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      On the day my old life died, the air smelled of springtime—budding trees and just-born flowers, fresh grass and hope. I should have known right then that something was coming.

      I’ve always been psychic. I’ve never once been happy about it. In fact, I did everything I could to drown that gift, my curse, in the realities of a normal life.

      But normal went out the open doorway that morning in early May, and I never got it back again. I’m not sure I ever really had it in the first place.

      I went to work as always. I’m the first-shift bartender at Murphy’s, a cop bar on the east side of Milwaukee. Twenty-five and still a bartender. I’d be more concerned about my career arc if I hadn’t already tried being a cop—and failed.

      Cops and psychics don’t mix. Go figure.

      Not that I’d ever broadcast what I could do. I wasn’t a complete moron. However, sometimes those flashes were impossible to hide. Sometimes hiding what I knew would have been more criminal than what I’d seen in the first place.

      Of course I’d tried to downplay it; I’d tried to invent excuses for the information that came to me in a way I couldn’t explain. But what excuse is there for something like that? I was never able to come up with one that made any sense.

      The cops I worked with didn’t trust me because they didn’t understand me. They avoided me as much as they could, unless they needed my help. When they asked, I had little choice but to answer, if there was any answer to be had. Eventually my too accurate hunches had led to a disaster, and I’d had no choice but to leave the force.

      Thank God for Megan Murphy. Without her, I don’t know what I would have done.

      Luckily Megan had been in my situation before—without income, alone in the world, and desperate. Just because I was the reason she was a widow didn’t mean she wasn’t going to help me.

      A lot of cops become private detectives when they leave the force. I had the training; I even had a gun. All I would have had to do was get my license and hang up a sign.

      ELIZABETH PHOENIX —DICK FOR HIRE.

      Can you imagine the business I’d get just from the walk-ins?

      In the end, I’d taken the job at Murphy’s. I figured I owed Megan, and at the time I’d wanted nothing more than to be flogged daily for what I’d done. Becoming a bartender in a cop bar after getting my partner killed was a good place for that.

      That morning I had customers pounding on the door before eleven a.m. There’s a reason beer made Milwaukee famous. When the sun shines and the temperatures climb above freezing, people in my hometown make a beeline for the Miller Lite.

      I propped the front door wide open, all the windows, too, and watched the just-sprouted tree limbs waver, sending dappled shadows dancing across a sidewalk the shade of storm clouds. The spring wind stirred my hair, and goose bumps sprang up all over my body despite the uncommon heat of the day. I was possessed with a sudden and undeniable urge to⁠—

      “Leave.”

      The five off-duty cops at the bar glanced up from their beers and sandwiches. They looked at each other, then back at me.

      “Not you,” I said.

      They returned to their meals, but not without a few eye rolls and one derisive snort.

      Why on earth had I said that out loud? No matter how hard I tried to be normal, the truth remained—I wasn’t.

      The lunch help hadn’t arrived yet, but that didn’t matter. Everyone at Murphy’s was a regular. Often, when Megan had a problem late at night with one of her kids, she’d toss the keys to the top cop in the place and go about her business.

      “Kenny.” The man looked up from his Reuben with a scowl. I was already headed around the end of the bar. “Got an emergency. I’ll be back as soon as I can. The lunch shift will be here in ten.”

      Kenny’s scowl of annoyance became a frown of confusion. “What emergency? You didn’t even get a call.”

      What else is new? I thought.

      I did use my cell phone once I got into the car, but Ruthie didn’t answer, which wasn’t surprising. Sometimes I wondered how she juggled all the responsibilities in her life without two extra sets of hands.

      Ruthie was an ancient black woman who ran a group home on the south side of Milwaukee amid an explosion of ranch houses built in the 1950s. Nice yards. Good schools. A lot of last names that ended in ski.

      Back in the old days, Ruthie had been the only African-American within thirty miles. She hadn’t cared. Amazingly, no one else had either. Ruthie was like that. People who would have walked across the street to avoid a . . . well, let’s not say the word, took to Ruthie like a long-lost auntie.

      Nowadays a few more colors had popped up amid the Caucasians, though the majority of the names still ended in ski.

      Twenty minutes later, I parked at the curb and contemplated the only two-story house on the block. Things appeared quiet. Why wouldn’t they? At this time of day, the kids were in school. Ruthie might not even be here. However, I’d learned over the years that whenever I felt the urge to see Ruthie there was always a damn good reason.

      I got out of the car and headed up the walk.

      Ruthie was a no-nonsense throwback to a time when parents ruled with love and an iron fist. Once Ruthie took you in, she never gave you up. She understood that part of the problem for throwaway kids was the being thrown away. She was the only mother I’d ever known—or perhaps the only one I allowed myself to remember.

      I reached the porch before I saw it—that tiny sliver of shadow creeping onto the cement through the half-open door. My hand automatically went to my hip, but my gun hadn’t been there in months. I missed it then more than I ever had before.

      Though I knew better, I pushed open the door and began to call her name. “Ruth⁠—”

      The scent and sight of blood caused the word to stick in my throat.

      I found her in the kitchen, lying in a puddle of sunshine and blood. She’d always loved the sun, really hated blood.

      I dropped to my knees. I wanted to check for a pulse but her throat... She didn’t have much of one left.

      “Lizbeth.” Her eyes opened. “I knew you’d come.”

      “Don’t try to talk.”

      How could she talk?

      “I’ll call⁠—”

      “No.” She closed her eyes, and for an instant I thought she was gone. What would I do if I lost her? She was the only person who truly loved me on this earth.

      “Ruthie!”

      “Shh.” She patted my knee, leaving a bloody splotch. Strange, but her hand looked as if it had been bitten, mangled. For that matter, so did her⁠—

      “I’ve been waitin’ for you to come around, but you haven’t.”

      I’d been working a lot of hours. What else did I have to do? Except visit the woman who’d taken me in off the streets.

      “I’ll come more often. I promise.”

      Her gaze suddenly bored into mine. “When I’m gone, it’s up to you.”

      “Ruthie, don’t⁠—”

      “The final battle,” she managed, though her voice was fading, “begins now.”

      She grabbed my hand in a surprisingly strong grip for a dying old lady, then my skull erupted in agony and everything went black.
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      When I awoke from the coma more had changed than the weather. I distinctly recalled going to Ruthie’s house on a clear, spring day.

      Post-coma, the windows of the hospital room revealed swirling snow. I experienced a moment of panic, thinking I’d lost nearly a year, then remembered where I lived. In southern Wisconsin, April sunshine sometimes brought May blizzards.

      A movement in the room caused me to turn my head. Was someone there? Just out of sight in the⁠—

      A blinding flash of pain made me close my eyes, and what I saw when I did made me open them again.

      “Whoa. That’s new.”

      Sure, I was psychic, but I’d never had a vision. If that’s what the horrific scene I’d just flashed on had been.

      No. Couldn’t be. I’d seen monsters. Tooth and claw, lots of blood and death—and I’d seen them at Ruthie’s place.

      That hadn’t happened, couldn’t happen except in a⁠—

      “Nightmare,” I mumbled, my tongue dry and thick. Who knew what meds they’d been giving me. There was no such thing as monsters—unless you counted those who preyed on the weak and the innocent, which, of course, I did.

      I tried to recall what had happened when I’d gone through that open door, seen the blood, started screaming Ruthie’s name. But I couldn’t remember, and trying only exhausted me so much I slipped back into the soft, dark place where safety beckoned.

      Funny, I hadn’t needed a safe place since before I’d come to Ruthie’s.

      When I awoke again, Laurel and Hardy had drawn two chairs next to my bedside.

      Their names were really Hammond and Landsdown, but one was tall and thin, kind of dopey-looking, the other was shorter, fatter, even dopier. They were homicide detectives and about three thousand times smarter than they appeared.

      “What do you want?” I reached for the bed controls to raise my head and shoulders. If there were anything seriously wrong with me, the doctors wouldn’t have let these guys darken my door.

      As soon as I was upright, my mind flashed on what had happened to put me here. Suddenly I remembered everything, or almost everything.

      “Who hit me?” I demanded.

      Hammond’s eyes widened. “Hit you? When?”

      “I went to Ruthie’s. The door was open—” Very un-Ruthie-like, as was the blood all over the walls.

      The significance of these two being homicide detectives reached me at last. So I wasn’t firing on all cylinders; I blame the coma.

      “She’s dead, isn’t she?”

      “Yes,” Landsdown said simply.

      I wanted to cry, but I wasn’t sure how. People like me have the crying beat out of them pretty early.

      They waited a respectable amount of time for me to shed a tear, and when I didn’t, they moved on.

      “What did you see?” Hammond asked.

      I took a deep breath, closed my eyes, and experienced again the flashes of tooth and claw, the strange, nightmarish beings that couldn’t be real. What had they been putting in my IV?

      I shook my head, opened my eyes and met Hammond’s steady gaze. “Ruthie on the kitchen floor. I went to her.”

      “Was she alive?” Landsdown prompted.

      They seemed to follow the tag-team method of questioning—first one, then the other, no good cop/bad cop for these guys. They were almost interchangeable.

      “Yes.”

      “Did she speak?” That was Hammond.

      “She said ‘I knew you’d come.’ ”

      “Why would she know that?”

      Why had she? I’d gone there on a whim, beset with an irresistible urge to see her.

      “I have no idea.” I frowned. “What about the kids?”

      Ruthie’s was always filled to capacity, which meant there were up to eight children living in that house along with her. I hoped to God none of them had come home and found us.

      “They’re fine,” Landsdown assured me. “All at school. Didn’t see a thing.”

      “Good.” I let out the breath I was holding. “Where are they now?”

      “Back in the system.”

      I winced, but there wasn’t anything I could do about it. Even if I were capable of mothering eight problem kids, the state would never let me.

      “You think someone hit you?” Hammond asked.

      “Someone did. Ruthie grabbed my hand and then . . . wham! Next thing I knew I woke up here.”

      The two of them exchanged glances.

      “What?”

      Landsdown nodded and Hammond spoke. “According to the doctor there wasn’t a mark on you. No head trauma. No gunshot or knife wound. No drugs in your system.”

      “But—” I lifted my hand, trailing tubes and sensors. I didn’t feel any bumps. “How long have I been out?”

      “Four days.”

      I glanced at the window where snow still swirled. I’d been right about the weather. Still springtime in Wisconsin. Gotta love it.

      “Someone hit me,” I insisted.

      “Maybe you fainted.”

      I glared at Landsdown. I did not faint at the sight of blood like a swooning maiden.

      “If no one conked me on the head,” I pointed out, “then why was I in a coma for four days?”

      Hammond shrugged. “No one knows.”

      The two detectives shifted in their chairs, then twitched their necks as if their ties were too tight. Considering that the offending pieces of clothing appeared to have been loosened hours ago, perhaps when they’d slept in those suits, I didn’t need a psychic flash to understand they wanted to ask me something, and then again, they didn’t.

      “We need a favor.” Hammond actually tried to smile. He must have needed a favor bad.

      Without even a do you mind? Hammond tossed something at me, and I caught it. The instant I did, I whispered, “Jimmy.”

      “Jesus,” Landsdown muttered. “How do you do that?”

      I wish I knew. Because if I did maybe I could quit doing it.

      If wishing could have made the bursts of intuition disappear, they’d have been gone shortly after I was able to voice what I’d been seeing all my life. That was when everything pretty much went to hell.

      “Where is he?” Landsdown demanded.

      “What?” I shook the cobwebs from my mind, peered at the Yankees baseball cap gripped desperately in my fingers. I hated the Yankees. Doesn’t everyone?

      “Do you see where he is?” Hammond asked.

      My heart picked up in panic. These guys were homicide. However, if they wanted me to tell them where Jimmy was, he couldn’t be dead. Or at least I hoped not. I might have kicked him out of my bed a long, long time ago, but I’d had a much tougher time kicking Jimmy Sanducci out of my heart.

      “No.” I pitched the cap into Landsdown’s ample lap. “What do you want with him?”

      They exchanged glances again. The two of them were like an old married couple, which is what most longtime partners were. They squabbled, made up, shared jokes, and spoke without having to speak.

      My partner and I had been like that, which was why he’d listened to me when I said I had a “hunch” where we could find the strung-out junkie who’d killed his supplier. Because of me, that strung-out junkie had also killed Max.

      “You’re acquainted with Sanducci?” Landsdown’s voice brought me back to the hospital.

      “You know I am.”

      They might be annoying, but they were thorough. They knew about Jimmy and me—at least what was fit to print in the records of social services.

      “When was the last time you saw him?”

      I didn’t bother to be nice. I rarely did—especially when the conversation involved Jimmy Sanducci.

      “I believe it was right after I told him not to let the door hit him in his incredible ass on his way out of my life.”

      Hammond coughed, but his lips quivered as he tried not to laugh.

      “You had a relationship with Mr. Sanducci?” Landsdown asked.

      “No.”

      What Jimmy and I once had could by no stretch of the imagination be called a relationship. Jimmy didn’t understand the meaning of the word. In truth, neither did I. I shouldn’t be angry with him, but I was.

      “Why are you looking for him?”

      Hammond met my eyes. “Why do you think?”

      For several beats I still didn’t get it. When I did, I straightened so fast Hammond reared back and nearly upset his chair.

      “Jimmy wouldn’t hurt anyone.”

      “He wasn’t so particular about hurting people when he was a kid.”

      My eyes narrowed. Juvenile records were sealed. They couldn’t know about Jimmy and⁠—

      I cut that thought off before it could drift through my mind and show on my face. But I wasn’t fast enough.

      “You know Sanducci is capable of murder,” Lands-down said triumphantly.

      I did. But I wasn’t going to tell them that.

      “He’d never hurt Ruthie. Never.”

      Hammond shrugged. He didn’t seem convinced.

      “Why are you so sure he did it?”

      “Smoking gun.”

      “Gun?” That definitely didn’t sound like Jimmy.

      “Figure of speech,” Hammond said. “Knife. Pure silver.”

      That sounded more like Jimmy. He’d always been weird about his knives.

      “He fled the scene.”

      Odd that Ruthie hadn’t mentioned seeing him. Then again, she’d been preoccupied.

      With dying.

      “You’re gonna need more than that.”

      “Fingerprints on the knife, on every old place.”

      “Too dumb for Sanducci.”

      Landsdown lifted an eyebrow. “Why would a photographer be so savvy about evidence?”

      Jimmy was a globe-trotting portrait wizard. Annie Leibovitz with a penis. An artiste of epic proportions. Everyone who was anyone wanted their picture taken by the great Sanducci.

      “Any moron knows better than to touch everything,” I said.

      “Maybe he was pissed. Maybe he’d just found out Ruthie was going to leave you all that she had.”

      I frowned. “Ruthie doesn’t have anything.”

      “According to the neighbors, they were shouting at each other. Then Ruthie’s dead; Sanducci’s running. Open and shut.”

      Not so much. Jimmy never yelled. Unless it was at me.

      “Do you know where he is?” Landsdown pressed.

      “Give her the hat again,” Hammond ordered.

      I held up my hand. “It doesn’t work like that. You can’t tell me what you want to know then expect an answer. I’m not a crystal ball.”

      “What are you?”

      Though Landsdown’s voice was neutral, his face gave him away. He thought I was an aberration, if not a con artist.

      “I’ve never been quite sure of that myself,” I murmured. “I get flashes sometimes when I touch things or people.”

      “But not always?” Hammond asked.

      “No.”

      “And not now.” Landsdown sighed. “Let’s go.”

      I didn’t bother to say good-bye, just listened to the door shut behind them, then, seconds later, listened as another opened behind me.

      “Why didn’t you tell them?”

      The voice came out of the darkness, flowing over me like a warm summer wind, making me remember things I’d spent years trying to forget.

      “You knew I wouldn’t, Jimmy. Otherwise you never would have come here.”
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      I could smell him from across the room—cool water, tart soap, and a hint of cinnamon to his aftershave. Jimmy always smelled like he’d just stepped out of the shower. Usually because he had.

      No doubt a remnant of a childhood without abundant water and scented toiletries, his teen years had been full of both. Sometimes he took three or four showers a day. I wondered that his skin didn’t peel off.

      I bit my lip to keep from saying something I’d regret. I hated him, but I loved him too. Talk about a gift and a curse.

      He hovered in the shadows; I reached for the light.

      “Don’t.”

      I swung my legs over the edge of the bed. I couldn’t lie here any longer. I felt fine. Better than fine, in fact. Rested, jazzed, ultra-alert—not at all the way I assumed I'd feel after a four-day sojourn in the land of coma.

      The tubes and wires prevented me from getting up, so I yanked them out. The IV hurt like a bitch anyway. As I got to my feet, I flicked the switch on my bedside lamp. I never had been very good at taking orders, especially from Jimmy. The muted glow spread across the faded tile, lending just enough light to see that he had one helluva shiner.

      “Ah, Jimmy.” I lifted my hand toward his face.

      He had the good sense to step away. “Baby, if you want to go back to where we were when you threw me out, I’m all for it. But right now I’m a little busy running for my life.”

      “Do not call me ‘baby.’ ” My hand, which had been hovering in the air, clenched into a fist. “You don’t ever get to call me ‘baby’ again.”

      The pain in my voice surprised me. I’d thought I’d gotten over his betrayal. Guess not.

      “Fine.” He sighed. “Just don’t touch me. I—” He broke off and ran a hand through his hair. Longer than I remembered, but just as sleek and black. “Never mind.”

      Everything about him was dark—his eyes, his clothes, his heart. His complexion, tan even in the middle of winter, pointed at several heritages, but he didn’t know any for certain. Like me, Jimmy had been dumped. He hadn’t a clue who his parents were any more than I did.

      Despite the shiner—or perhaps because of it—he still looked the same. Too good. Jimmy Sanducci was major eye candy, always had been. It was how he’d survived on the streets for so long.

      There were things he’d done even I didn’t know about, and I didn’t want to. I’d done things too. Until you’re so hungry you’d wrestle garbage away from a rat, you have no idea what you’re capable of.

      Jimmy and I knew. We were two of a kind.

      “Did you do it?” I asked.

      His black eyes flicked to mine. “Fuck you.”

      “Not in this lifetime. Or at least not again.”

      “What did I come here for?”

      He started toward the door; I blocked his way. “What did you come here for?”

      “Lizzy,” he warned.

      Jimmy was the only one who dared call me that. To everyone else I was Elizabeth—Liz if you were really trying to be my pal. But Lizzy? Just try it, and Jimmy’s shiner would look good to you in the morning.

      “Did. You. Do. It.” I punctuated each word with a step forward; with each one he took a step back until his shoulders slammed against the wall.

      He wanted to deck me; I saw it in his eyes. But while Jimmy might have done things he couldn’t forgive himself for, he would never hit a woman, especially me. I hit back. He’d learned that the hard way when we were twelve.

      I smiled at the memory of the first day we’d met. He’d been living at Ruthie’s for two years; I was brand-new. Fresh from another foster home that hadn’t wanted to keep me.

      I was an angry twelve-year-old. Taller than the other girls, already developing and mortified by it. I wore shapeless clothes, hunched my shoulders, let my hair cover my face. On the streets, in the system, you didn’t want to be noticed. And a girl like me, with my special talents, wanted to be noticed even less than most.

      “What’s so funny?” Jimmy slumped against the wall as if he needed it to hold him up. Were there more bruises than the ones I could see?

      Always.

      “I was remembering the first time I had to kick your ass.”

      He tilted his head and his too-long hair slid over his injured eye. “And that was funny?”

      “Hilarious.”

      Jimmy was the big cheese at Ruthie’s place. He’d had to move in with one of the other boys so I could have his room. He wasn’t pleased, so he’d put a grass snake in my bed.

      I’d named the snake James, found him a cage, then loosened Sanducci’s teeth the next morning. He hadn’t messed with me again.

      Until we were seventeen.

      And there was a memory I didn’t want to revisit. Not with him so close and me naked beneath my thin, gaping hospital gown.

      “Who hit you?” I asked.

      “Does it matter?”

      “If you want me to help, you need to tell me everything.”

      “Who said I wanted help?”

      “Why did you come here if not for that?”

      He looked away, out the window where the snow still swirled. “Maybe I wanted to keep an eye on you.”

      I recalled waking up once, the sensation that I wasn’t alone, then that weird flash of monsters.

      “How long have you been here?” I asked.

      He shrugged.

      “How long?”

      I could just see him hiding in the bathroom, watching me. He'd done it before. Back when peeping at me was his idea of foreplay.

      “Not long.” He flicked a finger at my hair. “When did you cut it?”

      I blinked at the change of subject. What did my hair have to do with anything?

      “Years ago,” I snapped, the amount of time reminding me that when I’d thrown him out, he hadn’t returned. Why was that almost harder to forgive than his betrayal had been?

      “You had really pretty hair.”

      Everything seemed out of sync. Jimmy in my hospital room, talking about my hair when the cops wanted to arrest him for Ruthie’s murder. I’d had dreams like this before—so full of mundane activities that they must mean something, though I never could figure out what.

      The reality of Ruthie’s loss hit me, making me a little dizzy, causing me to snap out an answer. “Having hair down to your ass causes too many problems when you’re a cop.”

      “I heard you weren’t a cop anymore.”

      As if I needed to be reminded.

      “The third time some dickhead spit his gum into my hair through the wire cage in the squad car, I hacked it off. It was so much easier, I never went back.”

      “Seems even darker short.”

      “My hair’s the same color it always was.”

      Dark brown with a twinkle of red—mahogany in certain lights. My skin was also darker than the average Caucasian. I was part something else, but what that could be was anyone’s guess. My blue eyes were as much a mystery as the rest of me.

      “What happened at Ruthie’s?” I asked.

      “According to your cop pals, I killed her.” He stared at me for several seconds. “Do you think that too?”

      “You wouldn’t.”

      His eyebrows lifted. “Such faith. I’m touched.”

      “I’m the only friend you’ve got right now, Sanducci. Don't piss me off.”

      “I doubt I’ll be able to manage that,” he muttered.

      “Just tell me what happened. Why would you and Ruthie argue? Who came to the house? Who killed her? And how could they if you were there?”

      Jimmy would fight for Ruthie. He’d die for her. So why was he here and she wasn’t?

      “Lizzy.” He sighed. “There are things going down you don’t understand.”

      There always were. Despite having “the sight,” as Ruthie said, I was a bit slow on the uptake when it came to people. I’d certainly been a dimwit when it came to Jimmy.

      I’d believed in him, in us; then I’d seen him screwing someone else only hours after he’d screwed me. At the time, I’d thought we’d been making love. At the time, I’d thought what we had was love. But when I touched him, I’d learned differently.

      “I don’t trust you,” I said.

      “But you don’t believe I killed Ruthie?”

      “No, though you have been known to stick sharp implements into people who annoy you.”

      He scowled. “I haven’t stuck one into you yet.”

      “I’m sure you’ve dreamed about it.”

      His lips turned upward. “When I dream of you, I don’t dream of knives. More like whips, chains, some rope, a little whipped cream.”

      “Funny, when I dream of you I do dream of knives.”

      His half-smile faded. “The cops told you Ruthie died from a knife wound?”

      “I thought you were listening at the door.”

      “I only heard snatches. Good door.”

      “They said they found a knife and from the description, it’s yours. Combined with your fingerprints on everything and the screaming match you had with Ruthie, you’ve landed at the top of their most-wanted list.”

      “I hope you didn’t tell them about my childhood fascination with sharp, shiny things.”

      “They seemed to already know.”

      He uttered several curses that would have singed the ears off most people, but not me. I’d heard every one of them before my fifth birthday.

      “Maybe you should turn yourself in—” I began.

      “No.”

      The word was clipped and just a little desperate. Jimmy never had gotten over the time he’d spent in jail as a kid. I couldn't really blame him. Still⁠—

      “If you didn’t do it⁠—”

      “I’m going to have a hard time proving that, considering the knife.” His head tilted, as if he’d heard something far away. Before I knew what he meant to do, he crossed the room and slipped out.

      I followed, reaching the door only seconds after it closed. But when I opened it, the hall was deserted.

      “How does he do that?”

      The guy should be in covert operations the way he went Houdini at the drop of a hat. I suspect being raised the way we were—basically raising ourselves until Ruthie—had made both Jimmy and I adept at disappearing.

      Even in a crowd, I knew how to become invisible. And while Jimmy had made an art out of garnering attention for himself and his work, I doubted he’d ever lost the talent for avoiding attention when such avoidance was the best course of action.

      “What are you doing out of bed?”

      A nurse had appeared almost as mysteriously as Jimmy had disappeared. She shooed me inside and tried to hustle me back to bed.

      “Did you see anyone leave my room just now?”

      “The detectives.”

      “After that?”

      She shook her head, distracted by a call button dinging down the hall. I couldn’t take what she’d seen or not seen as gospel. She had other things to worry about besides my visitors and me. Although she didn’t have me for long.

      The doctors could find nothing wrong with me, and though they weren’t wild about my leaving, they couldn’t stop me.

      Within the hour, I’d checked out and headed for home.
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      Friedenberg was a yuppie paradise. Located directly north of Milwaukee, the village had once been the oldest German community in the county, which was why we were overrun with Lutheran churches built of stone.

      For centuries the area surrounding the place held nothing but cows; then the city got dangerous and those with money went north.

      They discovered a quaint town with a main street that ran parallel to the Milwaukee River, making the real estate prime for any business that might profit from water flowing past an eastern exposure.

      But what really made Friedenberg grow was the vast amount of farmland that surrounded it. Once the bottom fell out of milk and cheese, the farmers sold what they had left—the land—and a subdivision was born. A very wealthy subdivision. Houses around Friedenberg started at half a million dollars.

      However, the town proper—where I lived—was jokingly referred to by locals as the ghetto. I didn’t find it funny, but at least my building didn’t boast property taxes that equaled the gross national product of a small African nation.

      The cab let me out in front my place—a two-story, business-residential combo I’d purchased after leaving the force. I’d wanted to get as far away from my previous life as I could without being too far from Ruthie to visit.

      I rented out the first floor to a small retail establishment that sold useless knickknacks to the wealthy haus-fraus in the area. These women made a career out of raising spoiled children and spending wads of their doctor, banker, lawyer husbands’ money. They hired full-time nannies so they could shop, order salad at the ridiculously expensive local lunch spot, then work out until they were as slim and hard as their French-manicured nails. It was a weird, weird world.

      I lived in the efficiency apartment on the second floor, which worked out well since the store opened at ten and closed at five. The rest of the time, which conveniently encompassed the hours I was home, the place remained dark and silent.

      Like now, thank goodness. All I wanted to do was sleep. My earlier burst of energy had faded into the exhaustion that follows an adrenaline rush.

      The ground was covered with snow. According to the radio, tomorrow had a predicted high of sixty-four degrees. Welcome to Wisconsin. By tomorrow night, everything would be a sea of mud.

      The moon had come out from behind the clouds, bright and eerily silver, casting cool blue shadows across the pristine white carpet.

      I stumbled upstairs and locked the door behind me. The place already smelled closed in, musty. Didn’t take long.

      I left the mail in the mailbox—one more night wouldn’t hurt—and ignored the blinking red light on my message machine. I was certain at least one if not more of the messages was from Megan. According to the nurse, she’d been a frequent visitor while I was unconscious.

      She’d left a Get Well Now card. At the bottom she’d scrawled: Come back as soon as you’re up to it. I planned to be up to it by tomorrow.

      My apartment was sparse. The kitchen lay to the left, my bed to the right, a bathroom in the far corner next to the only window. I didn’t need much; I spent most of my life at Murphy’s anyway.

      I didn’t bother with a light, just dropped my clothes in a trail that led to the bed. Then I crawled in, pulled the covers over my head, and dreamed.

      I was at Ruthie’s, but in the way of dreams the house was different—white with green trim and a picket fence. Too hokey for Ruthie, but nevertheless I still knew it was hers.

      A rugrat in ringlets opened the door. I’d never seen her before, though I’d seen a thousand just like her. The eyes were far older than the childish face and doll-baby hair.

      Had I looked like that? I knew I had, even without Jimmy’s never-quite-amateur photography to remind me.

      “Who you?” the child asked.

      “Elizabeth,” I said. “I need to see⁠—”

      “Lizbeth?” The door opened wider and there she was, her appearance exactly the same as it had been for as long as I could remember.

      Ruthie Kane was sharp—from her all-seeing dark eyes, past her razorlike elbows, to her spiky hips and knobby knees. The only soft things about Ruthie were her steadily graying Afro and her great big heart.

      “Run along,” she said to the girl. “Others are out back playin’ at somethin’.”

      As the woman-child turned away, Ruthie ran her weathered hand over the youngster’s head. “Sweet baby,” she murmured.

      The kid left skipping.

      Ruthie headed for the kitchen. “I figured you’d be by.” I followed, uncertain. My conscious mind knew Ruthie was dead, knew I was dreaming, yet this all seemed so real, and Ruthie very much alive.

      “Figured?” I echoed as I stepped into the sun-bright room.

      “I know I’m dead, honey.”

      I’d always wondered if Ruthie were a bit psychic herself. She’d been the first to talk to me about my “special gift.” And while most people as religious as Ruthie might have taken me for an exorcism, or at least laid on the hands to rid me of my whispering demon, she had introduced me to someone who understood. Someone who had helped me learn how to deal with what I was. I fingered the tiny piece of turquoise I’d worn around my neck since I was fifteen.

      Someone who had scared the living hell out of me, but that was another story.

      “Is this heaven?” I wondered.

      “Sure enough.”

      Why had I asked? Where else would Ruthie be?

      “Why are you still taking care of kids?” I heard a bunch of them through the open window, laughing, running, being kids.

      “How could I be happy without little ones to care for? These here had their lives ended too soon. They need somethin’ extra.”

      Trust Ruthie to find lost souls to mother even in the afterlife.

      “Ah, Ruthie,” I whispered. “What am I gonna do without you?”

      “Go on. That’s what everyone does.”

      “Not sure I can.”

      “You have to. Jimmy needs you.”

      My head, which had been sagging with grief, jerked up. “Jimmy’s never needed anyone but himself.”

      And a little sugar on the side.

      “That’s not true. He’s always needed more than any of the others. He just refuses to say so. Doesn’t think he deserves happiness. Anything that might be good in his life, he makes sure he ruins, because he hates himself more than anyone else ever could.”

      “I doubt that.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “You will help him, Elizabeth.”

      She’d put the E in my name. I didn’t have much choice.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      She nodded, satisfied. “I gave you all that I had.”

      I remembered what Hammond and Landsdown had said about Ruthie and Jimmy arguing. Had she really left me her house, her bank account, her everything?

      “What about the kids?” I blurted. “They should get something.”

      She smiled softly. “You probably won’t want this gift, but I’ve known it would be yours from the moment I met you.”

      Not want it? Whatever it was, if it came from Ruthie, I definitely wanted it.

      “You’ll hate me for this—” she began.

      “Never.”

      “You don’t know yet what I’ve done to you.”

      To me?

      “I don’t understand,” I said.

      “You will.” She looked up, and then past me, as if someone had called her name. Fear crossed her face and I spun, but nothing was there.

      “They saw you,” she whispered. “They know who you are.”

      “Who’s they?” I asked, but suddenly I understood. “Who killed you, Ruthie?”

      She shook her head, still gazing past me. “Doesn’t work like that. I can guide you, but the truth is something you must discover for yourself.”

      “Great,” I said, although it would have been too much to hope for to have Ruthie’s ghost—or whatever she was—tell me her murderer’s name so I could tie this all up neatly by sundown.

      “You have to go,” Ruthie insisted. “They’re coming.”

      “The people who killed you?”

      Her gaze met mine, and what I saw there scared me.

      “They aren’t people,” she said.
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      My eyes snapped open. I was in my room, my bed. The covers were still pulled over my head, and there was someone moving around in here besides me.

      My Glock resided in a small gun safe beneath the kitchen sink. I left the weapon there unless I had a good reason to take it out. In retrospect, not the best decision I’d ever made. Right now, I wished I kept the thing in my nightstand.

      If I chose to believe dream-Ruthie, the people who’d killed her had come after me. Except they weren’t people.

      What did that mean? And what did they want? I hadn’t seen them. I had no idea who they were. Unless they thought Ruthie had told me something before dying.

      Shit.

      I was starting to get twitchy. They could shoot me, stab me, pretty much anything me, and I wouldn’t know about it until too late. I could feel the bull’s-eye on my back already.

      Slowly, trying not to rustle the covers, I crooked a finger in the sheet and drew it downward. A man knelt by my bed, or at least I thought he knelt. Either he was extremely short and standing, or freakishly tall and kneeling. From the breadth of his shoulders, which blotted out most of my room, I figured the latter was a better bet. He was also naked, at least from the waist up, and that piece of info disturbed me almost as much as his being here in the first place.

      Despite the shadows, his hair shone eerily white, a towhead at an age when most had darkened to muddy blond. His eyes were spooky too, seeming to reflect the silver light of the moon when the moon had already risen past the apex and started to descend on the windowless side of my building.

      In other words, no possibility of a reflection. His eyes appeared to glow from within.

      The cops were not going to believe any of this—if I lived long enough to tell them.

      The intruder grinned, and I saw something else the police wouldn’t believe. His teeth had been filed to spiky points. What a nut.

      I erupted from the covers, reaching for the lamp on the bedside table, a book, a paperweight, anything to bonk him over the head with. He grabbed my wrist, moving quicker than anyone I’d ever known. I froze as images tumbled through my mind, what he’d done to people, what he was—a monster.

      And not the Ted Bundy, Jeffrey Dahmer type of monster, not even Hannibal Lector; he was a . . .

      Berserker.

      The word whispered through the air in Ruthie’s voice. I was so surprised I almost didn’t duck when he swung a hamlike fist at my head.

      I’d been a state champion in high school gymnastics, and a few times a month I still practiced at the Y. I was nimble and quick. I did all sorts of cool things. Back flips, kips, round off after round off. I could swing on a parallel bar and walk across a very thin balance beam.

      Sadly, none of that was going to do me much good here, so I snatched up the lamp. Yanking the cord out of the wall, I smashed it into his face. He bled, but he didn’t go down. He did let me go, and the horrible images stopped.

      Then he rose. And rose, and rose. Yep, naked all the way from his head down to his toes—a particularly long distance since I put him in the vicinity of six seven. And that adage about big feet, big—well, you know the one—this guy appeared to have invented it.

      He started toward me. I backed away. He didn’t have a weapon, but then a guy his size had a pretty good weapon in his fists.

      I bumped against the nightstand, set my hand down, and felt something sharp and cool and foreign. A knife when I was a gun kind of girl.

      “Jimmy,” I whispered, and the mammoth tilted his head like a dog that had heard a word it recognized amid so many it did not.

      “Sanducci,” he snarled, then threw back his head and roared. The sound was so loud, so feral it made me cringe. I wanted to put my hands over my ears, but then I’d have to drop the knife, and that wasn’t happening.

      But something else was. The man in front of me had begun to change.

      The first indication was the shift in the tenor of his voice, lowering from a man’s wordless anger to a beast’s primal growl. He dropped onto all fours, hunched, shook his huge head, and fur sprang out everywhere.

      I blinked, and when my eyes opened a man no longer stood in front of me but a bear. He opened his mouth and emitted a bellow that should have shattered my window, maybe my eardrums, before he rose onto his hind legs and swiped at me with one massive paw.

      He wasn’t as quick in this form as he'd been as a human, and I jerked out of the way of his sharp claws. Of course if he caught me with one of those blows I’d be dead, so I couldn’t take the time to pat myself on the back for my agile avoidance. Instead, I scurried away, clutching the knife.

      He lumbered after me, and I got a sense of déjà vu so strong I wavered with it. I’d seen this very thing in the dream I’d had at the hospital. This man-bear had been at Ruthie’s. She had said they were coming.

      They? I hoped there weren’t more of these hanging around.

      He swiped at me again, and I realized it didn’t matter how many there might be. This one was going to kill me if I didn’t do something.

      All I had was the knife, so I gripped it tightly, waited until he took another swing, and after I ducked, I came back up knife first. The instant the tip entered his body he erupted outward, covering me with a fine layer of ash, the rest floating in the gray-tinged darkness like dust motes in the sun, then cascading downward to coat the floor.

      I stood covered in fine gray powder, uncertain what to do. No reason to call the cops. There was nothing left to arrest, and I really didn’t want to talk about how the big, naked man had turned into a huge, snarling bear.

      Something weird was going on—something much weirder than anything that had ever gone on in my life before, and that was saying a lot.

      I threw on my clothes, grimacing at the feel of ash on my body. To be on the safe side, I removed my gun from the safe and then, keeping tight hold on both it and the knife, I crept downstairs and took a tour of the area surrounding my building. Neither man nor beast lurked about. Apparently “they” had only sent one assassin after me tonight.

      Back inside, I locked up and went directly to my laptop, connected to the Internet, typed in berserker.

      “Old Norse for bear shirt,” I read. Got that right. “Germanic warriors who, in the frenzy of battle, literally became an animal, usually a wolf or a bear.”

      I paused, trying to take this all in, but I was still having a hard time believing what my eyes had clearly seen. A man turning into a bear—then disintegrating into ash. I forced myself to read on.

      “Since the only way to kill a berserker was with pure silver, and silver was a rarity at that time, these warriors understandably gained the reputation of being indestructible.”

      I picked up the knife. Must be silver, which meant it was Jimmy’s.

      I needed to find him. He had a few questions to answer.

      For instance, why had the man-bear known his name and really seemed to hate it?

      Why had Jimmy thought I might need a solid silver knife?

      Why had that thing, and a whole lot of others if my bizarre post-coma vision were true, been after Ruthie, and why did they now appear to be after me?

      And, most importantly, just what had happened to make me see monsters when all I’d seen before was the truth?

      Unfortunately, Jimmy was hiding. Conveniently, I was very good at finding the missing. I needed to talk to Laurel and Hardy—I mean Hammond and Landsdown—and find out what, if anything, they'd learned since our last encounter.

      I swept up the remains of my attacker, tossed him into a plastic garbage bag and deposited everything in the dumpster. Then I washed that man right out of my hair. It took a lot of shampoo. By nine a.m. I was headed past the heart of the city.

      Like most ethnic towns, Milwaukee had sections—what had once been called boroughs or ghettos;, they still were. But along the river, the same one that divided Friedenberg from the rest of the world, the ultra rich occupied brand-new condos. The only thing more expensive than living in one of those was living in a high-rise on Lake Michigan. Water—even water that was icy eight months out of twelve—does a number on the real estate values.

      I cruised by the courthouse, glanced at the Bradley Clock—the largest four-sided clock in the world—caught a glimpse of Miller Park to my right, and drove over the Hone Bridge. Ten minutes later I left my Jetta in the visitor parking lot and walked into the police station where I’d once worked. I asked for Landsdown and Hammond. Just my luck, they were in.

      “If it isn’t Sixth Sense,” Landsdown greeted, using the nickname I’d come to loathe.

      I ignored him. Sometimes it helped.

      “You’ve been in contact with Sanducci?” Hammond asked.

      “Not lately,” I said, skirting the truth with a lie.

      His face fell. “Why are you here?”

      “Maybe she saw him,” Landsdown murmured, “with her X-ray vision.”

      “Why did you ask me to help if you think it’s all BS?” I demanded.

      “You’ve come up with some extremely convincing BS.”

      I had, at that.

      “Either way,” Landsdown continued, “if you’re the real thing, which I doubt, or you’re bogus, which gets my vote—you’ve got a history with Sanducci. Even if you can't tell us where he is, maybe we’ll stumble over him coming out of your place after a long night of the horizontal bounce.”

      I hadn’t horizontal-bounced in so long I got distracted a minute just thinking about it. Sanducci had been a damn good bouncer.

      “I wouldn’t hold my breath waiting for that,” I said. “I’ve got a few questions.”

      The two men glanced at each other and together they shrugged, which I took as a green light.

      “Any word on the autopsy?”

      “Not yet.”

      Rats.

      “Do you know why Sanducci was in town?” Maybe knowing that would help me find him.

      “According to his manager,” Landsdown said, “Sanducci was here to do a shoot with Springboard Jones.”

      “The basketball player?”

      “You know a lot of guys called Springboard?”

      Excellent point.

      Springboard—given name Leroy—was Milwaukee’s own Michael Jordan. He’d taken City High to the state championship at the Kohl Center, dragged the Badgers along with him to the Final Four, then been picked number three in the draft and would soon begin playing for our very own Milwaukee Bucks. Springboard had made good, and everyone loved it. However⁠—

      “Jimmy’s not a sports photographer.”

      “Assignment was a portrait for the cover of Sports Illustrated," Hammond explained. “Man of the year or some such shit. They wanted the best.”

      Jimmy was that—in more ways than one.

      “Did he take the picture?”

      “No. It’s scheduled for tonight at eight.”

      “Where?”

      “City High.”

      I frowned. Only a few miles north of the bright lights and little city, the neighborhood changed—a lot. Tenements. Burned-out houses. Scrabbly grass, broken sidewalks. Boarded windows if they didn’t have steel bars. I had a hard time believing Jimmy would cart his precious cameras past Third and North after dark, even for Sports Illustrated.

      “I thought they tore down that school.”

      Asbestos in the ceiling and floor tile—a common occurrence in buildings constructed in the fifties and sixties—was making a lot of contractors a lot of money.

      “Next week,” Landsdown said. “I guess Sanducci wanted to work his magic in the gymnasium where it all began.”

      I could see it—dusty faded court, broken wooden bleachers, old school uniform, the photo in black-and-white. Stark, beautiful, as only Jimmy Sanducci could make it.

      Hammond studied me. “You don’t think he’ll actually show up there, do you?”

      I shook my head. Jimmy wasn’t that dumb. But if not there, then where?

      “Anything else I should know?” I asked.

      Hammond tensed. Landsdown scowled.

      “What?”

      “There’ve been odd disappearances in some of the cities he’s frequented,” Hammond said.

      “There are always odd disappearances in cities. You know that as well as I do.”

      Joe Citizen had no clue how many people disappeared each year and were never seen again.

      “You know why there might be ash residue at Ruthie’s?”

      I had a pretty good idea. The bizarre shape-shifting monsters I’d seen in my coma. But who had killed them? I had a pretty good idea about that too.

      “Ruthie didn’t even have a fireplace,” I said.

      “Looked like someone tried to clean up in a hurry, but they didn’t do a decent job.”

      I shrugged, rose. “Thanks for your time, Detectives. Could you let me know when you get the autopsy report?”

      “Anything special you’re interested in?” Hammond asked.

      “Cause of death would be nice.”

      “Considering the state of the body and the presence of the knife, I’m thinking knife wound.”

      I didn’t believe that. Not anymore.

      “This is an ongoing homicide investigation, Phoenix,” Landsdowne snapped. “We aren’t going to give you any autopsy results, and you know it.”

      I had, but it never hurt to try. I had my own sources anyway.

      As I headed out of the police station I caught sight of the Yankees cap, perched on a filing cabinet, encased in plastic as all evidence should be. I knocked it to the ground, then knelt to tie my shoe.

      Shielding my movements with my shoulders, I slipped a finger into the bag and brushed the bill. Then I rose and continued on my way, leaving the cap on the floor. Better for someone to find it there later and think the evidence had fallen than for them to see me picking it up, wonder if I’d touched the thing, decide I had and start to follow me.

      Where I was going, I didn’t need an audience. Just in case I gave in to temptation and kicked the living hell out of Sanducci.
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