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      I swear to God, every time I take Fielding anywhere, he starts screaming about dead people. I suppose I shouldn't complain, because that's pretty much what I pay him for, but still.

      “No! No! Turn it off! It's too bright! I can see them! There are so many! Turn it off!”

      This all makes more sense if you know that Fielding is a psychic. Yes, they’re real. No, I’ve never claimed to be one, no matter what anyone may tell you. Psychics tend to carry a lot of baggage, and most of them are complete pains to work with. But they can be worth it.

      Fielding's deal is that he sees dead people. And they talk to him. This happens whether he wants it to or not, and that takes a toll. He looks every one of his sixty-odd years, but handling him is like dealing with a child. A talented child, useful in working jobs like this latest case for John Harris of Pioneer West Insurance.

      Fielding had his long, thin hands up in front of his face, and he looked like he was trying to pull his head down into his tweed jacket.

      “Please, turn it off!”

      Harris himself stood stunned, one pudgy hand still on the light switch. We were in a small workroom in the basement of a building owned by Vicar and Blake Auctions and Appraisals. This was in the northeast part of Denver, one of many squat industrial blocks across I-70 from the National Western Complex. Outside, the day was bright and brisk, but inside was all dust and darkness. Until Harris went and turned on the light.

      Harris had hired me to trace some items stolen from the auction house. Vicar and Blake is an important client for Pioneer West, and Pioneer West is an important client for my bottom line at Martin Rodak Investigations. A one-man operation, not counting help from people like Fielding.

      Next to Harris stood William Tucci, the operations manager for Vicar and Blake. He kept his hands deep in the pockets of his puffy jacket, jingling its fancy titanium zippers. He had been short-tempered all morning, and now his eyes were wide as he braced for another outburst from Fielding.

      Harris still had not moved. I reached past him, nudged his hand out of the way, and switched off the light. The darkness came back, pierced only by the small flashlight I carried and a bit of sunshine filtering in from a distant window high up on the basement wall.

      Harris shuffled back a few steps and brushed at his big walrus mustache. Fielding let out a great sigh.

      “I'm sorry,” he said. “There were just so many of them. All over. Sometimes the light makes them too easy to see.”

      As usual Fielding spoke quickly, his words bumping against one another as if he couldn't apologize quickly enough. He apologizes a lot.

      One of his blue eyes peered out from between long gray fingers. “So many. So many.”

      I put a hand on his shoulder. I felt him tense for an instant, and then relax. Good. I needed him to calm down and do his thing. I couldn’t afford to have Fielding's nerves derail this job.

      “It's okay,” I said. “Take your time. If there's anyone who can help, just talk to them and find out what you can. I'll be right over here by the door.”

      Fielding nodded. I took one more look at him, then stepped back toward the door. Harris and Tucci had recovered a bit. Harris looked worried. Tucci had his hands out of his pockets, balled into little fists.

      “You'll have to excuse my associate,” I whispered. “He can be a little sensitive.”

      Harris took me by the elbow and led me a few steps away from Tucci.

      “What's going on?” Harris said. “Is he going to be okay?”

      Harris was an old friend, and had seen Fielding react to ghosts before. So he was right to wonder why Fielding seemed even more upset than usual.

      I gave what I hoped was a confident nod, but I kept looking at Fielding, alert for another sign of distress.

      “He'll be fine,” I hedged. “It's just his typical nerves.”

      “Sure,” Harris said. “But why is he even here? This is a property case, not a death case. What'd you bring him for?”

      “Not my idea,” I said. “As soon as you sent me this case, I talked to Cindy. She said I should start here, and she insisted I bring Fielding.”

      Cindy is my map reader. She can spot just about anything going on in the state, maybe the country, by looking at the dozens of maps on her walls.

      Harris sighed, then shrugged his beefy shoulders.

      “Fine,” he said. “I guess you know what you're doing. But try to keep things low-key, all right?”

      “Understood,” I said. As I turned back toward Fielding, I rubbed my temples in a futile attempt to stem the pain that was spreading forward from the back of my head. It never failed when I brought Fielding in on a case. A literal as well as figurative headache.

      Just then Fielding began darting around in a tight circle, flinching and dodging something only he could see.

      “Good God!” he cried out. “No wonder there are so many. They were working, and they had no time.”

      Fielding's voice echoed down through the empty basement. Tucci jumped back a step, while Harris just closed his eyes and shook his head.

      “What's he saying?” Tucci asked. “Who is he talking about?”

      I deflected the question with one of my own. “How old is this place?

      “Vicar and Blake has been in operation since 1902, when it began as an auctioneer of mining properties and equipment.” Tucci's answer seemed well rehearsed, like part of a tour for high schoolers. Then he paused and looked around to assess the building where he stood. “The company first used this location in 1945. Some of the foundation work dates back to a furniture factory that was destroyed during the fire of 1940.”

      A fire. Great. I was beginning to understand why Cindy had told me to bring Fielding. If anything had happened down here, there were plenty of witnesses. The kind only Fielding could talk to. But what did this place have to do with a theft from V and B's downtown offices?

      Fielding had slowed his frantic dodging but was still looking around at random points in the air.

      “You were working,” he said. “It was too quick. The oil, the varnish. The wood. It was so quick you couldn't get out. Some of you are still trying.”

      Tucci was starting to look pale. “Who is he talking to?” he asked again.

      “You may not want to know,” I said.

      Tucci reached up to grab me by the shoulder. His grip was not very strong, but he seemed to be trying to turn me around to face him, so I obliged.

      “Listen, Rodak, I've read about you and your flaky history. If you expect me to —”

      Harris stepped forward and interrupted. “Mr. Rodak and his assistants have unusual methods, but I've found that they consistently produce good results.”

      Tucci looked back and forth between Harris and me, then took a step back.

      Fielding started speaking to us again, and he seemed more calm. “They say there is someone new. Someone they don't know. Up ahead.”

      Harris, Tucci, and I made way for Fielding as he left the small workroom. We followed him down the hallway, moving cautiously through the dim light among old crates and cobwebs, until he stopped by the door to another room.

      “In here,” Fielding said. “This is where they say the new one is.”

      “Okay,” I said. “But hold on a minute.” Something seemed odd about the floor in front of the doorway, so I bent down to take a closer look.

      Colorado's Front Range is home to a lot of dust. Old buildings in Denver tend to collect a good amount of it, even if they've been sealed up. And different times of the year have different kinds of dust, from a fine powder of pollen and earth in the springtime to a grittier, almost sludgy dust in the wetter winter months. If you know what to look for, in an undisturbed place, you can examine the layers almost like tree rings.

      This was not an undisturbed place. The dust in front of the door was compressed and smudged, with only a little of the fine springtime variety covering the thin spots.

      I raised my flashlight to the doorknob. There too the dust showed chaotic smudges where I'd have expected a smooth coat.

      “Has anyone from your company used these rooms recently?” I asked.

      “Not that I know of, “Tucci said, “and I’d definitely know. Why?”

      “Because someone has been in this room in the past few weeks. Two months at most. The dust is all messed up here.”

      Tucci opened his mouth as if to argue, then closed it again. I turned back to Fielding.

      “You ready to go in?” I asked. We needed to know what was inside, but I didn’t want another of his panic attacks.

      “I think so,” he said.

      I turned the doorknob, reaching around to grip it by the shaft and avoid touching the big round brass knob. When the latch clicked I pushed the door open and moved aside. Fielding took a deep breath and stepped through.

      Immediately he gave a shout. “Wait, stop it. Don't do that! Stop yelling at me!”

      “What? What is it?” Tucci shouted back.

      I held up a hand to quiet him. If Fielding was getting overstimulated, the last thing we needed was someone else yelling at him.

      I called out softly, “Everything okay? What do you see?”

      There were a few moments of silence, and then Fielding replied calmly, “It’s okay, Martin. I found the new one. He was just excited. He started yelling the moment I came in. But there are things here you’ll want to see.”

      I entered the room, followed by Tucci and Harris. My flashlight showed it to be twice the size of the previous one. Along one wall was a stack of shelves littered with cans, bottles, and tools. In the middle of the room stood a tall, flat worktable.

      “Fielding?” I said. “Is it okay if we turn on a light?”

      “Y-yes. Go ahead.”

      I flipped the light switch by the door and stepped farther into the room. Fielding was focused on an empty spot in midair near a back corner. From time to time he nodded and murmured. He turned toward me for just a second.

      “He's the only one here,” Fielding said. “The older ones are staying away from him. They said he smells wrong.”

      Harris raised an eyebrow at me, but I just shrugged. Ghosts apparently have complicated ways of detecting one another. Fielding says they can also detect those rare people who can see and hear them.

      I turned to the broad table and the papers strewn across it. They weren't nearly as dusty as everything else in the room. And their contents were pretty interesting.

      There were floor plans of the main Vicar and Blake building downtown, plus maps of the surrounding blocks and technical spec sheets on security systems. Even printed photos of interior offices. The angles of the photos suggested that they had been taken on the sly.

      “At least we know what this room was used for,” I said. “Planning the theft.”

      Tucci made a choking sound and rushed to examine the papers on the table. I put out a hand to keep him from touching anything, and Harris looked over his shoulder.

      “I don't understand,” Tucci said. “Who would have all this information about our security? And who could have used this building to make their plans?”

      “I'm sorry to suggest it,” said Harris, “but the obvious answer is someone inside. Someone who works for you.”

      Tucci straightened up. “You're right, of course. We need to scrutinize every employee at Vicar and Blake. Damn. I can't believe⁠—”

      “Joseph,” Fielding spoke up.

      “What's that?”

      “It was Joseph,” Fielding said. “He was the man inside. Joseph Vargas.”

      “Joseph Vargas,” said Tucci. “Yes. He worked for us as a handler. Moved things to and from storage, helped with loading large items, preparing them for shipping, that kind of thing.”

      “He had access to your facilities?” I asked. “Keys, key cards?”

      “He did until five weeks ago.”

      “What happened then?”

      “He stopped coming to work. Didn't even give notice, just called to say he’d quit. Really, you think you're doing something good by giving a job to someone like that, and —”

      “Someone like what?” I asked.

      Tucci rolled his eyes. “Vargas. He was, I don't know. Indian? Hispanic? Anyway, um, you know, he seemed ...”

      Tucci stammered and let his tirade trail off. My stare and Harris's sad head shaking may have had something to do with that. I wasn't too surprised to learn Tucci was racist, but at least he had the sense to be embarrassed about it.

      “How long had Vargas worked for Vicar and Blake before he quit?” I asked.

      “Six years,” Tucci said.

      “Six years,” Harris echoed. “Sounds pretty dependable to me.”

      “So Vargas disappeared five weeks ago,” I said. “When the police were investigating, did you happen to mention that one of your employees had quit suddenly three weeks before the robbery?”

      “Of course,” Tucci said. “The police said they'd follow up on that. But they never found him.”

      I put my flashlight away in one suit pocket and got my notebook out of another. I made a note to follow up on Vargas's key card and the V and B access records.

      Fielding was still in the corner murmuring into the air. Now he turned to speak to Tucci. “Joseph feels bad about that,” he said. “About robbing the auction house. He doesn't like you very much, but he did like his job.”

      Tucci straightened up and faced Fielding. “What are you talking about? Just how do you know this?”

      “Joseph just told me,” Fielding said.

      Tucci and Harris were silent.

      “So,” I said, “that means Joseph is dead.”

      That was it for Tucci. He looked back and forth between Fielding and me, and his face took on a satisfying new shade of pale. Then he turned and walked stiffly out of the room. Harris looked at me and then at Tucci's receding back.

      “You’d better go after him,” I said. “Fielding and I will meet you at the cars as soon as he's done here.”

      Harris nodded. “Okeydokey.” He smoothed his mustache, probably to hide a grin, and followed in Tucci’s wake. Harris took a childish delight in the discomfort of people who deserved it.

      “So, is Joseph being helpful?” I asked Fielding.

      “Yes,” he snapped. He had turned to face the corner again. He held up a hand to keep me quiet and continued to his conversation. He nodded frequently, and occasionally asked a question that I couldn’t quite hear.

      I turned back to the table to examine more closely the papers and photographs. It wasn't the work of professionals, but it reflected a lot of inside knowledge. Joseph and his friends were clearly not master criminals, or they never would have left all of this material behind, but they had pulled together all the info they needed.

      Behind me, something changed in the way Fielding was talking with Vargas.

      I turned and saw that Fielding seemed to be smiling. For him, that was much more unusual than a conversation with a ghost.

      “What's going on?” I asked.

      He held up a hand. I let him have his quiet, but listened closely to catch a few of Fielding's words.

      “But how does it work? ... So, what do I have to ... Are you sure? ... Of course, of course ... I won't ... But why did they ...”

      I looked at the papers some more, letting Fielding continue his conversation in peace. But then he said a phrase that cut through the steady murmur to get my attention.

      “Why me?”

      I turned to look at him again. He must have sensed my movement because he held up his hand again to keep me quiet. Finally he nodded several times, mumbled one last thing to Joseph Vargas's ghost, and turned back to me. I stole a glance at the empty spot he'd been talking to. Still empty, of course, though I always expect to see something.

      “All right, Martin,” Fielding said. “I think Joseph has told me all he can for now.”

      “Good stuff?”

      “I think so. Can we talk about it outside?”

      “Of course.” I slid a small digital camera out of my pocket. Better for a chain of evidence than the camera on my phone. “You might want to step out of the room for a minute. I need to use the flash.”

      Fielding nodded and went out to the dark hallway. I took some wide shots of the room to show the layout. I also took a portrait shot of the place where Fielding had been talking to Joseph. Finally I turned my attention to the table. I took close-ups of every paper I could see. I nudged a few things to one side or another with the end of my pen to uncover more of the writing, but I knew better than to mess with things too much or to leave my own prints on anything. Denver PD would not like that. I had gone nearly six months without pissing off the one friend I had left in the department, and I thought it might be nice to keep that streak going.

      I finished with the photos and joined Fielding in the hall. We made our way up the stairs and out to the cracked, weedy parking lot, where three cars were parked with their noses together. Tucci paced in front of his silver Escalade. The panic he had shown in the basement seemed to have faded, and now he looked more angry than scared. When he saw us he stopped pacing and glared.

      “So, everything all fine now?” He broke into a thin-lipped smile. “Have you two finished your nice conversation with my deceased former employee?”

      “Well, we —”

      Tucci's fake smile turned to a scowl as his voice rose. “Don't bother. I don't know how many other would-be clients you've managed to take in with this little show of yours, but count me out. I'm not about to believe that you can talk to dead people.”

      “Actually it's just my associate Mr. Fielding who —”

      “Yes, I know. Your 'associate.'” He actually put finger quotes around the word. “That's a nice touch. You don't claim to be anything special yourself, do you? The fact is that you're not anything special, Rodak. You're just another phony. You learn to spot them in the auction business.”

      “Are you about done yet?” I asked.

      Tucci shook off the question. “I don’t understand why Mrs. Lansing allowed them to put you on this case. How did you really come by the information we're paying you for? How did you know to come to this building? Maybe you had some inside knowledge? Just what do you expect me to believe?”

      I decided to ignore Tucci's accusation.

      “What you believe or don't believe is not any great concern of mine,” I said. “I completely acknowledge that the methods my assistants and I employ are unusual. But I can assure you that any information we provide will in the end be supported by evidence that will stand up in a court of law. Five years with the district attorney's office taught me the importance of that. And as for payment.” I smiled again and nodded toward Harris. “That's up to the insurance company.”

      “He’s right about that.” Harris stepped toward us, moving nimbly for a man of his bulk. “Martin Rodak Investigations has been engaged by the Pioneer West Insurance Company. By filing a claim, Vicar and Blake has authorized Pioneer West to conduct an investigation to recover the lost property or identify the parties responsible, using whatever methods our company considers appropriate.”

      Tucci raised both eyebrows. “Are you telling me you intend to continue —”

      “Martin has a dynamite track record. If he says that he has uncovered a promising lead, I'd be crazy not to have him pursue it.”

      Tucci stared at Harris. Before he could speak, Harris continued.

      “I’ll be sure to keep you informed of all developments. Mrs. Lansing as well, given her personal interest in this case.”

      Tucci glared at Harris for a moment and then turned to his car. “I expect daily updates,” he said as he got in.

      “I'll make sure of it. Talk to you soon.”

      Tucci wasted no time in starting up the SUV and speeding out of the lot, crushing a trail through the tall stalks of thistle that had broken through the pavement. As he turned the corner and disappeared from view, Harris shook his head and laughed.

      “Mrs. Lansing?” I said.

      “She's the chair at Vicar and Blake. Majority owner. She was very interested when she learned you’d be working on this case. Seems she read about you in the papers.”

      Some of my early cases as a PI had gained a bit of questionable publicity, including newspaper coverage and a short profile in 5280 magazine. In general it brought in more business than it kept away, so I took the good with the bad.

      “As long as she didn't call me a 'psychic detective,’” I said.

      Harris laughed. “No, she seemed to have the right idea. But she did grumble a bit about the 'mentalists and other oddballs' you hang out with.”

      Harris cleared his throat, then looked around and smoothed his mustache. “So, did Fielding get anything good?” He hadn’t said “speaking of oddballs ...,” but the implication was there.

      “I don't know yet,” I said. “It can take some time to follow up on what he learns.”

      Harris nodded. Fielding was slumped against the back of my MINI Clubman, on the far side from where we stood next to Harris’s Land Rover.

      “First, I'll give my friend Jeff Lang at DPD a call. I have to tell them about this place, and about Vargas. Then I'll go back through your file and see what I can connect with whatever Fielding can give me.”

      “What more is there to connect?” Harris said. “If Fielding has already talked to the inside man?”

      “Even with Fielding on our side, questions for the dead don't always have straight answers,” I said. “All we know so far is who Joseph is, that he was involved in the theft, and that he's dead. Sometimes the information is a little disjointed, and even Fielding doesn't understand it right away. We may not know yet who Joseph was working with. And if they killed him, we won't know what happened to the stolen items after that.”

      “Okeydokey. Fair enough. Just let me know before you spend more than two weeks on this. You're good, but you're not cheap.”

      “Hey, I've got a lot of mouths to feed. Speaking of which …” I pointed a thumb back at Fielding. “I'd better get this one home.”
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      I've never been special, and for that I'm grateful.

      Don't misunderstand me. I'm good at what I do. I was a pretty good lawyer when I was a deputy district attorney, and I've had some success since I left that behind. But anyone who says I'm a “psychic detective” is full of crap, and if they say it more than once they're looking for a fight.

      I'm no psychic. Some of my friends have “gifts,” and I've seen what it does to them.

      Most spend their entire lives running away from their talents, pretending that they are not who they are and can't do what they can do. They end up stuck in lives that look normal from the outside but are pretty much dead inside.

      A few embrace what they can do, but that usually means that they end up isolated from every other person on the planet, consumed by their weirdness, broke or crazy or in jail or some combination of all three.

      It's a lot like the way “normal” people handle the whole psychic thing. Most deny that psychic talents even exist, and mock anyone who holds an open mind.

      Others are quite certain that psychics are out there, and are just as certain that they are agents of Satan or alien invaders or foreign terrorists.

      Then there are some who are sharp enough to know that psychic talents are real, and who understand that psychics are just people with quirks.

      Finally a few figure out that those quirks are useful, and can help turn a buck. People who exploit psychics to get things done.

      I guess I'm one of that last group, damn my ass to hell.

      Still, I consider Fielding a friend. I pay fair rates to the psychics I use, and try to take care of them as best I can. God knows they need it.

      Fielding's home was not far from the old Vicar and Blake building. He lived in a small square house on a block that ended at the fence surrounding one of the oldest cemeteries in Denver. Years ago I'd thought it odd that Fielding would live near a graveyard, but apparently it's a pretty quiet neighborhood from his point of view. The way he explains it, ghosts don't tend to spend any time in graveyards. After all, if a dead guy hasn't moved on it's because he doesn't know he's dead or because he has some unfinished business he wants to deal with. Either way, he's not going to hang around where his body has been planted. He's more likely to be at the place where he died, or a place that was important to him while he was alive.

      I pulled up in front of the house and shut off the engine so I could talk to Fielding for a minute. He was usually a bit out of sorts after a job, but he seemed more distant and agitated than usual. Many doctors had tried to figure Fielding out over the years, and most placed him somewhere on the autism spectrum. But today I could tell that something different was going on.

      Fielding fidgeted and continued staring out the windshield.

      “So, what did you learn from Joseph?” I asked. “Anything else we can use?”

      Fielding fidgeted some more and looked down into his lap. “I don't know. He said a lot that doesn't make sense yet. You know how it is.”

      “I know. I know. Still, was there anything that makes sense? Any information you can give me?”

      “Maybe.”

      “I thought you said you got some good stuff. Did he see who killed him?” I asked.

      Fielding flinched. “No. I don't know. I asked him who killed him, but he was confused. He couldn't tell me who they were.”

      They. So there were more than one.

      “Okay, okay,” I said. “Someone involved in a robbery gets killed, it's usually because his partners turned on him. But he wouldn't tell you who they were?”

      “No. When I asked, he said he wouldn't tell me. Or he couldn't tell me. I don't know if he was protecting someone, or just confused.”

      “Must have been confused,” I said. “Why would be protect someone who killed him?”

      “It was all confused. Maybe I'll be able to figure out something by the morning.”

      Sometimes it did work that way. Dead people don’t always think straight, and sometimes the things they say are puzzles that take some time to figure out.

      “Okay,” I said. “But if you don't have more for us to work with by morning, we need to go back so you can question Joseph again.”

      Fielding shook his head. “I don't want to go back. That place was too crowded.”

      “I know,” I said, “but we do what the job takes ...”

      “Not what's easy,” Fielding finished. He nodded, but still squirmed and stared out the window.

      I sighed and closed my eyes to think for a second. It really was like dealing with a child. I needed to make Fielding happy, because I was pretty sure I wasn’t done with him on this case. I had one thing in reserve, so I reached back to the rear seat and felt around until I found a small package wrapped in brown paper.

      “Here, I got you something. I think you'll like this.”

      Fielding's eyes widened when he saw the package, but before he could take it I held it back out of his reach.

      “You understand we really need all the information Joseph can give us, right?” I said. “Anything you can get from what he told you today. And going back to see him again if we have to.”

      Fielding swallowed sharply, but he nodded. His eyes never left the package, and as I lowered it his hands moved quickly to take it and he began opening the paper carefully.

      “That's — that's very kind of you, Martin. Very kind. There was no need to — strictly business association — not that you’re not a friend — very thoughtful to bring me something ...”

      Fielding had made it through the layers of brown paper to reveal a book. It was a small hardback edition of Robinson Crusoe. The book dealer who sold it to me said that it was from a small run printed in 1932. I'd planned to hold it for some time when Fielding was especially obstinate. This was not the worst I’d seen him get, but I decided this case was worth the bribe.

      Besides, it's nice to see Fielding enjoy something. And there's nothing in life that he enjoys as much as his books.

      Fielding's eyes widened farther, as wide as I ever saw them, as he turned the book over in his hands. “Martin, this is wonderful. I don't think I've read this one before. Really, this is so thoughtful. Thanks so much.” By the time he looked back up at me, his eyes were wet and shiny.

      “Just a token for an old friend,” I said. “I saw it when I was in New York and thought you'd like it.”

      Withdrawn as he was most of the time, Fielding tended to get very emotional very quickly. I was hoping he'd get out of my car and into his house before he got too weepy on me.

      After a few more awkward words of thanks, Fielding got out, clutching his new old book close to his chest, and walked up to his door. Once he had found his key and let himself in, I pulled away.

      I drove south toward Melissa Parker's place. She’s another of my associates. I believed she could provide some insight, and I was always happy for an excuse to visit her.

      On the way I decided to give Cindy an update on what her lead had gotten us. I tapped her name on my cell phone, and she answered on the third ring.

      “Hello?”

      “Hello, Cindy.”

      “Martin. Why on earth are you taking Colorado Boulevard at this hour? The traffic will be terrible.”

      Cindy worried over everyone as if we were her grandchildren. But she was right about the traffic, of course, and I was on Colorado just north of City Park. She could always tell where I was.

      “I'm on my way to see Melissa,” I said. “Just wanted to tell you that your advice paid off. Fielding and I went to that building over by the stock show, and Fielding made a new friend.”

      “Oh dear. Is he all right?”

      “He'll be fine. A little worn out is all. I just dropped him off at home. Anyway, not much to tell yet, but I wanted to say thanks. You and your maps came through once again.”

      “You're most welcome, Martin. You take care. And mind that accident near Sixth Avenue.”

      In my rearview I could see the lights of an emergency vehicle speeding south. Toward Sixth, I was sure. “I will. You be good now, Cindy.”

      After I hung up, I considered Cindy's advice about the accident. I also thought about the fact that I hadn't eaten all day and was feeling pretty empty. I turned on Colfax and crawled through traffic until I stopped at Itty's Tavern in Greek Town.

      Technically Greek Town was still Denver's only officially designated ethnic community, but the banners that had adorned its painted lampposts twenty years ago were long gone, as were several of the Greek diners and cafés whose owners had fought for the area's recognition. Itty's had been there a long time, and while Itty wasn't Greek, his place was an anchor of the block.

      It was early, so the place was still quiet. Just a couple of guys sitting at the bar and Itty's nephew Jerry behind it, filling peanut buckets.

      “Hey, Marty,” Jerry said as I walked in. “Long time. You workin'?”

      “Yeah. Good to see you, Jerry. Set me up with some of the dark and a steak sandwich.”

      “No problem.”

      Jerry gave me a tall glass of Guinness. The tavern was mostly a dimly lit box, but there were a couple of sunny booths near the front window. I carried my drink to one of those, sat down, and pulled Harris's case file from under my arm. I opened to the claim information from Vicar and Blake and the descriptions of the stolen pieces.

      There were three lots missing in total. The thing was, they didn't have much in common with one another. One was a collection of late-nineteenth-century photographic equipment. All of it was in good condition, so the lot had been expected to attract interest from collectors. The second was a piece of early-twentieth-century western sculpture, an original bronze casting by Michael Fenn. The last was a set of three small Native American jars.

      No connection that I could see. Not the most valuable things in the building at the time. Nor even the most portable, especially the sculpture. Maybe they were just targets of opportunity, the first things Vargas and friends found when they broke in.

      Or maybe they had been commissioned to steal specific items? Perhaps a collector didn't want to risk losing out at auction?

      Historical photographic equipment was a hot collectible among the latest wave of young tech millionaires. This lot contained some significant pieces, including a well-maintained wet-plate camera from 1853. I suppose I could see someone obsessing over that kind of thing.

      The Fenn sculpture had been sold at auction for one hundred ten thousand dollars eight years ago, and had been expected to fetch at least one-forty this time around. Not bad money, but there were other Fenn pieces available around the country. This one depicted a horseman with a rifle, which could describe just about every Fenn reproduction I'd seen in every hotel lobby in the western United States. I doubt anyone would go to the trouble of sponsoring a heist just for that.

      The jars were interesting. They had some value, but not enough to make them worth a heist like this. Not much to look at. They were bulbous things ranging from two to four inches in diameter, with small spout-like openings at the top, made of thick brown clay. The thing that made them attractive was their age and pedigree. They were from a people of southern Colorado called the Lacalma, and the jars themselves were estimated to be at least four hundred years old. There seemed to be a lot of academic interest in studying them. Vicar and Blake had expected most bidders to be universities or museums, or wealthy buyers looking to donate the pieces for a tax break and academic gratitude.

      Jerry brought my sandwich. I ate with my left hand while making notes and sketches in my notebook.

      Okay, say Joseph Vargas and friends had been hired to steal one of these lots. Which one? And what about the rest of the loot? Just picked up because it was handy?

      The weird variety of stolen merchandise made me lean toward an independent job by Vargas and company. And either way, an indie job or a sponsored job where they picked up some extra stuff, how had they planned to off-load what they stole?

      A lot of questions. I was counting on Vargas's murder to hand me a lucky break.

      That sounds awful, I know. So let me be clear about something: I'm basically an insurance investigator. Once in a while I may take a missing-person job, or a background check, or some other consulting work. But I pay my bills from contracts with Pioneer West and a few other insurance companies who hire me to investigate claim fraud, or to retrieve insured property like in this Vicar and Blake case.

      A few times a year John Harris sends me a death claim. That's when Fielding comes in handy. Nothing beats getting the victim's own description of a shop accident or a fatal crash.

      An accident is one thing, but murder is different. Generally I don't deal in murder. No private investigator does, because no one hires us for that. Catching a murderer is the most important thing in the world that no one is willing to pay for. So I leave that to the real cops. Serious, underpaid, and sometimes even skilled real cops like the ones I worked with when I was a deputy DA.

      But if I'm going to be honest, finding a murder victim in the middle of a property case might make my job a lot easier.

      Of course I was sorry to learn that the theft had led to murder. Naturally. I'm not a monster. But with Fielding on my side, murder could be a pretty easy case to solve. A vast majority of murders are committed by someone known to the victim, and Fielding is one of the few people who can talk to a murder victim. It seemed likely that one of Vargas's partners in crime had turned on him, and that person might still have the stolen items I'd been hired to find. I should be able to ID the killer, if Fielding could just squeeze the right information out of Vargas.

      Information. That reminded me. I still needed to call Lang.

      I finished my sandwich, gathered up the file and my notebook, left some money for Jerry, and went back out to my car. Before starting it up I dialed the phone. After two rings a familiar voice came on the line.

      “Major Crimes Division. This is Detective Lang.”

      I'd known Jeff Lang for a long time. Worked a bunch of cases with him when I was a prosecutor. He was one of the few cops who hadn't considered me a deserter when I left the DA's office.

      “Jeff,” I said, “it's Martin Rodak.”

      “Marty. How's things? You and the superfriends staying busy?”

      “Busier than some weeks. I just started a new case for Pioneer West.”

      “Interesting job?”

      “Pretty interesting,” I said. “There may be a murder involved.”

      Lang sighed through the phone. “Okay, keep talking. No, let me guess. Fielding met a dead guy?”

      “You got it.”

      “Marty, you know that doesn't give me much to go on. Until we find a body, or get a credible report from someone ...”

      “I know, I know. Just wanted to give you a heads-up. Fielding is right more than he's wrong, isn't he?”

      “Well, yes,” Lang said. “A lot more.”

      “So there you go. Anyway, that's not the main thing I needed to tell you now. Who's working the Vicar and Blake theft?”

      “Fred Carson, with me on call. And Carson is not a happy man right now. Feds are breathing down our necks about that case.”

      “Feds? Why?”

      “Apparently there were some Indian, I mean, Native American artifacts stolen. Which means the Department of the Interior takes an interest, which means we need to get results or they call the Department of Justice and the case goes to the FBI. That's why it was bumped over to us in Major Crimes, even though it's technically just a burglary, a property crime.”

      Lang paused for a moment.

      “Wait a minute,” he said. “Is that the case you're working for Pioneer West? The V and B thing?”

      “Yep.”

      “Oh great.” I could hear Lang's palm covering his forehead. “Fred's going to love that. First feds, and now you messing around.”

      “Hey, hey. Nobody's messing around. I come with an offering. Fred needs to check out the old V and B storage building up on Brighton.”

      “Why?” Lang asked.

      “Because that's where the thieves planned their job.”

      I gave Lang a description of the meeting with Fielding, Harris, and Tucci, and what we found in the basement.

      “And don't worry, I was good,” I said. “I didn't mess with the scene once I realized what we had there.”

      “I'm sure you were careful,” Lang said.

      “Tell Fred I'll come by in the morning to give a statement.”

      “I will. See you later, Marty.”

      I hung up and started the car. Then I drove to Melissa's place, a nice little garden apartment near Cherry Creek.

      I heard her voice as soon as I rang the doorbell. “Coming, Martin.”

      She opened the door into her bright, cool living room. She was wearing black-framed sunglasses that matched her jet-black hair and highlighted the pale, pretty features of her face. Seeing her smile always made me feel like a weight was being lifted from my head, replaced by a warmth in my chest.

      “Hello, Melissa. This an okay time for a chat? I could use some help.”

      “Sure. I was just watching the Rockies extend another eighth-inning lead.”

      The TV in the corner was turned off. I knew that it wasn't connected to anything. No cable, no antenna, no power even. But somehow Melissa was able to watch things on it. Which would be remarkable even if she weren't blind.

      Melissa led me inside. Besides the television, there was a small sofa and a comfortable chair, and a large drafting table that took up most of the room.

      “I was just working on some more card designs,” Melissa said. “My publisher is pressing me for new cards for the holidays. Gives me a headache, thinking about Christmas so early in the year.”

      Melissa worked as an illustrator and greeting card designer. Not a typical trade for someone with no sight, but nothing about Melissa was typical. For me, she was a weirdly effective sketch artist. She couldn't see a floodlight in front of her face, since she was born without the usual connections between her eyes and her brain, but she could detect the history of objects or places and turn those visions into drawings.

      “I don't have anything physical for you yet,” I said, “but I have some photographs. Here, just a sec.”

      I took out my camera and switched it to Review mode, then brought up the first picture I had taken of the basement room where Fielding met Joseph. “Here you go. This is the first picture. I've got more too, with more detail. Let's see what you get from them.”

      Melissa sat down at her drafting table and took the camera. She held the LCD display squarely in front of her face and appeared to stare at it intently, as if she could see it through her black glasses. After twenty or thirty seconds she held the display up to her forehead, then placed it in front of her eyes again.

      “I get lots of people. Old people. No, not old. Old-fashioned. People from a long time ago.” She lowered the camera. “What kind of case is this, anyway?”

      Damn. She was getting interference from the furniture makers.

      “Don't worry about it,” I said. “Just concentrate. What do you get that's more recent? Maybe the last few months?”

      Melissa held up the camera again. “I get ... some people,” she said. “Three people. Three men.” She held out the camera to me. “Here, show me more.”

      I took the camera, flipped to the next picture, and held it up for Melissa. After a few seconds she nodded and I flipped to the next.

      As I continued the slide show, Melissa's right hand drifted across the table and took hold of a pencil. On the pad in front of her she began to sketch. Slowly at first, but as she continued she picked up speed. By the time I finished stepping through the photos and lowered the camera, she was sketching frantically, tearing sheets off her sketch pad to start new drawings or restart ones that hadn't gone right. All the while she continued staring straight ahead, her empty black glasses locked in front of her, her fine arched eyebrows perfectly still. Only her hands moved as she tried to draw what was in her mind.

      No matter how many times I saw it, this part always creeped me out.

      Finally she stopped. Her brow softened and a slight smile returned to her lips.

      “Here,” she said. “These are the men.”

      She pushed the jumble of papers out of her way and spread three sheets in front of her. They were stark sketches, more like artistic portraits than the flat, dead drawings generated by police sketch artists. One man was gaunt, with a thin mustache and wearing a tie and a dress shirt that hung loosely around his neck. Another was stockier, with straight black hair and a worried smile. The third was a bald man with a hard look to his face and a loosened tie at his throat.

      “That's great,” I said. “Anything more you can get?”

      “This is it, except for the old-timey people I mentioned before,” Melissa said. “You know I don't do my best work from photographs. Bring me something I can touch and maybe I can do more.”

      “I know. Thing is, the place is a potential crime scene. The police wouldn't be happy with me carrying off souvenirs.”

      “Okay. I hope this helps in the meantime,” Melissa said.

      “You know it does,” I said. I leaned over and kissed her forehead. She smelled like roses and vanilla. She smiled.

      “You want to know what I know?” she said. “I know it's been weeks since you said you'd let me cook dinner for you.”

      “That still sounds great,” I said. “Sorry, I've just been busy.”

      “Sure. But you did promise. How about tomorrow night?” Melissa's voice dropped a little lower. “I promise to make something delicious.” The tip of her tongue played at the corner of her lips.

      I had been making my way to the door, but I forgot how to make my feet move. “Yeah, well. That still sounds great. I, uh, I'll let you know about tomorrow night.”

      Melissa's smile widened and broke into a delicate laugh. “You're blushing, Martin.”

      “Hey, how would you know? You can't see me.”

      “But I know you.”

      She kept the door open as I made my way back out through the courtyard toward my car. “Remember, tomorrow night!”
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      When I got home I spent a few hours working on the case. I looked through the rest of the file I’d gotten from Harris, but nothing new leapt out. I made notes on what I would need from the Vicar and Blake employee records, and I added Melissa's drawings to the file. I planned to show them around at the V and B offices as soon as I could arrange a visit. I knew one of the men in the pictures had to be Vargas, and hoped someone could identify the others. I also made some notes about what to ask Fielding in the morning and what to include in my statement for Fred Carson.

      When I was done with the Vicar and Blake file, I updated some billing paperwork for my prior Pioneer West case. After that I watched TV over some saltines and spray-can cheese and eventually went to bed.
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        * * *

      

      I don't wake up very well. It takes a few minutes for me to figure out what's going on, and during that process I'm far too likely to hit something. It's amazing that I don't need to replace my phone once a month.

      The phone woke me up around five o'clock. I grabbed it from its charger on the nightstand, then smacked myself in the forehead with it before I managed to position it next to my ear and talk into it.

      “Rodak,” I mumbled. “What?”

      “Martin. It's — I'm sorry — I didn't — it was — after you brought me home, I went out — now the police think —”

      “Fielding? What's going on?” I sat up at the edge of the bed. “Slow down. Where are you?”

      On the other end of the line, Fielding took a deep breath before he tried to speak again. “I'm at the police station. Downtown. I — I'm under arrest.”

      “What? What for?”

      “The police think I had something to do with killing Joseph Vargas. I swear, Martin, he was dead before I met him. I met him for the first time yesterday.”

      “Wait, wait. Why do they —”

      “They found out I went to the body. I went to it, I admit, but I only knew where it was because Joseph told me —”

      “Stop talking,” I said. “Do you understand, Fielding? I need you to stop talking now.”

      Fielding was silent.

      “Good. Now you sit tight. I’ll be down there as soon as I can. You say you're downtown? Denver police headquarters?”

      Pause.

      “Um, yes. There's a sign that says 'Major Crimes.'”

      The DPD's Major Crimes Division handled murder investigations, among other things. But Jeff Lang had mentioned that they were also working the Vicar and Blake theft, so maybe that was why Fielding had been taken to that division for questioning.

      “Okay. You've met my friend Detective Lang. He works there. I'll call him and try to get this straightened out.”

      After hanging up the phone, I went to the bathroom to splash some water on my face.

      “Why do you keep going out of your way for these people?” I asked my reflection.

      I knew the answer, of course. Or at least two answers.

      Having a team of psychics in my corner helped me close cases, set my name apart from the competition, and brought in more work. That was the mercenary explanation, and the one I was most likely to admit to.

      But I also felt responsible for Fielding, and for the others. I liked to think they were better off working for me than not, and I tried to give them help when they needed it. But sometimes working for me could complicate their lives as much as their talents did.

      I left the sink, put on the same suit I had worn the day before, and ran out to my car. It was not quite dawn, and the streets were mostly empty as I pulled out. On my way to the station, I dialed Lang's cell phone.

      “Rodak, what's going on?” Lang said when he finally answered.

      “Fielding has been arrested.”

      “I know,” he said. “I just got a call that he'd been picked up, something to do with the Vicar and Blake case, and that Vargas thing you tipped me about. What the hell did he do?”

      “I don't know,” I said, “but I'm sure he didn't kill anybody.”

      I told him about Fielding's phone call. “That's all I know,” I said. “I'm on my way to Cherokee Street.”

      “I'll meet you there,” Lang said.

      Twenty minutes later I was at the Police Administration Building at Cherokee and Thirteenth, explaining to a desk officer that I was there to meet Detective Lang, when Lang came in behind me.
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