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        CHAPTER ONE
      

    


    You ever have one of those days where dead people just won’t leave you alone? Well, I’d been having one of those months, but it didn’t get too crazy until Miranda Hammond walked into my life. Picture this: it’s a cool Tuesday morning in early December. Denver in late autumn wasn’t too bad this year. We had more mild days than arctic freezes and the temperature hovered in the high thirties. I could deal with it, but I had the car heater going.


    I pulled into my apartment parking lot and noticed a beautiful blonde leaning against the wall by my door. Esther stood beside her for a moment, but saw me and popped into my passenger seat. I should probably mention that Esther is a ghost. As always, she wore her short flapper dress. She was a secretary who died back in 1929. For many years, she couldn’t get farther than fifteen feet from her typewriter, but six months ago, the Underwood shattered and we kept most of the remains. She can teleport to any of those pieces whenever she likes. She loves the new mobility.


    “Hi, Jonathan. I think the Sheba is here for you.”


    “Hmm,” I said.


    “If it’s a blind date, you got lucky.”


    “No date,” I said. “How long has she been here?”


    “Ten minutes tops.”


    “Is she alive?”


    Esther frowned. “It didn’t occur to me to check.”


    “Well, let’s see what’s cooking.”


    Esther popped back to the woman and walked through her. Esther tapped her chest and gave me a thumbs-down.


    Great. Just what I needed. Another dead person. What can I tell you? My life is complicated. I stepped out of the Firebird, closed the door, and shivered as the wind cut into me. Too bad I couldn’t carry the heater with me.


    As I approached the door, the woman turned toward me.


    “Can I help you?” I asked.


    “Are you Jonathan Shade?”


    “According to my driver’s license,” I said.


    Her voice was silky smooth and, while at first glance, I’d have placed her in her early thirties, when I looked into her eyes, I adjusted the number closer to forty. A well-preserved forty, but her eyes held wisdom. She wore black slacks and a red blouse buttoned all the way to the top. She didn’t seem to notice the cold, but being dead, she wouldn’t. She stepped closer.


    “My name is Miranda Hammond, and I want to hire you.”


    “Is this about Sharon?” I asked.


    She gave me a confused look. “What makes you think that?”


    “I’m psychic,” I lied.


    She gave me the I was born at night, but not last night look. “Could have fooled me.”


    “Come on. You want to hire me to take you to a woman named Sharon. Been there, done that, sold the T-shirt on eBay. I’ll send you a bill.”


    She placed a hand on my chest. “I don’t know anyone named Sharon.”


    “You may know her by another name.” I moved past her to unlock my door. “The spirits play tricks sometimes.”


    She shook her head. “May I come inside? I really need to talk to you.”


    “Sorry. I’m not taking on any new clients at this time.”


    “Mr. Shade, I need your help. I was told you were my best shot at handling my little problem.”


    I grabbed her forearm, turned it, and placed the pads of my middle and ring fingers on her wrist. As Esther had indicated, Miranda did not have a pulse.


    “Pretty little crazy dead girl, go back to your grave.”


    “I’m not dead. Really.”


    “Pretty little crazy undead girl, go back to your grave.”


    I opened the door, entered my apartment, and closed the door behind me. As I expected, the woman knocked.


    “Is she a vampire?” Esther asked.


    “I don’t believe in vampires.”


    The woman kept knocking. “Please open the door, Mr. Shade!”


    Esther frowned. “She was trying to get an invitation to come inside.”


    “You’ve been around for more than a century. Have you ever seen a vampire?”


    “I spent most of my time in a filthy storage closet. It’s not like I was out enjoying the night life.”


    “It’s eleven o’clock in the morning, so even if vampires existed, she wouldn’t be out right now. Or maybe she’d be all sparkly.”


    Miranda persisted with the knocking.


    I sighed, turned around, and opened the door.


    Miranda stood there, fist raised to knock again. “Oh,” she said.


    “Are you a vampire?” I asked.


    She blinked. “No.”


    “A vampire wouldn’t admit to being a vampire,” Esther said.


    “Right,” I said. “At least you aren’t covered in glitter.” Leaving the door open, I turned, walked over to the sofa, and sat down.


    Miranda hesitated then entered my apartment. “I’m guessing it’s all right for me to come inside.”


    “Whatever. Shut the door. This place costs a fortune to heat.”


    She closed the door.


    Esther moved in front of Miranda and stared at her mouth. I suspect she was trying to see if Miranda had elongated incisors. Since Miranda couldn’t see Esther, she walked right through her and stood before me.


    “Spill,” I said.


    Miranda took a moment to look around the apartment. “You have no furniture,” she said.


    “I have a sofa.”


    She was right, though. Aside from the sofa, I didn’t have any furniture in the living room. My old condo and my office had been destroyed, and while I rented an apartment, I hadn’t bothered to furnish it beyond the sofa and a few essentials. Esther kept trying to get me to replace everything, but I felt more dead than Miranda. The decorations I let her talk me into buying still resided in bags in the closet.


    “I don’t trust her,” Esther said. Esther didn’t trust anyone.


    Miranda took a deep breath and let it out slowly. That made her blouse expand in interesting ways, but I reminded myself she was dead. Look in her eyes.


    “Let’s hear it,” I said.


    “I don’t know who I can turn to, and you came very highly recommended.”


    “By whom?”


    “Naomi Miller.”


    I felt a knife in my heart. “Naomi’s dead,” I said.


    “I heard. I’m sorry. I work at DGI Engineering.”


    The fact that she added the word Engineering told me she didn’t realize that DGI stood for Dragon Gate Industries or that the thirteenth floor housed a bunch of wizards. Naomi had worked there as a wizard. Yes, a real wizard.


    “Naomi and I used to go to Starbucks every morning before work,” Miranda said. “One day over lattes, she told me that if I ever had a problem—a problem that seemed too weird for normal people—that I should look you up. She said you handle strange cases all the time and nobody could do it better. I don’t know who else I can talk to about this.”


    “Let me guess. You died and now you’re back and it’s freaking you out.”


    “I’m not dead, Mr. Shade.”


    “Sorry, Miranda, but when your heart stops beating, that’s the textbook definition of dead.”


    “Denial much?” Esther said.


    “A year ago, I had a problem with a guy I dated. He worked on a different floor and he seemed nice, but he got really attached to me really fast. I tried to break it off with him, but he wouldn’t let go.”


    “Your very own stalker. How nice for you.”


    “He left me twenty messages a day. I changed my number and had two terrific days without him bothering me.”


    “Then he got the new number, of course.”


    “That’s right. And he told me that he would win my heart one way or another.”


    “By leaving you twenty messages a day. That always works.”


    “A month ago, I read a book about stalkers and I finally realized the smart thing to do was to get a second phone, but I kept the original phone too. That way I could have my friends and family call my new number, but stalker boy could leave me all the messages he wanted. As long as the phone was live, he wouldn’t know I’d switched numbers and eventually he’d give up.”


    “That’s usually effective as long as you’ve told the guy you’re not interested.”


    “I told him that time and again. Of course, now I know I should have said it once and then ignored him from then on.”


    “That’s all well and good, but I don’t do domestics. You should—”


    “Let me finish, Mr. Shade.”


    I shrugged and motioned for her to continue.


    “He came down to my office. He told me that if he couldn’t win my heart, he’d have to steal it.” As she spoke, she unbuttoned her blouse. She slowly opened it enough to reveal an incision in her chest.


    “What the hell?” I said.


    “He stole my heart, Mr. Shade. I want you to find him and steal it back.”


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    

  


  
    CHAPTER TWO


    I stared at the incision in her chest. “May I?” I asked, pointing at the wound.


    Miranda nodded and stepped closer to me. “It hurts, but I find myself touching it all the time. It’s like having a painful tooth that you can’t stop probing with your tongue.”


    I touched the flesh above the wound. It wasn’t red or inflamed, and there was very little blood. It was normal flesh but cool to the touch, which made sense since she had no circulation. Then again, it could have been the weather. The incision was a clean, straight cut. She flinched as I parted the flesh a bit with my fingers.


    “Does this hurt as much as it should?” I asked.


    “It hurts but it’s nothing like you’d expect.”


    No blood. Of course, the heart wasn’t pumping because it wasn’t there. Miranda didn’t look overly pale, though. Definitely magic. I parted the flesh a little more and revealed bone. I could see that the breastbone had been cut too.


    “How did he do this to you?”


    “He cornered me in my office, held up his left hand like a catcher’s mitt, pointed at my chest with his right index finger, made a downward move, and I felt this awful burning. Then my heart shot out of my chest like that alien bursting out of John Hurt in that movie.”


    I nodded. “And then?”


    “He caught my heart. It was still beating in his hand. He said he’d protect it. Then he turned and left my office.”


    I looked at my fingers and saw smeared blood and viscous, clear fluid on them. Can you say nasty? “You never lost consciousness?”


    “No.”


    I got up, walked into the kitchen, and washed my hands. I grabbed a paper towel from under the sink and dried them. “What’s stalker boy’s name?” I asked.


    “Zach Banner.”


    “Hang on.”


    I pulled out my cell, scrolled through my contacts, and pressed a button. A moment later, a familiar voice answered. “DGI, this is Phil.”


    “Hey, Phil, Jonathan Shade here. What’s shakin’, m’man?”


    “I don’t think I’m supposed to talk to you, Mr. Shade.”


    “Oh. Would you rather talk to Kelly?” Phil had a rather unpleasant visit from my partner, Kelly Chan, stored in his recent memory. Kelly is a magically engineered assassin with attitude out to here.


    “Uh...”


    “In person?”


    “What do you need?”


    “You have a Zach or Zachary Banner working there?”


    “Not anymore. He quit a week ago.”


    “Can you tell me in what capacity he was employed?”


    “I can’t tell you that.”


    “You must really have the hots for Kelly.”


    “Come on, Mr. Shade. Cut me a break here.”


    “Is he a necromancer?”


    “Yes, but I didn’t tell you that.”


    “Got an address and phone number?” I grabbed a pen and looked for something to write on. I didn’t have any paper handy, so I grabbed an unopened credit card offer from the stack of mail on the counter and flipped it over.


    “Just a second.”


    He gave me an address in Highlands Ranch, and I jotted it down on the back of the envelope. He also gave me two phone numbers. One started with area code 303 and the other with 720. Both are Denver numbers, so I figured the 303 was the landline and the 720 was his cell. “Thanks, Phil. Kelly sends her love.”


    When I hung up, Miranda said, “Necromancer?”


    “Guy who has power over the dead.”


    “Yeah, but I’m not dead.”


    “So you keep saying. Let me try the numbers Phil gave me.”


    The 303 number was disconnected. The 720 number went straight to voice mail. He didn’t have a voice greeting, so I used an Irish accent and left him a message. “Harry, I’m still waitin’ for ya down at the pub. I forgot me wallet, so bring me some cash.”


    “What was that all about?” Miranda asked after I ended the call.


    “Don’t want him to know anyone’s looking for him. He’ll just delete a wrong number.”


    “So you’ll take the case?”


    “I’ll kick it around a bit, but I do have some personal business on the back burner, so if that heats up, I may have to stop working on your problem. Then again, we may be able to get this done now, so I’ll pop over to his house and see if he’s home.”


    “I’m coming with you.”


    “Suit yourself.”


    #


    Highlands Ranch is a suburb to the south of Denver. Last time I checked, there were nearly one hundred thousand residents, so it’s not a small place. A few of my old friends lived there, but they were married with kids, so we rarely spoke. To be honest, I hadn’t spoken with many of my friends in ages. Zach Banner’s house sat on a cul-de-sac tucked into a residential area off Wildcat Reserve Parkway. I didn’t get out to Highlands Ranch very often. Fortunately, I had my iPad with MapQuest directions, so I zipped into the neighborhood like I’d been living there for twenty years.


    Miranda hadn’t spoken on the ride over. She kept reaching into her blouse and caressing the incision. Esther sat in the backseat and kept looking at my eyes in the rearview mirror. When I caught her, she turned away then looked back when my eyes returned to the road. She wore her concern like concrete shoes. I wanted to tell her I was all right, but she knew better.


    I parked at the curb in front of the address Phil had provided. The neighborhood was mostly two-story frame-and-brick houses. It seemed like a family-friendly area, so I wondered why a single guy would live here.


    “Wait in the car,” I said.


    Esther stepped through the side of the Firebird. “You were talking to Miranda, right?”


    I nodded.


    “I think it’s good you’re working her case,” Esther said. “Let’s you think about someone else.”


    “Yeah. Get moving.”


    As we approached the house, Esther moved ahead of me so she could check things out before I reached the door. If the guy came to the door with a shotgun, she could warn me. As I stepped onto the porch, Esther stuck her head through the wall.


    “I don’t see anyone here.”


    I rang the doorbell.


    Esther disappeared into the house for a moment then joined me on the porch. “I don’t hear anyone in there either.”


    An Oldsmobile pulled into the drive next door, and a guy in his twenties hopped out, carrying a bag of groceries.


    “What’s up?” he called with a nod.


    “Seen Zach around?”


    He pulled earbuds out of his ears and let them dangle. Even from twenty-five feet away, I could hear speed rap music booming from the little buds. “Sorry, man, jammin’ out to some Tech N9ne. What did you say?”


    “I asked if you’d seen Zach.”


    “Who’s Zach?”


    “Guy who lives here,” I said, pointing at the house.


    “Sorry, dude. I don’t really know the neighbors. You might ask my grandpa.”


    “Is he home?”


    “Well, I had his car, so unless he decided to take up hiking, he’s inside watching golf or an NCIS marathon. Hang on. I’ll get him.”


    I looked out at Miranda and gave her a shrug. Then I hopped off Zach’s porch and approached the neighbor’s house. Esther did her scouting ahead of me a bit then popped back to my side and gave me the all clear.


    A man who looked to be in his mid-seventies stepped out on the porch. He gave me a nod, shook my hand with a firm grip, and said, “Name’s Walter Hendricks.”


    “Jonathan Shade.”


    “Ryan said you were asking about Zach.”


    “That’s right. I swung by his job, but they told me he quit.”


    “Hmm. He told me he got fired, but I suppose it’s the same difference. No more checks. He and his wife left town to visit his mother in Tucson for a few days and asked me to keep an eye on his place for him. I thought they’d be back by now.”


    “I see.”


    “Not the answer you were looking for?”


    Ryan appeared in the doorway, head bobbing to his music. Keeping an eye on his grandfather. Good guy.


    I pulled out a business card and handed it to Walter. “I thought he was single.”


    “Private investigator. Interesting.” He looked me up and down, taking in my jeans, sneakers, and button-down shirt. “More Magnum than Rockford, I see.”


    “I thought about growing a mustache,” I said, “but it itched too much.”


    He smiled. “No, Zach’s not single, but he evidently misses the lifestyle.”


    “He and his wife having problems?”


    “Not publicly. I don’t see her that often. Usually on Sundays when she goes to church. Her job sends her out of town a lot and, well, let’s just say Zach doesn’t like being alone.”


    “I see. Pretty good with the ladies?”


    Walter laughed and gave me a wink. “Escort services. If he were any good with the ladies, I’d have asked him to teach Ryan a thing or two.”


    Ryan didn’t seem to hear the comment thanks to the tunes.


    “Listen, if you see or hear from Zach, could you give me a call?”


    “Sure thing.”


    Miranda got out of the car and approached us. “Anything?” she asked.


    “Wow,” Ryan said. Fortunately he didn’t drool too much as he watched her stride across the lawn.


    “He and his wife are out of town,” I said.


    “The son of a bitch isn’t married,” Miranda said.


    “Sure he is,” Walter said. “His wife’s name is Gina.”


    “He told me she was dead.”


    I cut in. “Walter, this is Miranda.”


    She extended a hand, and he shook it then yanked his hand free. He looked her up and down and took a step back. “Ryan, get in the house.”


    “Something wrong?” I asked.


    Walter didn’t take his eyes off Miranda as he shoved Ryan back inside.


    “What’s the deal?” Ryan asked.


    “Just get in there.”


    “Walter?” I said. “Something you want to tell me?”


    “Keep that thing away from me,” he said, pointing at Miranda.


    “Thing?” Miranda asked. “Rude much?”


    “What’s got him all balled up?” Esther asked.


    “Miranda,” I said, “maybe you should go wait in the car.”


    She started to say something, but saw the look in my eye. She sighed, spun around, and strode back to the Firebird.


    I looked at Walter. “Care to tell me what that was all about?”


    “She’s not natural.”


    “Looks great to me,” Ryan said.


    “Stay in the house, Ryan.”


    “You’re not the boss of me.”


    “You live here rent free, boy, so you do what I tell you. Understand?”


    “Hey, man, is she single?” Ryan asked. “Bit old for me maybe, but I ain’t too picky.”


    “Keep it in your pants, boy. Inside. Now. Or you’re on your own.”


    I looked across the yard at Miranda, who now sat in the passenger seat, drumming her fingers on the door. She watched us but didn’t seem upset.


    Ryan huffed and shook his head but went inside. Walter started to follow him, but I caught his arm.


    “What the hell, Walter? Talk to me.”


    “You need to stay away from that thing. She’s…”


    “Not living?” I asked.


    He stepped back onto the porch. “You know that?”


    I nodded. “Her heart was removed.”


    “Too many dead folks rising up,” Walter said.


    “How do you know that?”


    “I have my ways. Why’s a normal man like you keeping company with a dead woman?”


    “She hired me. How well do you know your neighbor? Do you know what he does for a living?”


    Walter didn’t look at me. He kept his eyes on Miranda as if he expected her to bolt from the car and attack him.


    “Come back tonight, Mr. Shade. Eight o’clock. We’ll talk then. But don’t bring that corpse around here again.”


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    

  


  
    CHAPTER THREE


    “What a funny old bird,” Esther said as we returned to the car.


    I nodded. “You got that right.”


    Miranda didn’t look at me until I sat down and started the engine. As I pulled away from the curb, she slowly turned toward me. “Zach’s neighbor is an ass-hat.”


    “He recognized you for what you are.”


    She gave me a quizzical look. “What do you mean by that?”


    “He knew you weren’t alive.”


    “How many times do I have to tell you? I am alive, Mr. Shade. Zach has my heart, and it must still be beating or I’d be in the morgue.”


    I didn’t bother to tell her that wasn’t necessarily the case right now. “If you say so.”


    “You said Zach was out of town?”


    “Arizona.”


    “Would he have my heart with him or would it maybe be at his house?”


    “For all we know, he ate it.”


    “That’s disgusting.”


    “No doubt,” Esther said.


    “Fact is, there’s no way to know at this point.”


    “You could check inside his house.”


    “That’s called breaking and entering and it’s illegal.”


    “So is stealing a heart.”


    “That’s called murder, but yes, that’s illegal too.”


    “You think you’re funny.”


    “Sometimes.”


    “You’re not.”


    “I thought it was funny,” Esther said.


    I wanted to thank Esther, but I had to settle for giving her a grin and a nod in the rearview mirror.


    “Before we go breaking the law, it’s best to exhaust legal recourse first.”


    “I’m sorry. I’m just impatient.”


    #


    When we returned to my apartment, I bade Miranda farewell with the promise to call if I learned anything. She didn’t want to go, but I didn’t give her a choice. I watched her drive away in her white Ford Escort. Esther didn’t want to wait, so she popped away either to my place or to Kelly’s dojo.


    As I turned to head up to the apartment, the air in front of me sparked and lit up. I jumped back and watched a rift open like a curtain between dimensions, and my friend Sharon stepped through. She wore a sharp business suit and had her dark hair pulled back in her usual ponytail. The rift folded shut behind her, and the air shimmered for a moment then went back to normal.


    “Uh, hi,” I said.


    “I can’t risk staying here for long.”


    Sharon was the name she used, but that wasn’t her real name. Librarian used to be her title, but that was more of a hobby than a lifestyle. I owed her my life at least twice over—once from when I actually died and once when she helped deal with a problem that was too big for little ol’ me. I hadn’t seen her in months.


    “OK. What’s up?”


    “I saw reports that the dead aren’t staying dead in Denver.”


    “They’re still dead but they aren’t staying down. I think they just love that old Warren Zevon song and their dreams of things to do in Denver when they’re dead are on their post-bucket list.”


    Sharon rolled her eyes. “They’re looking for me, aren’t they?”


    “You knew they would.”


    “Be careful. They know you’re their best link to find me.”


    “That thought actually crossed my mind. Aren’t you shocked?”


    “I’m going to text you a message when I leave. If things get too bad and you need me, respond to it and I’ll be there. I don’t want you getting killed trying to cover for me.”


    “They won’t kill me. They need me to find you.”


    “Or they’ll think killing you is the best way to get me to show myself.”


    “What do they want from you? You just not allowed to quit your job or something?”


    “I’ll text you.”


    She turned away from me and ran her finger through the air from just above her head down to her thigh and the rift reopened. She glanced back at me as she stepped through; then the air shimmered closed. A few sparks danced for a moment then dissipated.


    I shrugged and started up the stairs before the text came in. It read: Hi.


    Not even an emoticon to help it out.


    I barely glanced at it before the phone rang again. Caller ID showed it was Patrick O’Malley, one of my friends on the police force. I sighed and answered. “Search for Extraterrestrial Intelligence, how may I direct your call?”


    “Get your ass over to Wash Park. Call about some jerk-off driving through a lady’s flowerbed just turned into your kind of weirdness. Driver turned out to be a dead fucker, and he just offed his wife.”


    See what I mean about dead folks? They seemed to be everywhere.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    

  


  
    CHAPTER FOUR


    The dead man stood over the fresh corpse of his wife, looked me in the eyes, and said, “Jonathan Shade, I want to hire you.”


    “You just killed your wife,” I said.


    “She killed me first.”


    That kind of logic was hard to argue with, so I turned to look at O’Malley. “What do you say to that?”


    He shrugged but kept his gun aimed at the dead guy, who held a butcher knife in his right hand. “Two wrongs don’t make a right?”


    I felt the neighbors’ eyes boring into me. They gathered like paparazzi at a celebrity rehab center. O’Malley wanted to get this resolved before the TV news crews showed up. A bunch of cops stood behind us, keeping the crowds back. I stood in one of the ruts the dead guy had made when he did a couple of doughnuts in the yard before he plowed into the corner of the house. The tracks went right through the neighbor’s flowers where he’d bounced over the curb.


    Rather than go into how dead people are terrible drivers, I chose the personal route instead. “How do you know my name?” I asked.


    “Good one,” O’Malley whispered.


    Dead Guy scratched his head and looked at the crumpled corpse of his wife at his feet. “I’m not even sure how I got out of my grave.”


    “You didn’t,” O’Malley said. “You were at the crematorium. They were getting ready to burn up your body. Gave those guys a ripe ol’ scare.”


    Dead Guy looked at his late wife. His forehead wrinkled and his face contorted. “Trying to cover up the evidence, bitch?” He kicked the corpse.


    “That’s enough of that,” I said. “She can’t really get any deader.”


    “Deader?” O’Malley asked. “Is that even a word?”


    “It is now.”


    “But she murdered me! She has to pay!”


    “I’d call that debt squared,” I said. “What’s your name?”


    He looked confused for a moment. “Eddie.”


    “Perp’s name is Edward Danforth,” O’Malley said.


    “I’m going to get closer. If he comes at me with that knife, shoot him in the head.”


    O’Malley shot me a look. “You’re gonna get closer? Guy’s been dead for a couple of days and he’s up and about. Shade, if this is the start of a zombie apocalypse—”


    “Head shot,” I said.


    “Just so you know, he bites you, I’m putting you down too.”


    “Thanks.”


    “What’re friends for?” O’Malley said.


    I slowly moved closer to Dead Guy. “OK, Eddie, just take it easy. Can you put down the knife?”


    Eddie glanced at the knife in his hand as if he didn’t even know it was there. “I don’t need this,” he said and dropped it.


    The knife fell blade first and stuck in the body of the woman he’d killed with a little thoop sound. I grimaced but then figured she was dead so it’s not like she felt it.


    “Uh, thanks. I think.” I stepped closer but kept enough distance so that I could block him if he attacked, I hoped. I kept my guard up. My hands were in front of me, so if the guy charged, I could catch him and flip him. The problem was that when someone charges, they’re usually a lot faster than you expect.


    Eddie looked at me, tilting his head a bit.


    “One more time. How do you know my name?” I asked.


    “She mentioned you.”


    “She mentioned me? Who is she?” I thought I knew, but didn’t want to let on.


    “She needs you to find Sharon for her. I’m supposed to hire you.” He looked confused. I suspected it was the unfinished business that kept Eddie more or less in control of the body instead of the spirit sent to actually hire me to find Sharon. Spirits from the Underworld were pretty good with uninhabited bodies but not so good otherwise.


    “I make it a rule not to work for murderers.”


    “I didn’t murder anyone!”


    I gestured toward the corpse at his feet. “Exhibit A?”


    He glanced down at the body then gave me an imploring look. “She deserved that.”


    “I don’t think so, pal.”


    “I need to find Sharon. You have to help me find her!” he shouted and reached for me.


    I jumped back to avoid him.


    Gunshots echoed through the neighborhood, and bullets slammed into Eddie’s head. Brain, blood, and skull fragments splattered against the front door of the house.


    He dropped to the ground like a sack of potatoes.


    I looked over at O’Malley.


    He shrugged. “I just saved your ass, man. I didn’t want you to get bitten and turned into a damn zombie.”


    “Thanks.”


    “What did he mean by ‘find her’? You have any idea who this Sharon person is he wanted you to find?”


    “Not a clue,” I said.


    “I saw the look in your eye,” O’Malley said.


    “What do you mean?”


    “You knew what he was asking. I saw the look, Shade.”


    “At first I thought I did, but I was mistaken.”


    “That’s how you’re going to play it? Isn’t your librarian friend named Sharon?”


    “Yeah, but she moved away.”


    He sighed. “Fine. I think we got it from here. I’ll need a statement from you.”


    I nodded. “Of course.” I started to leave then turned back. “Hey, O’Malley.”


    “Yeah?”


    “As a precautionary measure, you might want to make sure Mrs. Danforth’s body is decapitated.”


    “Excuse me?”


    “Or use something to scramble up her brains.”


    “I was mostly joking with that zombie apocalypse thing,” O’Malley said.


    “I’m just saying.”


    “Shit, you don’t think...?”


    I shrugged.


    O’Malley looked up at the sky. He shook his head and motioned for me to go.


    I went with a uniformed officer over to one of the police cars. He gave me a statement report and a pen. I wrote up a quick report about being in the neighborhood and trying to talk down a murderous, deranged husband who must have been on drugs. The Denver Police Department wouldn’t want to file anything about dead people killing citizens.


    When I finished my statement, I thanked the officer and returned to my Firebird. As soon as I closed the door, I pulled out my phone and called Kelly.


    She answered on the third ring. “Dojo.”


    “Kelly, it’s Jonathan. O’Malley and I just put down another dead guy looking for Sharon.”


    “They’re arriving faster. Sounds like it’s party time.”


    “Coming soon to a neighborhood near you.”


    “You OK?”


    “Yeah. Also, I had a visit from Sharon.”


    “She’s back?”


    “No. I think we need to handle this for her.”


    “Cool. If I kill someone who’s already dead, it’s not murder, right?”


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    

  


  
    CHAPTER FIVE


    When I got home, I did a bit of research on the Net. I couldn’t find anything about dead people rising in Denver. Of course, Sharon could always find things with ease, so maybe she knew of sites that wouldn’t show up on Google.


    I considered other search methods, wondering if I should even bother, when someone knocked on my door.


    I closed the MacBook, walked over, and looked through the peephole: Brand.


    Great. Just what I needed. The guy was a Sekutar warrior, an assassin like Kelly. Six months ago, the bastard had tried to kill me and now he was sleeping with Kelly. It was still Tuesday, so I hadn’t missed a training session. He and Kelly were both working with me to get my martial arts skills elevated. For the first month, Brand had pulled his punches, but after that, while he claimed to be taking it easy on me, the bruises told a different story. He took me aside and explained to me that it would be disrespectful if he pulled his punches too much.


    Open the door or pretend I’m not home?  That was the question.


    “I know you’re home, Jonathan,” Brand said. “Your car’s in the lot.”


    “Shit,” I whispered.


    I opened the door, and Brand proved he wasn’t a vampire because he just walked right in like he owned the place. The son of a bitch made a beeline for the refrigerator and pulled out a six-pack of Corona.


    “Help yourself,” I said.


    “Don’t mind if I do.” He gripped the bottle cap.


    “I don’t think those are twist tops.”


    “Whatever.” He twisted it off with no problem then chugged the beer, set the empty bottle on the counter, and grabbed the next. Since he’s almost as big a smart-ass as I am, he took hold of the second cap with his thumb and pinkie and pulled it off as if it were simply a piece of aluminum foil folded over the top. He flicked the cap at me.


    I caught it and grinned. “It’s all in the reflexes.” It was my best Kurt Russell impression, but he didn’t pay attention. He was too busy slamming the beer.


    He set the second dead soldier by the first and grabbed a third. “This is canoe beer,” he said. It was one of his favorite expressions. For the uninitiated, canoe beer was like having sex in a canoe—fucking close to water.


    “Don’t drink them all.”


    “Why not?”


    “Because they’re mine.”


    “I’ll save the bottles and piss in them. Then it will be your turn to drink. That’s what you call being green. Recycling. All that crap.”


    “No, that’s what I call disgusting. Don’t even think about drinking a fourth.”


    “Too late.”


    He pounded down a fourth and popped open a fifth.


    “Dude,” I said. “At least save me one.”


    “Come take it from me.” He held up the sixth bottle by the neck and ticked it back and forth.


    “Forget it. I’ll buy more.” I sat down on the sofa.


    “Fine. You can have the last one,” he said, “if you answer a few questions for me.”


    He walked over, plopped on the couch beside me, and put an arm around my shoulder. He kept the beer in his fist but held it so I could reach for it. I didn’t bother because I knew he wouldn’t let go unless he got his answers first.


    “I’ve already told you I can’t get you a grenade launcher.”


    “My questions are about Kelly. Here, take the beer.”


    I didn’t.


    “Come on, Jonathan. I’m trying to do what she told me. Take the brewski.”


    I hesitated then reached up and took hold of the beer. He held on for a second, then grinned and let go.


    “Questions about Kelly,” I said. “This should be fun.”


    “Want me to open that for you?”


    “Could you give me some space?”


    “I make you uncomfortable?”


    “You having your arm around me seems a bit—”


    “Gay?”


    “Dangerous.”


    “Still afraid I’ll rip your head off?”


    “The thought has crossed my mind.”


    “Mine too, truth to tell.” He laughed then turned serious. “But if I did, Kelly would kill me.”


    “What do you want to know?”


    “Let me get that for you.” He popped the cap off the Corona for me. “Let’s have a toast.” He held out his beer bottle. “To women, even though every damn one of them is bat-shit crazy.”


    “To women.” I tapped my bottle to his and took a drink. “They only seem crazy.”


    “Says the guy who hasn’t been laid in months.”


    “You and Kelly hit a rough patch?”


    Brand took his arm away and stood up. He slammed the rest of his beer and took the bottle to the kitchen counter. When he came back, he didn’t say anything for a time.


    I waited.


    I could tell it bothered him to come to me for advice. He knew I didn’t like that he and Kelly were dating. Sleeping with the enemy just didn’t make sense to me. Kelly insisted he wasn’t the enemy anymore. In my opinion, his allegiance had shifted so fast, I knew it could happen again. He might be friendly today, but tomorrow he might try to kill me. I didn’t like him. Esther despised him. I have no clue how Kelly felt about him. She never talked about that.


    “I think,” he said then stopped. His eyes darted back and forth as if searching for the right words hanging in the air. He sighed and looked over at me. “I think she’s getting tired of me.”


    Good, I thought. But I said, “What makes you think that?”


    “Last night in bed—”


    “Stop,” I said. “I don’t want to hear about your sexual exploits.”


    “You don’t seem like a prude.”


    “I’m not but Kelly’s my friend.”


    He nodded. “I respect that. This isn’t about sex, though.”


    “OK, go on.”


    “We were getting ready to go to sleep. Anyway, I told her I love her. It’s the first time I ever said that.”


    “What did she say?”


    “She said, ‘hmm.’ That’s it. Just ‘hmm.’ Then she went to sleep. This morning she didn’t say anything, but I could tell she looked at me different. We’ve been together for six months. Did I say it too soon? Too late? What?”


    “Did you expect her to go all mushy on you?”


    “No.”


    “Good because that’s not Kelly.”


    “I did expect her to say something, though.”


    “Maybe she’s processing it.”


    “I wish I could take it back. I feel like maybe this was a test and I failed.”


    “A test?”


    “More of a challenge. I don’t know. I get the impression she thinks less of me now. It’s like I gave her power over me, made myself weak in front of her, and now she doesn’t respect me.”


    “Being in love means you do give away some power and you open yourself up to your partner in ways you never thought you would or could.”


    “I don’t like feeling weak.”


    “Then you’re with the wrong woman.”


    “What?”


    “Come on, Brand. You know how easily you could kill me? That’s how easily Kelly can kill you.”


    “I sense that but I don’t understand it. We’re both Sekutar.”


    “True,” I said but Kelly was first generation and Brand was second generation, which was an inferior race. The wizards who created them had a great deal of trouble killing the first batch, so when they created another round, they built in a few weaknesses. They weren’t obvious but they were there. Kelly figured it out from sparring with Brand.


    “She’s older,” he said. “More experienced. That must be it.”


    “Probably.”


    “So what do I do?”


    “You’re asking me?”


    He shrugged. “You know her better than I do.”


    “Maybe that’s part of the problem. Maybe you need to get to know her.”


    “I thought I did.”


    “Go deeper.”


    “I’m thinking she might be done with me.”


    “Not yet,” I said.


    “How do you know?”


    I gave him a grin. “Because you’re still breathing.”


    “So how do I get closer to her?”


    “Take an interest in what she does.”


    “Teaching weak women to fight back? They should have learned that before their men beat them up or they should have left sooner or something.”


    “Not really understanding the whole ‘take an interest’ thing, are you?”


    “Why bother teaching them? They’re just going to go back and get beat up again or killed. It’s a waste of time.”


    “Or maybe by teaching them, Kelly is helping to build their confidence so they can build a better life without abusers.”


    “Huh,” Brand said and furrowed his brow as he rolled that concept around in his excuse for a mind.


    “You’ve been with Kelly for half a year, so you had to have seen changes in the women she teaches.”


    “I don’t pay attention to them.”


    “You don’t help with the classes?”


    “Kelly won’t let me spar with anyone but you.”


    “You don’t have to spar with them. You could help teach them techniques or let them punch and kick you so they know what it’s like to hit someone.”


    “If one of them hit me, I’d put her through the wall, and then Kelly would probably kill me.”


    “Dude, you don’t feel pain.”


    “That doesn’t mean I should let someone hit me without paying a price for it.”


    “Don’t you think they’ve already paid?”


    “To hit me? Ha!”


    “In that case, maybe you should pack your bags and move on.”


    “You’d like that.”


    “You’re not as stupid as I thought.”


    “I’m allowed to hit you, Shade.”


    I glanced at the clock. “This has been educational, but I have a meeting to get to in Highlands Ranch, so it’s time for you to go.”


    “You need to tell me another way to get closer to Kelly first.”


    “No, I really don’t.”


    “I’m not anybody’s punching bag,” Brand said.


    “Whatever.”


    “I have too much respect for myself to allow that.”


    “And that’s sort of the point. You have too much respect for yourself, and the women Kelly teaches don’t have enough. But if you can’t spare any, I guess you’ll be respecting yourself all alone very soon.”


    “Fuck you, Shade.”


    “You’re not my type.”


    “See you tomorrow. Get ready for some pain.”


    “I might not make the practice. I’m working a case.”


    “But we’re going to work with katars.”


    A katar is a wicked punching dagger favored by the Thuggee cult of India. It has a transverse grip so the blade works as an extension of your forearm. As such, it’s perfect for punching the way a boxer does, but not so good for much else. You have to be up close and personal with your target to use such a weapon. 


    “Too much to do,” I said, though the katars were tempting.


    “Anyone I can kill for you?”


    “Oh, so now you want to work for me?”


    “If there’s killing involved, you won’t even have to pay me.” The thought of killing made his face light up. It was a little creepy.


    “I’ll keep that in mind,” I said. “Now go home.”


    He finally left and when I closed the door, I shook my head. What did Kelly see in that guy?


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    

  


  
    CHAPTER SIX


    Before I could get back to my beer, another knock sounded on the door. Damn that Brand. He must have forgotten something. I didn’t care that he was a Sekutar; I’d had enough of him. I yanked the door open.


    “What the hell do you—?” I stopped short. It wasn’t Brand.


    Standing before me was perhaps the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen. Her dark hair had that naturally windblown look, and her face belonged in a painting on a museum wall. Her eyes held a twinkle of amusement and shone with an intelligence that could be gained only by life experience.


    “Oh, sorry,” I said. “I thought you were someone else.”


    She gave me a smile that lit up the world. Perfect teeth, lips that… Oh wait, she was talking.


    “The rather large gentleman is gone, Mr. Shade. May I have a word?”


    “Uh, sure?”


    “It’s a little chilly out here.” Her jacket looked thin as if she’d expected the temperature to be in the fifties instead of the twenties.


    “Yeah. Come on in.”


    When I stepped back, she flowed into the room like a goddess. Her eyes swept my place, and I found myself wanting to tell her all the beer bottles weren’t mine. She didn’t comment on the lack of furniture.


    “What can I do for you?” I asked.


    She turned and met my gaze. “I’d like you to find someone for me, Mr. Shade.”


    “I’m good at missing persons cases.” I found myself wanting to please her. Yes, she was drop-dead gorgeous, but what I was feeling wasn’t a sexual thing but rather a case of really wanting her approval. My impression, silly as it sounds, was that if she accepted me, all would be right with the world. Looking at her, I actually felt alive for the first time in months.


    “This one will be especially easy for you because you already know where she is.”


    “Does she have a name?”


    “Charon. I believe you know her as Sharon.”


    That snapped me out of seeking-approval mode. I considered pulling the old “Who is Sharon?” or “What makes you think someone from Greek mythology is real?” but something about her demeanor told me not to go there. “You have me at a slight disadvantage. You know who I am, but I don’t know you.”


    “My name is Persephone.”


    Focus. I concentrated to slow my heart down. Most people hear the name Persephone, and they struggle to recall their mythology classes, which would not tell them the truth about her. I needed to tread carefully. Persephone hadn’t flowed in like a goddess; she actually was a goddess. I wondered when she’d last spoken to a living, mortal human. “You’re wrong.”


    She looked at me for a moment. Then her lips curled into a smile. “As I don’t think you’re doubting my identity, perhaps you can clarify your statement.”


    “I have no clue where Sharon is at the moment. I haven’t seen her in months.”


    “But she came to visit you this afternoon.”


    “Are you keeping tabs on me?”


    “Yes.”


    “Then you know she stepped through a rift to get here. We spoke and she opened a rift and left. She could have gone anywhere. She didn’t say where, and I didn’t ask.”


    She kept the soft smile and nodded. “You’re a loyal friend.”


    “I try.”


    “That’s admirable.”


    “But it’s going to get me killed, right?”


    “I’ll grant you that your life and the lives of other mortals really don’t matter that much, but I’m not in a habit of simply killing people. Do you go into people’s houses and kill their dogs?”


    “I like dogs.”


    “So do I.”


    “And people are like dogs to you?”


    She laughed. “People are like people to me. I have a fondness for them. I lived among them for years and still sometimes visit with them.”


    I doubted that last bit but then reminded myself that time operates differently in the Underworld, so maybe to her it seemed like she visited occasionally, though it had probably been centuries since she’d set foot in our dimension.


    “In any case,” she said, “I don’t want to kill anybody unless it’s absolutely necessary, so you need not fear me provided you do as I request. I simply seek your assistance.”


    “So you can bring Sharon to justice or enslave her in the Underworld?”


    She shook her head. “There’s an old storytelling method that began eons ago and still has favor in your moving picture shows and books. Simplified, it’s Girl Meets Boy, Girl Loses Boy, Girl Gets Boy. We are closing in on the Girl Gets Boy aspect of the story. I’ve loved Charon for centuries. He wanted to see your world, and I understand that, but I miss him.”


    “He’s a she now.”


    “That doesn’t alter how I feel.”


    “Playing Little Miss Lonely-Hearts doesn’t change anything. I still don’t know where she is, and I’m not going to find her and send her back to you. She doesn’t want to be with you. Let her go. Find someone else.”


    “There is no one else.”


    “Maybe someday there will be.”


    She shook her head. “It isn’t often that I ask a human for assistance, Mr. Shade.”


    “It’s nice of you to make a house call, and I’m honored that you’d deign to speak with me. I just can’t help you. If Sharon wants to come back, she will.”


    “I’d like to speak with him…her. I’m not going to take no for an answer. I’ll keep sending ambassadors your way. They won’t be as kind. I hope you don’t force this to another level.”


    “You make it sound like a challenge. Some new video game.”


    She frowned and the room seemed to darken with her mood. “I could destroy you with the snap of my fingers. Do you want a demonstration?”


    “Not really. I believe you.” And I did. I knew she had some serious mojo to leave the Underworld. Then again, if she killed me, she might be doing me a favor.


    She drew a deep breath and nodded. “Next time you speak with Charon, please tell him I just want to talk.”


    “I can do that.”


    “Thank you. I respect your loyalty, Mr. Shade. I really do. I’m not looking to do him harm of any kind. I’ll admit I’m a little upset that he left, but I can forgive him. Your world is definitely interesting.”


    “A little too interesting sometimes.”


    “Just so you understand me, I’m leaving now, but I will be back. I’m not someone who will accept no for an answer. You will help me. It’s inevitable. I hope you choose to say yes sooner rather than later.” She started toward the door then stopped and leaned close to me. I could smell an earthy fragrance on her skin that sent a wave of energy through me. With her lips an inch from my left ear, she whispered, “Sooner would be more pleasant for all of us.”


    She left my apartment and I sat down on the sofa for a moment. There was an implicit threat woven into her final words, but it was tinged with regret and a hope that it wouldn’t come to that. The last place I wanted to stand was in between a lovesick goddess and her ex-lover.


    #


    Walter answered the door before I could ring the bell.


    “Punctual” he said. “I like that.” He turned and called into the house. “Ryan? Don’t be late for work!”


    “Whatever,” Ryan yelled back.


    Walter stepped outside and tugged on a jacket. The temperature had slipped down to the low twenties.


    “We going somewhere?” I asked.


    “You’re buying me a drink.”


    “Amazing how that works.” After speaking with Persephone, I decided I needed a drink. Hell, I needed several.


    He led the way to my car. I unlocked the doors, and he hopped inside. When I climbed in, he motioned for me to make a U-turn.


    “Head down to Quebec and hang a left. We’ll go to Lodo’s.”


    I knew the place. Lodo’s was located at C-470 and Quebec and was an OK place to meet singles. It was a nice enough bar, and the clientele trended toward the upper twenties to mid-thirties. While I fit in fine on the upper end of that scale, Walter was pushing eighty. While most of the girls who frequented the place had fantasies of hooking up with four-hundred-year-old vampires, their creep-out meter would peg at the thought of being with an eighty-year-old man. Part of that might be that the vampires didn’t exist, but dirty old men were a dime a dozen and nobody had shot the guy supplying the dimes. The other part was that the vampires in these women’s fantasies might be centuries old, but they never looked a day over thirty.


    When we entered the bar, a few heads turned, but when they saw Walter, the people went right back to whatever conversations they were having without missing a beat. We grabbed a table off to the side, and a cute waitress approached.


    “What can I get you?” she asked.


    “I’ll take a beer,” I said.


    “What kind?”


    “Surprise me.”


    She gave me a wry grin. “You got it.” She turned to Walter. “And for you, sir?”


    Walter leaned back and gave her a once-over. “Are you single?” he asked.


    I cringed inside.


    She held up her left hand and revealed a ring. “What would you like to drink, sir?”


    “I wasn’t asking for me,” he said.


    “It’s all right, sir. A drink?”


    “A martini. Extra olives.”


    “Coming right up.”


    When she left, he shook his head. “She thought I was trying to ask her out.”


    “I thought so too.”


    He waved me off. “The equipment ain’t what it used to be, though the little blue pills certainly help.” He gave me a wink. “I’m trying to find someone for Ryan.”


    “Maybe Ryan should find someone for himself.”


    “He’s a social retard.”


    “Well, there you go. You wanted to talk to me?”


    “Shouldn’t we have a few drinks first? Place doesn’t really start hopping until after nine.”


    “At that point, we won’t be able to hear ourselves think.”


    The waitress returned with our drinks. She set a beer in front of me and I tasted it. Fat Tire. I gave her a thumbs-up.


    “It’s my favorite,” she said, touching my arm and giving me a nice smile.


    “That makes it taste even better.”


    “I hope so. My name is Dori. Let me know if you need anything else.” She gave me a wink.


    Walter watched the exchange and popped an olive in his mouth. When she left, he shook his head. “For a woman who’s supposedly off the market, she was pretty nice to you.”


    “She wants a good tip.”


    “Right.”


    “You were going to tell me about Zach.”


    “Oh, I could tell you about Zach.” He took a gulp of his martini.


    “That’s why we’re here.”


    He sighed. “You know those dead people who keep rising?”


    I nodded.


    He leaned across the table and spoke quietly. “I’m pretty sure Zach’s the one who raised them.”


    “What makes you think that?”


    “The son of a bitch is a necromancer.”


    “I figured as much.”


    “You don’t seem surprised. His wife?”


    “What about her?”


    “Let’s just say Tony Alamo had nothing on Zach.”


    “Really.”


    “Oh yeah. Gina was murdered four years ago, but she still goes to church on the occasional Sunday.”


    “And you know this how?”


    “I saw him kill her.”


    “Go on.”


    Walter finished his drink and ate another olive. “Zach thought he was alone with her when he drowned her in the bathtub.”


    “Really?”


    “That’s right. I sent my spirit body back in time and saw it happen.”


    I leaned back in my seat. “OK.”


    “I’m getting the distinct impression you don’t believe me.”


    “Spirit body? Give me a reason.”


    “I was in the army. Career military.”


    “And that means you’re honest to a fault?”


    “I don’t talk about this with most people,” Walter said and looked around. “It’s super secret, highly classified.”


    “Right. Well, you got a free drink out of the deal. Shall I take you home?”


    He slapped his palm on the table hard enough to make the napkin holder with the condiments bounce. People turned to look at us. Walter didn’t care.


    “I’m telling you the truth.”


    “Super secret, highly classified?” I said. “Come on, Walter.”


    “It was back then.”


    “I’ll pay the tab and take you home now.”


    “You ever hear of Project Stargate?”


    “The remote viewing thing?”


    “Yeah. We did some amazing things.”


    “From what I recall, that program had about fifteen percent accuracy. You could do better than that by guessing at things.”


    “That’s what they told the media. Those of us who could actually do it were nearly a hundred percent accurate. But if the media knew there were real-life psychic spies able to astral project through time and space, I don’t know how well the public would take that news.”


    “So you’re going to tell me that ancient aliens hunted down our dinosaurs and Elvis slept with Bigfoot to give birth to Barack Obama?”


    “I see how you are,” he said. “You have no problem with seeing people get raised from the dead, but you don’t believe I can release my spirit into the ether to see things.”


    “Look, Walter, I’ve seen some pretty weird shit in my day, but very little of the New Age crap turns out to be anything other than charlatans trying to con people out of their life savings. I tend to be skeptical in that department. I mean, come on. Pyramid Power? Crystals and psychic readings and all that? In my view, the Project Stargate program was just a way to get paid for doing nothing. You just had to wave your hands and say, ‘We have to keep up with the Russians!’ and the money would flow for some of the stupidest shit ever.”


    “Are you done?”


    I wasn’t but I took hold of myself and gave him a nod.


    He nodded back. “I guess I’ll just have to prove it to you.”


    “You aren’t going to go into a trance here are you?”


    “I’m not going to do anything here, Mr. Shade. I prefer peace and quiet to focus and slip into the ether. You have to understand that there are bad things out there and while I could just slip out of my body right now, that would be a bad idea.”


    “Why?”


    “They could be waiting for me.”


    “They?”


    “I call them demons. I don’t know what they are really, but they seem like demons to me. They tend to hang out in crowded areas, so I try not to leave my body undefended.”


    If I believed him, I might be creeped out, but I knew better. I can see ghosts, so if there were spirits around crowds and such, I’d be able to see them. This clown was as full of shit as a Christmas turkey.


    Walter looked around, caught the waitress’s eye, and pointed at his empty martini glass.


    She gave him a nod and glanced at me. I took a sip of my beer and shook my head.


    “It’s best to have privacy and protection when you project. What I’ll have you do is choose a place for me to go and have a look.”


    “The Underworld?” I said.


    “Ha! Don’t tell me where you want me to go. That defeats the purpose.”


    The waitress returned carrying another martini with extra olives. “Here you go, sir.”


    He nodded to her. She picked up his empty glass and gave me another glance and a smile.


    When she walked away, Walter said, “You should ask for her number.”


    I shrugged.


    He sipped his martini. “I think I’ll have one more of these before we go.”


    “Drunken spirits. Fun times.”


    “My spirit doesn’t get drunk, just my body. It eases the strain of leaving it.”


    “Doesn’t protect it, though.”


    “There is that. Of course, that’s where the club comes in.”


    “The club?”


    “My remote viewing club. I’ll call the guys and have them meet us at my place.”


    Wonderful. A whole remote viewing club. Just what I needed. Whackjobs unite.


    #


    Thirty minutes later, back at Walter’s, the crew arrived.


    The first guy to walk through the door was a middle-aged man with long, graying hair and eyes that darted this way and that as if he expected to get attacked at any second. Too many video games?


    He stuck his hand out. “I’m Fred Twitty. You’re the PI?”


    “Safe bet,” I said and shook his hand.


    He looked at his palm when he released me, shrugged, and gave Walter a nod. “Walt, Cynthia’s trying to park. She’ll be a minute.”


    I glanced at Walter, and he winked at me. “Cynthia just bought an SUV. She’s been driving a little Subaru for years. She’s worried she’ll run something over because the truck is too big for her.”


    Cynthia entered the house. She stood four foot nine in high heels. I guessed her age at fifty-five. She wore Coke-bottle glasses, and when she waved to me, the skin flaps under her arms jiggled like two kittens in a gunny sack.


    “It’s past my bedtime,” she said, “so this better be good.”


    “Thanks for coming,” Walter said.


    She waved him off. “I need a drink.” She headed for the kitchen.


    The fourth and final member of the Remote Viewing Club arrived a few minutes later. Walter introduced him as Lou, and he looked like he’d been old back in Esther’s day. That said, he walked with confidence and seemed to be in better shape than all of them. He wore a wrinkled bowling team shirt and black slacks that exposed far too much of his mismatched socks, one white and one gray with a checkered pattern.


    He had a firm handshake. “I want to be home in time to watch Leno,” he said. “Betty White is supposed to be on tonight. Va-va-voom!”


    All of the members lived in the neighborhood except for Cynthia, who owned a house several miles to the west.


    “Jonathan here doesn’t believe in remote viewing,” Walter said. “Shall we prove ourselves to him?”


    “I’d rather prove it to James Randi and collect a million smackers,” Fred said.


    “What would you do with a million bucks?” Lou asked.


    Fred looked this way and that then grinned. “I’d travel the world and see all the mystical places from the pyramids to Easter Island.”


    “You can view them from here and save time and money. Just send your spirit.”


    “It’s not the same.”


    “Let’s get set up,” Walter said.


    “Where’s Ryan?” Cynthia asked.


    “At work.”


    “Little bastard owes me five bucks.”


    “Good luck with that.”


    We moved to the basement. Walter had three rooms set up side by side with one-way glass windows on either side of the center room so you could see into the side rooms. In the middle room, there were four chairs and a table that held an old computer with a dot-matrix printer. Walter caught me looking at it and he pushed my arm. “I don’t replace things unless they’re broken.”


    “Yeah, but that’s from the eighties.”


    “Still works. This is the monitor station. We keep records of all our excursions in the filing cabinets there.” He pointed to a row of five gray metal cabinets.


    The side rooms each had a recliner and a table. A pair of headphones hung over the back of the chair, and a tape recorder sat on each table. Beside each tape recorder was a sketchpad with two pencils. There were small speakers set into the walls, but other than that, the walls were blank—just painted a light beige. No other furnishings.


    “Lou and I will be the viewers. Cynthia is my monitor, and Fred will monitor Lou. You’ll stay in the center room with Cynthia and Fred. We’ll go into our stations and get ready. When it’s time, Cynthia and Fred will give us the number and we’ll project ourselves to the target. We’ll describe what we see and maybe draw it too.”


    “Let’s get this shindig started,” Lou said.


    He gave me a nod then disappeared into the room on the left. Through the one-way glass, I watched him take a seat in the recliner. He put on the headphones, leaned way back, flipped me the bird, then closed his eyes. 


    “Get ready to have your mind blown,” Walter said. He punched me lightly on the arm then disappeared into the room on the right. He settled into the recliner, slipped on the headphones, and gave us a thumbs-up.


    Cynthia gestured to a chair, but I decided to remain standing. “It could be a while,” she said. She rolled up a sheet of paper from the printer and detached it. She peeled off the sides with the little sprocket holes and dropped them into a wastebasket then placed the paper on the table. She took a pen out of a drawer and handed it to me.


    “Think of a person, place, or thing that you’d like them to go check out. Don’t tell us what it is. Got one?”


    “You bet,” I said. I focused on Kelly. I figured it would be easy to verify and it wouldn’t be dangerous. For example, if I had them check on Sharon and it turned out they were telling the truth and could actually go and see her, then it could compromise her location. I knew Kelly would be in her dojo. She used to have a place on Colfax, but that place no longer exists, so she got a place on 32nd and Sheridan in a strip mall by a 7-Eleven. Parking sucked but rent was cheap.


    “Choose a number. Doesn’t matter what the number is, but go with four digits so we don’t repeat one we’ve used before.”


    “One one two two,” I said, thinking Boogie Boogie Avenue.


    “Write it down.”


    I wrote 1122 BBA on the paper.


    “Big Bad Apple?” Cynthia asked.


    “Bionic Boy Asshole,” Fred said.


    “Ben Beats Aardvarks,” I said. “It was a comic strip a friend of mine drew in high school.”


    “I trust your friend is in the psychiatric ward,” Fred said.


    I didn’t have a friend named Ben who drew comics, but I didn’t want them to know I was making light of their team with a children’s rhyme, so I just smiled.


    Cynthia and Fred went over to their seats and pulled up microphones. They spoke the numbers, and I watched as both Lou and Walter nodded.


    Then it just looked to me like they went to sleep.


    After fifteen minutes, I suspected that was exactly what they’d done.


    A few minutes later, I was sitting down, nearly asleep myself.


    At twenty-two minutes and twelve seconds, Walter sat up and said, “I’m at the target.”


    Cynthia leaned toward her microphone. “Pull back and view it from above.”


    “It looks like a building, but I don’t think that’s the actual target.”


    I looked over at Fred, but he just shrugged. “Sometimes Lou doesn’t talk during his sessions, so being a monitor isn’t as important as with Walter.”


    I looked through the window at Lou and shook my head. If they turned on the sound in his room, we’d hear snoring.


    “I’m going to push forward,” Walter said.


    “Go slowly. Keep your focus. Are you in the present day?”


    “It feels like it. I didn’t feel any time displacement when I entered the ether. OK, I’m entering a room. Dark. Something’s sweeping past me...whoa...I think it’s made of wood, and it keeps whipping past. Let my eyes adjust to the darkness. Hold on. OK, things are coming into focus a bit. I’m in a room. I think it’s a some kind of attic or storage room, but I could be mistaken. Shelves on the wall.”


    “What’s on the shelf nearest you?” Cynthia asked.


    “A row of lighthouses.”


    That surprised me. Kelly had been replacing her collection of lighthouses gradually over the past few months. Brand didn’t understand the symbolism, so she kept them in the room above the dojo. That wasn’t something Walter could have known.


    “This isn’t the target, but the target is near. I sense that I should go lower.”


    “Follow your instincts,” Cynthia said.


    “Going to the lower level. Whoa! Bright light!”


    “Readjust.”


    I looked at Walter through the window. He covered his eyes with his hands. “That was intense! Let me reset my focus.” He lowered his hands. “I can’t see right now, but I hear clanging. Sounds like a scraping, then a clang of metal on metal, and grunting. OK, things are swimming into view again. My head is throbbing. I can’t stay here much longer. Get some Advil ready for me when I come back.”


    “I have some in my purse. Look around. What do you see?”


    “Mirrors. Reflections of movement. Swords. Let me spin around. I’m at a martial arts studio, I think. There’s a gorgeous Chinese woman sword fighting with a big, heavyset white guy. My head is killing me. The light change was too much.”


    I pulled out my cell, scrolled down to Kelly’s name, and called her.


    “I’m coming back now. What’s that noise? I hear music. OK, coming back.”


    Kelly answered the phone on the fourth ring. “Is there someone I can kill for you yet?”


    “Not yet,” I said. “What are you doing?”


    “Sparring with Brand.”


    “Swords?”


    “Yes. Just about ready for some hand-to-hand. Why?”


    “No reason. Talk to you soon.” I ended the call. Walter was a little too specific for me to have reason to doubt him.


    Fred knocked on the window to Lou’s room. Lou jerked awake, rubbed his eyes.


    “What did you see?” Fred asked.


    “I’ll draw it,” Lou said as he grabbed the pen and a sheet of paper.


    Walter entered the monitor room with his palm to his forehead. “Light changes sometimes trigger migraines for me.”


    Cynthia handed him two Advil. 


    Walter moved to a water cooler and filled a small paper cone. After he downed the pills, he looked at me. “You wanted me to check on a person. I couldn’t tell which was the target because my head felt like it was about to explode. Chinese woman or big white guy?”


    I had to admit that I was impressed. “The woman.”


    “I thought so but I wasn’t positive.”


    Lou entered the room nodding with confidence. “I found the target,” he said.


    He held up a drawing of a giant sunflower and a stick figure in a dress lying beside it with exes for eyes.


    “What is that?” I asked.


    “A killer sunflower. Not sure where it is, but it looks just like a regular sunflower until you lean over to sniff it. Then, pow, you’re pushing up daisies.”


    “Wouldn’t you be pushing up sunflowers?” Cynthia asked with a grin.


    “OK then,” I said. “I think I’ll be leaving now.”


    “I’ll walk you out,” Walter said.


    “Watch out for those flowers,” Lou said.


    “I’ll do that,” I said.


    Walter didn’t say anything until we were out in the cold air by my car. Then he gave me a heavy sigh. “They mean well,” he said, “but they haven’t had training.”


    “Killer sunflowers? I think Lou’s been raiding the peyote stash.”


    “Truth be told, they’re really just my bowling team. We have a league on Monday nights. They think the remote viewing is cool, and they want to be a part of it.” He rubbed his chin then looked at me, serious. “That woman you sent me to see. She was the target. The music I heard at the end was a ring tone. Were you calling her?”


    I nodded. “Can you find anyone or anything using this viewing technique?”


    “Not tonight. My head is still pounding. I can try tomorrow. I’ll have Cynthia come by. She can’t do the viewing, but she’s a decent monitor. I don’t like to slip into the ether when I’m alone.”


    “Why not?”


    “I worry that without a monitor I won’t be able to find my way back.”


    “Interesting.” I moved around to the driver’s side and opened the car door.


    Walter tapped his hands on the passenger T-top. “Before you go…”


    “Yeah?”


    “I didn’t say anything during the session, but the Chinese woman and that big guy are both killers.”


    I nodded.


    “It’s all they are,” he said.


    “It’s not all they are.”


    “They have more death in their eyes than you do, and I can tell that you’ve taken lives before too.”


    “It’s all right, Walter. They’re on my side.”


    “I hope so.” He turned to go then looked back one more time. “I wouldn’t want either one of them for an enemy.”


    I hopped into my car thinking Walter was smarter than he looked.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    

  


  
    CHAPTER SEVEN


    Miranda waited in the parking lot at my apartment complex. When I pulled into a space and shut off the engine, she raced to the Firebird before I could even pull the keys out of the ignition. I opened the door and climbed out. A cold front was moving in; I could feel the temperature plummeting. There were times when I hated Colorado. Sure, there were days in December where the sun blazed in the sky and the weather remained in the sixties, but then there were the awful arctic snaps that chilled you to the bone and the weather could switch from one extreme to the next on any given day. Variety may be the spice of life, but San Diego sounded great to me.


    “Fancy meeting you here,” I said.


    “Did you learn anything?”


    “Remote viewing is probably used to spy on women undressing.”


    She gave me a confused look.


    “Sort of astral projection. Government program for psychic spies from the seventies? Nothing?”


    She shook her head. “None of that means anything to me.”


    “Did you see the movie The Men Who Stare at Goats? George Clooney and Kevin Spacey?”


    “I don’t watch movies.”


    “I could never date you.”


    “You haven’t asked me out yet, Jonathan. I might say yes.”


    “I don’t date dead girls who don’t watch movies.”


    “Only dead girls who do watch movies.”


    “Something like that.”


    “Can I come inside? It’s getting cold out here.”


    I nodded. If a dead girl noticed the cold, it was going to be bad.


    As we walked toward my apartment, the motion detector light on the side of the building illuminated. I glanced over and saw four men moving toward us. Something about the way they moved told me they were coming for us. Call it a Spidey sense if you want, but as soon as I saw them, I knew they meant to attack. As they moved through the light, I saw that they were corpses.


    “Shit.” I pulled out my car keys and clicked off the alarm. “Get in the car.”


    “What’s going on?”


    “Dead guys in party mode.”


    She ran to the car.


    “I have a sword in the backseat. Hand it to me.”


    “You’re so calm,” she said, her voice quaking. No reaction to the sword, just that I seemed calm. Like everyone keeps a sword in the car. Weird chick.


    “The sword?”


    She dug in the backseat. I took a few deep breaths and watched the dead guys get closer. They weren’t in a big hurry. I could probably hop in the car and drive away, but I wasn’t sure they wouldn’t attack other residents. Miranda handed me the sword. I pulled it out of the scabbard, which I handed back to her. I stepped toward the dead guys.


    “It’s past your grave time,” I said when they were ten feet away.


    “Give her to us.”


    “Sorry, she’s not into necrophilia.” I knew they meant Sharon, but as Miranda was the only woman here, I figured I’d feign ignorance.


    The dead guys kept coming, so I didn’t bother playing nice. I swung the blade fast and strong and lopped off the first guy’s head.


    I’d expected more resistance, but the blade chopped right through flesh and bone with no trouble at all. I swung too far but recovered quickly and spun full circle, whipping the blade around to chop another dead guy in half. The other two jumped back.


    I decapitated a guy six months ago, but he was a magically engineered assassin and it took three swings to cut through his neck. Without magic to reinforce them, the dead guys didn’t stand a chance against the sword. I wondered about myself at this point. Cutting off heads? Multiple times in a year? Shouldn’t that bother me on some level?


    I brandished the blade and kept myself between the two corpses and the car while I considered that.


    Nope. Didn’t bother me. I didn’t feel one way or the other about it, and that seemed strange. I made a note to check my own pulse. Maybe I, too, was dead and didn’t know it. Well, as long as I wasn’t trapped in an M. Night Shyamalan movie, I couldn’t be doing too bad. Right?


    The corpse I’d cut in half kept crawling toward me.


    “Really?” I said.


    “We’re here for the woman. Give her to us, and we’ll let you live.”


    “That’s mighty considerate of you.”


    “Give her up, Mr. Shade.”


    “Dead guys shouldn’t talk.” I let him crawl closer then chopped off his head. That brought my lifetime total of decapitations to three, and still I felt nothing. It bothered me about as much as zapping aliens in a video game.


    I rushed toward the other two. They split up, so I followed one of them. He tried to dart behind a car. I rolled over the hood to cut him off. He tried to grab me, so I lopped off his arm. Then I swung the blade and severed his head.


    The last dead guy raced to my car. I slid across the hood and kicked him in the chest. He staggered backward, bounced off a Toyota, and before he could move again, I sliced off his head.


    That was easy. Lifetime beheadings now stood at five. I checked my pulse: normal. I shrugged, wiped the blade clean on the dead guy’s shirt, and turned back to the Firebird.


    I opened the car door. “You can go on up, and I’ll toss the pieces of these clowns into the Dumpster.”


    Miranda shook her head. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”


    “Why not?”


    She pointed.


    I turned and saw twenty more corpses running toward us.


    “Well, shit. Maybe we should go someplace else.” I slid behind the wheel and started the engine. I tucked the sword between my seat and the center console. As I threw the car into drive, two corpses jumped onto the hood. Another tried to tug the door open, but I locked it. He slammed his fist through the window, showering me with pieces of glass.


    Miranda screamed.


    I don’t know what she was worried about. Technically she was already dead. I was the only living person here. I stomped on the accelerator and pulled away from the corpse as it tried to grab me through the window. I practically stood on the brake pedal, and the two dead guys on the hood slid off. I bounced over them only to see ten bodies blocking the exit.


    “Hmm.”


    I didn’t want to damage the car. I know, it’s just a car, but I liked it and it had already cost me several thousand dollars in bodywork this year. My bank account couldn’t take another hit like that.


    Three bodies leaped onto the back of the car. I shifted to reverse and gunned it. I plowed into another body, sending it flying backward. I spun the wheel and skidded over two more dead dudes. The wheels slid and the car spun around, slamming into a Dodge pickup. One of the dead men flew off the back of the Firebird into the bed of the pickup.


    I glanced through the broken window and saw another thirty dead people racing toward us.


    “Fasten your seat belt,” I said.


    Miranda’s hands shook as she struggled with the belt.


    “Sorry, baby,” I said to my car. “This is going to hurt.”


    I gunned the engine and raced straight at the line of dead people blocking the way to the exit.


    The impact threw us forward against the restraints, but the car plowed right through the bodies. Hands and legs pounded the hood and the roof. Something hit the windshield, and the glass spiderwebbed.


    One of the dead people bounced up onto the roof, and his feet hit the guy on the back of the car, but neither of them fell off. The guy on the roof rammed an elbow against the driver’s side T-top and cracked it. He hit it again and again until his elbow came through, then he grabbed hold and ripped off the T-top, breaking the locking mechanism. He tossed it behind us, where it crashed on the road then skidded against the curb.


    The guy on top tried to grab me, but I slammed on the brakes, and he flew off the car. I ran over him with a satisfying thunk, thunk.


    The corpse hanging onto the back of the car smashed out the back window and crawled inside. In my mind, I saw dollar signs adding up the damage. We had to get out of here.


    The car bolted toward the exit, and I turned hard to avoid a Datsun as I skidded onto Leetsdale Drive. I righted the car and stomped on the accelerator, ignoring the horns that blared at us.


    “Take the wheel,” I said.


    In the rearview, I saw the corpse in the backseat reaching for me.


    “Miranda! Grab the wh—aaccck!”


    The son of a bitch gripped me from behind and dug his fingers into my throat. I tried to pull his hand away, but his grip was too strong and I couldn’t get leverage.


    I tried to reach back to the corpse’s face, but he pulled me hard to the side. I couldn’t breathe. I also couldn’t drive like this. The car bounced over the curb. More horns honked and cars screeched away from us. I caught the steering wheel just in time to turn away from a street lamp. Too close, though. I heard the crack and watched my passenger side view mirror rip away from the door.


    Miranda tried to pound on the guy’s arms but ended up hitting me in the face.


    “Wheel,” I croaked.


    She finally grabbed the steering wheel. I pulled the sword from between the console and jabbed it back, stabbing the bastard through the chest. I drove the blade as hard and far as I could, and he finally released my throat. I pinned the dead guy to the backseat. I rubbed my throat with one hand and took the wheel. I guided us back into the road and turned on the first side street we came to. I wheeled over to the curb.


    Fortunately no police cars followed us.


    Someone flipped us the bird as we left Leetsdale.


    Once the car stopped, I shut off the engine and turned in the seat. The dead dickhead tried to pull himself free, but I punched him in the face a few times to get his attention.


    “That doesn’t hurt,” he said. “We’re going to keep coming. We are Legion.”


    “Blow me. You’re just a damn zombie.”


    “Give her to us, and we’ll let you live.”


    “Just kill it,” Miranda said. She leaned as far away from the corpse as she could.


    “It’s already dead.”


    “Cut its head off.”


    “Soon.” I turned back to the corpse. “What’s your name?”


    “I was Andronicus.”


    “Right. I’ll call you Andy.”


    “Set me free.”


    “You don’t like being skewered?”


    “Not especially.”


    “Can’t say as I blame you.” I opened the car door, stepped out, and pulled the seat forward.


    “What are you doing?” Miranda asked.


    “Get out of the car for a minute. Stand on the sidewalk just in case numbnuts gets loose.”


    I placed a foot on Andy’s chest. He grabbed my leg with both hands.


    “Let go or I’ll cut off your arms.”


    He didn’t let go. He tried to pull me off balance.


    I gripped the sword and pulled it free.


    The dead guy lunged, as I knew he would, but I kept my foot on his chest so he didn’t get far. He tried to dig into my leg with his fingers.


    “I warned you.” I placed the edge of the sword against his shoulder and leaned into it. His left arm dropped to the floorboard.


    “Damn you!”


    I pulled my leg free, and he tried to attack me again.


    Naturally I knew it was coming, so I punched him in the face. It hurt my hand, but it also pushed him back. I brought the sword down hard and chopped his legs off just above the knees. There wasn’t much blood. The sword cut into my car seat too. I cut off his right arm then reskewered him to the backseat.


    My poor car.


    I did a quick walk-around to assess the damage.


    The hood was dented, and the sides were scraped. The remaining T-top was cracked, and the windows were all either shattered or cracked. The passenger side was dented where I’d hit the pickup and scraped a bit since we must have been closer to the lamppost than I realized. The mirror was gone.


    “Well...shit.” What could I tell my insurance company? The truth was out of the question. Vandals. That would have to do.


    I hopped back into the car and started it up.


    Miranda climbed in and cast a nervous glance at the armless and legless corpse stuck to the backseat like a shish kebab.


    “He can’t hurt you,” I said.


    “He can bite.”


    “If he tries, I’ll punch his teeth down his throat.”


    “Nice to know you’re such a pacifist.”


    If she could make jokes, I figured she’d be all right.


    As I pulled back into traffic on Leetsdale, it began to snow. Snowflakes landed on my head thanks to the missing T-top. Wonderful. Just another Tuesday night in Denver.


    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    

  


  
    CHAPTER EIGHT


    Kelly and Brand met us in front of the dojo on 32nd Street.


    I parked and stepped out. The snow fell harder. I brushed snow out of my hair and off my jeans.


    Kelly laughed. “T-tops are for summer, Jonathan.”


    “Now you tell me.”


    Of course, I’d filled her in on the phone as we drove over. Miranda got out of the car, and I introduced her to Kelly and Brand. They nodded to her.


    “You have a few garbage bags and some duct tape?” I asked.


    “Probably. Check the bathroom. Should be garbage bags under the sink. Might have some tape too.” She looked at Brand. “You want to carry the zombie inside?”


    “Sure,” he said. 


    “His name is Andy,” I said.


    Brand leaned into the car and pulled the dead guy out. He carried him in on the sword since he didn’t want to touch the guy. Or maybe he was showing off for Miranda. It’s hard to tell with Brand.


    He gave me a smile. “Based on the mess he made on your backseat, you should call him Mark.”


    “My name is Andronicus,” Andy said.


    Brand laughed. “I think I’ll hang you on the wall and call you Art.”


    “Keep the lame jokes to yourself, dickless.”


    “Oh, come on,” Brand said, “you lost your sense of humor when you lost your legs and arms?”


    “You’re gonna lose your life, moron.”


    “We could go water skiing, and I’ll call you Skip.”


    “Fuck you, asshole,” Andy said.


    “I’ll put you on a podium and call you Mike.”


    Kelly sighed and shook her head.


    I know he kept going, but fortunately I went into the dojo and the door closed behind myself.


    Kelly was right about the supplies. I grabbed the box of garbage bags and a roll of duct tape and headed toward my car. As I left the back room, I saw Brand swinging the sword with Andy still skewered to it.


    “I’ll knock you over the fence and call you Homer.”


    “Please kill me,” Andy said. He was talking to Kelly, not to Brand.


    “At least you don’t have to sleep with him,” Kelly said.


    “Neither do you,” Andy said.


    Kelly grinned. “Good point. Brand, if you make any more bad jokes, you’re sleeping on the couch.”


    “Oh, come on. I’ve got a million of these.”


    “That’s what I’m afraid of.”


    “Kelly,” I said, “want to help cover the windows?”


    “Anything to avoid more of his grade-school humor.”


    Kelly and I stepped outside.


    “You’ve got some pretty major damage here,” she said.


    “Tell me about it.”


    We brushed the snow aside and taped the bags over the windows. As we worked, I told her about the meeting with Walter and his friends.


    “What about the girl?” Kelly asked.


    “She’s dead.”


    “Well, she’s heartless.”


    “You’re as bad as Brand.”


    She laughed. It was good to hear her laugh. As much as I hated Brand, Kelly did seem to be happy with him. I’ll put up with almost anyone if it’s good for my friends.


    “Since magic is involved, is there any chance her heart is still beating?” Kelly asked.


    “Hell if I know.”


    “If it is still beating, it could be returned to her, right?”


    “Again, color me clueless.”


    “Is she single?”


    “Yeah.”


    “She’s cute.”


    “I make it a point not to sleep with my clients.”


    “Finish the case first.”


    “About that, what are the odds that this Zach guy is working for Persephone?”


    “Raising the dead and letting spirits from the Underworld inhabit the bodies?”


    “While they search for Sharon.”


    “This last batch was after Miranda, though, right?”


    I taped the last bag down and leaned against the car. “No. I don’t think so. They never reached for her. They came at me.”


    “So? You’re the one destroying them, so they had to deal with you first.”


    “Andy never even looked at Miranda. He just said to give them the woman, but why wasn’t he specific? Persephone knows what name Sharon is using. In all the excitement, I didn’t think much about it, but why didn’t he talk to Miranda at all?”


    “We can ask him.”


    “If he’ll talk.”


    “We can leave him with Brand and his stupid jokes for a few days.”


    “A few hours might suffice.”


    We went back inside.


    “What’s the matter?” Brand said to Andy as he waved him around on the sword. “You stumped?”


    Andy looked like he was ready to cry. Miranda sat on the bleachers.


    “Time out,” I said.


    “This is inhumane,” Andy said.


    “Talk to me or I’ll let him keep you.”


    “Please don’t do that. I’ll tell you anything.”


    “See?” Brand said. “I am good for something.”


    Brand held Andy up so I could talk to him.


    “Do you want Miranda?” I asked.


    “Who’s Miranda?”


    I pointed at her. “The woman.”


    He shrugged what remained of his shoulders.


    “You said you wanted the woman.”


    “We’re after Charon, who is someone you know as Sharon, but that’s not her real name and she isn’t really a she. I mean, I suppose she is a she now, but she was a he for centuries.”


    “Charon is still in the Underworld. He ferries the souls across the Acheron.”


    “The replacement is there,” Andy said.


    Of course, I knew that. The replacement was a guy named Bob, but Bob didn’t sound nearly as impressive as Charon, and I wasn’t going to say Bob in front of Brand because I didn’t want to hear Brand say he’d give that name to Andy and toss him in a lake.


    “You folks realize I don’t know where Sharon is, right? I told that to Persephone herself.”


    “You’re a detective. You can find her. We’ll even pay you.”


    “I have a case right now.”


    “You’re going to help us whether you want to or not. If you refuse, we’ll have to kill you.”


    “Seemed like you were trying to kill me earlier.”


    “Just having some fun roughing you up.”


    “I see. What does Persephone really want with Sharon?”


    “I’m not at liberty to say.”


    “You want to be Brand’s permanent playmate?”


    His eyes went wide. “No! Until you mentioned Persephone, all I knew was that the order came from on high.”


    “Or down low since it’s the Underworld.”


    “As bad as that was, it’s still better than your friend here,” Andy said.


    “Who rules the Underworld? Hades?”


    “You’ve been there twice,” Andy said. “You know Hades doesn’t rule shit.”


    “I wasn’t there long enough to delve into the politics of the place.”


    Andy sighed. “Persephone rules the Underworld.”


    “I thought she was Hades’ prisoner and because she ate a pomegranate she had to spend six months a year down there and six months with her mother or something.”


    “I’m not really here to give you a history lesson, Shade, but let’s just say that Persephone wasn’t kidnapped. She pretty much seduced Hades and took over the Underworld. She can go where she wants when she wants for as long as she wants. That said, I’ve never even seen her, so for all I know, it’s all mythology.”


    “So Persephone didn’t give you the order?”


    “Not to me. A general gave us the order. He sent one guy, then several, and now quite a few, and soon he’ll send so many, your graveyards will be emptied.”


    “Why do they care about Charon so much?”


    “Nobody leaves the Underworld without permission.”


    “So Charon didn’t have a get-out-of-Hell-free card, and Persephone is pissed?” This told me Persephone wasn’t telling her people about her actual reasons, which made sense. She could use this to her advantage to keep others in line if they thought no one could ever leave the Underworld without facing consequences.


    “I don’t know who’s pissed or why they care so much. I just know we’re supposed to get you to take us to Charon. We know he’s using a female body here.”


    “I have no way to contact Sharon or Charon. After we left the Underworld, Sharon told me she would never see or talk to me again and that there was no way I could ever find her. She opened up a rift and stepped through, and that’s the last I’ve seen or heard of her. If I cut off your head, your spirit goes back to the Underworld, right?”


    “That’s right.”


    “Can you pass along that message for me? It’s a waste of time to come to me about this. I have no way to help you. Find another way.”


    “I can tell them, but that won’t save you.”


    “How do you figure?”


    “Time moves differently in the Underworld. Down there, you and Sharon left a few days ago. The Acheron has shifted, and spirits are riding it to your realm in larger and larger groups. By the time I get a message to the general and he passes it along to his superiors, many thousands of spirits will be here searching for you. To be honest, you’re not difficult to find.”


    “You’ll pass them along the way, so tell them to back off.”


    “I’m a soldier, not a commander.”


    “Fine. Just tell the general.”


    “I’ll do that, but you’ll still have thousands of spirits coming your way, using the dead to get around. And just so you know, the waves that are coming will kill you if you aren’t helping. If you want to survive, you should try to help.”


    “I’ll keep that in mind,” I said.


    “Do more than that.”


    I looked at Brand. “You can cut off his head now.”


    Brand grinned. “I’d rather play with him some more.”


    “Plenty more where he came from.”


    Brand shrugged. “Good point.”


    He placed Andy on the floor and pulled the sword free.


    Brand smiled. “Say good-bye, Matt.”


    Andy rolled his eyes as Brand swung the blade downward. Andy’s head rolled.


    Kelly walked over and looked at the sword stuck in one of the padded mats on the floor. “Brand?” she said.


    “Yeah?”


    “You’re buying me a new mat.”


    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    

  


  
    CHAPTER NINE


    Like Kelly’s old dojo, the new one had an apartment above it, but she used it only for storage because it was too small for two people. For her residence, she bought a condo over in Lakewood, which was where she and Brand lived. As my car wasn’t fit for driving at the moment, we all piled into Kelly’s SUV and pulled out into traffic heading west.


    I sat in the back with Miranda.


    “We can drop you off at your place,” I said.


    “I don’t feel safe there.”


    “Why not?”


    “All those zombie things are out there.”


    “They were looking for me,” I said.


    “So they won’t be after me to get to you?”


    “Nope.”


    “Does that mean Zach didn’t raise the dead people?”


    “It seems to me that someone else did the Lazarus-come-forth routine here.”


    “Why couldn’t Lazarus come third?” Brand asked.


    We ignored him.


    “So Greek mythology is real? Hades and Persephone and such?” Miranda asked.


    “Let’s just say that not all of it is fiction, though it rarely turns out to be the way Edith Hamilton said.”


    “And you know Charon?”


    “Near as I can tell, Charon is an office or a rank, but yes, I’ve met two of them.”


    “My head is spinning. Dead people rising, gods and goddesses, magic, psychic spies. Next thing you know, you’ll tell me pizza was given to us by aliens from Mars.”


    “Different galaxy,” I said.


    She looked at me.


    “Kidding,” I said. “Though I am a bit hungry.”


    “It’s late,” Kelly said. “You can have an apple at my place.”


    “Thanks, Mom.”


    Miranda looked uncomfortable.


    I patted her knee. “Things will get better.”


    “There are too many ifs that go with that statement,” she said. “They’ll get better if my heart is still beating and if we can get it back and if it can be returned to my chest and if we aren’t overrun by dead people.”


    “What’s your gut feeling on your heart?”


    “It was still beating when he took it.”


    I nodded. “We’ll go with that, then. I know a healer who can put it back for you. She’s very good.”


    “What about the dead people?”


    “Not entirely your problem. Again, they aren’t after you. If we can keep you clear of them, we should be able to keep you safe. And who knows, maybe Zach can help with putting the dead folks back into their graves.”


    “He’d have to be damn powerful,” Brand said.


    Again, we ignored him. “Don’t worry,” I told Miranda. “I won’t let you down. I promise.”


    I meant it, but I wasn’t sure how I could deliver. I had not been able to save Naomi, so how the hell was I supposed to save Miranda? I felt lost and while I wanted to help her, I felt as if I were trying to do so from a continent away.


    “I trust you,” she said. “But I don’t want to go home. I feel safer with you.”


    “We could have been killed tonight.”


    “But we weren’t. You were so calm. So brave.”


    Brand, who kept watching us, rolled his eyes.


    I didn’t want them to know that it wasn’t bravery. I just didn’t care. If I died, no big. If I lived, oh well. Of course, that doesn’t strike confidence into the heart of a client. Then again, my client didn’t have a heart, so maybe it didn’t matter.


    “I’m crashing at Kelly’s tonight,” I said.


    Kelly glanced at us in the rearview mirror. “You’re both welcome to stay at my place tonight,” she said.


    “Thank you,” Miranda said.


    I stared out the window, watching the streets of Denver roll past. All those people living their lives, oblivious to what was going on around them. How many of them knew dead people were rising? How many of them knew there was real magic? How many of them could even imagine a beautiful woman walking around without a heart?


    I pulled out my cell, scrolled through recent calls, and placed one to Walter.


    “Do you have any idea what time it is?” he said.


    “No hello?”


    “It’s after midnight.”


    “So you should let it all hang down.”


    “What do you want, Shade?”


    “We didn’t set a time for tomorrow.”


    I heard a loud crash in the background.


    “Shit.”


    “Is everything OK?” I asked, thinking dead people might be breaking into his house.


    “My damn grandson just got home and he’s drunk off his ass as always. Hang on.” The next bit was muffled, so I’m guessing Walter put his hand over the phone. “I hope you weren’t driving, you ignorant little bastard!”


    I didn’t hear Ryan’s reply.


    “What did you say to me?” Walter shouted. I heard a ruffle as he moved his hand. Then I heard a thump and footsteps. The next thirty seconds were all raised voices arguing, but I couldn’t make out the words.


    Walter came back to the phone out of breath. His tone was even more gruff. “Goddamn kids these days. Do me a favor and shoot Ryan when you come by tomorrow.”


    “I try not to shoot people,” I said.


    “Then what good are you? Be here at three.” He hung up.


    Brand looked over the seat at me. “Maybe you should aim better.”


    “What?”


    “Never mind.” He faced forward then turned to Kelly. “Why do you keep this clown around, anyway?”


    “Because it irritates you,” Kelly said.


    It’s nice to be useful.


    #


    Kelly’s place had an extra bedroom, which she never used. We got Miranda set up in there; then I joined Kelly and Brand in the living room. Kelly had a blanket folded at the end of the couch with a pillow on top.


    “You’re good to go,” she said.


    “Thanks.”


    “You OK?”


    Brand rolled his eyes. “Do we have to let him talk about his feelings and shit? I’m ready for some bedroom Olympics.”


    Kelly punched him in the arm and knocked him sideways several steps. He grinned.


    “Go to bed, Brand. I’ll be there soon.”


    “Whatever.” Brand looked at me. “Don’t—” He stopped when Kelly shot him a look. He laughed. “Don’t forget that you’re buying breakfast tomorrow.”


    “Nice save,” Kelly said. “Go.”


    When he left the room, Kelly sat on the sofa and I sat down beside her.


    “So,” she said. “How are you doing?”


    “Brand is right. We don’t need to do the sharing thing.”


    Esther popped into the room. “Is this a private party?”


    “Hey, Esther,” Kelly said. “Anything to report?”


    “And how” she said. She looked over at me for a moment then turned her attention back to Kelly. “You were right about those ragamuffin palookas. They’re definitely camping out at Jonathan’s place. Must be a hundred of them!”


    “What are they doing?”


    “Just waiting.” Esther looked at me. “Kelly said I should keep an eye on your place in case those dead hoods try to break in, but they’re just gathering there. I got bored.”


    “Good call,” I said.


    Brand walked back into the room. “You guys talking to the ghost lady again?”


    “You can join in if you like,” Kelly said. “There’s a typewriter key in the desk drawer.”


    Normal people can’t see Esther, but as Brand and Kelly are both magically engineered, if they touch part of Esther’s old typewriter, they can see and hear her.


    Esther frowned. “I don’t want to talk to that ignorant torpedo. He’s—”


    Brand opened the drawer and grabbed the key.


    “—a nasty old pill, and I’d punch him right in the kisser if I had the chance.”


    “You talking about me?” Brand asked. “Because I’d kiss you any day if I wasn’t with Kelly.”


    “Bank’s permanently closed for you, buster.” With that, Esther popped away.


    “Was it something I said?”


    “Usually,” Kelly said. She faced me. “Want us to go over and slice and dice the dead guys for you?”


    “Not yet,” I said. “If numbnuts hadn’t chased Esther off, I could find out if the neighbors are seeing the dead folks or if they’re keeping hidden.”


    “Does it matter?”


    “A little,” I said. “If the dead folks are staying hidden, which seems unlikely if there are a hundred of them, we could just slice them up and rebury them. If they’re out in the open, we can’t just hack them apart.”


    “Why not?” Brand asked.


    “Because people will see us.”


    “So? What are they gonna do?”


    “Call the police.”


    “So? What will the cops do?”


    “Make my life hell.”


    “And that’s different from normal how?”


    “I don’t need the attention. That’s all. If mundanes are seeing the corpses walking around, it will end up on the news, and that can cause a panic. Do you have a magic marker and some paper?”


    “Desk drawer again.”


    I went to the desk, pulled out a sheet of paper, and wrote out a sign. “Can one of you head over to my place and tack this to the building someplace where people will see it?”


    Kelly took the sheet, looked at it, and chuckled. “I can do that. You owe me for gas.”


    “Put it on my tab.”


    “What’s it say?” Brand asked.


    She showed it to him.


    Brand nodded. “That ought to work for most of the day.”


    The sign read, Zombie movie audition, Unit 212, 1:00 pm. Please arrive in costume.”


    Of course, I still had to figure out a way to get rid of a hundred or so dead people before the neighbors complained. It’s a glamorous life, but someone has to live it.


    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    

  


  
    CHAPTER TEN


    I parked Kelly’s SUV at the curb in front of Starbucks. Miranda sat beside me but wasn’t talking. We’d been cranking out the tunes on the ride over. My favorite blues singer, Howlin’ Roy Porter, was singing “Requiem for Jim,” which I absolutely loved. I waited for the song to end then ejected the CD and shut off the engine. DGI stood across the street. I’d dropped Kelly and Brand off at the dojo and promised Kelly not to put a single scratch on her vehicle.


    Miranda took a deep breath. “I haven’t been back to work since…”


    “It’s all right,” I said. “Zach isn’t here.”


    She nodded. “I keep telling myself that. It feels so weird to not feel my heart thundering at a time like this. I wonder if it’s beating faster wherever it is.”


    “That makes for an odd image. You ready to do this?”


    “I’ve never been to any of the other floors. Just my section’s suite.”


    “Well, you’re in for a treat.”


    She laughed. “You’re a poet and you don’t know it.”


    “But my feet show it ’cause they’re Longfellows. Can we go now?”


    We exited the truck and as we started across the street. I set the alarm and tucked Kelly’s keys into my pocket. 


    When we entered the DGI building, I saw Phil at his guard station. His eyes grew wide when he saw me, and he shook his head.


    “Oh, no,” he said. “You don’t have an appointment, Mr. Shade.”


    “It’s all right, Phil. I’m with Miranda.”


    “Ms. Hammond,” Phil said with a nod as he came around the station to block our path. “I’m sorry, but you’re still on medical leave.”


    “I—” she said.


    But I interrupted. “Back down, Phil. You know how this plays.”


    “Ms. Chan isn’t with you. I pressed the security button already. You aren’t welcome here.”


    “Did they give you a raise?”


    “No.”


    “Then they’re not paying you enough to stand in my way.”


    “I’m not the one who’s going to be in your way.” He gave a hitchhiker’s thumb over his shoulder. “They are.”


    Five men wearing shades and black leather trench coats formed a line behind Phil. I didn’t have to test their skills to know they were Sekutar warriors. DGI had a program to magically engineer assassins. Kelly was the only surviving warrior from the first generation. Brand was the only surviving member of round two. That meant the five guys behind Phil were from round three of the supposedly defunct program.


    One thing you can count on from folks in the wizarding business is that they will lie to your face about little things like ending programs to build nearly indestructible assassins.


    “Now, Phil, was that really necessary?”


    “Just doing my job, Mr. Shade.”


    “By calling in your vocal group?”


    “Vocal group?”


    “Yeah.” I pointed to the warriors. “The Crypt Kicker Five.”


    Phil smiled. “Or in your case, the Shade Kicker Five.”


    I laughed. “Phil made a funny.”


    “We should go,” Miranda said.


    “No, we’re here to get some help.”


    “They’ll help you out of the building,” Phil said. “The last time I let you past me, too many people died. Important people.”


    “Then, as now, it wasn’t your choice.”


    The warriors didn’t move. They simply stood there like Buckingham Palace Guards.


    “Please leave, Mr. Shade, or I’ll have them make you leave.”


    I held up a finger. “Give me a minute.” I pulled out my cell, scrolled through some names, and selected Mike Ender from the contacts list. The phone rang and rang and went to voice mail, but Mike never answers his phone. I waited for the beep then left a message. “Mike. Jonathan Shade here. I’m in the lobby, and I need you to call down to Phil to let me in, or I’ll have to destroy the five Sekutar douche bags you have as a sorry excuse for security.”


    I kept my eyes on the warriors as I spoke. No reaction. Tough crowd. Literally.


    “Call me back,” I said, “or I won’t be in a good mood when I come see you.” Then I ended the call and stood my ground.


    Miranda stood slightly behind me. “We should really go, Jonathan.”


    “Soon,” I said.


    “He’s not going to call you back,” Phil said. “He knows you can’t do anything to five warriors.”


    “Clearly they’ve engineered the personality right out of the nutless nimrods. You really think five of them can stop me if I have two Sekutar warriors on my side?”


    “You only have one.”


    “You haven’t been reading my blog, Phil. I’m hurt. I’ve been posting about my sparring partner for months now.”


    “You just—”


    My phone rang. “Hold that thought,” I said and took the call. Phil looked pissed, but I just smiled at him while I spoke to Mike Ender, the head of security for DGI. “Hey, Benedict Arnold, how you doing?”


    “Contrary to your take on the situation, I didn’t betray you.”


    “Spoken like a true politician.”


    “I played the hand I was dealt, Mr. Shade.”


    “You threw me under the bus, Mike.”


    “That’s ancient history.”


    “Dude, it was six months ago. I still have scars. My therapist says I’ll never trust anyone again, and I had to order a new batch of self-esteem on eBay.”


    “What do you want, Mr. Shade?”


    “I need to hire a necromancer for the morning.”


    “Why didn’t you simply call ahead?”


    “Oh, come on, Mike, that takes all the fun out of it.”


    “You like getting pummeled by Sekutar?”


    “To be fair, I didn’t know your copy machine was running on overtime.”


    “We’ve made a number of security upgrades since your last visit.”


    “Good for you.”


    “Did you say you want to hire a necromancer?”


    “I did indeed.”


    “As in pay for the services.”


    “If you take MasterCard or Visa, sure.”


    “You really should have called. You could have saved yourself a confrontation.”


    “I need at least one good confrontation every day before lunch or I feel like I’m losing my touch.”


    “Right. I’ll send the elevator down for you. There aren’t any secret number sequences anymore. The elevator will take you up to us. We control that from here.”


    “Like the Outer Limits. Do not adjust your television…”


    “Something like that.”


    “Cool beans.”


    “We’ll discuss price when you get here. Put Phil on.”


    I handed my phone to Phil. “Daddy says you’re grounded.”


    Phil rolled his eyes as he took my phone. “Phil here… Yes, sir… Anything you say, sir.... He has Miranda Hammond with him, sir.... Are you sure? … No, sir, I wasn’t questioning your orders… I understand, sir. Thank you, sir.”


    Phil handed the phone back to me.


    I patted him on the shoulder. “You’re doing a good job, Phil.”


    “Up your ass.”


    “Sorry, m’man, some things are exit only.”


    We walked past him, and as I pushed between two of the Sekutar warriors, I looked one of them in the sunglasses.


    “You dance tango or salsa?” I asked. I looked him up and down. “No, that’s too spicy for you. You’re clearly a square dancer.”


    The warrior said nothing.


    “They breeding you without tongues these days?”


    “Jonathan,” Miranda said, “can we please just go up? These guys give me the creeps.”


    The warrior removed his sunglasses and gazed into my eyes. Then he slowly grinned. “Perhaps I’ll have an occasion to dance a jig on your skull sometime in the very near future.”


    His gravelly voice sent a shiver down my spine, but I made sure it didn’t show on my face. I smiled back at him, pleasant as a noonday sun. “Oh, but that would get brains on the floor and you might slip and fall, and I doubt the medical here is any good these days.”


    The smile remained on his face. “Clearly, you don’t have any brains, so slipping is out of the question. Next time you come out here, bring my grandma. I’d like to meet her.”


    “I’ll bet you would. What’s your name?”


    “Drake.”


    “Do all Sekutar have five-letter names?”


    He smirked. Hey, it was a reaction. I figured I was doing well.


    Miranda pulled me into the elevator as the doors opened.


    The warrior winked at me. Then the doors closed.


    “Are you stupid?” Miranda asked. “There were five of those guys. They looked dangerous!”


    “They are dangerous.”


    “So your plan is to rile them up so they’ll kill you?”


    “They won’t kill without being ordered.”


    “Right. I’m not ready to die, Jonathan, and don’t you dare say I’m already dead. I’m scared and I’m pissed and I’m stressed out.”


    “Take a deep breath.”


    “Those guys scare you too.” It was a statement.


    “Not really,” I said and realized it was true.


    “Then you’re crazy and stupid.”


    She turned away from me and rode the last few seconds to the thirteenth floor in silence. I wondered if she was right. Maybe it was stupid to mouth off to someone who could rip me limb from limb and not even consider it good cardio. The fact was I just didn’t care.


    The doors opened and Mike Ender stood there waiting. He wore his usual suit and tie and initially wore his special sunglasses. I knew he was looking to see if Esther was there. He removed the glasses and tucked them in a pocket. “Follow me,” he said without any niceties.


    We followed him down a hallway that brought back a lot of memories. They’d replaced the window at the end of the hall. The office doors were all closed, including the one that had belonged to Anselma Kaiser. The name on that door read Paul Tanner. I didn’t know him. A bit farther down the hall, Al Davidson’s old office had a different name too.


    Mike opened a door that led to a meeting room that reminded me of Naomi. That threatened to pull up some old feelings, but I forced them down. I didn’t have time to think about her.


    “Von will be right with you.”


    “Thanks, Mike.”


    He looked at me. “No smart-assed remarks?”


    “I’m saving them for later.”


    He stared a moment longer then nodded. He glanced at Miranda then turned and left.


    “He doesn’t like you,” Miranda said.


    “I’m not looking to win a popularity contest here. Besides, he’s a prick. He almost got me killed.”


    “You’ve been a jerk to everyone since I met you.”


    “That’s not true.”


    “Fine, you weren’t a dick to Kelly, but other than that…”


    I sat down and put my feet on the table. “You going to tell me to take a Dale Carnegie class?”


    She pushed my feet off the table. “No, but I will tell you to show a little respect to people.”


    “I show respect if they deserve it.”


    “Seems to me you start with disrespect and expect people to kowtow to you. Try starting with respect. You might get better results.”


    I was about to shoot that down, but an old woman entered the room. She had olive skin and silver hair. Her eyes shone with the wisdom of the ages. I couldn’t even guess her age. She could be sixty, or she could be a hundred. She held herself with strength, though, and she had an aura of calmness.


    “My name is Von,” she said.


    “Short for Yvonne?” I asked.


    She nodded. “Yes. I hold sway over the dead.”


    Oh, I wanted to throw a smart-ass remark at the wall for that one. Miranda shot me a look, so I bit my tongue.


    “Thank you for coming, Von,” Miranda said. “We really appreciate it.”


    Von gazed at Miranda, glanced at me, then focused on Miranda again. Von scrutinized her for a moment. “Dear child, your spirit is strong, but your heart is not beating. No, wait… your heart is actually missing.”


    “Thanks to someone in your department,” Miranda said. “Zach Banner?”


    “Is that why he took a sudden vacation? Oh, child, how are you even standing?”


    I noted that she said vacation, not that he’d been terminated, but DGI didn’t broadcast their business and his state of employment wasn’t our concern.


    “Zach has my heart,” Miranda said.


    Von furrowed her brow. She shook her head slowly. “That would be beyond his ability.”


    “Tell that to him.”


    “I hate to interrupt,” I said, “but we came here to see you about something else.”


    “Yes. I understand you require my services.”


    “That we do,” I said. “There are dead people hanging out at my apartment and we’d like to know if you can put them back in their graves and keep them there.”


    “I have felt some tremblings in the spirit world,” Von said.


    Oh, the things I could say to that, but Miranda actually kicked me in the shin.


    I gave her a dirty look. After all, she was the one mouthing off about Von’s employee. Not that I blamed her, of course, but, pot, meet kettle.


    I turned back to Von and forced myself to stick to a professional business manner. “This started a month or so ago with a few corpses coming back, but it’s escalated in the past week and now it seems like the dead just won’t stay dead.”


    She shook her head. “These are not really the dead returning. They are spirits using the bodies of the deceased.”


    “I can name at least one guy who came back and killed his wife after she killed him.”


    Von nodded. “A murder victim would be an exception. This is true.”


    “Other than that, I think you’re right. Spirits are dressing up in meat suits.”


    “Meat suits?”


    “Sorry, obscure TV reference.”


    “It’s an apt term, though. The fact is that a murder victim would have unfinished business. As such, the spirit might stay in our realm as a ghost and if its body rose, the ghost would return to it for the familiarity.”


    “I’m with you so far. I know a little bit about ghosts.”


    “Generally speaking, ghosts who remain in our world are victims of violent death or suicide. Even with those, unless the spirit feels it has unfinished business, it moves on to the next world.”


    “Go on,” I said.


    “I don’t wish to bore you with a lecture about spirits.”


    “Dead bodies are up and about,” I said. “Does that sound like a necromancer at work?”


    “Possibly.”


    “What about Zach? Could he do something like this?” Miranda asked.


    “I told you, Zachary does not have that much power,” Von said. “Like most necromancers, he might be able to raise one body. Two if his concentration is extremely focused.” She shook her head. “Alas, Zachary does not have that much focus. He is easily distracted.”


    “Could he be faking it?” Miranda asked.


    She kept shaking her head. “This is something else. I do not believe this to be the work of a necromancer or even a team of necromancers.”


    “What else could it be?” I wanted to know if anyone at DGI had a clue about Persephone. Sharon had been here, though she’d only been in the catacombs. I doubt the guys who met her had any clue about her true nature. Then again, they might not admit it.


    “I do not know.”


    “More importantly,” I said, “can you send the dead back to their graves?”


    “I would need to see one of them up close.”


    “Well, there are at least a hundred of them at my place.”


    “Really?”


    “Oh yeah. How many necromancers would it take to send them back?”


    “Again, I can’t answer that without seeing them.”


    “Can you bring a team over to my place so we can at least check things out?”


    “I am curious about this. I don’t need a team. I will go with you.”


    “How much will this cost?”


    “That depends on what the job requires.”


    “Free estimate?” I asked.


    She smiled. “Of course.”


    “Since Miranda works here, can we get an employee discount?”


    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    

  


  
    CHAPTER ELEVEN


    Dead people congregated on the sidewalk, crowded the stairs, and clogged the entryway to my apartment. Others milled about on the grass. A few of my neighbors peeked out their windows, but nobody approached the walking cadavers. The landlord stood, cell phone in hand, as I pulled up in Kelly’s SUV and parked. Von and Miranda slid out of the vehicle after me, and I nodded to the landlord, a slender old man clad in a bowtie and suspenders. He wore thick glasses, and every time I saw him, he reminded me of Les Nessman from the TV show WKRP in Cincinnati.


    “Mr. Shade, do you have a permit for this?” he asked, shaking the movie audition page I’d had Kelly place on the building. “These people will not listen to me.”


    “They’re staying in character, Mr. Tyler. My friend is going to film a movie in town, but I had no idea we’d get this kind of turnout for auditions. I guess everyone wants to be a zombie these days.”


    “They don’t shuffle along like in the movies. Some of them have no sense of makeup, and quite frankly, many of them are severely lacking in personal hygiene. You need to get them out of here, or I’m calling the police.”


    “I’ll have them gone within the hour. Cool?”


    “So...” He adjusted his bowtie. “A movie. Would there be a role for someone like me?”


    I nodded. “I can talk to the director and the writer, maybe work in something for you.”


    “Can I kiss a girl?”


    That would be a first. “I’ll see what I can do.”


    “I’m really not happy about these people being here, Mr. Shade. It’s a major inconvenience for all the neighbors. They’ve been complaining all morning. And some of these people are far too method.”


    “Tell you what,” I said. “If the movie goes forward, I’ll make sure that you get a small role. I’ll even guarantee that you’ll get to kiss a gorgeous girl. A nice, deep, long, passionate kiss.”


    He looked around, his face a burning red. He waved a hand in front of his face then leaned toward me. “Really?”


    “Really.”


    He hesitated, clearly dreaming about having a hot woman kissing him. After a moment, he gave me a nod. “You have one hour. The neighbors can whine if they want.”


    “Thanks, Mr. Tyler.”


    “I want a redhead.”


    “I’ll see what I can do.”


    “A blonde will work, but I’ve always wanted to be with a redhead.”


    When he left, he stopped to knock on one of my neighbors’ doors. No doubt he would tell them he’d told me to get these unseemly people out of here.


    I turned to look at the women. Miranda remained by Kelly’s truck.


    Von approached the closest dead person, a middle-aged woman. I motioned for Miranda to stay by the truck then followed Von over. The dead woman turned and gave me a once-over.


    “Bring her to us,” the old woman said.


    I played stupid. “What do you want with Miranda?”


    The woman moved toward me, but Von held up a hand, and the woman stopped.


    “You shall not pass,” Von said in her best Gandalf.


    “Can you get rid of them?” I asked.


    Von walked around the woman. A few corpses started toward her, but again, she held up her hand, and they all stopped.


    “The flesh is freshly dead, but the original spirit is not here,” Von said. “They are not zombies.”


    “Bring her to us,” the woman said again.


    Von looked into the corpse’s eyes. “Bring who?”


    “The one we came for.”


    “And who might that be?”


    The woman pointed at me. “He knows.”


    Von looked at me. “Are you holding out on me, Mr. Shade?”


    “I could make a few guesses, but . . .” I gave her a shrug.


    She gave me a look that said, bullshit, then looked back at the corpse. She moved to the next dead guy then walked along a line of them, holding her hand up to keep them in place. Some of them fidgeted but none advanced.


    Von returned to me.


    “Thoughts?” I said.


    “There are many spirits here using the dead as vessels to get around. This is powerful magic.”


    “Can you get rid of them?”


    “The spirits?” She shook her head. “I do not control spirits. I can clear out the bodies, though.”


    “Great.”


    “There are one hundred twenty-two bodies here.”


    “But more will come.”


    “What makes you think that?”


    “Because the spirits won’t go away. They’ll just go get new bodies.”


    “These are not ghosts,” Von said. “Ghosts can’t take bodies. What sort of Pandora’s box have you opened here?”


    “Hey, I didn’t open it.”


    She nodded and I doubt she believed me. “I will make the bodies go away for one hundred dollars each. That is a bargain rate. It’s a simple spell.”


    “That’s over twelve thousand dollars.”


    “I take Visa and MasterCard.” She pulled out her iPhone. “I even have an app so I can charge you right here and now.”


    “That’s too much.”


    “In that case, Mr. Shade, have fun with the dead people.” She moved past me toward the SUV.


    “They’ll just get more bodies,” I said.


    “I can destroy those for one hundred dollars each too.”


    “I can’t afford that.”


    “Then you’re wasting my time.”


    “Hey, I saved DGI from Ravenwood. Doesn’t that count for anything?”


    “As I understand it, you had help.”


    “Fine. My friends and I handled it when you guys couldn’t or wouldn’t.”


    “Have your friends help you here.”


    I walked over to Von. I was extremely proud that I didn’t look over my shoulder to see if she’d released the dead folks. I figured as long as she was there, Von wouldn’t let them approach. I was also trying to suggest a level of trust I didn’t really feel. She did work for DGI, after all. They aren’t exactly the poster children for ethical behavior. I lowered my voice so Miranda wouldn’t be able to hear us.


    “I think this is blowback from helping you guys out. They’re after one of my friends.”


    “What’s your friend’s name?”


    “I’d rather not say. Names have power.”


    “Is your friend dead?”


    “No.”


    “Then I couldn’t do anything with the name.”


    “I’m a little concerned about speaking the name anyway. Especially when so many of the dead folks are in such close proximity.”


    “What’s your point, Mr. Shade?”


    “Can you cut me a deal here? I have seven thousand dollars clear on my credit card. You can make the charge, but in exchange for that, I want you to cast a spell that will disintegrate all the dead bodies in Colorado and the surrounding areas and do something to prevent the freshly dead from being used.”


    She laughed. “Do you have any idea what kind of power that would take?”


    “Not nearly as much as you want me to believe. You and your team could handle it with no trouble at all.”


    “The entire state? Not a chance.”


    “Fine. How about just the metro area and the front range? It’s just a question of casting a spell to destroy the bodies in the morgues and cemeteries.”


    “It would be improper.”


    “It would earn you seven thousand dollars.”


    “How do you think grieving families would feel to have their loved ones dissolved?”


    “How would they like it if their loved ones sat up during the funeral?”


    “These corpses are merely a nuisance. They aren’t particularly dangerous.”


    “Tell that to my car.”


    “Seven thousand dollars is a paltry sum.”


    “It’s all I have.”


    “I don’t believe you.”


    “What’s the matter? Can’t you do it?”


    “I have nothing to prove to you, Mr. Shade. A spell like what you want would run at least a hundred thousand dollars.”


    “Too rich for my blood. Fine. I’ll take you back to DGI. Give me a minute.”


    I turned away from her and walked toward the throng of corpses.


    “If you give her to us, we’ll let you live,” one of the dead guys said.


    “If I tell you where she is, will you go away?” I said loud enough for Von to hear.


    “What are you doing?” Von asked. “If you aren’t paying me, you need to take me back to the office.”


    “Be right with you, Von,” I said over my shoulder. “I’m just going to let these fine dead folks know that their target is hiding out at your office building. No worries.”


    “Where is the office?” one of the dead folks asked.


    “Don’t you dare answer that!” Von said.


    “You can’t hide her forever,” I said. “They’re going to find her eventually whether or not I tell them where you have her.”


    “We don’t have her. I don’t even know who she is!”


    I glanced at the dead lady before me. “She’s lying. Von here works at a place called DGI. It stands for Dragon Gate Industries. They have a gateway in the corridors beneath their building that leads to other dimensions and—”


    “Shut up, Mr. Shade!” Von was pissed now. I guess I wasn’t done being a dick.


    “—their building is in the Tech Center. Should I give you their address, or can you follow the energy pattern that surrounds the gate?”


    “We can find it.”


    Von stepped forward. Five seconds later, her hands glowed something fierce. She lashed out at the line of dead people. I was in the way, but magic doesn’t affect me. I don’t think this magic would have affected me regardless since I’m not dead, and Von didn’t seem to expect it to do anything to me.


    The dead people staggered backward.


    I turned to look at the closest guy. His face bubbled then melted like that guy in Raiders of the Lost Ark. He dropped to his knees, and his clothes burst into flame. The rest of the bodies suffered the same fate. I glanced back at Von, who made a sweeping gesture with her arms. My gaze returned to the dead people just in time to see their skeletons shatter and crumble to dust.


    The entire thing took perhaps fifteen seconds.


    Von strode up to me and stabbed me in the chest with her forefinger. “You, sir, are a Grade-A asshole.”


    “Be that as it may,” I said, “you could have simply agreed to my price.”


    “You planned this from the start.”


    Actually it had only occurred to me when her price was too high, but I knew better than to say that. Far better to let her think I was smarter and more calculating, so I simply smiled and said, “I’d better get you back to the office. You’ll want to launch that spell soon or you’ll have a real problem with dead people crashing your party.”


    “Fine. At least tell me who they’re looking for.”


    “It’s best if you don’t know.”


    She glared at me.


    I kept smiling and headed back to the SUV. As I started the truck, I wondered if any of my neighbors witnessed the destruction of all those corpses. If so, I’d tell them it was a test of special effects for that movie. In a few days, their mundane lives would bury the magic, and they wouldn’t remember it or they’d think it was a dream.


    That was probably a good thing.


    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    

  


  
    CHAPTER TWELVE


    I dropped Von off at DGI.


    As she got out of the truck, she glared at me. “My team and I will conjure up a spell and liquefy all the corpses in the metro area. It will be done in an hour or two. One way or another, we’re sending you the bill.”


    I laughed. “Good luck with that.”


    “You’ll pay.”


    “Get in line.”


    “We’ll sue your ass.”


    “Your lawyer would cost more than I make in a year, so you’d gain nothing.”


    “We will get paid. One way or another. Mark my words.”


    “Consider them marked. You have a nice day.”


    I pulled away. It was almost noon. Traffic on I-25 would be awful because it’s always awful.


    “That was…interesting,” Miranda said.


    “Aren’t you glad you tagged along?”


    “Does it bother you to sic those zombie guys on the people at DGI?”


    “They’re not zombies.”


    “Whatever. They’re dead guys walking around, so in my book, that’s a zombie.”


    “Fine. Call them what you want.”


    “Doesn’t it bother you, though?”


    “Nope.”


    She stared at me, so I sighed and figured I’d best explain myself.


    “Here’s the thing,” I said. “The people who run DGI are assholes. They think that because they have magic that they’re better than everyone else. They refuse to help people unless they can turn a profit at it or unless their asses are on the line, and even then they’d rather not do anything unless absolutely necessary. They should have looked at the corpse problem as a public hazard and agreed to handle it because it’s the right thing to do. They don’t see the upside. I just made sure they had to take care of the problem. They aren’t in any danger. They’ll have to use a few people to cast the spell, so those people won’t be researching new uses for magic. The cost of materials to get the job done will be miniscule. The benefit to the public will be astronomical. For a few hours of work, the public is safe and anyone who dies in the next week or so won’t have their bodies walking around without their souls.”


    “You don’t think they should make money for providing magical services?”


    “I’m not against it unless I’m the one footing the bill. However, the magic division is funded by all the engineering branches. The wizards and necromancers and healers and such don’t have to bring in any money for the company to be profitable.”


    “That doesn’t mean they should simply donate their services.”


    “In cases where public safety is an issue, I think they should.”


    “You said yourself that the dead people are really more of a nuisance. They attacked us, but you were calm and when I look back at that, I suspect you knew they weren’t trying to kill us.”


    “True enough. But even if they were trying to kill us, DGI would try to price gouge, and I think that’s wrong. On anything else, they can charge whatever they like. My parents worked there, and back then it was a much different company. They used the mundane business side to fund their research and everything was geared toward improving the world in general.”


    “What happened to your parents?”


    “They died in a car wreck.” That wasn’t true, but it saved a lot of questions.


    “They were wizards?”


    I nodded and changed lanes. Traffic sucked ass. My phone rang. “Hang on,” I said. “It’s Kelly.” I took the call. “We’re gonna be a bit late.”


    “I’ll have Brand take me home. You have a meeting this afternoon, right?”


    “That’s right.”


    “Is Miranda going with you?”


    “Walter doesn’t like her.”


    “Take her home, then. And get the truck back by six. Don’t forget to gas it up.”


    “You got it.”


    “How did it go with DGI?”


    I filled her in, and she said she liked my play. Then she said, “You planning to leave the Firebird in my parking lot?”


    “I’ll call the insurance company and have it towed to the shop.”


    “It’s probably totaled.”


    “I love that car. I may have it fixed anyway.”


    “So it can get wrecked again? Nice. You should buy something that can withstand your proclivities.”


    “Such as?”


    “I don’t know,” she said. “A tank?”


    


    #


    


    Against her wishes, I dropped Miranda off at her place. She owned a nice American Foursquare house in the Capitol Hill area just south of Wax Trax, where I used to buy a lot of records and CDs. I guess DGI paid better than I realized. I could barely afford my apartment. Maybe I should ask Phil for an application next time I head down to the Tech Center. I stopped in front of her house, but there was no place to park. I promised to swing by and get her after my meeting with Walter, but she was not happy.


    “You’re not my only client,” I said. “However, I am meeting Walter to try to get your heart back, so deal with it.”


    “I want to go with you.”


    “Some other time.”


    “What if people show up here?”


    “That’s not going to happen. Von and her team should be getting rid of all the bodies now. Whatever’s using them won’t have them to use anymore.”


    “I hope you’re right. I know you say they’re not dangerous, but what if they decide to change tactics?”


    “I think they’re under strict orders. They need to find out where my friend is staying, so they can’t change tactics too much. If they kill anyone, all bets are off.”


    “I wish I believed that.”


    “You have my number. Call me if anything happens.”


    A car pulled up behind me, and I motioned the driver to go around. His car barely squeezed past the truck, and he glared at me as he went by. The neighborhood really needed wider streets and driveways so people could park somewhere.


    My phone rang. Sadly, it wasn’t one of the Denver Broncos cheerleaders wanting to go out on the town.


    “Give me a number,” Walter said.


    “Seven.”


    “A control number, Shade. Four digits.”


    “You anxious to get started?”


    “I’m going to have Cynthia monitor me in the car. She reminded me we have bowling practice today with the guys. You’ll need to meet us at the alley.” He gave me the address on Leetsdale. I knew the place.


    I checked the time on my phone then put it back to my ear. “It will take me about twenty minutes to get there.”


    “No rush. We’ll be there for a few hours. Number?”


    “Four sevens,” I said, thinking I wanted him to find the heart.


    “Your originality is impressive. See you in a bit.”


    I ended the call. Miranda stared at me. “Was that the call I hope it was?”


    I nodded. “Walter is going to try to locate your heart.”


    “From a number?”


    “Control number. He says it doesn’t mean anything, but evidently if he has a number, he can go back to the same location again using it.”


    “Would he see his astral body there and multiply like time travelers at the crucifixion?”


    “I think the only time travel we can actually do is moving into the future one second at a time unless we move across time zones.”


    “From what I read about remote viewing on the Internet, they claim to be able to move through time and space and even visit alien worlds.”


    “Sounds like bullshit to me.” I started to leave, but she clearly didn’t want me to go yet.


    “You don’t believe in alien worlds?” she asked.


    “I know there are other planets out there. There might even be life on some of them. But these clowns can say they go to other worlds all they want and that doesn’t prove anything, and in my view, if someone makes an outlandish claim like that, the burden of proof is on them.”


    “But you’re still having Walter try to locate my heart.”


    “Can’t hurt.”


    “And if he locates it, will you believe the other things too?”


    “No.”


    “Why not? He’ll have given you proof.”


    “Being able to locate something here is one thing, but being able to go back in time to explore the Library at Alexandria is something else again.”


    “It wouldn’t do them any good unless they can read ancient languages.”


    “They’d probably claim they can read any language in their spirit form or some crap like that.”


    “What if they could?”


    “Then they would have done so already.”


    “Maybe they did.”


    “Right, and the government has the bodies of aliens at Wright-Patterson Air Force Base and they test flying saucers at Area 51 and vacation at Atlantis under the Antarctic.”


    “I thought it was in the Bermuda Triangle.”


    “Or the Madagascar Trapezoid.”


    “I’ve never heard of that one.”


    “Probably just as well. I’ll be back later.”


    “Be safe.”


    I laughed. “I’m going to a bowling alley. What could possibly happen there?”


    “You probably shouldn’t have said that.”


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    

  


  
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN


    Von called me as I drove and told me they’d liquefied all the bodies in the Denver metro area. She started to go back into how they were going to send me a bill for it, but I’d heard that song before, so when I pulled into the parking lot at Monaco Lanes, I pretended to lose the signal.


    The distinctive sound of rolling balls striking pins hit me as I entered the bowling alley. The place was packed. I scanned the lanes for Walter and his teammates. They practiced at the far end. I walked down to them. The table behind the lane was buried in coats, and their street shoes sat beneath it. Bowling balls lined the ball rack around the return.


    Walter stood on the approach, holding the ball and staring at the pins. Then he looked down and adjusted his stance. He pushed the ball out from his chest as he approached the line, let the ball swing back, then swung forward and released. The ball hit the lane over the second arrow and curved quickly right between the head pin and the three pin. It struck hard and the pins flew every which way but left the ten pin standing.


    “Oh, the widow won’t go down. You got robbed!” Lou said.


    Walter walked back to the rack and held his hand over the air vent. He glanced back at me. “With you in a second.”


    “No worries,” I said and sat down next to Fred and Cynthia.


    I glanced up at the score, which lit up on the panel at their table. They were in the fifth frame. Looked like Walter was the anchor, playing last. He was also the best bowler.


    I heard the chunk chunk of the ball coming up the return. Walter spun it around so he could slip his fingers into the holes then stood on the far left of the approach. He looked at the ten pin then lowered his gaze. He walked toward it, pushing out and swinging. He released the ball over the center arrow, and the ball shot straight down the lane and smacked the ten straight on.


    “Nice pickup,” Lou said.


    “You a bowler, Jonathan?” Walter asked me as the pins reset behind him and Lou rose to take his turn.


    “Not really,” I said. “I played in a league back in college mostly to spend time with a girl who liked to play.”


    Walter sat down beside me. “I’m not sure what you’re after, but it’s in the basement of Zach’s house.”


    “Interesting.”


    We watched Fred roll a three.


    “I wondered if you were trying to find Zach specifically, but I didn’t see him there. On a whim, I thought I’d see if I could locate him for you too.”


    “And?”


    Walter sighed. “I think he’s underground.”


    Fred tossed a gutter ball, and Cynthia shook her head as she went to find her ball. Walter watched her, so I knew we’d have to wait until she took her shot to resume the conversation.


    Cynthia rolled a seven.


    “You can pick that up,” Walter said.


    She nodded. “I know.”


    “Underground?” I asked.


    “Oh yeah. He’s buried in his own backyard.”


    “No shit?”


    “No shit.”


    “Dead?”


    “He wouldn’t be alive down there.”


    “You sure it was him?”


    “Pretty sure. May have to dig him up to verify it, though.”


    “That won’t be possible.”


    “Nonsense. I have a shovel in the garage.”


    Cynthia picked up the spare with no trouble.


    She high-fived everyone as she stepped off the lane.


    “Nice,” I said. I turned back to Walter and lowered my voice. “His body won’t be there now.”


    “He’s up and about already? I just checked on him half an hour ago.”


    “Nobody will be up and about anymore. That Zevon song has reached its end.”


    Lou took his shot down the alley and rolled an easy strike. He took a bow as he stepped off the lane.


    “Just throw money,” he said.


    “Be right back,” Walter said. “Nice shot. My turn.”


    Walter took his ball and stepped onto the lane. He looked back at the group, grinned, then walked up and threw a strike pretty as you please.


    He did the high-five routine then sat down again. “So why won’t Zach be getting up? I mean, aside from being dead and all.”


    “His body won’t be there because it was liquefied about ten minutes ago.”


    “So he’s a skeleton?”


    “I’d think the skeleton would be liquefied too…or crumbled to dust.”


    “I think you’re wrong about that.”


    “Why?”


    “Because they’re not liquefied or crumbling,” Walter said and pointed toward the bowling alley entrance.


    Somebody screamed.


    I stood and turned toward the entrance and saw an army of walking skeletons pushing through the doors. One of them shoved a big man aside. It looked left and right then focused on me and pointed. The skeletons marched toward us, their bones clacking on the tiles.


    I pushed Walter behind me. “Well, shit.”


    “I think I just did,” Walter said.


    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    

  


  
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN


    The skeletons split up and formed two rows as they moved toward us.


    I heard more people scream, and the bowlers all rose and raced toward the exits that weren’t blocked by the skeletons. Of course, we didn’t have an exit anywhere near us. In fact, our only way out was behind the approaching army. I stopped counting at twenty-five, so there had to be at least thirty-five or forty skeletons clicking and rattling their way toward us.


    The people on the lane next to us ran onto the alley and tried to go around the attackers, but the skeletons blocked their path. They didn’t speak, probably because they didn’t have vocal cords. Their mandibles champed and clicked. One of them seemed to be the leader. He (or she—it was hard to tell) turned his skull toward the fleeing bowlers, and several skeletons leaped at them, swinging fists and driving femurs into flesh, but didn’t pursue them. The people might have a few bruises, but they managed to make it to the exit and get away. A wave of relief swept over me. I didn’t want to get anyone hurt or killed.


    The leader pointed at me and lowered his skull as if he were preparing to charge.


    “What do we do?” Walter asked.


    “Get as far away from them as you can. I’ll try to create an exit for you.”


    I grabbed a bowling ball from the ball rack and jumped off the lane onto the tiled floor that led to the concession stand and the exit. Several skeletons were in range, so I rolled the ball hard and fast at them. The ball struck their feet and sent them skulls first into the floor. When they hit, the skeletons shattered, bones flying every which way.


    “Strike!” Walter yelled.


    “They’re not really after you,” I said, grabbing another ball. “I’ll clear them out, and you get everyone out of here.” I rolled another ball and knocked over a few more attackers, but they were gaining ground.


    Walter and his team grabbed bowling balls and followed my lead, rolling them toward the skeletons.


    I appreciated their efforts, but I wanted them to just run away. I knew these guys were after me.


    “Walter, at least get Cynthia out of here,” I said.


    Cynthia stood transfixed, staring at the skeletal army. I worried she might have a heart attack, but she glared and reached for a bowling ball to roll at them herself.


    I grabbed another ball and threw it. Then, without waiting to see how it went, I vaulted over the counter to the table and raced onto the alley itself. The skeletons followed me, as I knew they would, which cleared out space for everyone else to escape. I grabbed another ball from the rack around the ball return. I rolled it hard across the boards. The ball rolled across the approach toward several skeletons. The first one jumped over the ball, but the guy behind him wasn’t so lucky. He hit the boards with a loud crash. His arms went one way, and his skull bounced up and hit another skeleton in the femur.


    “You can’t go on the lanes; you’re wearing street shoes,” Fred said.


    I ignored him, pulled off my coat, twisted it, and moved toward the approaching army. When the closest guy reached for me, I quickly wrapped my coat around his arm, twisted, and sent him to the floor. He slid over the foul line, and the buzzer went off.


    Skeletal fingers grabbed me and pulled me, but I jerked free, planted, spun, and kicked the guy in the sternum. He flew back and sent bones flying and crashing to the floor. I used a roundhouse kick on the next guy then shoved another guy hard into several more.


    I didn’t want to punch them because I worried that I’d break my hands on the bones, so I elbowed another guy in the jaw, and the skull popped off the neck, bounced along the boards, hit the lane, and slid into the gutter.


    A skeleton grabbed me and threw me down the alley. The lane was slick, and I slid halfway down before I was able to stop myself and clamber to my feet.


    “Get out of here!” I yelled to Walter and the others.


    As I rose, another skeleton jumped across from the next lane but tripped in the gutter. As he fell, he hit me and took me to the floor again. He landed on top of me, so I kicked him away and pushed myself up. Unfortunately he got up too. I kicked him hard, and he fell on his back and slid into the pins, knocking them all down.


    “Another strike,” I said, though I doubt anyone was close enough to hear me. I couldn’t turn to check on the team. I had my hands full. I hoped they were safely out the exit by now.


    The guy in the pit started crawling out, but the gate dropped and swept him back, knocking him apart. As I backed toward the next lane, I saw his skull drop down the return and heard an awful ka-chunk, ka-chunk sound moving up the covered ball return toward the front of the alley.


    Sure enough, the skull came up the ball return and clattered around the ball rack until it hit one of the bowling balls, where it came to a stop and tipped over, the mandibles clacking open in accusation.


    Two skeletons closed on me, so I dropped to the floor and swept their feet out from under them. They crashed to the alley, and their bones bounced around me.


    Two more skeletons reached for me, but I grabbed a fallen bone and used it like a baseball bat to knock their hands off. One raised its forearm and rotated the radius to see that the hand was gone. Its mandible dropped as if in confusion, but by then I cracked him in the face with what was left of the bone.


    The cacophony of clacking metatarsals on the polyurethane kept me from hearing the skeleton behind me. I felt the fingers dig into my throat. I twisted around, feeling my flesh rip. I smacked the son of a bitch with the broken femur, shattering his clavicle.


    I touched my throat, and my fingers came away covered with blood. I saw crimson dripping onto the approach runway of the lane. At first it didn’t hurt that bad, but a moment later, it throbbed and I felt blood pouring down my shirt.


    I threw the femur at the closest skeleton then raced down the lane. I slid like a baseball player going for home and crashed through the pins but left the widow standing. Skeletons tried to follow me, but the gate dropped on the first guy, decapitating him. I found myself in the pit. The cushion gave way, and I managed to squeeze through to the back room.


    I didn’t see anyone back there as I crawled through the complex web of metal. I pulled off my shirt and held it to my throat to try to stop the bleeding. I felt like I was ready to pass out, but I had to keep going.


    Leaning against the metal bars at the end of the lane, I pulled air into my lungs and felt a multitude of aches and pains from where the skeletons had pounded on me. I staggered toward the back wall. A push broom leaned against it. I grabbed the broom with my right hand while using my left to hold my shirt to my throat.


    A clanking noise behind me caught my attention. I spun and saw several skeletons crawling through the back of the lanes. Skeletal fingers gripped the metal bars, and the skull popped up, empty eye sockets directed right at me.


    How could the bastards see? It didn’t really matter, but I was curious. They didn’t have eyes, but they seemed to be looking at me anyway. I had to laugh about my life. How many people faced with animated skeletons would be wondering how they could see? Most folks would be wondering how they were even upright and mobile. Of course, I knew that was just a question of magic, so the sight had to be a magic thing too.


    I laughed so hard, I had to drop to one knee. Naturally I knew I’d lost a lot of blood, and I was already feeling the effects. I tied the shirt around my neck as tightly as I felt I could handle then, still laughing, pushed myself back to my feet and held the broom in front of me. If these bastards were going to kill me, I was going to take as many of them with me as I could. Go down fighting.


    “Bring it on,” I said, but really, it was all I could do to stay on my feet.


    I glanced down and saw that my shoes were covered in blood. My jeans were ruined too. I sighed. They were new jeans. Forty bucks on sale. What a waste.


    About that time, the air shimmered, then everything started fading to black.


    I shook my head. I knew I needed to keep my wits about me or these boney bastards would kill me for sure. I backed away from where the skeleton struggled to get free of the lane. An exit sign glowed on the wall behind me.


    Keeping the broom in hand, I moved as quickly as I could to the exit door. The metal bar had a sign that read, Emergency Exit Only. Alarm Will Sound.


    Somehow this seemed like an emergency, so I pushed through it, and the alarm screeched like a pterodactyl in heat. I staggered into the frigid air.


    My teeth started chattering, and I hugged myself. Going outside in twenty-degree weather without a shirt or jacket is not something I’d recommend. Fortunately there were no skeletons on the side of the bowling alley.


    Sirens wailed in the distance, getting closer, and the alarm kept screeching behind me. I staggered, bumped into a Dumpster, and slid to the ground.


    My sight grew dim. I felt the cold, but I didn’t care. Nothing but rest mattered right now. If I could just sit here for a few minutes. My eyes drooped but I forced them back open. Sleep wouldn’t be a bad thing. Just go to sleep. It could all be over. I’d given enough, hadn’t I? I deserved a permanent vacation. I felt myself fading, and I let my eyes slide shut again. The cold no longer mattered. I barely felt it.


    Good-bye, world. Not so nice knowing you.


    The crunching of tires on gravel made me open my eyes. A car approached. It stopped beside me, and I tried to look up, but it took too much effort.


    “Need a ride?” Walter asked as he stepped out of the car.


    “Go away,” I said but didn’t move.


    “Damn, you’re in a bad way. Lou, help me get him in the car.”


    Lou and Walter picked me up and helped me into the backseat.


    “Cynthia and Fred took their own cars,” Walter said. “I’ll crank up the heat. Lou, hook up the GPS. Let’s find the nearest hospital.”


    “No,” I said. “Just tell Kelly it’s all right.”


    “You need a doctor.”


    “She needs to understand it doesn’t matter anymore. She doesn’t need to avenge me. It’s all right.”


    “I don’t know what you’re saying. Is Kelly the Chinese woman?”


    I nodded, which hurt, but I knew the pain would be gone soon.


    “I’ll call her from the hospital.” Walter hopped into the driver’s seat and started driving. “Lou, find the nearest hospital.”


    “No hospital,” I said.


    “You’ve lost a lot of blood, Jonathan. You need a doctor.”


    I didn’t want a doctor. “No. Too many skeletons. People will be killed.”


    “You think they’ll follow you?”


    “More will come.”


    “But you need help.”


    “Fine. Take me to Kelly’s.”


    I gave him the address to Kelly’s dojo and fought to keep my eyes open. My throat felt like someone had ripped it apart. Oh wait, someone had.


    I focused on breathing.


    “Good to say good-bye.”


    “What was that?” Lou asked.


    I realized I’d spoken the words aloud. “I’m all right,” I said.


    “You don’t look all right,” Lou said. He shrugged out of his coat and reached over the seat to spread it over my torso. “The heater’s on, but it’s going to take a few minutes to heat up. This should help.”


    “Thanks.”


    “No problem.” He turned toward Walter and lowered his voice. “Good thing I don’t like that coat. He’s getting blood all over it.”


    “I’m thinking about my seats,” Walter said. “But think of the story we can tell the ladies at the bar tomorrow night.”


    “You got that right.”


    “Keep talking to him, Lou. He might be going into shock.”


    Lou turned in his seat and rested his forearm around the headrest. “How you doing back there, Jonathan?”


    “Peachy.”


    “Good to know,” he said. “Good to know. Uh, you warm enough?”


    “I’ll buy you a new coat.”


    “I have other coats. Don’t worry about it.” He put on his best English accent. “I could wear it tomorrow and ask the ladies what they think of me bloody coat.”


    His accent sucked. “Jolly good,” I said.


    The GPS spoke out directions in a snotty woman’s voice. Walter ran into road construction and turned off on a side street to go around it. The GPS sounded like it was rolling its nonexistent eyes. “Recalculating,” it said as if it thought Walter were a complete idiot.


    A few minutes later, Walter pulled into the lot and parked.


    As they helped me out of the car, I heard a lot of distant clacking like bones on concrete.


    I looked down the road. More skeletons marched toward us.


    A glance the other direction revealed more skeletons on the march. They must have anticipated where I’d go, or maybe Persephone was still keeping tabs on me. I couldn’t think about it.


    “The fun never ends,” I said.


    Walter and Lou helped me inside the dojo.


    Kelly and Brand had several long folding tables set up with dozens of weapons on them. Swords, sais, axes, daggers, katars, you name it. Kelly looked over and saw me. Her eyes went wide, and she raced over to me.


    “You’re bleeding,” she said. “You should be in the hospital.”


    “He insisted we bring him here,” Walter said.


    “We’re going to have company,” I said.


    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    

  


  
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN


    Kelly stepped outside for a moment.


    When she came back into the dojo, she pointed to the far back corner of the room. “You two, get Jonathan over there. One of you grab a bottle of water from the back room. He needs liquids.”


    “What’s the fuss all about?” Brand asked as he continued to polish a sword.


    “We’re about to have a big fight on our hands.”


    Brand smiled. “Awesome!”


    “Don’t get too excited. We need to handle the attackers as fast as we can. Jonathan needs a doctor.”


    I didn’t want a doctor. Why couldn’t they understand that? I was ready to go. I was confused and cold, but I felt perspiration breaking out on my forehead.


    “Why don’t they take him to the hospital while we fight?”


    “I think those guys are drawn to him,” Walter said. “If we go to the hospital, they’ll leave you alone and go after him there. They ignored pretty much everyone at the bowling alley except for him. Well, they hurt a few people getting to him, but once they were past the people, they focused exclusively on him.”


    “Hmm,” Brand said. “How many guys are coming?”


    “Hundreds of skeletons.”


    “Skeletons?”


    Now, even through the doors of the dojo, we could hear the marching.


    “You,” Kelly said. “You’re Walter?”


    “Yes.”


    “Jonathan may be going into hypovolemic shock. Try to keep him warm. Have him lie on his back and elevate his feet to increase circulation.”


    “What about the skeletons?”


    “They won’t get through us. You’ll all be safe there.”


    “No offense, lady, but there are hundreds of them and only two of you.”


    “They should have sent for reinforcements.”


    Brand smiled. “I finally get to kill some folks.”


    Kelly shook her head. “They’re already dead.”


    “Fine, I’ll kill them again.”


    “Really?”


    “What do you want me to say?”


    “Just smash them apart and don’t let them get past us. The faster we can dispatch them, the better.”


    “I can get rid of a bunch of them fast with my truck, but that’s not as much fun.”


    “Do it. I’ll handle any that get past you.”


    “The sacrifices I make for you,” he said.


    He tossed the sword to her and walked out the door. I heard a crashing sound.


    Kelly raced over and peered out the door. “They’re almost here,” she said. “Brand is smashing some of them apart as he gets to his truck.”


    The sound of his truck roaring to life drowned out the marching feet. Then I heard a crashing, smashing, crunching sound that will stay with me for as long as I live. It kept going.


    Kelly backed up to the center of the dojo. “He’s getting most of them, but we’ll be in the thick of it in three…two…one…”


    The glass door shattered, and skeletons poured into the dojo.


    As they passed the long tables, they each grabbed a weapon. Skeletons armed with swords, sais, daggers, and scimitars moved forward, and only Kelly stood between us.


    The clang of steel on steel rang loud in the room.


    My breath came fast but shallow, and I couldn’t seem to get enough air. Anxiety wrapped its loving arms around my brain, and I wanted to scream. My body shivered but deep inside, I knew Kelly would never let anything happen to me. Just this once, I wanted to tell her it was OK to let them through. It didn’t matter anymore. But I couldn’t find my voice, so she kept fighting.


    As many times as I’ve seen her in action, she never failed to amaze me. She swung the sword, lopping off arms and skulls. She spun and kicked, and although there had to be thirty or forty armed skeletons attacking, she made it all look simple. She blocked and parried and hacked. She kicked and punched. She swept legs. One tried to slip past her while she parried a sword, but she spun quickly and punched through the rib cage with her left hand and clutched the bastard’s spine. She braced her sword hand against the remains of the rib cage and pulled the spine free of the rest of the skeleton. Bones skittered on the floor. She tossed the sword aside and swung the spine around like Indiana Jones with his bullwhip. She swung high and the spine shattered but took four or five skulls with it.


    She grabbed one of the skeletons, flipped it sideways, and drove forward while twirling the entire skeleton in a figure eight. One of them slipped past, but before it had taken three steps, she threw a skull and cracked its neck. The skeleton hit the floor and shattered, and the bones slid toward us but stopped a few feet away.


    About that time, Brand entered the dojo again carrying a baseball bat. He smacked skulls. At one point, I thought I heard him yell, “Hulk smash!” but that might be the delirium talking.


    Moments later, the last skeleton hit the floor. The dojo was littered with bones, most of them piled in a semicircle in front of Kelly.


    “That was fun,” Brand said. “My truck is dented all to hell, but sign me up for round two.”


    “Later,” Kelly said. “Right now we’re getting Jonathan to a hospital.”


    Kelly lifted me and maneuvered around the piles of bones as she carried me to Walter’s car. “You’re going to be all right,” she said. “I’m here for you.”


    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    

  


  
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN


    When I first opened my eyes, Persephone stood above me, gazing down with her hair hanging around her like a dark waterfall of blood. Was I dreaming? Were my eyes even open? Was I dead? I tried to look around, but I couldn’t move my head. She placed a finger on my lips.


    “Don’t try to speak. Just listen.”


    I blinked but the world still seemed out of focus except for Persephone’s face. She was lovely and I stared into her green eyes and thought how nice it would be to have a picnic with such a beautiful woman. I wanted to reach up and caress her face, but my arms wouldn’t move.


    I heard a steady beeping sound, but it seemed far away.


    “I’m not known for my patience,” Persephone said. “I’ve given you time to bring Charon to me, but instead you searched for a way to prevent my loyal spirits from having vessels. I do not appreciate that. I want Charon. Bring him back to me, and everything will be fine.”


    “You’re really pretty,” I said.


    “You’re very annoying,” she said. “Don’t try to speak. You have three days to bring Charon to me. If you fail, I will kill you. Do you understand?”


    “Why wait? Go ahead and kill me now.”


    She stared into my eyes for a long time then nodded. “I changed my mind. I won’t kill you. Instead I’ll kill all of your friends. Charon or Sharon may be your friend, but now you have the choice. Do you want to lose one friend or all of your friends?”


    “Is this a trick question? What are you doing Friday night?”


    “You have three days.”


    She pulled back from me, and I saw light. The light grew brighter for a moment then shimmered and faded. I drifted back to sleep, not sure I’d even been awake at all.


    #


    The next time I opened my eyes, I saw Esther staring down at me.


    “Poor little bunny,” she said. “I thought we’d lost you.”


    “Where am I?”


    I felt a hand on my arm, and I slowly turned my head to see Kelly sitting on the edge of my hospital bed. Tubes went from a metal stand into an IV in my hand.


    “You’re at St. Anthony’s. You lost a lot of blood,” Kelly said.


    I blinked a few times. “I feel like I was tossed off the Empire State Building...twice.”


    “You got your ass kicked.”


    “They almost bumped you off,” Esther said.


    Kelly held a bottle of water for me. It had a straw in it, and after a few attempts, I managed to get the damn thing in my mouth. The water tasted like heaven.


    “The nurse will be by in a few minutes to check on you,” Kelly said. “They’re taking very good care of you. You had a transfusion, so you should feel a lot better. Well, except for the bruises. And the stitches.”


    “I thought I was going to die again.”


    “I won’t let that happen.”


    “Neither will I,” Esther said.


    “Is it safe here? No more skeletons?”


    “So far it’s been quiet.”


    I touched the bandage on my throat. “This as bad as it feels?”


    “It’s going to leave a pretty cool scar.”


    “Chicks dig scars.”


    Kelly nodded. “And how many people can say they had their throat ripped open by a walking skeleton?”


    The nurse entered the room. She was a slender black woman with kind eyes. “Welcome back to the land of the living, Mr. Shade. I’m Ree and I’ll be on duty all night. If you need anything, you hit the call button and either I or my CNA, Vanessa, will be right here.”


    “When can I get out of here?” I asked.


    She smiled. “I think the doctor will release you tomorrow. Your blood pressure is good; you don’t have a fever.”


    “And I don’t have insurance.”


    “As I understand it, your bill is covered.”


    I looked at Kelly.


    “I called Sharon,” Kelly said.


    “Can I get you anything? The kitchen is closed right now, but we have sandwiches.”


    “I’m starving.”


    “I’ll be right back,” Ree said.


    “She’s cute,” I said after she left.


    “She’s married,” Kelly said.


    “Figures. So what did Sharon say?”


    “She wanted to come back, but I told her to hold off for now.”


    “Good.”


    Ree returned with a roast beef sandwich. It hurt to swallow, but that sandwich was surprisingly good. She went back to her station.


    “I’ll be right back,” Kelly said.


    “Where are you going?” I asked.


    “I have a bad feeling that as soon as someone dies here, their body is going to be snatched by some Underworld spirit and you’ll be in danger.”


    “As much as I don’t want anyone to die, if a body comes after me, don’t destroy it. I want to send a message to Persephone if I can.”


    She nodded. “I can incapacitate any attackers. No problem.”


    She leaned over and kissed my cheek then turned to go.


    “Kelly?”


    She turned back to face me. “Yes?”


    “Thank you.”


    She gave me a nod, held my hand for a moment, then left the room.


    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    

  


  
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


    They released me the next morning with a clean bill of health. Fortunately no dead bodies attacked during the night, and there were no skeletons waiting for us when we left the hospital. Assuming I hadn’t been dreaming, Persephone was true to her word. Kelly pushed the wheelchair to the door, and I hopped up and walked out under my own power.


    My neck throbbed, but it wasn’t too bad. It was snowing when we stepped outside. “Where are you parked?” I asked.


    “I’m not. Brand will be swinging by in a moment to pick us up.”


    “Maybe we should wait inside.”


    “Why?”


    “Because I’m freezing my nuts off.”


    “Man up.”


    A valet shot me a look. I guess it was uncool of me to complain to a woman. Of course, Kelly’s nerves were magically engineered, so while she can detect heat and cold, she doesn’t really feel them. The valet had on a North Face jacket and gloves and probably thermal underwear. I wore jeans, a button-down shirt, and a light jacket—the only jacket Brand owned since nobody had taken the time to go to my place for a coat and my other coat was gone.


    So yeah, I was cold.


    I hate snow. Why live in Colorado? I ask myself that question every damn winter. That said, normally the snow is gone in a few days and the weather warms up. We do get a lot of sunny days. I appreciate that, but when it’s cold, I think about hopping on a plane to Key West. Sun and beaches were on my mind then, but the wind whipped blowing snow into my face and shattered the image.


    Brand pulled up a few minutes later. He drove Kelly’s SUV. Brand drives a beat-up pickup truck, and from what Kelly told me, smashing up the skeletons didn’t improve its looks much.


    “That’s my jacket,” Brand said as I climbed into the backseat. He wore a short-sleeved T-shirt.


    “You can have it back when I get a new coat.”


    “Maybe we should stop at a store on the way home. I don’t want you wearing my jacket. It’s too big for you anyway.”


    “Leave it alone, Brand,” Kelly said as she closed the door.


    Esther popped into the backseat beside me. She didn’t speak but she kept an eye on me.


    “How did he get my jacket?”


    “I brought it to him,” Kelly said.


    In the rearview mirror, I saw him make a face, but he bit his tongue. “Whatever.”


    She turned toward him. I couldn’t see her face, but from her tone of voice, I knew she was glaring at him. “You have a problem with that, Brand?”


    He kept his eyes on the road. “Not really.”


    “You’d better not.”


    “He can keep the damn jacket if he likes it so much.”


    “It smells funky,” I said.


    Brand and Kelly ignored me but Esther smiled.


    I watched Brand in the rearview. Every now and then, he’d catch my eye in the mirror, but he instantly looked back to the road. I knew he was thinking he should be more careful because he wasn’t on solid ground with Kelly.


    My cell phone rang, and the caller ID told me it was Miranda.


    “Shade Investigations, no case too small, no fee too large.”


    “Jonathan, this is Miranda. I didn’t hear from you last night. Did you learn anything?”


    “I learned that hospital food doesn’t agree with my stomach.”


    “Hospital? Are you all right?”


    “Yeah, I’m OK. I have a lead on your heart. Is everything cool at your place?”


    “No dead people if that’s what you mean.”


    “Good. Want to meet me at Zach’s house tomorrow morning at five?”


    “That early? It’s easier for me to stay up late than get up early. What about tonight?”


    “Let’s go with tomorrow. You don’t have to be there. It’s all good. I can check it out alone.”


    “No, I want to go. Are you sure you’re OK? Your voice sounds a little…strained.”


    “I’m fine. Really. See you tomorrow.” I ended the call.


    Kelly turned in her seat. “I’m going with you tomorrow.”


    “Me too,” Brand and Esther said at the same time.


    “The gang’s all in. Should be a party.”


    Brand pulled into my apartment complex parking lot. Kelly and I got out.


    “I’m staying here tonight,” she said.


    “I’ll park and crash here too,” Brand said.


    “No,” Kelly said. “You go to my place. Be back here at four-thirty.”


    “Is this about that stupid jacket? I’m sorry I mentioned it.”


    “It’s not about the jacket. Go home.”


    He started to say something but then shook his head and closed his mouth.


    Esther watched them for a moment, glanced at me, shrugged, then popped away.


    Kelly and I started toward the apartment. Esther popped back to us.


    “All clear,” she said.


    I had a few pieces of her old typewriter in the apartment so she could go there anytime. I took special care in their locations so none of the pieces were within fifteen feet of the restroom. Privacy is a good thing. When we entered the apartment, Kelly checked the restroom first then gave me a nod.


    We sat on the couch.


    “Are you hurting?” she asked. “Need some Advil or anything?”


    “I’m good.”


    Kelly gave Esther a look.


    “I think I’ll pop over to Kelly’s place to make sure Brand doesn’t get too ossified.”


    Kelly gave her a nod, and Esther popped away.


    I looked at Kelly. “What?”


    She stood there for a moment, just staring at me. She shook her head and went right to the point as she loved to do.


    “What the hell is wrong with you, Jonathan?”


    “What do you mean?”


    “You haven’t been yourself since Naomi died.”


    “I don’t have a right to grieve?”


    “Don’t play that card with me.”


    “I know it’s hard for you to believe, but I loved her.”


    “That part I understand, but this is more than that.”


    “How do you figure?”


    “None of us trusted her. Including you.”


    “So?”


    “You weren’t this bad after she dumped you five years ago.”


    “She’s dead now. That’s different. I should have been able to save her.”


    “You need to save yourself right now.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “I mean you’ve been reckless. From what Walter told me, you fought those skeletons when you could have broken through and raced for an exit.”


    “It didn’t occur to me.”


    “Bullshit. O’Malley called me wanting to know if you were OK. He said you walked right up to a dead guy who’d just killed his wife. A guy who was armed with a knife.”


    “So?”


    “Are you trying to get yourself killed?”


    “I lead a dangerous life.”


    “You’re being stupid. I keep hearing about things you’re doing and saying. People are worried about you, Jonathan.”


    “They don’t need to worry. I’m fine.”


    “You didn’t call me when you got away from the skeletons. Walter said you sat down by a Dumpster and if he hadn’t come by, you’d have bled out or frozen to death.”


    “I’d lost a lot of blood. I was disoriented.”


    Kelly rose and grabbed me by Brand’s jacket. She pulled me to my feet and stared into my eyes. “Do you want to die?”


    I didn’t answer.


    She held my gaze, and when she spoke, her words were like whispered bullets. She spoke them slowly, carefully enunciating each word as if every single one were its own sentence and carried the weight of the universe. “Be. Honest. Do. You. Want. To. Die?”


    I tried to pull away from her, but she’s far stronger than I am.


    “Answer me.”


    I closed my eyes and breathed out slowly. “I don’t care anymore.”


    “You don’t care if you live or die?”


    “Not especially.”


    Kelly shook her head. “You need to explain that to me.”


    “What’s the point?”


    “So I can understand. So I can help you.”


    “No, Kelly. What’s the fucking point? What purpose do I serve? Why should I bother living this life? What good does it do?”


    “You help people. You showed me that I can help people too. That alone should make life worth living. You have people who love you.”


    “Right.”


    Kelly shoved me against the wall and released the jacket. “I love you. Esther adores you. You have friends who care about you.”


    “Come on. You’re like a sister to me. Esther has been dead for decades. Most of my friends have gotten married and are raising kids. I have no one. I feel…empty.”


    “Get over yourself, Jonathan. Everybody feels empty. We all find ways to fill our lives with as many good things as we can find. You’re trying to throw yours away.”


    “No, I’m not. I’m still here.”


    “Going through the motions, sure. Miranda is attractive.”


    I shook my head. “You don’t get it. Miranda isn’t even alive.”


    “That makes two of you, then.”


    “No. The necromancer who took her heart? That Zach guy? He’s dead. He’s buried in his own backyard. That means his magic is gone. That means her heart is not beating. She’s dead, Kelly. D-E-A-D, dead. Kaput. Pushing up daisies. She is an ex-person. She doesn’t know it because whatever Persephone did to make people rise up to try to find Sharon also made her rise up.”


    “Didn’t you trick the assholes at DGI into destroying all the dead bodies?”


    “Yeah.”


    “So why is she still up and about?”


    I blinked. “I don’t know. Maybe Von intentionally spared her because she was with me. Otherwise, she’d have been liquefied.”


    “Or maybe that Zach guy isn’t dead.”


    “Walter did a remote viewing and saw that he was buried.”


    “And you think Walter is one hundred percent accurate?”


    I shrugged. “No clue.”


    “Maybe Zach is alive down there? Maybe it’s not him at all?”


    “I’ll know tomorrow. We’re going to dig his ass up.”


    “Nice distraction. You maneuvered me away from the real subject at hand: you.”


    “Look, I’m not suicidal, so let it go.”


    “You’re my best friend, Jonathan. You gave my life purpose. You did that. Without you, I’d have been destroyed.”


    “You might have escaped.”


    She shook her head. “We both know better. My point is that you need to stop taking stupid risks.”


    “I always take risks.”


    “You’ve been taking unnecessary risks. Trying to fight an army of skeletons? Really?”


    “At least I’d have gone down fighting.”


    “For no reason.”


    “What do you want me to do?”


    “I want you to snap the fuck out of it, dumbass. Have you really tried to help Miranda?”


    “Help a dead girl? That’s my purpose now?”


    “If she’s dead. You should probably check with DGI to verify that they left her out of the spell.”


    “I’ll call Von and ask.” I pulled out my phone.


    Kelly took the phone away from me. “Call her later. Have you really tried to help Sharon?”


    “Sharon isn’t here.”


    “I talked to her yesterday, Jonathan. Do you know why she left?”


    “Because Persephone and the folks in the Underworld want to kill her.”


    “They don’t want to kill her.”


    “The dead folks are all after her. I know Persephone says she doesn’t want to kill her, but that’s not the impression I got.”


    “They want her back, Jonathan. They don’t care who they have to kill to get her back. At first, they tried to get to her through us, but we thought they wanted to kill her. She left because she thought we’d be safe if she were out of the picture. She doesn’t want to go back.”


    “Being Charon would get pretty boring after a while. Ferrying souls to and fro and playing catch with Cerberus might be OK for a time but not forever.”


    “They have a replacement for Charon.”


    “Good ol’ Bob,” I said. “Nice enough guy.”


    “They don’t want her back to take that position again.”


    “So why do they want her? I don’t buy the whole Persephone just misses her crap.”


    “She didn’t say.”


    “What did she say?”


    “She wanted to know if you were all right. She wanted to know if she needed to come back. She felt it might be dangerous for us, but if we needed her, she’d do what she could to protect us.”


    “That’s it?”


    “She had more she wanted to say, but she told me she’d only tell you. And only in person.”


    “So she’s coming back?”


    “Not yet.”


    I felt disappointed, but I was used to that. I pushed it down. “Fine. Are we done here?”


    “That depends.”


    I sighed. “On?”


    “You. Are you going to stop taking stupid chances?”


    “Yes, Mother.”


    “I’m serious. You’re no good to anyone if you’re dead.”


    “I’ve died before. It’s not a big deal.”


    “It’s a huge deal. I need you here. I need you to be the man I respect. I need you to be the man I know you are deep inside.”


    I moved over and sat down. Kelly watched me but didn’t speak. She’d said more to me in the past few minutes than she’d said to me in the past six months. She didn’t understand that when Naomi died, part of me died too. She didn’t know what I’d dealt with when I died several years before that. Yes, she was there, but she didn’t know what Charon had told me. I tried not to think about it myself. Most of the time I could handle it, but after Naomi died, too much of what Charon had said rose to the surface. I pushed it all aside. I didn’t want to face it now. There were times when I wished Charon hadn’t spoken to me on that boat made of bones. There were times I could believe it was all a bad dream. When Charon had asked me that stupid question, I should have said no.


    Of course, if I’d said no, I wouldn’t be telling you any of this. I’d have been dead for three and a half years now.


    Who knew that one three-letter word could bring so much misery?


    And this was only the beginning.


    If I survived.


    I drew a deep breath. I had to survive. It wouldn’t be fair to pass the buck to some other sorry sap. I let the breath out slowly and closed my eyes, trying to steel my nerves. I had two choices. I could let myself fall further into depression and keep putting myself into situations where I could be killed, or I could accept my lot in life and try to be the man Kelly and Sharon both believed I could be. If only I could believe it too. I wasn’t there yet, but I hoped I could grow into that role.


    When I opened my eyes, I met and held Kelly’s gaze.


    “Can I have my phone?” I asked.


    She must have seen something in my eyes because she smiled. She tossed me the phone. “Welcome back.”


    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    


    

  


  
    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


    As you may have guessed, Von and the necromancer nerds had intentionally spared Miranda. That was good news on one level, but not so good on another. When Zach died, his magic would die with him, so the spell he cast to keep Miranda’s heart beating should have stopped working. In that case, Miranda should have dropped dead or at least been taken over by a spirit from the Underworld. But she was still the same Miranda.


    Could Walter have been wrong? Maybe the remote viewing was as hit and miss as the government claimed. If so and he just got lucky when he checked out Kelly’s dojo, then Zach might not be buried and might be living it up in Arizona. If that were the case, at least he’d be warm. I wondered if he’d trade places.


    I went to bed early, but it took a long time to fall asleep. I kept thinking about my purpose in life. I’m not a religious man, so I wasn’t going to find the answer in some silly Rick Warren book. I used to think my purpose was to help people who were in big trouble, people who could not help themselves. Lately I felt like a failure in that department. Who the hell did I think I was? Why should anyone count on me? Naomi counted on me and paid for it with her life.


    Until Kelly forced me to face it, I didn’t realize how deeply her death had affected me.


    The old me would have been determined to save Miranda.


    The new me felt that was impossible. If we found Zach six feet under (or less if whoever buried him was lazy), there was no way to save Miranda. While I hadn’t allowed myself to get emotionally attached to her, I wasn’t sure I could take another failure this soon. I found myself hoping Walter and his remote viewing were wrong. I hoped that Stalker Boy Zach was still alive. If so, maybe I could force him to give Miranda’s heart back to her.


    After that, I could find a way to help Sharon and all the fluffy puppies in the world would have warm beds and boyfriends wouldn’t hit their girlfriends and bad guys would put down their guns and alcoholics would put down their drinks and people would love each other and be kind. What was the point? None of that would happen. I knew Miranda was doomed. I knew I couldn’t do anything to help Sharon. Any enemies she had in the Underworld would be so far beyond me in terms of power that I’d be a bug smacked on their windshield. Then again, maybe if I splatted in just the right place, I could at least make them use up their washer fluid.


    Sorry, fluffy puppies, you’re going to be homeless tonight, I thought as I finally drifted off to sleep.


    #


    We stood in Zach’s backyard at oh-dark-thirty. I wasn’t even in my body at that hour and if I’d had my way, I’d have stayed in bed. No such luck.


    Fortunately Brand carried the shovel and we had only one. I figured it was best to let him dig since he was still trying to curry favor with Kelly and I was naturally lazy, especially at an hour that should never be seen by my eyes.


    Walter glared at Miranda, but I’d explained her dilemma, so he didn’t say anything nasty this time. He walked over and pointed at the ground toward the back fence where Zach might have grown tomatoes during the summer. At the moment, the ground was covered with snow, and at that inhumane hour, the temperature hovered in the single digits. At least I had a good coat this time.


    Brand started digging.


    I pulled Walter aside.


    “What about her heart?” I asked. “The first coordinates I gave you to check out.”


    “Inside. Down in the basement.”


    I glanced at Esther and nodded. She moved ahead of us and phased through the sliding glass door. I stepped up to the door. I turned my back to it, bent my arm, and slammed my elbow into the glass.


    The impact sent a shudder of pain through my arm, and my hand went numb. The glass didn’t even crack. I wondered if my coat was too padded. “Kelly?”


    She walked over. “Problem?”


    “Strong glass.”


    She laughed. “So don’t break it.”


    She reached over and pulled hard on the door handle. The metal lock bent and snapped as the door slid open.


    “It will be cheaper for someone to replace the lock than the glass.”


    “They might want a better lock,” I said and stepped inside.


    “I’m coming with you,” Miranda said.


    Again, Walter glared but didn’t argue. He took the lead…well, except for Esther, who was fifteen feet ahead of us.


    “It’s down in the basement.”


    We followed him down. Esther gave me an all-clear signal and popped away.


    “Since I didn’t know exactly what you were looking for, I focused on the target as I perceived it to be,” Walter said as we descended the stairs.


    The finished basement smelled of formaldehyde. “Damn,” I said wrinkling my nose. “I think I’m back in science lab.”


    The main room was open and had shag carpet. Zach’s decorator took a time machine back to the 1970s. A couple of beanbag chairs sat off to one side of the room. A folded-up Ping-Pong table stood in the corner. There were a few stacked chairs and some crates and boxes. A large wooden cabinet took up most of the far wall. Off to the left were two bedrooms, but one of them looked to be stacked floor to ceiling with banker’s boxes. The other had a bed and dresser with a large mirror. A woman’s clothes lay on the floor. Zach’s wife’s?


    Walter stood in front of the cabinet, which stretched across most of the wall. It was clearly custom built but looked similar to an entertainment center except it had cabinets all along it.


    “What you’re after is in this one,” he said, pointing to a cabinet on the far right.


    “What’s in the others?” Miranda asked.


    “I don’t want to know,” Walter said.


    I figured it didn’t do us any good to wait, so I opened the far right cabinet door to reveal a row of shelves lined with jars. Inside the jars were various organs and some reptiles and amphibians. A frog stood next to a snake coiled in its own jar filled with formaldehyde. The critters were all dead and preserved. In a jar on the top shelf, I could see a human heart.


    It was not beating.


    I took it down. It looked fresher than the other organs, most of which I couldn’t identify on sight. I knew the kidney, but beyond that, I’d have to refer to a textbook. My apologies to my high school biology teachers. I didn’t see any other hearts on any of the shelves, so unless Zach had somebody else’s heart here, it had to be Miranda’s.


    “I believe this belongs to you,” I said. I handed the jar to her.


    She took it and stared at it. “It’s not beating,” she said. She looked at me. “What does that mean?”


    “It means what I said when I first met you. You’re no longer among the living.”


    “But I was so sure it had to be…” She shook her head and stared at the heart. She held the jar with one hand and touched her chest with her other. Then she sank to her knees.


    If this had been yesterday, I’d have made some remark about how at least she didn’t have to pay taxes anymore, but instead I placed a hand on her shoulder. “I’m sorry.”


    “It’s not your fault. You did warn me. And you did find it. Are you sure it’s mine, though?”


    “You think he keeps other people’s hearts here too?”


    “It wouldn’t surprise me.”


    I couldn’t argue with that. “I’m at least ninety percent sure it’s yours.”


    “Just so we’re clear here, I’m the one who found it,” Walter said.


    I half expected him to ask for a finder’s fee.


    Miranda didn’t acknowledge him. She just stared at the still heart.


    “What do I do?” she asked.


    “We take the heart to DGI and see if Von can work some magic to restore it.”


    “Will that work?”


    I doubted it, but I said, “Can’t hurt to try.”


    “I feel like I should be crying but I can’t.”


    “Your tear ducts aren’t working,” I said.


    “My mouth has been dry for days too, but I hoped that would change once I had my heart back.”


    “We’ll see if they can do anything for you.”


    She looked up at me but didn’t rise. “Thank you.”


    “I wish there was more I could do.”


    “You’re a man of your word, Jonathan. You told me what to expect, and you were right.”


    “Can we get out of here?” Walter said. “This place is creeping me out.”


    “Don’t you want to know what else Zach has down here?” I asked.


    Walter shook his head. “Can’t say as I do.”


    “You’re not the least bit curious?”


    “As long as those other doors stay closed, I can pretend it’s his mother’s china settings.”


    I walked over and opened the next door: more shelves with larger jars containing cats, rabbits, squirrels, a raccoon, a small dog, and a fox.


    I stepped to the left and opened the next door.


    This one held a large tank filled with formaldehyde. A skeleton floated inside the tank.


    “Holy shit,” Walter said.


    I stepped back in case the skeleton tried to attack, but it simply hung there in the filthy liquid. A gooey foam residue floated at the top of the tank, and I realized that until yesterday, this would have been a preserved person. “His wife?” I asked.


    “Gina? Height is about right,” Walter said. “Damn. I’m never going to get this image out of my brain.”


    There were two more cabinets. I opened them and each had a tank like Gina’s, and each contained a skeleton. Of course, we were only guessing about which, if any, was Gina.


    “Should I call the cops?” Walter asked.


    “I’ll call it in later,” I said. I looked at the skeletons and didn’t see anything to indicate murder, no cracked skulls or bullet holes. I also didn’t see signs of the rib cages being damaged, though I couldn’t say for certain that Zach hadn’t killed these people. Von didn’t think he had that kind of power, but he’d managed to get Miranda’s heart, so I wouldn’t put it past him.


    “Jonathan?” Kelly called down the stairs. “You’ll want to come check this out.”


    I turned to Miranda. “Are you ready to go back upstairs?”


    She nodded.


    I helped her up.


    We returned to the backyard. It was still dark outside. Brand stood by the hole he’d dug and shined a flashlight down into it. I approached the hole and looked.


    Brand had uncovered part of a skull. Beneath the dirt, I could see a business suit. There was an indentation on the chest. Brand saw where I was looking and moved the light to that spot.


    “Shovel went right through the right side of the chest when I found him. I was careful after that.”


    “Did you check for an ID?” I asked.


    “I haven’t dug him out that far. Give me a minute.”


    He handed me the flashlight, jumped into the hole, and started digging around the waist and hip region.


    Since it was a skeleton, it meant either it had been here for a while, though the suit didn’t look old, just dirty, or it meant Zach was dead yesterday when Von and the team at DGI cast their spell. I suspected the back of the suit would be wet and nasty with liquefied remains.


    Brand stood up, holding a leather wallet. He opened it and pulled out some cash, which he kept, then handed the wallet to me. I pulled the sleeve of my coat down over my fingers so I could hold the wallet without getting prints on it. It’s not that easy to leave fingerprints in the dry climate of Colorado compared to say, Kentucky, but I wasn’t going to take any chances. Brand wouldn’t be in the system but I would.


    “Stealing from the dead?” I asked. “Not cool.”


    “Like I give a shit if you think I’m cool. This guy’s not going to spend it. Call it my fee for digging him up.”


    I flipped the wallet open. The driver’s license was in the first plastic picture sleeve. I shined the flashlight on it.


    “Zachary Edward Banner.”


    Brand counted the bills. “Eighty-four dollars. Thanks, Zach.”


    I tossed the wallet back to Brand. “Put this back, you thief.”


    Brand pocketed his cash and shoved the wallet back into Zach’s pocket.


    “Search him to see if he has anything else.”


    “Good idea,” Brand said. “He might have a money clip in his pocket too.”


    Brand patted him down and dug in the pockets.


    “Fifty-one cents is mine,” he said. “He has some keys, a cell phone, and a tin of Altoids. You want those?”


    I ignored his joke and wondered if we should take the keys but couldn’t think what he might have locked up anywhere. He hadn’t locked the cabinet with the bodies, so it seemed pointless. “Give me the phone. Put the rest back.”


    “I’m keeping the change,” Brand said.


    “Whatever.”


    “Money found is better than money earned,” he said.


    “Other than where you broke the bones with the shovel, is there anything else to indicate how he might have died?”


    “Do I look like Temperance Brennan to you?”


    “You read Kathy Reichs?” I asked, impressed.


    “Who?”


    “The author of the Temperance Brennan novels.”


    “Dude, I’m talking about a TV show and you want to bring up books? What’s wrong with you?”


    Where I said I was impressed? Cancel that.


    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    

  


  
    CHAPTER NINETEEN


    Kelly, Brand, Miranda, and I entered the DGI building a little after 8:00.


    Phil broke out in a sweat when he saw Kelly, but he knew we were coming since I’d called ahead to line up an appointment.


    “Go on up,” Phil said. He remained behind his station. When Kelly gave him a friendly smile and wave, his face turned green and he cringed. He tried to cover it up by hiding behind a Steam Room Spa brochure that promised No Pain, Still Gain. Right.


    “Thanks,” I said. We hopped on the elevator, and when the doors opened on the thirteenth floor, Mike Ender stood waiting for us.


    “Mr. Shade,” he said, nodding to me then to each of us. “Ms. Hammond. Ms. Chan.” He stopped when he saw Brand. “Mr. Easton, I didn’t realize you were still alive.”


    Until that moment, I hadn’t realized Brand even had a last name.


    “Von will be ready for you in a few,” Mike said. “She’s not particularly pleased with you at the moment, Mr. Shade.”


    “She’ll get over it. Or not.”


    We started down the hall, but Mike blocked the path.


    “Please wait here.” He glanced at the bandage on my throat. “What happened to your neck?”


    “Hot date.”


    He raised an eyebrow then turned. “Here she comes.”


    “My date?”


    “I certainly hope not,” Mike said and headed back toward his office.


    Von passed Mike as she came down the hall. I was glad magic doesn’t work on me because the daggers she kept firing out of her eyes would have been pretty painful.


    “I didn’t realize this was going to be a convention,” she said.


    I gestured to Kelly and Brand. “They’re here to make sure you don’t try to recruit us into Amway.”


    “On the phone, you said this meeting was for Miranda.”


    “It is.”


    “Then I’d appreciate it if you’d shut up and let her speak.”


    I mimed using a key to lock my mouth then tossed the imaginary key behind me.


    Miranda stepped forward, holding the jar that contained her heart. “Please tell me you can help me.”


    “Is that your heart?”


    Miranda nodded. “It’s not beating. Am I dead?”


    “You said Zach took your heart. Where is he?”


    “Feeding the worms,” I said.


    “You just couldn’t keep your mouth closed, could you?”


    “I like to hear myself talk.”


    “I’ve noticed. Are you sure it’s Zach?”


    “Pretty sure. The wallet had his ID. We haven’t checked his dental records or anything if that’s what you mean, but I think it’s pretty safe to assume it’s him.”


    Von sighed and looked at Miranda and at the still heart in the jar of formaldehyde. “If Zach took your heart and kept it beating, which still seems like a stretch to me, and he’s now dead, then you, my dear, are also dead.”


    “But I’m still me. The other dead people seemed to be something else.”


    “I don’t have an explanation for you on that except that perhaps because you were already mobile and present, no spirits could take you over.”


    Miranda shook her head. “I’m sorry but I’m an accountant in the payroll department for DGI Engineering. I didn’t even know about you magical people. I mean, I knew a few of you, but I had no clue what you do. How does this even work?”


    Von hesitated. “I’m not sure I should say anything about that.”


    Miranda turned to me. “Can you tell me anything?”


    “About magic? Sure. It’s mostly genetic, but there’s an energy component too. Think of it like the Law of Attraction. Are you familiar with that?”


    “Like The Secret?”


    “Something like that,” I said, drawing a glare from Von, “but when a wizard pulls energy, they’re genetically wired to use that energy in various ways. There’s more to it, of course, but that’s a simple explanation. What Von is saying is that the energy Zach used to keep your heart beating is gone and without the magic to keep it beating, the heart stopped and you died. This happened as soon as he was murdered.”


    “He was murdered?” Von asked. “How can you be sure?”


    “His body was buried in his backyard. If he’d died of natural causes, he wouldn’t have been hidden.”


    “What about Gina?”


    “According to my sources, Gina has been dead for a while. I believe her skeleton is in Zach’s basement. There are a couple more skeletons down there too.”


    “His parents,” Von said. “I knew they were dead. I saw Gina at a party last summer. I should have been able to tell she was dead. Perhaps Zach was better than I thought.”


    “Someone still killed him.”


    “Any idea how?”


    “No clue. Didn’t see any signs of blunt force trauma on the skull, and aside from the damage done by a shovel digging him up, I didn’t see anything else to suggest anything. That said, we didn’t look too close either. The skeleton is still there.”


    “Are we going to just stand here in the hall?” Brand asked. “I’d at least like something to drink.”


    “You don’t need anything to drink,” Von said. “You’re a Sekutar.”


    “We still eat and drink and fuck, and some of us even sing karaoke.”


    “Not here, I hope.”


    “I either want refreshments or I’m going across the street to Starbucks.”


    Von rolled her eyes. “So go to Starbucks. I don’t want any of you to be here anyway. You were not invited.”


    “We don’t need invitations,” Brand said.


    “Actually, you do.”


    Kelly stepped between Brand and Von. She met Von’s gaze. “I think we should take this to one of the meeting rooms down the hall. I also think it’s time for you to take a polite pill.”


    “Or?”


    “Or I’ll tear off your head and let Brand play basketball with it.” Kelly spoke with such a matter-of-fact tone that even I got a chill.


    Von blinked and her face reddened as her eyes flared with anger.


    I knew she was about to summon up some magic and that if she did, Kelly would make good on her promise. One thing Kelly can simply not abide is someone who thinks she’s above anyone else.


    I knew I’d best intervene or there would be bloodshed. I broke into my best Stephen Lynch and sang, “Damn that’s an ugly baby!”


    Von looked at me as if I’d belched, “How about a look at them titties?” to a nun in church.


    Kelly shook her head and laughed.


    “That was absurd,” Von said.


    “Saved your ass, though.”


    To her credit, Von didn’t object, and I suspect that on reflection, she knew I was right.


    “The meeting room is down here. Let’s get some water, sit down, and talk this out.”


    She led us to a large room. A huge meeting table occupied the center, and leather chairs circled it. A Deep Rock water cooler stood in one corner. Brand headed right for it as if he thought it were a mirage in Death Valley. While he poured himself a paper cup of water, the rest of us sat at the table.


    Once everyone was seated, Von placed her elbows on the table and steepled her fingers. “What do you want me to do for Miranda, Mr. Shade?”


    “Can you put her heart back?”


    “It’s not beating. What do we do once it’s back in her chest?”


    “I suppose I could hook up my iPod and crank out Motley Crue’s ‘Kickstart My Heart,’ but I was hoping you could work a bit of magic and get it going that way.”


    “One problem,” Von said.


    “What’s that?”


    “If I can get her heart working and give her back her life, she can’t live with the wounds regardless.”


    “Don’t you have a healer on staff here?”


    “One who could handle something on this scale? Mr. Shade, in order to pull this off, we’d need a top-notch healer. I could keep Miranda’s body working for a short time, get the blood flowing through her veins again, but we’d still need a spark of life to get her heart working properly.”


    The mention of blood flow triggered something in my brain. I looked at Miranda, and she looked exactly as she had when she first came to my apartment a few days ago. I wondered why she didn’t look pale. I didn’t know when Zach had shuffled off his mortal coil, but as soon as he had, her blood should have settled.


    “Is something wrong, Jonathan?” Kelly asked.


    I tried to remember if the corpse O’Malley had called me in on had looked pale. If so, it didn’t register. Maybe when Persephone had sent the spirits to the dead folks, she kept the bodies looking more normal through magic. It was possible. But Miranda wasn’t sharing her body with another spirit. Then again, perhaps because her spirit was still in her body magically, that prevented another spirit from stepping in.


    “Jonathan?”


    “Sorry?” I said, snapping back to the moment.


    “Spark of life?” Kelly said.


    “Does that mean someone or something has to die in order to bring Miranda back to life?”


    “That would be a transference of energy,” Von said, “the life force of one to another.”


    “Human?” I asked.


    Von nodded. “If she’d only been dead a short while, electricity would be sufficient and we could simply restart her heart. My concern right now is that a shock of that sort would sever her spirit from her body, and while I could keep the body alive, I don’t know of a way to reattach her mind and spirit after this long.”


    “But I’m OK right now,” she said. “Aside from the heart, I mean.”


    “And as long as whatever magic brought back the dead is working, you’ll keep going as you are. That could be five years or five seconds. There’s no way to tell.”


    “I can’t have someone die just so that I can live. That wouldn’t be right.”


    “It’s a moot point, my dear. While there are several healers who could perform the magic required, I don’t know of any who would do such a transference. It’s morally questionable at best even if you had a volunteer.”


    “Magic has kept Miranda going so far,” I said. “Her blood hasn’t even settled.” I wanted to mention that to see if Von had a reaction. She didn’t so I let it go, figuring the magic must account for it. “Who’s to say that if we try putting the heart back and giving it a jolt to get it going won’t work?”


    “That would be some serious magic.”


    “Whatever magic was used to animate the dead had to be incredibly strong.”


    Von nodded. “No argument, but that magic has to be fading.”


    Brand coughed to get everyone’s attention. “That depends.”


    We all turned toward him.


    “Gradual magic,” he said as if it were the most obvious thing in the world.


    Von considered that.


    I’d never heard of it. “Gradual magic?” I asked.


    Kelly shrugged. “No clue,” she said.


    “The wizards who engineered me used to talk about gradual magic. It starts slow, like a trickle, and then it gets amped up gradually and it builds up to levels a normal wizard can’t usually reach. Then it gradually recedes too. It’s like turning on a hot water faucet. The water starts cold but gradually heats up, and you can fill the tub with super hot water. The water stays hot for a time but gradually cools down, and pretty soon the heat is gone and you just have cold water. If you turn the tap on low, though, you can get a lot more hot water because the water heater keeps up.”


    “You were created that way,” Von said to Brand. “A team of wizards each gave a little magic while one manipulated you at a genetic level.”


    “I don’t remember that, but they sure talked about it a lot. Said they could reach further and hold it longer that way.”


    “At first, there were only a few dead people up and about,” Kelly said.


    “Then they increased,” Brand said.


    “And then some asshole arranged for them all to be put down,” Von said.


    “But the water gets cold,” I said. “How long does that take in this sort of thing?”


    “In the case of Brand and the other second-generation warriors, we estimate ten years.”


    “And first generation?” I asked, knowing Kelly was thinking it. After all, she was first generation.


    “There were no limits on the first generation. That’s why they were destroyed.” As Von spoke, she stared at Kelly.


    “When did they create you, Brand?”


    “Four years ago.” He looked at Von. “Are you saying I’ll die in six years?”


    She laughed. “In six years, the magic will wear off and you’ll gradually revert to a normal man.”


    “I think I’d rather die,” Brand said.


    “We haven’t seen any fresh dead people up yesterday or today,” I said.


    “The magic may have peaked.”


    Or the Underworld might have run out of spirits to send or Persephone was honoring her word, but I kept those thoughts to myself.


    “If it’s gradual magic, we might be able to save Miranda as long as it’s done before the magic fades.”


    “I suspect it will still require a life.”


    “I’m not willing to have someone die for me,” Miranda said. “However, I am willing to take a chance that maybe we don’t need a life to be given.”


    “For her wounds, we’ll need at least two healers,” Von said. “We only have two on staff, and one is on vacation in London.”


    “I know a freelance healer,” I said. “Let me make a call.”


    “There’s still another point to discuss,” Von said.


    “What’s that?”


    “Price.”


    “Miranda works for DGI. This should be covered by her medical plan.”


    “Not after she dies.”


    “Oh, come on. Doesn’t this qualify as a special circumstance or something?”


    Miranda shook her head. “It’s all right. How much are we talking here?”


    Von looked up and ticked off things on her fingers, mumbling as she went. She finally shrugged and looked at Miranda. “Forty thousand dollars, give or take, depending on how much Jonathan’s healer friend charges.”


    “Fine,” Miranda said. “I can cash in my 401(k). It won’t do me any good if I’m dead.”


    I looked at Von and wanted to throttle her. Instead I simply said, “You get nothing unless she gets her life back.”


    #


    Lina rarely left her house in Five Points, but she agreed to make an exception for me. It took her an hour to get to DGI, so we went out to breakfast while we waited. Miranda didn’t eat, probably thinking about how much the afternoon was going to cost her, but Kelly, Brand, and I made up for her lack of appetite.


    When we got back to DGI, Lina was there waiting. We stepped off the elevator, and Lina saw me.


    “Jonathan!” She rushed forward and wrapped her arms around me. Lina stands about five four, weighs in at more than two hundred pounds, has skin the color of a Hershey bar, and has a smile that always reaches her eyes. She hugged me tight and kissed my cheek. “Wish I could fix your neck for you.”


    I shrugged. “It will heal on its own.”


    “Have you talked to Frank?”


    “I suspect you’ve spoken to him since I have. You’re looking vibrant this morning.”


    She smiled. “It’s a new skin cream I bought. I saw their infomercial about how it will make you look ten years younger, so I couldn’t resist. Now if they could come up with a way to lose eighty pounds without cutting back on meals…”


    “Come up with something like that, you’ll be a billionaire.”


    “I’d give it all away to charity. Well, not quite all, but most.”


    I gestured toward Miranda. “Lina, this is Miranda. She’s going to be your patient.”


    Lina nodded and took Miranda’s hands in hers. “Let me look at you, dear.”


    Miranda looked uncomfortable, but Lina gave her a smile and Miranda relaxed. “I appreciate you coming out here to help me.”


    “It’s not every day I get the chance to help bring someone back to life,” Lina said.


    “I really don’t feel dead.”


    “So I’ve been told. Let’s see if we can get you back.”


    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    

  


  
    CHAPTER TWENTY


    They set up in a special room I’d never seen. It was two floors up and prepped like an operating room at a hospital. OK, I say that, but really aside from having a table for the patient, it wasn’t much like a regular hospital. No monitors for vitals or anything like that. No tables for surgical instruments. Instead, there were energy lines glowing along the ceiling. It was as if the wizards at DGI had gathered up a bunch of ley lines and just strung them across the ceiling like a giant spiderweb.


    I suspect that a regular person would not have seen the energy lines, but it didn’t occur to me to ask Miranda.


    Kelly and I watched from a monitoring station through one-way glass. We had to stand since the room we occupied was really more of a small corridor or a long closet. Brand waited downstairs.


    Lina, Von, and a middle-aged woman named Grace stood around the table. Miranda lay on top of it. They removed her shirt but not her bra. The incision in her chest looked the same as it had when I’d first seen it. No further deterioration or infection.


    “I hope this works,” Kelly said.


    I hoped so too. My heart pounded in my chest as I considered the possibility that Miranda would die. Excuse me, the possibility that she would remain dead. While there was still hope that her life could return to normal, I wanted to hold on to that. I wondered if I’d just broken into Zach’s house that first day and found her heart if it would have made a difference. What if they could have saved her then but now it was too late? I didn’t want to break into his place on Tuesday because I didn’t know the heart was there, and I try to operate within the law as much as I can, but now I regretted it.


    When had I gotten emotionally attached to the outcome? I hadn’t intended that. When I first met her, I saw Miranda as a dead girl and nothing more. She was attractive, sure, but I’d never considered her for any kind of relationship. I still didn’t, but I could see the potential there. She didn’t seem bothered by all the magic and the dead folks and the skeletons. She practically took it all in stride. I wondered if that was because she was dead. Would her reactions change once her heart was restored and beating?


    Who was I kidding? Once this was done, she’d pay me and be out of my life forever. She’d go back to her normal life. Yes, she’d know there was magic in the world, but give her a few months, and she’d rarely think about that.


    She needed someone normal. She needed to be with someone who wouldn’t put her life in danger every few months. I wanted her to have a good life.


    Lina reached above her and pulled down one of the energy lines. The line glowed brighter and pulsed where she touched it, and when she released it, the line tightened up and returned to the ceiling. It appeared to dim a bit but soon brightened again. Healers give of themselves to heal and require recovery time, but having the ley lines within reach meant they could recharge in an instant.


    Lina opened the jar and removed the heart. She held it in both hands and closed her eyes. Her brow furrowed. She nodded and at that moment, Von and Grace each reached up and pulled down energy lines, snapped them apart, and held the ends a few inches away from Lina’s hands.


    Lina opened her hands so the heart rested in the bowl created by her upturned palms. Von had her back to me, but I could see Grace speaking. I couldn’t hear her through the glass, and my lip-reading skills are limited to things such as seeing football coaches swear on the sidelines, but it looked like she was doing a countdown. Three, two, one.


    They touched the ends of the energy lines to the heart, and sparks showered around it. They pulled the lines back, and the sparks dropped. The heart remained inert. Grace nodded to Von again, and once more I thought I could make out her lips forming three, two, one.


    They touched the ends again. More sparks. They pulled back.


    The heart remained still.


    Lina shook her head.


    They went through the routine one more time, and the results were the same.


    “It’s not working,” I said.


    “Maybe the heart has been dead for too long,” Kelly said.


    “Maybe.”


    Lina returned the heart to the jar of formaldehyde.


    I squeezed past Kelly and left the little monitoring station. I made a right turn and pushed through the door into the operating room.


    “You can’t give up that easily,” I said.


    “We can’t get the heart going,” Von said.


    “It doesn’t even beat when we fill it with guided magic,” Grace said.


    “She’s been dead too long,” Lina said.


    “Maybe you’re using magic where technology would be better.”


    “I’m listening,” Lina said.


    “When Mary Shelley wrote Frankenstein, she based it on experiments with electricity at the time. Scientists were able to get bodies to twitch and move using electrical currents. Nowadays, doctors use defibrillators with electric shocks to get a stopped heart to beat, right? Perhaps if you hook up her heart and do the same thing, it might work. Or maybe it’s not beating because it has nothing to pump.”


    Lina nodded. “It can’t hurt to try putting the heart in before we restart it. It needs to be attached anyway.”


    “The magic failed,” Grace said. “It didn’t fail because the heart was outside the body. It failed because the heart has been inert for days. Besides, healing dead flesh is much more taxing than healing live flesh. Living tissue knows how it’s supposed to be, so it’s easy to guide. Dead tissue has no memory of what it was, so it has to be manipulated. It’s exhausting.”


    I pointed at the ley lines. “Constant source of energy should help with that, right?”


    “To a point but it’s still going to take a toll.”


    “Can you please try it my way?” I asked.


    “We don’t have a defib here.”


    Miranda cleared her throat. “There’s a stun gun in my purse. It’s a direct contact electroshock, not a taser. Will that work?”


    “It’s worth a shot,” I said.


    “We’re already here,” Lina said. “I’m willing to try it.”


    Von frowned. “You realize you’ll get the full force shock of the stun gun while you’re trying to heal the heart.”


    “I’ve experienced much worse than that,” Lina said. “I’m with Jonathan on this. If there’s even a slight chance this could work, a little discomfort is worth it.”


    “We should add this to the bill.”


    Lina shook her head. “It’s my discomfort, not yours. I will not charge her for that. I’m here to do everything I can to save this woman, and if I hear you talk about money one more time, I’ll reshape your face and charge you to put it back.”


    Von stepped back as if slapped. “Very well. It’s your call.”


    “You got that right,” Lina said. I had good friends.


    “I’ll get the stun gun,” I said.


    #


    Ten minutes later, I was back at the monitoring station with Kelly. Grace opened Miranda’s chest and held it open while Lina reattached the heart. Von pulled the energy lines down a few times so Lina could keep up her strength while she guided the healing. Guided is probably the wrong word. She had to infuse the flesh with life force then teach it to mend. That was a large part of why they’d tried to start the heart first. Once it was beating, they could have hooked it up, and the mending would be much simpler. My suggestion required the combination of magic and electricity. However, electricity tends to interfere with magic, so they needed to have the heart properly installed before they tried to get it started again. They needed the tissue to be cooperative.


    Once the heart was in place, veins attached, and everything properly sealed, Lina placed her fingers on Miranda’s heart.


    Von held up the stun gun and waited. Lina took a deep breath then nodded, so Von pushed the front of the weapon to Miranda’s heart and triggered it. Lina jerked back in an involuntary shudder, and Grace steadied her.


    I worried that Lina wouldn’t be able to focus, but evidently what she said about dealing with worse pain was true because she hung in there like a trooper. She stepped back and grinned. She shot a thumbs-up toward the one-way glass.


    #


    Twenty minutes later, Kelly and I entered the room. Lina looked a bit tired, but being able to recharge using the lines of force helped a lot. Miranda sat on the edge of the table, buttoning her shirt.


    “The scar will fade over the next few weeks,” Grace said.


    “I don’t mind a scar,” Miranda said. “It feels so good to have my heart beating inside my chest. All of the sudden, I feel like I’m actually alive again. I can’t thank you enough.”


    “Wait until you see the bill,” I said.


    Lina looked at Von. “Did you have her sign any forms before we started?”


    “Why?”


    “As I understand it, if she didn’t sign anything while she was dead, she’s now alive and should be covered so it won’t cost her a penny.”


    “That’s not how it works. She was dead and dead people aren’t covered.”


    Lina smiled. “But now she’s alive and living people are covered. I’ll bill DGI for my services, of course.”


    “You’ll do no such thing.”


    They took the argument out of the room, but my money was on Lina.


    Kelly nodded to Miranda. “Make them give you a few weeks off before you go back to work.”


    “Maybe one week.”


    Miranda reached out and grabbed my arm. I turned to face her. “Big smile,” I said.


    She gave me that smile then pulled me close and rose to embrace me. “Thank you so much.”


    When she released me, I stepped back. “Glad I could help, but the real thanks should go to Lina, Grace, and Von.”


    “I’d like to take you to dinner tomorrow night,” she said. “If you have time, of course. I know you’re working another case too.”


    “I’ll make time.”


    She kept smiling and I found it contagious. It felt good to help someone, and it felt especially good to smile without feeling like I was acting.


    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    

  


  
    CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


    The next night, Miranda and I met at a terrific Moroccan restaurant called Cafe Paprika in Aurora. The place was tucked away in a little strip mall, but they had great food and fantastic atmosphere. We started out with hot mint tea and hummus then salad. My entree was an amazing chicken kebab dish served over saffron rice while Miranda had the vegetarian couscous. We followed the meal with the best baklava anywhere on the planet.


    During the meal, we kept to simple small talk, but afterward, Miranda met my gaze.


    “I want to take you back to my place,” she said, eyes narrowed as she ran her tongue over her teeth. She placed her hand on my thigh and ran it toward my crotch.


    “I make it a rule never to sleep with my clients.”


    “I’m no longer your client. You’ve been paid in full.”


    “So this is sort of like a bonus?”


    “This is me telling you I’ve wanted you since we first met.”


    I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t half chubbed. Miranda was gorgeous and it had been a while.


    “So this is sort of a no harm, no foul romp through the roses?”


    “Oh, I hope it will be foul and fun.”


    “Oh boy.”


    She tossed a hundred dollar bill on the table. “That should cover dinner and tip, don’t you think?”


    It was a hell of a tip, but it was her money, and if she wanted to tip more than a hundred percent, that was her business.


    “Let’s get out of here,” she said.


    We left the restaurant, and I walked her to her car.


    “What are you driving?” she asked.


    I pointed at a Chevy Cruze. “Rental.”


    “A family car? It doesn’t suit you.”


    “It was cheap.”


    When she reached her Escort, she spun around, grabbed me, and kissed me hard. Her right leg came up and ran down my leg while her left hand grabbed my ass. Her tongue probed my mouth, and her breath came hot and strong.


    I pulled away from her. “I’m not so sure this is a good idea.”


    Her hand slid down my chest, over my stomach, and kept right on going. She grinned at me. “You’re listening to the wrong head.”


    “What do you want?”


    “You have to ask?”


    “Actually, I do. You can’t just say your heart wasn’t in it before because we never did this dance.”


    “I feel alive for the first time in a long time,” she said. “I want to enjoy it. Feels to me like you’re ready for action.”


    I slapped her hand away. “Stop that.”


    “You know you want it.” She grabbed my hand and pressed it to her left breast.


    My body said yes, yes. My brain said hold up a second. Something was wrong here. A beautiful woman was coming on to me and I was hesitant? The problem was clearly mine. Did I feel anything for Miranda? I considered that. Not really. I hadn’t felt much for anyone in a long time, though, so that wasn’t surprising. Maybe sex would help. Maybe if I slept with her, I would feel human again.


    I’ve slept with women for less.


    At the end of the night, I am a guy, so we went back to my place. I’ll spare you the details. If you’re not getting any, you certainly don’t want to read about someone who is. And if you are getting some, you don’t need to hear about it from me.


    I’ll end by just saying that while it felt pretty good, it didn’t rock my world. I think Miranda noticed that because she kept trying harder and harder to please me, and if I don’t stop now, I’ll be moving us from an R rating to an NC-17, so let’s pull a movie trick and CUT TO:


    #


    I woke up with Miranda still in my arms. Her skin felt warm against mine. I disentangled myself from her and got out of bed. A trail of discarded clothing led me from the bedroom into the living room. I padded toward the restroom and saw Esther glaring at me from across the room.


    “Normally, I’d like seeing you naked,” she said. “But not right now.”


    I started to say something, but she popped away.


    Typical.


    I took a shower, and when I went back to the bedroom with a towel wrapped around me, Miranda sat up in bed. She didn’t try for any modesty.


    “You took a shower without me?”


    “What was your first clue?”


    “Come back to bed. I’ll get you all sweaty, and we can hop in the shower together later.”


    “I have to go train.”


    “Train? On a Sunday?”


    “Kelly’s expecting me.”


    “You can be late. I’ll make it worth your while.”


    “Another time,” I said.


    She stood up. “Don’t you find me attractive?”


    “Of course I do.”


    She looked at the slight scar on her chest. She ran her finger along the pink line. “Is it this?”


    I shook my head.


    I opened the top drawer of my dresser, the only furniture in the room other than the bed, and took out a pair of black underwear. I stepped into them then removed the towel, and as I moved into the walk-in closet, I tossed the towel into a laundry bin. I pushed some clothes hangers aside and took down a pair of jeans.


    “I’m standing here completely naked, and you’re just going to ignore me?”


    “I told you, I have to get to the dojo.” I pulled on the jeans and selected a shirt.


    “Do I mean that little to you?”


    “Whatever happened to no harm, no foul?”


    She sat down on the bed and pulled the sheet up to cover herself. “So it meant nothing?”


    “It was...fun,” I said and instantly regretted it.


    Her eyes misted and she swallowed hard. She looked at the ceiling by the door, refusing to look at me.


    I sighed. “What do you want me to say?”


    “Nothing.”


    It probably would have been better had I said nothing. Unfortunately sex changes everything whether we want it to or not. I sat down beside her, put an arm around her, and pulled her close.


    “Sorry,” I said. “You’re amazing, it’s just...I thought we had an understanding here.”


    “That you could fuck me and just go about your business as if it never happened?”


    “You wanted it to happen.”


    “So did you.”


    “I tried to talk you out of it.”


    “Just like a guy. You really don’t care at all, do you?”


    “Hey, I was trying to make you feel better, and now you want to fight?”


    “Make me feel better? How? By sticking your dick in me?”


    “It seemed like a good idea at the time.”


    “Wars have been started for that same reason.”


    “Well, I don’t think we’re at war here.”


    “You’re an asshole.”


    I held up my hands. “Guilty as charged.”


    “Fuck you.”


    I got up. “Time for me to go.” I went to the dresser and grabbed some socks.


    Miranda got up and followed me. “Just like that? You’re just going to walk away from me? Who do you think you are?”


    “Elvis?”


    “You’re not going to joke your way out of this.” She grabbed my keys from the dresser.


    “Really?”


    “We’re going to talk, or you’re not going anywhere.”


    Why can’t it ever be simple? “What could we possibly have to talk about?”


    “Our relationship?”


    “We don’t have a relationship. Give me the keys.”


    “Take them.” She held them up so they dangled from her fingers.


    Since I knew if I reached for them, she’d just pull them away, I shook my head and walked past her out the bedroom door.


    “Where are you going?”


    I saw her purse lying on the floor by the couch. Her keys were on the floor next to the purse. I bent down and picked them up then moved right for the apartment door.


    Miranda rushed over and jumped on my back. I flipped her onto the couch, and she started laughing.


    “Something funny?”


    “You thought I was serious,” she said as she rolled to her feet. She tossed me my keys. “I was just messing with you.”


    “Uh-huh.”


    “You were just going to take my car, weren’t you?”


    “As a matter of fact, yes.”


    She shook her head and laughed again. “Nice.”


    I stared at her. She seemed serious about the whole thing a minute ago, and now she just laughed about it like none of it mattered and she had just been playing around. She walked over to me, wrapped her arms around me, and turned her face up toward mine. She gave me another smile then kissed me.


    “Is it cool if I take a shower before I leave? I promise to lock up. Not that there’s anything here to steal.”


    “Fine.”


    She walked away, swaying her ass to and fro in an exaggerated manner. I watched her enter the bathroom. She turned around and gave me a wave. “Later.”


    She closed the bathroom door.


    I stared at the door for a moment then shook my head and tossed her keys into her purse.


    You have to love a morning that begins on a strange note; it tends to set the pace for the entire day.


    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    

  


  
    CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


    As soon as I walked into the dojo, Esther saw me, made a face, then popped away.


    “Nice to see you too,” I said.


    Kelly sat on the bleachers in front of the tatami mats clad in her gi and pants. She shook her head. There were no official classes on Sundays, so we had the place to ourselves.


    Brand approached me with a grin. “So the Shademeister got lucky last night.” He held out his fist for a bump.


    I just stared at him.


    “Don’t leave me hanging here.” He waved his fist. “Come on, Shade. You should be smiling after the night you had. I’d do Miranda six ways from Sunday.”


    “We have some training to do,” I said.


    He lowered his fist. “You’re lame. I hope you never get laid again.”


    “Dream on.”


    “Yeah, I guess there are prostitutes.”


    “Funny.”


    Brand shrugged. “Actually, it’s a victimless crime. If it were legal, I’d partake every now and then. It would be cheaper than dating, and you’d get what you paid for with no bullshit.” He glanced over at Kelly.


    “You’re not getting any tonight either,” she said.


    “Whatever.” He turned back to me. “See there? If it were legal, I could slap a few hundred bucks down on the table at a whore house and take my pick from the menu.”


    “Go to Nevada.”


    “I think they charge more than that.”


    “Probably.”


    “Might be worth it, though.”


    “Are we going to train or what?”


    Kelly rose and walked over. “Your sexual exploits upset Esther.”


    “I noticed.”


    “She’s just jealous,” Brand said. “Girl hasn’t had any for over eighty years. Can you blame her? Maybe she could hook up with a horny poltergeist.”


    “It doesn’t work like that,” Kelly said.


    “Why? Ghosts have erectile dysfunction? I guess they must. Insubstantial little pricks, aren’t they?”


    Kelly nodded at me. “You should apologize to her.”


    “For what? Getting laid?”


    “She has a thing for you, Jonathan. Until recently she could pretend you weren’t sleeping with anyone because she wasn’t there to see it.”


    “You have a point.”


    Brand scratched his head. “Ghosts can’t get undressed either. That might make it tough to get some ectoplasmic action too.”


    “Get changed and do some stretches,” Kelly said. “I’ll get some weapons out.”


    I went to the men’s room to change. I kept some workout clothes in a locker. As I pulled off my shirt, my cell phone rang. I tossed the shirt on the bench and checked the phone. I didn’t recognize the number, so I was tempted to ignore it, but instead I ran my finger across the screen to answer.


    “You’ve reached the ghost sex hotline. How may I direct your call?”


    “Do you ever just answer the phone with a simple ‘hello’?” Sharon asked.


    “I tried that once. It was a bill collector.”


    “How are things going?”


    “The dead folks seem to have stopped their protest movement.”


    “Kelly told me you were injured.”


    “I’m fine. Just a scratch.”


    “You’re not allowed to get killed. I have plans for you.”


    “I thought it was just a potential plan.”


    “It’s looking more likely. You might be getting another round of visits from the Underworld soon. The spirits went back and they’ve been lining up again. Bob thinks they might start cycling back through once enough people die.”


    “I don’t have a clue how many people die each day here.”


    “In Colorado? Probably around eighty or so per day, but I’d have to search to get specifics for just the Front Range.”


    “So I guess wiping out the bodies helped, and the skeletons didn’t fare so well against Kelly and Brand.”


    “You should have called me.”


    “I survived. It’s more important to keep you safe, though Kelly mentioned you said they weren’t looking to kill you.”


    Sharon sighed. “I’m just going to have to face her.”


    “She did pay me a visit or two.”


    “Really? One or two? Which is it?”


    “One for sure, but I remember her showing up at the hospital too. That might have been a dream, though.”


    “What did she say?”


    “She said she wanted you. She gave me a few days to get you to show up or she’ll kill everyone I ever met or some such.”


    “Jonathan, this is important. What did she say exactly?”


    “I don’t remember. I was drugged up and out of it.”


    “You need to go back there in your mind. Get as close to what she said as you can recall. Take a minute if you need to, but I need to know.”


    “OK. She said I had three days to find you and bring you to her or she’d kill all of my friends.”


    “When was this?”


    “Uh, Thursday, I think.”


    “And today is?”


    “Sunday.”


    “That means she’s giving you until today?”


    “If it was even her at the hospital.”


    “It was her.”


    “So what, she’s going to show up today to kill everyone?”


    “Time moves differently where she is. Unless she’s near, which is possible, I suppose.”


    “So what do you suggest?”


    Sharon was silent for a time. “I’m going to have to see her. But I can’t do it today.”


    “When will you be ready?”


    “Never.”


    “Not really an option.”


    “Fine. Give me until Wednesday. Get her to show up someplace where we can have a meeting without too many dead people getting involved.”


    “How am I supposed to find her?”


    “I think she’ll find you.”


    “OK, I think I know a good place to meet. The Royal Gorge bridge down in Cañon City should work. It’s a bit of a drive, but we can have a private chat without too many dead folks getting to us at any given time. And this time of year, it shouldn’t be crowded.”


    “Fine with me. I’ll step through on Wednesday afternoon at four o’clock.”


    “Center of the bridge,” I said and disconnected.


    I sat down on the bench and thought about the first time I’d met Sharon. Of course, back then, she was a he and went by the name Charon. My mind drifted back to that encounter and conversation three and a half years ago when I died.


    “You aren’t a normal man,” Charon had said. He stared at me from beneath his cowl. I tried but couldn’t see his face.


    “I’m as normal as the next guy,” I said. “Where am I?”


    We stood on a boat built from human bones. The boat was still tied to a pier.


    “You are at the Acheron,” Charon said.


    “Right. If I remember the song, I’m not supposed to pay the you until you get me to the other side.”


    “Song?” He snapped his fingers, and the chorus from Chris DeBurgh’s “Don’t Pay the Ferryman” started playing around us. Magic can be fun and useful if you don’t even need an iPod. The chorus ended and Charon nodded. “I always liked that song.”


    “You have any AC/DC?”


    Charon laughed and snapped his fingers, and “Hell’s Bells” started playing. “Or maybe this,” he said and sure enough, “Highway to Hell” started up.


    “You’d be great at parties,” I said.


    “I like your world, Jonathan Shade.”


    “How do you know about it?”


    “We’ve had cable for years. Magically, of course. We need to keep up with world events to some degree. Do you remember how you died?”


    “I’m dead?”


    “For nearly thirty seconds in your world. Observe.” He waved his hand, and an image of me lying on the street with a gunshot wound to my chest shimmered in the air. Kelly knelt over me, trying to give me CPR.


    “Shit,” I said. “That’s right. That asshole shot me.”


    “Indeed.”


    The image shimmered more and faded away like ripples in a pond.


    “Why are we talking? Shouldn’t I be going toward the light or something?”


    “Many souls come here. Many go elsewhere. Many simply end. Some are reborn.”


    “So I’m dreaming. Heaven, hell, nirvana, purgatory, reincarnation, New Age shit, all of it can’t be right.”


    “The religions and beliefs of your world don’t have any bearing on reality, Jonathan.”


    “But the Greeks had it right?”


    “The Greeks and the Egyptians knew of us to some degree, but the stories in your world are a far cry from reality.”


    “And the Bible?”


    “Total nonsense.”


    “So there’s no god?”


    “Not in the sense you mean. There are beings who would be perceived as gods by your people, of course, but that’s a different thing altogether.”


    “What the hell is going on?”


    “I’m going to give you a choice. If you wish to be dead, I’ll take you across the Acheron and your soul will go to the Elysian Fields until we need you for a mission. You will not really be you anymore, of course. When you go on your mission, you may recall bits and pieces like perhaps your name, but mostly you’ll simply be sent to handle something for us from time to time.”


    “Us?”


    “The residents of the Underworld. The ruler is Persephone.”


    “The wife of Hades? Some Greek girl he kidnapped? Ate a pomegranate or some such and had to spend six months here and six months on Earth, brought about growing seasons and all that?”


    Charon laughed. “Your mythology is off.”


    “OK, so I got a C in Mythology. Granted, that was back in high school, but I’m pretty sure I’m right.”


    He shrugged. “Persephone was not kidnapped. In any case, she is my...boss. If you choose to remain dead, she will be your boss too.”


    “I don’t want to be dead.”


    “You shouldn’t answer before you know the terms.”


    “That’s true but I’m not sure I care about the terms. I want to live.”


    “Hear me out anyway. You are a man of particular power.”


    “Excuse me?”


    “Your kind is very rare.”


    “My kind?”


    “You are in balance.”


    I gave him my patented confused look.


    “Your parents were both powerful wizards,” he said.


    “So?”


    “You are not a wizard.”


    “I figure magic is a recessive gene and I didn’t get it.”


    “No. You are perfectly balanced between dark and light magic. As such, you can’t use magic, but you are also unaffected by direct magic.”


    I was already dead, so I didn’t see the harm in nodding. It wasn’t something I admitted to many people because when people know things about you, they can have power over you.


    “We may need someone like you.”


    “We?”


    “The collective we. Not simply the Underworld. The Oracle has foreseen a potential danger. It may or may not come to pass, but if it does, you would be very useful. If you say no, we’ll find someone else. It’s unlikely we’ll find someone of your nature, but we work with what we have.”


    “So the price for me living is that I owe you something, but you won’t say what. As you pointed out, I shouldn’t be big on favors to be named later.”


    “They rarely work to your advantage,” Charon said. “But at the moment, you’re right. You don’t have much choice.”


    “If I’m dead, you’d send me anyway. Is that it?”


    He shook his head. “Only a living soul has any real chance.”


    “And it will probably kill me.”


    “Yes, but you’re already dead and this will grant you several more years of life. That said, if I give you back your life, there are things you’ll need to know.”


    “Such as?”


    “You will face misery unlike any you’ve known before.”


    “That’s part of life.”


    “True. You will be partially connected to the afterlife. There will be side effects.”


    “What kind of side effects?”


    “You’ll be able to see, hear, and communicate with ghosts.”


    “As long as I don’t have to sing ‘Ghostbusters’ and get sued by Huey Lewis, that doesn’t sound too bad.”


    “I suspect you’ll find it to be mostly a good thing until you learn the true nature of such things.”


    I started to ask about that, but he shook his head.


    “There may be times when you wish you said no and had simply died.”


    “When my parents died, I used to wish I could have died with them, so that’s nothing new.”


    “Life may get far worse than you would ever wish even upon your worst enemy.”


    “You’re wasting time, Charon.” I pointed at the sky. “Brain function is important to me, and if I’m lying dead in the street up there, I need to get back before there’s permanent brain damage.”


    “Underworld is a name given by your people; we’re not really beneath your world. We’re in another place. Time moves differently here. We have time.”


    “Cool. So we can go back in time to before I got shot and—”


    “It doesn’t work that way. While I have some powerful magic, I can’t alter time. You will go back after you’ve been shot and killed. You’ll climb back into your body and recover from your wounds.”


    “Magic doesn’t work on me. How can you heal me?”


    “I can’t. You’ll heal naturally. The shock to your system killed you. I’m going to allow you to get back into your body, and the shock of stepping back inside will restart your heart like an electric shock.”


    “So I’ll still have to recover from the bullet wound. Great.”


    Charon reached into his robes and pulled out two silver coins. “If you ever need me, this payment will cover the price of one soul. Use this wisely. Do not touch the coins. When you step into your body, I will slip them into your pocket. Wear a glove or shake them out onto the counter and slip them into an envelope or container, but do not ever touch them until it’s time for the payment.”


    “Whatever. So you’re coming with me?”


    “That is forbidden.” He leaned forward and whispered, “I will be part of your life from this day forward, Jonathan. I will answer questions for you and try to help you if I can. I will make myself known to you, but you can never tell anyone my true nature.”


    I looked at him as if he were crazy.


    He remained close and whispered in my ear. “You will know me as Sharon. I am not permitted to leave, but I simply can’t remain here any longer. It’s time for a change. I want to live in your world.”


    “You haven’t told me what’s expected of me.”


    “Perhaps nothing. Perhaps everything.”


    “Just roll the dice and see what happens, eh?”


    “Come with me.”


    He extended a finger from his cloak then drew a line in the air. It shimmered and he parted it with his hands. He gripped my arm and pulled me through.


    We stood on the street where I’d just been shot. It was raining.


    Kelly still knelt beside me, giving CPR. “You can’t die!” she said. “I need you!”


    Charon gave me a nod. I hesitated.


    He took me by the shoulders and stood me up before my body. “Talk to you soon,” he said and pushed me backward.


    I fell into my body, and pain shot through my chest as I drew a deep breath and struggled to breathe. It hurt like hell. My lung had collapsed, and I suspected it was filling with blood. I coughed and fought to get enough air.


    Kelly’s eyes lit up. “Hold on, Jonathan! I’ll get you to a doctor!”


    An attractive woman approached us, but Kelly didn’t seem to notice. The woman knelt, winked at me, then slipped two coins and a business card into my pocket. She mimed holding a phone to her ear and mouthed, Call me.


    In the weeks of rehabilitation that followed, it occurred to me that while the fact that I’d gone along would be enough to infer that an accord had been reached, I’d never officially said yes.


    And in case you’re wondering, Kelly tracked down the guy who shot me and ripped his head off.


    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    

  


  
    CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


    Brand knocked. “You beating off in there?”


    I opened the door, dressed for training now. “Sorry, I had a phone call.”


    “Right.”


    Kelly moved through a practice routine with a sword. She spun and jabbed. Her footwork was, as always, impressive. She was always balanced and graceful even as the blade whipped around with deadly accuracy. It was a thing of beauty to watch her move.


    She stopped with the sword held ready. “It’s about time.”


    “Sharon called. Evidently I need to find Persephone.”


    “How are you going to get to Hades without Sharon’s help?”


    “I think Persephone will come to see me again. Probably today.”


    “And what leads you to believe that?”


    I explained the hospital visit and how I thought it might be a dream. I finished up by telling her what Sharon said.


    Kelly returned the sword to her weapons cabinet while I began stretching. “And you think she’ll give you extra time?”


    “Why not? If it gets her what she wants, what’s a few days?”


    I leaned over and touched the floor without bending my knees. I slowly pushed my palms to the mat. I felt the pull of my muscles stretching. I rose and worked my arms.


    Esther popped into the dojo.


    “Miranda’s dead!” she said.


    I jumped back, startled. I just couldn’t get used to her popping in like that. “What do you mean she’s dead?”


    “I went to your place and she was lying on the couch, completely naked, and she wasn’t moving. I figured she was napping, but I noticed her chest wasn’t rising or falling. I pushed my hand through her, and her heart isn’t beating.”


    “Shit. Kelly, call nine-one-one and have paramedics get over there.”


    I ran to the men’s room, grabbed my keys and wallet, then rushed outside into the cold. I jumped into the rental, fired it up, and got the heater going. Was Persephone already killing my friends? Esther popped into the passenger seat.


    “Sorry I got in a lather about you making time with that quiff, but I’m still mad.”


    “Miranda isn’t a slut.”


    “Says you.”


    #


    When we got to my place, the paramedics were leaving.


    I bolted from the car and rushed to the first guy. I was about to ask him about Miranda when I heard him talking to his coworker.


    “I think we should charge extra for prank calls.”


    I dodged around him and hurried to the apartment. Miranda sat wearing a robe and talked to one of the paramedics.


    “Sorry about wasting your time, Kent, I really am, but if I ever need rescuing, I hope you’re first through the door again.”


    “See?” Esther said. “Quiff.”


    Miranda saw me approaching and smiled. “You won’t believe what happened here when you left.”


    “Try me.”


    “I went to sleep on the couch. Didn’t bother to get dressed. And next thing I know, these guys broke in and scared the hell out of me. Kent here was kind enough to get me a robe so I could cover up.”


    “But you’re OK?”


    “Just a little embarrassed.”


    “Nothing to be embarrassed about, ma’am,” Kent said. “We’re just glad it was a false alarm.”


    “She was dead,” Esther said. “Kaput. A futzing corpse. I’m not making this up.”


    “How’s your heart?”


    “Still thundering.”


    “Her pulse is fine,” Kent said. “You folks have a nice day.” He followed the other paramedics back to their truck.


    “How did you hear about this?” Miranda asked. “I thought you were going to the dojo.”


    “I...uh...just had a bad feeling,” I said and tossed a quick glare at Esther.


    Miranda followed my gaze for a moment then shrugged. “You get feelings about things sometimes? I guess that’s not much of a stretch to ask me to believe after what I’ve seen the last several days.”


    “Yeah, a premonition,” I said, rolling with it.


    “It was wrong.”


    “So it would seem.”


    “You didn’t call the paramedics, did you?”


    “Wasn’t me.”


    She nodded. “If you throw on some real clothes, I’ll do the same and we can grab lunch. We might want to make sure we’re on the same page about things.”


    “Same page. Right.”


    “So. Lunch?”


    “Yeah, OK.”


    “Can I grab a shower first? I smell like sex.”


    “Go for it.”


    She kissed me then turned and headed for the bathroom. I closed the door, and when I heard the shower start, I turned to Esther.


    “Are you playing with me?”


    “She was dead. I swear!”


    “You were mistaken. She seems fine.”


    “You don’t believe me.”


    “I believe you believe it.”


    Esther made a face at me and popped out of sight. I went into the bedroom and changed clothes. A few minutes later, Miranda left the bathroom in a cloud of steam with a towel wrapped around her. She approached me and gave me a quick kiss then grabbed her clothes and went back into the bathroom, where the mirror remained fogged over.


    I pulled out my phone and called DGI. It was time to start making preparations for Wednesday. Phil answered.


    “Jonathan Shade here. I didn’t know you worked Sundays.”


    “Bills to pay. What do you want, Shade?”


    “Got any summoners on staff, Phil?”


    “Summoners?”


    “Wizards who summon people, beasties, demi-gods, what have you?”


    “You can’t afford them.”


    “I suspect we can work something out.”


    “Then call Mike and leave me out of it.”


    “But I like you, Phil. You’re fun.”


    He told me to do something that was physically impossible and hung up on me. I scrolled through the contacts on my phone and called Mike Ender.


    He didn’t answer, of course, which is why I hadn’t called him first. I waited for the beep then said, “Mike, it’s Jonathan Shade. I understand you have a few wizards who are trying to become summoners and will work for free if the summoning sounds cool. I have someone very cool for them to summon, so give me a holler.”


    I hung up and glanced toward the restroom. The door was closed, and I heard the hair dryer blasting away. I knew Miranda would be a while. I stepped outside and leaned against the wall. The phone rang and I checked: Mike.


    “Long time, no chat, Mike.”


    “What are you up to?”


    “Six feet.”


    “Seriously, Shade. I thought we were finished with Miranda’s business.”


    “Oh, we are. This is something else I’m working on. It has nothing to do with Miranda, though she did get mixed up in part of it through no fault of her own.”


    “Is this about the dead people rising?”


    “In a way.”


    “There are no dead people rising at the moment.”


    “Not at the moment, but I know who started it, and I want to summon someone so we can have a little chat about that.”


    “I’m guessing this is dangerous.”


    “Crossing the street is dangerous, Mike.”


    “Why should I help you?”


    “For bragging rights, of course. If people know you and your team summoned this individual, the entire wizarding world would be monumentally impressed.”


    “We prefer to keep a low profile.”


    “It could be fun.”


    “Racquetball is fun and less likely to get you killed.”


    “Answer me this: Can you or anyone at DGI manage a summoning of a powerful, possibly immortal being?”


    “I don’t have that sort of power, but we do have a few people who could probably manage it.”


    “Can I at least run it by them? They might like the challenge.”


    “You’re a real pain in the ass, Shade.”


    “I keep things interesting, though.”


    “In the old Chinese curse way. Fine. Stop by my office tomorrow morning, and I’ll let you talk to someone.”


    “Thanks, Mike.”


    “I have a condition.”


    “I suspected as much.”


    “If I let you talk to someone, whether or not they agree, you will owe me a favor of your own.”


    “What’s going on, Mike?”


    “At the moment, nothing. But if a job does come up where I can use someone as resourceful and annoying as yourself, you have to say yes.”


    “I don’t sign on for suicide runs.”


    “The job might be dangerous, but it won’t be suicide. And we’ll pay your normal rates too.”


    “I feel like I’m being set up.”


    “You’re setting up my people right now, Jonathan. Your schemes are always dangerous at best.”


    “Tell you what. You set a meeting, and I promise to listen to any job offer you might have for me.”


    “You’d listen anyway.”


    “I’m not done. And if one of your people helps me with this summoning, I’ll do a job for you provided it’s not out-and-out suicide. Fair enough?”


    “Let me think about it.”


    “You don’t need to think about it, Mike. You already know you’re going to say yes.”


    “Be here at nine a.m.”


    “That wasn’t so hard, was it?”


    “I survived,” Mike said and hung up.


    A feeling nibbled at the back of my brain that Mike was definitely setting me up. Something was probably already in motion that he suspected he’d need help with, and I’d just walked right into it. Then again, Wednesday’s meetings could get me killed. So if Mike was trying to set me up, I’d have to survive to pay up anyway.


    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    

  


  
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


    Miranda and I had lunch at Olive Garden. The salad and breadsticks were terrific, and while I enjoyed my spaghetti, Miranda was not impressed with her meal. I’ve been told by many people that I am not a connoisseur of restaurants. Hell, I can’t even spell connoisseur without looking it up. That said, I am a man of simple tastes. If it tastes good, I eat it. If it tastes bad, I spit it out and make faces and slam a beer to get the awful taste out of my mouth. Well, unless I’m company, in which case I choke it down and hope to win an Oscar. But hey, I like Olive Garden, so Miranda’s not liking it was her problem.


    After the meal, of which she barely partook, I sipped my wine and leaned back in my chair. “So you said we had to be on the same page about something.”


    “I want to talk about us.”


    “Here we go.”


    “You don’t need to go on the defensive, Jonathan. I’m not trying to trap you into marriage or anything.”


    “Upon closer reflection, you’ve decided I’m not your type, but you wanted a free meal so you put up with my company for another hour?”


    She laughed. “We can go dutch.”


    “Mighty kind of you.”


    “What I really want to say is this: I want to see you again.”


    “So now you want me to pay?”


    “Stop joking around.”


    I held up my hands in a show of surrender. “The floor is yours.”


    “I like you. I’m hopeful that we could build some sort of relationship. I don’t want to go through life alone, and while you need a lot of refinement, you are a good man. I know commitment scares you, especially when we really don’t know each other very well yet. I want to get to know you. I want to take the time to understand you, and I think we have a future.”


    She took a sip of wine.


    Then she stared at me. “You can speak now,” she said.


    I nodded. “What does refinement mean? I’m kidding. I don’t know that I’m afraid of commitment per se. I think you just caught me off guard by moving so fast.”


    “We can slow down.”


    “In that case, I’d like to see you again too.”


    She smiled. “Let me choose the restaurant next time.”


    “That depends. If you say Shanahan’s, I can’t afford that.”


    “I’ll choose someplace good but not overly expensive, then.”


    “I’d like that.”


    “Would Friday be too soon?”


    “I’ll pick you up at seven.”


    While she wasn’t quite up to official girlfriend status, I found myself hoping she’d be there soon. I just felt it would be best to be cautious. Part of that was just my nature, and part of it was that I wanted to make sure she’d still be alive come Friday. If Esther was right and Miranda’s heart had stopped while she was asleep, the magic might not have taken. If it happened again, her heart might not start again. The magic could sputter out and die, and I didn’t want to get emotionally attached to someone who might not make it to the weekend. Of course, that was a two-way street.


    Time would tell.


    It always does.


    #


    Persephone showed up on my doorstep at six o’clock that evening. I answered the door and gave her my best winning smile. “I found Charon,” I said.


    “Where is he?” She entered my apartment, looking around.


    I closed the door. “On his way. Problem is that where he is, time moves faster, so it will be Wednesday before he can get here.”


    “Do you really expect that to save your friends?” She sat down on the sofa, her right arm draped along the back.


    “I’m trusting that you’re an honorable goddess and, since you’ll be getting what you want in a few days, that you’ll be willing to hold off on killing anyone. After all, I have it all lined up for you.”


    “Is Charon coming here?”


    “No. We’ll need to meet him down at the Royal Gorge.” I explained to her what and where it was.


    She nodded. “Don’t even think about trying to pull a fast one on me, Mr. Shade.”


    “Look, I don’t want any part of this. You be cool and don’t kill anyone, and I’ll be cool and deliver Charon to you. You’ll need to meet us there at three-thirty local time.”


    She rose and approached me. She stared into my eyes, and it felt as if she were staring into my soul and finding the view distasteful. “If this is a ploy to buy time…”


    “Charon. Wednesday. Three-thirty. No ploy. No tricks. Just a simple delivery.” Of course, I was hoping to devise a trick, something I could accomplish in the thirty-minute window before Sharon arrived at four. While my plans rarely work the way I hope, at least I had plans...or in this case, a plan to come up with a plan.


    She hesitated. “Very well. You do understand that I don’t take kindly to anyone who dares to cross me?”


    “I would never do that.”


    She smiled. “Yes, you would. I’m saying don’t.”


    #


    Sitting in the meeting room at DGI on Monday morning, I wasn’t sure what to expect. Everything was simple. I arrived on time, and they were expecting me, so they led me directly to the meeting room and offered coffee and bagels. I accepted the coffee, but I’d already had breakfast, so I passed on the bagels.


    Five minutes later, Mike entered the room with a young woman behind him. She stood five feet tall on tiptoes and if she turned sideways, she’d likely disappear. She looked like a skeleton wearing a skin costume, and I wanted to force-feed her a truckload of pizzas.


    “Jonathan Shade, I’d like you to meet Darla Stevenson.”


    She extended a delicate hand, and I took the tips of her fingers in my hand the way protectors teach politicians and movie stars. I wasn’t looking to protect myself from having her pull me off balance or anything. I was worried that a normal handshake would crush her bones.


    “A pleasure,” she said, and her voice came out no louder than a whisper.


    “Darla is our very best summoner.” Mike must have noticed my look because he added, “She’s much stronger than she appears.”


    I hoped so but I didn’t speak the words. I simply nodded.


    She took a seat across the table from me, and Mike sat beside her. She met my gaze with vacant blue eyes. Even when she looked right at me, I wondered if she were blind or staring through me.


    “I understand you need my services.”


    “Yes, we do. I have a few questions.”


    “As do I. You may ask first, Mr. Shade.”


    “When you summon someone, how long does it take and how does it work? Do they appear instantly or what? And how close are you to the person or item when he, she, or it arrives? In addition, are you able to send them away?”


    “Lots of questions. I’ll try to answer in order. How long it takes depends on many factors. As Mike explained it to me, you’re looking to summon a person, so some of the factors include where that person is at the time, how powerful they are, things of that nature. How it works is fairly simple: I can compel people to drop what they’re doing and come to us. It’s a matter of manipulating their will and getting them to agree to come to me. If the person is in the city and they have a car, they will drive over. If they are outside the city, it gets dicier, so we’ll want proximity if possible. So they don’t appear instantly, provided they’re alive. I have summoned ghosts before, and a ghost will usually arrive quickly if they arrive at all. As for how close they are when they arrive, if they come to me, they will generally end up in the same room, say ten to fifteen feet give or take. And yes, I can send them away afterward.”


    “What if the person is in another dimension?”


    Mike raised an eyebrow.


    Darla didn’t show much reaction. “Give me the particulars.”


    “Say, the Underworld.”


    “You aren’t trying to summon Kate Beckinsale, are you? I had three men offer to pay me to bring her to them, insisting she wear tight leather.”


    “While that would be nice, especially with the tight leather, I try not to date actresses. Besides, I’m not a big fan of vampires-versus-werewolf movies. If the werewolves can’t figure out that they can go kill the vamps in the daytime, they deserve to be enslaved.”


    Darla glanced at Mike. “You were right; he does seem to think he’s funny.”


    “Sometimes,” I said.


    “You’re not.”


    “You started it with that whole Kate Beckinsale thing.”


    “At least she exists. So when you say ‘Underworld,’ are you referring to Hades?”


    “It’s been called that.”


    “So you’re trying to summon a spirit. Naomi Miller?”


    “You read a file on me. How sweet.”


    “Your file is required reading these days, Mr. Shade. So you’d like me to call Naomi for you. I can do that.”


    I shook my head. “For now, let’s just say there’s someone there I want you to summon.”


    “If not Naomi, then who?”


    “I’d rather not say yet.”


    “And if this individual is beyond my reach or abilities?”


    “I think if you ask nicely, this individual will pop up for a visit.”


    “You think Hades is below us?”


    “Figure of speech, though it is called the Underworld, so it works for me.”


    She pursed her lips and drummed her fingernails on the table. Finally she nodded. “I can make an attempt, but as you’re not being forthcoming, I will not guarantee results.”


    “Coming from the Underworld, how long would it take for someone to arrive?”


    “I have no idea. Time operates differently in other dimensions.”


    “So I’ve been told.”


    “When and where shall we make the attempt?”


    “Wednesday afternoon at the Royal Gorge.”


    “That’s down past the Springs.”


    “Yes, it is. Have you ever been?”


    “No.”


    “Then you’ll have a wonderful time checking out the nation’s highest suspension bridge.”


    “I’m not much for sightseeing, Mr. Shade. And the forecast is calling for snow for the next few days.”


    “Layer up,” I said.


    She glared at Mike.


    He raised his hands. “Don’t look at me.”


    “Can you have Vanessa hold the snow back until Thursday?”


    “Shade is right. Just dress in layers.”


    “Fine.”


    “We’ll pick you up at ten in the morning.”


    “I’ll try to contain my excitement.”


    Try eating a cheeseburger, I thought.


    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    

  


  
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


    The eleven o’clock class was in session at the dojo, so there weren’t any parking spots in the lot, and I had to park on a side street. I sat in the car for a few minutes to make a few phone calls. My insurance company told me my car was indeed totaled, which sucked. I didn’t want to buy a new car. They also told me my rates were going up. Oh, the many joys of living life on the edge.


    When I stepped out of the car, the wind cut into me like a thousand swords, and I considered getting back into the nice, warm rental. Instead, I put on my tough-guy face and shouldered my way through the cold air to the 7-Eleven on the corner. I bought a cup of coffee that tasted old and nasty but at least warmed me up a touch; then I stepped outside and walked the rest of the way to the dojo since I was meeting Kelly for lunch.


    Inside the dojo, I was surprised to see Brand standing in the center of the mats, allowing a woman to punch him repeatedly. He saw me come in. He nodded and made a show of clenching a fist as if he planned to punch the woman, but he opened his hand and kept it out of play. The look on his face amused me. I knew he wanted to hit back. Kelly stood on the side of the mat with the rest of the women in the class. Her eyes met mine, and she made a quick eye move toward Brand as if to say, Can you believe this? When she smiled, it reached her eyes, and that was a nice thing to see.


    OK, I thought, he was trying and it was making Kelly happy, so Brand could stay. He’d need to understand that I was the only one who was allowed to crack bad jokes, but that could wait.


    I nodded to Kelly then went into her office and sat down. A glance at the clock told me there were another twenty minutes of class time. I closed my eyes, but before I could drift off for a quick power nap, my phone rang.


    I looked at it and saw it was Walter.


    “What’s up, Walter?”


    “Zach Banner is up.”


    “Say what?”


    “Zach Banner just got home.”


    “He’s dead. Skeleton. Buried.”


    “Looks mighty healthy to me. I damn near had a heart attack when I went out to get my paper and saw him pull into his driveway and get out of his car.”


    My mind raced. Walter kept talking, saying something about Zach waving to him, but I was wondering about the skeleton in Zach’s backyard. Was that someone else? I made a note to call O’Malley to see if they were able to verify the identity of the corpse, though I suspected that since we’d found the body on Friday and it was just Monday, they wouldn’t have had time.


    “Well?” Walter said and I got the impression he’d said it more than once.


    “Well what?”


    “You gonna get your ass over here, or do I go talk to the son of a bitch myself?”


    “Stay home, Walter. I’ll cruise over and have a chat with Zach. I have to let you go. I have another call coming in.”


    I switched to the other caller, Miranda.


    “Hey, good lookin’,” I said.


    Her voice held an edge of panic when she spoke. “I just got a phone call from Zach.”


    “Interesting. What did Dead Boy want?”


    “Oh my god, I thought he’d been liquefied.”


    “Me too. Stay calm and talk to me. What did he say?”


    The words came at me fast as bullets. “I didn’t talk to him. I let it go to voice mail. He just said he missed me and wanted to get together, and my whole body is shaking right now and I just want to hide.”


    “Guess he doesn’t know he lost your heart.” I spoke slowly to try to use my voice as a tether to keep her from flying away.


    “What do I do? What if he shows up?” She sounded on the verge of tears.


    “If he calls back, do what you just did. Let it go to voice mail. I’m going to go talk to the guy and see what’s up. If he shows up at your door, pretend you’re not home and don’t answer.”


    “You’re taking this in stride, but I’m freaking out here. He was dead, Jonathan. How could he come back?”


    “It might have been someone else in that grave,” I said.


    “Or nothing can kill him and he’ll keep coming at me like the Terminator! I can’t deal with this! I want my fucking life back!”


    “Calm down, Miranda. I’m on my way over to Zach’s place. I’ll keep you posted. For now, I want you to breathe.”


    “Breathe? What the hell are you talking about? I need to—”


    “Take a deep breath.”


    She rambled for a moment then stopped as if my words had finally registered. She took a deep breath.


    “Again. Deep breath...hold it...let it out.”


    We went through this a few more times until she seemed more settled.


    “I’m sorry,” she said. “I feel like I’m trapped in a horror movie and the monster is outside, clawing to get in, and the hero is too far away to save me.”


    “You’re fully capable of saving yourself,” I said.


    “I’m scared.”


    “It’s all right to be scared. That tells you you’re still alive.” I kept talking as I stepped out of Kelly’s office. I gave Kelly a salute as I left the dojo. She glanced at the clock then back to me and mimed eating. I shook my head and pointed to my phone to let her know lunch was off. I suppose I could have asked her to come along or to have her go sit with Miranda while I talked to Zach, but she still had fifteen minutes of class, and I suspected I wouldn’t need her for this. I knew Miranda still needed me, though. “How are you feeling?” I asked.


    Focusing on the conversation at hand kept me from really feeling the cold wind. Miranda kept going over things, and I kept doing my best to calm her down. By the time she was OK to hang up, I was already in the car and halfway to Zach’s place. She knew she could call me if she needed me and that I was going to do what I could to make everything all right.


    #


    Walter met me in his driveway.


    “Nice car,” he said.


    “Very funny. Is Zach still home?”


    “I’m serious. I like this car.” He walked around it and kept nodding with appreciation. “I may have to buy one of these. What kind of gas mileage does it get?”


    I couldn’t wait to give it back and get a real car, but maybe in forty years, I’d see things more like Walter. Yeah, like I would live another forty years. Keep dreaming.


    I zipped my coat higher and danced from foot to foot, trying to keep warm.


    “You gotta pee?” Walter asked.


    “No, I’m freezing.”


    “This isn’t cold. I spent a winter in Alaska. Now that is cold.”


    “Zach?”


    “Oh yeah, he’s still home.”


    I nodded and started down the sidewalk.


    “Want me to come with you?”


    “I got this,” I said.


    Walter went back to admiring the car.


    As I approached the door, I wished Esther weren’t so mad at me. It would be nice to have a heads-up, but I rang the bell like a normal person and waited. The door opened and Zach Banner stared at me as though I were a Mormon missionary wanting to sing the praises of Jesus in America.


    “Help you?” he said. He wasn’t a bad-looking guy, but his eyes were dead. I instantly felt I couldn’t trust him.


    “I hope so,” I said. “I just need a few minutes of your time. Can I come inside?”


    “No. What do you want?”


    “I want to talk to you about Miranda Hammond.”


    “Who are you?”


    “The guy who’s dating her,” I said.


    “Sorry to hear that. Have fun with the psycho bitch.”


    He started to close the door, but I put my foot in the gap to keep it from closing. “Have a heart,” I said.


    The hesitation before he responded told me he realized I knew a little more about the situation than he first thought. “Oh,” he said. “I do.”


    “Guess you haven’t checked your cabinet since you got home.”


    He gave me an odd look. Now the suspicion elevated his breathing, and he glanced toward the basement door but didn’t budge from where he stood blocking the doorway. “Move your foot or I’ll break it,” he said.


    I pulled my fingers free of my right glove, folded them into a fist, and placed my hand on the doorjamb. As I spoke, I moved my hand down so the fingers of the glove covered the bolt retainer. “No problem. Go check on the heart. I’ll wait here.”


    “What heart?”


    “You know.”


    I moved my foot, and he shoved the door closed. Of course, the fingers of my glove kept the door from latching. I pulled my hand free, waited a moment, then pushed the door open.


    Zach Banner punched me in the face.


    “Nice try, asshole,” he said and went for another punch, but I blocked it.


    The first punch stung more than usual thanks to the cold. I made a note not to piss off Esther. She could have warned me had she been here. Oh well.


    I blocked another punch then pushed my way into the house and punched Zach in the nose. He went down. Blood streamed from his nostrils, and he cupped his nose.


    I crouched just out of his reach. “Tip your head back,” I said, knowing it would make him suffer longer..


    He kept an eye on me but tilted his head back.


    I gave him a smile. “I’m not going to hit you again if you behave. Want me to get you a tissue?”


    “Don’t have any.”


    “Toilet paper? Maybe a napkin or a paper towel?”


    He pointed. “Kitchen. Paper towels under the sink.”


    I rose, closed and locked the door, then went and got him a paper towel. I noticed that the sliding glass door was closed, but the latch was still bent. I glanced out at the backyard. I didn’t see any crime scene tape by the grave, so either the forensic team had finished up already or Zach found it and took it all down. I pulled my gun before I stepped back into the hall, but when I stepped around the corner, I saw that he hadn’t moved, so I holstered my weapon and approached him.


    He accepted the paper towel.


    “That really hurt,” he said.


    “It was supposed to. Can we talk without our fists now?”


    “Who are you?”


    “My name is Jonathan Shade and—”


    “The private investigator?”


    I nodded. “Yeah, I—”


    “My bosses hate you. You’re dating Miranda?”


    “You took her heart.”


    “What do you mean? I dated her but that girl doesn’t have a heart.”


    “She got it back.”


    “What are you talking about?” he asked. He was a pretty good actor, but I wasn’t handing out Oscars just yet.


    “Right. Where have you been?”


    “Tucson. My mother is in the hospital. Stage four adenocarcinoma. It’s terminal.”


    “Under normal circumstances, I’d feel bad for you. Unfortunately for you, I know that your mother was in a cabinet in your basement, so if you’re trying to get sympathy, you’re shit out of luck.”


    He stared at me for a long moment then sighed and nodded. “It was terminal ten years ago,” he said. “I didn’t know any healers back then, but after she died, I was able to keep her going the same as I’d been able to resurrect my father. In a perfect world, our parents would never die and leave us.”


    I nodded because he’d finally said something with which I agreed. Even now, all these years later, I still missed my parents. People who’ve never lost a parent have no clue about the empty void a parent’s death leaves in your life.


    “OK, I know I’m sick,” he said after a few moments of uncomfortable silence. “But I did let them go to a large degree.”


    “Try again, dude. I saw the big cabinets of formaldehyde in the basement.”


    “I haven’t awakened them in five years. Not that I haven’t been tempted...but I’ve resisted.”


    “Resisting will be easy from now on thanks to your pals at DGI.”


    He stared at me and realized there was something more going on than he thought. “What do you mean?”


    I gestured toward the basement door. “Your folks and your wife have left the building. Have a look.”


    He dabbed at his bloody nose a few times but seemed satisfied that no more blood stained the white patches of the paper towel. I was ready for him if he decided to try anything, but he simply rose and went to the basement door. He took a deep breath, opened the door, and descended the stairs. I followed him.


    The cabinets were empty. The big glass cages were still there, but the skeletons had been removed. Nasty gunk still floated at the top of the formaldehyde. I tried not to think about it.


    “Gina? Mom? Dad?” He turned toward me, tears welling in his eyes. “Where are they?”


    “My guess would be a funeral home.”


    He bowed his head. “That’s probably best.”


    “So where were you?”


    “Hmm?”


    “This past week?”


    “I don’t know. The last several days seem like a blur.”


    “Who was buried in your backyard?”


    His confused look seemed genuine. “What?”


    “There was a body buried in your backyard. Had your wallet in his back pocket.”


    He reached for his back pocket and patted it. “What the hell? Where’s my wallet?”


    “We put it back.”


    “Back?”


    “In the pocket. We thought it was you.”


    “What the hell is going on?” He rubbed his temples.


    “I have suspicions,” I said, “but no real answers.”


    “I feel like I’ve had my head used as a basketball, my body for a doormat, and my life turned inside out and set on fire.”


    He went back upstairs, walked over, and dropped the bloody paper towel in the trash. Then he leaned against the kitchen counter. He turned his head and gazed at the backyard. “A body was buried out there?”


    “Yes.”


    He pushed away from the counter and went to unlock the sliding glass door. He stared at the bent lock, shrugged as if that were the least of his worries, then slid the door open and stepped onto the back porch. He wasn’t wearing a coat but didn’t seem to notice the cold wind.


    I went to the door but remained inside. The cold air rushing into the house was bad enough. I didn’t want to go out into it.


    Zach held his arms out, palms facing the fence, and twisted to let his hands sweep around in front of him to take in the entire backyard. He lowered his hands and turned toward me.


    “There are no bodies out here now.”


    I pointed toward the back fence. “It was buried over there. You can see the disturbed snow and dirt.”


    He nodded and walked out there. He stared at the ground. He hunched his shoulders as if a chill went through him. How could it not? The temperature had to be in the single digits. He kicked at the dirt and snow then returned to the relative warmth of the house. The heater kicked on as he closed the door.


    “How did anyone even find a body out there?”


    I didn’t want to mention Walter, so I just shrugged. “You aren’t the only necromancer in town.”


    “Yeah, but why would anyone be looking in my backyard? Why would anyone come to my house?”


    “You took Miranda Hammond’s heart. That’s why I came out here.”


    “I’m sorry, I did what?”


    “Took her heart.”


    “You said that earlier—check on the heart or something—but that doesn’t make a lick of sense. What the hell are you talking about?”


    “She hired me to get her heart back...so I did.”


    “She hired you?” He blinked a few times. “She...When was this?”


    “Last Tuesday.”


    His breathing increased and his eyes darted around; then his gaze finally settled on me. “What are you playing at, Mr. Shade?”


    “She said you took her heart. We found her heart in your basement. We put it back.”


    “Other necromancers,” he said.


    “Say what?”


    He shook his head. “Get out of my house, Mr. Shade. We’re through talking.”


    That’s when it hit me.


    “Wait a second. You thought you killed her.”


    “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”


    “I think maybe we should call the police now,” I said. “Maybe it’s time for you to be arrested for murder.”


    “You said she hired you so she’s alive. That proves I didn’t kill her.”


    “Fine. Attempted murder, then. That’s still a crime. Ready for some jail time?”


    The five-second rule kicked in as I noticed him trying to summon up some magic. I punched him in the nose again, and he staggered back and grabbed his face. Blood seeped between his fingers.


    “Damn it!” he said.


    “Not sure what you thought you’d do to me,” I said. “Yank my heart out like you did with Miranda?”


    “I think you broke my nose,” he said.


    “Good.”


    “I need another paper towel.” He moved into the kitchen.


    I flexed my hand a few times. That last punch really hurt. I pulled out my phone to call O’Malley.


    Zach moved as if to go for the cabinet for the towels, but instead he grabbed the spray hose from the kitchen sink, cranked on the water, and sprayed me in the face. The distraction was just enough for him to race past me to get out the back door. I wiped water from my face and saw him vault over the back fence.


    “Is that how you want to play it?” I said. I followed him outside and hopped over the fence myself. The wind on my wet skin felt like someone threw battery acid on my cheeks. I caught a glimpse of Zach darting around the side of the house behind his. Unfortunately by the time I got around the side and through the gate, he was gone.


    


    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    

  


  
    CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


    I wasted a few minutes searching the street, but the cold was too much. My jacket and shirt iced up and my face burned. I gave up and went back to Zach’s place.


    This threw a new wrinkle into things. Zach was alive. So whose body had we found? What had Zach been doing for the past week? Was this a by-product of all the dead people rising or was the whole lovesick Persephone thing a separate issue?


    I considered everything. As near as I could tell, the dead folks were already slowly rising before Zach tried to kill Miranda. Scratch that. Before he did kill Miranda. But if he wasn’t the one keeping her mobile, who was? It was certainly possible that Persephone’s magic had raised Miranda.


    A connection occurred to me. While it wasn’t the first time it had crossed my mind, it was the first time I chose to really look at it. My ex-girlfriend Naomi was in the Underworld. Persephone would know that Naomi and I were an item and could no doubt learn that Naomi knew Miranda, which made me think of the way a powerful sorcerer could possess someone. It made sense to me that Persephone could have learned to do that. After all, she’d been living in the Underworld for thousands of years.


    If she wanted to be close to me to get to Sharon, it made sense that she could easily possess Miranda, which would explain why Miranda was up and about without her heart. It might also explain the dead folks attacking especially while Miranda was around or knew where I was going to be. Perhaps Persephone thought that the dead people would be a big enough problem for me to call Sharon.


    But if that were the case, why wouldn’t she have killed Zach? Or had he already left when she arrived to take over Miranda’s body? Maybe I’d never even met Miranda. Maybe Persephone was using her body as a meat suit to get close to me and the real Miranda was simply dead with her soul going wherever souls go. I knew the Underworld was only one of many places souls could end up, but I wasn’t an expert in that arena.


    I sat in Zach’s house, warming up and hoping he’d come back but doubting it. I wanted to run my theory past someone, so I called Kelly.


    She listened to me run through it all. When I finished, she said, “It would explain quite a bit.”


    “It makes more sense as I think about it.”


    “So when the summoner works her magic on Wednesday, if you have her call Persephone, we should expect to see Miranda show up. Right?”


    “Yes, but Persephone will be there anyway, so that’s not why I want the summoner.”


    “Hang on, Jonathan. Esther keeps talking.” I listened to Kelly explain it to Esther. She was quiet for a moment then said, “I’ll tell him.”


    “Tell me what?”


    “Esther says she’s not talking to you, but that you’re probably right about Miranda; Esther never trusted her.”


    “Yeah, yeah.”


    “More than that, she thinks it would explain why she found Miranda’s corpse in your apartment and had us call the paramedics. If Persephone stepped out, the heart might have stopped and the body would simply lay there. Right?”


    “And when she climbed back into it, the jolt could have started the heart again. Yes, it’s possible.”


    “You want to go after her now?”


    “And do what?”


    “Kill her, of course.”


    “For illegal possession of a corpse?”


    “For being a murderous bitch who won’t leave Sharon alone.”


    “She hasn’t killed anyone, Kelly.”


    “She sent those dead guys after you, and didn’t one of them kill someone?”


    “The guy was still himself and had been murdered, so he sought vengeance. I suspect that would override any spirits from the Underworld who were trying to control him. I don’t think we can blame Miranda for that. Or Persephone. Or whoever.”


    “Close enough for me.”


    “You just want to kill someone.”


    “Is that so bad?”


    I laughed. “If the person in question doesn’t deserve it? Yeah, that would be bad.”


    “You need to make some enemies I’d be justified in killing. It’s been months since I got to kill anything.”


    “You got to smash up skeletons.”


    “They were already dead. It’s not the same thing.”


    I heard something outside. “Oops. Gotta go. I’ll call you soon.” I ended the call and crept up behind the front door, pulling my Beretta as I approached. I heard a key slide into the lock, and a moment later, the door opened and I slipped behind it out of sight.


    I waited for Zach to close the door. I aimed my gun.


    The door closed and I jammed the gun to his head, only it wasn’t Zach.


    “Holy shit!” Walter said. “Don’t shoot!”


    I lowered the gun. “What are you doing?”


    “You didn’t come back, so I got worried.”


    “You had a key?”


    He held up a lock-picking set. “Skills from my misspent youth.”


    I was impressed. He opened that lock as fast as I could have done it with the actual key. “You’ll have to teach me that.”


    “You can’t pick a lock?”


    “Not that fast.”


    He grinned then looked around. “So what’s the story? Is Zach here now?”


    “He got away.”


    “But it was really Zach?”


    “Yes,” I said. We went into the living room and sat down. I filled him in.


    “I knew there was something wrong with her!”


    “You just thought she was dead.”


    “She is dead.”


    “That wasn’t news even then.”


    “Yeah, but I picked up on it. You think maybe I could get a license to be a private investigator? This shit seems pretty simple to me, and you meet lots of interesting people.”


    “A little too interesting sometimes.”


    “Yeah, but unlike you, I’d take divorce cases. Catch the wife having an affair.”


    “Or the husband.”


    “Maybe he’d be with a good-looking woman, though.”


    “And maybe not.”


    “All I know is this past week I’ve felt more alive than I have since before I retired. So you think Zach is going to come back?”


    “Eventually.”


    “I can call you when or if he does.”


    I checked the time on my phone. It was almost three. My stomach growled at me. I’d been planning to have lunch with Kelly, but the whole Zach thing came up, and now I was starving. I agreed to let Walter keep watch, but I insisted that he do so from his house. Then I went out in search of a late lunch.


    As soon as I started the car, I clicked the radio on to a classic rock station. They were playing Led Zeppelin, of course. I think classic rock stations have a rule that they have to get the Led out every third song. I like Zeppelin as much as the next guy, but I wanted to call the station and tell them there were other bands too.


    My phone rang, so I clicked off “Kashmir” and answered without looking at the caller ID.


    “This KLED, all Zeppelin all the time.”


    “Jonathan? Are you OK?”


    Miranda. Or Persephone. Shit. I should have called her.


    “Hey, Miranda, I was just about to call you.”


    “Was it really him?”


    “Yeah.”


    “Should I be worried?”


    If Miranda wasn’t Persephone, she should probably be worried. Zach killed her and if he had the opportunity, he’d do it again. On the 10 percent chance she was who she said she was and because even if she wasn’t, it would be a good cover, I said, “Yes, you’re right to worry.”


    “Where is he?”


    “I don’t know.”


    “You don’t know? Weren’t you just with him?”


    “Yes, but I’m not with him right now. I had words with him but that’s all.”


    “Couldn’t you arrest him? You know, like a citizen’s arrest?”


    “Only if I’d witnessed him committing a crime.”


    “He tried to kill me!”


    “But I wasn’t there.”


    “I know. I’m sorry. I’m just really scared. Can you maybe come over?”


    There wasn’t any way to say no. If she were really Miranda, it would be good to be there to protect her in case Zach tried to finish the job. Of course, if it were Persephone, I could be walking into the lion’s den.


    “I’m on my way,” I said. “Keep the doors locked and don’t answer for anyone but me. I’ll call you when I get there so you know it’s me. OK?”


    “Thank you. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”


    My stomach growled again. I saw an Arby’s up ahead on the right, so I pulled in and hit the drive-through. If you’re going to spend time with a potential immortal, it’s best not to do so on an empty stomach.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    

  


  
    CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


    Miranda leaped into my arms and planted a kiss on my lips, and her hands started pulling off my clothes. Maybe this wasn’t quite the lion’s den. Or maybe it was, but I’d be with Richard Pryor in that long line. That didn’t sound bad, but I knew I had to resist. Persephone would expect to get her way, of course. Thousands of years of having followers is hard to hide. Miranda would appreciate my being stalwart and true as I was there to protect her.


    I grabbed her arms and held her away from me. “I’m guessing there’s been no sign of Zach.”


    “Nothing so far.” Her breathing came hot and heavy, and she tried to push toward me again.


    “Maybe I should check the perimeter. Make sure everything’s cool.”


    She stopped and looked disappointed but then nodded. “That’s probably a good idea. Are you hungry?”


    “I ate on the way over.”


    “I can fix you a drink.”


    “It’s not even four o’clock.”


    “And you want to be clear headed so you can protect me.”


    “Rule number twelve in the private investigator’s handbook: stay sober during protection details.”


    “OK.”


    I went outside and took a quick walk around her house. Most of the snow had melted on the south facing, though the grass crunched under my feet thanks to the cold. The north side of the house had icy snow pack. I didn’t see any footprints, so I decided not to make any. Better to keep it pristine in case someone else came along. I went back around the house and entered.


    Miranda was nowhere in sight.


    “Miranda?” I called.


    “Up here,” she said. Her voice came from the upstairs bedroom. It sounded odd but since warning bells were already going off, I didn’t read much into it.


    Either Miranda was sex starved or she was Persephone trying to use her feminine wiles to distract me. I wasn’t sure how she thought sleeping with me would get me to bring Sharon to her, but logic doesn’t always apply when you’re dealing with women. That’s often a good thing, but I wasn’t sure how I felt about it right then.


    I took the steps two at a time and approached her bedroom. I had this image of myself walking in to see her in a robe, which she’d casually let slip to the floor.


    Instead, when I stepped into the bedroom, I saw her lying spread eagle on the bed. She was fully clothed. Four dead men held her, one on each arm and leg. Zach Banner leaned against the windowsill.


    “Fancy meeting you again, Mr. Shade. I think I—”


    He didn’t finish his sentence because as soon as I saw him, I raced forward and slammed into him like a safety blitzing the quarterback. He crashed into the window. The glass cracked, but the window had wood reinforcements holding the panes, and while they splintered, we didn’t go through. I kept hold of him and spun him around to keep him between me and the dead guys, but the dead guys were still simply holding Miranda.


    Zach looked dazed. I used a chokehold, cutting off his carotid arteries, and in seconds, he passed out. I lowered him to the floor, keeping my eyes on the dead guys.


    With no one to command them, they simply dropped to the floor. I guess Zach needed to be conscious to control them. Interesting.


    “You all right?” I asked.


    “I think so.” She climbed off the bed and stepped over the corpses to embrace me.


    “How did they get inside?” I asked as I led her from the room.


    “I have no idea. I went into the kitchen when you went outside, and the dead men were waiting there for me. They weren’t there when you first arrived, though. I’d been in the kitchen just a few minutes before then.”


    “Wait here,” I said.


    She nodded and waited in the hall while I went back into the bedroom.


    The dead men hadn’t moved, but Zach was stirring. I pulled him to his feet and applied a painful wristlock and arm bar. He shook his head, trying to clear the cobwebs. That’s when I applied a bit of pressure and he winced.


    “You and I are going to go downstairs, m’man. If you try anything, I’ll break your arm, so the dead guys better stay put. Clear?”


    He nodded.


    Good enough. I walked him out of the bedroom.


    “Miranda, go downstairs but go slowly. If he has any more corpses here, let me know. I won’t give him a chance to give them any commands.” I leaned closer to Zach and whispered, “If I feel you pulling up any magic, you know what will happen.”


    “You’ll break my arm. I know.”


    As we slowly descended the stairs, I kept my eyes on Miranda but also glanced behind me a few times to verify that the corpse quartet wasn’t following. “How did you get here so fast?” I asked.


    He didn’t answer at first, so I applied some pressure and he cried out in pain. “Car! I stole a car, OK?”


    “The dead guys are pretty fresh, but they don’t seem as motivated as before.”


    “Before what?” he asked.


    We eased into the living room, and a quick scan told me the coast was clear.


    “Should we leave?” Miranda asked.


    “I think we’ll stay here for now.” I guided Zach to the sofa, spun him around, and shoved him down.


    He massaged his shoulder and elbow then rubbed his wrist.


    “You came here to finish the job, right?”


    “Wrong,” he said. He looked over at Miranda, then at me and sighed. “I finished the job the first time around. I came here to verify that she was up and around, but I can’t understand why I can’t control her.”


    “Her heart is beating,” I said.


    “I crushed her heart in my fist before I left her,” Zach said. “She was dead.”


    “You couldn’t have her, so no one could?”


    “I didn’t want her anymore, but she wouldn’t leave me alone.”


    “Right.”


    “Her heart was destroyed, Shade.”


    “It was in your cabinet.”


    “You used the heart from the cabinet?” His eyes grew wide.


    “It was the only one there.”


    “That heart belonged to my wife, Gina. She was dying and we couldn’t repair the heart even with the help of the best healers DGI had. We could get it to beat for brief periods. Then it stopped again. She kept dying and I kept bringing her back. She finally begged me not to revive her again, so I put her heart in a jar.”


    I looked over at Miranda. She rubbed her chest over her heart. “I have someone else’s heart?”


    Again, I thought about Esther saying Miranda’s heart had stopped.


    “My wife’s heart,” Zach said. “My dead wife.”


    “Since you’re being so forthcoming, who did you bury in your backyard?”


    He sighed. “I don’t remember his name. He was an engineer, and he saw me kill Miranda, so I killed him but animated him so he could walk out of the building with me. I even had him dig the grave.”


    “And you put your wallet in his pocket.”


    He shrugged. “If I missed any of the security cameras, I figured they’d check my place, and if they brought necromancers, they might find the body. I messed up his face so they couldn’t ID me that way.”


    “Your dental records wouldn’t match.”


    “I doubt they’d go that far. I wanted them to think I’d been murdered if they ever came looking for me.”


    “Why did you come back?”


    “Nobody called me, so I figured I got away with it. Clearly I jumped the gun.”


    “Miranda, go ahead and call the police. And, Zach, you’ll need to confess about the attempted murder and about the actual murder. They’ll ID the engineer soon enough.”


    He stared at his knees and nodded.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    

  


  
    CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


    After the police arrested Zach, who didn’t deny the attempted murder charge and admitted he’d killed the engineer, they took him away. I didn’t know any of the cops, but since Zach confessed, there were no issues. They didn’t go up to the bedroom, so we’d have to deal with the corpses ourselves. Sometimes I can barely stand the glamour.


    Some time later, after Miranda and I signed statements, the rest of the police left. I sat down on the sofa with Miranda.


    “How you holding up?” I asked.


    She placed a hand on her heart. “I have to keep checking to see if it’s still beating. What he said about it stopping...Am I just going to die in a day or two?”


    “I don’t know.”


    She leaned into me and rested her head on my shoulder. “Thank you for being here. And thank you for being honest and not trying to placate me.”


    I didn’t know what to say, so I didn’t say anything. At this point, I wasn’t sure if Miranda was Miranda or Persephone. I didn’t know what to expect when Sharon came back on Wednesday. About all I could say for certain was that I was exhausted.


    Miranda closed her eyes, and a few minutes later, I did the same.


    #


    When I next opened my eyes, the morning light shone through the window. Miranda was already up, fixing breakfast. The aroma of bacon filled the house. She softly sang the chorus to Lacuna Coil’s “Spellbound” over and over while she cooked. I pretended to be asleep in the hopes that she’d show her true self, but what was she going to do while she fried up some bacon and eggs?


    Eventually the smell was too much for my stomach to ignore, so I got up.


    “Grab a plate,” she said. “Breakfast is ready.”


    Throughout the meal, I kept an eye on Miranda, trying to determine whether or not it was really her. I considered what Zach said. He’d crushed her heart. He’d lied enough that I couldn’t say for sure he was being honest about that, but he seemed genuine.


    Miranda gave me a wink. “After breakfast, let’s take a shower. A long, hot shower.”


    “You make getting clean sound so dirty,” I said. “I like it.”


    “You like it now, but you’ll love it later.”


    “Oh, baby.”


    I felt like I was betraying her by trying to figure her out. I knew I needed to play along, but until I knew whether it was Miranda or Persephone doing the play-date, I wouldn’t really enjoy it. If she was Persephone, why keep me around? Wouldn’t it be cheating on Charon? Or did humans count?


    “So,” she said, “do you have plans for today and tomorrow?”


    Here we go, I thought. “A few. Mostly for tomorrow, though. I have today open.”


    “Good. I didn’t want to wait until Friday. I hope I’m not going too fast for you again.”


    “Fast can be fun sometimes,” I said.


    “So what’s on the schedule for tomorrow? Any time for me?”


    “I have a meeting down south of the Springs tomorrow afternoon.”


    “Your other case?”


    “Yeah.”


    “Is it dangerous?”


    “Probably.”


    “What kind of meeting?”


    “A reunion of sorts.”


    “That doesn’t sound too bad.”


    “Well, it’s good for one party and not so good for the other, and I seem to be stuck in the middle.”


    “Do you have to be there?”


    “Not much choice.”


    “Take Kelly with you.”


    “And Brand.”


    “That’s about as safe as you can get, then.”


    “Hopefully it’s enough.”


    She looked at me and seemed to be thinking about that. Miranda would be worried about me, while Persephone would be wondering if I had a trick up my sleeve. “I hope it’s enough too.”


    That didn’t tell me anything. I switched tactics. “Let me ask you something.”


    “Anything.”


    “If you knew two people who had spent a long time in a relationship. A dysfunctional relationship…”


    “Is there any other kind?” she asked.


    I laughed. “Good point. But if you knew these two people and one of them really wanted to get back with the other, but the one you considered to be a friend didn’t want to have anything to do with their ex, what would you do?”


    “Was there violence involved?”


    “No physical abuse.”


    “Why are you involved in it?”


    “The one I’ve just met is very powerful. This person is insisting on the meeting or bad things will happen.”


    “What kind of bad things?”


    “Death to friends of mine.”


    “Including the one you’re supposed to get to the meeting?”


    “Unlikely.”


    “Does your friend know the position he or she has put you into?”


    “I think so.”


    “Why would someone kill your friends? That seems excessive. What do your friends have to do with it? Wait a minute. Am I in danger from this?”


    “I don’t think so.”


    “But you’re not sure. This person wants to kill your friends?”


    “Let’s just say that’s a possible consequence if things don’t go well. That’s why I set up the meeting. To keep my friends safe. That doesn’t mean the whole thing can’t go south.”


    “You should have Kelly and Brand ready to kill this guy.”


    “Guy?”


    “Or girl. Which is it?”


    “A woman.”


    “Who can and will kill people if she doesn’t get her way? Is it her time of the month?”


    “Always,” I said.


    Miranda laughed. “You don’t really mean ‘kill’ as in dead, do you?”


    “You think I’d exaggerate?”


    “You already know you’re going to get lucky, so I don’t think you’re angling for a great possibly last night on earth here. Seriously, how dangerous is this woman?”


    “She’s the one responsible for all the dead people being up and about.”


    “So Zach really had nothing to do with that?”


    “Not so much, no.”


    “Is she the reason I’m alive?”


    “Probably.”


    Miranda considered that for a moment, then rose and took her empty plate to the sink. She came back for mine, but I wasn’t finished yet. She sat down and had another cup of coffee.


    She shook her head. “I don’t know what to say. If this woman can raise the dead in massive quantities, that means she’s stronger than Von and her team.”


    “Oh yeah.”


    “Which means she’s stronger than Kelly and Brand.”


    “Right again.”


    “Which means she could kill you with ease.”


    “Unlikely,” I said.


    “Unlikely how?”


    “She needs me in order to get back with her ex.”


    “And who is he?”


    “He might be a she.”


    Miranda grinned. “OK. So the woman needs you to get back with her ex, but her ex isn’t interested. Why doesn’t she just move on? There have to be other suitors.”


    “She likes to get her way.”


    “Powerful people usually do. Let me ask you something.”


    “Fire away.”


    “Again, do you have to go to this meeting? Can’t you just tell your friend to meet the woman and be a stand-up guy? That way you, Kelly, and Brand won’t be in danger. You could stay here with me instead.”


    “That sounds nice but it doesn’t work that way.”


    “Can you kill her if she tries to hurt anyone? Take out your gun and shoot her in the head?”


    “I suspect she’s immortal.”


    “Makes a lifetime commitment a bit more serious, doesn’t it?”


    “And therein lies the rub.”


    “Your friend is immortal too?”


    “So far as I know.”


    “Do you have any normal friends besides me?”


    “You’re not so normal, Miranda. You have a dead woman’s heart, and you were kept alive by magic. But yes, I have normal friends too. I don’t get to see them very often.”


    “Why not?”


    “Most of them are married with children. Kinda cuts down on the socializing.”


    She nodded. “I have friends like that too. I never really wanted kids, though. You?”


    I shrugged. “I like kids but they wouldn’t be safe.”


    “You have lots of enemies who’d try to get at you through your kids?”


    “If I had kids.”


    “What about through your girlfriends?”


    “That danger does tend to hover like the Sword of Damocles.”


    “Are you trying to scare me off?”


    “The hair of a horse’s tail isn’t very strong, so that sword could drop at any moment.”


    “I spent a week as a dead person. It wasn’t so bad. I got to meet you.”


    “Worth every moment of the lack of a heartbeat, right?”


    “I could have done without the dead guys attacking.”


    “If you hang with me, you’d better expect things like that.”


    “You deserve a day off,” she said. “A day without dead people attacking and without immortals having lover’s quarrels. A day to just spend in bed with a lover and escape your life of violence and freaky stuff.”


    “Sounds good to me.”


    She gave me a sad smile. “Unfortunately this conversation is making me reconsider things. I want a normal life, Jonathan. I want safety and stability. Maybe it’s boring, but at this point, I want boring.”


    “I understand.”


    “That said, I think that horse’s hair will hold strong for one more day. Just in case this is your last day, let’s spend it like normal lovers. Let’s pretend just for the day that the only magic is that between a man and a woman and that the only danger is a broken heart. I want to find a nice, quiet man to share my life, but today? Today is for pretend. If that works for you, turn off your phone and follow me upstairs.”


    She rose and moved toward the staircase.


    I pulled my phone out of my pocket, powered it off and set it on the table before following her.


    For the rest of that day, she was just Miranda and I was just Jonathan and I knew that if I died the next day at least I’d know what could have been had I been born a normal man. We tried to live forever in one day and if you ask me, we succeeded.


    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    

  


  
    CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


    The meteorologists were way off base on their weather forecast of snow. Wednesday, it was sunny, and while the temperature was in the high thirties, it felt a lot warmer. Thank you, sun. We’d eaten lunch in the Springs and now stood at the center of the Royal Gorge bridge. The Arkansas River flowed beneath us. It was over a thousand feet down.


    Thanks to the sun, the view was breathtaking. The pine trees were still covered in snow and the mountains and the cliffs of the gorge looked like a painting. I stood near the safety fence that ran along both sides of the bridge. I took a moment to enjoy the beauty of nature. Kelly, Brand and Darla waited patiently. It was 2:30, so we’d need to get started soon. I told Darla my plan over lunch and she figured it would take an hour to work up the magic and cast the summoning spell, but that if it worked, our subject would arrive within five to ten minutes of Persephone’s appearance.


    Brand walked up behind me and slapped me hard on the back. He looked down at the support struts and smiled.


    “You know what would be fun?” he asked. “Swinging from bar to bar on those struts there. You could go across the underside of the bridge all the way from one cliff to the other. The spacing is perfect. Just like the monkey bars back when I was a kid.”


    He looked almost wistful and I wondered if he was thinking about how his magically engineered superiority would deteriorate and he’d be a normal person again.


    “That doesn’t sound fun to me. Sounds dangerous.”


    “Monkey barring across the bridge on the struts is a hell of a lot safer than your stupid plan. You’re going to get us all killed.”


    “You didn’t raise many objections at lunch.”


    Brand shrugged. “Gotta die sometime.”


    Kelly approached and looked at the cliff walls and down at the river. “What time is Sharon coming?”


    “Four.”


    “I think the bridge closes at four.”


    “I think that’s just the rides.”


    “You sure about this?”


    “Pretty sure.” I knew she wasn’t talking about the aerial tram or the park hours.


    “I think it’s stupid,” Brand said.


    Kelly didn’t even look at him. “Jonathan, I’ll back your play.”


    “There’s still time for you to go back to the car and wait. Esther might like company.”


    “Esther might get company,” Brand said.


    “Then leave.”


    He shook his head. “Kelly backs you up and I’m standing with her. I just want to go on record as saying this is one of the stupidest things you’ve ever come up with and if we all die, I hope you go first so I can at least have enough time to realize I was right.”


    “That’s enough, Brand,” Kelly said.


    “No, it’s not. You’re blindly following this guy and this is foolish. It won’t work. It’s just going to piss off a goddess and she’s going to kill us all. I think he’s still got his death wish and he’s going to take us all with him.”


    “I’m standing right here, Brand.”


    “I don’t give a shit.”


    “I don’t think it will work either,” Kelly said. “But it might catch her by surprise.”


    Might is a five letter word that seems to be synonymous with another five letter word in my experience: never.


    Tom Petty was right. The waiting really is the hardest part. We had to wait for Darla to make her preparations and cast her spell. The entire time, I kept second guessing myself. Was this the right course? I knew it wouldn’t work, but I didn’t have another play that I could see without betraying Sharon.


    We stood at the center of the bridge. The bridge was about eighteen feet wide, and if we wanted to get out of here, we had more than six hundred feet to get back to the towers. I took a deep breath. This had better work.


    #


    Show time.


    Three-thirty rolled around and a light glowed about fifteen feet from us. A rift opened and Persephone stepped onto the wooden deck of the bridge. Brand stood behind her and kept people from trying to cross the bridge in that direction. Kelly stood behind me, doing the same thing. There weren’t many people, but I wanted all the civilians to be safe.


    “Hello, Mr. Shade,” Persephone said. She looked behind her at Brand then turned to look at Kelly and at Darla, who stood off to one side a bit behind me. “You brought friends. How sweet.”


    “You’re punctual,” I said. “I like that in a goddess.”


    “I’m not really a goddess, but we’ll let that slide. Where is Charon?”


    “Not quite as punctual as you, but Charon is on his way.”


    Persephone nodded. “You aren’t going to get cute with me, are you?”


    “I don’t know. Do you find me attractive?”


    “I did last night,” she said.


    The impact sent me back a step. “Was she ever Miranda?”


    “What do you think?” she asked, and her look told me everything I needed to know. She looked at everyone present. “So we get to wait. I’m familiar with your friend Kelly and her lover, but”—Persephone nodded toward Darla—“who is she?”


    “I hired her to help bring Charon. She’s a summoner with DGI.”


    “Interesting. Charon still didn’t want to come on his own?”


    “I didn’t want to rely on that, so I figured it was best to enlist a helper. Is that cool with you?”


    Persephone shrugged. “As long as I get my lover back, it makes no difference to me.”


    A shimmering in the air sparked and waved like dancing lightning a few feet in front of me. A rift opened and Charon stepped onto the bridge.


    “What the hell is going on?” he asked. He wore the robes of his office and carried his staff. The bottom of the staff dripped with the water of the Acheron.


    “Persephone,” I said. “As agreed, I present you with Charon.” I gave him a nod. “Hi, Bob.”


    “Shade? Where—?”


    Persephone shoved him aside and glared at me. “Wrong Charon,” she said. “Did you really think this would appease me?”


    “You said Charon, so I delivered Charon. I told you my friend’s name is Sharon. You should have been specific.”


    “And you thought this would make me do a happy dance and let you and your friends live?”


    “I figured it would piss you off.”


    “So why would you dare to defy me?”


    I stood my ground, feigning confidence and wondering what the hell was taking Darla so long. She had to have already pulled up the magic. She knew this was coming.


    “I told you before, my loyalty lies with my friends.”


    I heard Darla grunt behind me and I felt the summoning spell reverse polarity and expand. It hit Charon first and he phased out of sight, returned to the Underworld.


    “Say good-bye,” I said as the wave of magic slammed into Persephone.


    She raised a hand, and the magic flared brightly; then with a crackling series of pops and electrical fizzing, it vanished.


    Unfortunately Persephone still stood on the bridge.


    Oops.


    Might and never were still the same in the dictionary of my life. Well, you win some and you lose some.


    Persephone pointed at Darla and as Persephone raised her finger, Darla rose into the air.


    “Silly little girl, you don’t have the power to send me away. You used up most of your power bringing Charon to this dimension and the rest to send him back.”


    “I’m just a hired hand,” Darla said, her voice high and quivering.


    “Not anymore.”


    Persephone clapped her hands and Darla screamed. Persephone rubbed her hands together and Darla’s bones shattered, fragments breaking through her skin. Once her chest crushed into her lungs and heart, her screams stopped and her body hit the deck like a bowl of chunky soup in a leaky plastic bag. Blood splattered and got on my jeans and coat.


    I felt like I’d been hit in the chest with a block of cement. While Darla wasn’t what I’d call a friend, she was a human being, and she didn’t deserve to die such a horrible death. I realized that her death was on me.


    Brand raced at Persephone but hit an invisible wall. Kelly charged past me but hit the same wall as if it circled Persephone like a force field. Persephone raised her hands, and both Brand and Kelly rose into the air.


    “Let them go,” I said. “I’m the one who defied you.”


    “This is true. You thought you’d be funny. Are you laughing now, Mr. Shade?”


    “No. I’m sorry.”


    Kelly tried to twist free, but it was as if she were caught in a giant invisible vise. Her lips moved, but no words came forth.


    Persephone stepped up to me. “I told you before that I could crush you like an insect. You are like an annoying little moth fluttering around the light, but now you’ve got my full attention.”


    “So take out your wrath on me. Kelly and Brand were only here to keep people off the bridge.”


    “I told you that if you defied me, I would kill all of your friends.”


    “That’s not necessary. It wouldn’t help anyone.”


    “You are standing between me and my one true love, Mr. Shade. Are you going to call Charon, or Sharon if you prefer? Are you going to help me with the reunion?”


    “Let my friends go free, and I’ll get Sharon here within fifteen minutes—guaranteed.”


    “I don’t want to wait fifteen minutes. I want Charon here now.”


    “Sharon is in another dimension. It might take time.”


    “You don’t have time.”


    I fumbled for my phone. My fingers shook as I scrolled through my recent contacts. I found the number Sharon had called from and I hit call. They say timing is everything. Perhaps if I’d told Persephone to be here at 3:50, Sharon would be stepping through and all would be OK. Perhaps if I’d left the summoner out of the equation and just handed Sharon over, all would be OK.


    The call failed.


    “Shit.”


    I tried again. I had full signal, but the call would not go through.


    “Let me try a text.”


    Kelly and Brand still hung in the air, and Persephone’s face took on a reddish tint. I was running out of time.


    I sent the text PLEASE COME NOW - J. The top bar read, sending, but it wouldn’t go.


    I didn’t know if it was a case of magic blocking the technology or more likely that Sharon was in another dimension and the calls and texts couldn’t get through.


    The text failed.


    “She’ll be here,” I said.


    “I’m tired of waiting.” She snapped her fingers and Brand’s body exploded in a shower of blood, flesh, and shattered bone fragments.


    “No!” I shouted. I stared at the mess on the bridge for a moment then looked at Persephone. “Please, you don’t have to do this.”


    “You have no idea what I’ve gone through,” Persephone said. “I’ve been waiting for Charon to return. How could he have left me? My existence means nothing without him and you, a mere human, think it’s funny to rub my face in it?”


    “That’s not what I was doing,” I said.


    “Jonathan Shade, you actually hurt me. I’m not going to kill you. I want you to know that. You’ll wish that I had, though. You’ll remember that if you’d simply been a decent person, you could have avoided the pain and the loss. Say good-bye to your friend Kelly.”


    “No, don’t!” I said.


    Persephone grinned but there was no humor there. The grin was one of anger and vengeance and retaliation.


    I couldn’t just stand here and do nothing. Direct magic does not affect me. Her force field wouldn’t stop me. I had to save Kelly.


    I raced forward and leaped at Persephone.


    She didn’t expect an attack.


    I crashed into her and took her to the deck. We slid through Brand’s blood and guts. I punched Persephone in the nose, then in the jaw, then in the throat.


    She laughed and tossed me away. I crashed into the safety fence then hit the deck hard. I scrambled to attack her again, but this time she was ready and she caught me by the throat. She shoved me against the fence. I pounded on her forearm and wrist but couldn’t break free.


    She motioned with her other hand, and Kelly floated closer.


    I know there are no gods. There are beings people have mistaken for gods, but religion is a construct of man. I wanted to believe in a god at that moment. I wanted to pray for Sharon to show up and stop this.


    “Tell your friend good-bye,” Persephone said.


    I met Kelly’s gaze. She couldn’t vocalize but she mouthed the words, “It’s OK.”


    But it wasn’t OK.


    I kicked and scratched and punched, but it was no use.


    Persephone snapped her fingers.


    Kelly exploded in a shower of blood, guts, and bones. Gore slammed into my face and mouth as I screamed.


    Persephone released me and I dropped to my knees in a puddle of blood. Fragments of bone cut into my flesh. I could feel scratches and cuts on my face, and I knew that some of the blood dripping from my body was mine, but most of it was Kelly’s.


    “You had your chance, Jonathan Shade. You squandered it and your stupidity cost your friends their lives. My lover is gone, but like me, you have no one. If I could grant you immortality, I would, just so you’d have to carry the events of this day forever. Instead, you’ll eventually die. But not today. All of this”—she gestured at the gore that covered the bridge—“is your fault.”


    She opened a rift and stepped through, leaving me alone in the bloody remains of my friends.


    I cried out but no one came near. I let myself fall to the deck and lay there, blood and tears staining my cheeks. It couldn’t possibly get worse. After a time, I pushed myself to a sitting position with my back against the fence. It was still hard to breathe.


    I expected Sharon to step through a rift at any moment. But I sat there alone.


    I bowed my head.


    I don’t know how long I sat there.


    Eventually, a familiar voice said, “Jonathan?”


    I looked up and saw Esther. She was staring at the mess.


    “Oh my God,” she said. “You...Are you...?”


    “I’m alive,” I said, and my voice sounded like it came from a faraway tunnel.


    “Where are Kelly, Brand, and Darla?”


    I couldn’t speak the words, so I just gestured at the blood that dripped through the planks of the deck and dropped 1,053 feet to the Arkansas River.


    “Oh, no,” Esther said. “What did you do?”


    I cleared my throat, still tasting blood in my mouth. When I spoke, my voice was soft as the whisper of a forgotten spirit. “I got them killed.”


    She stared at me as if I’d betrayed her. “No!” She spun in a circle. “No no no no no.”


    Then she popped away.


    I wondered if I’d ever see her again.


    I didn’t have the energy to rise.


    The sun was low now, and the sky grew dark. I stared up.


    And then it hit me.


    It was after four.


    I looked around and found my phone. I wiped blood and flesh from the screen and pressed the button to light up the time: 6:17.


    When I thought it couldn’t get worse, I was wrong.


    I dropped the phone.


    Sharon never showed up.


    I bowed my head, surprised I could even draw breath.


    She never arrived.


    She had abandoned me.
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    CHAPTER THIRTY


    I don’t remember how I got home.


    The hours following the massacre were a blur at best. I half recall getting into Kelly’s SUV, thinking life would never be the same. I knew I was in shock. Somehow I managed to get back to I-25, and I made the drive to Denver. I parked at my apartment and glanced at the clock on the dashboard radio before I shut off the engine: 8:59 p.m.


    In a daze, I walked to my apartment.


    A white sheet of paper was taped to the door. The wind made it flap about, and the fluttering sounded like a tattered wanted poster in a movie ghost town. The temperature had dropped into the twenties, but I didn’t feel it.


    I flattened the note against the door and read the words in the soft light from the exterior fixture. It took a moment for the words to register in my brain.


    The note read, I’m sure you’ve seen the movie The Godfather. —P.


    My fingers were amazingly steady as I shoved the key into the lock and twisted. I pushed the door open, stepped into my apartment, and clicked on the light.


    At first, it seemed normal, but then I noticed Miranda’s purse perched on the arm of the sofa.


    Why was her purse here?


    I moved down the hall to the bedroom and turned on the light.


    Mostly what I saw was red.


    Red splashed on the walls, floor, ceiling, unmade bedsheets, and blankets. Something sat on the pillow. Blonde hair matted with brown and crimson. The image took a moment to reach my brain.


    Miranda’s head.


    Just her head.


    I blinked a few times. I knew I should feel something, but my body was numb. Was Persephone framing me for murder now on top of everything else?


    “It’s about time you got here!”


    I spun toward the voice behind me and saw the translucent image of Walter standing there. He cast glances behind himself and tried not to look at what remained of Miranda. I didn’t blame him.


    Walter was my friend.


    Why could I see through him?


    “Walter? Are you OK?”


    “Fuck no, Shade. I’m dead.”


    “You’re a ghost?”


    “Not exactly,” he said and took another glance over his shoulder then to the other side. His eyes darted about as if he expected an attack.


    My voice sounded hollow as I spoke. “What happened?”


    “You know those dark, shadowy creatures in the ether I mentioned? The demons? They’re after me.”


    I barely remembered them. I wondered if I was still on the bridge. Was I dreaming? I idly scratched an itch on my left hand, and flakes of Kelly’s blood fluttered to the carpet and stuck beneath my fingernails. Nope. Not a dream.


    Walter leaned and twisted his shoulder a bit to show me what looked like a scratch, but I realized that it was like a negative image or something. Where his spirit body was slashed, there was nothing. The lines made by claws dragging through his spirit were like deep gouges with nothing there.


    “They can touch me now, and it feels like they ripped out part of my soul.”


    “Things in the ether?”


    “They’re not far behind me. I don’t have much time.”


    “Time for what?”


    “To let you know you got me killed.”


    “What?”


    “I was outside my body when I felt something pull at my spirit. I didn’t know what it was, so I followed it and found myself back in my basement room. Only where my body had been, there was just the nastiest blood-and-guts image you can imagine. I moved through the wall and saw that Cynthia was blown to bits too.”


    “My fault?”


    “That’s the impression that came to me when I tried to follow the trail through the ether. Then the demon things came at me, and I’ve been on the run ever since. What happened?”


    “Everyone died.”


    “But how?” He spun around and I saw shadowy figures flow through my wall. The figures had long claws and malevolent smiles. Their eyes were empty patches in the shadow. Ten or twelve of them converged on Walter’s spirit. He tried to run but they grabbed him and slashed at his body.


    As their claws raked through his spirit, pieces of his soul tore free and disappeared in puffs of smoke. They kept hacking and slashing until there was nothing left.


    One of them darted toward me, and its face hovered inches from mine. It raised a claw and tapped at my forehead, but I didn’t feel anything. It tilted its head to the side, nodded to me, then dissipated, and the shadowy tendrils drifted out of sight like cigarette smoke swirling in the wind.


    I considered how I felt. I knew I was still in shock and that sometime soon I’d have to deal with what I’d seen and experienced. I glanced back at Miranda’s face, her eyes staring blankly at the ceiling. If I’d been a normal man, I could have been happy with someone like her.


    That was why Persephone gave me that night. It could play as a gift if I’d been true to her, but now it was a curse because it was a bloody reminder of what could never be.


    Walter was dead.


    My fault.


    Darla, someone I barely knew, but once again, if not for me, she’d be alive right now.


    Brand.


    Kelly.


    I staggered into the living room and collapsed on the sofa. When I landed, Miranda’s purse toppled to the floor, and the contents spilled out. I stared at the keys, tissues, cash, and a roll of Mentos. Normal things in a normal apartment.


    But nothing was normal.


    Not anymore.


    I closed my eyes and hoped to die.


    #


    I woke to the sound of a car alarm in the parking lot. It wailed for a time then chirped and went silent. I sat up and my head pounded. I still wore the same clothes from the day before. I knew none of it was a dream because my coat was caked with dried blood.


    I sat there and focused on breathing.


    My phone rang.


    I fumbled in my pocket and took it out. The screen had blood and gunk smeared across its face. The caller ID read Mike Ender. I answered.


    “Hello?”


    “Mr. Shade. Mike Ender. Are you at home?”


    I nodded then realized he wouldn’t be able to see that. I cleared my throat and said, “Yeah.”


    “Stay there.”


    The call ended and I dropped the phone on the sofa. It wasn’t as if I had anywhere to go.


    I got up and glanced in the bedroom to see that the mess remained along with Miranda’s head. My eyesight seemed blurry, so I rubbed at my eyes and felt tears streaming over my filthy fingers. I looked at the dried blood with smears of wetness on my hands.


    I shrugged out of my coat and clothes and padded into the restroom. I started the shower, cranked the water to steaming hot, and stood under it. I watched the clear water crash against my skin and turn red as it spilled to the tub and swirled down the drain.


    If only it could take me with it.


    After a time, I got out, toweled myself dry, and put on clean clothes. I went back into the bathroom, ran my hand across the steamy mirror, and stared at my reflection. It looked like I was an automaton going through the motions of getting ready for work in the morning.


    It occurred to me that I should let Patrick O’Malley know about Miranda’s death. He could make sure the police came over and were respectful. I wasn’t sure I wanted respect from them, but Miranda certainly deserved it. My phone was still on the couch, but I looked all over before I found it. I scrolled through my contact list, noting that most of the people there were already dead because they were foolish enough to call me friend. Should I call them all to be certain they were among the dead? I didn’t know if I could because every call would be another knife in my heart.


    I called O’Malley. The call went directly to voice mail. That made no sense. He always answered at this hour unless he was at a crime scene. Maybe that was it. I called back, got voice mail again, but didn’t know what to leave as a message, so I hung up and called the police station.


    “Denver P.D.,” a woman’s voice said.


    “Patrick O’Malley, please.”


    “I’m sorry, sir, but Detective O’Malley was murdered last night. Is there someone else you’d like to speak with?”


    “Murdered?”


    A knock sounded on my door, and I dropped the phone.


    I heard the dispatcher saying, “Sir? Are you there?”


    But I simply stared at the door. Who could be here? Who did I know who was still alive?


    Another knock, louder.


    I shook the cobwebs from my head and answered the door.


    A man and woman stood there in business suits, and a large man in a leather trench coat and long hair stood behind them. A Sekutar warrior, of course. That meant they were from DGI.


    “Jonathan Shade?”


    I nodded, thinking the world seemed so surreal. How could things keep going when Kelly and everyone I cared about no longer drew breath?


    “May we come inside?”


    I stepped back and let them in.


    They looked at Miranda’s purse. “You have company?”


    “Not anymore,” I said. “Who are you?”


    “My name is Ralph Westin. This is my associate Catherine Meyer. We’re here to escort you to DGI for a hearing.”


    “Excuse me?”


    The woman stepped toward me. “We have a seer on her way to the office, Mr. Shade. You were with Darla Stevenson yesterday. She never returned from her assignment with you.”


    “She’s dead.”


    “We know.”


    “They’re all dead.”


    “We realize that. We’d like you to accompany us to DGI for a hearing. The seer will pull up images of what transpired at the Royal Gorge bridge yesterday. If we determine that you are at fault for Darla Stevenson’s death, you will face the consequences.”


    I blinked, thinking it couldn’t get worse. “Consequences?”


    Ralph broke in. “We realize you’re not a wizard, but you have been heavily involved with the magical community, so our laws do apply to you.”


    “I’m not sure I follow you.”


    “Simply put, we’re going to review what happened. We’ll allow you to tell your side of the story, and then we’ll pass judgment. If you’re exonerated, you’ll be free to go. If you’re found guilty…”


    “What?”


    Catherine gave me a serious look. “You’ll be put to death.”


    “Just like that.”


    She nodded. “Sentence to be carried out immediately.”


    “I’m not sure Persephone will allow that.”


    “I’m sorry,” Ralph said. “Persephone?”


    “She’s the one who actually killed Darla and everyone else. She was using Miranda Hammond’s body to get around.” I cocked my thumb toward the bedroom.


    Ralph glanced at the purse again. “Miranda is here?”


    “What’s left of her.”


    Ralph looked at Catherine. “Will you be all right for a moment?”


    She glanced at the silent Sekutar who stood behind her. “I believe so.”


    Ralph crept down the hall and peeked into the bedroom. He stared for a moment then made a beeline for the restroom. I heard retching and coughing.


    “You don’t want to go in there,” I said to Catherine.


    A minute later, the toilet flushed. When Ralph returned to the living room, the color had drained from his face.


    “Did you...did you do that?” He pointed toward the bedroom.


    I shook my head. “No, but it was my fault.”


    “You’re coming with us.”


    Thoughts finally started to form, and I knew I didn’t want to go with them. “If I go with you, I could get more people killed. Persephone wants me alive. I accept full responsibility for Darla’s death. If she hadn’t been with me, she’d still be alive. Of that, there’s no doubt.”


    “We’ll look at what happened,” Catherine said. “If someone else is ultimately responsible, you’ll be released.”


    “Ms. Meyer, do you want to die?”


    “Are you threatening her?” Ralph asked.


    “I’m simply asking her a question.”


    “No one wants to die, Mr. Shade.”


    I gave a half laugh. “That’s not true. Some of us probably deserve to die. I’d recommend you go back to DGI. You can have your seer pull up whatever she can pull up. You can make whatever determinations you like, and you can put out a death warrant for me if you want, but for the safety of everyone at Dragon Gate Industries, I’m going to bow out of that hearing.”


    “We’ll find you.”


    “I know. Go take a look and make your decision. Either way, I have a few things to handle today, and it’s safer for everyone if I do these things alone.”


    Catherine looked deep into my eyes. “Are you all right?” she asked. I could see the concern on her face.


    “No,” I said.


    She started to reach for me, but I stepped back. I knew she just wanted to place a hand on my arm in a gesture of kindness, but my life no longer had any room for such things.


    “Please go.”


    “If you’re innocent, we can help you,” Catherine said.


    “You wouldn’t say that if you saw what he did to Miranda Hammond,” Ralph said.


    Catherine shook her head. “Whatever you saw in there, I don’t think Mr. Shade did it. He’s clearly been through an extremely traumatic experience. I don’t need my magic to see that.”


    “He admits responsibility.”


    “That doesn’t mean he’s guilty. Go wait in the car.”


    “But—”


    “Go!” She pointed toward the door. She turned to the warrior. “You too.”


    “As you wish,” the warrior said. He gave me a nod. “We may get to dance soon after all.”


    I realized he was the warrior I’d had words with at the elevator a few days ago. I think his name was Drake. I didn’t say anything. I just watched him go.


    When we were alone, Catherine motioned for the sofa. “Let’s sit down for a moment.”


    I shrugged and sat down. She sat as well and reached for my hand. I pulled away.


    “May I please see your hand?”


    “It’s really not safe to get too close to me, Ms. Meyer.”


    “Your hand?”


    I sighed and held out my hand. She took it in both of hers. She closed her eyes. She flinched and let go.


    “I’m very sorry for your loss, Jonathan.”


    She reached for my face, and I started to pull away, but she shook her head and I stopped. She brushed tears away from my eyes. I hadn’t even realized the tears were there. Brand would have called me a crybaby.


    “I don’t know what the council will decide, but I want you to know that I believe you’re innocent.”


    “None of us are innocent,” I said.


    She nodded. “Very well. Allow me to rephrase. I don’t believe you’re responsible for the deaths of your friends. They were your friends, right?”


    I nodded. She must have been some sort of empath.


    “In my opinion, you’re not guilty, and I’ll tell that to the council.”


    “Can you please leave before Persephone decides you’re a friend of mine?”


    She gave me a sad smile. “I’m simply doing my job.”


    “Keep it that way. My friendship is a death sentence.”


    “We’ll let you know what the council decides. Until then, you are not to leave town.”


    “I have nowhere to go, Ms. Meyer.”


    That last bit was a lie, of course.


    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    

  


  
    CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


    Walter’s house stood silent and still. I parked Kelly’s SUV at the curb and walked up to the front door. It was locked. I knocked and rang the bell, but no one answered. I wasn’t sure whether or not Persephone would have considered Ryan a friend of mine, but it was probably safe to assume that she did, and that meant he was dead.


    I stepped back and kicked hard at the door by the knob.


    The jamb splintered and the door swung open.


    I stepped inside, closed the door, and went directly to the basement.


    There was no crime scene tape anywhere, so the bodies had not been discovered yet. I moved into the center room. Some of the blood was still wet and sticky, but most of it had dried. I wouldn’t have considered Cynthia a friend exactly, but evidently Persephone drew the line in a different place than I did.


    I walked carefully, not to avoid stepping in the blood—that would have been impossible—but to make sure I didn’t slip in it. I yanked the drawers out of the filing cabinets. Each drawer held a multitude of files—all the notes on all the remote viewing missions Walter had ever done. One drawer had a label that read Lou, so I ignored that one. Killer sunflowers were not going to be useful.


    The drawers were heavy, but I carried them two at a time up the stairs and out to the SUV. I loaded them all into the back. On my final trip to the basement, I stepped into Walter’s room, where his remains were splattered across every surface.


    “I’m sorry, Walter.”


    I knew he couldn’t hear me. Not only was he dead, but his soul had been ripped to shreds. It just seemed disrespectful not to acknowledge him in some small way. It wasn’t much, but it was all I had to give.


    I returned to the SUV and loaded the last of the drawers full of files. I closed the back then moved around to the driver’s side and opened the car door. I noticed a silver Mercedes parked one house down, and I saw the Sekutar get out. Drake smiled and pointed at me, gave me a thumbs-down, then, with his right index finger, drew a line across his throat, and tipped his head back. He started walking toward me. “Let’s go for a ride,” he said.


    I held up a finger, climbed into the SUV, and grabbed a sword from the backseat. He couldn’t see the sword from his vantage point. I held the hilt in my right palm and stepped down, keeping the blade at an angle behind my back and out of sight. To help hide it, I also had my laptop computer in its canvas case, which I held with one finger of my right hand. It made it look like my arm needed to be down and didn’t make my walk seem unnatural as I closed the car door and turned to face him. In my left hand, I held a notebook, which I held up as I walked toward him, letting the wind ruffle the pages.


    “What’s that?” he asked pointing at the notebook. “Your confession?”


    I nodded and looked at the ground in a gesture of submission as I approached him.


    He had a sword strapped to his waist, and to his credit, his hand clutched the hilt, ready to yank it free in a heartbeat.


    “All right,” he said. “Let’s go.” He sounded disappointed.


    When I got close enough, I tossed the notebook at him, dropped the laptop, and whipped the sword around.


    He caught the notebook.


    My sword caught him in the neck and lodged there. I hated magically engineered warriors. It’s so much harder to decapitate them. I pulled the sword free and swung again. He tried to dodge and pull his own sword, but I was too fast, and the distraction of the notebook still had him a bit off guard. The second swing did the trick, and his head bounced on the street. His body stood there for a moment then toppled backward.


    I dropped the sword and approached the Mercedes.


    Ralph stared at me, and I saw that his hands glowed with magic. He was ready to attack, and he didn’t hesitate. He let the energy fly.


    I let it wash over me, and it didn’t even mess up my hair.


    “What the hell?”


    “Sorry, Ralph. I’ll have to pass on the sentencing. I’ll give you one chance to simply drive away.”


    “We’ll come after you, Shade.”


    “Drive away.”


    He opened the car door.


    I sighed, pulled my Beretta, and shot him three times in the head.


    Without glancing back, I picked up my computer, strode to the SUV, climbed in, started the engine, and drove away.


    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    

  


  
    CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO


    FIVE YEARS LATER


    I parked my rental car at the Royal Gorge bridge. I drew a deep breath and glanced at myself in the rearview mirror. The scars that crisscrossed my face had faded to angry white lines, and my empty left eye socket still showed the bumpy and welted ridges from where the red-hot poker had done its damage more than four years before. As I was going to be in public, I put on a pair of dark sunglasses to minimize unwanted stares.


    I rubbed the stub of my pinkie finger on my left hand. The finger ended at the first knuckle and while that, too, was from my first year of traveling the world and training with extreme masters and frequently ending up in unsavory situations, I often found myself rubbing the stub. Someone once asked me if I rubbed it because I was nervous, but to me it was simply to remind myself that I had a lot to learn and sacrificing a finger was minor compared to what others had given. The damage was self-inflicted for failing to learn a lesson fast enough. It had happened twice in my first week of training with a former Yakuza assassin, and I had presented the segments of my finger to him as a token of my respect and proof that I was determined to learn what he was willing to teach.


    While my objective could be achieved from the vehicle, or anywhere else for that matter, to me it was important to go back to where my old life had ended and my brutal existence had commenced. It was symbolic.


    The temperature on that cold December day topped out at fifteen degrees. That meant there wouldn’t be many people on the bridge, and that was a good thing. I stepped out of the car. A woman with her son in tow took one look at me and pulled the boy to her other side as she gave me a wide berth.


    I didn’t bother putting on a jacket. I’d been in much worse conditions in the past few years. Extremes of weather could be ignored by keeping your state anchored to a stronger place. There were times during that first year when I just wanted to curl up and die, but as I grew stronger in mind, spirit, and body, I left all of that behind.


    I strode to the center of the bridge and stood alone by the safety fence, gazing at the cliffs and mountains. Had it really been five years? The place seemed quiet and almost serene. I looked at the planks of the deck and couldn’t see any sign of the blood that had spilled there.


    My heart beat in a steady rhythm, and I thought about Kelly and Brand. They should be the ones standing here. Their lives had been stolen, and it wasn’t right. The wind whispered through the struts, and the suspension wires hummed a lonely song. I was alone.


    The need to make things right lived in my soul. Five long years of study and preparation led to this moment. I pulled a straight-edge razor from the pocket of my jeans and flipped it open. I’d spent many hours sharpening the blade.


    I sat down with my back against the fence. After a glance in either direction to make sure there was no one coming, I leaned my head back, placed the blade against my carotid artery, and slashed lengthwise along the vein. The blade was so sharp that I barely felt the incision.


    Watching the blood pour onto my shirt, I focused on releasing my spirit into the ether. Walter’s files on remote viewing had been quite detailed, and I could slip away with no trouble at all to travel anywhere I wanted in time and space. Unfortunately, as many times as I’d visited that horrible December day, I was always anchored to my body in the present, and the pull brought me back. Walter had warned me about the shadowy demons who called the ether home, and I’d certainly seen them. More important, they’d seen me. They knew me now. They knew my needs and my destination.


    As my life ebbed, I felt my ties to the present disappearing.


    The ether existed between dimensions, and time was fluid there. I sent myself back five years to that fateful day where I lost everything I was and everything I could be. By the time my body died, my spirit was in the past. I saw the shadow demons congregating ahead of me. Their empty eyes seemed to focus on me as they smiled. Their claws twitched in anticipation. I knew they recognized that I no longer had any ties to my life and they could shred me at will. It was something I knew they couldn’t do to an actual living soul because once their claws raked the spirit, the spirit would instantly withdraw to the body.


    “Sorry, guys, this is my exit,” I said.


    I didn’t expect them to understand me, but one of them replied in English. Its voice had no sound, but the words burned into my soul. “When you come back, we’ll be waiting.”


    Of course, I knew I wouldn’t be going back to the ether, so they’d be waiting forever for nothing. I gave them a dark laugh. “If I ever come back,” I said, “I’ll rip every one of you apart.”


    None of them reached for me as I stepped from the ether.


    My body was dead five years from now. I felt the pull on my soul to go to whatever place I belonged, whether it was the Underworld or Oblivion. I resisted the call and found myself hovering above my younger and undamaged body. My body lay in the arms of the lovely Miranda, who upon waking, would tell me she never wanted to see me again. Back then, I wasn’t sure whether or not she was Persephone, and I remember being weak and feeling a great sense of loss that morning, not realizing that was nothing compared to what I’d lose nearly nine hours later. I didn’t know if the past could be altered. If so, I had many preparations to make. I wasn’t even sure I could step into my body now. Would my younger spirit prevent me from entering?


    There was no time like the present. No time but the present.


    I stepped into my body.


    I felt my younger spirit. I was amazed at how naive it was. Poor thing never stood a chance. I embraced it and pulled it inside me and absorbed it in less time than it takes to tell you about it. Part of it felt so good and kind and innocent and scared while some small part of it had been through great struggles. Those struggles defined me.


    I opened my eyes.


    Eyes plural.


    The disorientation caught me off guard for a moment. I’d spent four years seeing the world through one eye, being forced to turn my head or to rely on other senses. My other senses in the present were a bit out of tune, but I knew they’d flow right to where I needed them to be if I gave them time.


    I carefully disentangled myself from Miranda’s body. This time Persephone would wake alone, and as soon as she realized I was gone, she’d step out and Miranda’s heart would stop again. The real Miranda had died when Zach took her heart. The entire time I’d known her, she’d really been Persephone keeping close tabs on me, and this one night was to either thank me or destroy me, depending on how things went.


    Miranda represented the life I could have loved. On the positive side, Zach was in jail and could never hurt anyone again. I placed my hand over her scar and whispered, “I’m sorry, Miranda.”


    Her lips stretched into a smile, and a forgotten part of me wanted to pretend she was real and that I could stay there forever.


    The greater part of me knew that the fewer changes I made to this day, the greater my chances at success later.


    #


    My first sight of Kelly when I entered the dojo that morning gave me a start, and I wanted to embrace her and hold her forever. She was beautiful and so full of life. Her eyes were much kinder than I remembered. I’d seen her many times on my forays through the ether, but a spirit life is much like a dream, and the feelings tend to flutter away like invisible butterflies. Actually seeing her with my real eyes filled me with an overwhelming need to tell her to stay home today. But changes have ripple effects, and those ripples grow wider, so I knew I needed to maintain my focus.


    For a moment I wondered if my younger spirit had overwhelmed my older spirit, but no, it had simply infused that excitement back into my being. I focused on the strength and my hard years of training. Kelly must have seen something in my eyes.


    “Are you all right?” she asked.


    I nodded. We hadn’t had this conversation the first time around, so I refused to go there now.


    Brand entered the dojo and gave me a lopsided grin. “Sure feels like a good day to die.”


    The words punched me in the gut, but I didn’t let it show. “Have a little faith, big guy.”


    “Oh, I do. You sure I can’t bring a sword?”


    “Persephone has been around for thousands of years. Do you really think you can catch her off guard with a sword? No weapons. We’re going to count on Darla being as good as she thinks she is.”


    “Kiss this life good-bye, then, Shade.”


    Every time I’d gone back to this day and watched parts of it in spirit form, I was amazed at how in tune Brand was with his imminent demise. It was as though he knew this was his final day and he’d greet it with a smile and a joke, and most of all, he’d meet it head-on. No looking back. No regrets.


    Kelly probably felt it too, though she didn’t show it. I glanced over at her as she met Brand’s gaze. Was that a knowing look they shared? Did they know they were going to die, but they were OK with it?


    I slipped away to give them a private moment as I’d done five years back. The first time around, I remembered sitting down and going over the plan in my head and hoping Darla could send Persephone back to the Underworld so we could come up with a better plan once Sharon stepped through. It wasn’t much of a plan, and as I knew Sharon would not be stepping through, that made it even worse. In my old worldview, I trusted myself to think of something in any situation, and maybe I could dance around the landmines of life, stumbling into something that would work.


    The old me was counting on improvising something to stall but worried that the timing would be off since Darla couldn’t say for sure when Charon would arrive. The old me knew it needed to be before Sharon stepped through.


    But Sharon was not my friend.


    For all her power and her long life and her magic, Sharon was a coward.


    Sharon refused to face her lover, and her fear cost my friends their lives. Even now I couldn’t believe how fully I’d trusted her and how much her betrayal stung in the months after Kelly and Brand and everyone I’d ever cared about had been murdered. I thought about all of the ramifications of my misplaced trust as I made my preparations.


    We picked up Darla on schedule. Even back then, I thought the skinny girl gave herself too much credit, but listening to her now, with her I’m-above-it-all-can-do attitude made me want to just stop the car and tell her to go home to Mommy.


    I ignored the conversations as much as I could and didn’t really engage with anyone until lunch. It had been the same the first time too, only that time I was thinking about what I might do if this or that happened.


    “Here’s the plan,” I said at lunch. “We’ll go to the center of the bridge. Brand and Kelly, your only real task here is to keep civilians away. I don’t want any innocent people to get hurt or killed. I couldn’t live with that blood on my hands. Darla, you’ll summon Charon, but I want you to focus hard on storing up enough magic to cast Persephone back to the Underworld.”


    “What about Charon?” she asked.


    “No worries, he’ll be between you and Persephone, so he’ll be swept back there too. Your focus needs to be on sending Persephone away. That way, when Sharon comes back, we can formulate a plan that will end this without anyone dying. Cool?”


    “Whatever you say.”


    “Something you want to add, Brand?”


    “It’s a bullshit plan, Shade. Bringing up the current Charon is a bad idea. It’s just going to piss off Persephone to the point where she’ll blast us all out of existence.”


    “She said she wanted to be with Charon,” I said.


    “You know who she means and throwing the other guy in her face is more disrespectful than not trying to punch me during sparring.”


    “I can’t even get close to you in sparring unless you let me.”


    “So you see what I’m saying, then.”


    Back then, I didn’t see it. I saw the clever ploy to throw her off guard. Now, of course, I saw exactly what he was saying. I feigned ignorance.


    Brand shook his head. “Whatever, dude.”


    I turned to Kelly. “Are you cool with this?”


    She met my gaze. Did I see disappointment in her eyes? Concern? I couldn’t read her even now. “I’m with you, Jonathan. I’m with you no matter what comes our way.”


    She’d devoted herself to me when she thought I’d saved her from destruction so many years ago. Her designing principle was that she would be with me through anything because in her view, if not for me, she’d have died back then. I used to wonder if she’d have changed her mind if she knew she’d die today. But looking into her eyes now, I realized that she knew death was on the horizon, waving to her. She didn’t turn away; she simply waved back.


    I looked at Darla, who had barely touched her salad. She looked so young. She glanced out the window, and I watched her. I saw her hand tremble when she set down her fork. She only nibbled at the lettuce because she was scared to death. She knew she didn’t have a hope in hell of getting off that bridge alive. She’d been loaned out to a moron who was going to get her killed.


    A year ago, I’d taken the time to follow each of the players in this moment back through the previous few days. I’d watched Darla beg Mike not to loan her out to me. She wasn’t ready. She didn’t have the power. Mike told her to hum a few bars and fake it. “Things always seem to work out for that Shade guy. He won a Sekutar, scratch that, two Sekutar warriors to his side, and he’s defeated enemies who should have been able to tear him apart. You’ll be fine.”


    So I knew that for all her holding her head high and looking ready to take on the world, she was a scared little girl counting on me to keep her safe. She put her trust in me, and she was wrong to do so. In a few hours, she’d be dead. I wanted to apologize to her. I wanted to tell her to go back to Denver and pretend she’d never met me. She didn’t deserve this. She should be learning to use her magic and dating and taking big bites out of life.


    As we left the restaurant, she grabbed my arm. I faced her.


    “Thank you for trusting me on this,” she said. “I really appreciate you giving me a shot at this.”


    “Is this your first field mission?”


    She nodded.


    “You’ll do fine,” I said.


    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    

  


  
    CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE


    The meteorologists were way off base on their weather forecast of snow. The temperature tipped into the thirties, but I barely noticed. It could have been seventy or zero and it was all the same to me. The sun sent its light and warmth and even knowing what was to come, I found the view was breathtaking. Looked like a painting, all that.


    Brand walked up behind me and slapped me hard on the back. He looked down at the support struts and smiled. I knew he was trying to distract me, but now, as then, my focus was elsewhere.


    “You know what would be fun?” he asked. “Swinging from bar to bar on those struts there. You could go across the underside of the bridge all the way from one cliff to the other. The spacing is perfect. Just like the monkey bars back when I was a kid.”


    Five years ago, I thought he was thinking about himself and how the magical engineering on his body would slowly fail and he’d feel pain again, but now I realized he was simply giving me a distraction from thinking about what was to come.


    “That doesn’t sound fun to me. Sounds dangerous.”


    “Monkey barring across the bridge on the struts is a hell of a lot safer than your stupid plan. You’re going to get us all killed.”


    “You didn’t raise many objections at lunch.”


    Brand shrugged. “Gotta die sometime.”


    Yeah, he knew it was coming, but he didn’t care. He stood with me because Kelly had judged me worthy. I could tell by the way he looked at me that he was still trying to figure out why she felt that way, but he was with her, and that meant that he was also with me come what may. Whether it meant a great bar story about fighting a goddess or exploding at the snap of said goddess’s fingers, he would be stalwart and true. He might bitch about it, but that was just his way.


    Kelly approached and looked at the cliff walls and down at the river. “What time is Sharon coming?”


    I wanted to say she wasn’t coming, but at this point, I knew everything needed to be as it was the first time. “Four.”


    “I think the bridge closes at four.”


    “I think that’s just the rides.”


    “You sure about this?”


    “Pretty sure.” Now I realized she was saying we could still leave and she wouldn’t think less of me. Did she suspect Sharon wouldn’t show?


    “I think it’s stupid,” Brand said.


    “Jonathan, I’ll back your play.” Kelly held my gaze, and in her eyes I saw that she appreciated the time we’d had together and that she wouldn’t trade it for anything. That only made what was coming that much harder to carry. She knew she was going to die, but as long as she died by my side, that was all right with her.


    It was not all right with me.


    I took a deep breath. This had better work.


    #


    Show time.


    Three-thirty rolled around, and a light glowed about fifteen feet from us. A rift opened and Persephone stepped onto the wooden deck of the bridge. As before, Brand stood behind her to keep people away. Kelly stood behind me.


    Without hesitation, as soon as the rift opened, I strode right up to Persephone. As I approached, I reached into my coat and pulled out two katar punching daggers. As soon as the rift closed behind her and Persephone opened her mouth to speak, I punched the daggers up through her gut into her heart. I pulled them out, getting blood all over me.


    If something bleeds, it can die.


    Persephone froze for a moment. Sudden, unexpected violence will make damn near anyone freeze. Before she could snap out of it, I plunged the daggers through her eyes into her brain and I gave them each a savage twist. If she couldn’t see us, she couldn’t aim her magic at us, so she could never kill my friends. I didn’t see her as a woman because if I did, I could never do what I did. I simply saw her as the enemy who had murdered everyone I’d ever cared about, and there was no way in hell I’d ever let that happen twice.


    I shoved her body to the ground and just to be safe, I used the blades in a scissor like motion to sever her head. I dropped the blades, picked up her head with my right hand, and hurled it as far off the bridge as I could.


    “Holy shit!” Brand said.


    But I wasn’t finished. I scooped up Persephone’s headless body and I raised it high above me so I could toss it over the safety fence. I watched her body fall the 1,053 feet to the ground. The body missed the river by a few feet and instead hit the rocks beside it then rolled into the water. The swift current carried it away.


    “Holy fucking shit!” Brand said. “That was the coolest thing I’ve ever seen!”


    Kelly approached me from behind. “This was your plan all along?” she asked. “Why didn’t you say so?”


    I met her gaze. “Some things are better as surprises,” I said.


    She smiled.


    She would get to continue smiling for years to come.


    Emotions welled in me, but I took a deep breath and forced them down. I was no longer the man who had set foot on this bridge to face Persephone five years ago. I knew I’d have to carry what had happened that first time for the rest of my life. I could never allow myself to be that careless again. Not when people like Kelly and Brand were willing to follow me, no questions asked. I owed it to them to not get them killed.


    The air shimmered and glowed, and Charon appeared on the bridge.


    “Bob,” I said with a nod.


    “Shade?” he said, confused. “What the hell am I doing here?”


    “I want you to pass a message to Sharon.”


    “I haven’t seen her since you guys left.”


    “I know she keeps in contact with you.”


    He gave me a slow nod. “I’m listening.”


    “You tell her that if I ever see her again, I’m going to kill her. No chance at reprieve. She’s not welcome here. Got it?”


    He looked confused but he nodded. “I got it.”


    “Good.” I turned to Darla. “You can send him back now.”


    She had the magic ready, of course. She let it loose and Charon vanished.


    “Is that it?” Darla asked. “I thought you wanted me to…” She looked around. “I thought…”


    “You were Plan B,” I said. “Thanks for coming. We’ll give you a ride back to Denver, and you tell Mike that when he needs something, all he has to do is call me.”


    “OK,” she said. I could see the relief on her face.


    She had no idea about the relief I felt to see her standing there, breathing and ready to continue on her journey of life.


    Brand came up to me and held his hand up for a high five. “Now I finally get why Kelly is so devoted to you.” He kept his hand up. “Dude, don’t leave me hanging here.”


    I gave him the high five and looked at Kelly. The smile still lit up her face. We walked back to the car, and I made a note to apologize to Esther. I had wronged her, and while for me that was ancient history, for her it was recent and painful, and I never wanted to hurt her or any of the people I loved.


    For all the bad things I knew were on the horizon, I knew I wouldn’t be facing them alone.


    More than that, I had a knowledge very few people truly have.


    I knew who my friends were.


    


    THE END
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