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      My name is Gus Collier and I’m a homicide detective for the Portland Police Department. Portland, Oregon, that is. My city. My beat.

      My partner, Jack Barnes, is a solid detective, though you might not guess it to look at him. His graying hair is thinning, his cheeks are constantly stubbled and a little on the flabby side, and he’s got a definite spare tire around his middle, but if you look closely into his gray-blue eyes, you’ll see a keen intellect staring back… and taking your measure.

      Jack is my official partner. The one Commander Abrams assigned to work with me. If you see me working a case, Jack will be by my side, but we won’t be alone. Jack will never acknowledge her (because he has no idea she exists), but Sarah, my other partner, my ghostly partner, will be on the case too.

      Sarah has been with me for a few months now— ever since I investigated her death at the summer solstice. When her case was solved and her murderer locked away for the rest of his natural life, I expected Sarah to leave. To move on. To go into the light. But she didn’t. We’d developed a kind of working relationship, a bond of sorts, and she chose to stay on this plane to help me solve other murders.

      So how is it that I can see and communicate with Sarah when no one else can?

      Well, that’s where it gets interesting.

      You see, our desire to solve murders isn’t our only bond. Sarah and I are both seventh-sevenths. I’m the seventh son of a seventh son, and while I always thought the legends were a bunch of hooey, I discovered I was wrong. Dead wrong, as it turns out. My abilities awoke on the summer solstice as I knelt over Sarah’s dead body. That’s when the impossible happened. Sarah opened her eyes, grabbed my wrist, and ordered me to find her killer.

      To top it all off, it was my twenty-eighth birthday. Seven quadrupled.

      I’ve got to say, I’ve had better presents than a corpse ordering me around.

      So that explains me: seventh son of a seventh son. But what about Sarah? I mean, she’s female, right?

      Turns out, gender has nothing to do with it, but we’re a patriarchal society and have been for thousands of years, so sons are the expected heroes. But the patriarchy is wrong. The definition should be: seventh offspring of a seventh offspring.

      Whatever.

      I’m not out to change the world’s understanding of the supernatural. I’m just here to solve crimes… specifically, murders.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Portland’s not exactly a hotbed of crime, but it’s not always peaceful either. Sometimes the murders assigned to me and Jack are all too familiar patterns of life in a sizable city: drive-by shootings; bar fights gone wrong; domestic violence taken to the extreme. But today was going to be one of the unusual ones.

      Not even zero-eight hundred and we’d already been notified that a prominent businessman had been gunned down in his own home. The maid found the body when she arrived for work and let herself in to his upscale home in the West Hills.

      Jack parked our department issued dark blue sedan across the street from the crime scene, a beautiful specimen of a Tudor home, complete with steeply pitched gable roof and decorative half-timbering. I said as much to Jack as we studied the property, noting the lush gardens and sweeping views of the city and nearby hills.

      He quirked an eyebrow at me. “You been studying architecture in your spare time?”

      “Hey! I went to college,” I said, stung. “And unlike you, I even remember a few things.”

      He grunted and headed for the nearest uniformed officer.

      Sarah snickered softly. I’m impressed.

      I managed not to jump when her voice whispered through my mind.

      Barely.

      I’d expected her to join us, but when she pops up out of thin air like that… well it still gives me an adrenaline rush that makes my heart hammer like a drummer in a rock band.

      The uniforms had already cordoned off the area around the home with yellow crime scene tape, but even though the work day had begun and the neighbors could be expected to be at their offices in the city, they weren’t. Curious onlookers craned their necks from driveways and porches all up and down the street. Experience told me that law-abiding citizens got a vicarious thrill out of being near the scene of a crime. Especially when one of their neighbors had been murdered in his own home. They might profess horror that someone they knew, or at least recognized as living in the area, had been killed, but deep down the experience excited them… a momentary shiver of fear, a brief brush with the seamier side of life.

      Jack figured it was a result of too many cop shows on television. Everyone thought they understood police procedure… and knew how to do our jobs better than we did.

      I thought their fascination with death was part of human nature. That it had existed long before the advent of TV crime shows, which were probably a symptom of the disease rather than its cause.

      Whatever.

      The neighbors were there, and we ignored them as we crossed the driveway and ducked under the crime scene tape. Occasionally the perpetrator would join the looky loos, curious about how his work was perceived, but not often. A quick glance confirmed that one of the uniforms was scanning the curious neighbors with a cell phone camera. Just in case.

      Jack took the lead, and we flashed our badges as we approached the uniform we’d been told was first on the scene. The man stood about six feet away from the home’s entrance, blocking the path to the front door.

      “I’m Detective Jack Barnes and this is my partner, Detective Gus Collier,” Jack said, pulling a small spiral-bound notebook from his pocket and clicking his pen open. Glancing at the man’s name badge, he continued, “What can you tell us, Officer Abernathy?”

      The uniform nodded. He stood at ease, relaxed but ready, feet solidly planted, thumbs hooked in his belt. “Dispatch called with the nine-one-one report at zero-seven-fifteen. My partner and I responded, arriving at zero-seven-twenty-two.” He nodded toward the house. “The housekeeper was waiting on the front steps. Said she didn’t want to be alone with the body. My partner and I cleared the house while she waited outside. Back-up arrived while we were taking her statement.”

      I nodded, glancing past him to the empty steps. “Where is she now?”

      Abernathy hooked a thumb at the front door. “She’s in the kitchen with my partner. The vic is in what looks like a home office. Want me to walk you through?”

      Jack signaled one of the other uniforms to join us. A petite, dark-haired woman strode to Jack’s side. He glanced at her name badge and said, “Officer Herrera, Abernathy here is going to walk us through the scene. Take over his station for him.”
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