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      Once the bastard was incarcerated, I’d never expected to see Jason Morgan again. But here I sat in a bland interview room in the high security ward of the forensic unit of the Oregon State Hospital, waiting for an orderly to bring in the maniac who had killed Sarah Allen and tried to do the same to me.

      What a great way to spend a beautiful late October Saturday.

      Designed to avoid triggering mental aberrations in patients who were also inmates, the room was more comfortable than a prison interview room, but far more sterile than OSH spaces beyond the forensic unit. No cheery paint jobs on the walls or brightly colored murals for this room. Nope, my navy blue sport coat was the most colorful item to be seen. White walls and ceiling, beige linoleum floor, a light tan overstuffed sofa and matching chair that had seen too many decades of use, and a slowly spinning ceiling fan whose white pine paddles circulated stale air. The best I could say about the room was that as soon as the interview was over, I’d get to leave it behind.

      Why are you here, Gus? The question was a good one, and I’d asked myself the same thing several times as I drove south on I-5 from Portland to Salem, Oregon. But this time, I wasn’t the one asking.

      “You know why, Sarah,” I said to the ghost of the woman Morgan had killed in cold blood. “He said he had information that would save lives.”

      Right, she said with a cute little snort. Though how she could snort—or talk for that matter—without physical lungs to produce breath, I’ll never understand. He’s suddenly concerned with saving lives. Too bad he couldn’t have developed that concern a little earlier, like before he killed me and tried to murder you.

      Sarah appeared to perch on the edge of the tired couch. She’d been a pretty young woman, a doctor finishing up her residency at Sisters of Mercy Hospital, before Morgan had blown a hole through her skull in an alley at midnight on the cusp of the summer solstice. Now she was an attractive ghost, manifesting in pale blue scrubs and soft-soled white shoes, with her long blonde hair pulled back in a pony tail.

      I’m sorry I never got to meet Sarah while she lived. We had a lot in common, which is why she was able to speak to me when I was called to the scene of her murder in my official capacity as homicide detective, and ultimately why she was still with me even after we arrested Jason Morgan and solved her murder.

      You see, Sarah and I were both seventh-sevenths. That little accident of birth is what got her killed and provided me with psychic abilities.
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      The solid core door opened and Jason Morgan shuffled into the room followed by a burly orderly. Once this man had been meticulously groomed, a distinguished university professor with gleaming silver hair and a firm jaw. Now his hair was unkempt, his jaw stubbled and unshaven, but the most noticeable change was his eyes. Once they’d been clear and intelligent, now they held a wild expression as his gaze flitted around the room and came to rest on Sarah. He licked his lips and stared at her, clearly terrified.

      “Over there, Morgan,” the orderly said, pointing to the couch. Right where Sarah appeared to sit.

      Morgan balked, his eyes widening. The orderly gave him a nudge in the direction of the couch. Morgan stood his ground.

      I raised an eyebrow at Sarah. She grimaced, but moved to stand behind my chair. Morgan followed her with his eyes, but he shuffled to the seat she’d vacated.

      Once he was seated, the guard pulled a metal ring from beneath the cushion and threaded handcuffs through it before locking them onto Morgan’s wrists. When the inmate was secure, the orderly turned to me.

      “That ring is welded to the steel frame of the couch. He’s not going anywhere unless he drags that thing with him.” He paused, glanced at Morgan, and continued, “Are you okay, or do you want me to stay in the room?”

      “I’m fine,” I said. “I’d prefer to speak privately if the rules permit.”

      He nodded. “I’ll be right outside the door.” He pointed to a small white button on the wall to my right. “That’s a panic button. Hit it if he gives you any trouble.”

      I glanced at Morgan who was still staring at Sarah. “Thanks, but I doubt I’ll need it.”

      The orderly turned and left the room. As far as he was concerned, I was now alone with Jason Morgan, a convicted murderer.

      Morgan been tried and found guilty except for insanity and sentenced to life in prison. The except for insanity clause meant he would serve out his sentence in the state hospital instead of the prison. Some people thought his claims of being haunted had been a fake in order to mitigate his sentence, but I knew better. He saw Sarah as clearly as I did, and she took a perverse pleasure in visiting him. She never spoke to him, simply manifested in whatever room he currently occupied and made sure he could see her.

      If he wasn’t insane when he killed her, she intended to make sure he ended up that way.

      “Okay, Morgan,” I said. “I’m here. What did you want to tell me?”

      His gaze flicked from Sarah to me and back again. “Why did you bring her?”

      “Who?” I asked. I liked to support Sarah’s work whenever possible.

      He turned his attention to me and glared. “Don’t play games, Detective Collier. I know you can see her. Remember, I know what you are.”

      “I remember,” I said, my words seething with repressed anger. “You tried to kill me because of it.”

      He nodded, his gaze drifting back to Sarah. “If I’d succeeded, I wouldn’t be here. My knowledge and ability would’ve made me unstoppable.”

      “So you’ve told me. Fortunately, I’m still alive and you’re locked up for life. Now, what was so important that I had to drive to Salem to see you?”

      “The power I gained from Sarah’s untimely demise…”

      You mean from my murder, you immoral bastard!

      “Semantics,” he said and waved her away as though she were an annoying fly. “As you well know, now that your abilities have manifested, the seventh child of a seventh child has particular paranormal powers. Some are gifted healers,” he nodded toward Sarah, “some are guard dogs,” he glanced at me, “and some are attuned to alternate realities.”

      I glanced at Sarah in surprise. Her puzzled expression told me she’d never heard of that last one either.

      “Even before they come into their particular talents, seventh-sevenths are drawn to fields of study that will compliment their abilities. Sarah was drawn to medicine and excelled in her studies. You were drawn to law enforcement, though many with your affinity turn to the military. The others are often drawn to the theoretical sciences or higher mathematics.”

      “You’re lecturing, Dr. Morgan,” I said, hoping to pull him out of academic mode. “What’s your point?”

      He scowled at me. He’d clearly been enjoying his momentary reversion to professorial posture. “My point,” he said, his voice dripping sarcasm, “is that since I wasn’t born to seventh-seventh power, but came by it through what might be termed blood magic, I am attuned to a rather different set of parameters than you may be aware of without someone like me pointing them out.”

      Sarah snarled from behind my shoulder. I didn’t look at her. I knew how his clinical description of her murder and the usurpation of her power was angering her.

      “So, what you’re telling me is that when you murdered Sarah for her power, you got more than you bargained for.”

      He nodded, his gaze flicking around the room. “Because I killed for my power, I see and hear things.” He paused and licked his lips, “Evil things.” He turned his gaze on Sarah. “Things indescribably more evil than I ever could’ve imagined.

      “I know you think you’re scaring me when you show up in my room and just watch me, but you’re actually a comfort. I know who and what you are. I know that you’re incapable of physically harming me. Not because you’re a ghost,” he said, his gaze still firmly set on Sarah, “but because of the kind of person you were.” He stopped, his gaze traveling to all corners of the room as if to assure himself that we were truly alone. “These other beings,” he shuddered, “once they tire of toying with me, they will devour me … and the meager power I stole from Sarah won’t be sufficient to protect me.”

      I frowned, but held my silence.

      “That’s why I called you here. If I tell you about what I’ve heard, what I know will happen at Samhain, will you protect me?”

      I stared at him. I had no idea what he was talking about. I’d never heard of sow-in and I had no clue how he expected me to protect him.

      Sarah spoke up before I could reveal my total ignorance.

      I know about the thresholds thinning at Samhain, Morgan. We don’t need you to explain that. She moved to my side and glanced at my puzzled expression. Halloween, Gus. Samhain is the old Celtic term for Halloween.

      “Oh,” I said. “Got it. Thresholds thin at Halloween.” I frowned. “What thresholds?”

      Sarah rolled her eyes. Between the worlds, Gus. The threshold between the living and the dead thins at Halloween. It’s why there are so many stories of haunted houses and witches and ghosts. The threshold thins and things can cross over … and even normal people can sometimes see them.

      “Correct,” said Morgan. “Only this year, the barrier will be unusually thin in one particular place because of an unique astral alignment … and that place is in the Columbia Gorge. Close enough to Portland to make it your concern. There are plans for an actual invasion. Think zombie apocalypse. Think the end of civilization as we know it.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding,” I said, glaring at Morgan. “You call me to say you have information that can save lives, talk me into driving all the way down here from Portland and then waste my time with ghost stories? What do you think I am, five?”

      Morgan’s expression turned icy. “What I think you are is a guardian seventh-seventh whose partner is a ghost.”

      Sarah glided in front of me and caught my gaze. I hate to say this, but he’s right. She turned to glare at him, then gazed into my eyes. If he’s telling the truth, you’re the only person who can prevent a disaster.

      I looked from one to the other in dismay. Sarah, the ghost I’d come to rely on, and her murderer in firm agreement. Talk about scary.

      “Fine,” I said. “I’m listening. What do you know and what do you want?”

      He nodded and leaned forward as far as his restraints would allow. “Second part first. I want you to contact a practicing witch I know and ask her to come and set wards on this unit. I need protection from the wights. They don’t need thin thresholds to reach me. I opened myself up to them by using blood magic.”

      I inclined my head slightly. “If your information checks out, I’ll make that call.”

      His eyes widened and the terrified look returned. “What do you mean, ‘if my information checks out’? How do you plan to check it?”

      I can make some inquiries, Sarah said. My sources are, uhm, otherworldly.

      Relief flashed across his face. “Fine. I can accept that.”

      “Great,” I said. “If your information checks out with Sarah’s sources, I’ll contact your friend. But that’s all. I’m not guaranteeing your friend’s willingness to help. So, what have you got?”

      Morgan licked his lips again, they were seriously chapped from this nervous habit, and scanned the corners another time. He leaned forward and whispered conspiratorially. “You know where I-205 passes over Government Island?”

      I nodded and Sarah frowned.

      “There’s a good-sized lake east of the bridge, in the center of the island where the public isn’t allowed. There’s also a much smaller pond west of the lake. About half-way between the two is a magical hotspot where two ley lines cross, you’ll be able to feel it when you get close, though normal people wouldn’t notice anything except maybe a slight sense of unease. That’s where the crossing will take place. Right at …”

      His words died and he sat bolt upright, eyes wide.

      Sarah shot to his side, but I froze, too astounded to move. A gaseous green fog enveloped Morgan. Slightly more defined tendrils wrapped around his throat; he clawed at them with desperate hands. His eyes bulged and his mouth worked, but emitted no sound.

      Gus, Sarah screamed. Do something!

      I snapped out of my astounded daze, hit the panic button, and leapt to Morgan’s side. I couldn’t touch the wispy tendrils. Morgan’s hands were all I could connect with, and they weren’t the problem. Whatever the green gas was, it was choking the life out of the man and I couldn’t do a damn thing about it.

      The door slammed open and the orderly ran in, Taser drawn. He skidded to a halt when he saw me apparently choking the prisoner.

      “He’s choking,” I yelled. “Do something.” I knew he’d be no more effective than I’d been, but I needed to position myself as a good guy.

      “Step away, Detective Collier,” he ordered before mumbling a code into a hand-held radio. “I’ll take it from here.”

      I stepped back, hands raised. Sarah floated over to stand beside me. We watched helplessly as something neither of us could name drained the life out of Jason Morgan.

      He’d been right to be afraid, but of what?
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