needs to eat a sandwich, for one thing.  Maybe like two or three.  She's in bad shape, man.  Didn't leave the basement all day, didn't eat anything.  She goofed off on the computer, listened to music, cried for a bit.  It was rough watching her.  It messed Kylie up a little.  We actually got bored for a while.  But then Zoey got up and actually took a shower.  Now, do not freak about this.  I didn't mean to see, but she just dropped her clothes right in her bedroom.  Skin and bones, man.  She looks really bad.  We followed her to the club, and I came and got you."
Alex nodded, taking in all the information.  He wished he could have taken notes.
"What are you thinking?" Nate asked.
"I don't know.  This could be a complete waste of time.  I just wonder if we're getting the whole story."
Alex and Nate rounded their last street corner, and saw the club ahead.  It wasn't very hard to spot.  The parking lot was full, and cars were lined up and down the street.  Even on a weeknight, there was always an audience for dancing and drinking.  Young men and women dressed inappropriately for the season made their way inside.  The sight reminded him that it'd been a while since he spent the night with Cindy and their friends on the town.
He was surprised to see Kylie standing in the middle of the road.  Cars drove through her, but she didn't seem to notice.  She stood motionless, staring at the club before her.
"Kylie?" Nate said as they approached her.  "Are you okay?"
"Yeah, I'm fine."
"Is Zoey inside?" Alex asked.  "How come you're not in there?"
She held out her arms.  "I can't go in there looking like this."
He took a step back, taking her in.  With the exception of the black shorts, she looked very similar to the night she died.
"Uh, does it really matter?"
"Of course it matters!"
"I think you wore that shirt, didn't you?"
"And we all see how that turned out!"  She paced and adjusted her glasses.  "I'm not going in there like this.  No one ever noticed me.  I tried to tell myself I didn't care, but it bothered me.  Zoey is so beautiful.  That night, everyone looked past me and only saw her.  That's how it always was.  I'm sick of it."
Alex and Nate watched as Kylie suffered a mini-meltdown.  She walked up to three young women making their way into the club.  She stared at the one in the middle, wearing a short skirt and revealing tube-top.  Kylie held her hands up as she copied the woman's clothes, with the exception of her sandals.
"There.  How's that?  Do I look sexy?"
Alex said nothing.  He glanced at Nate, who had his own look of concern.  Meltdown or not, Alex was impressed at her growing abilities.
"The glasses probably aren't helping," Kylie said.  "Well, I'm dead, so I shouldn't need them."
She ripped them from her face and tossed them.  They disappeared in mid-flight.  Kylie blinked twice and smiled, but the glasses reappeared on her face.  Scowling, she tossed them again, with the same result.  The eye-ware was a part of her identity, whether she realized it or not.
Kylie dropped to her knees and cried.  Alex's heart hurt as he watched her sob.  Every ghost had issues they went through after death.  Reflecting on a life cut short brought about regrets the ghost didn't even know they had.
Nate knelt in front of her.
"Kylie, you don't have to be like Zoey or anyone else."
She laughed sarcastically.  "Yeah.  This is coming from the guy who camps out in girls' locker rooms."
He looked up at Alex.  "There really is no way for her to see?  No demon mirror or something she can use?"
Alex shook his head.  "No.  Maybe I can get Kevin to magic something up.  But the way light and mirrors work in the spirit realm, I'm sorry.  No reflections."
"She just doesn't see how gorgeous she is."
Kylie held up her palm.  "Nate, just stop."
"I'm serious.  Well, I'm not sure about the tube-top.  Although it does show off…certain things.  Anyway, yes, you're gorgeous, hot, beautiful, whatever word you want to use.  You look good in jeans, shorts, glasses, anything.  I know this might be bad timing, since…you know, you just died and everything.  But after all this is over, I was going to ask you on a date."
She laughed as she climbed to her feet.
"Yeah, right."
"I'm serious.  Alex, help me out here."
He nodded.  "I believe it.  He wouldn't stop talking about you on the way over here."
Kylie wrinkled her nose.
"How would that work?"
"I'm still working on that part," Nate said, looking down and shrugging.  "I've never been on a date before.  But I have some ideas."
She reached for Nate's hand.  "Thank you for trying to make me feel better."
"Well, you're welcome.  But I wasn't just saying it.  We should go out.  We'd have fun."
The transformation was amazing.  Suddenly Nate was nervous and flustered, while Kylie was smiling and full of confidence.  She squeezed his hand.
"You think of something cool, and we'll do it," Kylie said.
The look in her eye told Alex no matter what Nate picked, Kylie was all in.  They were a cute couple.  She took a step back, and her clothes changed once again.  The skirt and tube-top vanished, with her familiar cat shirt and black shorts taking their place.
"Oh, thank God," Nate said.  "The legs are distracting enough."
"Okay, guys, I'm going to head inside," Alex said, nodding at Kylie.  He put a hand on her shoulder.  "I know this is hard, but it might really help if you come with me.  Closure, healing, maybe a loose memory or two."
She stared at the club and took a deep breath.  Adjusting her glasses, she scooted closer to Nate.
"Are you going in?"
He laughed.  "You two wouldn't know what to do without me."
"Alright.  Let's hurry before I lose my nerve."
*****
Alex remembered why he wasn't fond of the club scene the moment he stepped inside.  The loud music assaulted his ears.  People were moving and gyrating shoulder to shoulder.  In what he imagined was all carefully engineered to bring about a sense of intimacy and fun, for him only brought claustrophobia.  Plus there was the simple fact that he didn't drink.  The only reasons he enjoyed being at a club was spending time with his friends, and watching Cindy dance.
He paid to get inside, a mistake he wished he could take back.  At least he could claim it as an expense for Demons LLC.  There were two levels to the club.  Even the steps leading to the second floor were lined with people.  Finding an empty section of wall near the pool table, he leaned back to collect himself.
Three women and a man were playing pool, each taking turns.  One of the women smiled at Alex and pointed to the selection of warped pool cues behind him.
"You want to join us?" she asked.
He politely shook his head.  "Uh, no thanks.  I'm just trying to get some air."
"You might be in the wrong place for that."  She laughed and tossed her hair over her shoulder.
Kylie, who was only a few steps behind Alex the entire time, leaned in close.  She said something, but he only picked up scattered words.
"What?"
"I said," Kylie raised her voice.  "I think she's giving you the eye."
He glanced at the woman and caught her glancing at him in return.  She smiled once again before lining up suggestively across the pool table to line up a shot.  Alex looked at his finger to make sure his wedding ring was still there, which it was.  Some people simply didn't care.
Nate stood not far from Kylie.  He surveyed the floor, searching all around him for Zoey.  Kylie stayed near Alex, her eyes wide.
"Are you holding up okay?" Alex asked.
She took a deep breath.  "Yeah, I think so.  Sorry for going nuts outside."
"Do you remember anything?"
"Not much."  She let out a small laugh and pointed to the bar.  "I remember that bartender over there.  He had a thing for Zoey.  Was trying to sneak her a drink or two."
He shook his head.  "Serving alcohol to a minor.  Probably not the smartest thing for his career."
They shared a laugh before Kylie leaned in close again to whisper.
"Can ghosts change their hair color?"
"I'm not sure.  That's…never really come up before."
"I know Nate likes redheads.  And I've always kind of wanted to dye my hair anyway."
Smiling, he nudged her shoulder, drawing a look from the women nearby as he conversed with someone they couldn't see.
"I don't think Nate would change anything about you."
She adjusted her glasses and watched Nate, affection in her eyes.  Alex had seen stranger things.  Two ghosts finding each other and possibly starting something.  Why not?
Nate joined them while keeping his eyes moving across the dance floor.
"You know, this place reminds me of a crazy fight that broke out at a party I was at in Colorado.  You should have seen it.  This dude—"
"Later, Nate.  Have you seen Zoey?"
"Not yet.  The best way we'll probably find her is to actually be out on the dance floor."  He grabbed Kylie's hand.  "Let's go."
"Whoa, wait.  You mean…dancing?"
"No, of course not.  We'll be looking for Zoey.  And if it just happens you want to dance—"
"I don't dance, Nate.  I've told you this before.  On Halloween, that wasn't dancing.  That was you pestering me for ten minutes until I let you put your hands on my hips.  Which doesn't make any sense.  It's not like we can feel—"
Nate shook his head and dragged her away.
"Man," he said.  "And people tell me I talk too much."
Alex laughed and turned his attention to the young crowd around him.  Spotting Zoey would be difficult with the sea of bodies swaying back and forth.  The second level was open in the middle, giving an overhead view of the first floor.  He'd have a better vantage point from above.
He pushed his way through the crowd, keeping an eye out for Zoey.  He thought about slipping into the spirit realm.  Walk through torsos and heads.  But he wanted to be seen.  He wanted to give Zoey a chance to see him first.
It took almost two minutes and several nearly-spilled drinks to make it to the stairs.  He worked his way to the railing next to a group of men ogling women from above.  He didn't see Zoey, but did spot Kylie and Nate dancing together.  Kylie wasn't terrible, but Nate needed a lot of practice.  They made no effort to look for Zoey.  Alex was angry, but only for a moment, when he noticed how happy Kylie was.  She leaned her head back and laughed at Nate's terrible moves, and reached forward to hug him.  They dipped in and out of the bodies around them.  She wasn't thinking about how her life ended, or obsessing over catching her killer.  She was just having fun with a new friend.
As much as Alex liked tallying up the dollars, watching Kylie slowly heal was worth more.
On the other side of the dance floor, Alex finally spotted Zoey.
She was dancing with a guy not much older than her, maybe two years at the most.  Her clothes were meant to impress, although she had trouble filling them out.  Her black leggings were loose on her thighs, her blouse not quite fitting right.  The dancing was suggestive, with her partner grinding up against her from behind.  The stranger had his arms around her waist, with Zoey leaning her head back onto his shoulder and grabbing the back of his hair.  He wondered if it was the person in Zoey's story, the one Kylie didn't approve of.
At first glance, Zoey simply seemed to be cutting loose.  She hadn't been taking care of herself, nor letting anyone else take care of her.  She'd spent weeks in her basement, had mourned Kylie's death, and was finally ready to live life once again.
Alex couldn't help but feel there was more to it than that.
"Kylie!" he shouted.
They didn't hear him at first, and Alex had to shout several times.  Finally, the pair looked up at him and waved.  Their faces turned serious when they saw him pointing.
His curiosity piqued when Zoey and her companion stopped dancing.  She whispered something in his ear.  Her words brought a large smile to his face.  She grabbed his hand and led him through the crowd, toward a door near the back.
Alex vanished, drawing a startled gasp from the man next to him.  He walked through the railing and fell to the first floor.  His form merged with a group of women dancing.  He could feel their skin, tissue, blood, organs.  It wasn't a pleasant sensation.
"Alex?" Nate called, pulling Kylie with him.  "What's going on?"
"It looks like Zoey is leaving.  Let's go."
The trio had no trouble moving through the living.  They caught up to Zoey as she left the club through the back door with her friend.  She was laughing and walking close to the man, their arms around each other.  The door led outside, and Alex was relieved when they left the music behind.
They were in an alley.  The lighting was very poor, with trash and litter spread about.  The back of a strip mall was on one side, a large fence on the other.  Zoey and her friend walked slowly, without a care in the world.  He tried to let his hand drift below her back, only to have it smacked away.
"No, no," she said.  "Save something for later."
Alex followed closely behind with Kylie and Nate.
"Jesus," Nate said.  "This isn't exactly romantic, is it?"
"Do you know him?" Alex asked.  "Ever seen him before?"
"I don't think so."
Alex and Nate walked ten more steps before realizing Kylie had stopped.  She glanced at her surroundings.  The brick wall to her right, several trash cans to her left.  There was a light pole with a burnt out bulb.  A shattered window leading into the back of an abandoned laundromat was just over her head.  A look of fear crossed her face.
"I've…been here before."
"You're remembering something?"
Her pain and frustration were obvious.  The shadows of a memory death had stolen from her, so close to the front of her mind.
"No.  God, this pisses me off."
Alex turned to see Zoey continuing down the alley.  They were holding hands now, and the man was singing.  Badly.  The alcohol was taking its toll.  Kylie jogged to catch up.
"You know, I just thought of something," the stranger said.  "I don't even know your name."
"Don't worry.  You don't need my name for what I have in mind."
Kylie frowned and wrinkled her nose.
"That ain't Zoey."
Nate stared.  "Uh, it looks like it to me."
"No," Kylie said strongly.  "I've known her since middle school.  That's not her.  She wouldn't act like such…."
"A whore?" Nate finished.
She eyed him dangerously, but relented.  "Yeah," she said, adjusting her glasses.  "The alley's going to hit a wall up ahead, and turn right."  She gripped the sides of her head.  "Owww…."
Nate reached for her.  "Kylie?  Are you okay?"
"My head hurts."
She was right.  They made a right, and spent several more minutes walking the alleys of Stewardtown.  It was almost like a maze.  Alex kept a close eye on Kylie.  She kept up, but he could see her in distress.
"My feet are starting to hurt," the man complained.  "Where the hell are we going?  You said you wanted to party.  Well, this don't look like no playground to me."
Zoey suddenly kicked a trashcan out of the way and pushed him up against the wall.
"We can have our party right here," Zoey said.
The air rushed out of the stranger's lungs, but he smiled.  He adjusted his shirt as she invaded his personal space.
"It's a little dirty back here, isn't it?"
She wasn't deterred.
"You don't want to get a little dirty?"
Kylie fell to one knee, and Nate rushed to her side.  Alex wasn't sure where to look first.  Zoey made out with the stranger enthusiastically.  He tried to lift her shirt, but she resisted.  Kylie's leg gave out from under her, sending her to the ground on her side.  Nate paid no attention to the romantic show before them.  His focus was entirely on Kylie.
Alex knelt next to her, but kept his gaze on Zoey.  He knew their kiss wasn't going to end well.
"Alex," Kylie said.  She grabbed his arm.  "This isn't right."
Zoey forced the stranger's head back and kissed his neck.  He moaned in delight.  She licked and sniffed his flesh.  Alex recognized the ecstasy, and something else.
The signs had always been there.  Hiding from the daylight.  No longer eating and drinking.  He'd missed them all.
"Yeah, I know."
Alex stood up and shifted back to the living realm.  He pushed forward, but wasn't fast enough.  He caught a glimpse of Zoey's fangs and red eyes as she reared her head back.  In one smooth motion, her head snapped forward, latching onto the stranger's neck.  Kylie and Nate gasped.  There was nothing sexual in her movements now.  She grabbed the stranger's hair with one hand, shoving his head against the wall, and pinned his wrist with the other.  His eyes went wide with shock, but then euphoria took hold, and finally arousal.  He put up no resistance as the blood left his body.
Alex recognized the sight of a vampire out of control.  Zoey took deep, full drinks.  She let out a noise that was part growl, part moan.  She wasn't going to stop until the stranger was dead.
He slipped an arm around her neck and grabbed her wrist.  He tried to pull her back, but even as frail as she was, she was much stronger than him.
"Stop," he said.  "You'll kill him."
She shrugged him off easily, forcing him back a step.  Whirling in place, she struck a single time, a punch to Alex's chest.  He sailed across the alley and landed in a heap of trashcans.  Pain shot through his back.
The stranger was holding a hand to his neck.  His senses returned to him, despite the erection.  His panicked eyes drifted back and forth from Zoey to Alex.
"Run!" Alex shouted.  "Get out of here!"
He did as he was told, without a word, and Zoey didn't pursue.  Her gaze was fixed on Alex.  They still glowed red.  Her fangs protruded past her bottom lip, dripping blood.
"Zoey," Kylie said, off to the side.  She struggled to climb to her feet with Nate's help.  "You…killed me, didn't you?"
It took effort for Alex to pull himself to one knee as well.  He needed a moment to catch his breath, but wasn't sure if that moment existed.  He held up a palm.
"Just wait a second.  Zoey, listen—"
"You fucking bitch!"
It was Kylie.  She stood upright, her balled fists at her sides.  Nate tried to calm her down, but that wasn't possible.
She charged.  An unrecognizable scream escaped her lips, and Alex thought the nearby windows rattled, only for a second.  Diving through the air, she passed harmlessly through Zoey and landed on the ground.
The distraction was enough, but not in Alex's favor.  He barely registered that the vampire was moving.
He got his arms up in time before Zoey was in his face.  She snapped her jaws, like a canine, and barely missed his nose.  With an arm lodged under her throat, it was only just enough to keep her back.
His instincts told him to vanish, but he pushed them aside.  He needed to talk to Zoey, and he couldn't do that from the spirit realm.
"Zoey," he said.  "Listen.  You're in the middle of bloodlust.  You have to fight it.  Or you'll hate yourself for the rest of your life."
She said nothing.  She leaned back, and for a moment, Alex thought he'd gotten through to her.  He couldn't have been more wrong.  She cocked her arm behind her and raked him across the face with a hand that was no longer human.  Her fingers were elongated, her nails razor-sharp.  It was only sheer luck and Zoey's clumsiness that she didn't rip half his face off.  Still, the swipe connected, and he felt blood running down his face.
The sight of the crimson nectar excited Zoey even more.  Her eyes opened wide as she lunged forward again.  She stretched her tongue as far as it would go, eager to lick the only thing a vampire could ingest.
Alex stopped her with his arms, and two more appendages she didn't see coming.
His wings shot out from his back, knocking over another garbage can and tossing aside a bag of trash.  He hooked the claws on the tips of his wings into her shoulders and forced her back.  His wings were far stronger than his arms, easily capable of protecting him.  She shrieked in pain.  He could have easily tossed her, like she did him, but he resisted.  He was surprised at his composure, considering blood was running down his face and borrowed shirt.
"No," he said.  "My blood.  You can't have it."
"What the hell is she?" Kylie asked, barely standing on her feet.  "She's a vampire, isn't she?  Like Victoria?"
Nate shook his head.  "I don't know.  She's nothing like Victoria."
Zoey's expression softened at the voice she couldn't hear until Alex allowed her to.  Just his wings touching her was enough for her to see into the spirit realm.  Her eyes were still red, the fangs present, but she found her voice, and the craving for blood stalled.
"Kylie?" she said, glancing left and right.  "Is that you?"
Her voice was slurred due to the fangs.  She contorted her body, staring behind her, and ripped one of Alex's wings from her shoulder as a result.  Tears escaped as she struggled to breathe.
"Yeah, it's me."  Her tone was icy and even.  "But it doesn't look like you're you."
Zoey pulled away from Alex and fell on her hands and knees.
"Kylie, I'm so sorry.  I didn't mean—"
She looked up, but saw nothing.  Breaking contact with Alex left her alone with him in the alley.  But Kylie still looked down at her old friend with anger and disappointment.
"Well," Kylie said.  "I guess we know what happened that night."
Alex said nothing.  A new voice shouted from Alex's right, further down the alley.
"Don't move!"
He turned to see Detective Lisa Nash, running in a half crouch with her gun drawn.  She stopped twenty feet away and took aim at Zoey.
"Lay down on the ground!  Put your hands behind your head!"
Zoey would do no such thing.  Her head snapped up, the hungry glare in her eyes once again.  She licked what was left of the stranger's blood from her fangs.  She charged forward without hesitation, but Lisa didn't hesitate with her actions either.  She opened fire, lighting up the alley with muzzle flash.  She caught Zoey in the shoulder and thigh.  Zoey shouted and fell to one knee.  She snarled at Lisa one final time before turning and running.  She ran past Alex and through Nate, deeper into the alley.
"Nate," Alex said.  "Follow Zoey."
Nate flinched, doubt and confusion flashing across his face.  The alley was a mess, the scene of an attempted murder.  Blood splatter was on the brick wall.  Alex struggled to climb to his feet.  Kylie could barely stand.  Detective Lisa Nash was hurriedly approaching.  Nate didn't feel comfortable leaving.
"Are you sure?"
"Yes," Alex said forcefully.  He eyed Kylie as she tried to lean on the wall.  As much as he wanted to follow Zoey, he had the feeling he needed to stay with Kylie.  "Go, watch her.  I don't think she'll hurt anyone else."
"Oh, you don't think?"
"Go!"
Nate pointed to Kylie.  "Watch her for me.  Please."
Alex nodded, and Nate vanished.  He didn't bother running after Zoey.  He had his own way of pursuing someone.
Lisa caught up to Alex.  He'd already pushed himself to his feet with the help of his wings.  He didn't bother hiding them, opting instead to fold them behind him.  She lifted his chin to inspect the cuts across his face.
"Shit," she said, wincing.  "Are you okay?"
"Believe it or not, I've been through worse."
"Oh, I believe it.  I have the feeling you don't want me to take you to the hospital."
"You'd be right.  I thought you said you were staying at home?"
"There was nothing good on TV.  So, I figured I'd follow you.  Although there wasn't much following involved.  You didn't exactly clear the cache on my computer."
Alex shook his head.  He should have known.  Clearing the cache was a trick he'd have to remember, and get Cindy to teach him.
"Well, do you mind if I…?"  She gestured down the alley.
"Go ahead."
She ran in the direction of Zoey, to engage in a chase he knew the detective wouldn't win.
The only people left in the alley, alive or dead, were Alex and Kylie.
"Alex," she said.  She took one step toward him before falling to the ground.  "What's wrong with me?"
He sat next to her and reached for her hand.
"Relax.  Everything's okay."
"Am I…going to Heaven?  Or worse?  I'm not ready yet."
"No, that's not it.  I think maybe you died around here."
"Zoey killed me, didn't she?  My best friend."
"I don't know."
"You don't know?  Did we just see two different things?  She's a vampire.  And she's not friendly, like the ones you hang out with.  God, I'd give anything to know what happened that night."
"It's funny you should say that," he said, smiling.  He squeezed her hand and put his free hand on the back of her neck.
She let out a sigh.  "Ah, warm hands.  I feel so sick.  I didn't even know that was possible.  Ghosts can get sick?"
"It's your mind.  Your memory is fighting to be heard, and it can make you feel weird."
"Weird.  Bad choice of words.  I feel like I'm going to throw up."
"Eh, memories do that.  Take deep breaths.  Don't try to stand."
"I think…I'm remembering."
"Okay, then."  He rubbed the back of her neck.  "Away we go."
The alley slowly faded away around them.



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 13
 
Alex winced and clenched his eyes shut as the loud music bounced around in his head once again.  He sighed in frustration.  They'd just endured the war on the senses that was the club night scene, and here they were again.  Kylie's hand was still entwined in his own.  He pulled it free and covered his ears for a moment.
"Ohmygod ohmygod," Kylie repeated, putting her hands to her cheeks.  "What the hell's going on?  Did I teleport here?"
He slowly opened his eyes and absorbed the club again.  Men and women drinking, dancing, flirting with each other, playing pool and cards.  Kylie and he were on the first floor, near the center.
"No.  We're inside your memories, on the night you died.  Getting near your place of death finally trigged something."
"Are you kidding me?  We're looking inside my head?"
"You got it."
"Well then how are you inside my head?"
He smiled.  "Just another of the little tricks I can do."
She shook her head as she stared at the floor.
"Jesus.  This is just too much.  The moment I think I'm getting a handle on things, something just kicks my ass."
"Yeah, I know what you mean.  Normal, it's not."
Another voice spoke, identical to Kylie's.
"That's the dumbest thing I ever heard!"
They both stared at each other, confused, until Kylie's jaw dropped.  She pointed over Alex's shoulder.  He turned to see Kylie and Zoey in a heated discussion in the middle of the dance floor.
It wasn't the same Zoey Alex had already met.  Her figure was full, healthy.  Her cheeks were rosy, her smile bright.  She was nothing like the emaciated young woman that took her place now.  She filled out her clothes, catching the eye of many men strolling through.  Zoey could have easily passed for nineteen, maybe twenty years old.
"C'mon, Kylie.  Stop the crazy over there."
"Are you even listening to yourself?  You want to leave here with a guy you don't even know?"
Zoey rolled her eyes and laughed.
"Isn't that the whole point of why we came out tonight?"
"To make out with strangers and leave with them?"
"To have fun!  And, sometimes, part of that fun is hooking up with a hot guy.  Look at him.  Tell me he's not cute."
Alex and Kylie, the spirit Kylie, moved closer to look at the man in question.  He leaned against the wall not far from the bar.  He smiled and chatted with several women as they passed by, but his attention always returned to Zoey and Kylie.  His features were chiseled, with an intense, blue-eyed stare and a strong jaw.
"I'll tell you one thing," Zoey said.  "He's definitely a good kisser."
Kylie laughed.  "Yeah, I saw you two dancing.  I thought clothes were getting ready to fly off."
"You saw us?  Then why didn't you come out and dance with us, instead of holding up the wall?"
"No, thanks.  You've seen me dance.  And I don't think a bomb could have stopped you two.  How old is he?  Isn't it weird that he's here creeping on high school girls?"
"Uh, excuse me.  I'm eighteen now, so I can do what I want."
"Do you even know his name?"
"No.  Not yet."
"Wow.  Brilliant, Zoey."
Zoey's eyes narrowed, taking a bit of a hard edge.
"What is your problem?  You said you'd come out and have fun.  So, why can't you do that?  Why can't you have fun?"
"I am having fun."
"No, you're not.  You're watching me have fun.  Kylie, if you want a guy to really look at you, to undress you with his eyes—"  She looked at Kylie's kitten shirt.  "You're going to have to change your clothes."
Kylie shrugged.  "I like my clothes."
"Whatever.  Look, you don't have to be jealous."
She put her hands on her hips.  "Jealous?"
"He wants me to go to some friend's apartment of his.  But I said I wouldn't go without you.  So…."  She held her hands together.  "Please?"
"Wow.  A stranger's apartment.  Are you thinking at all?"
"And there it is."
"There what is?"
"If he asked you, I'd bet you go."
"That's not it.  I just don't like the guy."
"Yeah, you don't like anyone.  I guess you and your mom share that, at least."
Kylie frowned.  "Now where did that come from?"
"I don't know.  I'm sorry."  Zoey turned to wave and smile at her dance partner.  "Look, I'm actually going to see if I can meet some new people, and maybe even a little more with my new friend over there.  Are you coming or not?"
She crossed her arms and shook her head.  "No."
Zoey shrugged and pulled down at her mini-skirt.
"Okay, whatever."
Alex and both versions of Kylie watched as Zoey turned and walked away without looking back.  She took the stranger's hands and they shared a quick kiss.  He tried to wrap an arm around her waist, but he was a full head taller than Zoey.  He settled for her shoulders as they headed for the same exit door that Alex himself used not long ago.
"I was going to walk home," spirit Kylie told Alex.  "But I couldn't just let Zoey go."
"You remember?"
"A little.  It's cloudy."
The memory version of Kylie headed for the door, and they followed.  They stayed ten feet behind Kylie, and Kylie stayed twenty feet behind them.  She kept to the shadows to avoid being seen.  Zoey and her friend talked and laughed, stopping occasionally for a quick kiss.  A terrible sense of déjà vu overwhelmed Alex as they relived the alley pursuit from ten minutes prior, only with slightly different players.
"You know what's funny?" Kylie said.  "I was jealous of Zoey."
"Seriously?"
She nodded.  "Most of the time I didn't care.  But it got to me that night.  The way guys look at her.  It didn't matter what was going on.  They always look past me to look at her.  And I don't think a mini-skirt is something I can pull off."
"I'll bet Nate wouldn't agree.  Do you know that guy Zoey is with?"
"Not at all."
They continued to wind through the alley maze, on the exact same course Zoey led the man from the club earlier.  Only this time, in Kylie's memory, Zoey wasn't the one leading.  The man she was with was in complete control, had Zoey eating from the palm of his hand.
"Oh, no," Kylie said, slowing down.  "Am I going to watch my own murder?  Am I going to see Zoey kill me?"
Alex said nothing.  He had enough clues to put together a theory.  But there were no words that would prepare Kylie for what she was about to see.
He kept his eyes locked on the man Zoey was with.
They turned down yet another alley.  In her memory, Kylie stayed behind, peering around a corner.  Spirit Kylie ran ahead, in between Zoey and her other self.  Despite being closer, she couldn't hear what Zoey was saying.  Her memory didn't have that information, no matter how close she got.
"God, we were just here!" she said.  "This is where Zoey attacked that guy, tried to kill him?  What's going on—?"
A loud scream cut her off.  Alex sensed it was coming, but jumped regardless.  There were no more words, no more flirtation.  Kylie turned to see the man holding Zoey against the wall.  Her neck was bent at an odd angle as he drank from her.  She struggled in his grip, not feeling the typical sexual side effects from a vampire's feeding.
"Zoey!"
It was memory Kylie.  She ran from behind the corner, wanting to help her friend.  The man let Zoey drop like garbage.  He grabbed Kylie by the neck in a single fluid motion with one hand.  There was no care, no gentleness, like with Victoria.  He forced her to the ground and straddled her as he sank his fangs into her shoulder.  Her body seemed to disappear under him.  A small moan escaped as her legs shook.
"Am I…?" Spirit Kylie said, crying.  "Enjoying—?"
"It's an involuntary reaction," Alex interrupted.  "You couldn't help it."
Kylie turned, not wanting to watch the vampire violate her.  He took her blood, her control, her life.  Alex almost felt a tear coming on as well.  The vampire drank with no regard for Kylie's life.  Zoey lay next to her, blood pouring from her neck.  Her eyes stared up at the night sky.  It felt like the scene went on forever, but in reality only twenty seconds passed.  Kylie's body went still.
Alex put a hand on Kylie's back as she leaned over and cried.  He didn't know what else to do.
Zoey screamed as she sat up.  Her eyes flashed red, only for a second, before turning their normal shade of green.  She kicked as she scooted away, knocking over a plastic recycling bin.
Everyone involved in the memory was amazed, except Alex.
"Well," the man said.  "This is a surprise."
It was the first time Alex heard him speak.  There was a slight accent to his voice.  It was at odds with the behavior he displayed.  Even, thoughtful, almost pleasant.  It didn't match his youthful appearance.
"Relax, Zoey," he said, reaching for her.  "Please, calm down."
Zoey fought.  She flailed and kicked as her back pressed against the wall.  The man easily caught her wrists and gently ran the back of his fingers down her cheek.  Where she would have enjoyed the gesture minutes ago, now she only cringed.
"Do you know what a rare gift this is?" he asked.  "I knew there was something special about you.  I saw it when you danced, when you laughed.  But I never dreamed…."  He trailed off and smiled.  "We have a lot to talk about."
Zoey's face lit up at the sight of her best friend.  Kylie lay motionless, only a few feet away.  Her mouth opened and closed slowly, her eyelids fluttered.  But that was all.
The alley faded in and out quickly, like a power spike killing a TV.
"What's happening?" Kylie asked.
Alex struggled to speak.  "You're still alive here, but not for long.  The brain is going.  This memory won't be far behind."
Kylie took a deep breath.  She seemed to be handling everything better than Alex.  It saddened him to know they were at her last moments.
"My last memory."
Zoey held Kylie in her arms, crying into her shirt.  She leaned her head back and sobbed hysterically, revealing large fangs.
"Zoey, you have to drink," the vampire said.  "Warm blood is the best blood.  Your friend…she's gone."
"You fucking killed her!"
"And you'll be dead soon, too, if you don't learn.  Listen to me."
"No!"
The alley faded again.  When it returned, Kylie was flat on the ground with Zoey on her knees next to her.  Her face was still a mess, a mix of grieving and vampiric features that she couldn't control.  Her eyes turned back and forth from red to green.  She seemed more receptive to the stranger, who squatted next to her.
Their words were broken, incomplete.  The last words Kylie would hear in the living world.
"…so thirsty…."
"…more noise than I would have liked…get rid of the body…take care of you…."
The alley faded one final time, taking Zoey and the vampire with it.  Kylie's body disappeared.  Alex cast a sideways glance to Kylie.  Her face was passive, unreadable.  He knew they were back in the living realm, away from Kylie's memory.  Still, he couldn't resist rejoining it and running his hand along the wall, just to make sure.
"Are you okay?"
He regretted the question as soon as it left his lips.  She laughed sarcastically.
"Okay?  I'm not sure what that is anymore."  She squatted and stared at the spot where her body lay, where she died.  "What the fuck did we just see?  Why am I dead, but Zoey is alive?"
"It's not like the movies," he explained.  "Not everyone becomes a vampire when they get bit.  But it looks like Zoey is one of them."
"I tried to tell her."  Her voice rose.  "I tried to help her!  And that's what happens?  I get killed?!"
Kylie paced, her hands balled into fists.  She stared at the ground and refused to look up.  Various noises of rage and disgust escaped.  Alex was quiet.  It was best to just let her be.
She stopped and swung at the wall as hard as she could.  Her fist passed through, and her balance along with it.  She fell, her legs sticking out.  Any other time, it would have been a funny sight.  Alex reached through the wall to help her.
"Get off me!" she said, after he pulled her up.  Her expression quickly softened.  "I'm sorry, it's just…she was my best friend.  I don't know how I feel right now."
"It's okay.  I'm here for you, and Nate is, too."
"Did someone say my name?"
They jumped at the sound of his voice.  They turned to see Nate standing five feet away.  If Alex didn't know any better, he would have thought the ghost was tired.  Nate's shoulders were slumped, his movements slow.
He noticed the solemn expressions on Alex and Kylie's face.  He approached her, concerned, but stopped short of touching her.
"Is everything okay?" he asked.  "What did I miss?"
"Did you find Zoey?"
"Yeah, I caught her.  Actually, it's more like she finally decided to stop running.  Damn, that girl can move.  Can all vampires do that?  She ran across rooftops, jumped across buildings, fell two stories to the ground.  I thought she was going to parkour her way all the way to Canada.  If I wasn't in such good shape—"
"What about Lisa?  Detective Nash?"
Nate shook his head.  "I didn't see her.  I don't know where she is.  There's no way she was keeping up with Zoey."
"Okay," Alex said.  "Let's go see her."
Kylie shrugged.  "Why?"
Alex and Nate looked at each other.
"We still have some questions," Alex said.
"Oh yeah?  What?  What could possibly matter now?"
Alex would never understand what Kylie was going through.  At least not until he was brutally murdered and found out his best friend was involved.  He knew Kylie was hurt, devastated, but he felt she'd regret it if they gave up now.
He could think of a few questions for Zoey, but one stood out above all the others.
"How about where is the vampire that killed you?"
Kylie sighed and relented.  She brushed hair out of her eyes and lowered her head as she moved past them, taking the lead.
"Fine, whatever.  Let's go."
Nate held up his hands.  "Whoa, what?  A vampire?  Killed Kylie?  It wasn't Zoey?  What did I miss?  Can someone fill me in here?"



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 14
 
Nate led Alex and Kylie through Stewardtown.  Night was rapidly passing, but there was still the occasional car on the road, the pedestrian on the sidewalk.  The trio was quiet as they walked.  Alex didn't have the energy to try to lift Kylie out of the mood she was in.  Even Nate was smart enough to keep his thoughts to himself.  Kylie kept her eyes forward.  She adjusted her glasses occasionally, and her lip twitched once.
After ten minutes of walking Nate pointed to an overpass up ahead.  The sides sloped up, were full of graffiti and broken glass.  Near one of the columns supporting the road above Alex could see a figure sitting.  Zoey sat on the other side of the column, away from the road and the eyes of a driver in a hurry.  Her legs were bent, her head buried between her knees.
"Hiding out under an overpass.  Like a troll," Kylie said, her tone laced with venom.  They were her first words since leaving the maze of alleys near the club.  "Somehow, it's fitting."
Alex took the lead.  Kylie and Nate drifted behind.  They whispered amongst themselves.  Alex never would have believed it, but he was once again thankful for Nate's presence.  The young ghost was more helpful in ways Alex never would have thought, not the least of which was making Kylie smile, even if that chore was impossible at the moment.
They could only see the top of Zoey's head, but that was enough to know she was a mess.  Her hair was wild, with spots of blood speckled across her neck.  She'd been crying, judging by the way her entire body heaved.
"I don't have any change," she announced suddenly.  "And mugging me isn't a good idea."
"That's okay," Alex said.  He reached up and felt the cuts on his face.  "Do you have a band-aid?"
She glanced up at the sound of the familiar voice.  Her eyes were green again, her fangs gone, although dried blood was streaked around her mouth. Her lip quivered, and she looked to be on the verge of falling apart.
"I smelled you coming, if you can believe that."
"I believe it."
"I…I almost killed you.  I'm so, so sorry."
He sat next to her.  He didn't realize how exhausted he was.  His body ached and throbbed as he slid down along the column.
"Actually, no you didn't.  I'm tougher than I look."
"Yeah, I'll bet.  Are you a different kind of vampire?  One with wings?"
"There's not really a word for what I am."
She nodded and wiped tears away from her eyes.
"It's not like you think," she said.  "There's nothing great or glamorous about it."
He glanced up at Kylie for direction.  Did she want to talk to her best friend?  Yell, scream at her?  Forgive her?  She only stood next to Nate with her arms crossed, her gaze full of hate.
"I know some of what happened that night.  I know you were attacked, and Kylie tried to help you."
Zoey's face wrinkled as she hid in between her knees again.  She sobbed, unable to speak for nearly a minute.
"He was so cute, funny, smart.  Kylie didn't like him right away.  She knew, she warned me.  And I didn't listen.  Everything that happened that night was my fault."  She looked at her hands, at the blood on them.  "I deserve this.  But why did Kylie have to die?"
Alex regarded Kylie, to see if the ice was breaking.  Nothing.
"He bit us both," Zoey said.  "He killed her, but I became a vampire.  He said it's very rare.  I…I didn't know what else to do.  I helped him.  I helped move Kylie's body to the river.  He said the water and animals would hide any trace of his…our kind."
She paused, letting her words hang in the air.  Nate kept a comforting hand on Kylie's shoulder, who remained silent.
"He wanted me to leave town with him.  He said he'd take care of me, teach me.  I told him to go fuck himself.  He just laughed and told me I'd be dead in a month.  I stayed in my basement, away from the sun.  I tried eating food, but it just tastes weird, and I threw it up.  I haven't eaten or drank anything in weeks.  I told myself I could fight it, that I didn't need to drink blood.  But that's a lie.  I was so thirsty.  So I did what he did.  I met a guy at the club and lured him outside.  I told myself I wouldn't kill him.  I would only take just a little.  But…."
"It's not so easy," Alex finished.
"Yeah.  The taste, I can't describe it.  I hated myself when I bit him, but I couldn't stop.  If you wouldn't have showed up, I would have killed him.  I'm…I'm a monster."
Kylie laughed.  "I can't argue with that.  I can think of a few other words, too."
"I saw Kylie tonight," Zoey said.  "In the alley.  I thought I was going crazy, or dying."
"You weren't.  You saw her ghost.  It's a long story, but I can let the living talk to the dead."
Zoey perked up for the first time.  "You can?  Can I talk to her?"
He looked to Kylie for approval, of which he found none.  She didn't have to say a word.  Her body language said it all.  The other day she was desperate to talk to Zoey.  Now she wanted nothing to do with her.
"I don't have anything to say."
Kylie vanished, leaving Nate's arm hanging in mid-air.  He smiled sheepishly and shrugged.
"She just went back to the motel," he said.  "It's the only place she really knows how to teleport long distance.  I'll give her a few minutes, then check on her."
Nate disappeared as well.
"Well," Zoey said.  "Please?  Can I talk to her?"
"She doesn't really feel like talking right now.  She just left."
Zoey rested her head against the column.
"She hates me."
"She's angry, hurt.  Can you blame her?"
Zoey didn't respond.  Alex gave her a minute before unleashing his next set of questions.
"What's the vampire's name?  You said he left town.  Do you know where he went?"
She shook her head.  "He said his name was Steven, although I don't even know if I believe that.  He didn't tell me where he was going."
"You said you moved Kylie's body.  What kind of car did he drive?  Anything at all?"
"Shit…Alex, right?  I don't even remember what planet I was on that night.  I'm sorry, but I can't help."
He groaned as he leaned back against the column next to Zoey, contemplating his next move.  His next move announced itself as his stomach grumbled and the pain and soreness in his body intensified.  He needed to eat and sleep.
But he couldn't leave Zoey as she was, for her own safety as well as those around her.
"So," he said.  "What's your plan in all of this?"
She laughed sarcastically.  "My plan.  That's funny.  You know what my biggest problem was two weeks ago?  Senior prom.  It doesn't matter how far away it is.  Kylie and I talked about it.  We were going to get it all started early.  Looking for dates, picking out dresses.  Now, my biggest problem is making sure the sun stays out of the basement.  I have no idea how I'm going to handle school, or my parents, or anything.  Like Steven said, I'll probably be dead in a few more weeks."
Alex struggled to pull himself to his feet.
"Well, today may be your lucky day, Zoey.  I think I can get you in touch with someone that can help.  Can I borrow your phone?"
Zoey eyed him curiously, but handed over her phone.  It took him a moment to remember the number.  Technology was beginning to spoil him.  He seldom remembered numbers anymore.
But there were a few that were very important.
"Hello?"
"Victoria, it's Alex."
She laughed.  "I know who it is."
"How are things over there in New Delhi?"
"Oh, it's beautiful.  There are a few dark moments.  I'd forgotten how much of an asshole certain members of my kind can be.  And the politics and vampires pointing at each other across conference tables, I could do without, but the country is beautiful.  You and Cindy will have to see it someday."
"Uh, yeah," he said, glancing at the graffiti and concrete around him.  What appeared to be a used condom lay not far away, next to a syringe.  "It's beautiful over here, too."
"Are you still working your case?"
"I am, and about that…there's a crazy story behind all this, but I was hoping I could get a favor."
"Anything you need."
Alex smiled.  There wasn't anyone alive or dead that had friends like him.
*****
Almost an hour passed as they waited under the overpass.  Alex waged a war with fatigue, and fatigue was winning.  He had to stand up and move about to keep from drifting off.  Zoey, after a short conversation with Victoria on the phone, was in a slightly better mood.  He wouldn't have gone as far as describing it as hope, but at least it wasn't despair.
"Do you know what we're waiting on?" Zoey asked.  "I don't want to sound ungrateful, but the sun will be up soon."
"You've got hours."
"Yeah, well, that's soon.  The sun hit my hand once, for a second, in the basement.  Worst pain I've ever felt."
"Victoria just wanted a nearby address and told us to wait here.  That's good enough for me.  What did she say to you?"
"Same, but she wanted my number.  Said she'd call when she got back to the states."
Alex nodded.  "That's a call you should definitely take."
His attention was drawn to a Lincoln town car approaching.  Any thoughts of it moving past them disappeared as its headlights went out and it slowed down, finally stopping next to them.  Zoey stood up and stayed behind Alex.  She self-consciously wiped her mouth and kept her head low, trying to seem smaller, although it wasn't necessary.
A well-dressed driver opened the door.  He climbed out and made eye contact with Alex for a brief moment, signaling with his head to follow.  Alex and Zoey fell in behind the driver and walked to the back of the car.  He popped the trunk and stepped aside for them to see.
Zoey's brow furrowed in confusion, but Alex nodded and smiled.  Sitting before them were four red and white coolers, side by side.  He opened one and saw exactly what he thought he would.  Many bags of blood and layers of ice.
"Oh, wow," Zoey said, her eyes growing wide.  She reached out and touched a bag.  "We…can drink cold blood?"
"Of course.  We keep a stash at our house for when Victoria stops by."
"But Steven said—"
He held up a hand.  "Forget everything Steven said."
"This is all for me?"
He looked at the driver for confirmation.  The driver smiled slightly and gave a wink.
"I don't know what to say."
"I'll tell Victoria you said thank you," Alex said, laughing.  "This will at least get you by until she gets in touch with you."  He looked at the driver.  "Hi, I'm Alex."
The driver glanced behind him.  "You're talking to me?"
"Yeah."
He smiled.  "Most of the things I do for Victoria, people don't talk to me.  I'm Ken."  Ken regarded the area they were in.  "Do you two need a ride somewhere?"
Alex could have flown, but wanted to make sure Zoey got home safely.  A relaxing ride to the motel was also exactly what he needed.
They stopped at Zoey's house first.  The three of them carried the coolers into the basement.  Her father was working, her mother sound asleep.  There was a door leading directly to the basement in the rear of the house.  It only took a minute to drop the coolers off, then Ken returned to the car.  Alex stood near the back door with Zoey.
"I'm sorry," Zoey said again.  She stopped just short of touching the cuts on his face.  "I didn't mean to hurt you.  I didn't mean to hurt anyone."  She looked at her hands.  "I thought I could control it."
"You got lucky tonight, for sure.  No one died.  And don't worry about this."  He touched his face.  "I'll be fine tomorrow."
"Victoria.  She must be amazing."
"Yeah," he said, smiling.  "If she's looking out for you, you're in good hands."
"Do you think…?"  She lowered her eyes.  "Do you think Kylie will talk to me?"
Alex didn't have an answer.
*****
Alex nearly dozed off as Ken drove him back to the motel.  Ken offered to take him to the hospital, which he declined.  He had the cure to all his injuries sitting in the glove compartment of his truck.
He opened the door to his room and flipped on the light to see Kylie laying in bed.  She looked up at his arrival, then fell through the bed to the floor.  He wanted to hold in laughter, not knowing her mood, but simply couldn't.  Shaking his head, he grabbed the outstretched hand sticking through the mattress.
"Every time I think I'm getting better, I do something that makes me look like an idiot."
He laughed.  "Sounds like my life."
She winced when she saw his face, as if seeing his wounds for the first time.  His face had stopped bleeding, but the cuts were still open, raw.  Dried blood covered his cheek, neck, most of his shirt.
"God, Alex," Kylie said.  "Are you okay?"
He waved away his concern as he pulled his shirt off.
"I'm fine.  I'm really going through the shirts."  He headed for the bathroom.  "At least this one wasn't mine."
His eyes fell on his phone.  He'd gone without it all day.  So much had happened.  He'd been in a car wreck, shot at, swiped at by a vampire.  He hadn't taken a single note for the case or Demons LLC.  Hopefully after a night's rest he'd be able to resume acting like an investigator.
After cleaning the blood off in the bathroom sink he held the flame from the lighter to his face.  He let out a relaxed sigh as he felt the wounds closing, his skin healing.  Kylie watched from the doorway with a frown.
"That still freaks me out," she said.
"You should have seen Cindy the first time she saw this.  She's known about my powers almost as long as I have, but hadn't seen the fire stuff.  I broke my ankle playing basketball.  I thought she was going to lose her mind when I held a candle to my leg."
Kylie laughed, and Alex realized it was much quieter than normal.
"Where's Nate?"
"He's out visiting friends."
He shook his head.  "I've never met a more popular ghost."
"Well, uh, actually," she said, staring at the floor.  "I asked him to leave for a while.  I wanted to talk to you."
He glanced at her.  She smiled nervously and wouldn't look him in the eye.  She moved hair away from her face.  He looked himself over in the mirror while waiting for her to speak.  The fire had done its job.  His face was better, the injuries gone.
He pulled a fresh shirt over his head and sat on the edge of the bed.  Kylie still hadn't spoken.  He checked his phone to see he'd missed four calls from Cindy and few text messages.
"Is everything okay?" he said.
"I don't know how to say this."
He crossed his arms and waited as patiently as his body would allow.  He didn't dare risk lying down, as sleep would take him quickly.  His concern for Kylie grew as he watched emotions battle on her face.  Pain, confusion, worry, sadness.
"What's up?" he said gently.
"I'm…I'm done.  I don't want to do this anymore."
He chewed on her words as he slid off his shoes.
"Wow.  I've never been fired from a job before."
He meant it as a joke, but Kylie looked about to cry as she grabbed his shoulder.
"You're not being fired.  Hell, you did the job.  You did exactly what you said you would.  I know what happened that night.  I know who killed me.  But, you know what?  I don't feel any better.  If anything, I feel worse.  Besides meeting everyone, you, Cindy, Nate, I wish I wouldn't have done this."
Alex tried to fight off the disappointment.  He told himself that Kylie's feelings didn't matter.  Business was business.  This job, in particular, was to provide closure.  But closure didn't always mean happiness.  Kylie was right.  He had done his job, and did it well.
Still, he felt terrible.
"The job doesn't feel done," he said.
She smiled and adjusted her glasses.
"Okay, so what's the next step?  You want to track down that vampire?  What happens if you find him?  Kill him?  That won't bring me back to life.  And I have a feeling that vampire hunting costs more than seven hundred dollars a day."
Kylie was smart, and also right.  Alex wouldn't even promise an arrest.  He certainly wasn't going to add supernatural creature hunting to any future contracts.
"This is what I want to do," Kylie said.  "You promised my mom a day when this was all over.  Tomorrow, we'll do that.  We'll do whatever my mom wants to do."
Alex rubbed his head, not exactly sure how he was going to handle Meagan Sinclair.
"She wants a name."
"I'll handle my mom.  We can tell her the truth.  I was killed in an alley.  But we leave out the part about vampires and Zoey.  Trust me, she'll be fine."
"Well, case closed, I guess."  The words didn't have the satisfaction they normally did, but it was true regardless.  "Speaking of Zoey, what about her?"
Kylie scowled.  Her body stiffened as she folded her arms.
"What do you mean?"
"Do you want to talk to her?"
"Why would I want to do that?"
"Because she's your friend."
"I think we stopped being friends when she helped a vampire throw my body in the river."
"Kylie, being a vampire…you can't really put it into words.  Zoey screwed up, sure.  But she really cares about you—"
"Alex…."  She closed her eyes.  "I just don't want to talk to Zoey."
He held up his hands in defense, willing to let the subject drop.  He wasn't sure if he would call Kylie and he friends, although he liked to believe they were.  Still, it wasn't his place to offer unsolicited advice.  If she wanted his opinion, she'd ask.
"So, one more day," he said, changing the subject.
Kylie smiled.  "Yeah.  You know what I'm doing after tomorrow?"
"What's that?"
"Nate and I are going out.  We're going to see a movie."
Alex shook his head and laughed.  Somehow, it seemed fitting.  Nate and Kylie were ghosts, and could go anywhere they wanted.  They chose to spend their first date together in a theater.
"Sounds like fun to me."
"I know.  I can't wait, but I'm also nervous as hell.  Hey!  Maybe you can bring Cindy and we'll double date."
The thought of Nate trying to keep his mouth shut during a movie was an amusing one.
"I don't know about that.  Your first date should be just you two.  But I'm sure later Cindy and I will tag along."  He couldn't fight the yawn from coming.  "Listen, if I'm going to be any good tomorrow, I have to get some sleep."
"Can you leave the TV on for me, real quiet?  At least until Nate gets back."
"Sure."
"Look at it this way.  Tomorrow will be a nice, easy day.  Nothing like today."
"Yeah.  I could use nice and easy."



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 15
 
Alex went from groggy and half-asleep to fully awake when he barely made out four digits on the alarm clock.  It was seven minutes past ten in the morning.  He'd slept far longer than he'd meant to.  The morning was already mostly behind him.
He turned in bed to see Kylie and Nate sitting at the corner table.  They were talking and laughing quietly.  With the case behind them Alex could see the two ghosts were smitten with each other.  Kylie brushed hair out of her eyes, but no longer in an awkward manner.  She now owned the gesture.  There was a playfulness in her movements, a flirtatiousness.  He'd seen a lot, but a possible romance starting after two people had died was a first.
"Ah, shit, guys," he said.  "Why didn't you wake me up?"
"You had a tough day yesterday," Kylie said.  "We figured we'd let you sleep."
"What's the plan today?" Nate asked.
"First, shower."  Alex threw the covers off and headed for the bathroom.  "Then it's up to Kylie and her mom."
"There is one thing I want to do first."
Alex stopped at the bathroom door, giving Kylie his attention.  She looked at the floor, then at Nate.
"I'd like to see Zoey."
He smiled, glad to see that at least Kylie could say Zoey's name without the rage that followed.  Nate smiled warmly as well, and gave Alex a wink.  Alex had no doubt that Nate had something to do with her change of heart.
"Okay.  Zoey, it is."
He showered and was halfway through dressing.  It was still strange to know he was the only living person in the room, yet still had to dress in the bathroom.  He'd finished brushing his teeth and was in the middle of gargling when there was a knock at the door.
"Shit," Alex said.  Fresh memories of the day before smacked him.  Being in a car accident, running from local mobsters, getting raked across the face by a vampire.  It all started with a knock at the door.  "Not this again."
"Maybe you shouldn't answer it this time," Nate said, laughing.
Kylie crossed the room and stuck her head through the door.  Pulling it back inside, she glanced at Alex and Nate with curiosity before sticking her head out once again.
"Uh, actually, you should answer it."
Alex pulled a shirt over his head and opened the door.  He didn't quite believe it.
"Cindy?"
His gorgeous wife's eyes brightened at the sight of her husband.  She dragged a single suitcase on wheels behind her, and let it go to jump into his arms.  He squeezed her tight, and could barely catch his breath as she forced him into the room, finding his lips with ease.  They both heard Kylie and Nate laughing and snickering at the display of affection.  Cindy pulled away, and after a quick smile, her demeanor changed instantly.  Her brow furrowed as she shoved Alex by the shoulders.
"What the hell is going on here?" she asked.
Alex glanced at Kylie and Nate.  They were as lost as him.
"I'm working on a case."
"I haven't heard from you at all for two days."
"Yesterday was a crazy day.  Wait a minute…I did send you a message last night."
"You didn't send anything.  I was worried sick."
He reached for his phone on the nightstand.
"I sent a text.  I know I did."  His heart sank as he focused on the screen.  "Oh, shit.  I forgot to hit send."
She put her hands on her hips and tilted her head, her frustration laced with amusement.
"You forgot to hit send," she repeated.
"Still, Cindy, you didn't have to fly out here just because of that."
"Oh, I didn't?"
She grabbed his phone and tapped away.  She turned the screen toward him when she found the video she was searching for.
It took a moment to recognize what he was looking at.  The video struggled between grainy and clear.  It was an aerial shot of small businesses and homes, taken from a helicopter.  In the brief moments of clarity Alex saw a pair of wings he knew quite well.  The video was taken from far away, but he could clearly make out what was supposed to be impossible, a human flying through the air.  Detective Lisa Nash clung to him, but his flight was still smooth.  Two people spoke, the pilot of the helicopter and his passenger.  They were loud to rise over the rumble of their flight.
"What do you think it is?"
"I have no idea.  I've never seen anything like it."
"It looks like a huge bat."
"I don't know.  I think it's wearing clothes.  I think I see jeans."
Alex shook his head.  The term it stung more than he thought it would.
"Is it…carrying a person?"
"I think maybe you're right."
"They're landing!  Keep recording."
"I am, I am."
The camera struggled to find them, and when it did, Nash was pointing her gun at him as he struggled to stand.
"She's going to kill it!"
"Circle the helicopter around!"
The video went dead.  Uncomfortable silence followed as he took back his phone.
"And there's more, too.  Videos taken from the ground, from phones.  That is the last thing I heard about you yesterday.  I caught the first flight out I could."
"Man," Nate said.  "That's love, right there."
Alex checked the video.  Normally, he would have been bothered by the fact he was caught on video.  Perhaps Victoria's words were finally sinking in.  Humans typically didn't want to believe the truth, even when it was right in front of them.  The video was only a footnote in the social consciousness.  More people were concerned with the latest celebrity scandals, and which reality show dancing contestant was having sex with their partner.  The video's comments were already littered with thoughts of Terrible special effects and When is this movie coming out?
"I'll ask it again," Cindy said.  "What the hell is going on?"
"We found who murdered Kylie."  He held up the phone.  "The lady I'm carrying here is a cop, and she was on the case, too.  But the mob or something is after her.  It's a crazy story, really."
"Crazy story?" Cindy said, shaking her head.  "Babe, I swear to God, I could fucking slap the shit out of you right now."
Kylie laughed and looked at Nate.
"Now, there's your love."
"I'm sorry," Alex said.  "I didn't know someone was filming me.  I didn't get back until late.  I thought I sent you a text—"
She pushed him hard in his chest.  Alex toppled backwards and landed on the bed.  Kylie and Nate flinched, not expecting the sudden move.  They thought Cindy was angry, and were more surprised when she moved across the bed on her knees and straddled her husband.
"Be quiet, honey," she said.  "Any ghosts watching might want to leave now."
Kylie rolled her eyes.  She grabbed Nate by the hand and pulled him along.  He kept his eyes locked on Alex and Cindy, just long enough to see Cindy pull her shirt over her head before being dragged through the door.
"Man.  What a weird couple."
*****
Thirty minutes later, the four of them were on their way to Zoey's house.  Alex and Cindy avoided any post-sex awkward conversation by having Kylie and Nate ride in the truck bed.  There wasn't room for all four of them up front.  Alex kept an eye on them over his shoulder.  Kylie had come a long way from when he'd first met her.  She didn't fall out once.
He filled Cindy in on key events since arriving at Stewardtown.  He also left out a few, such as getting his head slammed like a basketball in the back of Detective Nash's car.
"A damn vampire," Cindy said, shaking her head.  "Wow.  And Kylie doesn't want to find him?"
"Nope."
"Good.  Leave the vampire hunting to other companies."
Alex laughed.  "She just wants to talk to her friend, and her mom, and we're done."
"What will she do after?  Is she going to…move on?"
He smiled as her glanced at Kylie.  Nate and her were laughing about something.  Nate was probably telling another of his insane stories.  Kylie laughed so hard she rested her head on Nate's shoulder.
"I think she might be sticking around a while."
Cindy glanced behind her, and understood what he meant.
They turned onto Zoey's street, and he immediately didn't like what they saw.  A collection of vehicles with flashing lights sat outside her house.  Several police cars, an ambulance, a firetruck.  Neighbors gathered on their lawns to watch the scene.  Whatever happened wasn't too long ago.
"Oh, no," Alex said.  "What the hell?"
Cindy parked as close as she could.  They climbed out and jogged down the sidewalk, Kylie and Nate just behind them.  Alex held Cindy's hand so she wouldn't be lost in any conversation.
"What happened?" Kylie asked.  "Did Zoey do this?"
Alex wanted to say no, but the truth was he didn't know.  Zoey wasn't a bad person.  He knew that, and Kylie knew it as well, despite her current feelings toward her.  But Zoey wasn't the person she used to be.  She was no longer human.  There was a thirst inside her that would never go away, that would take time to learn to control.
How many people would be hurt before she had that control?
"Oh my God," Kylie said, grabbing her head.  "Zoey…her parents…."  She looked at Alex, her eyes hopeful.  "Will you help?"
There was no logical reason for him to go any further.  Kylie herself pointed out the fact that her case was over.  Zoey wasn't a part of it, and made him no extra money.  Demons LLC certainly didn't benefit from staying in Stewartdown any longer than necessary.
He glanced at Cindy.  Her smile was warm and knowing.
"Of course we'll help."
Another car approached from the opposite end of the street, driving erratically.  It nearly hit the curb in front of Zoey's house.  A woman jumped out, and Alex could tell from the horror on her face that it was Zoey's mom, having been called with terrible news at work.
"David!" she shouted.  "Zoey!"
An officer intercepted her before she could run into the house.  She fell to her knees, her grief consuming her.  Kylie nearly ran forward to be with her.  She'd spent almost as much time with Zoey's mother as her own.
"She can't see me," Kylie said.  "There's nothing I can do to help her."
"I'm sorry.  But there is something you can do.  Go to Zoey.  Let us know where she is, how she's doing."
"You don't think she's dead?"
Cindy answered for him.  "No.  If she were, you'd see her here."  She held up her hand, still entwined with Alex's.  "Even I'd see her."
"You want me to…teleport?  I don't know.  I'm not very good at it.  To the motel, sure, but…."
Nate took her hand.
"You're the only one that has a connection with her.  You can go right to her, and come back here.  You can do this."
All it took was gentle encouragement from Nate to bring a smile to her face.  She nodded and quickly squeezed his hand.
"I'll try."  She took a deep breath.  "Wish me luck."
Nate shook his head.  "You don't need it."
Kylie stood still for five seconds with her eyes closed.  Just when Alex thought she wouldn't be able to vanish, she slowly disappeared from sight.  Nate stared at the spot where she was, a look of pride on his face.  A sight on the other side of Zoey's lawn caught his attention.
"Alex," he said, nudging his shoulder.  "Check that out."
Alex saw what Nate referred to.  It was difficult not to.  Everyone's attention was on the police moving in and out of the house.  Neighbors gossiped, shook their heads sadly, some even filmed the scene with their phones.  Yet two men stood on the lawn, not far from one of the front windows.  They argued loudly, cursing and shouting as loud as they could.  No one gave them a second glance, or even a first one.
A covered gurney was wheeled out the front door, and one of the men lost what little composure he had left.  He fell to his knees, looked up to the sky, and shouted in agony.
"Ghosts?" Nate said.
Alex nodded.  "You know it.  Can you get close enough without them spotting you?"
Nate flashed a look of hurt.  "Dude, I'm insulted.  They're like newborn deer.  I'll be back in a few."
He vanished as well.  Alex had no idea where the young ghost went, or how he intended to spy on the two men.  But he knew Nate would get the job done.
"What about you?" Cindy asked.  "What are you doing?"
"Zoey has blood in her basement.  She's going to need it, and I don't want the police finding it."  He kissed her on the cheek.  "Keep the truck running for me."
He tried to pull away, but she held tight.
"Wait a minute, wait.  You're just going to walk in there, grab some blood, and walk out?"
"Yeah."
The corner of her mouth lifted into a smile.
"Crazy bastard."
"That's why you married me."
"Well, not the only reason."
He blew her a kiss before turning and walking away.  He disappeared from the world of the living, right in front of everyone.  There were no gasps or shouts of confusion.  No eyes were on him.  Even if there were, the human mind always searched for something it could understand.  He was quite sure his demonic secrets were safe.
He passed two policemen, and gave the arguing ghosts a quick glance, before walking through the front door.  His intention was to march directly to the basement, but the sight of the living room made him stop.
"Whoa."
The room was a mess.  The television lay face down on the carpet.  A lamp was broken, with glass and plastic shards scattered about.  Streaks of blood were on the walls.  More police documented and examined the scene.
Alex pushed forward, walking through the door leading to the basement.  It was pitch black, but he didn't dare rejoin the living world to use his night vision.  He ran his fingers along the wall.  Only when he made it to the bottom of the stairs did he leave the spirit realm and blink away the darkness.
The police hadn't yet made their way to Zoey's makeshift vampire's lair.  It was how Alex remembered it from his last visit.  The only differences were the piles of clothes seemed to be spreading, and the four coolers which sat in the corner.  He opened the back door leading outside, letting in the first daylight the basement had seen in weeks.  Grabbing the coolers, he took a deep breath before leaving the house.  It was an awkward carry, two coolers in each hand, but he managed.
He walked across the lawn, slowly and carefully.  He shook his head sadly along with the neighbors as he drew a glance or two.  One policeman frowned as he stared at him.  Alex simply nodded politely, as if he belonged there.  It was a trick Victoria taught him.  He didn't rush, didn't panic, didn't look down at the ground.  No one gave him much of a second thought.
The same couldn't be said for Cindy.
She paced a trench into the street outside the truck.  She had the look of a woman waiting for her bank robber partner to emerge with the bags of money.  Her nerves were frayed, and it was obvious.  The fact that she was gorgeous didn't help her blend in either.  Several men stared at her, liked what they saw, and then continued to stare at her anxious behavior.
Alex opened the passenger door and set the coolers on the seat.  Cindy climbed behind the wheel, her hands still shaking.
"Babe, just relax."
"Sorry," she said, staring forward.  "I've never helped steal blood from a crime scene before."
"There's a coffee shop a few blocks away.  We'll head there."
"What about—?"
Nate appeared in the truck, sitting inside the coolers in between Alex and Cindy.
"—Nate?"
"Huh?" he said.  "Who's talking about me?"
"He's here," Alex said.  "We can leave."
Cindy drove away from Zoey's house, driving slower than she normally would.  Nate shifted, a look of disgust on his face.
"Uh, dude?" he said, raising a finger.  "Am I sitting in blood?"
"What did you find out?"
Nate shifted closer to Alex, forcing him into the door.
"I'm sorry, man, but not a whole lot.  They're fresh through death's door.  I know you've seen it before.  Just yelling, crying, complaining about how it's all so unfair.  The one guy did keeping saying 'I can't believe that bitch shot me'.  Did Zoey shoot someone?"
Alex was quiet, too quiet for Cindy.  She glanced at him as she drove, unsure of where she was going.
"Honey?" she said.  "Talk to me.  What's up?"
"One sec," he said, lost in thought.  A working theory began to form that made sense.  "Detective Nash.  She has something to do with this."
"Is that the woman you were flying with?"
"Yeah.  She probably recognized Zoey from the alley.  She came here to talk to her, arrest her, whatever, and was followed."
"So…where is she?  Where is everyone?" Nate asked.
Sighing, Alex rubbed his temples as a headache began poking at him.  He hoped his theory was wrong.  Saving Zoey's life, assuming she was still alive, was difficult enough.  He didn't need more to worry about.
"One thing at a time."
Cindy was in the middle of a left turn when Kylie appeared in the truck.  She was nearly on top of Nate, her legs blended with his.  She wasn't quite sitting.  Her head protruded through the roof.
"I'm here!" she shouted.  "I actually did it—!"
Her excitement didn't last long as she tumbled backwards.  She flailed as she tried to grab the rear-view mirror.  Nate tried to help, but out she went, hitting the ground and rolling several times in the middle of the street.  Ghosts didn't have to obey the same rules as the living, such as momentum.  But Kylie expected to fall and roll, so she did.
Alex cursed under his breath.  Nate turned to look behind them.
"Pull over," he told Cindy.  "Kylie's back there."
Cindy turned on the flashers and slowly pulled to the side.  Nate was already out and running toward Kylie.  He'd left the truck much more gracefully, simply standing upright and planting his feet on the ground.
Alex and Cindy held hands as they jogged behind Nate.  Kylie was moving out of the street to the sidewalk, shaking her head at her clumsiness.
"Are you okay?" Nate asked.
"Yeah, just…hopefully one day I'll stop doing that."
Alex was proud of her.  Her adjustment to being a ghost was improving.  Her teleportation skills were definitely getting better.  But it wasn't the time to celebrate just yet.
"Kylie, what's going—?"
She didn't let him finish.
"Alex!  I found Zoey!"
"Is she alright?"
"No.  She's alive, and her father is, too.  But…"  She struggled for words.  "She's at the hospital, and she's…."
Alex could guess.  He didn't know what happened at her house, but if she was in a hospital, that meant she suffered some exposure to the sun.
"Burnt very badly?"
"Yes.  Oh God, her skin…She was out cold, but started fighting the doctors.  That's when I came back."
It was only a matter of time before someone got hurt, either Zoey or another human.  He had to hurry.
"Where's the hospital?"
"We passed it yesterday when you went to lunch."
That wasn't any help.  He didn't know the town.
"Just give me a direction."
"Shit," Kylie muttered, turning in circles.  "A left at the light ahead, and then another right…."
She was overwhelmed and panicking.  Alex understood completely.  He wasn't far behind himself, but shoved aside every bit of anxiety and doubt.
"Kylie—"
"I'm thinking!"  It took her another moment to point.  "That way.  Maybe ten blocks?"
"Okay, good.  How about a street name?  For Cindy."
"Don't worry about me," Cindy said.  She already had her phone out, searching for the closest hospital.  "You just get going."
He didn't need to say a word.  She knew exactly what he had in mind.  He leaned toward her and kissed her.
"I'll see you soon," he said.
She smiled at him.
"Just try not to get caught on camera this time."
Alex quickly glanced around him, not that it mattered.  Whether the streets of Stewardtown were empty, or packed with people, it wouldn't change his plans to ruin another shirt.  As it was, there were only a few milling about.
His wings popped from his back, bringing the customary sharp pain.  Kylie gasped and took a step back.  She'd seen his wings before, but to see them come from nothing was a new sight.  He flew straight up, over the buildings of Stewardtown, drawing the attention of a driver stopped at a red light.  Kylie shouted in awe as Alex adjusted to the wind, drawing a laugh from Cindy.
In the air, ten blocks took twenty seconds.  The slight breeze smacked him in the face, drawing goosebumps.  He kept a low flight path on purpose, using the tops of the buildings as cover.  A few stray dogs barked at him from an alley, and someone dropped a glass in their top-floor apartment at the sight of him cruising by, but that was all the disturbance caused by a flying supernatural creature.
The hospital was just ahead.  It was small, matching the size of the town.  The parking lot was full, and several ambulances were lined up near the main entrance.  He was ready to land when three police cars pulled up outside the emergency room doors.  He watched from the roof of a nearby office building, safe from prying eyes, as five policemen ran inside.  He couldn't be certain they were there for Zoey, but it was a good guess.  If they reached her before he did it wouldn't end well.
He landed in the back, behind several dumpsters.  There was no point in using the main entrance.  He moved through the walls, trying to keep his surroundings straight.  A dark supply room, a doctor's office, a waiting room, a small cafeteria.  Finally, he made it to a hallway, where a sign told him to go left for information.
It turned out he didn't need the information desk.
Alex was twenty feet away from an older man sitting at a computer when more police rounded a corner.  They ran down another hallway, toward a stairwell.  He kept pace, slipping back into the spirit world to avoid any questions.
The police marched up to the third floor and threw open the door.  They paused, and Alex looked over their shoulder to see why.  The hospital floor sounded like it was being taken apart.  A nurse helped an elderly woman shuffle down the hall.  A doctor poked his head out of a linen closet, only to pull it back inside at the sound of shouting.  A man and woman huddled under a desk, and looked to the police with desperation in their eyes.
More commotion.  A loud crash, followed by a cry of utter pain.  At the end of the hall, across from Alex and the police, a man sailed through the air.  His head hit the ceiling before crashing to the ground.
A voice he recognized rose above everything else.
"Get the fuck away from me!"
The police moved, Alex right behind them.  One officer tended to the man on the floor while the others peered around the corner.
He knew Zoey was injured, but didn't expect what he saw.
The first thing that caught his attention were the bloody footprints, leading from another hallway to the black, charred mass sitting on the floor.  She wasn't recognizable in the least, with the exception of a strand or two of her hair.  Her pajamas were mostly burned away.  It looked like she'd been exposed to heavy flames, but in reality, he knew it was probably only a short time in the sunlight.  Any longer and she would have turned to dust.
She sat on the floor, her back against the wall, in the middle of two open doorways.  Sunlight poured in from both of them, effectively trapping her.  Hugging her knees, she rocked back and forth, banging he head into the wall.
At her side was Kylie.  Alex blinked in surprise.  Her teleportation skills truly were improving.
"Alex!" she called, catching sight of him.  She ran through the police to get to him.  "Zoey…she's trying so hard.  She hasn't bitten anyone."
He couldn't imagine the agony she was in.  Victoria would occasionally catch a ray of sunlight, back before she was immune to its effects.  The look on her face told him all he needed to know.  To be fully immersed in sunlight was a vampire's worst nightmare.
One of the policeman took a step forward.  Alex reached out and grabbed his shoulder.  The officer jumped, not knowing anyone was behind him.
"Don't," he said.  "I know her."
Normally, the police would have objected, but the look in his eye said it all.  He was terrified.  Zoey wasn't even supposed to be alive, let alone able to throw someone through the air.  He didn't want to get anywhere near her.
Alex pushed forward, taking slow, careful steps.  He didn't know how Zoey would respond.  Kylie was right behind him.
"Zoey," he said gently.  "It's me, Alex."
She turned her head toward him, and he finally saw a semblance of the young woman he'd met only a few days ago.  A tear ran down her cheek, and it wasn't just from the agony her body was going through.  She flipped to her hands and knees and crawled forward.  Another inch and the top of her head would hit the sunlight.
"Alex—"
"Zoey, don't move!  I'm coming to you.  Just stay there."
The hallway filled up with more people.  The police were still behind Alex, with doctors on the other side.  He dropped to one knee in front of Zoey.  He could see now the horrific shape her body was in.  The scraps of her pajamas that were left were stuck to her skin.
"My dad," Zoey said.  Her tongue seemed more red than normal against the dark contrast of her ruined flesh.
Her fangs were clearly visible.
"He's okay.  Kylie said she saw him."
Her eyes lit up.  "Kylie?"
He gently touched her exposed knee with a single finger.  She winced at the contact, her body stiffening.  Kylie smiled at her friend, and Zoey's single tear turned into a waterfall.
"I'm so sorry," Zoey said, her fangs distorting her words.  "It's all my fault.  I miss you so much."
"It's okay."  Her voice shook a little.  "I think…we've both been through a lot."
"It's not quite the same.  I'm still alive.  Are you a ghost?"
"Yeah.  But guess what?  I met someone."
Zoey laughed, which brought on a new level of pain.  She grabbed Alex's arm and squeezed tight, almost uncomfortably so.  Her eyes darted left and right, and she snarled.  Alex glanced around to see the police and doctors slowly inching their way toward her.
"Back up," Alex said, holding up a hand.  "Don't come any closer."
"You need help," a doctor leading the way said.  "Please, let us help you."
He knew they meant well, but he couldn't have them getting any closer, for their own safety.
"I said back off!"
Alex rose to his feet, and unleashed a small portion of the demon within him.  He turned into the reason he hated seeing himself in a mirror.  His face changed, and his eyes glowed red.  The tone of his skin grew darker, black circles forming under his eyes.  The fear around him intensified, which only nourished him.  Deep in the demon world, he knew the creatures that called him master were licking their lips at a chance to play in the world of the living.  But Alex had complete control over his powers.  They would not get that chance today.
There was a new voice behind the doctors.
"Zoey?"
Alex assumed his normal look.  They turned to see David, Zoey's father, pushing his way to the front.  His arm was in a sling and he walked with a limp.  His eyes traveled back and forth from his daughter to the man next to her.
"Oh no," he said, moving forward.  "Dear God, what happened?"  He stared at the people around him.  "What did you do to my daughter?!"
A doctor tried to stop him, but David shrugged free.  Another joined in to help restrain him, and that was when the delicate situation fell apart.  David was not going to be kept from his daughter.  Two more doctors grabbed him.  Zoey snarled and went to move forward, but Alex snatched her wrist.  He was certain she only wanted to get to her father, but was also certain that was a bad idea.
"Let go of him!" she shouted.
Zoey wasn't going to heal in a hospital, and the police and doctors wouldn't leave her alone.  Alex knew what he needed to do.
He spotted a cart with sheets and towels against the wall.
"Kylie.  Get back to Cindy and Nate and just make sure I see you."
"Uh, how?  I can't exactly start a fire."
"Think of something."
She rolled her eyes before vanishing.  He let Zoey go just long enough to move to the cart and grab several sheets.  Three policemen tried to move forward, but Zoey jumped to her feet and lashed out with what was once a hand.  She didn't even realize her hands had changed to claws.  She barely missed the lead officer, just catching his uniform.
"Don't worry!" Alex shouted, looking at David.  "We'll take care of her!"
He wrapped the sheets around her as quickly as he could.  She winced as the fabric touched her skin.
"This is going to hurt, isn't it?" she asked.
"Yeah."
He guided her into the open room next to her.  It was an empty recovery room, with a nice view of Stewardtown.  They were halfway to the window when someone grabbed his shoulder from behind.  He spun to see an officer.  Alex didn't like assaulting police,  but he had no time to be diplomatic.
He popped his wings and lashed out.  The force from the blow knocked the officer back into two others.  They fell to the ground like bowling pins.  Zoey continued to waddle across the floor, her body encased in sheets like a mummy.  Alex would have laughed if they weren't so pressed for time.
"What are we doing?" Zoey asked.  "Are we climbing out the window?"
"Something like that."
Alex grabbed a nearby stool and smashed it against the window.  It took two swings for it to even crack.  He stretched his wings in front of him and clutched the stool with his extra appendages.  Rearing back, he threw the stool with more force than his arms ever could.  The window shattered, letting in the cool October breeze along with the deadly sunlight.
More police funneled their way into the room, with half of them still wrestling with David in the hallway.  But Alex had already scooped Zoey up and was squatting on the windowsill.  She kept her arms tight to her body, clenching the sheet around her.
"Uh, Alex?" Zoey said.  "There's no way you'll be able to climb—"
She cried in pain as a hand slipped from the sheets.  She covered up quickly as smoke rose from her skin.  The scent of her flesh burning wasn't a pleasant one.
"You can't really fly with me, can you—?"
Her loud shriek pierced his ears as he jumped out the window.  They dropped only a few feet before Alex's powerful wings took over, lifting them up with ease.  He'd flown with Cindy countless times, and had long ago adjusted to flying with additional weight, not that Zoey was much weight to speak of.  She was petite to begin with, and weeks of malnourishment pushed her frame to dangerously frail.  Alex carried her with no problems.
Zoey didn't know the flight was effortless, and her panic didn't help.
Her arms shot out from under the protection of the sheets.  She screamed as she wrapped her arms around his neck.  They burst into flame, but she didn't budge.
"Zoey!" he shouted.  "Put your arms away.  I've got you."
"You'll drop me!"
"No I won't."  The flames were soothing as they struck his face and neck, but were distracting.  "You're making it worse."
He was afraid the fire would spread to the sheets as she tucked her arms away, but his skin absorbed the flames.  Flying straight up, he loomed over the hospital, searching for his familiar truck in the parking lot.  Zoey twisted her head and peered through a crack in the sheets.  She had a view that few experienced.  Living, dead, or vampire.
"Fuck," she whispered, almost as if speaking too loud would ruin the experience.  "You're…flying."
"These wings aren't for show."
Someone jumping up and down caught his attention.  Outside the parking lot along the street were two someones, standing on top of his truck.  Kylie and Nate waved their arms frantically and shouted.  Cindy waited behind the wheel.  He smiled at the sight of them.  They didn't let him down.
He readjusted his grip and soared toward the earth.  He caught a glimpse of several policemen and doctors, watching from the broken window.  Paying them no mind, he angled toward the truck.  He flew a mere ten feet above the ground.  A woman walking to her car spotted him and cowered in fear.  Alex landed and set Zoey down gingerly.  The truck rocked, and Cindy slid open the rear window.  There was almost an accident in the street as two cars passing each other nearly collided, their attention completely on the man with wings.
Even Kylie was speechless.  Nate had seen him fly before, and gave him a thumbs-up as he dropped down into the truck bed.  Kylie stood motionless with her mouth hanging open.
"Are you okay?" Cindy asked.
"Yeah, we're good.  Drive nice and slow."
"Where?"
"Anywhere with some privacy and a lot of shade."  He folded his wings behind him.  The stares of the few people around him were making him nervous.  The woman in the parking lot was running toward another bystander to ask if they saw what she did.  "Kylie?  Know any good places?"
She didn't respond.  It took a touch on the leg from Nate to bring her back to the moment.
"Kylie?" he said.  "You with us?"
She shook her head and blinked several times.
"Yeah.  There's some woods not far from here.  I played paintball there once."
Alex relayed the directions, and Cindy slowly pulled into the street.  She drove calmly, like Alex said, and not like they were smuggling a vampire who escaped from the hospital with help from a man who could fly.
It wasn't the perfect plan.  It was barely a plan at all.  But Zoey was safe, there weren't cameras in his face, and no one at the hospital got hurt.
He would call that a success.



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 16
 
Cindy moved the truck slowly through a section of trees off one of Stewardtown's many side roads.  Many of the leaves had fallen, but there was still plenty of protection from the sun.  Once she was satisfied they were well hidden she came to a stop.
Alex stood up and gently pulled at Zoey's sheets.  Kylie and Nate hovered close by.  He looked at his friends with appreciation, especially Nate.  Originally, he didn't want the young ghost coming along.  Now he couldn't imagine the case without him.
"Thanks, guys," he said, looking them both in the eye.  "Thanks for all your help."
Nate smiled and nodded.  "You got it, man."
Kylie squatted next to her best friend.  "Is she okay?"
"Zoey," Alex said, returning his attention back to her sheets.  "Are you still with us?"
Her voice was a mere whisper.
"So…thirsty."
Cindy shut the driver's side door behind her.  She circled the truck, carrying a cooler.
"I think we can help with that," she said.  "Hopefully we have enough—"
Alex jumped when Zoey dove from the truck with a speed only a supernatural creature could have.  Kylie shouted, and Nate jumped to the ground.  Alex popped his wings, ready to pounce on the parched vampire.
Cindy wasn't her target.
Zoey tackled the cooler in Cindy's hand.  Cindy released her grip and jumped back a step.  Alex was at her side in an instant.
"I'm okay," she said, gathering herself.  "She just scared me."
He gave her a quick hug.  Cindy handled the supernatural world better than most, sometimes even better than other supernatural beings.
He looked down at Zoey, making sure to keep himself between the vampire and his wife.  Zoey ripped the cooler open and grabbed the first bag of blood she saw.  She leaned her head back, revealing her fangs, and viciously bit into the plastic bag.  Strange noises filled the air, a mix of moaning and growling.  Alex almost felt embarrassed to watch, but couldn't look away.  Draining the bag quickly, she didn't hesitate in reaching for another.  She fell in a fetal position and finally slowed down, taking breaths.  The sight reminded him of a baby nursing on a bottle.
With each drop of blood Zoey began to heal.  Her skin assumed its normal color, her hair grew.  Her fangs shrank into normal teeth.  She began to look less like a burnt corpse and more like a young woman.  A young woman with only scraps for clothing.  Alex turned his back and Cindy bent down to check on her.
"Hey!" Kylie said, glaring at Nate.  "You want to turn around?"
"Oh!  Sorry."
Alex lowered his head and smiled to himself.  Nate stole one more peek, drawing Kylie's wrath.  She bore a hole through him as she adjusted her glasses.
"Shit," Zoey said.  "I never want to go through that again."
Alex turned to see Cindy had helped Zoey to her feet and wrapped a sheet around her.  Zoey had made a mess in feeding.  Blood dribbled from her chin onto her chest, running onto the sheet.  She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, embarrassed, but couldn't licking what was left.
"Thank you," Zoey said, to the two people present actually alive.  "You saved my life.  The sun…I've never felt anything like it before.  I don't think I could have taken much more."
"You couldn't have," Alex said.  "Much more, and you'd be gone."  He took Cindy's hand.  "This is my wife, Cindy."
Zoey waved, smiled, and searched the area around her.  Sunlight crept in between the trees, but they were safe where they were.
"Is Kylie here?"
He nodded and extended his free hand.  Zoey gingerly accepted it, and gasped when she saw Kylie and Nate.  Kylie stepped forward, wanting to hug her friend, but stopped short.  Physical contact between the living and dead was nearly impossible, even through Alex.
Zoey did her best to hold back tears.
"I thought I'd never see you again."
Kylie laughed shortly and gestured around her, to her new friends.
"Believe me, this is all new to me, too."
"I'm sorry.  For everything that happened that night.  For everything I said and did.  I said you were jealous of me.  I'm the one who's jealous of you."
"What?  Me?"
"I worry about what people think of me.  You don't worry about what anyone thinks.  I wish I was like you."
"That's not true at all."
The two friends laughed and smiled at each other.  They had so much more to say, but didn't know where to go next.  It would take time, but time was something they didn't have.
"Zoey," Alex said.  "I hate to step in, but what the hell happened at your house?"
She stiffened and squeezed his hand.
"The detective lady!  They took her!"
Her grip was so strong Alex had to pull his hand free.  In doing so Zoey lost sight of Kylie and Nate.  She looked in their direction, confused for a moment, before he put a hand on her shoulder.
"Relax.  Tell me what happened."
"I could hear everything.  My hearing…it gives me a headache sometimes now.  Detective Nash came to my house.  She was upstairs talking to my dad when I heard more people coming.  She fought with a bunch of guys.  People were shooting guns.  I ran up and tried to help, but the sun…I couldn't do anything.  They dragged her out, like they didn't care who saw them.  My dad was hurt, and the sun tore me up."
"Did they say anything?"
Zoey closed her eyes and struggled to remember.
"They said something about the dock.  They wanted to get her back to the dock.  Kylie, do you think they mean the lake?"
Kylie nodded.  "It's the only place I can think of."
"What lake?"
"There's a lake off Spring Road that's popular in the summer.  It's empty now, or at least I thought it was."
"Spring Road," Alex said, taking a deep breath.  "Okay.  Stop number two."
"Babe," Cindy said.  "Can I talk to you a second?"
They walked away, leaving the vampire and two ghosts behind.  Kylie and Nate engaged in their own conversation, while Zoey was left alone.  Zoey discretely retrieved another bag of blood from the cooler and sank her fangs in.
"Maybe we should let the police handle this," Cindy said.  "A quick, anonymous call, and we're all done.  This is getting a little out of hand.  Demons LLC is supposed to be here to solve a murder.  It sounds like you've done that.  We're not crime-fighters."
"Maybe we should add another tab to our website.  Paranormal investigation and crime-fighter."
Cindy smiled, but said nothing.  She already knew what Alex was thinking, due to her wife powers.
"I can't just leave her," he said.  "I got beat up pretty good yesterday.  I was unconscious, with my wings out.  She could have taken me to jail, the news station, even the circus.  But all she did was make sure I was okay.  I have to help her.  I couldn't live with myself if I didn't."
She nodded.  "I know.  That's why I love you."
They embraced, and headed back to the others.  Cindy angled for the passenger's side of the truck.  Alex nodded at Nate, who sat in the truck bed with his legs sticking through the gate.  Kylie paced back and forth, while Zoey leaned her head back and squeezed the few remaining drops of blood into her mouth.  He took Zoey's hand to include her in the conversation.
"I'm going to the lake."
Kylie looked up.  "Is that a good idea?"
"Yeah," Zoey said.  "They've got guns."
"I'll be okay.  How do you get there?"
Cindy tapped him on the shoulder.  She handed him his phone that she retrieved from the truck.
"Here," she said, handing it over.  "I've got a map pulled up for you."
Alex shook his head.  One day he would truly learn how to use the technology around him.
"Okay.  Wish me luck."
Cindy grabbed his shirt and pulled him in for a kiss.  She separated the moment before it became awkward to watch.  The girls laughed while Nate held up his hands in defense.
"I'll pass on the kiss.  But good luck, man."
Alex popped his wings and flew away.
*****
It was only a ten minute flight.  Alex kept to the treetops, avoiding as much of central Stewardtown as he could.  He stopped occasionally in midair to check his phone.  The voice navigation was worthless, as it wanted to give him street names.  The position locater, however, was spot on, adding a small level of comfort.  Being lost on the ground felt very different than being lost in the sky.
The trees finally opened up to reveal the lake.  Zoey was right.  There was barely any activity at all.  A single boat floated near the center, with several fishing rods mounted to the back.  There were three boating ramps leading to the water, and not far from them a dock house, sitting behind a long pier.
The parking lot was nearly empty, except for a van and two cars.
He stayed near the edges of the lake, near the shoreline.  He flew so low the tip of his left wing dipped into the water as he glided and banked.  As he neared the dock house, he saw a man walking slowly.  Alex didn't want to judge by appearances, but he had the look of someone doing something shady.  The stranger certainly wasn't taking a leisurely walk, or preparing to go fishing.  It was more like he was checking the perimeter.
Alex climbed in the sky, until the man patrolling was little more than a dot.  He adjusted his angle on the descent, coming down directly over the dock house.  He landed quietly and folded his wings.  There were voices, parts of a conversation, but he didn't have the chance to shift his attention when a single word made him jump.
"Yo."
He whirled around to see Nate.  Alex put a hand to his chest and felt his heart working just a little harder.
"Shit, Nate!" he whispered.  "You scared the shit out of me!"
"That's not good, if I'm scaring you.  How the hell do you think you'll save the cop lady, if you can't handle little old me?"
"What are you doing here?"
"Scouting the place.  You didn't think I was staying back with the ladies, did you?  Kylie and I came here the other night, so I just popped in."
"What's the deal with this place?"
"There's six men.  I think they've all got guns."
"Is Lisa here?"
Nate's demeanor changed.
"Uh, yeah.  She's…she's not in good shape.  She's tied to a chair—"  His voice cracked a bit.  "They're filming beating her.  I don't know if this is such a good idea."
Alex nodded gratefully.  Nate was amazingly helpful.  If saving Lisa's life came down to seconds, Nate had given him just that.  
He commanded his wings to shrink into his back.  Sliding into the spirit realm, he willed his form to sink, and he moved through the roof.  He was halfway to the floor when Nate poked his head through the ceiling above him.
"Alex!  What are you doing?"
He took in his surroundings.  There were shelves, crates, barrels.  There was a man leaning against the wall, talking on his phone.  An innocent enough sight, except for the blood on his hands.  Laced through the fingers on his right hand were a set of brass knuckles.
Nate floated down next to him.
"What's the plan?"
"First, get Lisa out of here."
"She's back this way."
He led Alex through some old boating equipment to the rear of the dock house.  He had an idea of what he'd see, thanks to Nate's scouting, but still stopped when he walked through the last set of shelves in the way.
Detective Lisa Nash was unrecognizable.  Her hair was drenched in sweat and blood.  Her left eye was swollen shut, her clothes torn.  Spots of blood were spread about her feet.
Alex tried to think of the terrible things he'd seen.  Demons ripping members of his father's cult apart.  Prisoners turning on each other and the guards in horrific ways.  For some reason, they didn't compare to seeing Lisa, bloody and beaten.
On a desk against the wall across from Lisa sat a camera.  He could only assume they were torturing Lisa on orders from Charles Wallace, the criminal she'd arrested and put away.
He entered the living world just long enough to turn the camera, and then vanished again.  He circled behind Lisa to examine her restraints.  Her wrists were bound with duct-tape, which were taped to the chair.  He reappeared and focused on a single index finger, watching it shift and mangle into something far more sharp.
Lisa jumped and gasped as she felt the presence behind her.
"Huh?  What the—?"
"Shh!  Be quiet."
"Alex?"
"Yeah."
"How did you—?"
"Not now.  Is this all that Wallace guy?"
"Yeah.  I guess my date of decease came a lot faster than I thought."  She nodded toward the camera.  "But not before we recorded a greatest hits video first.  Is Zoey okay?"
Alex had to admire the detective.  In her current condition, her thoughts went to someone else.
"She's fine."
"She's…not human, is she?  Just like you?  That was her in the alley last night."
He finished slicing through the duct-tape and willed his finger to change.  The restraints were the only thing holding her to the chair, and she nearly toppled to the floor.  Alex caught her by the shoulders.  He glanced at Nate, who had a look on his face like he'd be sick, if that were possible for a ghost.
"Can you find us a way out of here?"
Nate nodded.  "There's a side door not far back.  Let me see if it's clear."
He ran away, while Lisa pulled herself to one knee.
"Who are you talking to?"
Alex ignored the question.
"Can you walk?"
She flashed him a defiant glare.
"I'm not crippled."
He helped support her weight by wrapping her arm around his shoulders.  She walked fast, but her steps were uneven and wobbly.  Nate appeared from around a storage rack, excited.
"Dude!  You won't believe it!  It's completely clear!  You can walk right out!"
They followed Nate to the side door, and it almost seemed too good to be true, but the ghost was right.  The door was wide open.  A view of the woods next to the lake greeted them.  They stepped outside, and Lisa let out a small breath next to him.  She truly believed she wouldn't be leaving the dock house alive.  One small flight, and they'd be gone.
A simple realization washed over Alex.  The people after Lisa would never leave her alone.  She would always be in danger, in hiding, on the run.
"We can't leave just yet," he said.
Lisa raised an eyebrow.
"We can't?  Why not?"
"Yeah," Nate echoed.  "Why not?"
"Just…one second."
His wings sprouted, and he beat them a single time to launch Lisa and himself upward.  They landed on the roof.  Gently, he eased Lisa down, letting her rest along the edge.
"I'll be right back.  Wait here, okay?"
She struggled to smile.  "It's not like I'm going anywhere."
He jumped down and ducked back inside.  Heading back to the chair, he could hear voices behind him, loud and laughing.  The rational side of him was shouting to go back outside, grab Lisa, and fly away.  He was allowing himself to get pulled into something beyond him, that might not have an answer.  He pushed the rational side away, but it followed him in the form of a teenage ghost.
"Man!" Nate said.  "What the hell are you doing?"
"I'm trying to help Lisa."
"Leaving her bloody and broken on the roof isn't helping her!  Fly your ass on out of here!"
"I have to talk to these guys.  Convince them to leave her alone."
"And how are you going to do that?"
He pounded on the wall behind the empty chair.
"Hey!" he shouted.  "Can everybody come back here for a second?!"
"Ah, shit," Nate said, turning his back in frustration.  "He's lost his mind."
Six men showed up in a matter of seconds, from different parts of the dock house.  On seeing Alex, four of them raised guns.  He threw his hands up, truly afraid.  His demonic powers were strong, but a single bullet to the head or heart would kill him.  He wasn't immortal.  Only Jack Kursed could lay claim to immortality, and he needed a witch's curse to achieve that.
"Whoa!  Whoa, guys!" he said.  "Don't shoot!  I just want to talk, and if you shoot me, you won't find Lisa."
They glanced at each other, angry and confused.  Alex recognized the men from the day before, the ones who rammed Lisa's car and tried to kill them both.
One of them took a step forward and pointed his gun at Alex's head.
"Where is she?"
"Listen.  You have to stop this.  You have to leave Lisa alone, for your own good."
Two men in the back spoke.
"That's him!  That's the guy I was talking about."
"The one you said flew away?  I've told you to lay off the shit.  It's frying your brain."
"I'm fucking serious!"
"Shoot him in the leg.  He'll get talkative real fast then, I bet."
The man leading the pack lowered his aim and pulled the trigger, but Alex was already gone.  He felt the bullet pass harmlessly through his leg and bounce off the ground behind him.  Despite being safe, his nerves were still rattled.  His intentions were good, but he'd risked his life.
"Shit!" Nate said, grabbing his shoulder.  "Are you hit?  You alright?"
"Yeah, yeah.  A bullet going through you will always get the blood flowing."
The men argued and shouted.
"Where the fuck did he go?"
"You missed him!"
"What the hell is going on?"
Nate shook his head and gestured to the wall.
"Let's go."
Alex scowled as his lip twitched.
"Not yet."
"Dude.  You're not convincing any of these guys that crime doesn't pay."
"I know."  His demeanor changed as he watched the men.  They aimed their guns at the shadows, looked at the ceiling above.  "But I don't like people shooting at me."
In a fair fight he wouldn't have stood a chance against any of them, much less all of them.  It was a good thing he'd stopped fighting fair long ago.
Victoria had been training him.  She'd taught him half of surviving any battle was mental.  He had to be willing to cock his fist back, swing as hard as he could, and deal with the repercussions that followed.  She also taught him to use his strengths, and punching wasn't something Alex was good at.  He tended to hurt and bruise his knuckles.  Punching was always a last resort.
Luckily for him, he had many other options.
"Alex," Nate said, his voice shaking slightly.  It was one of the rare times he didn't address his friend as man or dude.  "What are you thinking?  I watched a diner full of rednecks kick the shit out of you the other day."
"I guess it's a good thing these guys aren't rednecks."
They didn't stand a chance.
The first victim fell easily, almost without a fight.  Alex appeared in the living realm just long enough to kick him in the back of his leg and ram his head into the table nearby.  He collapsed to the ground with a thud, drawing the attention of the others.  They barely had time to raise their weapons before he was gone again.
He ran across the room, running through two of them to get to the man on the outside of the group.  He lowered his shoulder and tackled him, sending him into the wall before vanishing again.
"Where is he?!"
Alex smiled as he stalked them.  Their fear grew, and along with it, his power.  He appeared behind another and grabbed him with the claws of his wings, ripping flesh and muscle.  Tossing him across the room into one of his partners took no effort.  The wall splintered from the impact.
Two men remained.  He could have simply vanished, but that would force his wings away, and he didn't feel like dealing with the already impressive back pain.  Folding his wings in front of him, he ran forward as they opened fire.  Some bullets penetrated the skin on his wings, bringing about a stinging sensation, but otherwise did no harm.  It was nothing that wouldn't heal over time, or even faster with a soothing flame bath.
The same couldn't be said for Lisa's would-be murderers.
He lashed out at the final two men.  One was the victim of his claws, the other from a lack of oxygen due to a wing covering his mouth.  Six men lay at his feet in various degrees of hurt.  Their blood joined Lisa's.
Nate stood not far away, his mouth open.  It seemed like he wanted to say something, but simply looked at the carnage around them.  Another rare moment of silence.
Lisa limped her way back inside.  Alex turned at the sound of her.  She leaned against the wall, holding a metal pipe she found outside.  Her eyes fell on the unconscious men.
"I…thought you might need help."
"No.  But thanks, anyway."



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 17
 
Alex sat with his feet up on the dashboard of his truck.  Both windows were rolled down, and he let the weather nearly nudge him into a nap.  Very soon, he'd be starting the long drive back to Baltimore.  It wasn't a drive he was looking forward to.  Kylie and Nate were talking about not accompanying him on the trip back, but instead go their own way.  Have fun, see the world, perhaps go on that date they talked about.
But it wouldn't be a lonely drive.  His beautiful wife would be joining him, and he was quite sure they'd find ways to liven up the journey home.
"Yo."  Alex jumped at the voice.  "Dude, you falling asleep?"
"Nope.  I'm wide awake."
Nate was standing next to the door, an amused smile on his face.  Alex sat up and took in the unfamiliar surroundings one more time.
They were twenty miles outside of Stewardtown, sitting in the parking lot of a prison.  Only Alex and Nate had made the trip.  Cindy was with Meagan Sinclair at her home, officially putting the finishing touches on her daughter's case.  Alex had fulfilled his duties to Kylie's satisfaction, including an entire day split between Meagan's home, the park, and the movie theater the day before.
There were moments of sadness.  In between the laughter on the beautiful back deck overlooking the Sinclair property, Meagan would reach out to hold Kylie's hand.  Her fingers passed through her daughter's.  Meagan would never be able to hug her daughter again, or watch her graduate, get married, have children.
But with some assistance from Alex, she could see Kylie smile, maybe even fall in love.
"I found him," Nate said.
Alex nodded, but leaned back again in his seat.  He collected his thoughts, preparing himself mentally for what he was about to do.  Also, more than anything, he simply wanted to enjoy the weather.  He wanted to get experience with the business side of Demons LLC.  Contracts, signatures, paperwork.  But part of him was thankful for Cindy giving him a break.
Even if it was for a trip for one last task.
"Well?" Nate said.  "We came all this way.  Do you want to get in there?"
"In five minutes."
Nate nodded and stepped into the truck.  He walked through Alex's legs to settle into the passenger's seat, drawing a scowl.  Alex didn't like when ghosts walked through him.
"Ah, this is nice," Nate said, propping his own feet up.  "Just us dudes, out on the roads, checking out prisons, nice and relaxed."
Alex chuckled.  "Yeah.  Good, normal fun.  So, what do you and Kylie have planned?"
"I have no idea."
"You've been talking with her more than me lately.  Is she really okay?  With not knowing who killed her?"
"I think so, believe it or not."
"You definitely helped with that.  I really appreciate you helping out on this whole thing."
"It was all of us," he said, suddenly sounding much older than his actual age.  "Me, you, Cindy, that gorgeous vampire, and everyone else back at your house.  We all helped.  Even Zoey.  Hey, speaking of Zoey…so what's up with her?  It looked like Zoey and Kylie were finally getting along again last night."
Alex laughed at the memory.  It was difficult constantly touching Cindy, Meagan, and Zoey, so everyone could be a part of the conversation, but he handled it as best he could.  During the movie, Zoey threw popcorn at Kylie, only to watch it fly through her and bounce off the seat.
He knew Zoey had a long way to go.
"It's a start, at least.  I know Victoria wants to get in touch with her."
"Is Victoria's hair naturally red like that?"
"Don't let Kylie hear you."
"I'm just kidding.  I like Victoria, but Kylie is the total package."
Alex shook his head.  Now he could add spirit matchmaker to the Demons LLC website.
"Dude, we should really get going.  He might not be there too much longer if we keep waiting."
He knew Nate was right.  He was stalling for time, not looking forward to the chore ahead of him.  But it had to be done, for Detective Lisa Nash's sake.
"Alright.  Let's get moving."
The pair left the truck and headed for the prison.  Nate led the way, knowing exactly where he was going.  They walked through walls, prison cells, a cafeteria, several offices.  Alex kept his eyes focused straight ahead, not wanting to look around him.  The last time he was in a prison was a terrible experience.  It was deserted, extremely haunted, and it all ended with him helping Victoria and Kevin kill a powerful vampire with magical powers.
Nate took him to the prison library.  It was fairly empty, except for a few inmates hunched over computers, and another taking a nap in a chair.
"There," Nate said, pointing.  "That's him, right?"
Alex nodded, recognizing the man from the pictures he'd seen.  Lisa still kept the one from the newspaper on her wall.  Charles Wallace, the man that was determined to kill her.
"That would be him.  You should go wait in the truck."
"Why?"
"This is a part of me I don't like people seeing."
"You mean worse than beating the crap out of a bunch of armed guys?"
"Much worse."
"Well," he said, flinching.  "Okay, then.  I'll see you."
"I won't be long."
Nate vanished, and Alex focused his attention on Charles.  The man sat at a computer, but read a physical book instead.  He was the master of his world, his empire, even from prison.
He hoped Charles enjoyed it while it lasted.  Today was the last day.
Alex sat next to him.
"Hi, Charles."
Charles jumped, nearly dropping his book in the process.  He didn't like to be startled, and glared at Alex.
"Who are you?  Where the fuck did you come from?"
Alex wanted to get right to the point.  He wasn't good at threats.  He'd seen Victoria and Jack in action, and would never compare to the two of them.  But he had to give it his best shot.
"Detective Lisa Nash."
A smile, almost a snarl, formed at Charles' lips.
"What about her?"
"You're going to leave her alone.  Forget about her."
He laughed.  "Or what?  What will you do?  Kill me?"  He looked Alex up and down.  "Kid, I don't think you could kill a cold."
"I've never killed anyone, with my own hands.  I have friends that do that for me."  He sighed, knowing it would come to this.  He snatched Charles by the wrist.  "Let's go meet them."
"Hey, what—?"
The library began to deteriorate.  The computers, desks, chairs, all vanished.  The walls chipped and fell away, leaving a decayed ruin, as if time had been pushed to fast-forward.  The ceiling crumbled around the two of them, leaving a wide-open view of the sky.  Instead of the warm afternoon blue, or even a star-filled, crisp evening, a red haze hung over them.
The temperature shifted, uncomfortably hot for humans, perfect for Alex.  He had to struggle to hold in a smile when the moans started.  The shadows moved and slithered.  Shapes began to form out of the darkness, a claw here, a horn there, until the shapes began to form creatures.
The creatures skulked forward.  Some were larger than others.  Some had two legs, others six.  One had blood dripping from its jaw, perhaps the result of a ghost somehow finding its way into a realm it wasn't meant to.
"Masterrrrr…."
The smile finally escaped.  With the smile came a stabbing sense of guilt.  There was a time not long ago that he hated the demon realm.  He hated that he was connected to it.  He hated that there were terrible creatures out there that thought of him as Master.  He hated that fear gave him strength.
That hate was long gone.  He didn't enjoy killing, certainly didn't enjoy ripping apart a human or ghost, like his demons did.  But there was a relaxing aura to the realm.  He was in his home away from home.
"I know it's been a while," he announced, backing away from Charles.  "But, maybe, I've brought you a snack.  It's up to him, really."
"What?" Charles said, eying up the horrors surrounding him.  "What is this shit?"
"You're going to leave Detective Nash alone.  You'll never get near her.  You won't even think about her."
"Fuck you."
Alex frowned, trying to think of what could possibly be going through Charles' head.  Did he think he was hallucinating?  That none of the terrors around him were real?
"You're going to keep your men away from her.  I was going to bring them here the other day, but really, that wouldn't have done much.  You're the one who calls the shots.  So, what do you say?  Deal?  You leave her alone, and I won't leave you here."
"I'm going to kill you," he said, through gritted teeth.
Alex joined his demons in forming a circle around Charles.  He patted one on the head as they made a path for him.
"Everyone always thinks death is the worst thing there is.  Charles, these things won't kill you.  You can't die here, and time works differently.  They'll feast on you forever, ripping you apart, and putting you back together.  Please, for your own sake, just say Detective Nash is safe."
A demon swiped at Charles, barely missing his face.  He took a step back.  The fear poured into Alex, but the defiance never left Charles' face.
"When I get out of here—"
Alex had enough.  There was only one way to get through to him.
"Go ahead, guys," he said.  "Just a nibble."
The first few demons pounced.  One ripped at his cheek while locking its crooked teeth into his shoulder.  Charles tried to fight, for about a second and a half, until another four-legged demon bit him behind the knee.  One went for his throat, but Alex jumped in the way, holding up his hand.  The demons reluctantly obeyed.
"There is no getting out of here.  Detective Nash—"
"She's safe!" Charles shouted.  Apparently all it took was some pain to change his mind.  Alex didn't blame him.  Being chewed on by a demon, he didn't imagine there was much that could compare.  "I won't touch her!"
Alex reached for Charles' wrist, but stopped short.  His eyes met with the demon latched onto Charles' knee, who happened to have three eyes.  He gave a small nod, and the demon ripped muscle and tendon away.  Charles' howled as the other demons closed in.
"Wait.  No more," Alex said.
"Masterrrrr.  Playyyy."
"Not today.  Sorry."
He took Charles' wrist, and the demon world faded around them.  They were again in the prison library.  The normally quiet atmosphere shook at the sound of Charles' cries.  His leg continued to gush bleed, soaking in the carpet.  He would never walk without a limp again.
Alex gave him a slap on the cheek, letting his demonic facial features creep to the surface.
"I'll be watching you," he said.  "Behave."
He'd vanished before the first fellow inmate arrived.  It didn't take long for the small crowd to gather.  They shouted for help, tried to help Charles to his feet.  Charles didn't see any of them.  He searched manically around him, pushing people away, looking for Alex.  He was afraid for his life, and the nightmares would be with him the rest of his life.
Alex smiled as he backed through the humans around him.  He'd done his job.
*****
Alex let out a sigh of relief as he slowly parked in the motel lot.  He could finally see the light at the end of the tunnel.  There were no more chores, except for the long drive ahead of him.  All he wanted was to get home and watch TV on the couch with Cindy.
His wife was leaving the motel room when he pulled up.  Kylie followed her, which was a strange sight.  Cindy wasn't aware the ghost was even there, but Kylie trailed her anyway, as if they were best friends.
"Don't tell Kylie about our trip today.  That's just between me, you, and Cindy."
Nate leaned forward to get a better look at Kylie.  He smiled warmly as the ghost of his dreams pushed hair out of her face and adjusted her glasses.
"Cindy knows?"
"Of course.  She knows everything."
Cindy already had their luggage gathered under a light, which was struggling to turn on under the dusk sky.  She stood waiting with her hand on her hip, looking like only she could.  Kylie broke away to meet Nate, who was walking through the truck to get to her.  Even though ghosts didn't feel physical contact the way the living did, the two hugged.  Apparently even a few hours apart was too much for young, blossoming love.
Nate leaned in for a kiss, but stopped short, embarrassed.  Kylie was having none of that, however, and finished the job.  Alex laughed at the show only he could see.
"Hey, stranger," Cindy said.  "Going my way?"
He smiled as he climbed out and helped load the luggage in the truck.
"Is everything okay?" she asked, concern in her voice.
"Yeah.  Detective Nash won't have any problems."  She grabbed and squeezed his hand.  That one simple gesture reminded him that Cindy would always be with him, always support him, through everything.  "How about over here?"
"Everything is signed and done.  Meagan paid us for an entire week."
"Wow.  That's mighty nice of her."
"Well, there's a catch."
Alex wasn't surprised.  "There always is."
"She wants to see Kylie, every now and then.  She's willing to come to Baltimore."
He frowned at the idea.  It certainly wasn't impossible, rather the opposite.
"Is that smart?" he asked.  "Is that even healthy?"
"I don't know.  If Kylie is around, and they both want to talk, who are we to argue?  We hang out with a vampire and a witch.  We're probably not the best judges of healthy."
"Or normal," he added, nodding.  She had a point.
Kylie and Nate joined the both of them.  Cindy could tell from his wandering gaze they were nearby.  She took his hand to see them.  Alex smiled at both of them.
"So, what do you two have planned?"
They glanced at each other, puppy love in their eyes.
"I don't know," Nate said.  "Paris?"
"No freakin' way," Kylie said.  "I'm not falling through a plane."
"When we get back, wherever we're going, can we stop by?"
"Yeah, come by anytime."
Cindy held up a finger.  "Uh, just remember to knock first.  Okay?"
"You got it."
Kylie looked back and forth between Cindy and Nate.
"He saw you naked, didn't he?"
Cindy answered the question with a laugh.  Kylie smacked Nate on the arm.
"Hey!  It wasn't on purpose!"
Alex shook Nate's hand, and Kylie surprised him with a hug.
"Thank you.  You're amazing, and I'm going to tell everyone I come across how awesome Demons LLC is."
"If you ever need anything, just holler."
"Dude, if you're really lucky, I'll help you with your next case."
"I don't know about that."  Alex glanced away for a second, toward the road.  "I don't think I can hire—"
They were gone, off to whatever adventure they had planned.  He knew he would see them again.  Cindy squeezed his hand and swatted his butt as she climbed in the passenger's side.
"It's just me and you now," she said.
"Yeah.  Do you think you can handle a long-ass drive with me?"
"I think we'll do fine."
He circled around to the driver's side, but hesitated when a car pulled into the lot.  He was surprised to see Detective Nash driving, with Zoey next to her.  Question after question came to him.  What were they doing together?  Was Zoey in trouble with the law?  Did Lisa know Zoey was a vampire?
He winced at the sight of Lisa climbing out of the car.  She was healing, but could certainly use a cup of Kevin's Mishnar's witch-water.  Her face was bruised, her arm in a sling.  Zoey was at her side quickly, in case she needed help.
Zoey once again resembled something like a normal teenage girl.  Her figure was coming back; her bones were no longer visible.  Her cheeks were fuller, with a touch of red.
"Shouldn't you be in the hospital?" Alex called as they approached.
"I should be in the morgue, or at the bottom of the lake.  I have you to thank that I'm not."
"I figure we're even.  I could easily be in a lab right now, being dissected."
"About all that," she said, giving a friendly nod to Cindy.  "I have so many questions.  Zoey filled me in a little.  But I probably wouldn't like the rest of the answers, would I?"
"Probably not.  But, before I forget, Charles Wallace won't be bothering you anymore."
Apprehension and curiosity flashed across her face.  She wanted to ask, get into more detail, but she simply shook her head.
Zoey stepped forward, and Lisa backed away to give her space.
"Are…we alone?" she asked.
"Yeah."
"Shit.  I was hoping to see Kylie one more time."
"I'm sure she'll be around again."
"Hey, who knows?  Maybe we'll both get to go to prom after all."
It was good to hear Zoey with hope in her voice again.  He smiled and gestured to Lisa.
"What's going on?  Are you in trouble?"
"Oh, no.  She just wants to know what happened that night.  And I told her.  But she's not going to arrest me or anything."
"Yeah.  I'm not sure arresting a vampire is normal."
They laughed and said their goodbyes.  He gave Lisa a delicate hug, and even that made her wince.  She needed to get home and rest.  Without having to look over her shoulder, that was finally possible.
"Don't worry," he told Zoey as they hugged.  "If my friend Victoria is looking out for you, you'll be fine."
"I know."
Lisa and Zoey drove away, with Zoey waving out the window.  Alex returned the gesture before sliding behind the wheel and leaning his head back.  Cindy patted him on the knee.
"Finally," she said.  "When we get home, you know what I want to do?"
Alex noticed the look in her eye, and perked up.  He listened with everything he had.
"The first thing we're going to do," she said.  "Is take off—"
Her phone rang.  They both laughed, but Cindy was clearly irritated.  She didn't bother putting the phone to her ear, but instead answered through the speaker.
"Cindy," the familiar voice said, struggling to breathe.  "It's Kevin."
"I know.  What's up?  And why are you out of breath?"
"Leese and I just ran up the stairs to her apartment."
Alex and Cindy both frowned, wondering if that was code for something else.
"Kevin," Cindy said.  "You didn't just boink my sister-in-law, did you?"
"No!  Why would you even…Listen, we've got a problem.  Have you checked the website lately?"
"I've been busy.  What's wrong with it?"
"Nothing's wrong, just a lot of traffic.  Actually, too much traffic.  The site crashed three times.  I might have to move it to a new web host.  I just didn't want you guys freaking out.  Anyway, we'll lay out a plan when you get back."
Kevin hung up.  Cindy stared at the phone in disbelief and shrugged at Alex.
"I guess business is booming," he said.
Cindy tapped and swiped at her phone.  Alex scooted closer, wondering how someone could work that fast.
"What are you doing?"
"Checking email.  I haven't done it since I got here…whoa."
She had fifteen unread messages, all of them coming from the contact form on the Demons LLC website.  They were all requests for help.  A woman in Annapolis felt her house was being haunted by her dead son.  A couple in Fairfax thought demons were in the forest behind their home.  A man from Ocean City was dying from cancer, and wanted to set up a death plan before he passed on.  A lonely widow wanted to talk to her long-gone husband.
"Holy shit," Cindy said.
Alex took a deep breath.  This was what he wanted.  He wanted to help people for a living.
He hoped he was ready for it.
"We might need to hire more people."
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