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To the "oddballs" and "freaks."
Stay weird

“I can assure you,” said I, “that it will take a very tangible ghost to frighten me.”

The Red Room, by HG Wells
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CHAPTER 1

Verily, these detectives of Mystery, no matter their competence, do prove among the most obstinate folk, unwilling to abandon a mystery while unsolved. (#1 characteristic: determination. Check.)

- Lemuel Gulliver’s Travel Guide, Vol. 4: Mystery (with notes by Aeron)


I hope you like ghost stories. Then, I hope you’re comfortable, reclined in your favorite chair or laying down with blankets all around you. It seems like there’s never enough time to read, especially when life gets confusing and all you want to do is escape to another life in another world.

So, let me welcome you to my life in the world of Novel and explain the reason I’m talking directly to you like this. The story I’m about to tell began six days ago, in Noir, Mystery. More specifically, in the smoky city of Shigaqua, where the line blurs most between friends and foes, mentors and monsters, and victims and villains.


The only part of the States of Mystery that makes sense is its dense population of law enforcers and private investigators—which I hoped to join. It makes as much sense as magic in Fantasy, horses in Western, spaceships in Sci-Fi, monsters in Horror, kids in Children’s, and lovers in Romance.


Sure, the world of Novel is always in flux. Children’s is outright chaos, and Western is untamably wild. Romance finally cracked down on their vampire problem, but lately, Fantasy fairies have found ways to keep their powers there. Mystery, however, is and always has been the land of truth seekers.

I only fit in because I can find the answers. Talking to the dead in my sleep has that kind of advantage.

So, let me take you back, six days before I woke in a cold sweat with a vivid memory of a dead man screaming in my face, roaring for justice at the price of everything I’d hoped to achieve.

[image: ]

I fidgeted with the latch of my leather bracelet while sitting in the hallway outside the head investigator’s office of Silent Sleuth Services, Shigaqua’s leading private investigations agency. Three more occupied chairs lined up beside me, with six vacant. I’d made it this far in the job application process, but ten of us still remained.

Clasping and unclasping my leather bracelet kept me from fidgeting with my other articles of clothing, which included a tweed pale blue suit vest over a white long-sleeve shirt, and gray dress-slacks over leather combat boots. Women said they liked the light colors contrasting with my dark brown hair, blue-green eyes, and opposite-of-ghostly complexion.

A man in his mid-forties wearing a corduroy suit stepped from the office, chewing on his lip. I took a small comfort in the thought that even someone of his age could be nervous about a job interview. Except that also meant that someone with his life experiences was still nervous about getting this job.


The secretary who’d greeted each of us didn’t invite the next applicant immediately. I held my breath, hoping it would be me. Another applicant feigned tranquility as he read the day’s Shigaqua Times, but his foot bounced nervously. Not that I could judge his nerves. I sat on my foldable metal chair and clasp-unclasp-clasp-unclasped. Despite my ability to literally solve crimes in my sleep, I had to climb the corporate ladder like everyone else to become a private investigator.


I held my breath again as the secretary released a plume of her cheap cigarette smoke, adding to the haze that yellowed the ceiling. Welcome to Noir. Curses, I missed the health codes of Procedural.

Every state in Mystery had its own requirements to become a PI. In Cozy, you could be no more than a nosy busybody. I pitied the legitimate cops in that state. On the other hand, in Procedural, I needed to be older with twenty years of police service. My specific talents best fit in Paranormal, but I preferred to be a big fish in a little pool. So, out of all the states to become a private investigator, I wanted to work in Noir. Plus, I’d get to wear a trench coat.

A small light blinked on the secretary’s desk, and she looked up. She was a pretty little damsel in her knee-length pencil skirt and matching gray suit top. Her blouse featured a black bow at her collar that was bigger than her chest. She breathed out another cough-inducing cloud before speaking.

“Aeron Spade?” she stated more than questioned, but Mystery accents tended to make everything sound like questions.

“Yes, ma’am!” I stood at attention, then mentally slapped myself. Nothing painted me as foreign fresh meat like treating Mystery officials as the military.

The secretary raised an eyebrow but gestured for me to enter the office. “Head Investigator Baldi is ready for you.”

I gulped heavily and walked up. There was a window from the hallway into the office, but it was blocked with blinds. Only in Mystery. Why bother installing windows that only reveal more indoors and then cover them with shades? Seemed unnecessary and counter-productive to me.


Entering the office, I subtly analyzed the work space of my prospective employer. After years of university classes and training on perception, it was difficult to miss Baldi’s plaques of recognition, displayed as they were on the right wall with intricate frames. The left wall was occupied with a floor-to-ceiling bookshelf, stacked evenly with law books and Case histories. A tall wall-clock chimed the evening’s eighth hour, and a caged fan crackled from the top of a filing cabinet. Despite the over-worked fan, a posh cigarette scent filled the room. Smothered ashes hissed from a tray on the ornate mahogany desk. An older Shigaqua Times sat folded on the corner, headlining, “Police Nickname Shigaqua’s Elusive Mobster as ‘Sponsor.’” Facing me, a nameplate read, “Head of Investigations, PI Baldi.” Did anyone dare to call him Baldi Head?


The man edged forward in a stiff leather armchair behind his massive desk. I sat on the other side and consciously restrained my fidgeting.

PI Baldi was a large man who filled his leather armchair with both width and height. I expected a man of his age to wear spectacles, but saw no evidence of even reading glasses on his desk. He had a full head of thick black hair—no. I could just pick out the lining of a cheap toupee between his side-part. How appropriate.

“Aeron Spade,” the man slurred over my name as he read it from my resumé. Go figure, reading made him squint. He also spoke with a heavy Mysterious accent that made every comment sound like a question. Sometimes, I thought Mysteries took their elusiveness a little too far. Even their Exit signs ended with question marks. I listened carefully to decipher between hypotheticals and interview questions. “You recently graduated from Spyglass University, huh? Wha’ja think of Procedural?”

Of the many practice interview questions I’d reviewed, that wasn’t one of them. I cleared my throat and answered simply, “It was…plain.”

Honestly, I wanted to say “clean.” While Procedural had carefully cultivated parks and stark white buildings made of reflective metals, it also had too much paperwork. Noir, on the other hand, was the very definition of smokey: in appearance, scent, and even in their official Case results. Light tans and grays themed their fashions with occasional flashes of rusty blues and reds. Fog crept through the streets whenever the sun looked the other way, and lots of people smoked like they knew life was too short to worry about long-term health problems.


Head Investigator Baldi scoffed a kind of chuckle and returned to my resumé. “Aeron Spade, I called up your references. How’djoo get ‘em all to call you the ‘Ace of Spades?’ What if I call you Aeron Fromm of Margen, Fantasy?”


I gulped. “And now you know why I asked you not to pass pre-judgements on me from the background checks. Please know, I’ve cut myself off and have lived away from Fantasy for over five years now. I’m determined to make my own way.”

“As if we can ignore your parentage? You know we’re pros at doin’ background checks, right?”

“Yes, sir. Please, I ask to be reviewed and interviewed as any other applicant.”

He scoffed and shuffled my resumé back into order. “You’re livin’ under an alias. How’m I to know the rest of this ain’t a bunch of bull? Even your age. You expect me to believe you’re only twenty and already got a Masters in Law?”

“And a Minor in Criminal Justice.” I pointed at my resumé where it was indicated. “I was provided an accelerated education, and I can multitask in my sleep.”

The man stared at me as if still waiting for an explanation.

I sighed and met his eyes directly. “It’s my ability. I wrote about it in my skills section. I enter the spirit realm in my sleep and use the time to research, review notes, or follow people unseen. I’ve also used my ability to communicate with deceased persons and solve Cases. I’d like to do so officially with a Permanent Employee Registration Card, sponsored by your agency.”

“You have magic? From Fantasy? You know that bull only works in Paranormal, Mystery, right?”


“It isn’t exactly magic,” I explained. “The difference is a common misunderstanding. Magic is a learned trade that, yes, diminishes or mutates outside of Fantasy. Abilities, however, are inherited from birth and focus around a specific skill, but they can transfer between continents without alteration.” Though the spirits in Mystery were more reasonable to work with than the wanna-be gods in Fantasy.


The man blinked and shook his head. “That’s how you got these creds despite bein’ underage? Listen, kid, your resumé is squeaky clean, and if you had the experience, I’d hire you on the double. But that’s the rub, ya see? You ain’t got experience, and Shigaqua’s no place for a Cozy.”

My mind panicked, and I considered it a great victory that I didn’t jump up and shout, “What do you mean I don’t have experience? Can’t you see the whole experience section on my resumé?”

Instead, I fidgeted with my bracelet and calmly asked, “Please explain?”

“I gotta hand it to ya, kid, you’ve solved some ‘Cases,’ but they’re small fry. You helped a family find lost treasure by trackin’ down a stiff and gettin’ directions? And you solved a murder by talking to the victim? Alright, that’s swell, but how much elbow grease did you put into that? Where’s your proof? You think you can just hit the hay and chat with dead guys like it’s nothin’, and that’ll hold up in court? By sittin’ in that seat, you’re applyin’ for the big leagues. We got big-time crime here, and it ain’t no picnic. How’d I know you got the gumption to roll up your sleeves and work hard like the rest of us?”

I nodded and continued to nervously fidget. Those were just summaries of my Cases, so of course they sounded easy on paper. I ran into problems all the time with my spiritual visits. A major one was trying to remember what happened after I woke up.

I bit the inside of my cheek to keep it from giving excuses. Excuses would not show that I was tough enough for the job. Besides, Mr. Baldi hadn’t rejected me yet. He’d asked me to prove myself. I swallowed, but continued to fix my stare.

“If I may be frank, sir, I can guarantee that I’ll work harder with more unpaid hours than any other investigator in your agency. Not simply because I can work in my sleep, but because Shigaqua is the place I want to be. I even signed a year-lease for my house. Not only do I dream of working with Silent Sleuth Services because of its highly recommended reputation, but it’s my only option. Your agency is the only one open to hiring Fantastics like me.” Finding an agency open to hiring a newbie was scarce enough without their prejudices as Mystery “purists.”

I hated revealing my hand like that, but hopefully he saw my royal flush and took a bet on me. Having studied Silent Sleuth Services before applying, I’d noticed another investigator from Fantasy in his ranks. Her listed years of experience meant she’d been hired under Baldi’s predecessor, Head Investigator Harry, but surely he’d recognize the benefits of my abilities. Right?

“Try me,” I said, hoping to sound more challenging than desperate. “Just one Case—any Case. I’ll solve it and prove myself.”

Head Investigator Baldi leaned back in his chair and eyed me as if I was a ten-thousand-piece puzzle that he wasn’t sure whether or not to open. Clasp-unclasp-clasp-unclasp.

He nodded thoughtfully. “When getting ready for these interviews, we set aside a few Cases to test our rookies. Listen, how about I give you a chance?” He leaned forward again to leaf through a small pile of folders on his desk. “How’djoo like to solve a Case reserved for a rookie?”

“Really?” I started to reach for the file, but he pulled it back.

“Did I say I was finished?”

“No, sir.”

“Right. Listen, kid, this is a Criminal Defense Investigation. The subject has his trial next Monday. One week from today. We’ve been hired by his lawyer, who wants admissible proof of his innocence. You know what that means, kid?”

“Audio recording, still photos, video, or confession,” I said.

“Not just that. The facts gotta be presented in a tight, well-written report if ya wanna provide a strong legal representation. Take note of every method and tool you use, and I ain’t talkin’ about sleepin’ pills. Can ya prove to me you didn’t just snooze your way through school? If ya can do that, kid, you’re in.”

“No problem,” I said, trying to feel as confident as I sounded.

“You really think you can solve this Case in seven days?”

“My future career is on the line,” I said. “You can bet on it.”

“One week. Good luck, kid.” He stood and handed me the file. We shook hands on the deal and to say goodbye.

My stomach was all sorts of jitters as I left the room. I’d be hired! I’d work in the most prestigious private investigations agency in all of Noir’s capital! I’d be the youngest and best investigator in town! All I needed to do was solve this Case in seven days.

My feet stopped cold. Seven days. Cases, Adventures, Romances, and other big events of Novel life usually occurred once—maybe twice—a year. Up to that point, I had maximized my opportunities by hunting for one Case every semester, finishing with my capstone only two weeks ago. How was I supposed to solve this Case in a week?

Passing the other interview contestants, I tried to hide my anxious mix of excitement and doubt. One week wasn’t much time at all. I looked beyond the contestants to the office rooms of official private investigators. Desks cluttered with newspaper clippings, notepads, and typewriters. Only one week, and I’d be working there with all the thrills and resources of an official PI.

Except…I wouldn’t have those resources for this Case. I frowned. Without access to the files, the badge of an official, and clearance, I was limited. It might have been impossible for any other rookie. Lucky for me, I had resources on the other side.


CHAPTER 2

The so-called ‘heroic’ detective oft resorts to resources of questionable nature. (Does that include you, Lemuel?)

- Lemuel Gulliver’s Travel Guide, Vol. 4: Mystery (with notes by Aeron)


Shigaqua was a lake port city on the south-eastern side of Mystery, stuck between historical and contemporary eras. On one hand, it had telephones, but on the other, all phones had spiral cords and rotary dials. We had handguns, but the mobsters had Tommy guns. At least my car was faster than theirs.

I drove home with the fastest car available with Noir’s technology: an LXK120 Panther. It was so named for its luxurious two seats of leather, dashboard Smith clocks, and six-cylinder engine that could go the outrageous speed of a hundred-twenty miles per hour. Even better, it reached sixty in ten seconds. I had the black roadster refitted with a convertible top to adjust for the Shigaqua rain and a dial radio for news reports and big band music. To complete my personalization, I had blue smoke painted where most sports cars painted flames.

If I was going to turn heads with my car and reputation, I might as well leave the right impression. I was smoke: half physical, half spirit, and impossible to pin down.

“Can you believe it?” I asked the empty seat beside me, assuming that one of my ghostly friends sat there. Probably Morse. He loved my car even more than I did. “I have my first official Case! Okay, it’s not official in the sense that I’m an official, but it was given to me by an official, and it’ll be the Case that makes me an official PI of Mystery! Finally! After all these years! Okay, yes, I’m only twenty, and most people are much older when they get to this stage, but—”


“Aeron,” a voice said so subtly that it was barely more than a thought in my mind. “Keep your eyes on the road, would you?” Yep, that was Morse.


“What? I can’t be excited? Can’t you be excited with me?”

Memories of lectures and lessons on driving defensively streamed through my mind.

“Oh, shush. You’re no fun.” I blasted my radio to drown his lectures, catching even more stares from pedestrians.

Most investigators tried to blend in and remain anonymous in the crowd for better sleuthing. With my reputation, I didn’t have that luxury. Wherever I went, people cranked their necks, pointed, and whispered. They saw me for my young age, foreign status, and quick accomplishments.

Funny enough, having a loud reputation actually made it easier to disguise myself as a quiet passerby. No one expected to find someone like me under a ratty coat, unkempt beard, and fake nose.

I daydreamed of my ideal future as a private investigator with my own office in the city, slapping cuffs around Sponsor’s wrists or another underworld headliner. I’d hire an innocently gorgeous secretary, and femme fatales would find their way to my office. They’d cry for help or kiss me until I agreed to take their Cases for a pittance. I enjoyed the thought of taking charity Cases between big jobs that would make front pages.

Until I was officially hired with an office or even a cubicle, that left me working from home. I drove to my rental house on 2210 Smoking Gun Lane in Shigaqua’s north-western suburb of Rose Plaines. It was the closest rambler house I could find for a decent price and didn’t have neighbors within spitting distance. The forty-minute commute was worth the privacy.

As a paranoid native of Horror, my mom stood against every part of my house, despite following her guidelines for no basements or attics and annual replacements of lights. Sure, my parents helped pay for my education, but my mom refused to pitch toward my bachelor pad. A second-floor apartment with several roommates would have been her preferred housing. As if I could convince anyone to board with me.

I quickly learned to live outside of dorms, apartments, condos, and even townhouses. Anyone who shared walls with my place of residence eventually asked me to be evicted. Roommates refused to share rooms with me. Those who tried, gave up within the first week then joined the crowds shouting, “Fantasy Freak.”


This wasn’t because I was a bad housekeeper or disruptive neighbor. I simply had a lot of dead visitors. Entering the spirit realm in my sleep turned my bedroom into a gathering place for ghosts. Naturally, that made it the number one most haunted room in whichever city I currently resided.



Neighbors gave my house a wide berth. Dog-walkers learned to stay away or suffer the consequences of mad barking, whining, or growling. Joggers crossed the street because the whispers began at the sidewalk. They were faint enough to brush away as “just the wind,” though audible enough to cause doubts. When going up my walkway, the whispers became defined enough as voices, though they were too hushed to discern words. Mail carriers and delivery drivers brave enough to reach my door often screamed away after hearing disembodied voices ask, “Who are you?” “What are you doing here?” or (my personal favorite) “Would you like some tea?”


Sadly, this scared a lot of people. They didn’t know what they were missing.

One positive was rarely worrying about housework because of the various influences of the spirits. Miss Fairlie, in particular, loved to garden and flourished my lawn with daisies. The front hedges changed shapes every few days. Morning glory climbed up the outside brick walls and through the window cracks until they framed around the inside ceilings. My living space was full of life despite the death that also resided inside.


When I approached, the voices were always different and generally spoke on the theme of “Welcome,” “We await you on the other side,” or again, “Would you like some tea?”



Tonight, as my car rumbled into my detached garage, a male voice whispered, “We have been expecting you,” and my house lights flickered on. Greetings from the old man in the corner. He loved to be the first one to welcome me. One of these days, I’d convince him to tell me his real name.


My car’s dashboard registered the change of outside temperature from the driveway as Shigaqua’s early summer nights boasted seventy-degrees. My new house had a thermometer… somewhere. Not that it mattered. The temperature dropped to my favorite familiar chill and humidity as I walked the twenty steps from my garage to my side entrance.

A paper flier wafted across my driveway. I dashed over to jump on it before the wind carried the litter away. Picking it up, I found an invitation to a neighborhood barbeque. For today. Checking my pocket-watch confirmed the event was already over.

Go figure. They “forgot” to invite me again because they were either too afraid to approach my haunted house or to call up the “not white” “Fantasy freak.” I preferred the politically correct term for Fantasy natives as “Fantastics.”

They could have asked the neighborhood teenagers. They loved daring each other to knock on my door.

Whatever. I didn’t need living friends.

I tossed the paper into my outside trash bin and stepped inside.

I dropped my keys into a hollowed book safe and gave a longing look at the tan trench coat on the wall hanger. My little sister had given it to me as a graduation gift. One day soon, I hoped to wear it without feeling like an imposter.

Turning away, I was greeted with a scene that would have scared any normal person out of their wits. The curtains waved before closed windows, an empty rocking chair rolled back and forth, papers fluttered on my desk, the floorboards groaned with footprints in the dust, walls moaned, and the whispers of unembodied voices washed over one another. Faint images of people waved between reflections from my windows and mirrors. The morning glory and ivy climbed an extra inch up the walls. My little house was crowded with the dead. Just how I liked it.

I specifically chose a house with an open layout and a bathroom in the middle. Then, I had removed all doors except the one into that center bathroom. Doors and walls meant nothing to ghosts, but that bathroom was off limits. A guy needed some privacy after all.

I waved to my unseen occupants and went directly to my refrigerator. Supernaturals, I was hungry. I’d been too nervous before my interview to eat dinner. With that over, I was famished.

My refrigerator consisted of the bare minimum basic food groups, a leftover Fantasy take-out meal, and a pitcher for filtered water. Mystery had some weird chemicals in its tap water. My freezer was stocked full of quick meals that required little to no cooking skills. I grabbed an apple and energy bar with unknown ingredients, then warmed a kettle for an unmarked packet of random tea flavors. Typical of Mystery.

I dearly missed the luxury and variety of foods from Fantasy but had to admit these city foods were mighty convenient. I took my little energy bar, cup of tea (apparently, it was cinnamon), and an apple to my desk, then set out the Case from Baldi.

Time to study.

I did a quick scan over the information, then did a second more-careful read through. The criminal defense investigation was labeled as the Quigley Case. Mr. William Quigley (a B-list actor) was accused of murdering his fifteen-year-old son, Richard Quigley, after dropping him off at the Regal Theater for his son’s play rehearsal. The police did their jobs, pinning the father with witnesses of an argument between the victim and accused only moments before the death. But there weren’t any visual witnesses when the boy had been pushed off the fifteen-foot catwalk and fell on his head. The murderer had escaped down the other end of the catwalk before anyone could spot them.

Though the file was fat with suspects, the notes and documents went from one dead end to the next. Mr. Quigley’s excuse for an alibi stated that he “drove home alone” directly after their argument and before the fatal accident. Not good enough. Especially when a button from Mr. Quigley’s jacket was found under the body, indicating an alleged struggle as Richard tore the button free, then dropped it as he thrashed helplessly toward the stage. William Quigley had motive, means, and opportunity.

The timing of the Case confused me until I finished my initial read. Mr. Baldi had said the Case had been reserved for a rookie, though the incident in question had occurred nearly five months ago. Mr. Quigley was arrested and charged on the third day after his son’s death. His wife must have believed in Mr. Quigley’s innocence enough to push her lawyer into hiring Silent Sleuth Services to take a second look into the Case. Of course, the Quigleys and their lawyer wanted the investigators to find evidence to confirm his innocence, but that was the joy of being a third-party investigator. It was simply my job to find evidence—whether it freed or condemned the client—then let the attorney decide what to do with it.

By the looks of the extensive work on the Case and names on the reports, Silent Sleuth Services had already run the Case through three different investigators. The second set of investigators had declared it a waste of time, then the Case had been “reserved” on Baldi’s desk as the third set was reassigned to a “more pertinent Case.”

My anxiety-fueled adrenaline ended with a gradual, yet undeniable crash. My eyes drooped and head bobbed as I read and re-read the reports without comprehension.

I didn’t want to fall asleep at my desk…again. With my last bit of energy, I wandered to my bathroom to prepare for bed.

Teeth brushed and dressed in long pajamas, I placed a notepad and pen on my nightstand, then climbed under the covers. The sheets were stiff and smelled a little too much like my sweat, but it was too late for laundry. The most annoying part about having the most haunted bachelor home was that I had to do all the cleaning myself.

Whatever. I had work to do, and that meant I needed to sleep. Punching my pillow into shape, I focused on relaxing my muscles and breathing slowly.

Two hours after falling asleep, I drifted from my body to float in the air. I was translucent and incorporeal, without gravity. As a spirit, I could glide through walls and objects of the mortal realm. Other spirits could create a sense of touch, though we always blew through each other with only a cold tingling or the mere memory of touch. That was the most frustrating part about being a spirit. I couldn’t hug my best friends.

Speaking of which, some of the world’s most renowned detectives floated at the foot of my bed.

“Ah, welcome back, Haunted Fromm,” Sherlock Holmes said. I winced as he used my Fantasy names, but there were no secrets from the dead. “Might I suggest that you endeavor to rid yourself of your fidgeting? Your nervous habits reveal too much about your past and indicate an unstable mind. This trait is particularly detrimental in the field you aspire to enter.”

“Come on, I didn’t butcher it,” I said. “I got the job! No celebration?”

Auguste Dupin said, “I must remind you that you have not yet been engaged for the task. Did your mother not popularize the phrase, ‘Don’t celebrate too early?’”

I shrugged. “Meh, he gave me a Case. The only thing I’m missing is a tax ID.”

“And a badge,” Hercule Poirot said.

“And the law enforcement resources,” Detective Inspector Lestrade added.

“Details,” I said with another shrug. “I have you guys! You all solved Cases without an agency and population censuses. So can I.” I hoped to appear more confident than I felt. Sure, there was always somebody somewhere who had the answers I needed, but it usually required some research with the university resources to determine which spirit to look up.

“We had little concerning agencies,” Holmes said, “but we had partners and connections.”

I gestured my arms wide to them. “And what are you guys? Are you not my connections?”

Dupin sighed. “Fromm, it is imperative that you establish connections with the living.”

“I suggest you begin with the vagrants,” Holmes said.

“No, mate,” Lestrade said firmly. “Start with your colleagues. It’s the groundwork for any smooth investigation. Make new mates wherever you can and build trust with them.”

“The vagrants,” Holmes affirmed. “I rely on them to provide me with pertinent information, and in turn, they rely on me to compensate them for their efforts.”

“May I suggest that you undertake a voyage?” Poirot said. “Not only is it enlightening and entertaining, but it affords you the opportunity to expand your sphere of influence and network across the globe.”

I raised an eyebrow at him. “These are my travels. I’m not a native to Mystery.” As such, Lemuel Gulliver (Fantasy’s “God of Travels”) had me strenuously memorize his traveling tips while sleeping to create a small book before I left Fantasy.

Poirot frowned. “Alors, where are all your nouveaux amis and connaissances?”

Without an answer, my hand instinctively went to fidget with my bracelet.

“Ah!” Holmes pointed. “No more fidgeting!”

“You guys are relentless. I bet Watson would be happy for me.”

Unfortunately for me, Watson had married and had kids. While Sherlock’s spirit was linked to the city of Shigaqua, Watson had linked to his descendants to fawn over and supervise in death.

They could move on to the Unknown Beyond any time they wanted, but some spirits chose to linger by linking themselves to certain people, places, or even things. Fantasy spirits were particularly fond of linking themselves to ideas, becoming gods of love, conquest, or the smell of berry pies. Poirot had linked to the idea of curiosity. He once described his link as a pull toward people who desired to learn and experience new things. As such, he often spent his time on the city’s university campus, but made time for my nightly reports.

They often chose their links based on their supernatural gifts. While some spirits could travel with a blink like Poirot or Gulliver, to process information at lightning speeds like Lestrade, or even to appear to the living as a disguised helper like Sherlock, my gift was simply to return to the living every morning. Not that I was complaining.

My spiritual teachers were impossible to please, but I still considered them my friends.

“Alright,” I said with an unnecessary exhale. “Let’s see what we have to work with.”

Lestrade waved his hand, and a small gust of air blew the file of papers on my desk. The file was fat with suspects between the victim’s family and “friends” which included the playhouse’s entire cast and crew. I began to read through them one by one while Lestrade directed me to specific pieces of interest. I didn’t bother memorizing the exact wording as I did when studying for tests, but carefully reading over the information several times usually helped me to remember the concepts after waking. I made mental notes on each suspect regarding the three keys to solving any murder: motive, means, and opportunity.

Since it occurred during a dress rehearsal, the entire cast and crew had been present. Several of the actresses had firm alibis in the dressing room. I’d suspect a pact-killing except two boys confessed to spying on the girls through a hole in the second dressing room, verifying all dressing room alibis.

Director Stephens’ alibi was that he was alone in the lobby bathroom, but the security cameras caught him walking through the lobby before they became static. They returned after fifty-eight seconds, catching the director running from the bathrooms to the scene of the crime—supposedly in response to the cries.

Crew members Bernard, Cathleen, and Mose were the first on the scene. They’d been in the workshop when the victim and accused entered with their argument. The three crew members expressed the awkwardness of overhearing the fight and hid behind a stage wall in the workshop. They hadn’t seen William leave, and they heard Richard argue with someone up to the catwalk.

Richard’s mom was also suspicious. Barbara Quigley normally dropped off her son at the playhouse, but that day she’d been called into work. Her alibi was too convenient. Plus, she believed in her husband’s innocence enough to push their lawyer to hire an investigator. Maybe I was reading too much into it, but sometimes the party most convinced of the accused’s innocence was the guilty party.
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