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The Adventure Continues...

While you are waiting....
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Game Master Series

This book is dedicated to Gigi, our family’s companion for the last eleven years. She literally sat snuggled next to me through every word of this book, only pawing at the laptop a few times in protest. She gave her all to the family in the form of unconditional love. We were, are, touched by her in ways that shaped who we are and who we will be. You will never be forgotten.
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Agent Jordan Blake arrived at the crime scene just after 3:30 in the morning. Not his favorite time of the day by a long shot. It had nothing to do with the hours of sleep he would now miss. He had already counted on less sleep than normal anyways having stayed up to finish watching a football game that was more than over by halftime. What always bothered him about this time of the morning was it was commonly referred to as the witching hour. Nothing good ever happened between the hours of 3:00 am and 4:00 am. If it had, he hadn’t seen any evidence of it. If he was up, he was always either at, or pulling up to a crime scene, much like the one he stood in front of now. After one more stretch and yawn he approached the sea of red and blue lights surrounded by yellow police line tape advising everyone “Do Not Cross”.

He approached the tape and weaved his way through the gathering of on-lookers that sirens and lights always brought out. It never mattered what time of the day, or night. Red and blue flashing lights always brought a crowd, like moths to a flame. Even in this rural neighborhood there was a sizable crowd. He dipped under the tape and a local officer sprinted toward him from across the front yard. His hand held up the whole time as if to use a special power to stop Jordan where he stood. Jordan continued walking forward and met the officer after a few more steps.

“This is a crime scene, get behind the tape,” the officer barked.

Jordan reached inside his coat pocket for his magic piece of tin that always put them back in their place. Law enforcement had a hierarchy. Sometimes you had to remind people of where they sat in it, even though outwardly you considered everyone part of the blue brotherhood. His hand pulled out the badge and flashed it at the officer. It was dark, and he squinted to look at it first, and then looked back up at Jordan. He didn’t move aside as most would have at this moment, so Jordan reinforced it. “FBI. I believe this is our scene.”

The officer pulled his flashlight off his belt and then blasted the badge with a beam of white light, then shone it in Jordan’s face before dropping it down, sending the beam into the ground. The officer gathered himself and puffed out his chest. “Care to try again, buddy?”

“FBI, do you have a problem officer,” now it was Jordan’s turn to squint as he read the name plate on the officer’s uniform. “Roberts?”

The flashlight once again blasted his badge with light and the officer pointed to something on it. He kept his light on the badge as Jordan turned it around to look. That was when Jordan saw what was causing all the commotion. He pulled the stick-on letter P off the badge revealing the B in FBI. Then he removed the picture of Casper the Friendly ghost that was taped over his own picture on his identification card. Being the one and only para-psychologist and demonologist in the Federal Bureau of Investigation meant he was the target of regular pranks. Jordan had lost track of how many times someone had messed with his badge. He had made a point to never let it out of his sight. Then he remembered he left it on the desk when he made a trip to the bathroom in the conference center they were using as a headquarters. With the number of agents there, the possible suspects for such tampering were numerous.

A reserved grin and stifled smirk accompanied the wave of a hand sending Jordan past the officer and the commotion out on the street. A straightened arm by the same officer pointed him down the hill to the left of the two-story farmhouse on the lot. The family that lived there stood out on the steps surrounded by agents from both the local office and the task force Jordan was assigned to. Agent Dawkins and Thomas were leading the questioning. Dawkins looked up from his notepad just long enough to wave and point Jordan in the same direction he was already heading. There was nothing in his expression that gave Jordan any inkling that he was behind the badge tampering.

The slope was steep, forcing Jordan to turn slightly and sidestep his way down. The combination of a warm day and cold night had produced a layer of dew that made footing a challenge, so Jordan kept one hand on the exposed exterior wall of the basement of what he now realized was a three-story house, with a basement built into the side of the hill. The windows on that level were dark, but that didn’t stop Jordan from using his light to get a look inside. It was a finished basement with a TV, and a large sectional couch in the center with a pool table behind it. A cave of sorts, one he wished to have some day. At the corner of the house, he saw the beams of dozens of flashlights moving around a barn a few hundred yards further down the hill side. The beam of his flashlight found a freshly trampled path through the dew moistened grass. Each step was a careful step, ensuring the light illuminated the area first before his foot impacted the ground. Jordan didn’t want to be the investigator that happened to step on a random drop of blood or other piece of crucial evidence.

As he approached the barn, he noted there was nothing particularly special about it. It was a typical red broad board barn with large doors on either end, and an opening above them to what was obviously a hay loft. A single light fixture above the door on the end closest to the house bathed the general area with light. From where Jordan was, he could see a large dirt path with areas of spilled hay leading from the door out into the darkness. A glance in its direction saw nothing more than a shadow of a fence in the moonlight. If this was a working farm, it was possible the pasture was beyond the fence, along with any livestock. Though, he didn’t hear any, or smell them. All he could smell was the wet grass.

Several curious looks greeted him at the barn. Each agent outside moved in a systematic canvasing of the area. Their attention focused on the area of ground under the sweeping beam of their light. Jordan made sure to avoid that mass to avoid any contamination of the scene. In the darkness it was hard to see who was who and made finding the agent in charge almost impossible. Everyone wore the same dark navy blue jackets with the same three letters in yellow on their back.

After a quick search of body language, Jordan gave up and called out, “Lawson!”

To his left, “In here Jordan,” responded the head of their task force, from just inside the barn door. Jordan jogged to the door and in. What he saw didn’t match what he expected. It was all new and bright. None of the timbers of the open structure showed the discoloration that the passing of time applies. Even the smell of freshly cut wood was still in the air. What appeared to be an old barn on the outside was a new structure on the inside, which, if he had to guess, was less than a month or two old. Yellow tape encircled four posts. A forensics investigator stood outside the tape and took pictures of a spot on the floor in the middle of the taped off areas.

“What is it?”, Jordan asked as he walked over toward the task force lead investigator, Neal Lawson. The career FBI agent was the man the Director handpicked to run every high-profile interstate crime. So far this crime had touched seven states on the east coast and had now made its way into rural West Virginia.

Neal adjusted the navy blue cap with the gold FBI embroidered on the front, then took the large cigar out of his mouth. It wasn’t lit, it never was. He supposedly had a smoking problem decades ago. When he started with the agency, you could smoke in the office. From what Jordan had heard, everyone smoked then, and the office had a constant cloud just below the  ceiling. Neal Lawson had given the habit up, but hadn’t given up the fixation. Now the cigar was just a fixture under the cookie duster mustache that hung over his wide smile. He turned his large athletic frame and pointed at a spot in the center of the barn. “You tell me. Is this another calling card from our friend?”

Jordan walked up to the tape and didn’t need to go beyond it to examine it further. He looked back over his shoulder at Neal and asked, “Are we sure this is even a crime scene? Has a body been found?”

“What?”, Neal asked, surprised. He joined Jordan at the tape.

“This is nothing,” Jordan said.

“How do you know?”

“It’s just a blood stain, not even a particularly fresh one. If you look around enough, you will probably find a wounded or dead animal.” Jordan pointed out the edges of the dark red stain on the yellow wood planked floor. “There is no shape, pattern, or design. The occult has structure.” Jordan backed away from the tape and asked again, “Has a body been found?”

“Not yet, but they are still searching.”

“What was the call?”

Neal explained, and inside Jordan’s head he was repeating word for word what Neal said. “The homeowner saw a strange and unexplained blood stain, and called in a tip like they said to do on television.”

Jordan’s hand cut him off before he told him what show. He knew, and this had been the fourth false alarm they were called out to, thanks to an overzealous viewer of what he considered a third rate tabloid show for this subject matter. Having a serial killer that worshiped the occult and left symbolic messages at every crime scene created sensationalized headlines and stories. “I would take a sample of it and call it quits. It’s not human.”

“You are probably right. The community is just so on edge.”

“I get it,” replied Jordan. He and the entire team did. That was why their hearts jumped every time their phones rang. Why each of them had their own files and spent hours looking over things with the team and by themselves to try to identify a suspect, or predict where they were heading. Even Jordan worked on this angle of it, though it wasn’t his specialty. He tried to help. He wanted to help. Anything to push his true skill and why he was really there to the back burner. He wanted to be looked at like a real agent.

Jordan, the agency’s only para-psychologist and demonologist, was part of a non-public admittance by the bureau in the late seventies that not everything they encountered had natural origins, or as the report to the Senate stated, ‘Not all cases the bureau faces in their jurisdiction can be explained through findings of evidence that will be commonly accepted.’ A nice and acceptable, way to admit the possibility that psychics, ghosts, demons, telekinesis, and many other things seasoned law enforcement officers would never discuss without laughing, actually existed. The internal report asked for a team of investigators, but there was no way the Director was going to ask for that. Just broaching the subject in black and white was embarrassing enough. The final request was for just one, and it wasn’t really a request. He had the right to hire who and what he felt was needed. He informed them out of courtesy knowing good and well that no one would ever really read that report.  Jordan was now the third to hold this position. Its duties covered everything the agency didn’t want to admit to in public. His role on the task force sat on the fringe of those duties. He was to be the occult symbologist and help interpret what the messages left meant.

“Yeah, this is nothing. There is nothing ceremonial about this. Probably a field rat that was stuck in a trap or something. It’s not even that much,” reported Jordan.

“You sure?”

“Yep,” he said. “Is there anything else? Need me to help with the search outside?” Jordan turned around, hoping to hear an okay and head out to blend in with the other agents and do some field work.

“Nah. They should be wrapping things up. They have been searching now for two hours. You’re probably right,” Neal admitted begrudgingly. “We just have to check everything, you know?”

“Yes, we do.”

Jordan walked out with Neal, who gave a quick, “Wrap it up. This is nothing,” order to the agents working through the weeds. Not a one had seen any sign of blood or anything living except for a few field mice that scurried off out of their light when a large booted foot disturbed their burrow. Jordan headed back up to the house, not taking the same amount of caution with his path he had before. His light was on his belt and both hands shoved in the front pockets of his pants. The pillow he left at the hotel called for his head to return.

The scene at the street was still chaotic. After the teams of agents packed up and left. The local officers were left to break down the scene. Any onlookers, and there were always onlookers, never cleared out until several minutes after the last officer was gone. There was a catalyst guaranteed to prolong the process and keep the crowd around longer, and that was the media. Jordan could see the lights of several remotes from halfway up the hill. Their presence wasn’t all that surprising, considering the focus on anything that even hinted at being related to the Runaway Occult Killer. The sensationalized name given to this case by the media weeks earlier. All three words were meant to drive fear and draw eyes to the television screen anytime there was an update.

As he passed by the local officers, he felt some were still snickering about the badge incident earlier. A matter that Jordan would get to the bottom of later. The buzz of the reports being filed for the early morning news programs filled the air. There was no point in going live at this time of the morning. Most of their audience was asleep, but a good portion would be up in the next few hours watching the morning news talk shows, which started in about three hours according to Jordan’s watch. He kept his head down and passed through the scene and under the yellow crime scene tape to keep a low profile. He intended to be back in the hotel and fast asleep before those shows started. What their reports said held no interest for him. Just speculation and opinion, he was sure. In this instance if they had reported the true facts, that this had nothing to do with the case, it wouldn’t take long for viewers to tune out. Jordan had seen it all before, the reports would say just enough to imply and hint, putting the viewer on the edge of their seat.

He passed under the yellow tape and walked into a cloud of perfume and the stinging smell of way too much aerosol hair spray. He turned his eyes to his left and saw what he expected. A girl, just out of college, who was assigned the overnight news desk, the dead zone job all newbies in the industry had to start with. She was out there with a single camera man. Even though the camera would only show her top half, she was still there in heels and a short skirt. What the camera would see is the overly perky bleach white smile framed inside her red lacquered lips. Two big brown eyes sat wide eyed and engaging on her face, all in another frame created by the expertly teased and frozen mound of blonde hair. She was either trying to be a candidate for Miss America or trying to take down the aging anchor at the station.

Jordan was about to glance to the other bank of lights to his left when a familiar voice made his spine cringe. “Agent Blake, can I have a minute?”

The light mounted on top of the camera danced as the person carrying it ran around cars and onlookers in an attempt to keep up with his assigned reporter, who Jordan knew would be sprinting in his direction. At times he pitied Charles. It can’t be easy lugging around his large and aging frame trying to keep up with her.

“Agent Blake, a moment?”, the voice called again. This time a lot closer than before. Too close. She was just behind him, and Jordan knew there was no way to avoid it.

Charles never gave him a chance to turn around. He had surprised Jordan in how quick he caught up with him and maneuvered to his side. The light and camera focused over Jordan’s shoulder on the true on-screen talent. Jordan’s face would just be in the edge of the shot, as a supporting cast member only.

He looked at Charles, who responded with a simple, “Hey.” Then the rotund camera man counted down from four.

Jordan knew the drill and turned before Charles Lindsey hit one. Standing there looking at the camera off to the side and not at Jordan, which he was fine with, was Megan Tolliver, America’s Medium, or so she called herself. That had been the name of her show, the aforementioned third rate show that had done more than its fair share to stir the public up into a frenzy. It started as just a local interest show and quickly found a home amongst the various paranormal adventure and investigative shows that dotted every cable channel after midnight.

“Hi, I am Megan Tolliver, America’s Medium, here with our friend Agent Jordan Blake at the scene of the latest Runaway Occult Killer attack. Agent Blake, what can you tell us about what happened here?”

Megan turned from the camera and looked at Jordan. Please don’t look me in the eyes, he quietly begged. Of course, he didn’t say it out loud, and she did just that. Those bright blue eyes that rivaled the turquoise waters of the Caribbean ripped right through him. They always had. Whether she really had any real medium abilities, he didn’t know. What was clear, she could always read him, and knew exactly how to work him.

“Nope,” was the only response he managed.

The microphone she held close to him dropped to her side, and the perky on camera expression faded into a pout. “Nope. Come on Jordan. Give me something. Was it him?” The microphone exploded back up close to his face, and as he saw her smile brighten, he felt the spotlight of Charles’ camera focus on him.

“Uh uh,” was his expert response, and it sent her into a tizzy.

“Jordan. Jesus. You know how this works. You have to give me something more than just one-word answers.”

Jordan’s hand caught the microphone before Megan was able to raise it beyond halfway to his face. He shook his head and watched the spotlight disappear from both of them. That left them in the dark, only illuminated by the random flashing of red and blue lights. “Probably just a mouse.”

“A mouse?”, Megan asked, seemingly annoyed.

Jordan used his hands to show her the size of about a two-inch circle. “Yep, a small stain on the new wood floor in the barn. An owl or something probably swooped in and carried it off after it died. The field back there is loaded with mice.”

“You’re joking, right?” This time she was more than annoyed.

“Look around. Everyone is packing it in.”

Her head turned, and she looked around at the scene which was just as Jordan had said. There was no recovery of a body. No evidence technicians walking out with bags of samples or cut out portions of the floor. The only sample that Jordan advised they take to confirm it was animal, was in a small envelope already stored in a case. There was no one left at the scene doing any further searches.

When she turned back to Jordan, she looked like someone had just killed her puppy. To her, that might be what it was. Her show was considered a fictionalized drama. Some, her loyal viewers, believed in what she broadcasted. They thought for sure she was who she said she was, and could do what she said she could do, but a large swath of the public saw her as nothing but a con person who fed people what they wanted, or needed, to hear. If she happened to break anything real, any hard news, that would make her seem legitimate as a reporter. Which explained why she chased any case the bureau assigned to Jordan. It was a natural marriage.

“Nothing here spectacular to look at. Sorry.” Jordan added. He wasn’t sure why he added the sorry. Maybe he was sorry. Maybe he was just being polite. He turned and headed toward his car, not wanting to drag this out anymore, and desperately needing sleep.

“I wouldn’t say that. You are looking pretty spectacular,” she said while he was only a few feet away. “We are staying at the same hotel if you want to stop by.”

Jordan didn’t have to look back to know what the expression was on her face. He had seen it many times and given in many times too. “I am tired. Night Megan.”

“Oh, come on,” she pleaded.

“Nope. Tired.”

“Room 307,” she yelled after him.
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Hotel life never agreed with Jordan, but it was something that came with the job. In fact, he couldn’t remember any case that had taken place inside of a hundred miles of his home in Savannah, or any places that were repeat visits. So, it was a live-where-you-want-kind of job, as long as there was a field office he could go into, and an airport. This meant suitcase living in anything from a rundown mom-and-pop motel that the bureau temporarily took over, or suites at a swanky five star with a great restaurant. It was less of the latter, and more of the un-air-conditioned holes in Americana and mountains of Styrofoam cups and takeout containers.

Where they were staying in Florence, a little town in northern Kentucky, was something in between the two extremes. This was not a five-star by any sense of the description, but it wasn’t bad. It was clean, quiet, and cool. All things Jordan valued when it came to sleeping and reviewing case files. The task force had taken up an entire floor of the four story building and the only conference room they had, which was nothing more than three rooms with their walls removed, but it was enough for the owners to be able to advertise themselves as a conference center. Not exactly a perfect war-room for the team, but with a few extension cords and network cables the team brought themselves, they found a way to make do.

Of all the criteria Jordan rated the facilities against, the taste of their coffee in the morning wasn’t the most important, not like it was for the others. The rest of the agents had a scale that started at just-hot-dishwater, then went up the midpoint of hot-water, and ended with asphalt. The good stuff was in between hot water and asphalt. What he was drinking this morning was just above hot water, and while he was not normally a coffee drinker, after the night he had, he appreciated it. He was on his third cup while he poked around the scrambled eggs he ordered. There was nothing wrong with the eggs. When they arrived, he was busy reading over some notes and let them get cold and rubbery. He was sure they would have tasted just fine if he had tried them when they were hot. Instead, he opted for the two slices of toast after spreading on a liberal amount of strawberry jam.

In between each bite, he reviewed his notes again to pass the time while chewing. He was alternating back and forth between looking at his notes as a normal agent, and then as a demonologist. The agent side knew there had to be some kind of pattern to what and where, even if it was random. All the occult symbology and messages left spoke to him as a demonologist. There was a reason for the messages. Was the perpetrator trying to tell them something? Is the “why”, “what”, and “where next” buried inside of it, or was all this just something to throw them off? All were questions they had to answer, or rather, he had to.

Two rather feminine hands touched his shoulders. They rubbed and kneaded the base of his neck. The touch was just as slight as the waft of jasmine that circled around him and up his nose. The touch, while pleasant, sent him into a scramble to gather the photographs he had spread all around on the table.

“So, he wants to learn the meaning of life through divine influence?”, Megan asked. Her hands let go of his shoulders, and she sauntered around Jordan to the chair on the other side of the table. Without waiting for an invite, she had a seat, and poured a cup of coffee from the half-empty pot in the center of the table. She looked like the woman he had seen many times. No make-up. No teased up hair. Natural with her green eyes and full lips. Her normally teased up long black hair was pulled back in a simple ponytail, keeping it off her shoulders and away from her neck, giving him a clear view. Even looking as tired as she did now, she was still a beautiful woman.

“You saw nothing,” he said. His glance was both glaring at and studying her at the same time.

“I know. Trust me.” She said and then went to take a sip of her coffee, but paused. Her lips pressed into a grimace and her head tilted. “You don’t, do you?”

“I didn’t say that” he replied. The last of the photographs were now back in their large brown envelope.

“Jordan, after what we are, why don’t you trust me?”

“That is in the past,” he reminded her.

His answer appeared to disappoint her. Her hands put the coffee cup down on the table and she leaned forward. “Past, present, future. What does it matter? Plus, it is not just that. We are one of only a few that know about this world. That makes us unique and joined together at the same time.”

“You are media, that is enough.”

Megan’s disappointment turned to amusement, and she giggled. “Oh, that. Yes, I am. I needed that story last night. I have a deadline in two days for next week’s show. I guess now I have to go visit the woman in Cincinnati who is missing her eight departed cats and wants me to help her make contact.”

It was now Jordan’s time to snicker while Megan took a sip from her cup.

“Hey, it’s not funny,” she whined.

“Yes it is.”

Her jaw dropped open as she looked across the table at Jordan. He had seen that little girl look in her eye before. He knew what was coming, and had every chance to move, but didn’t, and let her give his shin a playful kick under the table.

“Okay, maybe it is,” she coyly admitted. “My viewers love that kind of stuff though. So, I gave you my room number. Why didn’t you come by?”

“Was too tired,” Jordan said before taking another bite of his toast. Her eyes followed the jam covered triangle of bread, and her hand reached over to grab the other half. Jordan had every intention of eating that piece, but didn’t object. She bit the corner off of it, slowly. Her eyes locked with his, the whole time.

“Was that all?”

Jordan gave her a look that said it all. That was one question he would not answer. He took a sip of his own coffee, but kept his gaze locked on her, as he always did. Nothing intentional, just a habit when she was around. “So, what was that about learning you said?”, he asked in an attempt to change the subject.

“I thought I wasn’t supposed to see anything.”

“You weren’t, but what was that?”

“I didn’t get that good of a look,” she said with a wink. “I saw all the spheres with the writing and a path extending out from them. One in each picture. I couldn’t tell if all of them were there.”

“They aren’t. Just about half. One at each scene except one,” Jordan said.

“The arrows were the only symbol at one scene, weren’t they? Was it the first one?”

Jordan nodded. The photographs that Megan saw were the drawings done in the victim’s blood at each crime scene. The first scene had what looked like the feathered ends of two arrows standing up. A symbol used in the occult for learning through divinity. The other scenes all had spheres with writing in them and a line that led away from the circle. The night before he had arranged them into the proper placement for the Kabbalah, also known as the Tree of Life.

While Jordan was not a heavily studied symbologist, his superiors always seemed to make the leap that demonology and the occult were the same and sent him anytime the occult appeared present. Necessity is the mother of invention they say, so Jordan became a quick study on the topic. Not that he was an expert. There were true academics that were better suited for this, some he consulted on these types of cases. Doctors Joel Lawrence and Lauren Brooks were two of those he consulted with most often. They were just as stumped as he was when he presented them the pictures of five of the spheres from the tree. The tree itself describes and defines the nature of God, the human soul, and the connection between the two. The tree itself is not purely an occult symbol. It is something popular in all religions, astrology, and many old mystic beliefs. From a message purpose, it was meaningless by itself as its true meaning was so vast, and that was what Jordan was about to explain to Megan when it hit him, and both hands collapsed to the table with a thud, rattling the coffee cups and the dishes. His head flopped backwards looking up at the water stained drop ceiling and dangling webs of dust above him, taking his eyes off of her for the first time since she sat down.

“Jordan, what is it? Are you okay?”, she asked, concerned.

Both hands reached up and rubbed back down his face to pull away what had been a veil of confusion. “This is not ceremonial, or worship related,” he mumbled through his hands.

“How so,” Megan started and then stopped. There was a brief pause before she said, “Oh,” followed by a louder and more annoyed sounding, “Oh. So, five more, and then he will either commit suicide or suicide by cop?”

“Once the tree is completed, he will look to use his knowledge and complete the journey of return, ascend to finish his connection with God.” Jordan tapped the table loudly and bit his lip. “Whoever this is feels they are following the path that will reunite them with God.”

“If that is true, what a whack job.”

Jordan grabbed his coffee cup and gulped down what remained. He stood and looked right at Megan, as serious as a heart attack, “Not a word.”

She held her right hand up and crossed her heart with her left before she said, “Not a word. I have an old lady with cat issues to take care of.”

“Jordan,” Neal called from the door of the restaurant. His deep voice thundered in the small room that could seat no more than a few dozen at any of the four tables, six booths, and long bar it had.

The sound of his voice startled Jordan, causing him to fumble the folder he held. The photographs fell to the floor at his feet. “Yes, sir.”

“Get your stuff. We need to go. We got a call,” Neal ordered before vanishing and allowing the door to slam shut.

Hurriedly, Jordan reached down and shoved the pictures back into the folder and took a final glance at Megan. “Not a word.”

“I promise,” she said and took a drink of her coffee. Her eyes stared over the lip of the cup and right through to his soul.

“Okay,” was the only response Jordan could muster before he turned and rushed for the door.

When he reached the door, he heard a final message from Megan. “Hey Jordan, be careful.”
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The second floor of the Florence Police Administration building on Ewing Boulevard was a crowded hive of activity. Every detective on the force and every member of the FBI task force assembled to track down the Runaway Occult Killer were huddled around a single monitor. The image on that monitor was the overhead shot of a bald man in his late forties. His hands shook each time he raised them to remove the cigarette out of his mouth. The motion caused a shower of ashes to fall before it ever reached the tray in the center of the table. A single bag of corn chips laid on the metal table next to an unopened can of soda. Both were peace offerings from the local detectives that took him into custody after they arrested him during a traffic stop.

George Stephens, 42-year-old male from Rhode Island, pulled over to catch some shuteye last night. The only problem was, he didn’t use any of the rest areas that lined the interstates, or even an empty parking lot. Instead, he parked his brown late model station wagon in the emergency lane of I-71. Just after sunrise this morning, a local traffic cop pulled up behind him to see if he needed assistance. A common check for cars found in the emergency lane. A normal stop on what seemed like a normal day. Something traffic officers perform hundreds of times every day across the country. Most ended with nothing more than a changed tire, or a call for a tow. This one officer happened to notice a pile of bloody clothes stashed in the back as he approached the driver’s door. That changed everything. Instead of a simple knock on the window with a hand, maybe a question about what the problem was, he returned to his cruiser to call for backup.

After they detained him, they transported him back to the administration building where detectives questioned him about the bloody clothes for two hours before he tripped up and mentioned the name Timothy Gaines. A 33-year-old male who was last seen alive checking his mail. His body was next seen in a grotesque display that was tagged as victim number 3. Both detectives recognized the name and ended the interview to call in the task force who had jurisdiction on the case.

Neal Lawson spent forty-five minutes in the room talking to him while the rest of the task force and the entire department looked on. From where Jordan stood, behind several rows of people, he couldn’t hear what was being said, but he watched the dance. Unless it was a suspect ready to confess to all, it was all the same. The minutes of relaxed confusion, where they played it cool, acting like they aren’t sure why they are being questioned. Once the investigators had enough of that, they laid their cards on the table. In this instance, it was a lineup of victim and crime scene pictures. Their presence on the table always transitioned the dance to a state of shock. This only lasted as long as the investigator allowed it. Once they leveled that accusation, the confident denial set in. This was easily identifiable by the body language. The suspect sat back in the seat as far away from the pictures as they could while making large dramatic movements with their hands and head with every word they spoke. George followed the script of the dance like they all did, and then Neal left him on the dance floor. The moment the door closed was always what everyone wanted to see. That singular moment would tell them all they needed, and George didn’t disappoint. He sighed heavily as his head dipped to look at the pictures, then it fell to his hands.

“Well boys?”, Neal asked as he joined the others.

“Guilty,” said Todd Lanford. Reading people was his specialty, but you didn’t have to have his experience to see it. The rest nodded in agreement.

“You’re up,” Neal said.

Jordan felt every eye in the large group gathered in the small room and spilling out into the hallway. Most looked at him because they knew why he was going in there. The rest, the locals, just followed the others, but looked at him with an inquisitive curiosity. He felt the weight of their gaze, but no longer felt uncomfortable about it. None of this was out of anticipation of a great break through. He had been part of the agency for nine years, but some still looked upon him as a fraud. Which was why he focused so much to try to contribute in a more traditional capacity.

He paused for a moment before opening the door. Not to gather his thoughts, but to clear them. When he opened the door, George’s head sprung up from staring at the floor and acknowledged Jordan by sitting up and back in his chair. His body language was relaxed. No tightly crossed arms or posturing. Jordan took the seat that Neal had occupied during his interrogation and laid his brown leather portfolio on the table.

“Mr. Stephens, I am FBI Agent Jordan Blake. How are you doing?” Jordan cringed as the words escaped his mouth. He could almost hear the laughter coming from the room down the hall, but was thankful when George Stephens appeared to appreciate the decency behind the question and responded with, “I feel numb and confused, but I guess I will be okay.”

“That is good to hear. I have a few questions to ask you.”

“I imagined you might,” he hesitated. Each time George attempted to speak, he appeared to choke on the words. There was something crawling up from inside and wanted out, but something else was holding it down. A war between his humanity and survival. The torment on his face told of the intensity of the struggle until one side was overpowered. “I did these. I did all these.” His head dipped again.

“We know,” Jordan said. His voice stone steady even though he had just received the first confession of his life. It wasn’t the scoreboard shot that the others talk about that overcame him. What he felt was the emotional release of a man who was drowning in his own sorrow and guilt.

“I imagine you probably did,” conceded Mr. Stephens. “What do you want to know?”

“Well, nothing about these,” Jordan said. He reached across the table and pulled the row of pictures into a neat stack that he placed face down on the inside corner of the table. He opened his brown leather portfolio and took eight pictures out, creating a row of his own. “This is what I want to talk to you about. What is the meaning of these symbols to you?”

Jordan watched Mr. Stephens study them closely. He looked for any signs of confusion or disassociation. If a demon was present within Mr. Stephens when he committed the crimes, this Mr. Stephens may not even be aware the symbols were left. Jordan’s other senses already told him that nothing was there with them. There was no cold spot radiating out from Mr. Stephens or foul odor. All the outward signs he saw told of a man very familiar with what the symbols were. He even rearranged them into the correct order.

Jordan was not a medium, like Megan claimed to be. That was something of a side show act he still felt was a con job to separate foolhardy people from their money in exchange for the removal of some guilt or remorse. Jordan never made any attempts to reach out and talk to anyone in the afterlife. In his opinion, it was stupid to do so. Kind of like throwing gas on a fire. Why mess with something you couldn’t control? If they were there, or anywhere around him, he could feel them. Their cold presence in and sense of darkness was unmistakable.

There was nothing here, and he didn’t even feel what he called “the splash”. The after presence that was left on a member of the living that had been occupied by something from the afterlife or a demonic presence. Mr. Stephens was just a man. A very disturbed one, but still just a man.

“Something of an obsession of mine, I guess. I saw it in a book maybe 20 years ago and studied it off and on. It fascinated me at how many belief systems had some form of it. Agent...” he stuttered and looked up from the pictures at Jordan. The gaze of his brown eyes was cold and lifeless.

“Blake,” answered Jordan.

“Agent Blake,” Mr. Stephens continued. “Do you know how many religious or mystic belief systems have some representation of the Tree of Life?”

“I have some idea.”

“That fascinated me. It made me think there might be some truth in it. Each look at it as the story of creation and the map to ascend to God himself.”

“Is that what you were in search of?”, Jordan asked.

“Oh, hell no,” Mr. Stephens answered, confused.

“Then can you explain what your messages meant? When I read it, it says someone is searching for the knowledge to ascend.”

Mr. Stephens looked back down at the photographs. He studied each and then looked at them from left to right. He read across them again a few times before he responded with, “I guess it does. I didn’t mean anything about them.”

That answer was one possibility that had sat in the back of Jordan’s thoughts the entire time. All the studying and desire to use it to crack the case had pushed it way, way to the back. Back among the cobweb covered ideas from other cases he had only considered one time before discarding them. Hearing it now coming from the suspect surprised him. He made sure not to let it show and stayed dead stone straight when he asked, “Then why write these symbols at each scene?”

There was a brief chuckle from the man sitting across the table from him. “I didn’t. Not at the first one. I was having a hard time sleeping one night and found one of my old books shoved in the back of my car and read a little to settle my mind. I read a little of it every night. One day I wrote one. Then another, and another. That’s all. It was just what I was reading.”

“Were you reading anything on the occult?”

“Oh no. Not at all,” stated Mr. Stephens. He exploded back in his chair. “No way.”

“Then what does that mean?,” Jordan said, pointing at the picture of the two up right arrows. “That symbol is not part of the Tree of Life.”

“That is not a symbol. That was my count. Two slashes for my second...” he paused again, choking on the word, “kill.”

Jordan reached across and gathered up his pictures and closed them back up in his portfolio. He looked up and made firm eye contact with Mr. Stephens. “Thank you for your time, Mr. Stephens. Sit tight and we will be back with you in a moment.”

Without another word, Jordan stood up and walked out of the room. Neal waited for him on the other side. “We missed one,” Jordan said.

“I heard. Sounds like he is ready to tell us all. I’ll get it,” Neal said. His hand gripped the elbow of Jordan’s left arm and pulled him in close. Too close. Jordan could smell a hit of brandy on his breath. Had to have come from Neal’s one and only vice, and it wasn’t drinking. He loved to roll the Cuban corona cigars he kept positioned in his mouth in brandy. Something he once explained to Jordan gave them a sweet aroma when he smoked them. Jordan could hear the slight wheeze in his chest from his former habit when he took in and released two deep breaths. Neal leaned in even closer and asked in a hushed voice, “Anything with him?”

“Nah, he is clean.”
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There was something reassuring and refreshing about standing in front of your own door after having been away on such a long assignment. Even if the glow of a new day was starting to pierce the darkness on the eastern horizon. The familiar feel of the key as it slid in and turned the lock. That familiar spot where it sticks and takes a bit more force to send the tumblers into the right spot. The drag of the door against the carpet as you push it in, and the rush of air with every fragrance that screamed home.

It had been three weeks since Jordan had last stepped foot in his own home. After weeks of staying in hotel after hotel, he knew his home. He also knew something wasn’t quite right when he stepped into the dark entry way. There was something off about it. A flick of the light switch on the wall revealed it. A vase of white orchids sat on the table in his living room. A large card was propped against the clear vase. From where he stood he saw the big loopy “Sorry” written on it. He knew who it was from. It also explained how they had gotten inside. He just didn’t know what Megan was apologizing for.

Jordan dropped his bag next to the side of the sofa and sat down. His gaze was transfixed on the flowers. Inside, two debates bounced around in his thoughts. First, would he look at the card now or go ahead and give into the exhaustion and get some sleep. Second, how was he ever going to get that key from Megan.

She lived there in Savannah, just seven blocks, or two historic squares away. It was a trek either of them could probably do in their sleep. They never drove over to see one another, after she first caught his eye. He was young and new, just out of the crash course version of the academy they sent him through. Another reason he didn’t feel like a full-fledge agent. Megan was just starting out with her own social media channel covering all things paranormal and holding live readings for people she met in the Savannah area.

Jordan had never seen her show, he didn’t even know she had one, when he first saw her standing at the police line of a crime scene just up the road in Charleston. He didn’t think much of her presence there. She, like the dozens of other onlookers, stood there just behind the tape with their camera’s up taking pictures and recording what was going on. Unlike the others, she was beautiful. Her long dark hair flowed down over her shoulders, and her dark green eyes consumed him, even though he only saw a quick glimpse of them as they stared intensely at her phone’s screen. In contrast to her dark features was her perfect porcelain complexion, and pouty red lips. She looked like a doll. A five-foot-four tall doll with a perfect figure, that was an alluring combination of dark and mysterious wearing a  dark dress that would be at home on the hostess of any Halloween party, and bright shining personality that exuded from her even while she stood dead still.

She was still there recording the agents cleaning up the scene when Jordan went to leave. When she whipped the camera around and exploded into commentary for her channel he was awe struck. The world around him was just a blur. The only thing clear was her, and he walked right over and introduced himself. Which was completely out of character when you considered his normally shy demeanor.

What he expected to find was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen being just one of the normal onlookers that shows up when a crime happens in their neighborhood. What he found was an engaging and enchanting star. He simply introduced himself as agent Jordan Blake. An emphasis on the word ‘agent’ in an attempt to impress her, in case the badge that dangled from his neck at her eye level didn’t do the job. Her introduction blew him away. “I am Megan Tolliver, America’s Medium. Did you know this is the fourth mysterious death at this house since the Civil War? The original owner was a confederate colonel, who returned at the end of the war wounded. He died three days later. Ten years later, a family from New York bought it, and the old man has been haunting and killing them ever since.”

That started a thirty-five minute discussion about the history of the old Victorian plantation house they found themselves at. Jordan had been called in because of some marks found on the victim that someone thought may have been a sign of some kind of ceremonial killing. He was local, so they called him in. An unusual event in his short career. His work was primarily relegated to reviewing cold case files that all traditional investigations found nothing to go on and maybe hinted at something else. Being called to an actual crime scene was rare at that point in his career.

They were still talking by his beat up hatchback when the last agents left the scene and the body carted off to the morgue. Cause of death still to be determined, but there was nothing paranormal here. The marks were just scratch marks in the floor made from something that had been dragged across it years ago. The blood from the victim just happened to pool in them to make them look like something more. Jordan knew what it was the minute he walked in. In most cases, he would consider it a waste of an afternoon.

They were still talking at a coffee shop back in Savannah when the summer afternoon thunderstorms rolled through. They were still talking as they sat on a bench around the fountain in Orleans Square in the cool summer night air. Their fascination of the paranormal fueled most of the conversation. Something both had a strong interest in fostered by their families and the stories they had heard growing up in one of the most haunted cities in America. There was something else too. Something that grew with every moment they spent together and caused Jordan’s heart to flutter when she smiled.

Over the next several weeks, there were many more discussions at the coffee shop and on the bench. These evolved into walks, hand in hand under the majestic oaks that had stood over that land long before the roads and rows of buildings were ever started. The walks would start at one apartment and end at the other. Being a gentleman, a southern gentleman as his grandmother always emphasized, meant she may have walked down to see him, but he always saw her back to her place before taking the lonely walk back home. Not that he felt the loneliness with his heart in the clouds the whole way back.

Months later, they were attached at the hip, never spending a non-working moment apart, and he gave her a key to his place. It was a gesture that he felt would lead to moving in together and a future, a true future together. She accepted it, and without any true discussion on the topic, she was there, moved in, making her one bedroom bottom floor apartment her studio for the show that had now started its second, small, syndicated run.

When a betrayal sent the world crashing down around Jordan, he didn’t ask for the key. In the time that had passed, there had been several dozen opportunities to ask for it, but he could never bring himself to do it. Something didn’t feel right about it. Something didn’t feel right about the flowers. Who leaves flowers for a man, he wondered. Even as tired as he was, he knew his mind wouldn’t let him sleep until he opened the envelope.

Inside was a card and a DVD. The card was one of those plain ones that said sorry on the outside, with a blank piece of paper stapled into the fold inside so you can write a personal heart-felt message. The message written for him was, “Jordan, I am sorry. I needed it. I still love you with all my heart, Megan.”

Jordan fell back and sunk into the couch. The card still in his hand; and the DVD that accompanied it was on the table next to the flowers. He had a feeling what she meant without even looking at it, but he knew he had to know and stood up grabbing the DVD on the way to his television. The disk started when he pushed it in. When the theatric intro faded, he saw Megan standing in front of a bush. His detail obsessed vision noticed the front of the hotel the taskforce stayed at behind the branches.

“Before we head out to visit Ms. Wilhelm and help her ease her pains and concerns about her beloved cats that left this world so tragically last winter, we have an update on a story we have been following...”

Jordan had a hard time understanding why anyone would stay tuned for that, but he knew enough not to question it too much. She showed him her ratings from a season once. Things that were what he would call hard topics didn’t do anywhere near as well as these softer stories.

“There has been a break in the case of The Runaway Occult Killer. Our favorite Paranormal friend, FBI agent Jordan Blake, has finally linked together the symbols that were rumored to have been left at each of the scenes...”

Jordan’s heart fell from his sternum, through his butt, through the couch, and landed on the floor next to the dust bunnies that had gathered there since the last time he shoved a dust rag under it. Graphics showing the very same symbols she had seen when she walked up behind him were now displayed on the screen next to her.

“Some of you may already recognize them as we have discussed some of these on previous shows. These are each portions of the Tree of Life. The very description of creation and our evolution toward our creator. These combined with this,” the two arrow ends were displayed above the other symbols, “completes the sentence and I believe tells us the motive behind this killer’s devious and demonic actions. The arrow ends tell us, he seeks to acquire the knowledge to ascend to his creator, or more plainly said, he is taking lives in order to meet God.”

Jordan slapped the button on the remote and shut it off before Megan provided anymore analysis. He felt the return of a sickening feeling. She had done it yet again. There was a line drawn, a clear line. Everything they talked about was off the record. It had to be. His job required it, and she knew that. It was never really a problem either. He trusted her. He really did. Whether or not the emotions he once felt for her clouded his judgement and made that trust misplaced was, well, debatable.

The last time she did this ended their formal relationship and resulted in a series of very uncomfortable discussions with his superiors at work. Through flowing tears, she tried to explain to him how bad she needed the break to keep her syndicated show going, but Jordan was furious. His career was impacted, and his trust broken. The one he had for her, and the one his superiors had for him. Jordan still remembered feeling her arms wrap around him as she cried and pleaded for him to understand. As he remembered it, his own arms stayed stiff and cold by his side.

This time will probably result in a similar conversation at work, but maybe not as severe. The information she had really had no consequence on the case. It didn’t matter though. She didn’t know that, and still used it.

Jordan threw the remote on the couch and headed off to bed with the light of the early morning now coming in through the windows. A few hours of rest and he would be ready for the day, or hopefully more ready than he felt now. He put his cell phone on the bar that separated the kitchen and the dining room. It buzzed as he headed down the hall toward his bedroom. He had no intention of checking the message.
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Jordan rolled over and cracked open his eyes. Beams of daylight snuck in through the gaps in the blinds and invaded his bedroom. He didn’t know what time it was, and didn’t really care. He was exhausted. Mentally, physically, and spiritually worn out. Every muscle in his body ached as did his brain. What he wouldn’t give to just roll back over and doze off again. Both his body and brain begged for it, but the career called, as did the stack of cold cases he had on his desk in the office.  Each case had one or more  “oddities”, that the investigation couldn’t answer. They weren’t just unsolved crimes; those would be easy to dismiss and put in the cold case files. These went beyond that. Pieces of evidence or the crime scene were beyond explanation, which meant they were sent to his stack for review, advise, and possible investigation.

It was a slow roll up and swing of his feet to the floor, where they dangled for a few minutes while his hands attempted to rub the senses back into his head. Two big yawns followed by a stretch almost sent him back to the mattress, but he resisted and slid forward letting his feet contact the cold wooden floor. He felt as dead as some of the subjects of his investigations. A nice hot shower and a few energy drinks were the medicine that could bring some life back into him. The caffeine wouldn’t do anything for the sickening question in his head. Should he call Megan or not? His hands rubbed up through his short brown hair. Each finger dragged along his skull. Neither found an answer. A shower first, and then caffeine. After that he would figure out how to deal with the elephant in the room.

Jordan had taken the first three of the seven steps needed to reach the bathroom when he heard a sound beyond his bedroom door. It wasn’t loud, but it was there. The next two steps took him back to the bed, where his service revolver sat on the nightstand. With the familiar steel object in hand, he crept toward the bedroom door, thankful neither the floor nor the door creaked in his turn-of-the-century-row house. A product of the recent renovation before he moved in. He cracked the door open and looked out. The hallway was still dark, but there was a light coming in from the kitchen. He knew he didn’t leave it on. Hell, he didn’t remember even setting foot in there last night.

With his revolver up, he approached the edge where the hall opened to the kitchen. He stayed tight to the wall as he heard the sound of metal on metal. A pan on the burners of the stove. The familiar sound caused the gun to drop to waist level. His finger was nowhere near the trigger as he stepped into the opening, wearing only a pair of light blue boxers with a black standard issue 9mm dangling at the end of his arm.

“I made you an omelet,” Megan said. Her dark hair pulled back in a long ponytail thrown over her left shoulder. She was as he had seen her many times, though he wasn’t sure how many others had. His heart hoped there wasn’t a long list of others that had seen her looking like she had just woken up, and maybe washed her face. Her natural beauty didn’t need all the dark makeup and smokey eyeshadow she usually wore. He knew it was for her image she portrayed on the air, mostly. She loved the paranormal and the specter and image that went with it, so it was her, but he got to know the woman inside. The caring, warm and happy woman that often let her serious career-minded aspirations fall to the side, long enough to sit on the couch with him to watch a cheesy romance comedy while wearing one of his old sweatshirts. Occasionally though, her career aspirations covered all that up.

“What are you doing here?”, he asked.

“If that is the new bureau’s uniform, I approve,” she cocked her head to the side and studied him. “Well for you I do. I have seen some of the others you work with and well....No. They don’t have your abs, or those sparkling blue eyes.”

“I asked, what are you doing here?”. Jordan popped the clip out of his revolver, put the safety on and placed it on the counter before heading to the refrigerator to grab an energy drink while he waited for an answer. The order had now changed. Caffeine first, then shower.

Megan turned away from him and back to the pan. She lifted it and slid two omelets out on two plates she had staged next to her. She lowered the pan back to the burner and then turned it off. Her back stayed to him, but her head dipped slightly when she said, “I owe you-“

“You owe me nothing,” he shot back interrupting her.

“Look,” she said before exhaling loudly. “I am sorry. I know what I did was wrong, but-“

“No buts,” he interrupted her again. “Forget my career for a moment. This was an active investigation. You could have jeopardized it.”

She turned around and looked right at Jordan. He saw the confident and intense look in her green eyes. He had seen it before, mostly when she was on air. “There are buts. Now listen. Yes, I taped it before I knew he was in custody, but I didn’t add it to the show until I knew for sure he was, and that the symbols meant nothing to the case. It doesn’t air for another week anyways.” She walked over to him, her bare feet on the beige ceramic tile floor. One hand reached up around his neck and she pulled her body close to him. The other hand traced his muscular chest and down his side. A path it knew all too well.

Jordan had to fight his body’s impulse to wrap his arms around her. He wanted to stay strong on this point, but one arm betrayed him and wrapped around her shoulders, which only caused her to nuzzle in even closer, her head just under his chin. Whether she had really considered all that, or just got lucky with how things worked out, he had no way to know for sure. She had done this before, and now again. He knew this wouldn’t be the last time.

“Go get dressed and let’s eat before these get cold,” she said with a quick smack on his butt.

“Yeah, okay,” Jordan stammered as he headed down the hall to throw on a pair of shorts and a shirt.

“You know I am going to be in town for almost a month. The next two episodes are just a few hours drive from here,” Megan called down the hallway.

“That’s good.”

“Is it?”

Jordan knew she was fishing for something, but he avoided it. “Yep, I know you get tired traveling,” He walked back down the hallway wearing a black t-shirt with a gold “WF” from his old days at Wake Forest.

“I bet you do too,” she added.  She had moved both plates to the coffee table in front of the couch. The flowers, she had already moved to the dining room which Jordan had converted into an office. It had a south-east facing window giving the flowers plenty of natural light, at least until late in the afternoon.

“That I do, but it is nice to be in the field and away from the stacks.” Jordan referred to the stack of files on the table and the multiple stacks of binder boxes on the floor around his workspace that were filled with cold cases that contained an oddity for him to look into. New boxes arrived all the time, adding to the source of hours upon hours of boredom he experienced. Reading a report where maybe one out of every couple hundred had something that he thought might have been paranormal was nothing like the real thing. Especially with his ability to sense the presence of anything out of the ordinary.

Jordan sat next to her and dug in. It was nice not eating something out of a Styrofoam container. “Look, you have to stop doing that. What I say to you is in complete confidence. Don’t make me stop talking to you,” he warned in between bites of the spinach and feta omelet she made with ingredients she had to have brought with her. It had been a while since Jordan was home, and he was pretty sure anything in the kitchen had gone bad.

“I know, and I am sorry. To be honest, nothing I reported is anything you guys didn’t discuss in the press conference. As far as anyone knows, I was there just like any other reporter.”

“You know what I mean,”

“Yea,” was all she said, but her tone spoke volumes. It was defeated and worried, and it tore at Jordan on the inside.  He would never admit to her how much her claws were still in his heart, but he felt she kind of knew. He reached over and rubbed her knee. That contact seemed to make everything all better.

They talked about George Stephens and the few minutes Jordan spent with him while they finished breakfast. Jordan finished his second can of caffeine while Megan sipped on her coffee before rinsing the dishes and putting them in the dishwasher.
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Megan left mid-way through Jordan’s third can of energy, and after her ninth apology, which was followed by a close embrace and a brief but not quick kiss. Between that apology and her departure, Jordan’s thoughts lingered on how warm and wonderful that kiss felt. Inside feelings churned wanting more. His mind may have been playing tricks on him, but with how abrupt her exit was after that shared moment, he thought there was a chance she felt it too. This was by far not the only time this had happened; it had happened more times than Jordan could count. Each time was the same.

A hot shower attempted to wake up the brain synapses that still wanted more sleep. The fragrance of Megan’s shampoo and how she looked standing in his kitchen in jean shorts and a white t-shirt consumed the ones already awake. He threw on a clean t-shirt and pair of shorts and took his familiar position at the dining room table behind the stack of folders. He reached down to his right where a box of energy drinks were and pulled out a bright orange can and popped the top as he raised it to his mouth. He took a quick sip from it and then placed it next to the laptop.

This was the start of his daily routine and system. He would drink one of those a day as he read through file after file. The fact that he was now working on his fourth today had his eyes darting around the room. Each file was read start to finish. If anything popped as needing further investigation, he placed it in a pile to his left. So far that pile only had 2 files in it. In a spreadsheet on his laptop, he would note the case number, what grabbed his attention, or if nothing did. That made it easy to keep track of what he had reviewed and what he hadn’t. The spreadsheet was at row 1,842. Most of those cases were decades old, with mysteries behind them that couldn’t be explained. Even his truth, he wouldn’t be able to explain. If they had modern day DNA technology back then, most of these wouldn’t be in his stack. He noted those in the spreadsheet as well to hand back to the cold case team. They took several of those cases a month back through the crime labs to see what they could learn now. At the end of his day, he emailed a summary and packed up the cases he had reviewed to be shipped back. Those that he felt needed his additional review he kept. After he sent the summary email, he made the trek to throw away the energy drink can, to keep his workplace clean of trash.

The first file of the morning was more of the same. A missing person from 1982. Stephanie Lanners, an eighteen-year-old freshman at Perdue who disappeared the night before she was to come home for Thanksgiving. When she never arrived, her parents called the university police department who found her car in the dormitory parking lot. Her dorm room looked normal. The bed looked slept in. A pile of clean laundry still in the basket, and as the report noted, she was not packed up for the trip home. To Jordan, this meant what ever happened to her happened while she slept. The file was full of crime scene photographs, each of which Jordan gave their due attention. The quality of the photographs of the day meant the use of a magnifying lens and working to answer the question, was that smudge a detail or just age of the image.

Nothing here stood out. The pictures showed a normal dorm room that appeared to be waiting for its occupant to return from the bathroom down the hall. A review of the evidence log told Jordan why this case was in his pile. Item HX-0021, an unidentified fingerprint. The analyst’s opinion recorded may not be human.

“A non-human fingerprint. Let’s have a look,” Jordan said to no one as he flipped through the pages for the cellophane slide he expected to find. It wasn’t there, but there was a replication that resulted in an, “oh, come on,” exclaim. The single piece of yellowed paper had a photocopy of the cellophane slide. The edges of the slide created a visible outline. The quality was as grainy as every bigfoot picture he had ever seen taken by someone who just happened to be walking around the woods with a Polaroid and then sold it to one of those shows. Even with that poor quality, he could tell what it was. It was human, just not someone paying attention to trying to give a good print, which was not something most people thought about when they grabbed something with their hands. The bottom was clear, but from the middle up it smeared and curved up as the owner lifted their finger and slid or twisted it.

One non-human fingerprint, three unknown sounds heard by a neighbor, and two floating lights, which were lights hanging from extension cords in the victim's garage as clearly shown in the daytime crime scene pictures, led Jordan up to lunch. There was no such thing as a working lunch for him unless he was out in the field. Reviewing report after report was mind numbing, and he needed the sixty minute break with the news or Sports Center and a sandwich or some leftovers. Jordan understood why they had him going through the files, it was the responsibility of his predecessor and the one before him, which was the first person to occupy this post.

Jordan actually had a chance to meet him shortly after he accepted the position. Orville Moon. Odd was the only word Jordan could use to describe him. He still sported the red paisley vest and black umbrella that everyone said was his signature look. Combined with his mop of white hair, bifocals, and very direct English accent which others mocked. Jordan saw him as an old guy who spent his time walking around haunted locations performing experiments. It was his idea to pore over the cold cases for less than natural explanations. It was Orville who, as a consultant, helped solve a case and convinced the director they needed this very position. When he was hired, they gave him free rein to define the job responsibilities as he saw fit. When Jordan accepted it, he imagined cases after cases of investigating possible demonic and paranormal cases, or sitting across from folks that claimed to be psychic or telekinetic, or anything else that fell into his discipline of study. He had really hoped for more paranormal since he had a little something extra there. So far none of the stacks of paper had flown around his apartment, or tried to predict his future.

The day ended with another twenty-two cases reviewed. Some he felt they shoved in his pile just to avoid having to say they had nothing on the case. He boxed those twenty-two cases up to ship them back to be filed in the cold case archives, and emailed his summary to Todd Classen, his supervisor, just as he had each day. The only other email he sent was a request for the interview tapes for Christopher Lynn, case AC-0104 from 1978. According to his sent folder, this was the ninth request for these tapes from the archive. The other eight had yet to be responded to. Of all the cases he reviewed, this is one that got his attention. They accused him of killing his neighbors by just thinking about it. He confessed in a voice not of his own, in a language that he, nor any of the FBI linguists, spoke. According to the evidence log, the interrogation was taped, and stored in the archives.

Jordan shut his work laptop down and took the now empty orange energy drink can to the garbage can in the kitchen. His hand reached for his cell phone, but lingered over it while his mind debated on whether to call and ask Megan out to dinner or not. He wanted to, but also didn’t. This was a constant battle inside. He wanted her around, but knew if there was no true future for them, he would never be able to break that connection if she was. Nothing was more confusing to him, or frustrating than her.

The phone vibrated, sending his hand recoiling away from it. Megan joked often that she could read his mind. She did claim to be a medium, which he didn’t know if she was, or what else she could do. It vibrated again, and Jordan grabbed it and answered, “Jordan Blake.”

“Hey Jordan, have you rested up?”, Todd Classen asked.

“Kind of. I got a little sleep after I got in,” he said.

“Those task force assignments can be a real grind. Going from town to town. Staying on edge the whole time, waiting for the other shoe to fall. They always exhaust me, mentally and physically. This one was a big one, and Neal said you did a great job. You should think about taking a few days off to just recharge.”

That sounded like a great idea to Jordan. It had been a few months since he had last taken a day off. The grind of the file review and the three weeks on the task force were taking a toll. He was drained.

He had forgotten what it felt like to just do nothing for a day, “Thanks Todd. I might do that.”

Jordan started to suggest doing that this Thursday and Friday when Todd interrupted him, “You really should, but not yet. I need you to go check something out. It’s probably nothing, and before you reminded me, yes, I did say that about the Runaway Occult Killer assignment. My bad. I need you to look into one thing first. Just a fly up, take a look, and report back kind of thing. I just emailed you the details.”

“Okay, where am I going?,” Jordan asked.

“Richmond, Virginia. The flight details are in the email. Just fly up. Take a look. See if you see or sense anything, then report and come back home. Its as simple as that. This is not our investigation. We have been asked to advise only at this point.”

“Advise?”, Jordan asked. There are many ways the FBI advises local authorities. Evidence processing. Subject tracking when they cross state and even international borders. He was sure there were more detailed instructions in the email, but was curious now.

“They found a body of a young woman just outside of Richmond. Three different  Medical Examiners haven’t been able to find the cause of death, so they are stuck and need to figure out if this was a natural death, suicide, or homicide. One of the M.E.s was one of ours. He was asked to advise first. Now he has asked for you. He said something just doesn’t feel right.”
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“How was the flight agent Blake?”

“It was fine,” Jordan answered as he walked out of the Richmond International Airport with Deputy Thomas Wright. Overall, the flight was fine, nice, and short, but there was a problem. It left Savannah just before five in the morning, meaning he had to be there before four, adding to his already exhausted state. He used the opportunity of the three hour flight to submit the suggested two days off. It would be in Todd’s inbox when he arrived at work.

The drive to the coroner’s office was a long and arduous dozen miles. The deputy was a chatterbox, going on about this and that in what was obviously an effort to try to impress the federal agent in his presence. “We must have hit 73 going down route 14 until he finally wiped out. When the truck came to rest, I rushed up, ignoring my own safety and thinking only of the public, broke out the window with my flashlight and dragged him out. I had him cuffed in three seconds flat.”

Jordan grunted his approval. If only the deputy knew what Jordan really was, he wouldn’t be trying that hard, and would probably give Jordan the familiar questioning and suspicious looks.  There was no point in ruining the deputy’s excitement.

“Then we had a robbery at the SnackShop. You know the type. One of those national brands that shut down, but someone decided to open their own in the old building. While everyone else was taking statements, I put my investigative hat on and went and checked the security footage...”

Jordan felt an unbearable urge to yawn. An act that would probably draw the ire of his driver. So being the big federal officer in the car, he played it smooth and turned his head to look out the passenger side window. As he watched the trees fly by on Interstate-64, he let the yawn escape. Deputy Thomas was busy chasing a green station wagon in his mind when they pulled into the parking lot of North 5th and up to the entrance of the Virginia Department Forensic Sciences. He wasn’t sure if the deputy was done with the story when he opened the door and said, “Thanks for the ride officer.”

“Anytime,” he said before the door closed.

Jordan walked in and up to the security desk where he showed his identification. This time, it hadn’t been adulterated by any prank loving coworkers. The security guard who seemed as enthusiastic as Jordan felt, signed him in and pointed down the hall with a halfhearted smile.  Signs helped him maneuver through the green walled white tile floored hallways. A typical decorating style for every government building he had ever been in.

When he made the last turn, he saw another desk outside the door to the morgue. That door was to the left of the desk, but the hallway continued past the desk to another set of double doors with a camera mounted over the top. A series of parallel black streaks recorded the path where gurney after gurney of dead stiffs were wheeled in from the intake bay.

“Agent Jordan Blake, FBI. They are expecting me.” Jordan flipped open the badge for the second time in ten minutes. More than he had in the last several weeks.

There was no signing in, or recording his name. Instead, the guard looked up from his newspaper long enough to check the picture on the identification against the person holding it and then leaned back to punch the door release. With a click, it opened, and Jordan walked inside.

As if it were some cruel trick, he found himself in another green wall white tiled hallway with offices on either side. Most were still dark, but the one two doors down had a light on inside. With no other options, he walked to that office and knocked on the doorframe. Inside a middle aged Asian man sat behind the desk in green scrubs and a white lab coat, consumed in a report that was splayed out over his desk. He mumbled to himself as he jumped back and forth between pages. His forefinger on his left hand traced each observation he reviewed.

Jordan knocked harder on the door frame. This time the occupant looked up with narrowed eyes and a pinched expression. There was an awkward silence between the two as Jordan waited for a greeting that never arrived.

Jordan introduced himself to answer the question he hoped was in the other man’s mind. “I am Jordan Blake, from the FBI.” Again, he flashed his identification. The third time in the last twelve minutes. If he wasn’t careful, he might develop carpel tunnel from flipping it out so much.

“Oh, the paranormalist?” said the man.

“Para-psychologist,” Jordan corrected out of instinct, not that the man seemed to mind or even care as he slammed the file shut on his desk and pushed back.

“Sharon Carter?”, he asked while his fingers flipped through several folders in a vertical stand on the corner of his desk. They found the one they were in search of and pulled it out and placed it under his right arm. “Follow me,” he said. There was no introduction, or nice to meet you as he passed Jordan and led him down the hall.

The two men walked further down the hall to another room where the man reached in and flipped on the lights and said, “wait here.” The room was like the hall, white tile floor and green walls. What was new was the stainless steel sink against the far wall and the row of cabinets along the other. Jordan walked in and did as he was asked. There was an eerie silence in the room with only the hum of the fluorescents to keep him company. Behind him, a few rooms away, there was a metal clang and the sound of something sliding. Having been in a place like this more times than he cared to remember, Jordan recognized the sound of the opening of the cold locker and the sliding of the slab that contained a body. His instincts clicked in and moved to the far corner of the room to make room for the gurney that would soon follow.

The wait wasn’t long before a gurney with a black vinyl bag rolled in. The man positioned it in the center of the room and then pushed it toward the sink where the end snapped into place. “So how does this work?”, he asked while he unzipped the bag. “Do you say a prayer or sprinkle some holy water over the body to get it to give up its secrets?”

Jordan ignored the sarcastic nature of the question and tried to respond as professionally as he could. “Nothing like that. I just observe to see if I see anything out of the ordinary.” That was the simplest way to explain it. There was no set script to what he looked for in situations like this. It could be anything from a certain type of injury that appeared to be more ritual to something self-inflicted like Marjorie Davis, 54, of Warsaw, Pennsylvania. At first examination, the coroner ruled her death a homicide from a severely broken neck, but something about the crime scene photograph that accompanied her file bothered the thirty-four-year veteran. Her head had turned around more than 180 degrees. When Jordan arrived, he examined the skin of her neck to find the tell-tale stretch marks and rips in the skin that confirmed the coroner was correct. It had actually rotated around by more than 360. There were no external bruises that would hint at where the attacker gripped her head to exert the force necessary to cause such severe internal damage. On a hunch, Jordan had the coroner check her back. Her corpse crunched as he moved her. No further examination was needed to know her back was broken too. Jordan knew exactly what the cause was, and even though his superiors trusted him, it took three days before they agreed to adjust the cause of death. He made several visits to the crime scene to try to detect and track down the specific malevolent spirit that had done this, but he felt nothing.

The man pulled the edges of the bag open exposing the nude body of a mid-20’s African American female. At first look, Jordan saw the typical ‘Y’ shaped incision that started at the points of the collarbone and ended at the lower abdomen. Beyond that, there were no signs of trauma. He scanned every inch from head to toe, and asked. “Any external injuries before the autopsy?”

“None,” was the only answer he gave, leaving Jordan wondering why he was called.

“Toxicology?”, Jordan asked.

“The labs are still out, but the preliminaries showed nothing. She has no history of heart or other health issues. A perfectly healthy woman of 28,” the man reported while Jordan studied her hands. He only did so based on experience. He once found skin caked under them. That in itself was not an unusual discovery. The one time he found the skin of the victim’s own scalp there was unusual. After a two week investigation, which included interviews of her family who finally admitted the woman talked about hearing voices and feeling others’ emotions, told him she was an empath. The voices in her head drove her to such a point of delirium that she attempted to scratch them out. An infection set in, causing toxicity.

“You mean except for that fact she is,” Jordan started, but as his head rose to look at Dr Liu, a cold flash overcame him and he felt like he had been punched in the stomach and struggled to catch his breath. Both hands gripped the rolled edge of the steel gurney and pushed his body up to a standing position.  “is dead,” he continued with a croak. “Any chance I can get some water, and a pad for some notes. I seem to have forgotten mine,” Jordan paused and leaned forward, his hands still clamped to the gurney. He read the name tag dangling from the man, “Dr Liu.”

“Yea, I guess,” Dr Liu said with a huff of an exhale. He looked back at Jordan several times before he reached the door.

Once he was out, Jordan let go of the gurney and collected himself before he turned his attention to the cause of his troubles. “Okay, why don’t we just make this easy, and you go ahead and tell me what happened here?”, he whispered.

The ghostly image of the young woman standing in the corner said nothing. They never did. That would make it too easy.  Instead, she stood there, translucent in a white top and jeans. He knew from experience that was what she wore when she died.  She watched his every move attentively. Jordan rounded the gurney closer to her. She didn’t move. She didn’t even try, not that he was a threat to her.

“So, what is it?”, Jordan asked.

Her head tilted from side to side as she looked at him.

“You got to give me something.”

Again, she tilted her head as she looked at him, then she raised both arms and turned her palms toward him. This meant something. Jordan knew it. Everything they did was their way to respond, he just needed to figure it out, and he wasn’t exactly a professional at charades. She turned her hands over and back showing him both sides of her hands.

“Come on Sharon. Tell me your secret,” he asked while studying her form.

Her left hand reached over and pointed out a spot on the underside of her right forearm as Dr. Liu walked in with a white paper cup of water and a small yellow notepad. Jordan accepted the cup and took a quick and much needed sip that soothed his dry throat. His eyes still on that spot where she stood. Her left hand still pointing to the spot on her right arm. Her eyes leading him back to her body. Then he got it, and almost dropped the cup.

Jordan didn’t rush around the gurney, but it wasn’t a slow meander either. When he reached her right arm, he turned it over, exposing the underside of her wrist. He took another quick glance up at her image and where she was pointing at on her arm. When he looked back at her body, there it was, just below the elbow almost undetectable unless you were looking for it, which he was. A needle prick, that caused just a small point of discoloration in the skin.

“What’s this?”, Jordan asked.

“What’s what?”, Dr Liu said. For the first time since he and Jordan met him, he appeared interested.

“Right here,” Jordan pointed out the spot.

Doctor Liu rushed around the gurney and grabbed a pair of gloves out of a box sitting on top of the cabinets. Both gloves were on before he reached her side, and two gloved fingers rubbed over the area and then stretched the skin just a touch to expose it better. “How did I miss this?”

“It’s kind of small,” Jordan said, throwing him a bone while trying not to seem smug. He knew full well if it wasn’t for his spectral assistance, he would have never noticed the area.

The urgency in which Dr Liu examined the area told Jordan he was disturbed by the miss. He asked Jordan to step back while he took several photographs of the area and then made his own notes. “The toxicology will tell us what we need to know. I guess you wasted your time coming up here.”

“It’s my job,” Jordan said while he observed the professional at work.

”Well, this is my job,” Dr Liu said as he repositioned her arm for another picture. A yellow tag with a number was adhered to the skin just below the spot. “And, it is obvious I need to pay more attention. Real sorry you had to come here.” He placed the camera on the back counter and returned to the gurney and started zipping up the bag.

Jordan watched as she disappeared into the darkness. Her face appeared to take one last look at the world as Dr Liu pulled the excess up before zipping it the rest of the way closed. This was always a sad moment for Jordan. A moment of finality only rivaled by the closing of a casket. Every life was precious, and everybody had a tragic story. One that he had to find.

Dr Liu said, “Well, I guess that is about it.”, and grabbed the gurney and wheeled it toward the door. Jordan followed him out, but stopped and took one final look back. He expected to see a pleased look on the girl’s translucent face. Instead, what he saw forced him to stop in his tracks. She stood there pleading with her hands and eyes. Her mouth was moving a million miles a minute trying to convey something to him. Nothing came out, but it didn’t need to. The message was well received. The spot was not the entire mystery. Something was very wrong.
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There was a knock at the door, but Jordan didn’t hear it. Not because he was too far away. The dining room he converted into his office was just off the main entryway and from there he could hear anything and everything that went on outside his walls. From the conversations had by people taking an afternoon stroll to the constant conversation his sixty-three-year-old neighbor Ms. Dillard had with her Pomeranian during their walks. Something he finds both sweet and sad. It is one reason he made an extra effort to speak to her whenever he saw her out and about. Megan did too. They had developed some kind of bond that Jordan didn’t understand.

There was a second set of knocks, but still Jordan didn’t move. He was busy constructing his ninth email since he boarded the flight in Richmond. The topic was the same, but the argument was stronger each time. At least that was how he saw it. So far he had received no response. The last email resorted to using a bulleted list of facts and evidence which used bolds and underlines to draw the eye to the point he wanted to make. It had to be perfect, so he was on the third draft of said email when two hands massaged the base of his neck sending him leaping from the chair.

His reaction seemed to amuse Megan who let out an explosion of loud laughter, almost knocking herself to the floor, but found the wall. Both hands covered her face, and the heels of her shoes clattered on the hardwood floor as she stomped up and down. The dark blue dress she wore over black hose, and her hair pulled straight back hinted at why she was there, a night out.

“What the hell?”, Jordan exclaimed as he circled the table, stretching to compose himself.

“Sorry,” she said, but to Jordan he heard nothing apologetic about it. His skin was still crawling. “Did you forget about dinner?”

“No,” Jordan said, coming back around to his laptop. “I remembered. What time is it anyway?” He had considered calling her for dinner the night before, but when he found out about his early flight, sleep became a need that was stronger than staring into her green eyes. She texted him about dinner while he waited in the TSA line in Richmond and he gave a quick, “K,” in response. His mind was on other things at the time. In fact, it had been on the same topic since he left the coroner’s office.

“It’s a little after seven. Our reservation is at eight,” she said.

“How exactly did you get us reservations at 22 Square?”, Jordan asked. 22 Square was one of the most popular dining spots in all of Savannah and usually had a week or longer waiting list for reservations. Longer in the summer when tourists flooded the historical town to take in some of the history of the old south, and for some the even older south. It was one of the most haunted cities in the world, and the people that lived there fully embraced that with tours, stories, and just an overall extra appreciation, respect, and display of the supernatural. In some areas, they still celebrated the black arts of voodoo. A tradition that went back to its day as a pirate port.

“I did a...” she started, but Jordan interrupted.

“... a reading. You did a reading for the owner. That’s right.”

“That is right. His father never saw him open the restaurant, and he wanted his opinion, his approval. Something he didn’t get a lot of growing up,” Megan explained. She had moved from the wall and stood in front of Jordan’s laptop. A single finger on her right hand traced along the top edge of the screen.

“Did he? “

“You will have to watch the episode to find out, “Megan said with a flirtatious smirk. “You still watch, don’t you?”

“I barely have the time to watch anything,” Jordan said. He watched in horror as the finger that traced the top edge of the laptop screen started to push down; it pivoted on its hinge ever so slightly. “Don’t!”, he screamed, startling Megan away from the laptop. A few deep breaths helped him regain his composure and he looked at her with an apologetic glance. “I need to finish this.” The tone was a forced calm while inside, his heart still pounded.

“Oh,” was her only response as she backed away further, before huffing away to the living room.

“Sorry, it’s just an email that I need to finish.”

“Okay,” she said, still sounding a little shaken. “But you need to hurry. You need to change.” Jordan looked down at what he had on. Before he could utter a response she added, “I am not walking in looking like this with someone in jeans and a t-shirt.”

“Just a few minutes. I promise,” said Jordan as he sat back down at the laptop and attempted to pick back up where he left off. He found it without difficulty. His fourth point he felt he needed to stress stronger. In the other room, the television turned on creating a slight background noise. Not that it distracted him. There were many a day where the silence of the house got to Jordan where he would turn on a twenty-four-hour news network or something just to hear the sound of voices droning in the background.

The only distraction came from the scream, “Ha, you do watch. You have it setup to record every episode!”

Jordan didn’t remember. There was nothing to say. Megan had caught him red handed, and he was sure he would hear about it through most of the night over dinner. With the final touches complete in the email, he clicked send, and then closed the laptop himself before going to his room to change. When he passed by the living room, Megan was sitting there enjoying watching the latest episode of her own show. He smiled as he heard her compliment her own choice of outfit for the show.

Before he changed, he washed his face with cold water. He had hoped it would refresh him and clear the thought that had consumed him for most of the day. It didn’t. His mind was already rolling around iteration ten of the email. Every attempt was made to shove the thoughts aside like the clothes he shoved away in the closet as he looked for appropriate attire to be Megan’s escort for the night. There wasn’t a lot to choose from. There were hangers of white shirts and dark slacks, bureau attire, hanging there with only a few interruptions here and there with a pair of khaki pants and a single light blue shirt. Both were gifts from Megan, who said he needed to have a little more style. Style was nothing that the bureau was concerned with. Jordan’s normal style was jeans and any one of his variety of t-shirts in his chest of drawers. All of which, Megan had worn at one time or the other. She looked better in them than he did.

Jordan knew he would get both a look and criticism if he walked out of his room in a plain white button up on and dark slacks. That left only one remaining option. The outfit that was a gift from Megan. He would just have to deal with hearing her gush over her great taste when she saw him wear it. Something she did every time she saw it. It was also an outfit he had only ever worn when going out with her.

“Still hitting the gym, I see,” Megan said. She was leaning against the door frame looking at him with a lust filled gaze. His shirt off and the khaki pants pulled up to the waist, but unbuttoned.

Jordan didn’t say anything as he slipped a clean white under shirt over his head and then donned his light blue button up. As he tucked it in, he walked toward the door. “The reservation? Remember?”

“Yea. Yea,” she said as she let a hand brush his chest.

That simple touch stirred something deep inside and managed to move that single consuming thought out of his head, but only for a moment. That moment ended as he leaned down and gave her a quick kiss on the lips. When he pulled back, she stayed frozen. “Shall we get going?”, he asked.
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“I sure hope that phone looks better than I do in a pink bra and pantie set.”

Jordan fumbled with his phone, almost dropping it in the bowl of Gazpacho in front of him. It clanked off the lip of the bowl, somersaulted after a bounce on the table down to the floor. He leaned down to get it, half distracted. The other half was embarrassed. The image of Megan in what she described flashed in his mind. Maybe he had been working too hard. There was no maybe about it, and now it was beyond that. It was an obsession. “Sorry,” he mumbled and sat back up, putting the phone on the table beside his bowl.

“It’s okay. I can tell something is on your mind. You haven’t gone more than five minutes without checking your phone. If I was anyone else, I would be more than a bit miffed,” Megan said waving a breadstick at him with each word.

“I am sorry.” This time Jordan looked right into her eyes as he delivered the apology.

Megan took a sip of white wine from the crystal goblet that sat before her and then placed both elbows on the table, propping her head on her hands as she leaned forward toward him. “It’s okay,” she assured him in a voice that was both comforting and seductive to the soul. “Want to talk about it?”

“No,” Jordan said calmly, half catching his eyes starting to cut toward his phone. “Let’s not.”

“Okay.” Megan leaned back in her chair and picked up her soup spoon.

Jordan wasn’t much of a fan for appetizers, or multiple courses. He wasn’t a big eater at all. A grazer might be a better description. His meals were small, but the trips to the kitchen during the day were numerous for nuts, fruits, and anything else he could munch on while working. A dinner like he was having now was the oddity, but it was a splurge he accepted and appreciated wholly. There was something about 22 Square’s Gazpacho and the roasted pork that he couldn’t resist. Of course, Megan always ordered a plate of stuffed mushrooms as a starter and if he didn’t eat at least two, she would never leave him alone.  With each dip of the spoon into the chilled Spanish soup, his eyes snuck a peak at the phone for a missed call or message, and hoped he hadn’t been caught.

“You sure?”

“Sure about what, Megan?”

“You sure you don’t want to talk about it?” she asked, almost pouting.

“I am sure. I am fine. Let’s just have a nice dinner. Why don’t you tell me about your next show?”, Jordan suggested. He wanted to change the topic to get his mind off of its obsession.

Across the table from him, a spoon fell the distance of fifteen inches and banged against the white porcelain bowl. A single red drop sloshed out on to the white tablecloth, while the silver utensil bounced up and landed on the table, skidding dangerously close to the edge. “Jordan Blake. You better start telling me what is wrong right now, or I... or I...” she exhaled heavily.

Both hands went to her hips and then shot to the table. Her fingers drummed a rhythm on the table that sounded like the executioner coming for Jordan. He had seen this before, only this time he didn’t have a clue what he did wrong. Though he had a feeling he was about to find out. Megan was never a person who bottled up her feelings.

“In all these years, you have never once asked me about my show. So, what is it? And you better not say nothing. We are going to sit here all night until you spill it, or I might just have to talk a bit louder. We don’t have secrets.”

Jordan looked around at the other tables. Usually when she spoke that fast, her volume increased proportionally to the speed, but so far it appeared no one else had taken notice. The stern look that stared at him from the opposite side of the table waited for his response. A response he knew he would need to give. There was part of him that thought it might do some good to tell her. She claimed to be a medium, something Jordan was still not completely convinced of. Based on their past conversations he didn’t doubt she knew her stuff about that world, making her perspective of certain events valuable and beneficial. He had benefited from them in the past. The only voice that kept him from opening up was the one that always spoke to him in times like this. This was bureau business. A real case. Worst of all, it was a case he wasn’t assigned to yet. In the past he had been able to talk about a generic theory. Could he strip this down to that? He wasn’t sure.

“I can’t,” he said.

Megan’s expression changed from stern to disappointed. He could see the glow she had earlier dull, as she sunk back into her chair. Her shoulders slumped and then her focus, which had been on him all night, even though his hadn’t been on her, waned and wandered around the restaurant. As her mood descended from the bliss the evening started with, Jordan felt his follow. He had never met a woman who wore her feelings on her face as much as Megan did. Her eyes were the windows to her soul. Nothing was ever hidden. If you wanted to know how she felt at that moment, you could just look at her.

“Is it about yesterday?”, Megan asked without looking at him.

Jordan said, “No. Look, it is nothing important. Just something in a case that has me bugged that is all.”

Megan shook her head, again not looking at him. Instead, she gazed out the window at the people walking by. Old fashioned gas lamps lit the sidewalk creating an interesting intersection of time. A world that looked much like it did a century ago. Brick covered roads, gas lamp lanterns, the occasional horse and buggy coming down the road, of course those were now full of tourists seeking a romantic connection with the old world. Those that walked the sidewalk, or road in the buggies, looked down at their cell phones or used them to take pictures. Jordan often wondered what the spirits he saw wandering the roads of this old city thought of how the world had changed. “I’m not buying it Jordan. I know you well enough and have seen when something bugs you. This has you consumed, almost spooked. I sensed something when I walked up on you earlier.”

“You what?”, Jordan gasped.

“There was something on you. Like an after image of something you encountered. I run into them a lot when I visit a haunted place or someone who has had an encounter. I have felt it on you a lot in the past.”

“Something is on me?”, he was concerned. The observation Megan had just shared with Jordan was both fascinating and disturbing. This may be the first bit of proof he’d seen that Megan had a little something like he did, that or she had made a lucky guess. The thought of something attached or lingering disturbed him. Jordan ran across plenty of case studies of where a paranormal entity clung on to someone and followed them to torment them and everyone they came in contact with.

“Not now, but you have been around a spirit recently.. and,” she paused, and squinted her eyes and leaned forward to make an imaginary circle around Jordan’s face with her finger. “That is what is bothering you. Something you encountered and you are not sure how to get the others to believe you?”

Either she was getting good at reading Jordan, or this was another lucky guess. Either way, she wasn’t going to let this drop. Jordan knew that for a fact. He had to say something, or the rest of the evening would be like this. Not that this was completely a bad thing. There was something cute about her trying to play detective and working the problem. “Kind of,” he confessed.

“Kind of?”, Megan asked. It was a simple question that slipped passed her lips, while her eyes asked the dozen or more follow-ups.

“Look, they sent me to check a body today, and you know how I see things from time to time, well I saw something today,” Jordan said. His voice hushed to avoid others over hearing. Talking about a dead body might not go well with the crème brulee being served at the table next to theirs.

Megan leaned forward against the table again, causing a few dishes to clatter against the surface. She asked, “A woman, mid-twenties?”

“Why?”, Jordan asked, surprised. Did she really know, or was this some carnival psychic trick where she would start with a guess and keep refining based on his responses?

“It’s what I feel. It was definitely a woman, and there is a sense of surprise about her death. Not just because of the circumstances, but because her life was just beginning.”

“Yes, in her twenties,” Jordan confirmed. He saw no harm in her knowing that.

“Okay, so female, in her twenties, homicide victim probably, and you are trying to convince others of something about her spirit,” recapped Megan. Jordan could see the wheels turning in her head. While they did, he returned to take a few more bites of his soup before they took it away when the main course arrived. She mumbled to herself while she tried to solve the problem. A few occurred with a mouth full of salad or breadstick. Her attention was up in the air at nothing at all.

The waiter had arrived to take their soup and salad away, Jordan’s salad hadn’t been touched. He wasn’t a salad person. At least not how the salad was made here. Throw some chicken or steak on it and drown it all in a rich and creamy dressing, then it would be more to his liking. That was something he fixed often at home when it was just him. It was quick, and had vegetables.

It was in between Jordan’s second bite of roast pork and first bite of the loaded mashed potatoes when Megan blurted out, “It’s not your case, and you want it. She tried to tell you what happened to her, and you are asking to be assigned to the case.”

The potatoes on his fork hung there for a second, but gravity eventually won and pulled them from the utensil sending them plopping back on to Jordan’s plate. His mouth also hung opened, but this had nothing to do with gravity. It had everything to do with the shock he felt at her guess.

“You don’t have to say anything. I can tell I am right. So, are they going to give you the case?”, she asked and went right back to her pasta like nothing had happened.

Jordan stammered for a moment before putting his fork down. “I’m not sure yet. They haven’t replied yet.”

“How did you explain it to them? I assume you can’t come right out and tell them the ghost is trying to talk to you.”

Megan had that right. Only a few people in the bureau knew he felt spirits. Two to be exact, Neal Lawson and Jordan’s own predecessor. Todd had no clue. He was like the rest of them and just viewed Jordan as that strange man who picked a peculiar line of study in school. Like someone who studied computer hacking or psychology had their special areas of expertise in their assignments, he had his. Jordan’s motivations to enter that line of study were less creepy than what his peers might imagine. He wasn’t the kid who grew up with a fascination of the dark world and everything that went boo at night. There were no periods of fascination with music associated with the occult or periods of dark eye shadow in his formidable teenage years. Instead, there were weary moments of self-doubt and wondering if he was seeing things that he shouldn’t see, and felt things in the world he shouldn’t feel.

“The first email just said while I didn’t see specific evidence of the paranormal world here, I do believe I could aid the investigation. The next few tried to add on to that with examples from the past where I helped discover leads and evidence others might look over.”

“The next few? How many emails did you send?”, Megan asked.

“Nine.”

It was now her turn to have the shocked look on her face. “So, let me get this right. You sent not one, not two, not three, but nine. This doesn’t appear to just be the normal, you think you can help case. What is so special about it?”

Having already gone this far, Jordan didn’t see any harm in telling her more, as long as he kept names and specific details out of it. “I don’t know if there is anything special about the case, but her. There was something special about her.”

“Oooh,” Megan interrupted. “Was she pretty?” She fluttered her eyes across the table at Jordan.

Her attempt at humor slightly annoyed Jordan. “No. Not that. She panicked when she saw me leaving. Her hands waved widely while reaching for me. Her mouth was moving faster than I had seen anyone try to talk. Even you.” Jordan paused to let that little jab settle. The little skewed smile he saw was rather satisfying. “But it was the eyes. There was fear. She wanted to tell and to show me something.”

The half amused smile that was on Megan’s face a few moments ago, was gone now. Instead, she appeared surprised, but mostly intrigued. She took another fork full of her pasta from her plate to her mouth, but the journey took longer than the others. There was deep thought going on underneath the function of eating. Jordan could tell that. He had experienced the same on the flight back as he dissected every detail of that momentary encounter to make some sense of it. “Do you think she wanted to show you what happened to her?”, Megan asked.

“That would be my guess.”

“You know, there are a lot of documented cases of this kind of thing. Ghosts appearing to mediums and psychics to help them solve their own murder or abduction. It is not that uncommon.” Her fork was on the path back to the bowl, but stopped just enough to point at him in an accusatory manner. “I know you. Don’t dismiss this as one of those things on one of those shows you like to make fun of, mine included. You should be open to seeing the impossible, more so than most.”

Over the rest of the main course and dessert, Megan recited the names and details of the specific cases where such a thing had happened. From Etta Smith to Sylvia Brown, but there was one that stood above all others in Megan’s mind. She didn’t have to say it herself. Anyone that listened to her talk about other mediums for more than a few moments could tell she was enamored with Fionna Johannsson, the “Persian Medium.” Those that didn’t know her might think she modeled her dark appearance after her idol.

The lecture on the benefits mediums have provided law enforcement continued until they were just a few blocks from his apartment. Nothing else replaced it except the feeling of her grabbing hold of his arm with her other hand, and her head leaning against his shoulder. There was no more talking of mediums or ghosts for the rest of the walk. The topic didn’t even come back when they settled on the couch in front of the television. His arm around her. Her head on his chest. He only checked his phone twice while they sat there. Each time earned a little look from Megan. When Megan excused herself to the bathroom and returned wearing just one of his t-shirts, the topic was the furthest thought away from Jordan’s head.
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The first light of the morning shone through the bedroom window and across the floor. It crept towards the bed occupied by two individuals. One draped across the other. It climbed up off the floor and up the side of the bed until a single sliver of light hit Jordan right in the eyes. The intrusion was enough to cause him to stir. Not an easy task with Megan’s head on his shoulder, but he had experience in moving in such a situation. Plus, she was a very deep sleeper. He could shove her out of the bed and probably not wake her. Not that he wanted to try. He just needed to wiggle a few inches to change the angle to put his eyes back in the darkness.

The awareness of the moment prompted another thought, work. Jordan’s eyes popped open and looked at the clock. 6:17 am. Damn, the sun comes up early. There was just under another hour before his alarm would go off. He could lay there and try to get back to sleep, but this had happened to Jordan a few times before. Each time, he dozed off just moments before the alarm sounded, and that was after a good night’s sleep. Last night was anything but good. He startled awake three times since 4:00 am. Each time a dream that involved the ghost of Sharon Carter was the cause. Each dream was the same. Her spirit called out to him. This time was no different, and with his mind leaving the refreshing nothingness of sleep, it returned to the thoughts of her. His left hand dropped off the side of the bed and searched the floor for his phone. He remembered hearing it fall from the nightstand at some point the night before. His fingers felt the edge just under the bed skirt and grabbed it. A quick check showed no response to any of his emails yet. Then he realized the time and knew Todd hadn’t read them yet. The next few minutes found that thought batted about by the alternative. Maybe his argument wasn’t convincing. How he could reword it consumed the next several minutes until he drifted off again. None of the new arguments made it from his mind before he slipped under.

At 7:15 am, his alarm went off as it always did. Weekday. Weekend. It didn’t matter. Jordan never managed to be able to sleep in. If he did, he felt sluggish the rest of the day. Every day started with the same routine. Out of bed, which sometimes was just a quick sit up and out or a slow maneuver to keep from waking Megan when she stayed over, a quick change in to running shorts, shirt, and shoes. If it happened to be a brisk winter or spring day, he would opt for longer pants. Then before any breakfast, a quick run down and back three squares. Four laps around the third and two around the second gave him the perfect three-mile run. Something he had mapped out shortly after he moved to the area. Then he hit the shower. Similar to sleeping late, if he didn’t get his morning run in, his mind felt like it was in a fog the rest of the day. No amount of coffee or caffeinated drinks, his real preference, would help that. Not that he didn’t try. There were several rainy days he tested that theory to see what could be done. Not to mention the days after any long work related travel.

On this morning, the alarm woke Jordan as it always did. He looked over at Megan to make sure it hadn’t woken her. She slept there curled up under the covers with her head propped on his pillow, which somehow she ended up with after he fell back to sleep. Its softness folded up to create the perfect platform for her head. Because of her, Jordan knew what angels looked like when they slept. He slid to the side of the bed and sat up. Instead of hopping up for his running gear, he reached down and checked his phone. A single envelop appeared in his tray, which he clicked with all the eagerness of a child on Christmas morning. The message he expected to be lengthy, with agreement to his many well structured arguments, was short. It was not just short; it was tragically short compared to his expectations. It was just two lines followed by Todd’s name. “Enjoy your days off. You earned them.”

Jordan’s hands dropped to his lap. He didn’t have a tight grip on his phone, and it slipped from his hand and tumbled to the floor. The sound caused a stir next to him, but Megan stayed in her blissful slumber. Jordan reached and picked the phone up, stood, and stormed out of his room as silently as he could while one hand searched his contacts for a number.

It rang once, before he got to the living room. The sound of a voice cut the second ring short. “You still get up early, even on your days off?”, asked Todd from the other end of the call.

“Yes. Yes, I do. Todd, I need to talk to you about that case. The one you sent me up to check yesterday. Sharon Carter,” Jordan spit out urgently.

“I read your report, and all of your emails. Jordan, I am sorry, but it is a local matter. You were asked just to advise if you saw anything abnormal about her death. Now unless you missed telling me something in your report, which is very unlike you, there was nothing, correct?” asked, Todd.

There was a lot. That her ghost had to point out to him the true cause of death and appeared to have so much more to tell him. Of course, none of that was anything he could share with his boss. While they knew he had immense knowledge in matters of the paranormal and supernatural, and even an awareness that he felt tingles, something still met with odd looks by the few that knew, admitting to seeing full bodied ghosts was a line he was not going to cross. Something Orville Moon warned him of. It was hard enough for him to be taken seriously as it was. Admitting to that was a sure fire way to never be taken seriously again. “Just the marks on her arm,” Jordan responded reluctantly.

“So, sloppy work by the coroner. Not the first time we have seen that, and won’t be the last. They never like it when we catch their misses. Is there anything else I am missing Jordan?”

“No sir,” Jordan said reluctantly. His mind raced for something that might help turn the tide. “I just think it could be an interesting case. She was so young. No appearance of drug use other than marks. Overall good health. It doesn’t make any sense.” Jordan paused before he used the next word. He used it in one email and even felt queasy as he typed the letters. “It almost appeared like an... assassination.”

“Oh, come on Jordan. This is just a homicide. There were hundreds of them the same day she was killed. Each is a little different, but in general they are all the same. It is out of our jurisdiction. We can’t handle it. So, take my advice. Let it drop. Go for your run and do something other than work for the next few days. I will talk to you on Monday morning,” Todd ordered flatly.

There was no annoyance in his tone, but a serious one that told Jordan he was done talking about the subject. The quick disconnect of the call confirmed that. Jordan let his head slump down into his hands as he sat on the edge of the couch. The image of the woman’s eyes begging him consumed him. As did the disappointment of not being able to do anything about it. A frustrated groan escaped from between his lips. The sound was muted by his hands, but loud enough to elicit a response from Megan, who stood behind him in the same t-shirt of his she had worn the night before. Two delicate fingers caressed the back of his neck.

“No?”, she asked.

“Yep,” Jordan said. His voice still muffled behind his hands.

“Then maybe it is best to let it drop,” she said as she walked around the table and had a seat beside him. Her gentle lips pressed against the side of his cheek. He felt the warmth of her breath before the warmth of her lips.

“I can’t,” Jordan said.

“Then, did you explain that to Todd?”

Jordan raised his head and gave a look to Megan that said it all.

“Oh, you can’t.”

Jordan laughed. “Not exactly something you can share at the office.”

Megan sat back and Jordan saw the wheels turning in her head. He got up to go start the coffee, more for her. He filled the grinder full of beans and pressed down on the top. No instant or pre-ground for her. A mistake Jordan made the first time she stayed over. If it was important enough to drink every morning, then it is important enough to do it right, she told him. The loud crunching and whirr sent shivers up his nerves like fingernails on a chalkboard. One of the sacrifices he made for her. The sound settled down to just the whirr telling him it was done. He opened the top and poured the contents into the filter when she bounded up to the bar and sat on a stool across from him. Her smile beamed from ear to ear.

“I got it,” she announced as Jordan filled the coffee maker with water. “Look into it yourself.”

Jordan shook his head violently from side to side, “Uh huh. No can do. This is outside of my jurisdiction. Todd reminded me twice this is just a local matter. Our job here is done. Having an FBI agent interfere with another department's investigation would break so many rules, I would be fired.”

“Not in an official capacity. Just as a person. A person doing a paranormal study,” She looked at him with wide and hopeful eyes, but Jordan turned and walked away. “Where are you going?”

“For a run. Help yourself to the coffee when it is done.”

Just as quick as he disappeared to his room, Jordan emerged back out in shorts, t-shirt and running shoes. He paused just long enough to plant a kiss on Megan’s forehead, while she gave him her best fake pout. An expression he had seen many times before.

The morning was brisk and clear. Just like Jordan liked it. He passed many of the regulars as he headed west along his street. They were regulars because he passed them every day around this same time. He knew none of their names, and they didn’t know his either, but every morning they shared the same nod or smile like old friends as he passed by. It didn’t take more than a quarter of a mile before he felt his mind start to clear. One of the effects of his morning ritual he really enjoyed. But on this morning, this clearing left more room for ideas to bounce around. One of those ideas was the pondering if Megan’s suggestion wasn’t all that crazy. He dismissed it again at the first mile, but in the next half a mile it had worked its way back in, as it always did without really creating an issue. At two and a quarter miles, the idea was pushed away, but not for long. It came back in the next tenth and hung with Jordan the entire return trip east back home.

When Jordan burst through the front door, he found Megan sitting on the couch drinking her coffee watching the morning news. He felt fresh and renewed, like he always did, but he also felt confident and as a result, asked Megan, “What are you doing for the next few days?”
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Thanks to the invention of the internet, search engines, and social media, Jordan was able to find where Sharon Carter lived in a matter of just a few minutes. Jordan also found where her body had been found, and that she was deeply missed by her mother, Delores, her father, Lewis, and her younger sister, Cicely who was named after a famous actress, a fact that was listed on her social media account.

The six-hour drive was a little longer than what Jordan wanted to make on his day off, but he felt motivated, and it gave Megan time to secure lodging for them. Of course, what she found wasn’t just some interstate dotting non-brand motel. While that might do for the FBI when a task force is following scenes across the country, that would never do for Megan; she made sure to throw in the name of her show and what channel it aired on in their area when she made the reservations.

They exited the Interstate in the Bellemeade area of Richmond just before four in the afternoon. Long shadows from the late autumn afternoon stretched across the road of the inner city neighborhood. Some were from the trees that lined the lots and towered above the simple homes. Others were the curved lines from the powerlines overhead. They occasionally crossed each other, creating a lattice pattern on the ground. They followed Mimosa Street until they reached Columbia Street, where they took a right. Finding the right house was not difficult in the least. A yellow ribbon of crime scene tape wrapped between the power poles in front of it still protected the single story white shingled structure. Another ribbon was wrapped around the metal poles that supported the awning over the front porch, and a third, but shorter piece, blocked the front door. Seeing her home blocked off like that told Jordan the local police had a suspicion that the murder had happened there.

They pulled and parked Jordan’s white BMW on the side of the road in front of the house. He and Megan got out but stayed behind the crime scene tape and observed from where the pavement ended and the loose sand began. Jordan felt a sad energy over this place, but it had nothing to do with his paranormal abilities. He felt the same at every murder scene. Every agent he had talked to about it admitted to the feeling  as well. It came from the knowledge of what had occurred here. He didn’t know if Megan felt it as well, but she was being uncharacteristically quiet as she looked at the house.

From where they stood, Jordan saw graphite smudges around the handle on the front door and a few more on the frame. There was probably more of that inside. That was not what he was looking for. What he sought had yet to appear, and there was no guarantee it would. Only time would tell, so he waited and paced the length of the tape, taking quick glances up at the house. Each time, it stood there like it had before. Only the shadows had changed. Megan stayed by the car and asked him every once in a while, if he felt anything. To each question he responded with a quick “nah”, or a shake of his head. The path of his pace was now clear in the sand that sat at the edge of the pavement. The pattern of his shoes had now replaced any remnants of tire tracks from cars that had pulled up at the house or ran off the edge. A foolish feeling crept into his mind. Maybe he missed his one chance to help her that day.

“Can I help you?”, asked a scratchy voice from the home next door. Jordan looked and saw a grandmotherly woman standing on the edge of her front porch. She leaned against a single aluminum cane that opened up at the bottom into four rubber covered feet. A pair of glasses hung from her neck on a chain against her red and white checkered house dress. They weren’t on her face as she leaned to look at Jordan and Megan. She didn’t appear to need them; she wasn’t squinting to see them. The short and neatly curled salt and pepper hair told of a recent trip to a hairdresser, or maybe a friend or relative that knew how to do perms.

“Yes ma’am,” Jordan said. He walked closer to her, but remained out on the road just outside the rusted chain link that lined her property. He had no intention of going closer until he had a better feeling about her. “Did you know Miss Carter?”

“Sharon?” she asked curiously.

“Yes ma’am, Sharon,” confirmed Jordan.

A look of dismay came across the woman’s face, replacing the cautious curiosity she previously addressed the two strangers standing in her deceased neighbor’s yard with. “It’s a damn shame,” she sighed. “Such a sweet girl. I couldn’t believe it when they told me.” She paused and looked at Jordan and then at Megan. “Been a lot of your type around lately.”

Jordan replied, “Yes ma’am.” He knew she meant cops and investigators. Plenty of people had told him he had that look. Megan, on the other hand, usually didn’t, but she was wearing dark pants and a white shirt under her black jacket. The jacket was for comfort and not style, even though it was still stylish. “Do you have any ideas of what happened or why?” A question he was sure others had asked, but he didn’t have access to any of the investigator's reports and needed to ask himself.

“No, she was a polite girl. We talked almost every day. During the lockdown, she checked on me every day to see if I needed anything from the store. A really sweet thing. I am sure her parents were proud of her.”

“Did you know her parents?”, Jordan asked.

“I think I met her mom once. Sweet lady, though I felt some tension between her and Sharon. I don’t know why though. Can’t say I saw any other family over there. If they were, it wasn’t often. Just your kind,” she said.

That statement struck Jordan as both peculiar and interesting. Hearing that cops were there after her death wasn’t surprising, but hearing that they were there before was troubling. “Do you know why law enforcement was here that often?”

“No. Not cops. People like you. White people. Fancy cars. Drive up. Stop. Pick her up, and speed off. Some stayed a while, but most didn’t.”

“Do you know what that was about? Were they her friends?”, Jordan asked, trying to keep his best poker face. What the woman had just told him sparked his curiosity. Deep down he knew it could be nothing, but he had to wonder. If it was nothing, what about it stood out to the woman who lived next to Sharon during that time? People remember events and scenes that are odd. The normal and mundane blend in and are forgotten.

“Nope,” she said tersely. Her free hand lifted and landed on her hip, and she leaned forward slightly.

“I am sure you were asked this before, but do you have any idea what happened to her or why?”

“Nope, I don’t. If I did, I would have told the others that asked. This is a quiet neighborhood, or was,” she said. Her voice trailed off, but the short terse response, and the pinched expression and slight lean of her posture told Jordan he was close to wearing out his welcome.

“Well, thank you ma’am. Have a nice afternoon.” Jordan waved to her as he started to turn to walk back to Megan. The woman didn’t return his wave. Instead, she huffed and shuffled around in a circle, turning and heading back inside herself.

“Nice woman,” Megan said sarcastically as Jordan passed her.

“Cut her some slack. Neighbors of crime scenes are usually on edge and irritated by the constant appearance of cops,” Jordan said as he kept walking to the far end of the tape. He was a few steps short of the power pole when he felt it and spun on his heel. Megan was already three feet inside of the tape.

The agent inside Jordan wanted to yell at her to tell her to get back, but he didn’t. Instead, he walked back to the car and popped the trunk. From inside he retrieved a navy blue backpack, threw it over a shoulder, and joined her.

“A backpack, really?”, Megan mocked with a smirk.

“Hush it,” replied Jordan as the two of them walked down the driveway, which was just two grass and weed covered cracked concrete runners. On instinct, he scanned every window along the white shingled side of the house with his hand positioned close to his belt where his sidearm should be. The target was not a suspect, it was what he felt. That presence that hung in the universe around him. It was close, that he knew from how heavy it felt, but close could be anything from a foot to a few blocks. There was no way to know until he found it.

There wasn’t much Jordan could see through the windows. It was dark inside, and the little sunlight left in the late afternoon didn’t have a chance to breach the screens. Drapes hung in a few of the windows on the back corner of the house. Jordan assumed that was her bedroom. Around the corner sat a screen covered porch with a washer and dryer pressed up against the back of the house. Three worn wooden steps led up to a red door with smudges of black graphite around the handle. Behind him was a detached garage covered in the same white shingles. The door was opened, and it was empty. Jordan knew her car would have been towed back to be processed for evidence. There was nothing else in the garage beside the empty slab, but he poked around for a minute anyway to see if what he sought was inside.

When he came back out of the garage, he saw Megan on the top of the three steps. She had already pushed open the red door and was about to step inside. She looked back at Jordan and pointed inside. He shook his head. But she just pointed again, more insistent than before. He rushed toward her whispering, “no”, not wanting to draw the attention of any other neighbors, but she didn’t listen and stepped into the darkness of the room beyond the door.

Jordan ran to the top of the stairs, but stopped there, his heart pounding and lungs gasping for breath. Not from the exertion of the run, but from panic. He leaned in and angrily whispered, “what the hell do you think you are doing?”

“It’s in here,” Megan said. He couldn’t see her at first, but it wasn’t long before she turned around with her cell phone light. The light illuminated the small kitchen with a single row of cabinets along a wall with a window with the white ceramic sink under it with several chips exposing the rusted aluminum from under it. A table sat against the far wall with a single chair pushed up to it. A set of salt and pepper shakers stood guard where Jordan imagined Sharon had breakfast and morning coffee, if she was one of those people that drank it. The rest of it was what he would expect in the meager settings. A simple refrigerator hummed just a few feet away from the door. In the opposite corner, sat a stove with pots still on it.

“Come on!”, Megan beseeched him from the darkness.

“Hell no. This is a crime scene,” Jordan refused. “Now get out of there.” Jordan waited at the door, listening for the sound of footsteps coming toward the door. They went in the opposite direction, as did the occasional flash of light from her phone.

“Megan!” There was no reply. Jordan whipped the backpack around and quickly unzipped it and retrieved two objects. While muttering, “Jesus,” he stepped into the darkness of the kitchen and turned the first of the two objects on. A bright beam illuminated the bleak kitchen. The walls were a light yellow, and the floor was white rolled linoleum with black and grey specs. He moved past the kitchen table and wondered if Sharon had sat there eating the morning before she was murdered. Another door opened into the attached living space. Before he stepped on to the hardwood floor, he turned on the second of the two objects he carried in his hand. The K2 meter beeped once, and then an arc of colored lights flashed on and then off. They didn’t stay off; Jordan might have felt better if they had. Light danced between the red, orange, and yellow bulbs. That meant one of two things. Either the wiring in a nearby wall needed some work, or there was a spirit with them. The heaviness he felt and the light chill told him which of the two it was.

“Megan, where are you?”, called Jordan.

“Back here,” her voice called from a door to his left.

In the room he saw the light of her phone sweeping back and forth. He followed and walked into Sharon’s small bedroom. The attached bathroom was to his right. By all appearances, it was a quaint and well-kept room. Her bed was made, clothes hung up in the closet. There was a simple dark wood dresser that Jordan assumed contained more clothes. “We shouldn’t be here,” whispered Jordan.

“Oh, come on, you know you don’t want to leave any more than I do,” retorted Megan.

She was right. They shouldn’t be there, but Jordan wasn’t going to leave until he found what he was looking for. The little voice in his head that was asking a million questions, trying to guess what Sharon Carter attempted to tell him wouldn’t let him. Neither would the flood of images that came to him every time he closed his eyes. Just being in her house was enough to ignite his senses. Walking around the dark inside, he expected to see her everywhere. The meter in his hand confirmed that feeling, but so far, he hadn’t. Just an empty home locked in time, just like it was when she last left. Even the bathroom, which was clean, had that lived in look. Almost as if any moment now Sharon would burst through the door and start grabbing one of the several sticks of lipstick or other containers of makeup to get ready for a night out.

Jordan turned around at the door of the bathroom, his attention on the meter, which now danced between the red and orange bulbs. He didn’t see the bed until he bumped into it and kicked some papers out from under it and across the floor. They  stopped at Megan’s feet. She leaned down and picked up the papers before Jordan could say, “No, don’t touch them!”

The backpack swung around, and Jordan immediately reached in and pulled out two pairs of green latex gloves. He fumbled with them while trying to separate the two pairs, dropping one to the floor. Jordan leaned down and picked them up. When he looked up, he froze. Megan was frozen too, staring right at him. Her chin trembled, her breathing was raspy. What little color she had on her face had drained away, leaving her complexion ashen. Each exhale sounded like a muffled scream. The papers were held in her hands at the end of rigid arms. They locked eyes, and Jordan shared the terror.

“She... is.. behind... me... isn’t... she?”, asked Megan through each labored breath.

Jordan nodded.
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Jordan stood up slowly, hoping not to scare the spirit of Sharon Carter away. The meter in his hand was now stuck on the red light. She floated there behind Megan, like she did in the corner of the coroner’s office and did not appear to be afraid. A light blue shadow of her former self, wearing the same jeans and white top he saw her in earlier. Perhaps what she wore when she was murdered. She was interested, engaged in what he and Megan were doing, but Megan remained frozen. The papers still in her hand. Those papers had Sharon’s attention.

She leaned over Megan’s shoulder and reached forward with her right hand, pointing at the papers. Jordan saw Megan shiver when a portion of Sharon passed through her. Her eyes followed the ghostly hand that pointed to the papers.

“What are they?”, Jordan asked. Megan looked up at him with a ‘who me?’ look. “Megan, what is on the papers?”, he clarified.

“Numbers. Just numbers, but she wants us to know what they are,” Megan started. Her body melted and loosened up. Almost appearing comfortable with Sharon on her shoulder, like a pirate with a parrot. “I can’t sense why, but these are important... not to her, but to what happened.”

Jordan walked around the bed, dropping the meter and extra pair of gloves there, and joined Megan and Sharon. He felt the cold radiating from Sharon as he stepped next to Megan. This was not a cold like the cold wind of a winter's day. It was a feeling that went to his core and froze him from the inside out. The first time he felt it, it made a lasting impression on him. He felt dead. For a while after, he had to wonder if he actually was dead.

The papers were exactly what Megan said, numbers. Each on a piece of paper ripped from a spiral notebook, little tags of paper still hung on to the edge. Numbers were not Jordan’s thing. He was more of a bookworm in school than a math and science geek, but he didn’t need to be one to recognize the pattern. “Phone numbers,” he whispered.

Sharon’s hand jerked back and Jordan turned to see her nodding her head. He was right.

“Yes, they are phone numbers,” Megan said.

She turned and Jordan watched as she and Sharon locked eyes. Maybe he had questioned Megan’s ability too much. There seemed to be a link, a connection between the two of them. Almost as if they were sharing thoughts, or trying to. Jordan hadn’t really seen her ‘do her thing’ in person before, just on her show, which was more theatric than this moment, probably for her viewers. He had never seen a real medium at work at all. The few the agency had brought in, he knew for a fact were frauds. Everything they tried to convince the senior agents of was made up, and Jordan knew it. Jordan knew the truth of what was going on, and the mediums were never even close.

The worst was Cheryl Minton. She had reached out to the agency to assist with a case that was all over the news, the first warning sign for Jordan. The case was a missing child’s case. She claimed a spirit reached out to her and told her they knew where the child was. When she arrived, dressed all flamboyant with a feather boa, she played it up big to the child’s parents. That was warning sign number two. Even a few of the more senior agents noticed this. The world was full of those wanting their fifteen minutes. Some will even take advantage of something as serious as a missing child for theirs. The third sign, and the one that made Jordan roll his eyes, was when she started shaking and gyrating like she was in the middle of the earthquake to end all earthquakes with her eyes rolled upward to make it appear as though they had rolled back in her head. The whole time Jordan knew there wasn’t a spirit anywhere around. He didn’t feel it, and neither did the meter he had sitting next to him on a table. Seeing her eyes roll forward to see who was watching her didn’t help her cause.

“I can’t get out of her what the numbers are other than they are phone numbers, and they aren’t hers,” Megan said.

Jordan put on his gloves and then took the stack of papers out of Megan’s hand. Then he turned to Sharon to treat her like any witness he would have in an interview room. One by one he held the pieces of paper where Sharon could see the numbers. Each time he asked her two questions. Was the number hers and did she know whose number it was? Now this sometimes worked and sometimes didn’t. There was only one way to know if a spirit could respond to him, but based on what he had already seen from Sharon, he was hopeful. The connection between her and the events seemed strong, so he watched her reaction the first time he asked. Her responses were clear. A shake of the head to the first question, and a nod of the head to the second. When he finished running through all fourteen numbers, he asked her one final question. “Do any of these numbers belong to those that hurt you?”

Sharon looked at him for a second. He could see the wheels turning behind her kind eyes. Her thoughts didn’t come to him like they appeared to come to Megan. That was her gift. A gift he was starting to believe in more with every passing second. He didn’t need that gift himself to know she knew what he was getting at. Other than her translucent blue appearance, and that she was hanging in mid-air, she appeared human and troubled. As the moments passed, that troubled look became stressed, then annoyed, and eventually full out mad. Her hands participated in a mini-tantrum slapping against the sides of her head. A sound he didn’t hear with his ears but did with his eyes. Jordan didn’t need her to explain. He would feel just as frustrated, probably more so, if he had something to say, but physically couldn’t. She slapped the sides of her head again with both hands and then disappeared in a wisp of blue that blew across the room and out. The cold breeze that accompanied her almost blew the papers out of his hands.

“Come on!,” Megan exclaimed and grabbed his hand. He followed her around the bed. Out of the side of his eyes he saw the meter on the bed where he laid it. Only the green lights flickered on the low end of the scale. He slowed to look at it, but Megan yanked him through the bedroom door, causing pain in his shoulder. Jordan thought if she had pulled it any harder, it would have popped right out of the socket. He followed her into the living space where the blue form of Sharon knelt over the spot on the floor.

Megan didn’t stop, but did let go of Jordan’s hand before she ran to Sharon. She knelt down face to face with Sharon. “Here?”, she asked. Sharon nodded. Megan turned her attention to the floor and the mustard colored throw rug. Megan moved to the edge of it and flipped the end of it up and folded it in half. One half passed right through Sharon before it landed on the floor with a puff of dust. She then knelt down again in front of Sharon. Her fingers pulled at the planks of the wood floor. At first Jordan didn’t know what she was doing, but then he noticed with each attempt she made, a plank moved. It was loose, but Megan couldn’t get enough leverage to pull it up. Sharon’s hands were attempting to help as well, but they just passed through the floor.

A fingernail almost latched hold of the edge, but then released. The board snapped back down, and Megan yanked her hand back up and waved in the air before she put the finger in her mouth in what Jordan knew was an attempt to ease the pain. That was when the idea hit him, and he reached inside his pocket and pulled out his car keys. Megan saw him and held up her hands as he threw them at her. The hope in her eyes matched the expression on Sharon’s face. It only took Megan a second or two before she had the key wedged in the gap between boards and wiggled the loose board up and out of the floor.

Sharon’s hands shot down into the gap under the floor as Megan watched. She turned and reached her left hand back to Jordan, snapping her fingers. “Give me those gloves. Quick,” she demanded. The only ones he had with him were the ones he wore, which he took off and tossed to her. Megan struggled at first to get them on, previously worn gloves are nearly impossible to put on, but she eventually managed to get them over her fingers, kind of. The ends protruded off her fingers, but they did what they were supposed to. She reached into the hole and pulled out a cell phone.

Jordan pulled the backpack around again and reached inside. He pulled out a Ziplock bag and stepped forward to hand it to Megan. He didn’t need to provide any instructions on what to do with it. Megan seemed to know, and dropped the phone in the bag which Jordan then swiped down the seal to lock it. “Sharon, is this your phone?”, he asked.

She nodded.

“Are those numbers in the contact list with names?”

Sharon shook her head back and forth while mouthing the word, “no.”

Jordan rubbed the back of his neck, feeling confused. Sharon led them to this phone. It had to be significant in some way. What was the link? He paced across the floor while he thought about it. The phone dangled in the baggie from his right hand as he did so. Then another question hit him. It was what he had asked her when she took off from the bedroom. “Sharon, are the people who hurt you in here?”, he asked while holding up the phone.

There was no confusing that answer, it was a yes. Both Sharon and Megan nodded at the same time. Jordan felt they were on to something and that feeling was shared by all three in the room. Then it all changed. First, it was Sharon. Her expression changed to worry, and then her jaw dropped. Her eyes darted around the room. Jordan felt a damp, dank darkness closing in on the room. The fresh coolness of the late afternoon air that had followed them in through the backdoor was now putrid like hundreds of rotten corpses. Little by little the light from outside was being squeezed off, leaving the center of the room with a sparse hint of illumination. The ring of darkness continued to close in on them, and then Sharon appeared to scream and disappeared. Megan leapt up and grabbed Jordan by the hand again.

“We have to get out. Now!”, she screamed and headed for the back door.

Jordan didn’t argue. He felt the same impulse and hurried after her. The world he saw outside the backdoor was still bright and alive. Inside, where they were, was dark and dying by the second. He felt a great beast of evil behind them closing in, which caused him to move faster. He gave Megan a little shove to force her out faster. She exited and he was a step away himself when some immovable force hit him from the front, throwing him backwards on the kitchen floor. He scrambled up, but no longer saw the door. Darkness now covered the opening of light. A darkness with a set of bright white circles, eyes, that looked down at him. It leaned over him and he felt everything closing in. The world around him became heavy, but the air became thin. Each inhale pulled in less air than before. The burning of suffocation was beginning, as was the buzz in his head. His hands pushed on the floor to crawl backwards, but they sank into the darkness that was moist and rotten beneath him. He went nowhere, but the eyes got closer. His right hand yanked up and crossed himself. “In the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost, I denounce you,”

The darkness was gone, and he crawled for the opening of the back door, gasping for air. Megan raced to him and collapsed on the ground with him, holding him in her arms. Her hand stroked his forehead and face. “What was that?”, she asked.

“Don’t know,” Jordan croaked. “Let’s get out of here.” He struggled up to his feet, and Megan took his left arm and threw it over her shoulders, helping him down the driveway and back to the car.
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“What the hell was that?”, Megan asked.

Jordan only groaned as an answer. That was probably the fifteenth time she had asked that since they left Sharon’s house. Throughout the drive from there to the hotel Megan had arranged for both of them, the walk into the lobby, the ride up the elevator to the fourth floor, and down the hall to room 408, his answer had been the same. He didn’t have a clue. As he laid back on the bed, he still didn’t. Nothing he had experienced or studied was even close to whatever that was. Jordan wasn’t even sure how to describe it for any research he might do. The encounter took a toll on him. He felt strangely weak, tired. His eyes were closed, and he knew if he could clear his mind, he would drift away into sleep right there. Of course, Megan would need to calm down a bit and stop the constant pacing back and forth in the room first. She sat a few times in one of the two chairs in the room, but it was only a momentary pause before she stood up and started her pacing again. Megan admitted she felt whatever it was too, just before she fell out the door.

A knock on the door caused Jordan’s body to jump, and he landed up on his elbows, eyes wide open glaring at the entryway. Megan appeared to be less surprised and walked to the door. She opened it without checking the peephole, something Jordan would have normally warned her of, but his mind was no longer thinking of such things. He couldn’t see who was beyond the door, but watched as Megan closed it and returned with two familiar white Styrofoam containers. It was the room service Jordan barely remembered her ordering after they arrived. There was a brief conversation about going out to grab something, but Jordan’s condition and the storm that raged outside settled that.

“Come eat something. You’ll feel better,” Megan said. She put both containers on the table and arranged the chairs to match.

Jordan joined her and opened up his container, not remembering what he had ordered, hoping he had even ordered. If Megan was left to decide, he would find a nice leafy salad under the lid. His shoulders dropped, and he sighed at the first hint at what was inside, but then there was relief when he realized the piece of green lettuce was only the topping on top of the large slab of char-grilled ground beef on a bun surrounded by an ocean of soggy dinner fries coated with a layer of sparkling salt crystals. The smell itself put a smile on his face. The first bite tasted good. The second tasted like new life.

“Feel better?”, she asked in between bites of her shrimp salad with red wine vinaigrette which he could smell across the table. It replaced that putrid smell of death that had hung with him.

“Yea, a little,” Jordan said, shoveling a fry in his mouth before the ketchup could drip off of it.

“Jordan, I have never felt anything so evil before, and I have been in some pretty sketchy paranormal messes in the past. A few I should have known better than to even try, but this... this was another level,” Megan managed. Her normally confident voice was reduced to just a whisper of itself.

“Me either. Let’s not talk about it. Not now,” Jordan said. He was just starting to feel himself again and didn’t want to go back down that rabbit’s hole, but he knew they would need to at some point. “Not yet. We can later.”

Megan didn’t agree or disagree. They both sat in silence eating their dinner, listening to the sound of a muffled television from one of the neighboring rooms and the rhythm of the rain on the window. Once they were done, Jordan picked up the containers and took them to the trash can. It was the least he could do. She had ordered and met the waiter at the door. He took the opportunity to walk into the bathroom and splash water on his face. The image that looked back at him appeared as though he had aged ten years in one day. The lines around his eyes were more pronounced, but having spent enough time in hotels he knew it was because of the lighting they use in the bathrooms and not what he had encountered, or so he hoped.

When he returned, Megan had laid the evidence they had collected on the table. Both were still in the zip-lock bags, and she was slipping on a pair of gloves she found in Jordan’s backpack. “Happy?” she asked with a smirk.

“Yep, we might have to hand those over. I don’t want to disturb anything.”

“So, now what?”

That was the question Jordan had on his mind when he sat back down at the table. The bag with the cell phone in it was closest to him. He had no expectations of what they would learn when they arrived at the house. There was a part of him that thought this was just a wild goose chase, and all they would find was an empty house. He had probably missed his chance that day in the coroner’s office. Every time in the past, he had just one chance to learn what he could, but he also couldn’t remember a time he tried to locate a ghost again after their first encounter. Maybe he was wrong about that. Who knew? He didn’t. This was all just a feel your way through and learn as you go kind of thing. The only certainty was what was next.

“We work the evidence. That is what,” Jordan said. “Okay, so we have a group of numbers and a phone,” Jordan recalled as he positioned both bags on the table next to each other. “Sharon told us the numbers on the papers are not of the people that hurt her, but the numbers for the people that did hurt her were on the phone. So that means we have answers and questions.”

“What answers?”, Megan asked bewilderedly.

“We have the numbers of who murdered her. We just need to figure out which numbers those are, and who they belong to. We should also try to figure out who the numbers on the papers belong to as well. Might give is some insight into why they were important to her.”

“You know, seeing you all detective-like is hot,” Megan said with a smirk.

Jordan didn’t want to laugh. He fought the urge all he could, but a half laugh mixed with an exhale snuck out, drawing a look of disdain from Megan. The awkward silence that followed told him a reaction was brewing, and he prepared for it. This wouldn’t be an explosion of anger or anything. More so, a flirtatious attempt to elicit a similar response from him. A laugh doesn’t fall into the right category of responses. This was the little game they played at least a few times a week. The positions were always the same. Megan was the pitcher and Jordan was the catcher. He wasn’t the flirtatious type.

The only sound that broke the silence was the rustling of Megan’s hands in her purse. Probably to pull out some lipstick or perfume to load up for her next attempt. Instead, she pulled out a cord and threw it across the table at Jordan. Her phone charger skidded across the table, stopping next to the Ziplock bag containing the phone. “There, plug that male adapter into that female adapter and then plug it into the wall. At least the phone will get some action tonight.” There was a hint of a snicker in the last two words. When Jordan looked up from the charger, her head was down, but her eyes were watching him. Her lips were puckered and pouty.

Jordan opened the bag and slid the phone to the opening and plugged in the charger. Luckily for them, Sharon and Megan both had the same type of phone. When he got up to plug it into the wall, he made sure to let his hand brush her arm, up her shoulder, and over the back of her neck. On his way back, Jordan kissed her on the top of the head, and her hand met his on her shoulder. All was forgiven, for now.

With a press of a button, the phone chimed to life. It was a good thing they had a charger. The battery was completely dead, but was charging now. Jordan went to business on the phone. First going through each contact, writing down the name and number. Megan sat across from him, leaning forward to see what he was doing. Jordan could feel her gaze on him as he went about his task. She rocked slightly in her chair, sitting on her hands.

“Sorry, just habit,” Megan said.

“Did you bring your laptop?” Jordan asked.

“Yep,” Megan said as she jumped from the chair and was rummaging through her bags. In a matter of seconds, she returned to the table and opened up her laptop.

“Can you do plain searches on the numbers on those papers? Nothing fancy. Just a normal search engine. Those hit the white pages and social media. They’ll find any reference to the number.” Jordan had access to better search tools for the task, but he wasn’t supposed to be doing what he was doing, which made logging into work not an option.

The two worked mostly in silence. The soundtrack to their activities were the key taps from Megan’s laptop, and rain on the window, the whirl of the air conditioner, and an occasional rumble of thunder in the distance. When Jordan was done, he had twenty-nine new numbers Megan would need to look up when she was done with the ones she had. Each only had a first name, or an initial associated with it in the contact list. Not a single last name or address was present. None of the names were anything personal like mom, dad, aunt, or other references to anyone Sharon had a personal tie to. This led him to two conclusions. Either this wasn’t her phone. Maybe one she had swiped from someone. He would have to search the number it was associated with. The other possibility, this was her phone, but not her personal phone. Perhaps it was a burner. Something common for people involved in illicit and possibly illegal activities. The type of activities one might run into harm in.

With Megan still typing away on her laptop and searching, Jordan moved to checking for any social media accounts on the phone. There were none. Not even an abandoned login needing a password, and only one app was installed, which is the one that came most commonly with phones. So, nothing there to look into. Next were the messages. That appeared to be a treasure trove based on the conversation list with twenty-three of the twenty-nine numbers. The content of the conversations was of a very personal nature. Not the type one might have with their father or favorite aunt, unless their family was on an episode of Jerry Springer. The details in some of them made Jordan uncomfortable reading them.

“You okay? Your cheeks are flushed,” Megan asked. She watched him closely, like a prized butterfly in her display case. He even felt the pins of her gaze sticking him to the board. He also didn’t need her to tell him his cheeks were flushed. That feeling was evident. He wasn’t a prude, but a few of these even made him blush. Jordan responded only by sliding the phone around for Megan to read. It didn’t take long before there was a gasp from her side of the table. It put an amused half smile on Jordan’s face. He didn’t believe there was anything that could shock Megan. She said, “Well, I guess we know what she was,” and leaned back in the chair, eyes wide and her hand over her mouth.

“Uh, yes we do. Now we need to figure out what all these others are.”
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They worked late into the night checking numbers and reading messages. The length of the messages varied. Some went on for a few hours. Some a few days. Nothing went further back than March 9th, six months ago. Before that date, there was nothing else on the phone. Either everything had been erased or that was the date Sharon started using that phone. Jordan wrote the date down, as well as a few notations about the types of messages left by a few of the numbers. His eyesight had given out, and a slight headache had formed. It had to be the hours of studying the small text on the screen. A few attempts to rub clarity into his vision failed, and Jordan gave in to the exhaustion and moved over to the bed where he laid back.

Megan continued to roll through the numbers and her searches. Every so often she stopped typing to make some notes on her notepad, but it wasn’t long after Jordan laid down that he heard a few yawns coming from her direction. The speed of the taps on the keys slowed, and there were longer pauses between the absence of typing and the scratching of notes on the pad. Jordan was still trapped between the world and dreamland when he heard rustling and felt the bed depress beside him. A hand rubbed across him and landed on his chest. A head on his shoulder, and a leg bent at the knee across his. That was how the world around him faded into a deep black silence.

The rest that Jordan experienced lasted for a bit, not that he had any sense of time. If he had, he would have known it was 2:13 am when his quiet slumber descended into nightmare land. He became restless and tossed in his sleep. His thoughts raced, but not on any specific topic. Everything and nothing all at once. What was consistent through all thoughts was a presence. Something else was there. It was dark and heavy and filled him with dread. He felt himself sinking down through the world below him, like some kind of pit of dark vile quicksand. The deeper he sank, the heavier the presence. It squeezed him with an unbearable force that started at his feet and worked its way up. Either the fear that built within or his exhaustion allowed a humorous thought to creep into his mind. Only time would tell if his head would pop off like the cap of a tube of toothpaste.

“I guess it was about time we met,” a voice said.

The pain and discomfort ended. The dark void around him lifted and Jordan found himself sitting on a familiar bench. The bench in Chippewa Square, only five blocks from his home. Not that he had sat on it much. Tourists flocked to it after it was featured in the movie, Forrest Gump, but there was one time that he and Megan happened to find it empty, and they had a seat. That wasn’t the only time he had been by it though. They frequented the park on their walks. The only thing out of place was the black suit he wore. Jordan had only worn it twice and would never wear it out for a walk. The humidity of Savannah would have it soaked in minutes, but at this moment he was not hot or cold. He was nothing. “Who’s there?”, Jordan asked curiously.

“A friend. A foe. I think it is too early to know for sure,” the voice said. A tall slender man in a black suit and black hat walked around the bench from behind and had a seat next to Jordan. He was elderly. He never turned toward Jordan, just sat next to him and looked straight ahead. Jordan got a good view of his profile below the black fedora he wore. His face wasn’t the cherub grandfatherly type, nor was he the creepy and decrepit type either. Distinguished, and in his mid-seventies, if Jordan had to guess based on his features. His steely blue eyes were clear and young looking, though. “We will get to know each other over time, and you will make up your own mind. Many have. Some favorable. Some well... not so favorable.” The man reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a silver rectangular case. A single flick of a finger popped it open and retrieved a cigarette and then snapped it closed. Jordan noticed these were not modern day cigarettes. Not that he was a smoker, or knew much about them, but he knew for sure anything that looked hand wrapped with ground tobacco hanging out of both ends was not something you could buy at the corner store. The man raised it up to his mouth and reached into his pocket, pulling out a silver lighter. With a single flick of his wrist, the top flipped open and a large flame stood tall. He lit the cigarette and flicked the lighter shut before putting it back in his pocket. He took a drag and held it in for a moment before letting it out with a satisfied exhale. “So, how are things going, Jordan?”

Jordan peered into the man with wide eyes and stammered out, “Who are you?”

“I guess you are one of those that needs a name,” he said and then took another puff. His gaze cut in Jordan’s direction and appeared to study him for a moment before looking straight forward again. “Just call me Bob, if that suits you. It’s better than what some call me and worse than others. So, Bob, no wait, Robert. That sounds more formal, and sometimes I like formality. There is something about the old world that the new world is lacking, makes it seem less refined.”

Jordan didn’t know what this was. A nightmare, a dream, or had he finally cracked and was now stuck in his mind on this bench talking to Robert while his body is wheeled around in a chair in some institute somewhere. He could only hope he got a room with a window in case he ever did wake up from all this.

“You and I are going to run across each other a lot, and you need to know none of this is personal. You are doing your job, and I am doing my own.”

With no indication this would end soon, or a way out, Jordan decided to play it out. “Okay Robert, what is your job?”

“Evil,” Robert answered very matter-of-factly. “That is my business, and business is good.” An amused smirk found its way to the man’s face.

“Evil?”, Jordan asked. He was curious about what was happening, and what the man meant.

“Yep. Everywhere you find someone doing something bad, I am there in one way or the other. Maybe I was the little nudge that put them on the path. The whisper of an idea that floated on the wind. Occasionally, I have to do more.” Robert paused and took another drag on his cigarette. This one he held a bit longer than the previous ones and appeared to enjoy it more as he let it out through the side of his mouth. “It’s a dirty job, but someone has to do it,” he said with a snarky hint and a tilt of his head. “So, as you can imagine, with you being a, well... an agent, and me being... this, our paths are destined to cross a lot. You know kid, Orville said I would like you. You’re still idealistic and haven’t thrown your scruples out the window. A little green, but a straight edge like he said.”

Jordan didn’t know if he believed, or understood, what he was being told. This was some kind of strange screwed up dream, but in a way it felt real. Unlike any dream he ever remembered. That was the oddest part, here he was in the middle of a dream pondering if this was a dream or not. That was new, and the one disturbing detail that kept the needle on the real or dream gauge from being pegged to the side of a dream. For the moment he had to accept the possibility this conversation was somehow real. If that was the case, then what was Robert? It didn’t take Jordan’s thoughts long to land on a conclusion his logical side accepted. Though the thought made him a bit queasy to consider, and even more unsettled to consider asking. “So, you’re the Devil?”

The deep bellied chuckle that greeted the question echoed through the overhanging oaks. It added to the nerves Jordan felt about the question. He had never talked to, well, one of those types of creatures before. An angel that once served God. Yes, he was a fallen angel, but still an angel.

“Oh no. I am not the Devil,” he said through the laugh. “Though I do know him. Think of me as balance. For every good, there is an evil. That is me. You can’t let the world be too lopsided. You can also think about it like this, if it weren’t for me, there would be no you. You are the yin to my yang. Oh yeah, there is something missing.”

Just then Megan appeared next to Jordan on a bench. She was in a long black dress Jordan had seen before, her hair and makeup both perfectly done, as they always were when she went out. Her expression appeared to match the same confusion Jordan felt when he first appeared on the bench. She looked right at Jordan, but before she said anything, Jordan said, “Hi. Megan, meet Evil.” He leaned back so she could see the man beside him.

He didn’t turn to acknowledge her, instead his gaze stayed straight forward as he took another puff. When the last of the smoke escaped past his lips, he spoke, “Actually, I am Robert. Nice to meet you.” The hand with the cigarette made a half-hearted wave. “You are both the yin to my yang.”

Megan started to talk, but Jordan cut her off. “I will explain later.” Which he intended to do, if all this was real, and if he remembered. Jordan turned his attention back to Robert, “So did you have anything to do with Sharon Carter?” No point in dancing around the edge, and he had a reason for his question. The dark heavy feeling he felt was the same as he did in Sharon’s house

“I have a little to do with everything, but if you are asking if I had anything to do with her death, no, not completely. The surrounding events, yes. I stirred the world and let’s just say she was caught up in the wake. It happens quite a lot.”

The answer didn’t surprise Jordan. Something told him before he asked, he probably wouldn’t get a direct answer. He didn’t receive one when he asked who he was. There was one more question he wanted to ask, but feared he would be met with the same vague explanation that took two trips around the mulberry bush and then once around the block before ending. “Are you here to stop us from finding out the truth?”

“Nah, I couldn’t care less if you find the truth or not. It’s none of my business. Even though there is a part of me that sometimes enjoys seeing people get their just due. It’s not a justice thing. I just like seeing people squirm. This time, I just happened to be there when you were, and our paths crossed. I knew you sensed me, and I sensed you. But I do have a warning for you. Don’t interfere with my fun. Show up after and do what you will, fine. Try to stop me while I am doing my thing, and we won’t just be sitting here having a polite conversation. Got it?”

Before Jordan could answer, darkness descended around him. In the distance he heard a hum, a comforting hum. It was the air conditioner in the room, and he was wide awake. He opened his eyes and stared up at the ceiling, unable to move. Every image, sound, and moment of the conversation he just had rung clear in his head. A slight shiver moved through the mattress from beside him. Jordan asked, “Are you awake?”

“Ah huh,” Megan answered very timidly. A hand reached over and grabbed his own.
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Several minutes passed before either of them moved. Even then, it wasn’t as much a movement as a large collective exhale. That was the only movement for the next several hours. Their hands remained entwined together as the minutes of the night crept away. Only when the first sliver of dawn cut through the gap in the drapes did Jordan sit up. Not that he was just waking up. He hadn’t gone back to sleep. He couldn’t, his senses were on overload. The synapsis in his brain worked to process every fact he collected during his whatever that was, while every little sound he heard sent his pulse sky rocketing thinking Robert was back, but the man, or whatever he was, never reappeared. That didn’t put him at ease though. His nerves were shot, and he was more than second guessing his decision to make this trip. Maybe it was a bad idea. One that the worst that could happen was he might lose his career. Now the stakes seemed much bigger. The stakes of his entire life, not just this case, ramped up a notch.

Jordan was lost in this thought, and the worry that went with it, when a delicate hand rubbed the small of his back. He jumped off the bed and to his feet and turned at the same time to face the bed. Megan was up on her side. She looked as tired as he was, and sounded it too when she said, “It’s just me.”

Jordan didn’t reply and sat back on the bed as Megan got up and headed to the bathroom. The first normal thought of the morning entered his head, and he picked up the phone to order room service. Coffee, two orange juices, a bagel, and a raspberry danish. Something that was a sort of habit when he and Megan traveled. The places Jordan stayed at when he traveled for work didn’t have such luxuries as room service. If you were a coffee drinker, you dealt with whatever they had in the lobby and the paper courtesy cups. Anything else came from a local diner, fast food spot, or truck stop. The latter was the better of the other two. Something about the short-order cooks in those places. They knew how to make anything taste good, even though he doubted anything they served was healthy. He hung up the phone and sat in silence again, thinking back over the events of the night. He could think of nothing else.

“Did we just...” Megan started to ask. She had emerged from the bathroom, but still stood in the column of light that shone from its door.

Jordan interrupted her question, “I ordered coffee and stuff. I think I am going to go pick it up. Save them the trip.” He staggered across the room to his bag and rummaged through it for a pair of shorts and t-shirt. He slipped both on and then his comfortable running shoes. Jordan may not be going out for a run this morning, but he was running from something. He left the room without so much as even a look in Megan’s direction.

The hall was quiet, except for the sound of the morning news escaping through a few doors. Those were obviously early risers or people that had some place to be. Probably businessmen, this was still a weekday. Each time he heard the distant sound, he was reminded of how Robert’s voice sounded the first time he heard it from behind him, distant and blocked by something. Almost like Robert was behind a door that he opened and walked through to join him on the bench.

The left side of the cerebrum is the center of all logical thought in the human brain. It is the human’s reasoning engine, and it had a voice that spent the last several hours screaming at Jordan. Unfortunately, the right side was a little louder, causing the left’s voice to be lost in a symphony of confusion and noise. It was only when the right took a breath that he heard the left side. The left reminded him that nothing that happened was logical. It couldn’t have really happened. That little voice was like a slap across that face to wake him up. A reminder that he was a smart, intelligent man, and this was just a dream run amuck. When the right had finished its inhale, it started again, creating the cloud of doubt that what he had experienced did indeed happen.

He took the elevator down, something he never did. Not out of an odd paranoia or fear, just part of his desire to stay fit. This morning, that little voice that reminded him of that wasn’t even allowed a chance at the microphone. He should have taken the stairs. Jordan always found that a run, workout, or any physical exertion helped clear his thinking. At the moment, it was anything but clear. When the doors opened, he stepped out and took one step toward where the restaurant was, but then pivoted in the other direction, which took him out to the pool. No one else was out there. Probably a combination of too early in the morning, and the chilly temperatures that sent a little shiver through Jordan. That forced him to keep walking, to escape the shadow of the building.

When he found the one table that had direct sunlight, he had a seat facing the light of the new day. The warmth threw off the chill the shadow had established, but there was still another chill left, and it had nothing to do with the weather. Jordan pulled out his cell phone and sat for a few moments staring at it before he unlocked the screen, scrolled through his contacts, and placed a call. By the second ring, he was second guessing his decision. He knew he would wake him up. At the third he thought about hanging up, but that was something he always hated when it happened to him. A voice answered it on the fourth. “Jordan, is everything okay?”

“Hey Orville. Yes, everything is fine.” Lied Jordan. “Sorry for waking you.”

“Nonsense. I am an early riser. Is this a personal, or a professional call?” Asked Orville Moon.

“Um, well... a little of both, I guess.” The wheels in Jordan’s head spun at light speed to figure out how to ask the question he needed to, but came up with nothing other than just ask. The danger in that? His predecessor might think he cracked under the pressure of the job. “I met someone,” Jordan said timidly. His body cringed at how that sounded when he spoke it.

“Really? I thought you and Megan had a future.”

Duh, of course, that would be what Orville thought he meant. Jordan decided to just bite the bullet and spill it. “No, not that. I met the man.”

There was silence on the other end of the call. Orville was normally a chatty person who was only silenced when surprised or shocked. This silence worried Jordan.  “Orville?”

“Sorry. Were you out, or did he come to you in a dream?” The jovial tone of Orville’s voice was gone.

“I think I ran into him at a crime scene yesterday, and then he appeared in my dream last night.”

“I see. Still wearing those black suits and smoking?”

“Yes,” Jordan said. “What is he?”

“I have no clue. Not that I didn’t try to find out. What did he tell you?” Orville asked. His tone turned less serious and more conversational, but not his normal self yet.

“Well, he told me to call him Robert, for starters. He kind of made up that name for me. Said his job was Evil and that he wanted to introduce himself because we would run into one another a lot.”, reported Jordan.

“He was Walter to me. I always found that fit him. Did he give you the warning about crossing him?”, asked Orville.

“Yes.”

“Good. Don’t!” Orville warned. “I did once and almost paid with my life. Luckily, he liked me and I calmed him down. I spent a good amount of time researching him and his origins. I even spoke to a few priests and others like us. None of them had seen him before, but they didn’t doubt his existence. One priest said many believe creatures create or inspire everything evil in the world, that humanity by nature starts out good. It is an outside influence that makes us bad. So, his story kind of fits. And, yes, you will run into him often. It is just part of our job. Like I said, don’t cross him. Just let him go about his business and you go about yours. I can’t urge that enough.”

The warning sent a new chill through Jordan’s essence. He thought his biggest danger in the job was the criminal element they chased. Now he had to contend with whatever Robert, Walter, was, and make sure he didn’t upset him, which Jordan had no clue what that really meant. “Why didn’t you warn me about this when I took the job?”

“If I had said anything, would you have believed...” a silence interrupted what Jordan could tell was a question by his predecessor and now mentor. “Maybe you would have. Anyone else would have thought I was nuts, but you with your background might have at least considered it. Sorry about that Jordan. I probably should have said something.”

Orville had given Jordan a handful of warnings and advice when he started. None of it was about paranormal or spectral beings. It was all about not letting the other agents, and what they say, get to him. His biggest morsel of advice was to trust his abilities and remember he belonged in the agency. After the first few months, Jordan knew why Orville had taken the time to give him those specific pieces of advice. The ridicule by other agents was beyond anything Jordan could have imagined. From names and jokes to full on pranks against him. That partially contributed to Jordan’s drive to show he belonged there as a normal agent. He made a note to himself to do the same for his replacement when he left or returned. Now Jordan needed to add something about the old creepy supernatural guy in black that you shouldn’t cross. “So, now what?”

“Nothing, Jordan. He is out there, and you will run into him. Just go on about your job and don’t interfere with his. If you happen to run into him while he is doing whatever it is he does, you just wait. As stupid as that sounds, it is the best advice I can give you. You stand there and wait your turn to do what you do. If you do that, everything will be fine. And, if you ever need to talk about him, I am here.”

“You can bet I am going to take you up on that offer,” Jordan said.

“Let me guess, you are still shaking with all your thoughts swimming in a sea of confusion?” Hearing a phrase like that was kind of calming to Jordan. It was such an Orville thing to say, and it reminded him he was there as a mentor.

“Yep.”

“Well, get used to it. It takes a while before seeing him doesn’t faze you.”

If Orville meant that as a comfort to Jordan, it fell flat. This was just one more detail of the job that made his more difficult than any of the other agents he worked with. “Thanks Orville.”

“Any time Jordan. I am always here for you. You and I are part of a pretty exclusive club.”

Probably the most exclusive club, just the two of them, thought Jordan. Again, that didn’t comfort him much, but at least he had someone he could talk to about it and hopefully get some advice. Orville was in this position for almost three decades. “Talk to you later,” Jordan said.

“Take care Jordan,” Orville said before the line disconnected.

Jordan put the phone away and walked back inside and back up to their room. This time he took the stairs to give his mind more time to process through things. He didn’t remember the food he said he was going to pick up until he opened the door. Luckily for him, it was already sitting on the table.

“Thought you were going down to save them the trip?”, asked Megan.

“Must have passed each other. You know how I like to take the stairs,” he explained, thankful that his ability to think on his feet once again bailed him out. There was no odd wink or smirk from Megan, so he knew she bought it.
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Jordan immediately took a shower after returning to the room. Not that he had worked up a sweat taking the stairs. They were unheated and held on to the cold nighttime air. This was more of an act of avoidance. A fact that was obvious after the shower when he realized he hadn’t even taken the time to walk over to his bag to get a fresh change of clothes. He stood there a few moments and studied his face in the mirror. Was he just tired, or had the encounter aged him?

“Nice towel,” Megan said in a flirtatious tone.

Jordan just ignored that and headed for his bag. He wasn’t in the mood to think about modesty, and he was not sure it even existed between them. Megan had seen him nude many times, often sharing a shower.

“You okay?” she asked. Jordan turned his head to look at her seated at the table. Her hands were cradling her coffee. The flirtatious tone and twinkle in her eye she had when she commented on his towel was gone. Now there was a serious level of concern, like one you might use when asking a terminally ill patient if there is anything you can do.

“Yep, I am fine,” Jordan answered, each word short and to the point.

“We need to talk about it,” she said.

“Nope. We don’t. We both experienced it. We both know what it was. Let’s just leave it at that for now, okay?” Jordan stood there glaring at her in just his boxers.

“I’m not sure,” she reluctantly said.

That was a feeling Jordan shared, and seeing her almost cower back away from him, broke him even further. He took a deep breath and gathered himself. Avoiding the topic forever wasn’t a possibility. That was a true statement, not only with Megan who never let anything go, but anyone else in the world. This was one of those kind of shared experiences that needed to be discussed or acknowledged. That was when it hit Jordan. He couldn’t avoid it forever, but he could hit the pause button on it until he knew how to handle it better. “Look, we do need to talk about it, just not now. We can later.” He pulled on a t-shirt and shorts and grabbed a danish from the tray. “I just need some time,” Jordan calmly explained, and watched her for acceptance.

She took a sip of her coffee, and he wasn’t sure if that was a sign of acceptance or not, but he would take it.

“So where are we on our investigation?”, he asked as he took the seat across from her.

“Well,” Megan started reluctantly. She put her coffee cup down and grabbed the notes she made the night before. “I thought we just had a bunch of random numbers, but then after you fell asleep I hit something. It’s maybe nothing.” She handed him the notes. “The bottom three numbers.”

Jordan looked them over, and then asked, ”Are you sure? How recent?”

“Very,” Megan said. The hesitation was gone from her voice. Jordan hoped the thought of what they had experienced overnight was now out of her mind. It was still there in his, but a little further toward the back. “The most recent just 2 months ago.”

What Megan’s notes told him was three of the last five numbers belonged to girls that were missing. Each number led Megan to the girls’ social media accounts where their families had posted the missing posters. The most recent one was two months ago, and the oldest had been missing just under seven. All were under twenty five. The fact that Sharon had those numbers written on pieces of paper she had hidden under her bed was beyond interesting. It was a burning sign. Unfortunately, he didn’t know what it was telling him yet.

Megan opened her laptop and brought up one of their pages while Jordan sat and stared at the notes. It was something he did. Not that it ever yielded any results. He saw others do it, so he copied their action. No matter how much he stared at a piece of evidence, nothing came to him. It was always while he was in the shower, out for a run, or on the toilet when the big breakthrough came.

Jordan looked up at the screen and saw an incredibly attractive blonde with blue eyes. She had long hair that ran down to the small of her back, and long legs that she didn’t hesitate to show off in every picture she showed. The page flipped to a raven haired Hispanic girl that was a knock-out with green eyes, and again, long legs that were shown in every picture. When the page flipped for the third time, he expected to find long legs again, and he did. This time they belonged to a redhead with brown eyes who appeared to have mastered the smokey eye makeup look that was popular among the teen and twenty something scene.

“That is Jennifer Tate, Maria Monroe, and Beth Ryan. Maria has only been missing for seven weeks.”

What Jordan would give to login to work just once to look up their cases, but he knew all access was monitored and reviewed, and everyone in the agency knew who he was and would wonder why he was looking. Not that anyone would really question or raise an issue, but he didn’t know for sure, and didn’t want to test how strict the data access policies were. Plus, that wasn’t the only way to dig for information. There was the old fashioned way, what they used to call gum shoeing it. It would just take time, and time wasn’t something they had a lot of. He needed a starting point. If he talked to their families, they might tell the local cops someone came around asking a bunch of questions. Jordan knew that would raise their interest for sure and probably put him on top of the list of suspects. Then he realized Sharon gave them the starting point. There had to be a connection between those notes and the phone. Or so he hoped. They might be completely unrelated, but it was all he had to go on. He needed to know more about who was at the end of those other numbers. That was the next stop on this journey.

Without a word to Megan, he pulled out his personal laptop and started doing what she had done the night before with the numbers he found on the phone. Megan slid around and sat next to him, watching him search the first few. None of which came up with anything but matches to part numbers for refrigerator water filters and apparently winning lottery numbers from 1998. After the sixth big fat nothing, Megan announced she was taking a shower and sashayed toward the bathroom. Jordan kept typing number after number. Each time, nothing. Not even some of those bait and switch people finders that make you think you hit a match, but have to pay to find out the real details. Jordan had seen this before. They were all burner phones. Which dashed much of what was left of his hope.

Most of the hope was gone until four numbers from the missed calls still logged on the phone hit a match. None of them came back with the name of the owner. Instead, it came back with an address. An intriguing address at that. It was in the center of what was known as the government center on East Main street, right in the middle of downtown Richmond. A few more direct searches of the numbers with a few added terms, such as law office and attorney, came back with nothing. They were just guesses by Jordan. Thinking maybe Sharon had reached out to a lawyer for help with whatever she found herself in the middle of. That thought combined with how many lawyer offices there were in that general area, the US Court of Appeals building was right there. It seemed somewhat logical. The numbers themselves appeared to be general numbers for those addresses.

Nothing linked them to a specific business. Jordan knew it was time to do some additional, and old fashioned digging. He went over and sat on the side of the bed and picked up the phone from the nightstand. It sat on his lap while he thought about the next few moves. Not knowing who was on the other end of the phone was a concern. If it was just a business of some kind, no big deal. They probably receive hundreds of calls every day. The bigger concern was if this was something more shady, and this number is only called by those involved in whatever else they did. The call could tip them off, if he wasn’t ready for it. Using the hotel phone would help put a layer of protection between his and Megan’s identity and whoever was on the other side.

His plan was simple. If it was a business, just say it was a wrong number. If it wasn’t, do the same. Hanging up quickly would be suspicious. Jordan felt a little embarrassed he hadn’t come up with anything better that didn’t seem like a skit out of a television detective show, but it was what it was, and he started dialing the first number. On the second ring the voice of a professional woman answered, “Good Morning, Senator Robert Timmons’ office. How can I help you?”

Jordan answered, “Oh, I am sorry. I have the wrong number.”

“Not a problem sir. Have a good day,” said the voice from the other side, and then the call hung up.

Behind Jordan, Megan came out of the bathroom. A towel wrapped around her body, and another wrapped around her hair. She let the one around her hair fall to the floor and ran her fingers through her hair. Tossing it gently as she did. Jordan had seen this dozens of times and always wondered if it really helped it dry. He returned his attention to the phone and began dialing the second number. It rang once, and then Jordan almost dropped the phone when on the second ring the same voice answered, “Good Morning, Senator Robert Timmons’ office. How can I help you?”

Jordan sprung up off the bed. The phone landed on the bed beside him, but the handset was securely in his hand with his palm over the mouthpiece. “Megan, quick”, he exclaimed through a whisper. She turned around, now both towels on the floor, holding the clothes she had retrieved from her bag.

“Hello?”, asked the voice through the earpiece.

“What?”, Megan asked.

“Tell her you have the wrong number,” Jordan said, extending the handset toward her.

“Why can’t you?”, Megan asked, but she took a step forward and took the handset.

“Do it,” Jordan mouthed.

Megan lifted the handset to her ear and said, “Sorry, wrong number,” and handed it back to Jordan.

Through the earpiece, the woman’s polite voice replied back just as before. “Not a problem ma’am. Have a good day.”

Jordan didn’t wait for her to hang up on her side first this time and put the handset down in its cradle. He sat next to it on the bed and rested his head in his hands. He couldn’t chance dialing the other two numbers. At least not until later. He was out of different voices. Hearing who answered the first two numbers had him wondering what he had just gotten himself into.

“What was that about?”, Megan asked, after pulling her black Ramones t-shirt over her head.
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Jordan explained to Megan what he discovered about the numbers. This led to a lengthy debate about next moves. Megan wanted to go down to the senator’s office and use something she saw on television once. She wanted to act like a reporter that was looking into the murder and come right out and show the senator and his staff a picture of Sharon Carter and ask if they had ever seen her. Even though Jordan had just resorted to something he had seen on a television show, he explained to her all the bad parts of her idea.

First, if the senator, or anyone on his staff, did recognize her, they wouldn’t admit it. Jordan had to remind Megan that unlike the show, a camera wouldn’t be following the senator or his staff the rest of the day exposing any incriminating comments or actions like they do on the shows. Her first reaction was an embarrassed sigh, and a dipping of her head, but then she countered with a very valid point. The neighbor had described Sharon as a smart girl, and that many of “their” kind had been in and out of that place. What if she worked in the office?

Second, that would be playing their hand out in the open, potentially exposing them to the same kind of harm that befell Sharon. Definitely not what Jordan wanted to do.

Jordan needed more information before he made his next move, and only one person could provide that. He needed to talk to Sharon again. Megan suggested going back to her house where they encountered her before, but showing up again with already one nosey neighbor might prompt a call to the police. Especially if she already knew they had gone inside once. Technically, they had already broken two laws. Interfering with an investigation, by crossing a police line, and breaking and entering. Jordan didn’t have the appetite to try his chances again. What he suggested struck Megan as odd at first, and then she was all for it, even eager.

Jordan let Megan drive. Some so he could talk, but also she had begged him on the way out to the parking lot. They pulled up and broke their third law in two days. Bute Lane dead ended into nothing more than a patch of rutted dirt up a hill and through the trees and into a wooded area along the James River. A no-parking sign was posted next to it, and that was where they pulled up to and stopped. Several lines of tire tracks told of the coroner’s van and probably the evidence technician that drove back deep into the woods where the two kids that were running through the woods chasing their dog had discovered Sharon’s body just two days before.

They walked back, careful to stay on the grass and not disturb the tracks. The less it looked like anyone else had been there, the better for Jordan. He was still paranoid about being discovered and having to explain to the Richmond Police Department what they were doing there, and worse, having to explain it to Todd. Not to mention the jurisdictional issue it would create having an FBI Agent looking into what had been determined a local matter. The area was dense woods above, and ivy covered ground below. The carpet of greenery was so dense, Jordan couldn’t see anything below their ankles. You could drop something in here and it would disappear below to lush cover and never be found again. Not unless two kids ran across it. The news report didn’t say exactly where in the woods Sharon’s body was found, but Jordan hoped by following the trampled path they would be led to it. The only question left was, would Sharon be there?

The deeper they went in, the more Jordan felt something else was there with them. He hoped it was Sharon. Of course, the shadows created by the canopy of trees didn’t help. They gave him the creeps when they moved in the wind. That could be part of it, but there was something else, and he noticed Megan acting oddly too. She was looking around and wandered off the path a few times. Something had distracted her. He asked, “Feel something?”

“Yea, don’t you?”

“Yep,” he agreed.

Just then they both jumped, and Megan let out a shriek. Jordan’s heart went from 0 to 150 beats a minute in a split second. Megan’s hand grabbed for his, but Jordan missed and caught her wrist. Her pulse thudded like his. He didn’t realize he was holding his breath until he exhaled at the sight of two squirrels scampering through the ivy and then up a nearby tree. Maybe he was a bit creeped out.

It wasn’t much further down the path until they reached an area still surrounded by a single ring of yellow crime scene tape. A few steps inside was a body shaped indentation in the ivy, with several trampled spots around it. Jordan didn’t know if those were created by who dumped her there, or the coroner. Probably both, he thought. A quick look around showed no other path in or out other than the one they walked in on. Knowing they probably followed the same path Sharon’s killers took, added to the creep factor he felt. Jordan wondered if she was dead and brought here, or did they happen to just follow the last steps Sharon took on this world. Only one person would know. “Sharon? Are you here?”

The breeze picked up around them, sending the branches above in a spirited dance. The rustling of the leaves up there sounded like waves crashing on the beach. Jordan braced himself for her to appear. When she didn’t and the wind died down, he realized maybe he had seen a few too many movies on the topic and still expected some of the Hollywood theatrics.

While he was busy waiting for the musical score to play that went along with the movie scene he expected, Megan had walked a few feet away and back under the crime scene tape. Jordan walked toward her and called after her, “Megan, you okay?”

She held up a hand behind her, and without a word, proceeded deeper into the woods. Jordan followed. There were no trampled areas where they now roamed. Just the spots where Megan stepped, but the ivy recoiled back and quickly filled those in covering their path completely. The woods became thicker, causing Jordan to have to turn sideways to squeeze between two trees. It opened into a small clearing that was still covered by the canopy of the surrounding trees. Megan stopped dead center.

“Ask your question here,” Megan ordered.

Jordan didn’t have to ask her what question or why. He felt what she felt. Sharon was there. “Sharon, are you here?”

Her flickering image appeared just beyond the trees about fifteen feet further in. She looked just like she did in her bedroom the day before, except the expression on her face. It now bore the weight of deep concern. Jordan approached her, just like he would anyone he wanted to talk to. He knew of no other way to be. The thought of treating ghosts any differently than he treated people had never crossed his mind. “Sharon, I need your help on where to go next, but need to ask you some rather personal questions,” Jordan stopped to make sure Megan was paying attention. If this worked like it did yesterday, Megan would be his key to understanding what the answers were. “I am sorry if I am wrong about this, but this is what is in my gut after reading the messages on the phone. Were you working as...,” at first he choked on the word, but then forced it out, “an escort of some sort?”

Sharon’s head dipped.

“She was,” answered Megan. “Sharon, it’s okay. We don’t judge. We are trying to do right by you and make sure those who did this to you...” Megan paused as Sharon’s head jerked up. She looked intensely at Megan. “Oh, she was, but not by choice. Jordan, she got into a loan with someone. Something for I think school?” Megan said, but the tone of her voice asked. Sharon nodded. “When they came to collect, it was this or something worse.”

Jordan resisted pointing out that the worst had happened regardless. He did remember reading she was a second year law student at the University of Richmond. That was a private school and no doubt expensive. “Sharon, is it safe to assume these were powerful men?”

Sharon’s head nodded.

“Lawyers? People at the school?”

Sharon didn’t respond to those questions.

Then Jordan put a few facts together again, “Politicians? Like a senator?”

Sharon’s eyes sprung open, and Jordan didn’t need Megan to tell him yes. In that moment, part of the story now made sense to Jordan. He looked down at the ground and paced to see what other puzzle pieces he could put in place. Sharon was a law student, who needed financial help to attend the prestigious, private, and very expensive law school. Someone lent her the money. The who, Jordan still didn’t have a single idea, except one. The Senator, but he was most likely just a client.

“Wait! Wait! Slow down!”

Jordan heard Megan exclaim behind him. He looked up to find Sharon ecstatic. Her hand waved furiously, and her mouth was nothing more than a blur. This was just like he left her in the morgue. “What is she trying to say?”

Megan started to answer, then stopped. She started again and then stopped again, holding both hands out in the air toward Sharon. They opened, and then clinched, before opening again. “I don’t know. There are too many words. Too many images all at once,” she finally said. Her voice irritated. “Sharon, slow down please. I am trying to understand you.”

What happened next would be the first thing, besides the visit by Robert, to freak Jordan out in years. Sharon flashed across the clearing and entered Megan, who froze right where she stood. Her body shuddered, and then Sharon came out.

Jordan ran to Megan screaming, “are you okay?” He reached out to grab and check on her, but she pulled away and ran off into the woods. Jordan had no choice but to follow. Sharon was beside Megan the whole way. They jumped over downed trees, and around stumps with an athletic prowess Jordan didn’t know Megan possessed. She had opened up a thirty foot lead on him when she came to a stop. Her head focused down at the ground.

“Okay, where is the other?”, Megan asked Sharon. She waited for Jordan to catch up with her. Her hand caught his chest to stop him from stepping further. It was a good thing too. With the lush ground cover, he would have never seen the nude body of the blonde woman that laid just in front of them. It would have been easy to miss. Nature had taken over. Much of her was reddish to purple, the telltale signs of lividity. What wasn’t discolored by the pooling of fluids, was swollen and red from gases created by the breakdown of biological tissue.

“Who is she?”, Jordan asked Megan.

“Don’t know yet. Give me a minute.”

Jordan looked up from the body to see the vision of the blonde woman standing there next to Sharon. She was pretty like Sharon. Probably twenty two or three. Stature, body lines, all eerily similar to Sharon. And she kept up with Sharon and Megan as they both took off into the woods again. This time not as far, until they came upon another similar scene mixed among the trees. This body had been there longer, and several small animals had begun to gnaw on the soft tissue, but Jordan could guess at her age and appearance.
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It started out as a simple and slow walk back and forth at the no parking sign at the end of Bute Lane. Every moment that passed saw the pace of Jordan’s steps increase, and puffs of dust rose with each step. The only pause in his parade occurred when a  plain looking, and cop-like, sedan appeared at the stop sign up the road, but when it crossed the road and didn’t turn toward them, he started again.

Inside, Jordan’s emotions were running faster than his feet. He knew he had no choice, but that didn’t make it any easier. There was no way he could walk away from their discovery without calling it in to the police. Why he identified himself as Agent Jordan Blake when the 911 operator answered, he wasn’t exactly sure. Habit was the only guess he had. Not that they wouldn’t find out who he was anyways.

“You need to calm down, you are making all three of us nervous,” Megan said from her perch on the trunk of their car. Beside her, Sharon Carter and another spectral visitor sat. If it wasn’t for the fact two of the three were translucent, nothing would seem odd about that scene. Megan hadn’t been able to get a name out of her yet. She said the connection wasn’t strong enough, but she assured Jordan it was only a matter of time.

“You know why!” Jordan said as he passed by his audience.

“Relax. We just explain that we walked up on them. That is all, and it is the truth,” Megan tried to explain, but Jordan was having none of it. His head shook the entire time while Megan talked.

“You don’t get it. We found the bodies of two murdered young women.”

“Oh, I get it,” Megan interrupted as she looked at the other two sitting next to her.

“No, you don’t,” Jordan screamed as he stopped his pacing for only the second time since he started. This time wasn’t because of the appearance of a car at the stop sign. This time he stopped to turn toward Megan, nostrils flaring, and fist clenched. “I am an agent. I shouldn’t be here. There are going to be questions, and if you don’t get it, normal people won’t exactly understand it when we say we had questions for one of their spirits.”

“Oh,” was all Megan could answer.

Jordan reached up with both hands and grabbed at the hair on the side of his head, giving a quick and frustrated yank. He turned to restart his pace, but only made it two steps before a line of cars, and a single white panel van with the logo for the Richmond Police Department on the door turned at the stop sign. Each made a rolling stop at the corner before they headed in their direction. The closer they came, the faster his heart pounded. When they pulled up and stopped along the side of the road, Jordan’s instincts told him to walk over and greet them, but his legs were absent of the strength to even move his feet.

Three men in the classic looking black slacks, white shirts and tan tweed jackets exited the three plain gray sedans. They gathered together before walking toward Jordan and Megan. Jordan knew they didn’t see the others. If they could, this would be easier. Seeing them walk over in a group like they were, was imposing and made Jordan feel like a cornered prey. A feeling he didn’t like. He didn’t appreciate the shoe being on the other foot, and remembered something from his training about how to take control of situations when a suspect or others are exerting themselves as the alpha animal, and walked to meet them halfway.

Jordan put together his best performance as he strode toward the group. Each step a statement of confidence. A, “this is my scene”, statement. Something he had seen Agent Marshall Rochester do during the Wilson Murder cases. The bureau flew Jordan in on a redeye to look over some journal writings and posters the forty-three-year-old Lisa Wilson’s one and only, and also very deranged, son had in his room. Laurence didn’t deny killing his mother while she slept, but the why is what got everyone’s attention. The voices told him to. Investigators noticed several posters of a band known as Hail Satan, hanging on each of his walls. It made them wonder where the voices really came from. That, or the pages after pages of prayers he wrote in a notebook asking for guidance from the prince of darkness. Jordan found it curious how much they discounted the month old unopened bottle of the antipsychotic drug risperidone. When Jordan arrived at the scene, it was full of guys in navy blue jackets with FBI on it, but there was no question who was in charge. Marshall immediately greeted everyone who arrived and took control.

Jordan tried to do that now, and hoped the twist and turns going on inside didn’t show through. If they did, then he and Megan were in trouble. His stomach hadn’t done somersaults like this since he asked Katie Stevens to senior prom, and the worst she could do was say no, which she did. These guys could ruin his career, and that was probably a best-case scenario.

He met them with his hand extended, and started to introduce himself, but immediately realized he failed to take control when one of the others cut him off. His hand was left hanging there as the blonde with a flat top and stone jaw, which all three possessed, asked, “Agent Blake?”

“Yes.”

“I am Detective Rollins. This is Detective Kendal, and Detective Smith. Care to walk us back to the bodies?” All three men kept their shades on, even though the day was partially overcast. It fit the look, right along with the old Magnum P.I. cookie dusters. He turned, and they followed. Megan slid off the trunk and walked to join them, but Jordan shook his head.

The first word anyone said was when they arrived at the first body, and then all that was spoken was the question, “and the other one?” Jordan led them to it. All three detectives walked a quick circle around each body, before two of them walked back to Jordan and asked, “Come with us.” They led him out of the woods while the other stayed behind.

Two medical examiners in jumpsuits that covered them from head to foot passed him on the way into the woods carrying what he knew were two body bags, and their tools of the trade. The scene was theirs now.

He rejoined Megan at the car with the others, and the two detectives followed. Jordan struggled to remember their names. He remembered the names, but didn’t remember which was which, so he covered by saying, “Megan, this is Detectives Kendal and Smith. Detectives, this is Megan Tolliver, my girlfriend.” The word escaped before he knew it. For a brief moment, he wondered if that slip might be the costliest of the entire day. Based on the look on Megan’s face, it shocked her too.

“Nice to meet you,” the detective with the lighter colored hair said. His attention focused on Jordan, and his partner was focused on Megan. Jordan noticed and thought this might be how they worked with interviewing witnesses. “So, can you tell me how you found the bodies?”

Well, there was nothing like cutting straight to the point, and that point jabbed through Jordan’s head like a red hot fire poker. He didn’t have an answer that wouldn’t create problems. “I was called to check out Sharon Carter’s autopsy, and I got curious and came up on my day off to have a look.” Jordan braced himself for the follow-up questions, as he reached into his pocket and produced his badge. This might be the last time he pulled it out. In his mind he was already fired and seated in the back seat of one of the detective's cars next to Megan.

“Called in for what?”, the detective asked as he took Jordan’s badge and gave it a once over before passing it to his partner. His attention diverted from Megan for only a moment to look at the badge, and then it was back on Megan.

“The local coroner called in for assistance from someone with my expertise. Just a consultation,” Jordan said, trying to sound as confident as possible while inside he hoped and prayed that they accepted his statement at face value, and not ask about his expertise. In truth, having the agency consulted on a case was not that uncommon, especially when it came to forensics or an autopsy.

“Couldn’t let it go without answering some questions?”, the detective asked. He handed Jordan back his badge.

Inside, Jordan jumped for joy. They accepted his story and him, and decided to strengthen the thin blue line just a little more, “Nope. Too many questions that ate at me.”

“Been there, it’s the worst,” he said while he pulled out a notepad. The nerves in Jordan’s gut that had relaxed now retightened and added an extra twist. The questions he thought he had just avoided were now about to start. “My wife still won’t let me forget how I called in an idea to my chief from our honeymoon. A curse of the job. So, I just have a few questions, if that is okay?”

“Of course,” responded Jordan. He stood next to Megan by the trunk of their car, but in his mind, he was standing in the unemployment line, which was at least an upgrade from where his fears had been moments earlier.

The detective took his sunglasses off and looked over at Megan. There was concern on her face, as her head shook up and down like a bobblehead.

“You didn’t touch anything, right?”, he asked. “I need to ask. I know you know better.”

“Of course not.” Jordan looked at Megan. Her head shook back and forth, her eyes were fixed and stared straight at the detective. He had seen that look a few times before. Not from Megan, but others on the other side of a table in an interrogation room.

“Good. Now what led you guys to the others? Was it anything specific?” The notepad dropped to his waist. “You know we had probably twenty guys in there canvasing the area of any evidence and we never found them.”

Sure, detective. The ghost of Sharon Carter entered my girlfriend and told her where to find them. I just followed. A nervous laugh almost escaped from Jordan as he thought how that might go over. “We were just lucky. We just roamed around for a few minutes. It didn’t take us long. Once we found one, the other was close by.”

“Maybe we should have looked a little longer,” spoke the one that had stood in silence since he arrived. He was either Detective Kendal or Detective Smith. Jordan still wasn’t sure who was who yet, but he was sure the man was from New York. Brooklyn, to be exact. There was no mistaking that accent.

“I know you,” he said. A meaty finger pointed straight at Megan. Jordan shuffled slightly to the side to place himself in between Megan and Detective pointy.

“I do,” he studied her closely and then asked, “It is you, isn’t it?” The odor of stale coffee and donuts followed every word. The man removed his sunglasses. Jordan expected to see anger or intensity in his eyes based on the other body language, but saw the opposite.

“You’re America’s Medium. I should have recognized the name when Agent Blake introduced you. The wife and I are big fans. We watch every episode, and wait,” he turned his attention to Jordan. “And you,” the meaty finger pointed again, almost contacting Jordan in the chest. “You are that agent, that paranormal specialist that works for the FBI. I’ve seen you on her show before. Interesting.”

“Wow, I didn’t know we had us a couple of celebrities,” the original questioning detective said.

His partner had taken out his pad and handed it along with a pen to Megan. She took both reluctantly at first, but then Jordan saw the transformation he had seen many times. The spotlight was on, and the star was out. “Can I bother you for an autograph?”

“Of course you can. Who should I make it out to?”

“Shirley and Andrew Kendal.”

Well, that answered who was who for Jordan. It also cut all the tension out of the moment as he watched the aggressive body language in both detectives melt away. Too bad it was nothing he had done.

Megan finished the autographs for Kendal and then Agent Smith hit her up. Both asked for pictures with her to prove they had met her. Jordan looked on at the scene as one at a time, each detective lined up for the perfect selfie with Megan and her two new friends. For a brief moment, he wondered what would happen if this were one of these moments ghosts appeared in pictures. That would be a real treat for them. A picture of them, with America’s Medium, and the ghosts of the two women whose murders they were investigating.

The only official written record created from Jordan and Megan’s visit to the crime scene was the contact card that Detective Kevin Smith filled out on each of them with their name, addresses, driver’s license numbers, phone numbers, and in Jordan’s instance his badge number. It was a required item since they placed a 911 call. While they did that, both Detective Smith and Kendal told Jordan a few more stories about cases they couldn’t let go and either kept looking into long after it was closed, or went out on their personal time to look into. It was the most bonding he had felt with anyone in law enforcement since he joined the agency.

“That didn’t go too badly,” Megan said with a quick jab to Jordan’s side from the passenger seat of their car. He reached down and turned the key to start. It hadn’t gone as bad as it could have, but that didn’t mean he wanted to stick around, and he quickly pulled off with a bigger mystery than they had before.
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Jordan pulled away, leaving the detectives of the Richmond police department and coroner’s office behind. They dodged a big one, and the little voice in his head kept telling him, Keep driving. There is nothing more you can do. There was some validity in that advice, but the motions of wanting to help Sharon, and now her other two mystery friends made a hard argument the other way. A glance over at his passenger’s seat found Megan deep in thought. Jordan knew her well enough to know her thoughts weren’t about heading home and leaving this alone. She was already working on the next several moves. Which was good, Jordan’s brain had hit a roadblock after finding two more bodies. He needed to step back and look at all the details, and more importantly, the open questions. What he wouldn’t give to have another chance to ask questions, but going back to that crime scene was out of the question. Now he only saw it in their rearview mirror, which he glanced at one last time.

“Shit!”, exclaimed Jordan. The car swerved a bit, causing an alarmed look from Megan. He got it under control before he took another careful and cautious look in the mirror. What he saw was there again. It still startled him, but this time he was ready for it. “What? How?” He stuttered, and finally got out an intelligible question, “where did she come from?” He asked referring to the ghost of the third young woman who was now sitting in the back seat with Sharon and the blonde they found in the woods. He was also surprised he didn’t feel her arrival. It had been a long time since the presence of a spirit shocked or surprised Jordan. It could only be that all the emotions and nerves of what he just went through, or the presence of the first two, had masked the typical unnerved feeling of someone else there.

“Relax. They are following me,” Megan said calmly. As if three ghosts riding in the backseat of their car was an everyday occurrence.

Jordan let out a big exhale after another look in the rearview mirror and then watched for a place to pull over and talk through what the next move for them was. Thanks to their three visitors, any hope that may have existed of following the urges of that voice in his head to go home was now gone. He doubted they were there for the long drive to Savannah. A road sign offered him an option, and he followed the signs to the Virginia War Memorial Carillion in the middle of William Byrd Park. He rode around and in front of the huge bell tower, and around to the gravel filled parking area for the Dogwood Dell Amphitheatre. He drove around for a few seconds, letting the gravel pop against his tires, while he looked for a spot to park. After what they just left, he didn’t feel like sitting under the shade of a lot of trees.

“Now what?”, he asked.

“Give us a minute. Girl talk,” responded Megan. She turned as far as the bucket of her seat would let her and looked backwards. Her mouth didn’t move, but the mouths of their three guests were moving and if you ignored their translucent glow, you would see the twenty somethings talking about clothes, boys, or whatever else they might be chatting about.

At first Jordan watched the conversation, but noticed several glances in his direction through the side of their eyes. They could be talking about him, and he wouldn’t even know it. This was way beyond him and his abilities. He almost chuckled when the thought hit him that Megan was the true expert, not him. Not out of disrespect, or even humor. Privately, Jordan had questioned her ability more than once, and wasn’t sure if it even existed, or if she was just a great personality that could capture your attention while pulling the same confidence scheme he had seen time after time by television mediums. Now it was crystal clear to him. She truly had an ability. One he didn’t possess. In fact, one might look at it as she had what he didn’t. She completed him. It was that thought that made him chuckle, while he watched the silent conversation continue.

There was another part to Megan completing his realization that contributed to the chuckle. She was everything he wasn’t. Megan was outgoing, he was shy and introverted. Emotions, crystals, and astrological signs drove most of her decisions. He was planned out and calculated. Risk wasn’t a word in Megan’s vocabulary. Concerns about it ran Jordan’s life. There are experiences he had enjoyed in his life, that he would have never had the opportunity to without her. Maybe that was why he always let her back in, no matter what had happened. The universe had created them as mirror images that fit together like pieces of a puzzle. Only together were they complete. The fact that Jordan even considered the universe’s plan for them showed her influence on him. That was what made him chuckle.

Megan reached over and touched his hand with hers, while her focus was still on the back of the car. He looked up again, and the conversation was still going on, but much slower this time. Sharon and the first blonde they found appeared to be listening to the other while nodding their heads. If Jordan had to guess, she was telling her story, and it matched details from Sharon and the first girl they found. When she stopped, Megan turned back around into her seat and sat for a minute in thought. Her hand let go of Jordan’s.

“Jennifer Tate is still out there,” Megan said under her breath.

“What?”, Jordan asked. He barely heard what she said, as it wasn’t even a whisper.

“The numbers, the girls,” Megan started, but stopped. Her hand reached up and rubbed her eyes and then ran through her hair. Her head leaned back against the headrest. “We have to go back.” It was a statement, but one made in a tone that told her she already knew there would be an objection.

“Uh uh. No way. We got lucky they took things at face value. If we go back now, or even later, and are caught or seen there, it will be different. I know it. Hell, I wouldn’t have let us off without a few hours of questioning.”

“We don’t have anything to hide,” Megan said. Her head tilted toward him, where he could see her big brown eyes.

“No, we don’t, but you and I both know they won’t believe the truth. Would you?” Jordan asked.

“Yes—-”

“Before you answer that,” interrupted Jordan. “Remove who we are from the picture. We live this life. This is normal for us. To anyone else, would hearing that we broke into a crime scene to talk to the ghost of a victim and then come out to where her body was found to talk to her again, only to be led by her to two other bodies sound normal? To me it would sound like someone delusional, or trying to fabricate some hell of a story to explain why their prints are all over the victim’s house and seemed to know exactly where the bodies were.”

Megan sunk into her seat. “But we have to do something,” she said, resigned. “We found Beth and Maria. Jennifer is still out there.”

“Who?”, Jordan asked. He glanced up in the mirror and watched Sharon point to the blonde who sat on the middle of the bench in the back of the car. She mouthed “Beth”, and then pointed to the girl beside her, and mouthed “Maria.” He saw her green eyes and remembered. The missing girls associated to the phone numbers that Megan looked up. “Crap, I get it.” It was his turn to sink into his seat.

“They all have a similar story to Sharon. All were law students at the University of Richmond. Each approached with a proposition to help pay for it. I want you to know these are not bad girls.”

“I never thought they were,” said Jordan reassuringly. He looked up in the mirror to make sure they could see his face. He meant it. At no time had he judged them or their decisions. Everyone makes mistakes, but there was no mistake worth dying for.

“I didn’t think you did, but you need to know they didn’t agree to this life from the start. At first it started as simple things. Serving drinks at a party of local leaders. Everyone from the mayor, state’s attorney, and even a few state congressmen and yes, a senator attended. They were told the connections they could make would be beneficial to their future, but it never worked out that way. They were just hired help and not allowed to talk to anyone. Before they knew it, they were in too deep and couldn’t get out. They owed a sum of money that none of them could pay back and had to continue working to avoid... collection activities.” Megan’s voice trailed off, letting the concern linger.

“They were threatened,” assumed Jordan. “I am guessing with violence.”

“Maria had been beat a few times. Never to the face, they needed that to look nice, but in areas that never showed.”

Damn it.

This tugged at Jordan’s heart. These were nice girls pulled into the underbelly of society, all because they wanted to better themselves. Each probably pursued the law degree with the same lofty and wide-eyed dream he had when he applied to become an agent. To change the world and help people. Instead, they became like those they meant to help.

“Did they see who did this to them?”

Megan shook her head. “Each was asleep when men wearing black hoods grabbed them and then shoved a black hood over their face and wrapped what they believe to be tape around them. Maria said she got a few screams out and a punch in, but that was it. Then they were shoved into a cloth bag and carried out of their house. After that, the story is the same for all three girls. Someone reached in and grabbed their arm. They felt the prick of a needle, and that was it.”

Professionals. This realization added to the concern that grew inside the pit of Jordan’s stomach.
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“Okay, Let’s go over this again,” Jordan asked as he paced back in forth in the room to clear his mind. Their room now had three visitors which, much to his surprise, acted rather alive. Megan sat in one chair. Across the table from her was Sharon. Her hand attempting to fiddle with the cell phone inside the baggie. Marie sat on the bed, watching him intently. Beth was beside her, but appeared comfortable, laid back and stretched out on the bed. It all appeared rather natural. The only reminder of who they really were was the coldness he felt when he came too close to one of them.

“Three girls. All three are law students at the University of Richmond. All three were approached with an opportunity to help pay their tuition.” Jordan spun around to face the two on the bed. “They approached you, correct? You didn’t respond to some online ad or offer, correct?”

Both answered with a shake of their head. “No, they were approached out of the blue. Sharon was too,” answered Megan, who gave him an annoying smile. She had now made the same realization he had in the car. This was more her area than his now.

“Okay, the person who approached you. Was it the same for all three, and would you be able to recognize them?” Jordan continued to pace, his focus on the floor in front of his next step. Partially in thought, the other part working to avoid the cold spots. It took three laps back and forth on the rug before the answer came. It was just in time too; Jordan was about to stop and re-ask the question.

“Sure, sounds like the same person. They each gave a similar description. Male, late twenties. Dressed in a suit, but with no tie. That casual, almost preppy look. You know, the one I try to get you to do. His face, though, didn’t look preppy. All three said he had dark hair, brown eyes, and a pretty dark shadow going over well, Sharon called it pitted skin, but Marie said he had craters.”

“Tall, short? Slim? Fat?” Jordan’s hands pulled for more information.

Megan consulted the others before answering. “Trim to athletic, and normal height for a man. Somewhere around six foot.”

“Had either of them seen him around before?”

“No, not until he approached them. After that, he was at every job they worked until they were talked out of just serving.”

“I think I have heard of this pattern before,” started Jordan.

“Wait!”, Megan interrupted. “They just told me he was there at the other things too. Just for the first few minutes and then left.”

Jordan stopped where he was, which was the little alcove with the door to the bathroom to his right, and the door out of the room straight ahead. “Yep, I know this well. He was the handler. The person who would take the fall. He won’t be anyone important or notable. More forgettable than anything. They needed him to be like that, so anyone who turned him down wouldn’t give him another thought or make any report. I bet he had a way about him, that just made people feel comfortable when he talked to them.”

When he turned to look back in the room, all three girls were agreeing with him. “Someone that felt like a lifelong friend in just moments?”, he asked.

Again, they all agreed.

“A confidence man. Typical,” hissed Jordan. “Now, I need you all to concentrate. I need you to try to remember names of anyone you met at the parties you served, or any of the clients you saw.”

Jordan started pacing again, but stopped when Megan commanded, “Wait! Slow down!”. She sprung up from her chair and ran to Jordan’s bag. He looked on bewildered as she rummaged through his belongings for a moment before pulling out his notebook of paper they used the night before. Another quick search produced a pen, and she sat back at the table positioned to write. “Go ahead!” Her hand scribbled as fast as it could to keep up. There were only a few requests to “hang on” while she wrote. When she was done, she dropped the pen on the table and sat back in the chair. The look she gave Jordan told him what was about to come out of her mouth. “You aren’t going to like this list.”

Jordan strode over to the table and looked down at the paper. The writing was chicken scratch. Not that he could have done any better at the speed she was writing. Each name was still legible, and he started to read them one at a time. One by one, the names made him wobbly in the knees. It was when he got to the fourth name that he grabbed the paper and looked for a place to sit, but there wasn’t one. Each chair as well as the bed were occupied, so he leaned against the closest wall and slid down to the floor with his knees bent to support the list like a makeshift desk.

You didn’t need to be a master of the Richmond society pages to recognize the names on this list. The fact that the girls provided their job titles didn’t hurt, but Jordan really didn’t need them. He was very familiar with the names of the two federal judges, the one appellant judge from the fourth circuit right here in Richmond, an assistant attorney general, and one Senator whose office he had called twice this morning. The other names were those of other predominant attorneys. Five owners of prominent businesses in and around Richmond. Of course, the list wouldn’t be complete if you didn’t add some local fair and throw in the deputy mayor.

When Jordan allowed Megan to talk him into coming up here, he hoped to find some link to the local drug dealer or gang she had crossed, or what he thought was the most likely scenario, a crossed lover. This was way worse than any of that. The others would just shoot at you. These people wouldn’t waste the bullet, plus they would know they were traceable. You go poking around in their business and you go missing. Just ask the ghostly images of the three girls in their room.

The good news, Jordan could now piece together what happened. A confidence man duped them with an offer that was too good to be true. Not the first women to fall for such a scheme, and unfortunately not the last. Once they were in deep, they couldn’t get out. Threats and violence met any attempt to leave. And once they were done with them, they were simply discarded. Men of this ilk couldn’t have any loose ends like these girls hanging around to show up at the wrong press conference. It all made sense, even though it was purely circumstantial. Other than the phone that they acquired illegally, they had no proof, or any way to get it. He needed an in, and if he was investigating this in an official capacity, he could walk into the Senator’s office and ask him since his number was found on her phone, but he wasn’t, and therefore couldn’t. He had to find a side entrance into the case.

Just then, his phone rang, raping the silence of the room. It caused a little jump from everyone, including the three girls. The largest jump was from Jordan, who thudded back against the wall before he made it to his feet. The number was not one he recognized, and as the ring tone started for the second time, he considered not answering it, but then pressed the button and shakily answered, “Agent Blake.”

I am so fired, was the first thought in Jordan’s mind. He didn’t recognize the number, but every neuron in his brain expected to hear Todd asking what the hell he thought he was doing. Instead, it was a vaguely familiar voice that didn’t register with him at first.

“Agent Blake,” the voice said, ”it’s Detective Kendal, we met earlier at Bute Lane.”

The realization of who it was punched him in the gut, knocking the wind out of him. Jordan raced for the door and the privacy of the hallway. His accelerated heart rate equated to four poundings of his heart for every step. Outside the door Jordan attempted to collect himself, and managed to only sound slightly out of breath when he faked his way through a confident, “Yes, detective. What can I do for you?”

“Well, this might sound odd, but the presence of you and your girlfriend at that crime scene kind of struck me, and I wanted to talk to you again about a few things,  is that all right?”

Jordan staggered backward and thudded against the wall by the door and slid to the red carpeted floor. Shit! Shit! Shit! He thought they had gotten out of there with no suspicion, not that there was anything for them to be suspicious of. They did nothing wrong. Unfortunately, the truth would be more than difficult to explain. “Sure detective,” responded Jordan, flummoxed. “Shall we come down to your office?” It was a nice way for Jordan to ask if they wanted him and Megan down for official questioning.

“Nah, this is something off the record. How about just you and me? Where are you now? We can meet someplace close.”

Jordan hesitated, and then reluctantly told the detective where they were. He listened for the sound of sirens descending on them, but all he heard was the hum of the vacuum from the room being cleaned a couple of doors down. The detective suggested a coffee place just a block away, in a half an hour. That was both good and bad for Jordan. Whatever was going to happen would happen soon, and he only had a short time to panic about it.
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Jordan lied to Megan, which was something he didn’t want to make a habit of, but if he had told her who was on the call, she would have panicked and never let him slip away. So, the excuse that it was a call about a case he was working, and that he needed a few minutes to talk to another agent about it gave him the perfect excuse to slip away. He didn’t want to worry her and left her there watching Gilmore Girls with her three new best friends.

A little regret about not telling Megan sunk in when Jordan was a block away from the coffee shop and he could see the grey sedan he saw earlier at Bute Lane. If things went south, no one would know where he was. Of course, they would give him one phone call. That call would be to Megan. Her reaction on that other end would be priceless. That is if, she hadn’t already been taken into custody too. She might not do too well behind bars. Jordan then thought more about her outgoing personality that could make friends anywhere. He was the one he needed to worry about.

He walked in the door of the coffee shop and spied officer Kendal sitting at a table along the windows. Two cups of coffee were already on the table. The normal peace offering before the hard questions started; a tactic he had used more than a few times before. There was no backing out of things now. Even if he tried to run, there were probably units outside waiting. He remembered what he had tried earlier and took calm and long strides toward the table. He forced eye contact the whole time. There was no sign it made Detective Kendal uncomfortable, but no doubt that it had that effect on Jordan.

The Detective reached over the table as Jordan sat down. He half expected so see the glint of a pair of silver cuffs coming for his wrist. Instead, it was a friendly and a hardy handshake. What was that? The Detective’s palm was sweaty.

“Thanks for meeting me,” he said. Detective Kendal’s voice no longer bellowed like it did earlier. He was almost whispering. “I have to admit, if the others knew I was here... let’s just say I would be the butt of a lot of jokes. After I recognized you from a few of your girlfriend’s shows, I looked you up and found out what your specialty is. Were you really called up here to look over the body of Sharon Carter?”

“Yes. The coroner called for an agency consultation after he couldn’t find any natural cause of death,” Jordan answered.

“What did you find?”

“It should be in the reports.” Jordan was still unsure where this was going, but there was a slight slumping of the detective’s shoulders, and he had a hard time looking at Jordan now. Momentum was shifting.

“Yes, and it probably is, but I am asking you... cop to cop, what did you find?” The detective never looked up from his cup.

“I found two small needle pricks just below her elbow. Most would have missed it. I am sure the toxicology report will identify whatever it was that killed her,” Jordan said. He reached down and lifted his coffee to his lips. His focus stayed on the detective, but all he saw was the top of the man’s head, and a spot of thinning hair in the center.

“See, that’s the thing. I looked her over, up and down, as did Wayne... I mean Dr. Liu, the coroner. You probably met him,” Detective Kendal glanced up from his coffee for the first time and Jordan nodded. “We saw nothing, but you came up here on a consult and found it. Something tipped you off, didn’t it? A feeling? A sense?” begged the detective.

“Detective Kendal, I am not sure what you are asking?”

“It’s just Andrew, not Detective Kendal. Not here. Not now. I need your help.” The man stopped and sat back in his chair, both hands slapped his face and racked downward. His fingers left momentary red streaks. “Look,“ he continued. “I know who you are, and what your specialty is. For you to come back up here and bring who you did, you saw something on that level.” The man let out a heavy sigh as if releasing the weight of the world, or he was throwing it all to the wind to see how it lands. “I am not like you. I can’t see or even sense stuff, but I am open to it, and I gotta tell you. I am fucking lost on this case. Can you help me?”

Inside Jordan’s head a debate started that challenged the speed of light. He had reached a point where he didn’t know how to proceed with the investigation, and now he had been presented with an opening, but if he told Detective Kendal, Andrew, what had happened and what he knew, would he believe him? Much to Jordan’s surprise, the fact that Andrew admitted earlier to being a big fan of Megan’s show made it into the argument. He didn’t know for sure if that had any weight in the compromise that was reached, but didn’t care. Instead of throwing all his cards on the table, he would throw one card on the table and see what the next play was. “Okay, say I did, are you open to listening?”

“I am all ears, Agent. I might look at you cockeyed, but I will try to keep an open mind.”

Well, that is better than a no. The question that remained was would Jordan take a leap of faith and trust the man. Jordan felt more comfortable reading spirits than people. He had been screwed over a few times in the past, but had been told by others that goes with the job. There was nothing about Detective Kendal that made him feel this was one of those times. The man opened up, and to be honest was taking a chance. “Let’s take a walk.”

Coffees in hand, they walked back toward the hotel. How far they got would depend on how well the conversation went. Jordan ran over it in his head a few times before he started. So far, he had only had to explain the specifics of what he had seen or experienced in a case to less than a dozen people. Luckily, he worked with the same people all the time, and they understood, or at least accepted him.

“Yes, something told me to look at her arm for the needle marks. Something also urged me to come back and look. There was something not right about the whole thing.”

“I knew it,” said Andrew. “What did you see?”

“Let’s just say Sharon helped me.”

Andrew jerked to a stop, allowing Jordan to continue and get two steps in front of him. Jordan turned and saw the image of a man that life had just hit with a clarity that opened his eyes wide open.

“Are you shitting me? Is she still helping you? That is it, isn’t it?” He rushed the two steps to meet Jordan and was just inches from his face. “She knew those other girls. She told you where to find them and everything. That is it, isn’t it? You gotta tell me everything. We’re stumped.”

“It’s something like that,” Jordan said as he continued to walk toward the hotel, now just a block away. Andrew followed. Jordan had one more card to play before he played his hand out. It would tell Andrew something that might back up their credibility in his eyes and also test his own intentions. “You know Jennifer Tate is still out there in those woods.”

Andrew froze again. The cup of coffee held chest high where it was on the way to his mouth. His eyes didn’t blink, and his mouth hung agape. When he finally recomposed himself, he asked wearily. “You know about her?”

“We know quite a bit. Come with me.” Jordan led him through the parking lot and the front entrance of the hotel. While they walked up the stairs, Jordan explained to him about the man, the loan to help with their school expenses, and how everything took a turn to something else. It was as they walked down the hallway toward the room when Jordan explained to Andrew that he felt someone murdered them because they were no longer of use and just a loose end.

“Makes sense,” Andrew agreed.

The door to their room opened to a scene much like he left. Megan sat in one chair. Sharon in another. Marie and Beth were stretched out on the bed. When Jordan cleared through the door, Megan jumped in her chair at the sight of Andrew. The other three took notice too and were no longer happily watching television and looked on with a cautious, almost frightened interest. Jordan could feel the tension in the room climb.

“Just relax,” he said. “Everyone relax. Megan, you remember Detective Andrew Kendal, from earlier?”

She nodded.

“Well, I lied. He was the one who called my cell phone. I can explain better later, but he put two and two together and figured out why they called me to look at Sharon’s body, and then took the next leap when he saw you. He needs our help, and I have filled him in on everything we know so far.” Jordan looked at Sharon and the girls on the bed and said, “He can do more than I can to help.” They appeared to understand. Both their expressions and the feeling of apprehension he felt in the room dissipated to something calmer, but yet still weary. An emotion he completely understood after he was sure they were told many times to just trust the person who eventually killed them.

Jordan picked up the list of names that Megan had created earlier and handed it to Andrew. He immediately read it over. “Holy shit!” he exclaimed and collapsed down on the foot of the bed.

Megan lunged up out of her chair and even Jordan found his body had lunged in his direction too. The detective looked up at them, befuddled. The list in his hand.

“Beth and Marie are sitting there,” Megan said hesitantly. Her hand over her mouth as she spoke.

Andrew sprung from the bed and across the room, bumping into the dresser. All the color had drained from his face. “Are... they... all... here... now?” he trembled.

“Beth and Marie are on the bed, and Sharon is in the chair.”, Megan pointed out.

“You two are shitting with me, aren’t you?” his voice shook through every word.

“No, we wouldn’t do that,” assured Jordan.

“Then I am going to stay right here.” Andrew’s attention was back on the list, but that didn’t stop the occasional look over the edge of the paper at the bed and empty chair. Jordan watched as Marie and Beth appeared to giggle a little at the situation, and Megan shot them an admonishing look like a parent would.

“You know this list is more your territory. A few of these are federal officers.”

Jordan stated the obvious. “I know, but remember I am not here in an official capacity. You would need to have a reason to bring us in.”

“Do you have the phone?”, Andrew asked.

Jordan crossed over to his bag and pulled out the baggie with the phone in it and handed it to Detective Kendal. Upon receipt of that baggie he asked, “No one touched it did they?”

“Not without gloves,” reported Jordan.

“Good. I can make up an excuse that I went back to look around, kicked a loose floorboard and found it. This will get the evidence train going. We have absolutely nothing on this except the bodies.”

“With the numbers you can at least link the girls together,” Megan suggested.

“That is a good point, and will help a bunch, but first I need to do something else. I need to find Jennifer Tate. Any chance you could point me in the right direction?”

Jordan studied their three visitors and saw Marie talking toward Megan, and Megan was listening while she drew on a piece of paper.
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Waiting was not one of Jordan’s strong traits. He was a get in, get it done, and get out kind of person. Which went well with his role. Most of the time, any stake-out or long wait had already taken place. They would call him in when that part was done, and they needed him to review the crime scene, or any evidence collected. On occasion they asked him to talk to the suspect and render an ‘expert opinion’. He needed to keep what he had recently learned about his status as an expert from the rest of the bureau. As far as they needed to know, he was still the most experienced and knowledgeable para-psychologist around.

When Detective Kendal left, he told them to wait for his call, but gave no indication how long that might be, though Jordan had a feeling it would be awhile because he said “hang tight.” A law enforcement term for ‘have patience, this will take a while’. Since he left, they hung tight in a hotel room that was meant to be comfortable for two, but was rather cramped with five. Megan found a movie to watch that she and the girls seemed to enjoy, all gathered on a single bed like what Jordan imagined would be a scene out of any teenage girl’s slumber party. If you ignore the fact, you could see through three of them. Jordan sat at the table and went over his notes for anything he had missed, while trying to calculate the next step; two things he believed went hand in hand.

It was clear to him, and Detective Kendal, they needed more. Something more concrete to link the names on the list to the girls, and ultimately to what happened to them. With the power players on this list, they both risked getting burned by any false moves. Not to mention the impact to the case, which was really Jordan’s primary concern.

After an hour Jordan gave up on reviewing what he had any further. It was clear there was nothing more there and leaned back in the chair to try to relax. The giggling that came from the bed, helped. It was a joyous sound, at least before he remembered who was on the bed, and that he had heard two voices. His head jolted up and looked at the bed. “Who giggled?”

“Sorry, just something on the movie” Megan said, as if admonished by her parents.

“No, I mean. Who was giggling?”

“Me.” Megan raised her hand.

“Who else? I heard two.”

Megan sat up on the side of the bed with that, and Marie looked at her. “You heard us both?”, she asked, surprised.

“Yes, you were louder than the other, but the other voice was there under yours. Almost like from a television in the other room or something.”

Megan looked at Marie and said, “Say something.”

Marie’s mouth moved and Jordan jumped from the chair, sending it crashing backward with a thud, when he heard in the distance, “Can you hear me, Agent Blake?” It was a good thing he was in good shape. This day had challenged his cardiac health, and he had a feeling it wasn’t over yet. The voice asked, “Megan, can he hear me?” as he attempted to regain his previously calm and relaxed demeanor.

“Oh girl, I think he heard you just fine,” Megan said, delighted.

The voice was not what Jordan would have expected with her name or appearance. It was as southern as Miss Scarlett’s sounded when she stood on the front porch of the Tara plantation. Then he heard another voice, a new mature sounding one ask, “How can he hear us now, but couldn’t before?”

Jordan saw the mouth that moved when that voice appeared, and added, “Sharon, I want to know the same thing.” Now it was their turn to be startled.

“Immersion,” answered Megan. “While I could communicate with you immediately, his gift is a little different. He can see and sense when you are around, but the longer he is around you, the more connected you and he become, opening the lines of communication. It’s why some people can live in a house for years, and never notice a ghost, then slowly bit by bit they notice more and more until they see full blown apparitions that make sounds.”

“It has never happened before,” admitted Jordan, who was still a bit unsettled by this recent development.

“Me next,” Beth said, with a higher pitched voice than the others.

“Hi, Beth,” greeted Jordan.

All three bounced on the bed, and Marie shrieked. At first their reactions struck Jordan as odd, but then he understood. They were trapped and unable to communicate with the world that moved around them until now. Now, they had found two people who could hear them. It didn’t change the fact that they were dead, but this small detail seemed to make them feel normal, or as normal as they would ever be again.

Megan stood up and reached inside the top of her black Ramones t-shirt and pulled out the gold chain she wore around her neck. This has been a fixture on her since the day Jordan met her. He had noticed she only ever took it off to shower and always put it back on immediately when she got out. She didn’t even wait to dry off. At the end of it dangled what appeared to be a locket, which Jordan always assumed was something of a family heirloom considering how important it seemed to her. She had never shown him what was inside, nor did he ask, never wanting to pry, but this time she held the locket in her fingers and pried the heart shaped container open. What Jordan expected to be a picture was not, it was something clear. Glass? No, a crystal.

“This was handed down by my grandmother, just like her grandmother did for her. The ability to communicate with the spirit world is a family ability, but it skips a generation. My mother couldn’t no matter how hard she tried. Even with this crystal around her neck, nothing came to her. This crystal takes my ability and amplifies it so I can communicate with any spirit, no matter how weak they are or how new they are to me. When we get back home, I can give you one of your own if you want.” She closed it and let it drop back down the front of her shirt.

“So, without that, you can’t talk to spirits?”, Jordan asked.

“I can, it just takes more work, or more time; like you just experienced,” explained Megan. “This is probably your first time experiencing this because you have never spent this much time around the same spirit, have you?”

Jordan had to think about it and realized she had a point. His job is mostly in, give his opinion, and get out. Rarely does he spend hours in the same spot. Probably the longest ever was maybe thirty minutes at a crime scene, and at that one he sensed nothing spiritual, nor did he find any evidence that anything paranormal or occult was going on. “No, I haven’t.”

“As a medium, at times I will sit in the same spot attempting to reach out to a spirit for hours. Some have done it for days.”

“You mean Fionna Johannsson?”, Jordan asked what he felt was a natural assumption considering Megan’s obsession with her.

“Yes, Fionna once sat for two days with no food or water to help a mother reach her child.”

This is where Jordan would normally scoff at such a claim, but at the moment, considering everything that had transpired, he may never scoff at such a story again. “What’s the longest you have ever spent?”, he asked, curiously.

Megan thought, and then answered, “With the crystal, maybe ten minutes. Without, four hours, but that was a test my grandmother put me through. She was interacting with a spirit and wanted to see the depth of my ability. It took me maybe half an hour to feel it there, but another three to hear it, and then another twenty minutes to be able to hear it clearly and talk to it just as if I were talking to a human.”

The phone rang, giving Jordan’s heart another mini-jump. At this rate, he should be used to the jolts, but each took his breath away. He picked it up and answered immediately, while four sets of eyes watched him pace back and forth.

“Found her,” Detective Kendal said on the other end before Jordan said a word. “Right where you guys told me. At least that family can have some closure now. I also made up a story about going back to the house and finding the phone. I told forensics I wanted to know the owner of every number on that phone in an hour. They just called me and read me the list.”

“That’s great,” Jordan said. He looked to the others and mouthed ‘they found her’. A sense of relief spread across the faces of all three girls.

“It is, and it isn’t. My list is worse than yours I’m afraid,” said Detective Kendal.

“How bad?”

“Let’s just say the President of the United States isn’t on it. That is the only addition that could make this worst. Are you guys hungry?”

“What?”, Jordan asked, surprised.

“Dinner. I am sure you and Miss Tolliver eat. I am not so sure about the others, though. Let’s meet for dinner in, say... forty-five minutes, and we can review the list. I have one idea to run past you guys, that I want to see if it might give me the material evidence to start pulling things together. I’ll text you the directions.”

Detective Kendal didn’t wait for a response, and it only took a few seconds before the text arrived with an address. Jordan conveyed the message to Megan, who quickly hopped up to go take a shower while saying something about feeling like she smelled like swamp thing after their walk through the woods earlier. She didn’t take long to get ready, opting for something a little dressier than a t-shirt and jeans. It was the standard black shirt, and long flowing black skirt, a look she often wore on “America’s Medium”

Before they walked out the door, Jordan felt concerned about leaving the girls alone in the room, and asked, “Are you going to be okay alone?”

“We will be fine,” answered Sharon. Hearing her disjointed voice still sent shivers down him. “We will be here when you get back.”

“No where else to go,” added Marie.

“What should we put the television on—-.” Jordan started to ask, but then stopped as the channel changed on its own.

“I got that,” said Beth.

Jordan laughed and put the remote on the dresser. “I have seen that trick before. It doesn’t scare me.”
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“Indian Food, I am impressed Detective Kendal.”

“Well, Miss Tolliver, what did you expect? A donut shop?”, the detective said as he greeted both Megan and Jordan at the door of the South-Eastern Fusion restaurant. Jordan wasn’t looking too forward to this meal. Spicy foods never really sat well with him, but that is another way he and Megan were opposites. She loved it. Jordan wasn’t there for food, though he was hungry and hoped he could find something that had a survivable amount of curry in it. More important on his mind was what the detective had found.

The stocky detective walked up to the hostess stand where a woman with a beehive, not of Indian descent in the slightest, asked, “How many hun?”

“Three?”, he said with hesitation. He turned back to Jordan and asked with a whisper, “The others aren’t coming, are they?”

“No, they stayed in the room,” he said, and watched relief flood on to Andrew’s face.

“Three.”

“Mmmkay, follow me,” the hostess said and led them into the dining room.

They were more than a few feet in before Jordan heard a murmur in the room and felt dozens of eyes focused on them. In his opinion, it was probably unavoidable. Everything about Andrew Kendal’s appearance screamed cop. The slacks and sports coat over a white buttoned up shirt. Closely buzzed blonde hair above a face with a square and chiseled jaw line that appeared to have never attempted to smile. Even the way he walked with confident, long, and fast strides screamed cop. The only thing that was missing was his revolver and badge, which Jordan didn’t doubt was on him somewhere, Jordan had his on him.

When they reached the table, Jordan and Andrew stood until Megan sat. As Jordan sat, he noticed the eyes of the restaurant on them again. This was just one more thing that would add to the uncomfortable feeling of the day. He scooted his chair up and reached forward and pulled two menus from the center of the table, handing one to Megan. The hostess had left before he had a chance to ask what the special of the day was. After a single glance at the menu, Jordan became more curious about what the special could be. He didn’t expect to find the theme a blend of Indian and southern comfort food. Curry fried chicken and dumplings and Fried Chicken Biryani. Not a combination he would have thought of, but interesting.

Jordan looked up over the top edge of his menu with every intention to make a snide comment or two about the choices available, when he spotted over Megan’s shoulder, two people creeping up behind her. The two hacky coughs he made only drew a quick look from her. She had looked back down at the menu before he gave a sudden head jerk to try to get her to look behind her. He did it a second time, and again just a quick glance. The third attempt drew a bit more of a glance, and a “why don’t you take a sip of water”, from Megan as she reached over and slid his water glass closer to him. They weren’t even married, and already he felt like an old married couple.

“Megan, you might want to turn around,” Jordan said, taking a more direct approach this time, after his more covert attempts failed.

She was slightly startled when she turned and found two young girls, probably no older than pre-teen, standing there, pen and what looked like a paper napkin in hand. Off in the distance behind them, Jordan saw two interested parents watching. He gave them a quick wave with a smile.

“Well, hey there girls,” Megan said. “What can I do for you?”

Both girls lit up when Megan spoke to them. The one holding the pen and napkin held it forward, and squeaked out, “Can we have your autograph, Miss Tolliver?”

The spotlight was on and Megan never failed to perform. The smile went on, and her eyes rivaled the stars on the clearest night. She took the napkin with an, “Of course. What are your names?”

“Susan and Kim.”

Megan scribbled out a message quickly and handed it to the girls. “Here you go, and by the way, just call me Megan, okay?”

“Yes, Megan,” one girl said with a giggle, before they both turned and ran across the restaurant to their parents. The mom, with a smile as large as Brooklyn, mouthed, “Thank you.” Megan smiled and waved.

It wasn’t more than a few moments later before a few others made their way to the table. At no time did Megan ever say no, or act in any way other than that was what she was there for. Even when she was signing an autograph while ordering her Marsala pasta.

“Happen often?”, Andrew asked.

“All the time,” chuckled Jordan. It happened every time they were out somewhere, and it never bothered him. He kind of liked it. The shine of her star warmed them both. “Hand cramping yet?”, Jordan playfully asked Megan. She stuck her tongue out at him in response.

“We ran those numbers, and found a few more hits than you had,” reported Andrew.

Jordan was sure if he had really run the numbers through his resources, he would have matched more than just a few more, but he didn’t want to take the chance that someone would notice him using bureau resources on his day off. “So, who else did you find?”

Detective Andrew Kendal leaned back in his chair and plunged his hand deep into his coat pocket. As he did, Megan was approached one last time for a quick picture, which she obliged. In the background, Andrew handed a sheet of paper across the table to Jordan. Most of the names were familiar. They were the same ones they found through just google searches, including the names provided by Jennifer, Beth, and Maria, but there were a few new ones. Not particular names, but locations. Seeing a number belonging to the University of Richmond didn’t surprise Jordan as much as he may have thought it would. Having someone on the inside to help identify and tag prospective targets would almost be a necessary position in this scheme. Of course, it didn’t narrow it down to who that person was. That was the problem with most of the other new names on the sheet too. They were just businesses. Then you had the ones with no names at all. Jordan knew without asking that those were burner phones. Those could be anything from a prepaid or stolen phone, or an application installed on a phone to allow messages and calls to be placed through another number. It didn’t matter which type they were, each were next to impossible to break through and find the person behind them.

“So, now what?”, Jordan said as he passed the paper back.

“Toxicology is back on Sharon. Overdose of gamma-hydroxybutyric acid,” Andrew said while shoving the paper back into his jacket pocket.

“GHB,” mumbled Jordan. “Makes sense.”

“The date rape drug?”, Megan asked. “So, she was raped.”

“Not necessarily,” Jordan said, but he paused as he looked at the detective across the table. He shook his head to confirm what Jordan hoped was the finding by the medical examiner. “GHB is used for a lot more than what its street name says. It’s common, which is why it makes complete sense they used that.”

Megan looked back and forth between the two men seated at the table.

Jordan filled her in on what he had to assume Andrew already knew. “It’s easy to make. Pretty much anyone can make it in their kitchen without any special pharmacy skill. It is common on almost every college campus. Especially with the party scene which these girls were seen in. So, if they showed up dead from a GHB overdose, like they did, no one would think anything other than another tragic death because some college guy was trying to drug a girl and gave her too much. A common crime on a college campus that wouldn’t be cause for anyone to look much deeper. At the next party, they would catch some guy with the drug and probably now become suspect number one of the lead detectives on the case. All efforts would be focused on linking him to the crime. Am I right?”

Jordan glanced over at Detective Kendal, who agreed, “100%”

“Oh,” Megan said, deflated. “So, what now? We can’t let these guys get away with what they did to those girls.”

“And what they are probably doing to a few now, and will do to others in the future,” added Jordan. His slap of reality that this was larger than just the three girls whose ghosts were sitting back in their hotel room watching television took Megan’s shine down another notch. He didn’t intend to do that, but he often found reality did that to everyone.

“I need to nail one person,” grumbled Andrew. “If I can link just one person to the girls and something illicit, that might be all I need to get them to sing on the others and start pulling this down one brick at a time.”

“But who?”, asked Jordan.

“Well, I have a wild idea, and it involves Megan,” Andrew said with a side glance in her direction.

Jordan felt a sickening slosh in his stomach, and it had nothing to do with the dumplings that were just placed down in front of him. They looked and smelled wonderful, but the thought of what the detective was suggesting chased his appetite away. He leaned forward across the table to make his point very clear. “We are not using Megan as bait.”

“Oh, no. No way. I wouldn’t do that,” Andrew said with a surprised look on his face. “Never. I am talking about what happened here just a few minutes ago. Her stardom, her show. What would you need to make it appear like you were up here filming an episode?”

“I don’t understand,” questioned Megan.

“Say you came up here to do an episode, what would you have brought with you? How big is your crew? What kind of equipment?”

“Well,” she started as she appeared to make the list in her mind first. “I would have just my cameraman, Charles Lindsey, and my bag of paranormal equipment. My spirit box, E.M.F. meter, E.V.P recorder, and triangle.”

“How quick can you get all that up here?”

“A day or two I think. But Charles is out of town for the weekend, and wouldn’t be back until Tuesday at the earliest,” she said, still bewildered.

Andrew leaned back in his chair. Now it seemed to be his time to think. In fact, they all were as they pushed their food around with their forks. Jordan had no clue where Andrew was going with this. Did he think Megan needed those tools to look into things deeper with the girls? Maybe he needed to explain that it wasn’t necessary. They had a link with the girls and could pretty much ask them anything, just as if they were a living person.

“Maybe a different cameraman, someone from the force,” suggested Andrew. “I have no clue where to find a spirit box, but I think I can find replacements for the rest of your gear.”

“Andrew? What are you talking about?”, Jordan asked. He felt very defensive and protective of Megan at the moment. He didn’t know where this was going, but inside a feeling that Andrew was just there for his fix of stardom had bubbled up.

Detective Kendal took a bite of the rice and greens he had mixed together that came as a side for his curry fried chicken. He chewed slowly while the others looked on, still wondering where all this was going. When he swallowed he said, “Okay, this will sound crazy, but here is what I am thinking.”
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How did I get talked into this?, Jordan wondered. He was walking behind Megan, carrying a forty-pound camera he had no clue how to use. The only thing he had with him that he knew how to use was his service revolver that was strapped under the black sweatshirt he and Detective Kendal bought at the twenty-four-hour-get-everything store that was just down the road from South-Eastern Fusion. It needed to be bulky to conceal the gun, radio and the related wire that led up to his earpiece, so they bought it three sizes too big. It also added the appearance of an additional forty pounds, all around the gut, to Jordan’s athletic and trim frame.

“Stairs?”, he grumbled under his breath, as Megan opted for the stairs instead of the elevator up to the third floor of the Modlin Center for the Arts on the campus of the University of Richmond.

“I thought you enjoyed taking the stairs. Didn’t you say it was healthy,” she sniped back.

How would you like to carry this camera yourself?, he thought, but avoided saying it. He needed to remember his part and why he was there. He was no longer Jordan Blake FBI agent following his girlfriend up the stairs. He was Joe Black, stand in cameraman for America’s Medium, following the host up to meet the Dean of the University of Richmond to talk about the various paranormal legends in the area, including one that involves the building they were in now. The legend Jordan already had his doubts about. Probably nothing more than just a ghost story told from class to class of students. Since entering the building, he had felt nothing but the weight of the camera, and a new appreciation for Charles Lindsey.

When they pushed open the door to the third floor, it creaked and echoed in the empty stairwell and down the dark hallway ahead of them. The only light was coming from a single door at the end of the hall. A tall grey haired man stood outside with an ascot puffed out of the top of his white shirt. A red pocket square was folded neatly in the pocket of his navy blue sport coat. He stood still as they walked toward him. Haunting echoes of Megan’s heels followed them down the hall.

“Miss Tolliver,” the man said as they approached.

“Dr. Wilson?”, she asked and extended her hand to greet him.

“Call me Robert. Dr. Wilson is too formal.” He said as he took her hand and gave it a gentlemanly shake. “It surprised me to get your call, but more than happy to help you out. I am a fan of the show and a bit of a paranormal buff myself. I have even performed a few of my own ghost hunts on the campus.”

“That is what we heard, and why we sought you out,” Megan said.

“Well, I am glad you did. I will say I am a little surprised you want to talk about Doc Crenshaw. It’s nothing more than some stories. There are other more interesting stories around here, like the iron dog, and some Civil War sites.”

“It might be small, but it is a local legend and will fit perfect in our special on Richmond, and you never know. Maybe I can make contact to prove there is more than just a story.”

Hearing Megan say that appeared to please Doctor Robert Wilson, the Dean of Admissions for the University of Richmond. His eyes twinkled in the light coming through the door and his smile broadened to expose a row of bleached teeth, which annoyed Jordan. The prim and proper dressed distinguished gentleman was in complete fanboy mode over Megan. While he gave off the appearance of being a good-guy, Jordan knew differently. What he knew made his skin crawl.

“Why don’t we go in here. I figured the balcony of the theatre would be a good setting for anything you wanted to record.”

“Good idea,” Megan said. “Come on, Joe.”

The balcony of the Alice Jepson theatre wasn’t huge by any stretch of the imagination, only a few rows of red covered seating. Dr. Wilson had already picked out the perfect spot for them to sit, and even where ‘Joe’ could stand on the second row to capture them with the stage and two of the ornate arches and sconces that covered the side walls of both the ground level and the balcony as the backdrop.

Jordan set up, propping the camera on his shoulder. Megan, ever the professional, came to check the shot, and while doing so, moved Jordan’s finger to the power button to turn the camera on. She rolled her eyes at Jordan, and then pointed out the other important button, the record button. Jordan pressed it, and the red light on the front came on.

Megan sat back down in her designated seat. An adjustment to her long flowing black skirt, and a quick brush of her hair from her face, and then the lights were on for her. “Okay, let’s begin.” Jordan didn’t even try to do a countdown. She didn’t wait.

“We are here with Doctor Robert Wilson at the University of Richmond’s beautiful Alice Jepson theatre in the Modlin Center for the Arts, where there is something of a local ghost story, involving a Doc Crenshaw.” She leaned forward. “What can you tell us about the legend?”

“Well Miss Tolliver,” he started and then stammered embarrassed, “Do I call you Miss Tolliver, Megan, or... I don’t know what to call you.”

“You can call me Megan,” she said.

“Oh no, I messed things up didn’t I?”, he asked. His voice sounded embarrassed, but his body language gave off a different vibe to Jordan. One that accelerated the crawl of his skin. Dr. Wilson leaned forward and touched Megan on the shoulder. Something that some people might do to apologize for making a mistake. But it was how his hand lingered and then brushed its way down her arm.

“It’s all right, we can cut that out,” Megan said, leaning back to withdraw her arm from his reach.  “Go ahead and tell me the story and we will cut things together. It will seem completely natural.”

“Well, Megan, Doc Crenshaw is something of a ghost story here with our student body. Every little odd noise, creak of a door, or incident, like something falling, that happens here in this building is blamed on Doc Crenshaw. Some that have been here rehearsing late at night say they hear her footsteps in the very hall you just walked down.”

“Who is Doc Crenshaw?”, Megan asked, in full on interviewer mode, just like Jordan saw on every episode of her show she recorded.

“Well, that is something that goes back over a century. This building is built on top of part of the old Westhampton College, the women’s equivalent to our own institution back then. The pool that was filled in for the foundation of this building was named after Dr. Fanny Graves Crenshaw, the first Dean of Physical Education of that college back in 1914. The story goes, she haunts us for filling in her pool.”

“Do you believe she does?”, asked Megan

The distinguished dean was about to answer when a ring from a cell phone in his pocket brought a startled reaction. His hands reached inside his jacket pocket and pulled out his cell phone, but quickly put it back. Then a second phone appeared in his hand, and without even a look at the screen, he silenced it and put it away. “Sorry, I should have silenced them before coming up here.”

“It's okay,” assured Megan.

“Cut,” Jordan called out. “I need to move, I am getting a glare,” he said loudly. Maybe too loudly to communicate to just the two people that were seated no more than ten feet away from him.

“On the way,” said a voice through his earpiece.

Jordan moved just a few feet to complete the illusion and then pressed the record button. His new location blocked the staircase leading up to the door closest to him. In an attempt to look professional, he let go with one hand and pointed at Megan and Dr. Wilson. A move he almost regretted as the weight of the heavy beast of a camera fell on one hand and shoulder. The muscles in his lower back strained to stay straight before the hand returned to help steady it. Inside he groaned, but kept from doing it outwardly.

“Do you believe she does?”, repeated Megan.

“I am not sure. I, myself, love the paranormal, and would love to experience something, anything at all,” he said while hamming it up. “But, so far, nothing. Not even a mysterious sound.”

At that moment, there was more than a mysterious sound in the theatre, and the confident Dr. Wilson was now a picture of pure fear. Two dozen black clad SWAT officers from the Richmond City Police Department flooded the balcony, blocking his access to the stairs behind him. Guns were drawn and focused on the unsuspecting dean. Megan made a quick dash to safety behind Jordan. Detective Andrew Kendal led the way and approached Dr. Wilson from behind. The dean didn’t speak a word, but the surprise on his face spoke plenty.

“Dr. Robert Wilson,” he said as he grabbed the dean’s wrist and forced him to his feet. One arm was forced behind his back with a loud yowl. The other followed, but its participation was more voluntary. “You are a suspect in a murder investigation, and need to come with us. I have restrained you for both yours and our safety.” Detective Kendal passed him off to another officer, who escorted him up the stairs without protest.
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Jordan and Megan didn’t follow them directly back to the precinct from the campus of the University of Richmond. Jordan wanted to, but Megan had another idea, which made some sense. After picking up the girls from the hotel, they drove to the precinct and found Detective Kendal in the middle of his interrogation.

Dean Wilson was the focus of an interview again, but this one was quite a bit different. The bleak white room with the metal table and chairs was not the glamorous theatre that was his backdrop hours ago. There was a camera present, but it wasn’t the weighty high-definition shoulder unit that Jordan had carried. Just a simple surveillance camera screwed into the top left corner of the room above the door, captured everything that was needed. While the footage Jordan had recorded would never see the light of day, there was already a room full of people sitting around a screen watching the grainy footage being broadcast live from the interrogation room. Unfortunately for Dean Wilson, the interviewer was not that attractive and mesmerizing as Megan Tolliver. Detective Andrew Kendal and his gruff bad cop routine had taken her place.

They had all expected him to lawyer up when they arrived, but he didn’t. Insisting the whole time, he had done nothing wrong. That phone just magically ended up in the pocket of his jacket and was as much a surprise to him as it was to them. Of course, the jacket had been hanging on a rack in his office all day, where many people had access to it, and Dean Wilson had left his office several times without it. Even when Detective Andrew Kendal confronted him with the possibility of pulling school surveillance footage to see who entered and left the office. If Jordan had to guess, the Dean knew there was no camera in his office, just one outside that would show who came in and left, but not what they did.

Detective Kendal finished up and exited the room. Jordan left the video room to go meet the detective. He appeared frustrated at not being able to crack the arrogant nut, but once again had an idea. One that Jordan jumped at.

Jordan discarded the oversized sweatshirt and walked into the room. There was a quick moment of recognition in Dean Wilson’s eyes followed by a ‘I should have guessed’ look. Jordan was wearing his badge this time and waited until he sat down to properly introduce himself. “Dean Wilson, I am FBI Agent Jordan Blake. Can we chat?”

“Sure,” he said, sounding completely unaffected by sitting across from a federal agent about a murder case. His hands fiddled with the twist-off cap for the soda Detective Kendal had brought him. “Like I told the other officer, I don’t know anything about it.”

“Of course you don’t. You guys never do. What about the phone? What can you tell us about that?”, Jordan asked, knowing he had already been asked that question.

The Dean gave a nonchalant shoulder shrug. “No clue. Thousands of people are on the campus every day. Anyone of them could have walked into my office and put that phone in the pocket while it hung on the coat rack. I suggest you start interviewing them right now.”

“Thank you for the suggestion,” Jordan said without even a blink. “What about Sharon Carter? What can you tell me about her?”

“Not too much. I heard what pretty much anyone else did on the news. A true tragedy.”

“Did you ever meet her? She was a student at Richmond,” pressed Jordan.

“Can’t say if I did or didn’t. There are thousands of students. I probably meet with... oh.... I don’t know, a few hundred a year. I am sure I can have the office pull my appointments for you in the morning. If I did, it would be on there,” Dean Wilson responded dismissively.

“What about Beth Ryan?”

“Can’t say that name is familiar.”

“What about Jennifer Tate or Marie Monroe? I assume those names don’t ring a bell either.”

“Agent Black—-”.

“It’s Blake,” corrected Jordan.

“Agent Blake. Like I said. There are thousands of students, and I probably interact with a couple hundred of them. That is not to say I didn’t pass them on campus, but if I did, I can’t say I would have recognized them.”

“Okay,” Jordan said, and then stood up and left without another word.

Detective Kendal rushed out into the hallway from the room he and a host of other detectives were monitoring the interview from. The heads of a few popped out the door to watch. “Is that it?”, he asked, sounding impatient.

“Nope. Just letting him stew. I need your help with something.”

“Sure,” Detective Kendal said. “What do you need?”

“Give me five minutes, knock on the door, and hand me a folder with a stack of papers in it.”

“Is that it?”, Detective Kendal asked. He hung on the answer, waiting for something more.

“Yep. That is it.” Jordan turned and headed back into the room and had a seat.

“Is there more?”, Dean Wilson asked.

Jordan felt the urge to laugh. This was rather interesting. This arrogant ass was being questioned about multiple murders, and he seemed to be under the impression that he was now in control. Then it hit Jordan. This was something he had watched before, but always from the other side of the glass or video feed. It never happened to him, and if it had, he didn’t feel like at any time before he was as prepared to counter it as he was at this moment. For the first time, he felt that title of Agent fit. “Just a bit,” he said, keeping his tone straight and dull. “You assume I was asking about meeting them as part of your job. What about away from the school? It seems you have quite a social life. Partying with the upper crust of Richmond.”

“Agent Blake, it isn’t a crime to have a social life, and yes, I will admit, some of my friends are in as you put it, the upper crust of Richmond,” said Dean Wilson. He adjusted himself in the chair and leaned forward, bracing his forearms on the table and joining his hands. A posture Jordan had seen more than one agent use while doing an interview.

“Nope, Robert, it isn’t a crime,” slapped Jordan. That one landed right across the proverbial bridge of the prim and proper Dean Wilson’s nose. The sting sent him back in the chair and slumped his shoulders. “Even seeing those girls at one of those soirees wouldn’t be. Now what they were doing at one of those get-togethers,” Jordan put air quotes around get-togethers, “would be, and who they were with would be in a lot of trouble. And, we have a few witnesses that put you at more than one party that was, we will call it, attended by all three. Two witnesses said you shared an intimate dance with two of them.”

The confidence drained out of the Dean right before Jordan’s eyes. There was no snappy come back, or quick claim of innocence. He was on the ropes, and he knew it. A push here, and shove there, would send Dean Wilson right where Jordan and the others wanted him. Not admitting his guilt, which he shared some guilt in the overall crime. They wanted him to rollover on the others involved in this scheme. They needed him to give them enough evidence to yank the others to a similar room and start narrowing down who was truly responsible for the girls’ deaths. Then they would worry about the other lesser offenses of just being some of the biggest loads of shit that walked the planet.

There was a simple knock on the door, and Jordan stood up deliberately and opened it. There was no conversation between him and Detective Kendal, just the passing of a vanilla folder with a stack of paper inside, just like he had asked for. The stack was just the perfect size for what he needed. He closed the door and sat back down, looking at the shrinking violet that sat across from him. It was time to turn up the heat a little and wilt him further. Once wilted far enough, he would offer him nourishment in the form of a deal.

Every page in the stack was blank, but that didn’t stop Jordan from flipping through them, pausing longer on some as if reading larger areas of text. The folder and its contents were kept from Dean Wilson’s view, but it had his attention. There was a slight strain of his neck and eyes to see if they could see the contents. After the last page, Jordan let the folder close, and he dropped it on the table. Not from a height that would risk the pages slipping out and destroying his little ruse, but enough to slap in the quiet room. “Still want to say you don’t know the girls?”

Dean Wilson gave a rather nervous looking nod.

“Based on some of the messages we pulled from that phone, you liked Beth in that red bra and panty set you bought her and liked to be talked dirty to. Seemed you enjoyed being the Dean and her, the dirty little schoolgirl. And Marie, well, I am not even sure I can bring myself to repeat what is on that page. I am sure there is more, that is just what I picked up with the scan, Roberto, isn’t that what you had them call you?”

Dean Wilson had picked up a noticeable shake as he sat there listening to Jordan. He didn’t answer the last question with a true answer. What he did say was the one phrase Jordan didn’t want to hear. “I want my attorney.”

Jordan knew the drill at that point. There was nothing more he could do and stood up and left. Detective Andrew Kendal met him in the hallway with a pat on his shoulder. “Almost had him there. When his attorney shows, we can lay our cards on the table and throw the deal out there.”

“Yea, we have to hope his attorney will go for it though.”

“It’s a risk, but it’s our only play left,” agreed Kendal. “It’s late, chances are his attorney won’t come in until tomorrow. We are going to put him in holding for the night.” Two officers passed by with the defeated man, his hands handcuffed behind his back as they led him to the elevator at the end of the hall. “Go back to the hotel and get some rest. I will call you when his attorney shows up and we can talk to them together. I am going home myself.”

“All right, I’ll probably head back up here 8’ish so I am here when he arrives,” Jordan said. He wanted to make sure he was there when the attorney arrived, to make sure there was no chance the locals would talk to them without him.

“Sounds good.” Detective Kendal turned and walked back the other way down the hall toward the world of cubicles that they called an office, and Jordan headed toward the same elevator that he just watched Dean Wilson board. When the car opened, there was no one else in it. He stepped in and rode it down to the lobby. Megan sat there in one of the many chairs organized along the wall. She had stretched out in one and managed to nod off.

“Come on. Let’s go back to the room,” Jordan whispered as he tapped her on the arm. She stirred and looked up at him, confused. A gentle and caring tug on her elbow brought her to her feet, and she stumbled up with Jordan’s arm around her.

Back in the room, he sat down on the bed next to Megan and the toll of the day called for him to pay its debt. That and the relaxing sound of the deep breathing next to him pulled at his eyelids. He didn’t try to get undressed, and just kicked off his shoes and pulled the bedspread back and slipped underneath. Sleep came without a great recap of the day's events. There was no pondering on what the next day would bring. There was no time for that before the world faded to darkness and his breathing joined the deep and relaxed breathing of the woman lying next to him.

Jordan wasn’t sure how long he was asleep when the sound of his phone shattered his peaceful slumber. Something of an acquired skill enabled him to go from fully asleep to fully awake in seconds. When he answered, his voice was fully awake and Megan had roused up next to him.

“Agent Blake,” he answered.

“Jordan,” Andrew Kendal said from the other end. He sounded sleepier than Jordan. “Sorry to call you so late. Not sure what happened, but they just called me. Mr. Wilson is going crazy screaming he wants to talk to us. Said he started about an hour ago and won’t shut up. Can you meet me?”

All Jordan said when he hung up was, “On my way.” His shoes were on and his hand made a pass through his hair before heading for the door.

Megan was up on her elbows, squinting into the light created by the light in the alcove by the door. “What’s wrong?”, she said sounding exhausted and on her way to a yawn.

“Dean Wilson has changed his mind and wants to talk without an attorney. Detective Kendal said he has been screaming for us for the last hour. I am going to go and see what he has to say.” Jordan thought for a moment as he watched Megan swing her legs off the bed. “Megan, stay here and get some sleep. There is nothing you can do.”

There was no protest as she slipped back under the covers and rolled over. She was still for a moment, but as Jordan flicked off the light, he saw her spring up in the bed. He flicked the light back on. “What’s wrong?”

“Where are the girls?”
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For just after four in the morning, the Richmond City Police Department hummed with activity. Most of the noise was complaints about the few hours of sleep they had before being called in. Each complainer had a coffee cup in their hand that contained a liquid they hoped brought them back to some semblance of being alive.

Jordan walked through the zombie mass and passed the break room where most were huddled waiting on another pot of coffee. He didn’t need it like they did. He didn’t even feel he needed his usual energy drinks. The adrenaline of the job was enough to keep him going. His first stop was the room with the monitors. As he had hoped, they were on, and Dean Wilson, or the shell of the man that used to be him, was already positioned in the room in his jail issued orange jumpsuit. His head was down against the table. His arms dangled freely. At first glance, Jordan thought he was asleep, but most people don’t mumble to themselves like a mad person unless they were awake. There was further evidence of the bad night he had. Tufts of what was his full head of black hair were missing. Ripped out, root and all, in what appeared to be handfuls. Blood soaked white gauze bandages were taped on the back of his neck. Jordan had seen some crack in jail before, but never to this extreme.

A knock on the door frame pulled Jordan’s attention from the video feeds. “You ready?”, Detective Kendal asked in between sips of coffee.

“Yep,” Jordan said as he backed away from the monitors.

“They say he screamed for hours. The medical staff had to restrain him while tending to his wounds. I talked to him when they brought him up, just to ask if he wanted to talk to us without his attorney present. To me he seemed rather lucid when he said he waved all that stuff and wanted to tell us what he knows,” Andrew explained as they walked down the hall to the room. “And before you say anything, I had it all recorded, so if anyone questions his sanity during that statement, they can review.”

“Good.” Jordan knew the recording would help if they were challenged. Based on what he had seen on the monitor, even he was questioning the man’s mental stability. The explanation why, waited for them just outside the interview room door, which Detective Kendal opened and offered to let Jordan enter first, but Jordan motioned for him to go ahead. “Bad girls,” he mumbled to the three ghostly images that stood next to the door with devilish grins on their faces.

Dean Wilson kept mumbling when they entered. An odor of fresh urine filled the room. Neither of them said anything about it as they pulled their chairs back and sat. Jordan kept his chair where he pulled it back to. The smell made his eyes water.

“Mr. Wilson, you wanted to talk to us?”, started Andrew.

The mumbling continued for a few seconds until something audible was uttered, “Yes, just make them stop! Make them stop!”, he explained with his head still pressed against the table.

“Make who stop?”, Andrew asked. “There is nobody here but us. Just you, me, and Agent Blake.”

“The girls. The girls that died. The girls that I... I...,” he swallowed deeply and lifted his head up, exposing two more pads that were soaked through with blood. One on his forehead and another on his right cheek. “The girls that I did bad things with.” Dean Wilson appeared to choke on every word of that confession.

“Well, Mr. Wilson. The only way to make them stop is to clear your conscience, and tell us what you did, and what you know. Once you do that, you will feel all better. You can trust me on that. Many a person has sat right where you are now, with the weight of guilt pressing them down in that chair. The only way to release it is to tell us.”

Jordan knew it wasn’t guilt pressing on what was left of that man’s sanity. It was the three girls, which now stood just behind Detective Kendal as they watched the proceedings. They had obviously done a number on Dean Wilson during his few hours in jail. Jordan could only hope they hadn’t gone too far and destroyed the man to a point of not being able to help them. “Dean Wilson,” Jordan said, using the man’s title to add some respect. “The detective is right. You can let it all go just by telling us what you know.”

“All right,” Dean Wilson said, and he placed his hands on top of the table. All ten fingers tapped at a furious pace. It was faster than Jordan thought human fingers could move. “I want to say first that, none of this is my idea. I didn’t start it. I didn’t create this little club. I am nothing more than a member.”

“Noted,” Detective Kendal said.

Dean Wilson looked to Jordan for his agreement, and Jordan nodded. “We pay a due and get certain privileges.”

“Privileges?” asked Detective Kendal.

“Oh, come on. You guys already know. You read the messages,” he said, looking at Jordan.

“The girls?”, Detective Kendal asked, probing him to go further.

“Yes, the girls. Girls. Guys. Whatever you want. If you pay enough, they will find it. The most common ask from what I could tell were girls, college age. I wasn’t on the inside like I told you before, but what I figured out on my own is they started off working the room at local parties. If you liked the look of one of them, you just pointed them out and then the arrangement was made. You could have as many dates as you wanted with them, as long as you paid, but nothing was exclusive. A girl that may have been yours on Thursday was with someone else at an event on Friday. That was how it worked.”

“Is that how it worked with Beth Ryan?”, Detective Kendal asked.

“Yes.”

“What about Maria?”

“Sort of. I saw her with someone else and mentioned her. Two nights later we attended the Labor Day gathering at the James River Club,” Dean Wilson said. His fingers increased their pace on the table.

“And Sharon?”

“Sharon. I saw her serving at a few parties, and then on another guy’s arm.” His fingers stop, and an evil smile cracked across his pained face. “I remember that red sequined dress she wore that night. That was when I knew.”

“Knew what?”, Detective Kendal asked.

“That she had to be mine next,” said Dean Wilson, shocking the calm that had come over him right out of the room, sending his fingers back into their furious pace.

“Is it safe to say, these were more than just escorting someone to a party?”, Detective Kendal asked. His hand held, moved in circles while he asked, and then paused, and waited for the answer to be placed on it.

“Were these sexual encounters?”, Dean Wilson asked, but no one answered, creating an awkward silence that appeared to eat at the Dean.

Maria spoke to Jordan, “It was all about sex and only sex. That was all they cared about. How we looked naked and what we were willing to do. If we said no to anything, they threatened to hurt or kill us until we agreed. Everything else was just a cover. You believe us, don’t you Jordan?”

He couldn’t answer her directly. Not without the others thinking he was the one in the room who had lost his mind. There was no doubt in his mind what the girls had told him was true; what did they have to gain by lying to him? It was something he had figured out long ago. The dead were probably the most trustworthy witness that ever existed. “Dean Wilson, we all know the answer to that, but the only way you can help yourself and us, is to tell us.”

Jordan felt a cold hand on his shoulder, but it didn’t cause him to shiver. The touch, and hearing the words, “Thank you,” warmed him.

Dean Wilson still didn’t yield. Instead, he looked all around the room while his hands fidgeted on the table, and his right leg bounced.

Jordan felt a cold wind sweep across the room. This one sent a shiver through all three men, but there was more than just a shiver in store for Dean Wilson. Sharon stood behind him now, with a look of disappointment on her face. Her hand roamed above his head. It outlined the shape and down the sides. His ears, his neck, and then his shoulders. His body twisted and flinched as she did so. When she plunged her hand through the center of his back and out the front, he lurched up out of the chair screaming, “Yes! God Yes! Dammit! Yes. It was about sex. Everything. This whole thing is about sex. Jesus.”

“Sit down!,” ordered Detective Kendal, and Dean Wilson did, but not without a glance behind the chair to make sure no one, or nothing, was behind it.

“Yes, it was all about sex. We paid to have sex with the girls,” he said calmly, but then exploded. “But that was it! Nothing about this was supposed to get someone killed.”

“Okay, believe it or not, we believe you had nothing to do with that, at this point,” Detective Kendal stated.

Jordan jumped in, “But we need your help to find out who is responsible. Now you said when you saw a girl you liked, you pointed her out. Who was your contact? We already have a long list of those who had been with the girls, but we need to know who was a member, as you called them, and who was in control.”

Dean Wilson stared off into space like a man deep in thought.

“Dean Wilson, do you understand what I am asking?”, Jordan asked. Hoping what Sharon had done to him hadn’t fried him in some way.

“Yes, but hang on.” His fingers stopped their erratic drumming on the table, and for the first time that night, he was the picture of calm and reverence that he was in the theatre with Jordan and Megan just hours ago. “So that is what happened?”, he asked no one in particular.

“Dean Wilson, what happened? What are you talking about? We need the name of your contact.” Detective Kendal interjected.

“Why the girls were killed. Gentlemen,” he said, addressing both Jordan and Detective Kendal. “If you truly know the names that are in this circle, you know they are some of the wealthiest and most powerful in the region. Not all could go on with something like this hanging around, if you get what I mean?”

“We do, and that is the theory we have too,” Jordan told him. There was no point in not telling him that now. It may go a long way to developing the trust they needed for him to tell them what they need.

“Do you have a piece of paper and a pen or pencil? I can give you all the names you need.”

Detective Kendal reached into his jacket and pulled out a small spiral pad with a pen stuck in the spirals and slid it across the table. It stopped just before the edge of the table next to Dean Wilson’s hand. He flipped through it until he found a blank page and then began writing line after line of names. Some Jordan could read upside down from where he was. Most of those matched the ones the girls had given Megan, but some were new. “The first name you want is Malcom Frances.” Dean Wilson started the name, but Maria, Beth, and Sharon all joined him in saying the last name. “He is the one we would contact once we saw a girl and arranged everything.

“Did he recruit the girls too?,” Detective Kendal asked.

“I don’t know,” Dean Wilson answered while he continued to write. “If he didn’t, I am sure if you start with him, you can find who did.” With that, he finished filling up two pages of names. A total of twenty six in all. When he slid it back across the table, Jordan saw Malcom’s name at the top of the page. Next to it was a phone number and address. Detective Kendal grabbed the list and ran out of the room, leaving Jordan at the table with Dean Wilson.

“You know Agent, I do feel better.”
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Jordan sat in the interview room after Dean Wilson was led out in shackles. It was a quiet place for him to sit and also gave him an opportunity to talk with his friends. Not that he could openly have a conversation. The cameras were always rolling, but he could act like he was taking notes while he listened to their responses to his written questions. The most important question on his mind was the list. Was the name of the man who first approached them on the list? Only the girls would know that for sure. Luckily for Jordan, all three were able to confirm it was, and that name didn’t surprise him. He wrote it down on his pad and circled it twice.

The last statement Jordan wrote on his pad was, That wasn’t nice. To which Sharon responded, “but it worked.”

“Yes, it did,” Jordan mumbled.

“Hey, come with me.” Jordan spun around, surprised. Andrew Kendal was standing in the door waiting for him. “It’s time we fill in the chief. We need to take action now before anyone gets wind of what is going on.”

They walked back to Andrew Kendal’s desk, which was nothing more than a quarter of a cube with an old computer shoved in the corner and a worn office chair on rollers and an equally worn and less comfortable looking chair with the filling popping out of the cushion. Jordan knew where he was going to be sitting. Andrew had the phone on speaker while he read off the list of names to Lester Winfield, the chief of the Richmond Police Department. Normally the state attorney would have been on such a call, especially with such high-profile names involved, but as Andrew explained to Chief Winfield, it was a bit problematic with his name on the list and all. Before the call ended, the chief agreed with Andrew and called in everyone. Every detective, fugitive task force, and SWAT officer on the payroll. Vacation or not. They were to be in within the hour, then as a unit they would round up the entire list all at the same time. There was one final request before Andrew hung up the call. With whom the suspects were, and the sheer volume of suspects, they would need help. Chief Winfield offered to call in the Virginia State Police, but Andrew said, “bigger.”

“Then FBI it is,” responded Chief Winfield. “I’ll make the call right now.”

“Thanks, Chief. Can you request Agent Jordan Blake? He was brought in to consult on the autopsy of Sharon Carter. He is already familiar with the case.” Andrew looked at Jordan and smiled.

“Done,” said the voice over the speaker.

“Thanks Chief,” Andrew hung up the call and left Jordan at his desk for a few moments. When he returned, he sat down and said, “Buckle up, this is going to get wild. We just issued a full recall for everyone.”

Over the next hour, Jordan consumed two energy drinks one of the officers bought for him at the convenience store down the block. The shots of caffeine were what he needed to clear his head before the chaos ensued, and it was chaos. Dozens of detectives and officers all assembled in the room. Teams of three were given a single name each. The plan was to grab each person around the same time to avoid any kind of warning being sent down the line. They headed out. Jordan offered to go with Andrew and his team, which had handpicked Malcolm Frances as their target. Andrew wanted him.

Jordan downed another energy drink in the silence of the department, waiting for the first suspects to be brought in. While a few phones rang in the background, he pondered where they were going to put all of them, when they brought them in. There were only a total of four interview rooms. It would probably be holding cells for the others while they waited their turn. He made a note of suggesting to Andrew they might want to avoid the holding cells and sequester a few floors of a hotel. Each person needed to be kept in isolation to avoid any possible collusion between one another.

The flickering of the overhead fluorescent lights began to get on his nerves in the breakroom he sat in. Probably a result of too much caffeine. He had never downed so many of those things in such a short period. A bad decision that he justified by envisioning hours upon hours of interrogation ahead of him. He made a few checks of his phone for a message from the bureau, from Todd Classen specifically, but it hadn’t come yet. It was only a little after five. Even early for Todd’s standards.

Man, these lights are really getting on my nerves, thought Jordan, and he got up and walked out into the now dark hallway past the room he had interviewed Dean Wilson in and into the cubicle farm and over to the windows. It was dark outside, and he could easily see the streetlight lined roads that crisscrossed the surrounding area beyond the reflection of the office behind him. He was lost in wonder as he looked out on the quiet and tranquil streets. How many lives would be impacted when what they were doing here hit the news? To Jordan, this was a part of his job that he found completely fascinating. One might think the effects of a crime stop at the victim, the victim’s family and loved ones, the suspect, and their loved ones, but it doesn’t. It spread to those that had ever encountered any of those directly impacted. It spreads into the community at both a conscious and subconscious level. People feel safer because it was solved, while others feel more afraid because it happened at all. What will they think when the truth is out?

Movement behind him pulled him from his wonderment, and a muted shiver passed through him. He hadn’t expected anyone back yet, but he also didn’t know how close any of the suspects lived to the department. He turned, expecting to see a three-man team with suspects in cuffs. They could put him in room one, since they were first back. Jordan would watch him via the monitors while he waited on the others to return. There wasn’t a three-man team there. No suspect. Just a man in a dark suit with a black fedora. The red ember from the end of a cigarette glowed in the darkness while a ring of smoke circled around him.

“I warned you,” said the familiar voice. “I warned you to not interfere in my business, but you didn’t listen.”

“Robert?” Jordan asked. Not able to see his face, but there was no mistaking the voice.

“Yep Jordan,” he took a big puff on the cigarette and let it out slowly. “Didn’t we have a nice talk about boundaries? Yours and mine, and what would happen if you crossed mine?”

Jordan remembered the conversation vividly. Where the confusion lived now was in where he had crossed the boundary. “I am not sure I understand. You said I shouldn’t stop you...”

“I said don’t interfere with my fun,” Robert interrupted. Smoke squeezed out of the pinched corners of his mouth. “There are many ways to interfere, and many people can be hurt.” Robert walked to Jordan and emerged out of the shadows. His hard wrinkled features were clear under the light, as were his dark soulless eyes. “I warned you.”

“How am I...”. Before Jordan finished the question, Robert was gone in a cloud of smoke and an evil laugh. As the smoke dissipated, his voice hung around for one more jab, “This will be one for me.”

“Robert?”, Jordan called, but there was no answer. What the hell did he mean? Jordan wondered. He was sitting in a dark police station. How exactly was that interfering with his fun? Then Jordan thought about everything going on around him and he grabbed his phone and quickly called Megan. Each unanswered ring sent him further into panic, and close to the door on his way back to the hotel. The sleepy, “Hello” lowered his heartrate, but only slightly.

“Megan, Megan,” he said rapidly.

“Yea,” she said over him.

“Is everything all right there?”

“Yea. I guess. What do you mean? I was sleeping,” she said, sounding as confused as he did panicked.

“Just look around the room, please.” He thought about it for only half a second. His intention was not to scare her, but he needed her to know what and why he was asking. “Robert paid me another visit.”

“What?!”, she exclaimed, fully awake now. Jordan could hear a lot of rustling on the other side of the phone, as well as Megan’s footsteps across the room. “I just turned the light on. No one is here, and I don’t feel him either.”

“I think I did, but just barely.” The shiver he felt before didn’t make sense at the time, but it sure did now.

“Remember, I am more sensitive in general than you are. Plus, I have my crystal on me. If he or anything like him was around me, I would know it.” Then she asked, “Are the girls with you? They aren’t here.”

“Yea, they are here. They had an interesting evening with Dean Wilson.”

“What?”, she asked, surprised.

“I will tell you later. Just be careful and watch out for,” Jordan had to stop. He didn’t know what to tell Megan to watch out for and felt all he was doing was giving her a fright. Not a bad thing. It would help make her more alert. “Be careful. Love you,” he said as he disconnected. The last part had slipped out before he realized it, but he didn’t regret it.

Okay, what did he mean? Think. Think.

Jordan sensed no threats around him at the moment. He was all alone in the building. Then he realized he wasn’t alone, and hurried to the interview room, where Sharon, Beth, and Maria promised to stay. He didn’t want them following Dean Wilson back down to lockup and having anymore fun at his expense. They were in there, lounging in the chairs. Beth sat on the table. They were talking about music of all things when Jordan entered and asked, “Did you guys see an old man in all black and a black hat come by here?”

Each looked at the other with a clueless look on their face.

“He calls himself Robert, and is some kind of ghost, spirit, or maybe he is a demon, I don’t really know... claims to be the cause of everything that is evil,” he explained while realizing how preposterous his description sounded. Luckily for him, he was giving it to three ghosts.

Again, each looked like they didn’t know who or what Jordan was talking about.

“Never mind.”

“Jordan, what about him?”, Sharon asked.

“He warned us the other night about interfering with him, and just appeared again, saying we crossed the line.”

“So what?,” Sharon asked with an inquisitive look on his face. “What would happen if you did?”

Good question. Jordan couldn’t remember if Robert had ever explained what the consequence was. He never gave a specific, but the heavy feeling of the encounter caused Jordan to assume it would be death.

“Is Megan okay?” Beth jumped off the table and asked, with a concern that surprised Jordan. She sounded like she was asking about one of her best friends in the whole world.

“She’s fine. I just talked with her and told her to be on the lookout.” Beth let out a sigh and settled back on the table.

“We first encountered him at your place, Sharon, then he came to us in the hotel, and again just a few minutes ago,” Jordan thought out loud. “I am not sure how any of that would have interfered with what he claims he does. I guess it could be possible that us finding the other bodies,” he started and then caught himself and corrected the statement because of the company he was in, “finding Beth and Maria interfered with him in some way, but that doesn’t make a lot of sense. He told me he didn’t care what I did after the fact, and that would be well...” he paused and looked at the three girls with a sheepish and regretful look. After a hard swallow, he completed his statement apologetically, “after the fact. Sorry.”

“It’s fine, we understand what you mean,” Marie said, looking at the others who nodded in agreement.

“The cops. The ones making the arrest tonight, that is not after if he was still involved,” Sharon tossed out.

“Shit!,” Jordan exclaimed. How could he have missed that? Exhaustion maybe, but the caffeine should have kicked in. That and the adrenaline coursed through his veins, and his heart pounded while he sprinted down the hall and out into the parking lot to the car. His hand searched his phone for Detective Kendal’s number in the previous calls.

He found it when he opened the car door. It rang twice before he heard, “Kendal.”

“Andrew, it’s Jordan. Something is up. Where are you?”, Jordan said. He cranked the car and threw it in reverse. There was a light chirp of the tires as it pulled out of the parking spot and shifted in to drive.

“Jordan, what do you mean something is up? What happened?”, Andrew asked from the call that had now shifted to the car speakers.

“I can’t explain now. Where are you? I am on the way.” Jordan pulled to the exit, but not sure which direction to go.

“Jordan, we can’t wait. Everyone is in position. We are about to get out and pickup Malcom. Just waiting for the last team to say they are there.”

“Where is he?”, Jordan asked.

“21 South Port Street.”

Jordan hung the call up without another word and quickly typed the address into his phone. It was 3.7 miles away to the right, in the middle of downtown. From the map, the building appeared to be a renovated brownstone. Jordan selected his destination and floored it, ignoring any posted speed limits on the empty city roads.

When he turned on to Port Street, he saw the car Andrew used sitting along the side of the road with all the doors opened. Down the street there were three men chasing another down the sidewalk. Jordan knew then, it hadn’t gone to plan. He sped down two blocks and pulled up on the curb with a slam just as who he had to assume was Malcom Frances leaped over his hood. Before his door was open, Andrew and the other two detectives he took with him were passing his car. Jordan joined the pursuit, tapping into his daily runs.

The pursuit continued down the empty sidewalk and across vacant streets for another six blocks. Calls of “Stop!”, and “Stop! Police!” were not heeded by their target. If anything, he seemed to be getting further and further away. Jordan picked up the pace and passed Andrew and the other detectives. He was almost in an all-out sprint and saw himself gaining on him. He probably would have too, if a single figure leaning up against a light pole smoking a cigarette wearing a black fedora hadn’t distracted him, slowing him to a walk and eventually stopping altogether.

Andrew caught up to Jordan and continued by with the other two detectives across the road and into the path of the city bus that traveled through the intersection at speed. It screeched to a stop several hundred feet after impact. The occupants all stood up, and looked forward in disbelief at what they just saw. Along the road were what remained of three bodies. None of them were whole bodies anymore. Just pieces that laid at the end of long red smears on the pavement.

“Told ya,” Robert said, and then he disappeared with a grin.

Jordan could do nothing but stand there and shake.
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It was a sickness beyond the worst sickness Jordan had ever felt. Images of the three men being splattered on the road in front of him flashed every time he closed his eyes. Flashes of the horrifying sight even filled every blink. Each forced him to relive the moment, over and over again. While he was numb to everything else that had happened at the scene for the next two hours, he was still raw to that very moment. It was first salt and then acid in the open wound of his mind, and there was no escaping it. Three men were dead, and worst of all, he was responsible for it.

It was a fact he tried to rationalize a few times at the scene, probably just a coping mechanism, he figured. A way for his mind to deal with, or dismiss the grief. Then he did it again while sitting in the car before he walked into the hotel. Paralysis had his body locked in his seat. His feet worked enough to use the pedals, and his arms moved the wheel during the drive back. The rest of it was on autopilot, just reacting to the stimuli, the lowest level of existence still considered intelligent. A new stimulus had his hand holding his cell phone, and the number entered, but not yet dialed. His thumb hit the button, and it rang through the speakers of the car. It was early, but at least the sun was up.

“He killed them,” Jordan said as soon as the phone stopped ringing.

“Who killed who?”, Orville asked, half asleep.

“Robert... I mean Walter, your Walter, my Robert, he killed them. All three of them,” stammered Jordan.

“Oh,” said Orville, startled. “So, he killed your victims? That is new—”

“Not them,” interrupted Jordan. “COPS! He killed COPS! Three of them!”, screamed Jordan. “And, it's my fault.” Jordan finally broke down and sobbed.

“Pocky cock. There is no way it is your fault.”

“Yes, it is! He warned me to not get in his way.”

“Stop right there.” Now it was Orville’s turn to interrupt Jordan. “Don’t do this to yourself. If you are going to do this, hand in your badge right now. You listen and you listen good.” The normally cheery cherub of a man now sounded like a stern English school master, and class was in session. “This is part of the job you have to deal with. You don’t know when or where he is. You don’t know what is messing in his world. Hell, a traffic cop could pull someone over, and that be interference. In time, you will develop a sixth sense about this kind of thing. You will feel him. See signs he is around. Sometimes he will even flat out tell you. But, if you go around second guessing everything you are going to do in this job, wondering if he is around or not, you are going to get yourself or someone else killed in the line of duty. What happened sucks. There is no arguing with that. This could have happen without him, just the same. Don’t beat yourself up.”

“Did it ever happen to you?”, Jordan asked. He had heard the words Orville had said. That is to say, they had entered his ears. They were still sitting in the queue to be processed once his emotional state moved aside to allow rational thought back in.

“Yes, two that I know of. Several I suspect, but don’t know for sure, and I want you to keep this in mind. He tried to take credit for many that I know for a fact that weren’t him. The agent was over two hundred and fifty pounds and one bacon egg and cheese biscuit from a heart attack every day. It just happened to be the day he was following up on a tip that may have crossed who Walter, Robert, was using to do what he wanted. He does stuff to just mess with you. Part of his sick sense of humor. Jordan, tell me what happened.”

For the next thirteen minutes, Jordan recapped the details of the case. Calming down when recalling the facts. The shakes returned when he covered the conclusion of the chase.

“See, this isn’t your fault,” Orville explained. “First, you didn’t know he was still involved in this crime. Second, even if you did, how could you know which suspect or suspects were his tools. There were so many, and he didn’t give you any indication. You didn’t know until you saw him. And, then it was too late. Even then, remember, you have no way of knowing if he really caused it. According to you, they ran right out in the road, and never looked.” Jordan was about to interject another irrational response about how it was his fault when Orville continued. “Now, I see something else entirely that you are missing. He didn’t kill those officers. He actually saved one. You stopped when you saw him. If you hadn’t, you would be right there with them being picked up instead of making this call.”

Sometimes facts hit Jordan like the lightning bolt of knowledge. Other times the Captain Obvious’ sledgehammer. This time there was both a flash and a slam. Orville was right. He hadn’t considered that.

“You’re thinking about it, aren’t you?” Orville asked.

Jordan was. He really was. Robert didn’t kill the officers. He saved Jordan, but why? What little rational thought had squeezed into Jordan’s emotionally overloaded consciousness was consumed by that. It wasn’t much, but it filled the gaps between the flashes of the images of the impact of the bus.

“Yes. You’re right,” Jordan finally confirmed.

“See. Jordan, what you witnessed tonight was horrible. It’s something that would have shaken anyone. It would have shaken me up really good too. I am not going to act like some tough agent and tell you otherwise, and you shouldn’t try to act that way or ever expect to be like that either. It’s the worst part of the job, and you have to learn to manage your emotions. This job is the type that will tear you down faster than any other profession I can think of. You are dealing with the worst of the worst. Victims, violence, and people so evil it makes you question the fate of humanity. And that is without the factors that make your role so different. You can’t let the concern about Walter, Robert, or whatever name he is going by at the moment, consume you. If you do, you will live a life of fear and second guesses, and that is not what the Bureau needs. They need agents that are confident, make decisions, and act. Can you do that?”

“Yes,” was the simple answer Jordan could muster. Inside, the emotions stirred a tempest of self-doubt.

“Good,” Orville started to say, but he was cut off as the phone rang with another call. Jordan looked down and felt a cold sweat develop across his brow when he saw the name.

“Orville, let me call you back later. Todd is calling.” Jordan ended the call and accepted the second. “Yes sir?”

“Jordan, sorry to bother you on your... day off.” Jordan almost heard Todd choking on the words. “I need you to join a team in Richmond, Virginia. We have been called to help out with new developments in that case you consulted on a few days ago.”

“Not a problem, sir. When is the team arriving?”, Jordan asked, full of hope there would be a quick answer to that question and it would be dropped there, but he felt the world closing in on him. The air in the car had become hot and humid. Every piece of glass had fogged up during the conversation with Orville. There was a sense he had used up most of the oxygen trapped inside. His nerves had sped up his heart rate. His heart rate quickened his breathing. Each breath an attempt to supply what he needed, but it only took in a gulp of stale and moist air. The corresponding exhale added to the layer on the glass.

“The team boarded the agency plane an hour ago, and will arrive within the hour. Don’t worry about picking us up at the airport. We will rent cars and will meet you at the department.”

“We, sir?”, Jordan asked, trying to sound confident, but came off as anything but. Shit.

“Yes, we. I am on the jet now. This just became the most high profile case the agency is working on today, and I know...”

Todd’s voice trailed off, making Jordan wonder if the call dropped from being on a moving plane. He waited several moments, waiting for his phone to show the call had disconnected and had even placed his other hand on the door handle to get out. To his dismay, the call hadn’t disconnected, and his heart rate hadn’t slowed. “You know what? Sir?”

“You are already there. It’s fine. After the last time we talked, I knew you weren’t going to let it drop. So, I suggested a few days off so you could get it out of your system. Either you would find what you were looking for, or realize you misread something. So, Agent Blake, tell me what you know.”

Before Jordan started, he got out of the car. The feeling of the cool fresh air rushing through the open door and splashing into his face restored the life inside. He stood by the car and filled his boss in on the details. This simple act went further to help him recover who he was from the pit of woe he had been in for the last several hours. It made him feel like an agent again.

Jordan filled Todd in on all the details on the case, including what happened to Detective Kendal and his two partners, but left out the paranormal bits. There was no mention of receiving information and help from the victims, Sharon, Beth, and Maria, and absolutely no mention of Robert. This was how most of Jordan’s debriefs went. It made it easier, and was the agreement he and Todd had, which was the same agreement Orville had with him before. Todd would accept what they could do, as long as no one tried to explain any of the what he called, “the ghostly things.”

“Jordan, I am so sorry about what happened this morning. We hadn’t heard about that yet. If you don’t feel you can continue on the case, I would understand,” Todd said.

What Orville said to him just minutes earlier echoed in his ears. Jordan straightened his shoulders and held his head up high. “No sir. I am fine, and ready to go.”

“Good, one last question. Is there anything... you know... involved here?”

“In a manner of speaking, yes.”
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The recharge Jordan’s spirit felt after talking Todd through the details had all but dissipated by the time he reached the door of their hotel room. He had the key card in his pocket, but lacked the energy and motivation to reach for it. His hand made a few halfhearted attempts at the handle to open the door without it. When it didn’t give, the knuckle of one finger on that hand rapped ever so slightly on the door. He stood there desperate hoping someone, anyone heard it, and he leaned against the wall waiting.

When the door cracked open, Megan shrieked at the sight of him. Her hands reached out and grabbed him by the shoulders and yanked him inside. She was hysterical, pulling the jacket off of him and letting it fall to the floor. Dozens of questions flew at Jordan. Words like hurt, would, and blood were in each, but Jordan couldn’t put them together in his mind to understand. Her hands yanked and pulled at him from every angle. Pulling his shirt up to look him over. Then she reached up and her hand touched the back of his neck and pulled him close to her. The warmth of her touch broke him, and he let go.

Tears flowed as he collapsed into her. He could smell the salt of his own tears mixed with Megan’s jasmine body spray. Each light stroke of her against the back of his hand pulled more tears out. It was as if her sheer touch helped squeeze all the pain from his existence. Only when she was done, would he feel renewed. For minutes, she just stood there holding him, and never asking him why or what. The flood of questions had stopped. Now it was just a silence with a muffled sobbing.

When Megan had squeezed enough sorrow from Jordan, he felt strong enough to stand on his own. He looked into her eyes, still holding on tightly, and kissed her. She kissed him back, and then pulled him in tighter still. “What happened? Where did all that blood come from?”, she whispered in his ear.

He pushed back and looked in the full length mirror that was on the wall. There were blood spots all over his white shirt. A quick check of the jacket that was now a pile on the floor found another large stain on it. Jordan felt queasy and stumbled over to the bed. He sat on the end and held his head in his hands. Megan sat beside him, and ever so lightly massaged the base of his neck while Jordan told her what happened. Her caress stopped a few times. A gasp or moan accompanied each stop. He didn’t have to look at her to know how what he told her affected her. He felt it. Her touch was distracted, and the normally talkative woman was distant and withdrawn. A feeling he knew well. He continued to tell her about his conversation with Orville with the slight hope of making her feel better. Whether it did on the emotional level or not, he wasn’t sure, her only reaction was agreement. “He’s right. Has to be,” she said as she appeared to think out loud. “If he wanted you dead, he wouldn’t have shown himself to distract you.”

Hearing her say it that way drove more credence in the possibility. It didn’t answer the remaining question of why.

“Now what?”, Megan asked after a long pause of silence. “With the case I mean.”

“There are people to question. Twenty three of them,” Jordan said. He stood up, letting Megan’s hand fall down his back to the bed. “I need to get cleaned up and get back there to help. Todd and a few other agents from the bureau will be in soon.”

“What?”, Megan screamed as she sprung up.

“Oh, I forgot that part,” Jordan said as he pulled off his blood stained shirt. “Because of who these suspects are, and the sheer number of them, they called the FBI in to assist in the investigation. We will probably take lead now. Detective Kendal,” Jordan started, but had to stop. Saying his name, and the memory of sitting there at his desk on the phone call choked him up. “Andrew... made the request and asked to have me brought in.”

Jordan walked right into the bathroom, “I need a shower.” He closed the door behind him and turned on the water. He stood waiting for the steam to fill the room before he stepped under. Hotel showers were never anything more than a sprinkle of water compared to the shower in Jordan’s apartment, so he always opted for hotter than normal to help scour whatever he needed to get off of him. Whether it was the ilk of walking around in some overgrown weed and mosquito infested woods, or splatters of blood and bad memories like now, the heat helped. It took a few minutes of letting the water run over his head and down the rest of him before the temperature was no longer uncomfortable. Usually by then he had begun to feel normal. This time he still didn’t. Images of their last moments still flashed in his mind, along with that stupid ass grin on Robert’s face. He wanted to put a bullet right through his teeth, creating the perfect hole for his cigarette to fit, but he knew that was not a possibility. Robert had the upper hand, and always would. Jordan couldn’t do anything to him.

He was lost in thought when he felt something reach around him. He jumped, knocking the small bottle of shampoo into the tub with a bang. “Relax, it’s just me,” said Megan’s soothing voice. Her touch did the rest of the soothing. Her body pressed against his back as water ran down both of them. “I am going with you.”

Jordan tried to turn, but she wouldn’t loosen her hold on him. “No way,” he protested.

“You can’t stop me and I think I can help, plus I promise to stay out of the way. I will just sit someplace in case you do,” she kissed the back of his neck.

Jordan didn’t fight it, but he didn’t agree either. An answer wasn’t needed. He knew darn well if she set her mind on going, she would. Even if he left her behind, she would call a cab and be there just minutes after he arrived.
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“Morning Agent Blake,” greeted Ron Marks, a detective he met for just a few moments before everyone headed out on the great round up. The man looked tired, and worse for wear, as was everyone within Jordan’s eye shot. A somber silence hung in the building.

“Morning Ron,” Jordan said.

“Your unit is down the hall in conference room 1-D.”

“Thanks,” Jordan said. He stepped by, leading Megan by the hand, then stopped. He turned and looked at Ron face to face, and somberly said, “Ron. I am so sorry.”

“Thanks. We all are. They were good men,” he said with the appearance of a man struggling to get the words out. Ron took a deep breath and then said with a stiff jaw, “Just makes us more determined to get the bastard now.”

Jordan shook his hand and headed back down the hall and around to the bank of conference rooms that were situated in the center of the building. D, the fourth in that section, was at the end of the center core of the building. He could tell the others were occupied as he walked by. Each had a single occupant inside. All dressed in t-shirts or pajamas. Their hands on the table with nice silver cuffs around the wrists. Temporary holding cells until they were interviewed.

“Well, if it isn’t America’s Medium.”

Megan yanked her hand out of Jordan’s and spun around, “Senior agent, Todd Classen. Don’t you need a donut to go with that coffee.”

To say, Megan and the tall skinny bald senior agent, who was also Jordan’s boss, had issues in the past, would be akin to saying the world wars were just arguments. Todd saw Megan as a phony fraud who capitalized off of sensationalism and salacious journalism. Not that he would ever use the word journalism. She saw him as a walking law enforcement cliché, in his agency trademark black suit, white shirt, and black pencil thin tie. Even now, he stood there dressed like that, stirring his coffee with a real spoon that clinked against the side. The sound drew several annoyed looks from those that needed the somber silence of the floor to deal with their own emotional state.

“All right you two,” intervened Jordan. He was not in the mood for these two to act like children in front of those who had lost so much today. They needed to be professional and respectful. He looked at Todd. “Look, she has been a lot of help so far, she may still be able to help us. And, you,” he said, turning to Megan. “You promised to stay out of the way.” Megan looked like she was about to say something, but Jordan made a move to head off any more shots fired by either of them. “Let’s go into the conference room, you have a seat and let us get to work.”

She started again, holding a finger up to accentuate whatever point she planned to make, but Jordan stopped her, “Nope.” He grabbed her hand and pulled her into the conference room. Todd followed them and closed the door.

“Neal,” squealed Megan, and she ran across the room to give Neal Lawson a big hug around his neck. The career agent with salt and pepper hair returned the hug, “Meg, it’s great to see you.” He always had a soft spot for Megan.

“Get over here,” cried Rachel Adams. The only woman on the team and someone Jordan worked with often. Megan and Rachel shared a big hug. Rachel held her back away from her and looked her up and down. “Woman, if the agency ever loosens the dress code, you are helping me with my wardrobe. I love the look.” Megan had dressed in her traditional long black skirt. Her top was mostly black with accents of purple and green, with makeup that accentuated the look. It was her normal on-screen appearance, though there was no camera to be seen.

“Do you guys mind? We have work to do,” barked Todd.

Jordan watched Megan shrink at the sound of his voice, and he pointed her to a chair against the wall, which she tip toed over to while everyone else settled at the table.

“You have all been briefed on the case and what happened in the last several hours. A team from the D.C. field office is already handling the interviews of those suspects that were rounded up. Not surprising, most lawyered up as soon as the cuffs went on, but we do have a few talkers. The smaller characters in our play. They will be starting the questioning of them,” Todd looked up at the digital clock with red numbers on the wall, “in another twenty minutes or so. Jordan. Neal. You will join Tony in watching those interviews. Watching only. The agents doing the questioning will be teamed with one of the locals that have background on the case. If, there is anything you need them to ask that they haven’t, save it and talk to them when they come out. Have I made myself clear to you two? We are taking a backseat with some of these as they are high ranking political figures, they know how to handle those types. Lots of experience over the recent years.”

Todd stared at Neal first, and only after Neal nodded agreement did he shift his focus to Jordan. Jordan nodded as well.

“Rachel, you have free run of the cell phones. I need everything. Every number who called them. Who they called. And then, take it to the next level looking at those numbers.”

“So, the usual?”, she asked.

“Yep,” answered Todd.

“I already have them all downloading now. Once those are completed, it won’t take long to run the usual cross checks. Gotta say, I have never seen twenty seven burner phones on one case before. Good thing they had extra laptops around here for me to use. Should have some preliminary reports this afternoon.”

“Good.” Todd stood up from his seat and laid both hands flat on the table. He leaned into them, causing the knuckles of each finger to turn white. “Since Agent Blake has already been involved in things up here, we will take point on any further actions to apprehend anyone else. This is ours, folks. The law enforcement community has already lost three officers in this case. Let’s be careful, but thorough, and bring them in. Do what you are best at.”

There was no formal dismissal, just Todd walking from the table. Jordan looked around the room, thinking he had missed someone when he came in. Todd said he and Neal would work with Tony, but Antonio Jackson was nowhere to be found. He was the most studious and imposing member of their team. Not to say he was physically intimidating. Antonio wasn’t in the least. He was maybe five foot ten if he wore his dress shoes with a bit of a heel in them, and any suit he tried to wear always hung off of his slight frame like he was a kid wearing his father’s clothes. It was the gaze that came at you through his wire-framed glasses. Antonio’s specialty was people. Behavior psychology, to be exact. He once told Jordan he could learn more in watching someone for thirty seconds than he could by talking to them for a day, and he never turned it off. Agent, suspect, or just a person on the street. He studied and made a mental profile of them. Something that made everyone uncomfortable around him, at least until you got to truly know him. Then you saw his sense of humor. That was why Jordan still suspected he was behind the badge tampering earlier in the week. While Jordan took a good deal of questionable looks from other agents, Antonio never took part. He once told Jordan he had finished his profile of him, and while he didn’t understand what Jordan did, he believed Jordan was sincere about all of it. “Where’s Tony?”

“Where do you think?”, asked Neal. “They set up more cameras on each of the rooms holding those willing to talk. His butt is planted in a chair in front of the screens.”

Jordan motioned for Megan to follow him as they went to the observation room. Just like Neal said, Antonio Jackson was planted in a chair with seven monitors in front of him. Like a man on New Year’s trying to watch all the college football bowl games at the same time. His head rotated back and forth, scanning the screens. For what? Jordan didn’t know, but then again, his special was the dead and Antonio’s was the living.

They entered the room, and Neal gave Antonio a slap on the shoulder, causing him to jump a bit. “Who’s first?”, Neal asked.

Antonio took his eyes off the screen to consult the notes he had made on the pad in his lap. He flipped back several pages before he said, “Deputy District Attorney George Chesler.” He then pointed at the screen second in on the right.

“Deputy District Attorney, huh?”, Neal said curiously. “I wouldn’t expect him to be one of the ones that was willing to talk.”

Without taking his eyes off the screen, Antonio provided the reason, “Of course he would. He knew exactly how to make a deal, and he did. He will plead guilty of solicitation of prostitution, in exchange for telling us everything he knows.”

“Is that all?”, Jordan asked. Megan was tugging at his arm, but he ignored her. He knew she was just as bothered as he was by the light charge.

“Yep. That’s all,” Antonio said with his focus still on the screens. “Will probably only be thirty days and community service, but willing to bet he will not bail out and sit in here a bit until the smoke blows over, and then just take time served, and community service.”

Megan yanked harder this time and squeezed Jordan’s hand. He tried to pull away, but she wasn’t having it, so he just ignored her up until she dug her fingernails into his flesh. Jordan turned, and she held up three fingers on her other hand, pointing at the screens. Jordan looked, and before he could locate the screen, he felt a hand guide his head in the direction of the third screen. Sitting right there around a twitchy man wearing an orange jump suit were Sharon, Beth, and Marie. “Who’s the man in screen three?”

Antonio once again flipped through his notes and then let out an uncharacteristic chuckle. “Sam Stain, owner of the local paper and most of the local radio stations. And, you’ll like this detail. According to Officer Daniels, he matches the description called in by an anonymous tip of someone seen outside Sharon Carter’s place the night she went missing.”

Jordan backed out of the room with Megan in tow. “We need to get them out of there. Can you see what you can do? That room is down there, second door.”

Jordan stepped back in the doorway, but stayed half in and half out. His attention alternated between watching the screens and watching Megan. He didn’t ask, but hoped she had a way of communicating with them that didn’t include calling out to them through the door or something. That wouldn’t be subtle. As he watched, he felt rather impressed with how covert she could be. She leaned against the wall, scrolling through her cell phone, not making a noise or a spectacle of herself. Of course, her appearance already had a few heads popping up to look as they walked in in the morning. A few people looked her way, but no one approached for an autograph or selfie. When Jordan looked back at the camera, he saw all three girls moving toward the door. A glance at Megan found them coming with her back to him.

“Jordan, would I be less in the way if I went back and sat in that conference room we were in earlier.”

“Smart idea.”
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“He may be scared shitless, but he isn’t a liar,” reported Antonio. The Deputy District Attorney, probably former at this point, had spent the last forty minutes being questioned. It started out as a grilling, but his eagerness to answer any question he was asked completely, not just yes or no answers, but with details, dates, times, and people, changed the tenor of the interview to a conversation. Jordan sat and listened as the information flowed through the speakers.

Most of what he heard matched what he already knew. Either from what the girls told them, what they heard from Dean Wilson, or he had figured out on his own. Though George Chesler’s telling was more detailed. The Deputy DA had been involved in this circle of sin, a name Jordan said out loud that appeared to stick with Neal and Antonio, for three years. He didn’t know how long it had been going on before he was involved, but didn’t think it was long. Most everyone appeared new and unsure what to do. The one detail he provided sounded like a man trying to solve the case himself. A hint of his own profession sneaking in.

“Malcom Frances was the contact, but I fully believe someone else was in control,” the shell of the formerly confident prosecutor said.

“George, I am confused,” said the Richmond City Detective, who Jordan hadn’t been introduced to yet. He leaned against the table as if talking to an old friend. In truth he was and appeared to be taking full advantage of it. “Why do you say that? Everyone we have talked to, and what we have pulled of the phones, Malcom Frances was the center of all this.”

The stiff wearing a black suit in the room, turned, and appeared to bump the Richmond City detective. The look on his face caused a collective “whoa” from those watching with Jordan. It was quite obvious the FBI Agent didn’t want information shared with the former prosecutor, now turned suspect.

“Relax,” the detective said in reaction, and he turned his attention back to George. “From our view, it was him. Why are you thinking different?”

“Every time I met him, I got the feeling he was the task man. The one whose hands would get dirty, but not the one pulling the strings. He didn’t seem to be bright enough or even well connected enough to bring everyone together.” The man joined his hands on top of the table and leaned toward his interviewers. “I am sure you have already done a background check. I did one once out of my own curiosity. Not for the same reason as you, though.” The man chuckled before continuing, “Knowing what all I had to lose, I needed to be sure he could be trusted. Imagine that.” The absurdity of the thought and the juxtaposition of what he just admitted to compared to his profession appeared to be a source of humor for him. “Anyway, you know he has been in and out of trouble for small misdemeanor charges, traffic and drug possession mostly. Not college educated. No real history of work, just odd jobs here and there for a few of the folks you have here, but yet he has a place in Windsor Farms. I can’t even afford that. I could be wrong about this, but I don’t think he is the money man here. He was paid well for his services and his silence. That is what I believe.”

“Well then, George, do you have a suspicion of who was?”, the detective asked.

He leaned back, hands parted, and shoulders shrugged. “No clue. I am pretty sure it is one of us, so you probably have him here now.”

“Is it you?”, the detective asked.

“No, that you can be sure of,” George Chesler said. “Rob, you know me.”

“I thought I did,” mumbled the detective just loud enough to be heard over the camera. George Chesler acted surprised at the statement. Just then, Jordan felt his phone vibrate several times in a row. He reached down and pulled it from his pocket. The notification on the lock screen showed a message from Megan. Jordan excused himself for a moment to check the message. It said, “Need to talk ASAP.”

He walked back to the conference room and opened the door. To anyone else coming in, it would look like Megan sat at the table playing a game or browsing social media on her phone. To Jordan, he saw a woman taking notes furiously while the ghosts of three college age girls told them everything they had learned. He heard Beth clearly when he walked in the room and knew instantly why Megan had texted him.

“The radio guy? Are you sure?”

“Yes, positive,” Sharon said. “I don’t know his name, but I remember his face clearly. Malcom took me to meet him first, before any of the jobs started. He wanted to know the details of my school costs and was the one who told me to never worry about them again.”

That was all Jordan needed to hear, and he started back for the door.

“Jordan, wait,” Megan asked. He turned toward her. “There is something more Sharon needs to tell you.”

“I heard his voice tell someone to ‘do it already’ the night they grabbed me,” Sharon said, with a pissed off attitude. “He was there. I am sure of it. He is still wearing that same cheap ass cologne.”

“Smelled like straight alcohol,” recalled Beth.

That explained why they focused in on him, and not the others. Jordan knew he needed to move the investigators toward this guy, but how? Luckily, he had his team that knew who he was, and what he could do. The others didn’t though. It would take more than asking them just to trust a hunch founded on nothing they could see. A little fib, and he knew the exact one to use. “Hang tight. I have an idea.”

Jordan returned to Neal and Antonio. The agent and detective were still having a leisurely chat with George Chesler. Songbirds had nothing on how much this guy appeared to be singing. Jordan grabbed Neal by the arm and pulled him out into the hallway.

“What’s up?”, Neal asked, surprised.

“The guy in the third screen. We need to move the focus to him,” Jordan said. His eyes staring straight into Neal’s.

“The radio station owner?”, Neal asked to clarify, but sounding both curious and surprised.

“Yea,” was the only response Jordan gave, and Neal seemed to get it. He looked around, almost uncomfortably, his head nodding slowly up and down.

“One of those hunches? How good is it?”

Jordan let him have it straight, “Straight from the victim’s mouth.”

If Neal had been any older or out of shape, Jordan would have held the truth from him. Shock can be the great convincer, and he needed it now with his team. “Okay, then. What do we tell them?”

“Well. I have an idea for that,” Jordan explained. “Ask them to check to see if he has the strong odor of cheap cologne. The type that burns your nose. Real strong alcohol content. I can say when I participated in the autopsy of Sharon Carter, I picked up that smell from her clothes and person.”

“That will work,” Neal leaned back through the door. “Toni, flash the light. We need to talk to the agent.”

“Flashed,” Antonio said.

It wasn’t more than a few seconds before the door opened and both the agent and detective came out. They walked toward Jordan and Neal. Who both introduced themselves to the agent and detective. Neither returned the pleasantry and seemed perturbed they were interrupted. “What is it?”, the agent asked gruffly.

“Agent,” Jordan said, addressing his fellow FBI agent, not knowing the rest of his name. “I was present at the autopsy of Sharon Carter. When I examined her and her clothes, I picked up a strong cologne smell. The type that burns your nose with the alcohol content. Have you noticed if anyone we picked up had that smell on them?”

“That’s kind of a stupid question,” dismissed the agent, but behind him, the detective appeared lost in thought with a finger over his lips while his jaw twitched.

“Damn it. Sam,” blurted the Detective. “He always smells like he bathes in that cheap stuff.”

Neal reached back in the room and yanked the notepad out of Antonio’s lap. He protested with a, “Hey!”, and what he was writing became nothing but a squiggle as the pad was yanked from under the pen. Neal flipped back some dozen pages to the one Antonio referred to earlier. Antonio had joined the group in the hall. Jordan watched as both the agent and detective appeared to feel the gaze of Antonio’s always active eyes. There was no doubt the man was reading them. Neal had to cough twice to get Antonio’s attention back to his notes. “Read that,” Neal said as he pointed out a note.

“Sam Stain, owner of the local newspaper and several local radio stations including one sports talk station, three top forty stations, a country station, and the most popular news talk radio.”

Neal’s hand motioned for Antonio to pick up the pace, but Antonio stayed his steady self, reciting the man’s bio. “Forty-seven years old. Never married. No priors, felony or misdemeanor. Member of the chamber of comm...”

Neal slapped the page with his finger and said, “Here.”

“Physical description matches the description called in of someone seen outside Sharon Carter’s place the night she disappeared,” read Antonio, before Neal pushed the notepad back into his chest. With his reading done, he continued his study of the two men that stood before him. The agent seemed uncomfortable as he tried to avoid looking at him. The detective was uncomfortable about what he had just learned. Jordan had seen and felt that look a few times himself. It was the, how did I miss it, look.

“Agent, Detective Robert Anderson,” he stepped forward and introduced himself to both Jordan and Neal. He avoided Antonio, giving him just a passing glance. “Good catch there.” He turned and walked down the hall, his head looking at the worn grey carpet just ahead of each step. Detective Anderson passed the room they just left and continued to the door Megan had stood outside to retrieve the girls. He paused and called back, “Agent Franks, shall we?”

The other agent appeared relieved at the opportunity to break away from Antonio’s examination and hurried to join in as they went in.

Antonio stood there stone still and gave his report in a way that sounded outright mechanical, “Senior agent, felt like he was in charge, even though he wasn’t. You took that from him, but pointing out what should have been right in front of their face. The man is driven by ego. That ego is hurt and want’s redemption. This should be fun to watch.”
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“Look at him,” remarked Antonio.

“A rat stuck in a trap,” Jordan added.

“Not a rat. A mouse,” contributed Neal. “He shrunk the minute they walked in the door. Makes me wonder why he didn’t lawyer up. Doesn’t seem to be the defiant type.”

“That’s exactly what he wants you to think. He is nothing. A small time person. Just a piece player. Stay small and unremarkable, and we will look right over him. That is what he thinks, or hopes to be the case. Of course, he doesn’t know we already know everything. Now the question is, who is he really? When they spring it on him, will he crack, or double down?”

“And I thought that is why they paid you the big bucks,” sniped Neal.

The three of them watched, with a crowd of other interested detectives as two FBI agents, agent ‘Ego’ brought in another one to join them for this one, and Detective Robert Anderson started the game of I know what you are, but need you to tell me. So far, Sam Stain was playing right along with them.

“Almost done,” Antonio said. “I just need a few more minutes watching him. He has quite a few tells. Watch his hands. They are unnaturally still, like he is trying to force them to stop shaking or fiddling with something. When he lets his guard down, like there.. see it?” Antonio’s hand jerked forward and pointed at the screen. He was right. It was right there in front of all of them. Not a big movement, but as soon as his focus dropped just a bit, it twitched. Like his subconscious or something exhaled after holding its breath to get through the momentary act he was putting on. “That, and the spot just between his eyes above the bridge of his nose. It crinkles when he answers. I watched him when they came and said hello. It didn’t then. So, it’s not connected to the movements of his facial muscles when he talks. Its all nerves. If only I could get a straight on view of his eyes. I could tell you everything you need to know about the man.”

“I don’t need that, and I can tell you everything you need to know about the guy. Knock. Knock,” said Rachel Adams. She leaned in the door frame with a rather satisfied look on her face. She held several pieces of paper in her hands that she handed to Jordan. Before he could read it, Rachel gave her full report, “Your man Malcom’s number had been called by each and every one of those phones. Ranging from four times to nineteen, except for one phone. One phone called Malcom a total of two hundred and thirty-one times. That same phone received one hundred and sixty-four calls from Malcom, and no one else. No texts, all calls. That phone belonged to the man behind door number three, Sam Stain. Now flip to page number two, where you will see the financial holdings of Mr. Stain.”

Jordan flipped to the second page and almost dropped the papers when he saw the details. Four years ago, Sam was almost bankrupt. Both personally and professionally. The stations ran in the red for eleven months, then out of no where he became liquid again. As if some great angel donor had written him a very large check to pay off his debts and load the bank account. That was just the start of the picture that told Jordan more than a thousand words. The balance sheet summary for each of the following years didn’t make sense. The stations broke even most months, a profit in a rare few, but yet the cash balance of his personal account continued to climb with no evidence of a source for the cash flow. “Nothing adds up.”

“Turn the page, that is where the best stuff is,” Rachel said. Her eyes full of anticipation.

Jordan turned to page three and started reading. This time, his hand holding the papers did drop. The papers slapped his leg when his arm reached the bottom of its arc.

“Huh, that just takes the cake, doesn’t it,” Rachel said eagerly.

Neal yanked the papers from Jordan’s hand and read them, and then looked at the screen. “That guy?”, Neal said. His face and voice dripped with disbelief. “There is no way he is that smart.”

“That is what he wants you to think,” Antonio said. “Let me guess. He runs a fund and categorizes their payments as investments.” He added air quotes around both payments and investments for emphasis. “That fund probably was a major investor in the radio stations, and, I bet it had a scholarship fund. Oh, he is, as you called it, smooth.”

Jordan and Neal stood there in open mouth awe, while Rachel reached in to give Antonio a high-five. He had done it again. How? It was one of the mysteries of the world.

“There is another gift for you on page five. A nice picture of Mr. Malcom Frances from a traffic camera during the chase last night.” Rachel said.

Neal flipped through the pages to the picture, which he pulled out and turned it around toward Jordan. “Yep, that’s him,” he confirmed. The picture the detectives pulled up last night was older and barely looked like him, but this picture was perfect. A full body picture of a tall built dark complected man with wide shoulders. A beard that ran from sideburn to sideburn, and a head full of dark hair on top. His athletic frame looked fast, even in the still picture. Jordan had seen the man’s speed firsthand the night before.

Neal asked Antonio to flip the light. All three officers took notice, but only one excused himself, and made his way to the observation room. Rachel slid into the already crowded room to make room for the agent.

“What’s up?”, he said.

“Our tech officer found something interesting for you.” Neal handed him the papers.

“Yellow is his number and Orange is Malcom Frances,” added Rachel.

The agent's eye popped as he scanned the page.

Rachel looked like a child on Christmas morning, waiting for her turn to open a gift. There was a little bounce to her as she looked on, waiting for the page to turn. The agent took his time looking over the first page, and Jordan saw Rachel’s hands start up a few times. He knew if the agent took any longer, she would turn the page for him. When he finally did, she said, “Sam’s personal and business finances.”

The review of this page was shorter than the first. It sent the agent sprinting back down the hall to the interview room. “Page three is more interesting,” Rachel yelled after him. He waved his appreciation as he ducked back in the room.

“Settle in folks, this will get fun,” said Antonio. “So far he has been telling them he never met the girls. Didn’t recognize their names. Didn’t know who Malcom Frances was. And, was here as part of some kind of witch hunt focused on anyone successful.”

The occupants in the room watched the video feed of the room. The papers passed from one agent to the other and then to the local detective. While one took time to look it over, the other two continued the questioning. They were all excellent poker players. None let on to what they now knew, and continued questioning him, with the topic being Malcom. Sam continued to provide answers like, “Malcom who?”, and “In my entire life, I have never met anyone named Malcom, especially not a Malcom Frances.”

Everyone watching had been in that chair before. Playing it cool. Loaded with information you could just drown the suspect in. Of course, that wouldn’t serve any purpose other than scaring him quiet. Once they know what you have, there is nothing for them to gain by talking. But if you give them a little, they think they can still talk their way out of it. Give them a little more, and they keep trying. Before you know it, they hang themselves and all they can do is confess.

“So, you don’t know anyone named Malcom Frances?”, asked the agent who was now in possession of the papers. The stack was face down in front of him.

“How many times do I have to tell you, no,” Sam Stain said, exacerbated.

“Then why did you call him two hundred and sixty one times?” The agent turned the first page over and around in front of Sam. “See that number there? That is yours. See that one there. That is his.”

“He is going to crack,” said Antonio.

“That number. That’s Mike,” Sam said. Jordan and all the agents and detectives watching laughed.

“Who is Mike?”, asked the agent.

“Someone that does some jobs for me around the station. You know, odd jobs. Landscaping. Painting.” Sam crossed his arms and sat back in the chair.

“Slam it shut,” Antonio cheered under his breath.

“Odd jobs? Painting?”, asked the Agent. His poker face was on full display, but his voice wasn’t buying it.

“Yea,” Sam said. His posture very defensive.

“At four in the morning? Who do you call at four in the morning for painting?”

Sam was about to counter with another quick, yet defensive answer, but the agent slammed it shut, and Antonio slapped his hands together and clapped like his favorite team hit the winning shot.

“Look Sam, we know everything. We have the entire call history between you, Malcom, and everyone else. We have your phone, we have theirs. They have all told us who Malcom is, and who you are. We also have your financial records. You can sit there and keep feeding me some kind of bullshit answer, and waste yours and my time and go down with multiple counts of first-degree murder which will be easy with what we already have, or you can be straight with us and help yourself.”

Sam’s arms squeezed tighter across his chest, and his shoulders slumped back in the chair. Jordan knew the man was broken inside. His mind had already made up its next move. All it needed to do now was convince his body to do it. The first move was always the surrender, which was the dropping of the arms and the lean forward against the table. Eye contact between Sam and the others was nonexistent, and he spoke to the table. “Yea, I know Malcom...”
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“Well,” Todd started, rubbing the back of his neck. “So, we have half of anyone important in the city of Richmond in jail on, I can’t remember all the charges.”

“97 charges of prostitution. 302 charges of racketeering. 8 charges of first degree murder, with some accessory charges to be determined by the D.A.,” Rachel recounted.

“Thank you, Rachel. I wasn’t looking for an inventory.” Todd shook his head, looking at the floor. “That is going to be the fun part. The local D.A. will have to recuse himself for those decisions, and this entire process. Three members of his staff are wrapped up in it.”

“Don’t forget the Senator,” Neal added from across the conference room table.

“Oh yea, we can’t forget Senator Timmons. Who hasn’t said a word yet, and probably never will.” Todd took a long sip of his coffee. He looked like a man with a migraine the size of Texas. The last of the ones that would talk had been interviewed, each telling the same story pointing right at Malcom Frances; whose digital trail led them straight to Sam Stain. Once Sam was shown that, he crumbled right before their eyes. When he was nothing left but a pile of dust in the chair, they knew everything. “So, this radio guy, Sam Stain is who ordered the girls to be killed, and went with Malcom when he did it.”

“Yep, he was the muscle,” Jordan said.

“Is he all that is left?”, Todd asked, looking through the various papers scattered in front of him.

“Yep,” Neal said, pushing the picture of Malcom Frances in the direction of his boss. “No other names came up in any of the interviews. Everyone else is in custody. He is it.”

“Well, after last night, I don’t think we will find him at his home. Anyone have any ideas?” Neal searched his team for answers. This was a question they didn’t have the answer to, but Jordan had an idea of where to find it.

“Be right back.” Jordan stood up from the table. “Neal, come with me.”

“Where the hell are you two going?” Todd asked.

“Going to go ask,” was the only response Jordan gave as he and Neal walked out of the conference room and back toward the hall of interview rooms.

They were halfway there when Rachel caught up with them. “Guys, wait. There is something we aren’t thinking about.”

“What?”, Neal said. He and Jordan kept walking and reached the door before she answered, but didn’t enter. They waited.

“This has been going on for several years. Who is to say these are the only girls? These four only recently went missing and hadn’t been involved in this that long.”

A familiar feeling icy spike drove a sickening feeling through Jordan’s heart. It was something he had briefly considered before, but never dove deeper and so far, no one had mentioned anyone else. It seemed Neal was thinking about this for the first time. His hand wiped across his face, and he mumbled. “Guess we need to ask him.”

Neal turned the door handle and entered, Jordan stepped in after him, but then stopped and walked back out in the hall, catching Rachel as she headed back to the conference room. He didn’t call to get her attention. Instead, he grabbed her by the shoulder and pulled her close to the wall. A startled gasp escaped her lips, and her eyes were filled with fear.

“Sorry,” Jordan whispered. “Do me a favor. Tell Megan about the possibility of other girls.”

“Megan?”, she asked loudly. Jordan shushed her.

“Yea. Trust me on this please,” He let her go, but continued to beg, hands pressed together, as he walked backward toward the room where Neal waited with Sam Stain.

When Jordan entered, he didn’t take a seat. He stood and took lead, not giving Neal a chance to start. “Sam, cut right to it. We need Malcom and know he won’t be at home. Where can we find him? What kind of places did you and he meet at to discuss things?”

The broken man didn’t look up to even acknowledge that two agents had entered the room, or that he was asked a question. His voice sounded like a man thirty years older than the mid- forties man that sat in front of them., “Only one spot. Rimmie’s. It’s a bar, but it isn’t a bar. It’s just a building that looks like nothing out front, no sign, or anything, but there is a nice little setup inside. It is the perfect place to hide. The police don’t know it’s there. If they did, they would have shut it down by now.”

“Well then, I guess you are going to be nice enough to tell us where it is, now aren’t you?”

“Rosedale and Ellen,” Sam said with a huff.

“One last question,” started Jordan. “How many girls have there been?”

Sam’s head dropped another few inches closer to the table. “I don’t really remember.” A cuffed hand reached up to meet his head as it shook. Then Sam’s head exploded up and he looked at Jordan, “We didn’t kill all of them. Most were just left alone after a few parties,” he added.

“Do you have names? We can start with those that were killed,” asked Jordan.

“No,” the defeated man whispered as his head dropped again.

“Well you better start thinking hard to remember them. Might work out better for you if you tell us versus us finding them,” added Neal.

Jordan and Neal left the room and rejoined the others in the conference room. Jordan gave Megan a quick glance, and she shook her head to the negative. He had hopes that one of the three ghosts who were still in the room with them would know something about the other girls. “Rosedale and Ellen”, repeated Neal as he unzipped his travel bag and pulled out his service revolver and navy Kevlar vest with the yellow letters FBI on it.

Crap. Jordan looked around nervously. He had his service revolver, but left his vest at home. When he and Megan left for Richmond two days ago, he never imagined he would have needed to prepare for a tactical assault. On the other side of the room, both Todd and Rachel were gearing up too. He couldn’t let them walk into this without him. His concern was deeper and more personal than just wanting to finish a case, his case. It was Robert.

“Sir, could I borrow a vest from Richmond?”

“Hang on,” Todd was still strapping the bottom side around him as he walked out the door. For the several minutes he was gone, they sat in silence gearing up with vests, radio, and guns. Neal pulled up a map of the area and studied it from every angle. The good news is there was only one door in and out. That was also the bad news. There was no easy way to make an approach. They would just have to go in. The building itself, which like Sam told them, looked abandoned and wasn’t all that big. Which could either mean there wouldn’t be a lot of people inside, or this was going to be their worst nightmare. A close quarter take down with lots of other interfering parties. It wasn’t spoken between any of them, but their training had each thinking on the same lines. Neal and Rachel strapped on a bundle of zip ties to their waist for quick apprehension and restraint of anyone they encountered.

“Here,” Todd said, walking back into the room, tossing a vest to Jordan. “It might make you feel better knowing the agent didn’t like that he was giving it up for the ghost hunter.”

Damn it, they recognized me.

“Everyone set?” Neal and Rachel nodded while Jordan strapped up. “Let’s go get this one.”
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“Where do you think you are going?”, Jordan asked, looking at Megan and around her at the three spirits on her tail.

“With you. You are going to need us,” replied Megan.

“No way. This is dangerous stuff.” Jordan picked up his pace, hoping she had stopped following him, but the sound of her footsteps dissolved his hope. “Look,” he said, turning back to her. “This is probably going to get bad. Gun shots and all. I can’t have you there. I would worry too much about your safety. I won’t be able to protect you, and I need to be focused on what we are doing. So please stay.” He turned again and started for the parking lot.

“I am worried about your safety too. I am worried about, well, you know... Robert,” she said from a few steps behind him. “I can help with him. Might be able to tell you he is there before you realize it.” She had now followed him out to the parking lot. The others were standing around waiting at the rental car they drove from the airport in.

Jordan turned and kissed Megan, surprising her. He pulled her in and whispered in her ear, “We are going to park two blocks away at Lanvale and Arlington. Stay further back than that.” Megan kissed his cheek and whispered back, “Be careful.” He let her go and went to join the others, leaving her and her three paranormal friends standing on the sidewalk. He watched, hoping she was smart enough to wait for them to pull out and get out of eyesight before she started to follow them. Good girl.

On the way, Todd reviewed his normal instructions for any apprehension. Give a warning, enter quickly, secure everyone in the room, and then figure out if who you were after was there. Jordan had heard this speech many times, but had never had to put it to practice in the field yet, just a few training scenarios on a closely controlled range.

They pulled up to a gas station a block south of where Jordan had told Megan. It gave them a good view of the building and everything around it. Sam was right. It looked like just another abandoned building in this rundown industrial and commercial neighborhood. It was so desolate around the area that Jordan even wondered if anyone was inside. There were no cars parked anywhere up and down the block.

They moved quickly across the road and the empty lot to the building itself. In the distance, Jordan noticed the grey two door rental that he and Megan had been driving pull into a crowded parking area. Stay, he said to himself, hoping she wouldn’t do anything stupid like get out and come to the building. Once they were plastered to what he thought the front side of the building was, he couldn’t see her anymore and forced himself to put her out of his mind. He was going to be position three. Neal and Todd would knock, announce, and enter. Jordan would follow, and Rachel would stay outside to clean up anyone who tried to leave, or to help them if they were pinned down inside.

The door was grey with bubbled paint, and rust showed through peeled areas. Neal counted to three with his fingers and then banged on the door with the handle of his revolver. The three loud bangs echoed on the steel door. He waited a second and then hit it again and then yanked on the handle. It swung open freely, and without hesitation Neal and Todd were inside, screaming. “FBI. Everyone down and keep your hands where we can see them.” Their voices boomed inside the sparse building catching the occupants off guard.

Nine sets of hands sprung up in the air, including the old retiree behind the oak bar with a wet towel over his shoulder. Those on the barstools and at the tables all moved slowly down to the ground. They gave every appearance of individuals that had done this before. The bar keeper kept his hands up high as he walked around the bar and laid down flat on the ground where Neal, Todd, and Jordan had clear sight of him.

They were all cooperating, all but two, seated at a table in the back behind a post. Jordan couldn’t see them from where he was, but Neal and Todd could. “Todd, cover me,” Neal said. Neal moved around the perimeter of the bar, his gun up in front of him in position, ready to fire. Jordan knew that position, Neal’s sight was mostly what was in front of him, but his revolver would be in the bottom edge of his vision, already trained on the targets. “Get those hands up.” Ordered Neal. “Good. You too buddy.”

“Malcom, you can put your hands down.” The voice sent shivers down Jordan’s neck, and he stepped inside, and worked his way to the left, opposite from where Neal was.

“Jordan, back to cover the door. I got Neal,” Todd ordered.

“I got the door,” Rachel said.

Jordan’s gun was up and ready to fire as he rounded the series of posts that littered the center of the room. He had to step over one patron who was lying face down with his hands up. He couldn’t see the table, but he saw a ring of cigarette smoke hovering around the area. As he worked his way around the posts, a man in a dark suit and black fedora came into view. Then the red ember of his cigarette and his sickening smirk. Jordan’s heart jumped, as did his gun. “Malcom, get up and back away from the table.” He ordered.

“Malcom, sit there and enjoy your drink,” Robert said, and like a good little puppet his hands dropped and he picked up his drink.

“I said, up!” Neal moved on Malcom, attempting to grab his hands while they were full with his drink glass. He had him by one wrist when something picked Neal up and threw him across the room like a rag doll. Malcom jumped up from his chair and fell back against the table, knocking the drinks to the floor in a serenade of breaking glass. Those on the floor jumped at the thud Neal made and then again at the sound of the glass. A few had rolled where they could see and were shaken. They weren’t the only ones.

“Jesus,” exclaimed Todd. “Malcom on the ground now! And you get up!” The muzzle of his gun jerked up twice to add to the verbal direction. Malcom did as he was told, but Robert sat there and took another drag from his cigarette and then a drink from the shot glass he had kept in his hand, keeping it from joining the others on the floor. After his drink, he leaned his arm on the chair next to him, and seemed relaxed and casual. Like a man out enjoying a few drinks with friends in a quiet bar.

“Now Jordan, didn’t we talk about this?”, he drew on the cigarette, pulling the ember to a bright red glow.

“Jordan, do you know him?” Todd asked, gruff and confused.

“Kind of,” Jordan answered.

“Oh come on. Just kind of?”, questioned Robert. “We are pals.”

‘I don’t care who you are. Get on the ground now!”, Todd ordered.

“Get up. Get down. Can you ever make up your mind?” Robert asked, as nonchalant as two old friends having a chat, but the way he threw Todd up to the ceiling and back down to the ground with the simple flick of his wrist was not something one old friend would do to another. Todd’s body laid lifeless on the concrete floor.

“Jordan?”, Rachel started, but Jordan interrupted her and ordered, “Everyone get out! All of you.” It was obvious he didn’t need to ask twice. Everyone sprung up off the floor and ran for the door. Even the old bartender was fleet of foot as he sped out. “Let ‘em go,” he screamed back to Rachel, and then moved around the room to put himself in between Malcom and the door. “Not you.” Malcom was attempting to slink past them and out the door.

A deep chill ran down Jordan’s arm and into the hand holding the gun. It was pointed right at Malcom’s head, and he felt his finger touch the trigger. A little more pressure and it would bark. The tension increased and Jordan fought back. He wasn’t controlling his finger, or his arm for that matter. Any attempt he made to aim anywhere other than Malcom’s head was fought, sending the gun right back to its target. Every muscle in his body was frozen, hard, and tense.

Robert appeared behind Jordan and whispered into his ear, “Go on. Pull the trigger. Save everyone the trouble.” Robert’s hand was wrapped around Jordan’s squeezing the trigger ever so slightly. “Whatcha waiting on?”

“Jordan, don’t!”, Rachel shrieked from the door. “Let him go and put your hands up. Now!”

‘Tsk. Tsk. Tsk.” Each sound was harsh and grated on Jordan's stressed nerves. Fear was setting in, and the tension on his finger grew tighter. “Go on. Malcom. Get out of here.” Robert let Jordan go, and he almost collapsed after the sudden release of every muscle at the same time. His hand and gun dropped to his side as Malcom walked, not ran, for the door. “If your friend gets in the way, she will be dealt with.”

“Rachel let him go.”

“What the hell Jordan?”, she asked, stunned at the command.

“He will kill you if you do anything. Just let it go.”

“Good boy, you’re learning. Malcom and I still have unfinished business to attend to.” Robert tipped his hat and walked out closely behind Malcom, as if he were his bodyguard.

They passed Rachel who stepped inside the door and took the opportunity to check on Todd who was closest to her. From where Jordan was, he could tell he was breathing, but he was out. Neal was, too. His body moved a little with each breath. He heard Rachel make the radio call for medical assistance, “agents down,” but instead of going to further check on Neal or even Todd, Jordan walked to the door to watch Robert and Malcom leave.

There was a rumble of thunder above the building, followed by a blinding flash from the accompanying lightning. He didn’t remember seeing any clouds on the way in, but a purplish dark hue shone in through the door, and a chill rode in on an evil wind. Jordan stepped outside into hell on earth. Dark purple clouds bubbled overhead. Thunder rumbled from every direction, and bolts of lightning crisscrossed the sky in a blinding flash that converged on a single point. That point was Robert, who was frozen, suspended off the ground.

“Jordan, take Malcom,” called Megan from the center of the street outside the bar. Her hair whipped around her in the wind, and the crystal around her neck glowed with a light more brilliant than a thousand suns. The lightning and Robert were now controlled by her outstretched hands. She was reciting something that Jordan didn’t understand. It wasn’t English. As far as he could tell, it wasn’t even of this world. She stopped it again to remind Jordan, “Malcom. Get him.”

That task was easy. Malcom was on the ground, frozen by the fear of what was going on around him, and offered no resistance to Jordan as he cuffed him. As soon as the second cuff clicked close, the sky above them began to calm down and clear. The thunder disappeared and spots of sunlight appeared on the ground. Megan stood no more than ten feet from Robert. Who, for the first time appeared disheveled and confused.

“That is one for me,” Jordan said, loud and clear.

“I guess it is. Our scoreboard is tied.” Robert wasn’t looking toward Jordan when he spoke. He was looking at Megan.

The image of him faded away, exposing Rachel standing in the door behind him, befuddled. “What the fuck was that?”
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“Are you sure this will work?”, Jordan asked. He looked around at the dense woods, never thinking he would be here again.

“Done it before. Give me some silence,” Megan said. Jordan zipped his lips shut and acted like he threw away the key, drawing a humorous smile from Megan. A murmur still existed behind them. It wasn’t the afternoon breeze blowing through the trees causing the leaves and branches to chatter. “Guys. I said I needed silence.” This time she directed her request at the army of forensic technicians and detectives behind her who were waiting on her to tell them where the others were.

Megan closed her eyes, and the silence took hold of everything. Everyone. Every tree. Every leaf. Even the wind stopped, creating an eerie dead calm. Though Jordan wasn’t sure it had anything at all to do with Megan. After what he had witnessed hours earlier, he wasn’t dismissing any possibilities though. His mind was full of questions after what he had seen, and the explanation that Megan gave didn’t answer that many of them. It really didn’t answer a one. She just said as a medium, she has the ability to hold a spirit. A way of keeping it from doing harm or interfering during a communication session. What Jordan saw was a lot more than that, and when challenged about it, Megan had no explanation. She saw nothing like what Jordan described. All she saw was Robert, and she held him to let Jordan do what was needed. Jordan wasn’t convinced he believed her.

Even now, he sensed there was something more to her. She stood there in front of him, but there was something else about her. Something otherworldly that he couldn’t explain. It wasn’t like how he felt when a spirit was around. This was different, something he had never experienced before. Every once in a while, he thought he saw her split from her physical form for a split second before snapping back. Ordinarily he would think his eyes were playing tricks on him. Stress and exhaustion and all. He had been up most of the last three days with little sleep. But times were no longer ordinary.

The feeling subsided, and then slowly a more familiar feeling crept into Jordan. The cold draft of something paranormal tickled him. It wasn’t from one direction though. It was all over, and he turned to look in the same direction Megan was facing. There slowly, one by one, nothingness turned to mist, and then it took on the shape of young girls. All in their twenties, and pretty. Like how each of them remembered themselves, not like the state of their physical vessels that would be found below them would be.

“How many did you figure there are Detective Anderson?”, Jordan called back to the group of men standing behind them. A burly man with a mess of red hair on his head and matching beard, pulled out a note pad and flipped it open. He counted to himself, but mouthed the numbers. “Five more,” he called back after completing the count.

“That matches,” Jordan said under his breath. He felt a hand reach out and grab his own. “Come on. We have them all.” Jordan and Megan led the army of men through the dense underbrush to each body. Some were buried in shallow graves. The clover and ferns that covered the ground had claimed others. In less than twenty minutes, orange flags marked each and had teams of technicians working to recover them.

They stood and watched each team work. Jordan tried to get Megan to leave, but she wouldn’t. With a tear rolling down her cheek, she informed Jordan she needed to make sure they were cared for properly. He could tell this had become personal to her. He wasn’t sure if it was the connection she had developed with Sharon, Beth, and Marie, or something about the way she reached out to all of them that established an emotional connection. He just knew it was deep. It was something he felt too. There was a lump in his stomach when he thought about saying goodbye to the three girls that had helped them so much on the case. Part of it was because he thought of them as friends that he needed to say goodbye to, often having to remind himself they were ghosts. That was the other part. As much as he thought he knew about the paranormal, he didn’t really know what existence was like for those in that realm. What would the girls’ life be like now? Would they still interact like they are now, in ways that made them seem more alive to people he knew in the world of the living? Would they separate once they had completed this purpose? He didn’t have the answers. He thought of asking them, but would they even know?

The unknown was what worried him, and there was a lot of that. Not just for the girls. Things had changed between him and Megan. Not just on a personal level. There was something else there he never knew or never let himself notice before. And then there was Robert. There was no doubt he would be a permanent fixture in Jordan’s job and life. Life was more complicated now than it was three days ago, and that was both a good and bad thing.
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The Adventure Continues...
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To be notified when the next in this series is release in Summer of 2022, join my mailing list by visiting www.authordavidclark.com. Members of my mailing list are notified about every new release and special deals before anyone else
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Enjoy this sample chapter from book one of the international bestselling Miller’s Crossing series, “The Ghosts of Miller’s Crossing”.
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“This room needs some color,” Edward Meyer said. The old leak stains on the white drop ceiling and scuffs on the floor were the only signs of character. The simple plastic white chair Edward sat on resembled one you might find on an outdoor patio. This was in contrast to the stainless-steel table bolted to the floor and the large two-way mirror on the wall in front of him.

He mumbled with a chuckle, “Looks slightly institutional to me,” then remembered he needed to be careful. You never knew when someone might be watching.

Today was his eighteenth birthday and he sat alone in a green cotton shirt, drawstring pants, and slippers. This was no birthday celebration. He was there for an important discussion with his doctor. In truth, it was more of an evaluation; one he had high hopes for.

He thought about the first time he waited, alone, in this room. The table and chair were the same, but his attire and reason for being there was different. He wore jeans and an Iron Maiden t-shirt and sat there confused as to why he was there. He was only fourteen, and things had been rough with his foster parents. OK, “rough” might not be the best word. “Horrendous,” yeah, that’s the correct term. He wasn’t beaten or neglected. Food, care, clothes, etc... nothing was withheld. In fact, to those looking in from the outside, he’d had a great childhood with supportive foster parents that gave him all they could to make sure he had a wonderful loving home.

When he turned nine, they encouraged him to sign up for little league, which he jumped at. He loved baseball.  They traveled around to every practice and game, ensuring he always saw two parents supporting him. The same for every school event. To some extent, he felt they were trying to overcompensate for him having lost both parents in a horrible tragedy at age seven.

The door clicked and Edward saw the tall, slender forty-something frame of Doctor Law enter. His nose buried in papers as always.

“Good morning, Edward.” Doctor Law said. His name was always the source of a few jokes among Edward and the other patients. With a name like that, he should be a lawyer. But Edward’s favorite was, he was the “Law” around this place. He liked that one, because it was true, and it was his joke.

Doctor Law pulled a chair away from the table, and then stopped with a bewildered look on his face. He frantically studied the folder in his hands. Without looking up he said, “I will be right back. I have the wrong folder.” He walked back out the door, flipping through the pages with the look of confusion growing the whole time.

Edward always wondered if these types of mistakes were legitimate or some kind of experiment, with someone observing the subject’s reactions through the two-way portal in the wall. He played it cool, sat, and waited for the doctor to return.

The two-way mirror grabbed his attention during his first visit as well. They didn’t hide what it was, just who was behind it. He remembered sitting there, focusing as hard as he could to see through it; hoping his foster parents were on the other side and would be in soon to take him home. That was not the case. Instead, only Doctor Law entered the room.

They talked for hours about many topics. He asked about his relationship with his foster mom, and then about his foster father. To both questions, Edward gave glowing answers about how close he felt to them and how great his life was going.

The conversation moved to school and friends. He wanted to know if Edward was being bullied or harassed at school. He suggested that kids sometimes single out a child who has been in a foster home or has had a traumatic past. Well, the answer to that was most definitely not. Edward had lots of friends, both in and away from school. Other than the normal ribbing you give each other during a baseball game or in the schoolyard, he remembered nothing like bullying. He couldn’t think of any time he may have bullied anyone else, either.

Doctor Law asked him if any of his friends tried to get him to take or experiment with any kind of drugs. That answer was a very loud, “Absolutely not!” His foster parents asked him about drugs once before too. They even took him to the doctor for testing. Edward tried everything he could to convince them. Two days later, the results were in, and his foster parents were apologetic. They explained they heard rumors from other parents about drug use among his friends, and wanted to be sure. Doctor Law listened to his answer while consulting a file laid out on the table before him. He didn’t challenge Edward’s answer, or ask him any more questions about it.

Next, he asked about his real parents. Edward thought for a minute about how to answer, since he was still unsure why he was there. He could have said he never thought about them or what happened to them anymore, but that would have been a lie. He thought about it daily. Sometimes hourly. He told Doctor Law how he felt, and how bad he missed them. Edward then felt the need to explain. He loved his foster parents, but he missed his real parents. Doctor Law interrupted his explanation to tell him that was normal, and they understood that. Hearing that made Edward feel less guilty, though it was not really bothering him much.

Doctor Law asked delicately about the moment he found them. Edward shifted in his seat and explained, “Something woke me up. I laid there for a few moments and heard several loud crashes coming from the kitchen.  I called for my mom and she never answered.  I heard another crash, and she screamed. I walked downstairs and pushed open the door. That’s when... I saw both lying on the floor.” Edward sighed heavily. “Shortly after that a police officer came in and rushed me out of the house.”

This was a memory Edward wished he could lose. For months, he woke up screaming as the image of his dead parents invaded his sleep. His foster mother would storm in and hold him for hours, trying with all her might to protect him from the memory, but nothing drove it away.

Moments after Edward walked in, Officer Tillingsly grabbed and rushed him out to his patrol car. He left him there for the longest minute or two of his life. When he returned, he took Edward to the police station. The officer was a friend of Edward’s father, and was always around. He could tell Officer Tillingsly was in as much shock as Edward. He sat Edward in the chair behind his desk and gave him a soda to drink. Sitting in a chair beside him, they talked about anything and everything, including a fishing trip he’d taken with Edward and his father over the summer.

They’d been out there for hours with no bites, if you didn’t count the bugs. Officer Tillingsly thought he had a bite on his line once. He reeled it in close to the boat, but when he looked, he leaned over the side a little too far. Flapping his arms like a back-pedaling turkey, he hung there for a few seconds until gravity won and he entered the water with a splash. Edward remember hearing his father laughing while saying, ’Well, Lewis, if we weren’t going to catch anything before, we won’t now. You scared them all off.”

When they got home, Edward’s mother asked if they caught anything. Edward told her, “We caught Officer Tillingsly.” She looked at them like they had lost their minds. All three busted out in hysterical laughter. There was no laughter between them this time. His attempt to distract Edward—both of them really—failed.

The station itself was a hive of activity. Everyone moved around from one room to another in a blur. All talking, and all giving Edward the same heartbroken look as they walked past. Some even had tears in their eyes. Everyone, and I mean everyone, knew his family in this typical small town with only one elementary, junior, and senior high school. On top of that, his father was a local legend. He was a high school All-American Quarterback. Sportswriters and scouts came from all over to meet him during his senior year. He had the pick of prime offers from the best schools, and I do mean the best schools. Alabama, Penn State, and Notre Dame were at the top of a long list. Even with all those great offers, he bypassed college to stay and work the family farm.

After high school, he married his high school sweetheart. They were both active in the community, helping to run the fall festival each year, things at church, town council meetings, and the school board. With all of that, Edward’s house was always full of the sounds of laughter and conversation. Most memories were happy ones, but there were a few that were not so joyous. Once or twice a month, a group of men would show up late at night and talk to his father for a few minutes before leaving. Edward would hear a car door close when he came home the next morning just before sunrise. His parents never discussed what this was about in front of him; all he knew was that his father kept to himself and seemed different for the next couple of days.

A click from the door gave Edward the sense of déjà vu, as Doctor Law opened the door carrying a file like he did about ten minutes ago. He hoped it is the right file this time. He sat back in his chair and watched the doctor circle around to the only other chair in the room. Edward cleared his mind; it was now time for his Oscar-worthy performance.
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Want more Miller’s Crossing? Check out the Miller’s Crossing series?

The Ghosts of Miller’s Crossing – Download Now
Ghosts and demons openly wander around the small town of Miller's Crossing. Over 250 years ago, the Vatican assigned a family to be this town's "keeper" to protect the realm of the living from their "visitors". There is just one problem. Edward Meyer doesn't know that is his family, yet.
Tragedy struck Edward twice. The first robbed him of his childhood and the truth behind who and what he is. The second, cost him his wife, sending him back to Miller's Crossing to start over with his two children.
What he finds when he returns is anything but what he expected. He is thrust into a world that is shocking and mysterious, while also answering and great many questions. With the help of two old friends, he rediscovers who and what he is, but he also discovers another truth, a dark truth. The truth behind the very tragedy that took so much from him. Edward faces a choice. Stay, and take his place in what destiny had planned for him, or run, leaving it and his family's legacy behind.
The Demon of Miller’s Crossing – Download Now
The people of Miller's Crossing believed the worst of the "Dark Period" they had suffered through was behind them, and life had returned to normal. Or, as normal as life can be in a place where it is normal to see ghosts walking around. What they didn't know was the evil entity that tormented them was merely lying in wait.
After a period of thirty dark years, Miller's Crossing had now enjoyed eight years of peace and calm, allowing the scars of the past to heal. What no one realizes is under the surface the evil entity that caused their pain and suffering is just waiting to rip those wounds open again. Its instrument for destruction will be an unexpected, familiar, and powerful force in the community.

The Exorcism of Miller’s Crossing – Download Now
The “Dark Period” the people of Miller’s Crossing suffered through before was nothing compared to life as a hostage to a malevolent demon that is after revenge. Worst of all, those assigned to protect them from such evils are not only helpless, but they are tools in the creatures plan. Extreme measures will be needed, but at what cost.
The rest of the “keepers” from the remaining 6 paranormal places in the world are called in to help free the people of Miller’s Crossing from a demon that has exacted its revenge on the very family assigned to protect them. Action must be taken to avoid losing the town, and allowing the world of the dead to roam free to take over the dominion of the living. This demon took Edward’s parents from him while he was a child. What will it take now?
The Origins of Miller’s Crossing – Download Now

There are six known places in the world that are more "paranormal" than anywhere else. The Vatican has taken care to assign "sensitives" and "keepers" to each of those to protect the realm of the living from the realm of the dead.  With the colonization of the New World, a seventh location has been found, and time for a new recruit.
William Miller is a simple farmer in the 18th century coastal town of St. Margaret's Hope Scotland. His life is ordinary and mundane, mostly. He does possess one unique skill. He sees ghosts.
A chance discovery of his special ability exposes him to an organization that needs people like him. An offer is made, he can stay an ordinary farmer, or come to the Vatican for training to join a league of "sensitives" and "keepers" to watch over and care for the areas where the realm of the living and the dead interaction. Will he turn it down, or will he accept and prove he has what it takes to become one of the true legends of their order?  It is a decision that can't be made lightly, as there is a cost to pay for generations to come.
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The Blood Dahlia (The Dark Angel Mysteries Book #1) – Download Now

Meet Lynch, he is a private detective that is a bit of a jerk. Okay, let's face it he is a big jerk who is despised by most, feared by those who cross him, and barely tolerated by those who really know him.  He smokes, drinks, cusses, and could care less what anyone else thinks about him, and that is exactly how the metropolis of New Metro needs him as their protector against the supernatural scum that lurk around in the shadows.  He is "The Dark Angel."
The year is 2053, and the daughters of the town's well-to-do families are disappearing without a trace. No witnesses. No evidence. No ransom notes. No leads at all until they find a few, dead and drained of all their blood by an unknown, but seemingly unnatural assailant. The only person suited for this investigation is Lynch, a surly ex-cop turned private detective with an on-again-off-again 'its complicated' girlfriend, and a secret. He can't die, he can't feel pain, and he sees the world in a way no one ever should. He sees all that is there, both natural and supernatural. His exploits have earned him the name Dark Angel among those that have crossed him.  His only problem, no one told him how to truly use this ability. Time is running out for missing girls, and Lynch is the only one who can find and save them. Will he figure out the mystery in time and will he know what to do when he finds them?

Ghost Storm – Available Now – Download Now

There is nothing natural about this hurricane. An evil shaman unleashes a super-storm powered by an ancient Amazon spirit to enslave to humanity. Can one man realize what is important in time to protect his family from this danger?
Successful attorney Jim Preston hates living in his late father's shadow. Eager to leave his stress behind and validate his hard work, he takes his family on a lavish Florida vacation. But his plan turns to dust when a malicious shaman summons a hurricane of soul-stealing spirits.
Though his skeptical lawyer mind disbelieves at first, Jim can't ignore the warnings when the violent wraiths forge a path of destruction. But after numerous unsuccessful escape attempts, his only hope of protecting his wife and children is to confront an ancient demonic force head-on... or become its prisoner.
Can Jim prove he's worth more than a fancy house or car and stop a brutal spectral horde from killing everything he holds dear?
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Book One - Game Master – Game On – Download Now

This fast-paced adrenaline filled series follows Robert Deluiz and his friends behind the veil of  1's and 0's and into the underbelly of the online universe where they are trapped as pawns in a sadistic game show for their very lives. Lose a challenge, and you die a horrible death to the cheers and profit of the viewers. Win them all, and you are changed forever.

Can Robert out play, outsmart, and outlast his friends to survive and be crowned Game Master?

Buy book one, Game Master: Game On and see if you have what it takes to be the Game Master.

Book Two - Game Master – Playing for Keeps – Download Now

The fast-paced horror for Robert and his new wife, Amy, continue. They think they have the game mastered when new players enter with their own set of rules, and they have no intention of playing fair. Motivated by anger and money, the root of all evil, these individuals devise a plan a for the Robert and his friends to repay them. The price... is their lives.

Game Master Play On is a fast-paced sequel ripped from today's headlines. If you like thriller stories with a touch of realism and a stunning twist that goes back to the origins of the Game Master show itself, then you will love this entry in David Clark's dark web trilogy, Game Master.

Buy book two, Game Master: Playing for Keeps to find out if the SanSquad survives.
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Book Three - Game Master – Reboot – Download Now

With one of their own in danger, Robert and Doug reach out to a few of the games earliest players to mount a rescue. During their efforts, Robert finds himself immersed in a Cold War battle to save their friend. Their adversary... an ex-KGB super spy, now turned arms dealer, who is considered one of the most dangerous men walking the planet. Will the skills Robert has learned playing the game help him in this real world raid? There is no trick CGI or trap doors here, the threats are all real.

Buy book three, Game Master: Reboot to read the thrilling conclusion of the Game Master series.
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This book is dedicated to Gigi, our family’s companion for the last eleven years. She literally sat snuggled next to me through every word of this book, only pawing at the laptop a few times in protest. She gave her all to the family in the form of unconditional love. We were, are, touched by her in ways that shaped who we are and who we will be. You will never be forgotten.
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