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One


Three things I’ve learned about a pissed-off ghost. First, it likes to do the scaring. When the tables are turned and it’s suddenly the one being scared shitless, batten down the hatches. Second, like pretty much anything backed into a corner, it’s going to get frantic. And third, it’s not going to look like your kid brother under a sheet or Jacob Marley dragging a chain or a glowing pretty boy like Patrick Swayze in Ghost. If you’re lucky (or unlucky) enough to see it at all, it’ll look like a nasty, zigzagging ball of lightning in a jar. That electrical energy—what I call the z-thing—is the zizz, the zam. Ben Franklin did not discover this stuff. Whatever it is, it stands you right the hell to attention when it zaps you.


The second I enter the barn, a sphere comes at me like a major-league fastball and I hit the deck. Pop! A lightbulb behind me blows. Then another. Then three more surge, explode, and send a burst of wicked sparks into the air. I’m not in darkness long. Flames erupt and race up the walls. Smoke envelopes me and I’m coughing up a lung. The soul trap vibrates and hums in my hands. The horses that fled circle the barn and whinny frantically.


After a display of electromagnetic manipulation like that, the soul will be spent, at least for a minute or two. In a barn like this, baking in the California sun for fifty years, the timbers are as dry as dinosaur bones. I have five minutes to end this—tops.


“Give it up, Casper! I own your spectral ass,” I yell as I throw the emitter switch on the soul trap. A wall of red light—the phantom fence—erupts from the barrel and forms a barrier between me and the barn door. I pivot and throw the switch again. A second fence stretches to the barn wall. It’s called a fence, but it’s more like a bubble. It pens ghosts in, but also puts a barrier above and below them as well.


Now I have it boxed in.


The flames in the hayloft arc and spiral like a gust of wind hit them. Bingo. I grab the ladder it hurled at me moments before and climb to the hayloft. Both phantom fences close behind me and surround us.


Now I have it cornered.


The flames licking the walls ignite the roof. Heavy smoke fills my lungs. The soul trap vibrates madly, then stops. The monitor on the butt end of the trap flashes to life and the targeting program launches automatically. I try to steady my nerves, but the smoke is too thick. I point the barrel of the weapon at the back wall. The spirit roars, and I don’t need a digital recorder to hear its rage. It’s desperate, cornered—at last, an easy target. An unseen force pulls the barrel a little to the right, then a hair to the left. I look at the monitor—the crosshairs illuminate and I hear the familiar shrill tone. Locked and loaded. I pull the trigger. Fire.


Dirty Harry had his .44 Magnum. Van Helsing, his crucifix and stake. I have the soul trap, and once again, it delivers. I close my eyes and brace for the noise, a cacophony not of this world—loud and long: a static-charged rip, as if the fabric of time and space is torn in half, a soul’s anguished moan, a colossal boom, then the slurp of megasuction like a Dirt Devil on steroids. Mission accomplished.


The smoke clouds my vision. I reach for the ladder and halfway down, my lungs close and I can’t breathe. It hits me—I might die. I might end up a ghost. With half a dozen rungs left to descend, I leap off and try to sprint, but collapse. I press my cheek to the ground and start crawling toward the door. When I finally emerge from the barn, I use the barrel of the soul trap to help me stand. Then I hear a thousand Louisville Sluggers being snapped like twigs all at once. Adrenaline kicks in and I manage to run. When I’m out of the fire and into the night air, the barn roof collapses and a column of fire darts into the sky. Somehow I’m still on my feet, and moving fast. I sprint twenty yards to safety, drop to my hands and knees and vomit ash, smoke, and a three-hour-old burrito.


Besides the raging inferno, I hear two other things: sirens in the distance and footsteps coming toward me.


“Christ in heaven, are you okay?” asks Rick Camarillo, the owner of the ranch.


I choke out an “uh-huh.”


“Did you capture it?” he asks in a Hispanic accent as thick as his salt-and-pepper mustache.


I struggle to speak. “I got it.”


“Thank you. God bless you, Kane.”


“It’s a nasty prick—powerful. The barn just went up.” With what feels like a mouthful of charcoal briquettes, I say, “I’m sorry.”


“That devil spirit made the flames. I know it. It has threatened me and my horses with fire before.” Señor Camarillo stares sadly at the carnage. “You’re sure I’m rid of it?” he asks.


“I’m sure.”


I look up. Through burning, watery eyes I see him staring at the flames. “Then the barn is a small price to pay.”


The sirens get louder. “Must be the fire department,” I say, hacking.


“And the police,” says Camarillo.


“What?” Goddamnit. Did I mention I pretty much hate everyone? That includes horseshit shovelers with Magnum P.I. mustaches. Fuckin’ A, I’m going to jail over this.


“It’s my wife,” he says, nervously stroking his pornstache. “She doesn’t trust you—thinks you’re loco. She called the police—told them you burned down our barn.”


“And you couldn’t stop her?”


“I’m sorry.”


Pussy-whipped rancher. I stand and search the horizon for flashing lights, but everything’s a blur. “My eyes are on fire. So are my lungs. I need water.”


“There’s water in the well,” Camarillo says, pointing to our left. “I still draw from it. Better than the mule piss the city of L.A. puts through the pipes.”


I dart to the well, raise the bucket, and bury my head in the cold water. Heaven on earth. I yank my head out of the bucket, glance around. The sirens echo off the canyon wall behind the ranch. I have a minute, maybe two. My heart pounds. I pick up the trap, shoot a look right and left. Nothing. I glance at Rancher Rick staring at the fallen barn. I’d like to trust him with it, but I can’t. I don’t trust anyone.


The police cars and fire engines turn onto Camarillo’s property. No choice. I dump out the water in the bucket, place the soul trap inside, and lower it halfway down the well. Maybe I’ll get lucky and walk out of here with it. Probably not, in which case Ned will have to come and get it.


I could try to make a run for it into the canyon, but I don’t have the wind for it. Plus, they’ll bust me harder for fleeing the scene. The best I can do now is put a little distance between me and the trap. I raise my hands and run toward the three approaching LAPD cruisers. The cops are out of their vehicles in a flash, nines drawn.


“Freeze or I’ll blow your fucking head off.”


“Facedown on the ground. Now!”


I’ve been through this dance before with the trigger-happy LAPD. One stupid move, I’m dead, and these jackasses are off to high-five each other at the TGIF happy hour in Simi Valley. I bite my tongue and drop facedown. It’s like a herd of bison approaching and stomping me. Two swats with a nightstick open a gash in my scalp, three punches to my temple and jaw ring my bell, and a well-placed patrol boot to my kidney makes me piss a little in my jeans. My shoulder ligaments are stretched to the max as they slap the cuffs on me and drag me across rocks and dirt to an awaiting cruiser. I can’t breathe. I feel like a goldfish on the floor of a mean kid’s bedroom.


Fuck biting my tongue. “Hey, assholes,” I groan. “Can’t we all just get along?”


The two cops dragging me stop and drop me. The only words I hear are “You have the right to remain—” before one of the cops takes his baton upside my head and sends me to dreamland.
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Two


The ten-minute ride to LAPD’s Foothill Division is pretty much a blur, but what little brainpower I have seems focused on the number 27 again. Ever since I turned 27 last November, I’ve had this feeling, not really a premonition, but a nagging suspicion, that I might not live to see 28. A lot of important people—at least important in my world—have crapped out at 27. Kurt Cobain, Jim Morrison, Jimi Hendrix, Brian Jones, Janis Joplin, and Robert Johnson, the bluesman who sold his soul at the crossroads. For the last month or so, I’ve been listening to their music pretty much exclusively as my preoccupation with their untimely deaths intensifies. Granted, they’re all famous icons and I’m a schmo, but I still can’t shake this feeling that somehow I’m a member of Club 27 with them. Don’t know why.


Yes, I’m a musician, but I’m only good behind closed doors and I have no real desire to stand under a spotlight. While I have a passion for music—pretty much all forms of it—I accept the fact that I’ll probably never make it. I’m a half decent piano player and am definitely a good enough guitarist to play in a band, but when I’m playing, the music doesn’t overtake me. I never surprise myself. I can’t feel it deep enough in my bone marrow, and without that magic, I can’t stand out. Hollywood is already filled with enough wannabe rock stars. You need the special sauce. Plus, in today’s music scene, I’m like a dinosaur. My heroes are all in the past. I was born the same year Madonna was recording “Lucky Star,” yet I’m trapped in ’60s and ’70s rock.


So, in other words, I’m the misfit sitting alone, listening—over and over—to CDs that peaked as vinyl albums.


Before my head clears, I’ve already been dragged from the police cruiser, photographed, and printed. I’m led to a pay phone and told to make it quick. The one-phone-call myth seen endlessly on TV is bullshit, at least in my experience. Every time I’ve been busted I’ve been given at least ten minutes alone, and in that time I can make as many phone calls as I damn well please, so long as there was someone on the other end to accept the charges. Even with this wild freedom to dial recklessly from behind bars, I only ever make one call. Ned Ross. Doctor Ned Ross, he’d be quick to point out. I dial the operator and give her Ned’s number. It rings and I tense up. A cop shows up right behind me. I remind myself that it doesn’t matter if he’s here or not—the phones are bugged anyway. I have to think quick and shut Ned up before he goes off on one of his tangents. Ned grumbles when the operator asks him if he’ll accept the charges.


“Kane? Where are you?”


“Look, I’ve—”


“How’d it go? Did you get it? Did you get paid?” he asks, cutting me off.


This is a man who never shuts his fucking mouth. “Don’t interrupt me. Listen to me for a minute. It’s important you listen to me, okay?”


“Got it.”


“I ran into some trouble. I’m in custody at Foothill Division.”


“Shit. For what?”


“Arson. But you’re interrupting me again,” I say, pissed.


“Sorry. Go ahead.”


“Listen to me. Don’t worry. I’m doing well.” I drag out the word. “Very well, considering.” I pause. “Well, I need your help. So go take care of business and then get over here and help me out. Okay?”


Ned pauses, processes. “Okay, gotcha.”


I hang up. Ned should figure it out. If anything, it’ll be so simple, it might throw him. This is a guy who thinks on a whole different level from most mortals. He worked on the soul trap, which puts him in the technological stratosphere, and he’s considered a genius in mathematics circles. But his ego gets in his way and he talks way more than he listens, and in the rare instance he does listen, he doesn’t hear. He’s equal parts blarney, bullshit, and brilliance. He thinks he knows it all, but if you ask me he knows a little bit about a lot of things and a lot about a few things. But the few things he knows top to bottom remain well beyond the scope of comprehension of most people, me included.


Ned knew my dad a little, and he’s a college professor, so he thinks this gives him carte blanche to lecture me like I’m a student and order me around like the son he never had. The classic love-hate thing. He can get on my nerves faster than any human on earth, but, in truth, he’s the only person I can really count on.


The cop leads me to a holding cell where a goofy-looking bastard is pacing. Two seconds after the door slams, I peg him as a meth head. He looks sixty, so in Methland, that would put him somewhere in his early to midforties. He’s missing some teeth, has scabs on his bald scalp, and looks like a corpse that started decaying but forgot to die first. I take a seat on the bench, cross my arms, and close my eyes. I emanate a single silent mantra: Fuckin’ leave me alone.


For a few silent minutes, it works. I assess my sorry situation. I’m already on probation for breaking and entering at the Comedy Store on Sunset. That was the time I trapped another pissed-off ghost, a mob hit man from the ’40s, who got whacked in the basement of what was then Ciro’s nightclub. Before that, I had a couple juvie convictions for assault—not supernatural related. After my dad died, I got bounced around a handful of foster homes and had two different run-ins with foster fathers that turned into all-out brawls. Take all of this, add it up, and it equals one big, fucking black mark on my name. I know I’m not walking out of here today. There’s not going to be bail set or a summons to appear. It hits me all at once like the cop’s nightstick—I’m going to jail.


I continue my mantra, but the silence is broken by the guy I’m trapped with in the cell. “That fucking Obama.”


I don’t reply.


“You’re not asleep. Don’t bullshit me.”


I don’t reply.


“Faggot, I’m talking to you.”


I don’t reply.


“Look at you sitting there, with that hair, the goatee, the boots, the Nirvana shirt. What are you—a graduate of the Johnny Depp Fashion Academy?


I open my eyes. “They confiscated my shades and my lucky necklace. They really complete my look.”


“I’ll bet a faggot like you voted for that fucking Obama. Probably going to vote for him again, too.”


“I don’t talk politics,” I say, closing my eyes again.


“You know about that Obama, don’t you?”


He’s not going to leave me alone. Let’s see what brand of crazy I’m dealing with. “Know what?”


“He’s part of the sacred bloodline of the Illuminati.” Jesus Christ—a meth head that’s also nuttier than a Snickers. I knew a guy like this once. Schizophrenic and most likely off his meds. “Obama’s the eighth cousin of Dick Cheney, the thirteenth cousin of George Bush. No shit. Kissing fuckin’ cousins.”


Did I mention I pretty much hate everyone? That includes tweakers, conspiracy buffs, and loons. This douche bag wins the trifecta.


“He’s also related to the Windsors and Winston Churchill. It’s all one interconnected bloodline going all the way back to Vlad the Impaler. You know who that is, right?”


“Count Chocula,” I mumble. He doesn’t even hear me.


“That’s right, Dracula. Dragooool, baby!” He’s tweaking his balls off, throwing piss-poor karate kicks in the air. “That’s how this old whore of a world works. Obama was hand-groomed to be the first black president. There were three black guys the Illuminati groomed, but Obama was the one they chose. I’ll bet you don’t know who the other two were.”


I try not to make eye contact as I glance around for something to hit him with. Cell is empty.


“Arthur Ashe was numero uno, but he wouldn’t play ball so they killed him with AIDS. Guess who the second one was?”


“Gary Coleman.”


“Don’t mock me, asshole,” he snarls, planting a back kick on the cell door. “I am speaking words of wisdom here.”


The boom of his kick echoes and I hear a cop outside yell, “Cut the shit in there.” The meth head just resumes his rant. “The second was Colin Powell, but he lacked the charisma to sway the masses.”


Did I mention I pretty much hate everyone? That includes shit-kicking racists. I’ll be trapped with this jerkoff for God knows how long, and he’s not going to shut up. If I can fuck with him … play upon his paranoia … get him to take a swing at me, and let him land a clean punch, maybe they’ll drag him to another cell. Time to engage. I open my eyes, stare him square in the eye until it makes him squirm. “How do you know this stuff?” I ask.


“Shit, I read. Lots of shit. Icke mostly.”


David Icke. Figures. Writes mildly entertaining conspiracy books about the Illuminati controlling the world and a reptilian race in charge of everything. Spins a good yarn. Persuasive as hell. Listen to him speak eloquently about Princess Diana’s death for an hour and you’ll be ready to storm the castle door and hang the royals for murder. I sit up, uncross my arms, nod at him, and speak slowly and with utter certainty. “I’m part of it all.”


“Part of what?” he asks, amused.


“Part of the puppet show. Except I’m not a puppet.”


“What does that mean?”


I’m remembering a diagram of Freemasonry from an Icke documentary I watched a couple of years ago. “What would you say if I told you I was a Grand Elect Mason?”


“I’d say bullshit. Bull fucking shit.”


“I’m fourteenth degree. Illuminated.”


“Bullshit.” He’s suspicious, a little worried.


“The brotherhood of the Scottish Rite.” Now he’s alarmed. He doesn’t reply. “Come on, you read Icke,” I say. “Children of the Matrix?” I glanced through that crazy fucking book once at Barnes & Noble when I ducked inside to wait out an El Niño rainstorm. Got so hooked, I ended up shoplifting it. His face goes white. Yep, he’s read it.


“You’re one of them?”


This is easier than I thought. I nod, roll my eyes up in my head until they’re white, start blinking madly, and give him my best Nicholson smirk.


“You’re a reptile,” he whispers, backing away. “You’re one of them.”


“Why do you think I’m here?”


He shakes his head.


“You know too much.” I stop blinking and refocus on him. I smile and whisper answers to the air as I look at him. I stand up and he decides to sit—at the other end of the cell. “Those voices in your head—that’s us. We control you. And millions like you.” I walk over, lean down, and let out a spraying hiss. Slowly, I ask, “Now, how do you know about Arthur Ashe? Tell me, fucker, or you won’t survive the night.”


“I ain’t telling you shit.” He stands and I shove him back down. He throws both fists in the air, begins ducking and weaving. I could knock his ass cold, but instead I lean in and expose my chin. Just when he’s ready to wail on me, a cop opens the door and points a taser his way. “Sit down and shut the fuck up or I will fry your ass,” he screams. Then he looks at me. “Kane Pryce?”


I nod.


“Follow me. Charges were dropped.”


Christmas comes early. I look at the meth head in the corner, fists still raised, ready to rumble. “See? I’m untouchable. You? You’re gonna rot in here.”


“Fucking reptilian motherfucker, get back here,” he screams as the cell door slams behind me.


Down the hallway from the cell, Detective Cliff DuPree from the Hollywood division waits.


“What are you doing in the Valley?” I ask.


“Your name came up on the arrest database. Meet me out front. I’ll give you a ride home.” I collect my wallet, iPhone, sunglasses, and necklace, then call Ned and leave a message on his voice mail. I walk out the front door and into DuPree’s Volvo.


We fly down the 170 Freeway, but hit a wall of traffic near the Victory off-ramp. I can’t take my eyes off the navigation system embedded in the walnut-appointed dash. “Nice car,” I say.


“Bought it on New Year’s Eve. Best day of the year to get a deal on a new fucking ride. They’re creaming to get one last sale on the books.”


“So I guess I owe you another one,” I say.


“Not this time. Lucky for you the rancher’s wife changed her tune,” DuPree says. “I couldn’t have helped you this time.” DuPree looks over at me and I glance back. He’s a big guy—fit and forty, salt-and-pepper hair, always a classy necktie. He’s right out of Central Casting—could play a police detective, good or bad, on any cop show. “Cover your tracks better, Kane. Remember, I’m the only person on this side of the fence who actually believes your stories. I’ve pulled a lot of strings for you—”


“Going back to juvie hall,” I say. “I know.”


DuPree nods. “But you can’t count on me to bail you out of every jam.” He takes one hand off the steering wheel and points at me. “You’re too smart to end up in prison. Get your head out of your ass.”


I sigh, disgusted and tired. “Okay, the next time I throw down on a violent, desperate ghost, I’ll ask it to go light.”


“Just destroy that thing and get on with your life.”


“I can’t do that.”


“Look at you. You’re alone. You’re afraid to make friends, to get close to anyone. That device is a curse.”


“I’m keeping it.”


“Why? Because of your father?”


Duh. I don’t answer. Traffic starts to flow. DuPree focuses on the freeway again. “You can’t beat what’s not of this world.”


“Who says?”


DuPree drops me off on the corner of Yucca and Highland and gives me a final warning to keep my nose clean. I stop at 7-Eleven, buy a lousy coffee, and cross the street to my apartment building. My iPhone rings. It’s Ned.


“Got your message. Where are you?”


“Almost home,” I say. “Do you have it?”


“I got a couple of things at the Camarillo ranch. I got your eight grand—cash. And, well, the soul trap’s safe by my side.”


“I’m glad you figured it out.”


“Forest Gump could have figured it out. Well, Kane, I guess I’ll meet you at your place in about twenty, that is if you’re feeling well. Well? …” He cracks himself up and I hang up on him.


Home sweet home is the Halifax Apartments on the corner of Yucca and Cahuenga. If you live here, you’re either on your way up and out or down and out. No in-betweens. I still don’t know which category I’m in. Mainly, I’m cheap. I’d rather spend the little money I make tooling up my ghost-hunting gear than paying a wad on a respectable crib.


At the front door, a lousy day starts to look a lot better. I’ve seen her before, but I’m not sure where or when. A tall blonde with short hair, a long neck, and eyes so big and blue they look like pools you could swim laps in. She wears white and, for a second, I have the hopeful notion that maybe, just maybe, she’s an angel bearing a message. But my thoughts go from saintly to sinful when she smiles and approaches. A designer suit and handbag to go with a rose tatt that reveals itself when she bends to retrieve her BlackBerry off the sidewalk.


“Kane? Kane Pryce? Can I speak to you?”


Alarm bells. “How do you know my name?”


She extends a hand. “Eva Kells.”


I don’t offer my hand in return. “How do you know my name?”


“I’ve read about you.”


“Read what?”


She smiles, all friendly. “About what you do. You’re mentioned on a few Southern Cal ghost websites. You’re all over laghostpost.com. Interesting reading.”


Goddamnit. I made the mistake of going along on a couple of paranormal investigations with a husband-and-wife team. Dumbass that I am, I got drunk with them a couple of times and shot my mouth off. Told them some things—nothing major, but enough for them to hail me as some kind of expert. Next thing I know, they’re writing about me.


The website has no style. Amateur hour. No major traffic—mostly the hard-core L.A. ghost buffs. Not enough limelight to get me into trouble; just enough to keep me on my toes. Shouldn’t bitch too hard, though. Shitty-looking site has gotten me most of my clients.


“What do you want?” I ask.


“I work at the L.A. Times.”


Strike one. “I don’t need a subscription. I get my news online.”


She shakes her head. “I’m a reporter. I also have a blog.”


Strikes two and three. Did I mention I pretty much hate everyone? That includes reporters, bloggers, and tweeters. But … a predicament. Did I forget to mention that I’m also a major-league skin hound? What to do, what to do.


Walk away, Kane, but my feet are inexplicably rooted in the sidewalk. Don’t even glance her way, but I can’t stop looking. I have a theory about my weakness for women in white, or any other color in the 32-bit spectrum. It’s lame at best, but here it goes: When it comes to women and sex, I most closely identify with a well-known character. No, it’s not Ron Jeremy, though he lives just up the street. It’s Spock. Everyone knows he’s a logical and levelheaded dude, but every seven years or so, he experiences Pon Farr. That’s Vulcan for horny as a chimp with three balls. Out of nowhere, his Vulcan blood boils, his logic and reason get jettisoned out the Enterprise’s escape hatch, and the normally buttoned-up Spock goes apeshit on everyone until he busts his Vulcan nut. That’s me, except it’s not seven years, it’s seven weeks, give or take. And according to my mental calendar, Vulcan mating season is upon me again.


Jesus, you can’t mingle with a reporter, but here I stand, toying with the notion. Wake up—now! I’m single and decent-enough-looking. I can meet a bevy of hot girls in club lines if I walk a few blocks in any direction. I don’t need this. “No comment.” I say as I make a fast trek for the front door.


“Listen, Kane. I’m on your side,” she says, talking fast. “Ghosts are hot. I believe in them. I want to write about you—get your story out there. Give you a push. Let’s just talk.”


“I guess you didn’t hear me, so I’ll repeat: No fucking comment.”


“Look, here’s my card. All of my digits are on there—home, work, cell. Give me a call. Anytime.”


“Keep it,” I say, stepping inside the foyer.


“Just think about it,” she says, shoving the card in my back pocket. Her hand on my ass—even for an instant: electrifying. She smiles at me, then struts away like a model on a catwalk. When she rounds the corner I walk over and watch her sway down Cahuenga. It’s the highlight of my day—maybe my piss-poor year. She’s a cut above any girl I’ll meet in a club line—and if she were anything but a reporter, I’d have been chasing her like a puppy chasing his tail. But I can’t risk it.


Or can I?


She disappears out of sight when she reaches Hollywood Boulevard. It’s done and over with. The big head prevailed.


I go inside and wait for Ned.
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Three


My apartment—number 216—is off-limits to everyone except me and Ned. It’s not your standard Hollywood bachelor crib. Aluminum foil on every window. Can’t risk snoops or would-be burglars seeing what I have stored in here.


The most prominent piece of furniture in my living room is a hospital gurney. If you broke in you’d think that the person living here is a hospice patient.


“I can still taste that smoke,” I complain to Ned as he carefully connects the soul trap to our Nividia Tesla Supercomputer. He’s on all fours connecting cables. The crack of his fat ass is out. “My ribs are killing me, too—I think that cop cracked one of them.”


“So? I ache all the time,” Ned says with a Brooklyn accent thicker than a porterhouse.


“That’s because you’re a geezer,” I say.


He ignores the jab. “And I’ve been tasting smoke since I was younger than you. Started smoking my sophomore year at Georgia Tech. Hasn’t done me any harm.”


“Ever try inhaling barn timbers?”


“Thirty-six years I’ve been smoking three packs a day. That has to equal at least a couple of barns.”


“Fine. You win, bro. You get the Black Lung Award.”


“Is there a cash prize? Can I make a speech?” Ned stands slowly and balances his mighty girth. He always looks like he needs a good wash. He’s wearing his standard khakis and a brown sweater that fit twenty pounds ago. I always tell him he needs another X in the XL, but he never listens. He looks older than he is. He points out that the pathetic goatee he grew last year makes him look a decade younger. His diet is a train wreck and his mostly gray hair has been getting noticeably stringier lately. I worry he’ll keel over before he hits sixty.


“Is this what happens in your fifties? You have to win every argument?”


Ned smirks. “After your thirties—when you actually acquire the mental capacity to win an argument—you get more serious about it.”


“No wonder your third wife left you.”


Ned winces. “I did lose some arguments to her—God rest her wicked soul.” He takes a seat in front of our 32-inch dual monitors and starts typing.


“There’s a reporter poking around,” I say nonchalantly.


Ned fidgets with the settings on the monitor. “Is he on the up-and-up?”


“It’s a she.”


“Oh boy.”


“What’s that mean?”


Ned smirks, shakes his head, and redirects the conversation. “I’ve given this some thought before.” Ned opens his mouth, but swallows whatever he was going to say.


“What?” I demand to know.


Ned says, reluctantly, “Maybe it’s not such a bad idea to have a reputable reporter in our camp.”


I can’t believe what I’m hearing. “You’re the one always looking over his shoulder. Now you want to go public?”


“Not for publicity. Fuck that.” Ned slumps. “For protection.” I wave off the idea. I’ve heard this spiel before. “Look, for all I know we’re free and clear here. But someday, somebody might come looking for this thing. A reporter in the know could add a layer of protection.” I give this one some silent thought. “Just a thought.”


I don’t tell him I’ve been thinking the same thing.


I crack open a beer and watch Ned launch the Silver Cord program. A 3-D representation of my body appears on the left screen. On the right, my heart, breathing, magnetic brain image, and astral meters each have their own quadrant on the screen.


“Depending on how aggressive she is, you may need to take the trap for a while.”


“No way, Kane. Too dangerous.”


“What the fuck? If I need you to take it, then just take it. You created it. It’s yours.” Anger bubbles up.


“Calm down or this is never gonna work,” Ned says.


I breathe deep and try to dissolve my irritability. I have to stay calm and balanced or I’ll never make it. “All I’m saying is, you should take it.”


Ned walks to the gurney in the corner and fiddles with the helmet and the wires and electrodes he’ll be strapping to me. “I’ve told you a hundred times—I designed and prototyped the interfaces for the soul trap and all the interfacing software. Granted, the GUI on some of that software was ten years ahead of its time, but I was on and off the project in eight months. A far cry from creating it. It was your dad and the others who did the heavy lifting. I mean, actually, if you want to get übertechnical, it was Tesla who designed it. We just took his ramblings, turned them into functional specs, and produced something.”


My heart rate elevates. “You’re not helping me here.”


Now Ned is annoyed. “Okay, what do you want me to say? That I’ll take it?”


“Yeah,” I shout. “What the fuck?”


“Fine,” he snaps. “If you get in a jam, I’ll take it.”


“Thank you,” I say sarcastically.


“Probably end up with a bullet in my head,” he groans.


“I’m ready. Just get me in.”


Ned takes a seat in front of the monitors and makes final adjustments. “Get on the gurney, wire yourself up, and get your noggin settled.”


I stretch out on the gurney and don the NuMag helmet. Looks a little like one of those helmets babies wear to round out flat heads. Sends magnetic fields directly into the brain tissue behind my forehead (the third eye) and the base of my skull (the cerebellum). Kind of like a mega-MRI, except focused on only these two small targets, the most psychically charged regions of the body.


When the helmet is secure, I apply electrodes to my chakras, the major energy points on the body. Next I don my Alpha IV Ganzfeld Goggles and plug in my Interear soundproof buds for maximum sensory deprivation. Ned then sends currents of steady, gentle electricity through the interior of the helmet, the electrodes, and around the rim of my goggles. Beneath the goggles, my field of vision slowly dissolves from pitch-black to soft white. I’m a spider lost in the center of a blank IMAX screen.


Almost immediately I sink into relaxation. The currents intensify and my muscles twitch involuntarily. The helmet vibrates. Puts a whole new spin on catching a buzz. Alone, in silence, lost in a complete Alaskan whiteout, I focus on my breathing.


The soul trap is more than a weapon. It’s a means of communication. With Ned maintaining a constant watch and monitoring my vital signs, I can astrally project my consciousness—my soul—into the device. It’s a hell of a trip. You never know who or what you’re going to find inside.


Ned touches my right hand and squeezes. That’s the sign that I’m wired and ready. Time to take my brainwaves to alpha.


It’s like tripping acid inside a lucid dream. Sometimes, when my mind is racing or I’m in an especially shitty mood, it takes hours. Sometimes, a few minutes. It’s a combination of meditation, Kriya breathing techniques, prayer, and biofeedback on my part—combined with the magnetic fields flooding my brain from within the helmet. Puts my brain on a wavelength that lets my soul leave my body and travel deep into the soul trap.


The routine is now ingrained. I start by inhaling through one nostril and exhaling through the other and reverse and repeat until my heart rate slows by ten percent. Then I begin exhaling through my mouth, also reversing and repeating until my heart rate and body temperature drop significantly. I surround myself with an aura of white light, reach out to benevolent forces for protection, and recall memories of peace and serenity. My database of memories that fit that bill is pretty light, but I have a few nice moments tucked away for use. These mental images produce a current of aural energy that flows in a steady current around me. When my aura is clear and flowing freely, I concentrate on emptying my mind of all thoughts. If I manage to pull this off, the blank movie screen in my field of vision bursts to cinematic life. A dazzling kaleidoscope of colors erupts in my third eye and slowly gels into a single color—first pale blue, then deep purple. When I’m drowning in a sea of purple and I hear an electric hum and a distant ringing, I know I’ve arrived.


The more I do it, the easier it gets.


I open my eyes and find myself in the featureless space Ned designed to look like the prototypical interrogation room. There’s a metal table and two chairs lit by a single lightbulb with a cage wrapped around it. It’s a cold place—literally and figuratively. The steady hum can get to you. Some souls get intimidated here. Some don’t. My job is to find out why they won’t leave the earthly realm before I send them packing.


One of the chairs is empty; the other is occupied by a soul who looks to be mid-nineteenth century. I size him up from the shadows. He’s middle-aged and filthy. His long beard looks like a rat’s nest. He’s in tattered pants, knee-high boots, flannel shirt, and a beat-up cowboy hat. His eyes look tired and black. I take a step forward and he looks over at me.


“Damnit, what’s this all about?” he asks with a twang. His voice, like all voices in the soul trap, has a tinny echo that Ned says is grounded in electromagnetic energy. “Where the hell am I?”


I take a seat.


He studies me. “You’re the fella from the barn. You the law?”


“What do you think?”


“Well,” he says, glancing around, “you got me locked up in this here freezing room with tin furniture under one of them explodin’ kinda lights that doesn’t even have a flame.”


I always wanted to be in a Western. I eye him up and channel Clint Eastwood. “Around these parts, you could say I’m the new sheriff.” He fidgets in his chair, runs his hand through his grimy beard.


“Tell me your name,” I demand.


He spits in his palm and extends his dirty hand. “Skeeter Jackson’s the name, gold mining’s the game.” I ignore his grubby paw. “Can’t believe I got taken in by a hornswogglin’ pup like you.”


“Why were you haunting that ranch?”


“I don’t know what you’re spoutin’ on about.”


Enough already. Bad cop time. I stand and slam my fists on the table. “Get the gold dust out of your ears and listen, Skeeter. For whatever reason, you didn’t want to exit peacefully through your door. So how would you like a nice shove? I have that power. So start talking.”


Skeeter slumps. “All right. All right,” he says. He ponders for a silent moment, then speaks. “It was 1867. I was tin-pannin’ the hills of Tujunga Canyon near the Monte Cristo gold mine. I wasn’t makin’ a lick of progress, but it seemed like everyone around me was strikin’. One of those miners told me about a surefire way to strike it rich.” He pauses, as if remembering with regret.


“Go on.”


“You had to light yerself some candles and summon up one of the devil’s cohorts—a demon named Berith. For the cost of your soul, that old demon would turn worthless metal into pure gold. Well, I summoned me up that demon and gave him a hunk of iron pyrite the size of a bear skull.”


“Fool’s gold,” I say.


Skeeter nods. “Well, that fool’s gold became real gold.”


“And you got rich.”


Skeeter smiles. “That I did.”


“Enjoy your fortune?”


He doesn’t hesitate. “Hell yeah—up until I blew it.”


“How?”


“Gambled away a lot of it. Made a lot of whores wealthy women. Drank an ocean of whiskey. And got swindled out of the rest of it.”


“How did it end?”


“Got desperate. Tried to rob a bank, but botched it. Ended up shooting a deputy in cold blood. A posse tracked me down on the land where you trapped me and hung me from an oak near that barn.”


“Why did you refuse to move on?”


Skeeter fidgets. “Aw, go blow it out your cornhole.”


“Answer me.” I grab him by the collar.


“Go hang yerself.”


“You’re afraid of that door,” I tell him. “Afraid of what’s on the other side.”


Skeeter spits on the floor. “I’m not afeard of anything.” His voice cracks. He’s ready to break.


I get in his face. “Why did you terrorize the horse rancher and his family? Why not just lay low if you’re afraid to move on?”


“Piss off, Sheriff.”


“Tell me now.” I look at the door, then back at him.


“That rancher’s wife—Esmerelda—does a lot of prayin’. When she starts spoutin’ on her rosary beads, my door glows brighter—it calls out to me. I can barely fight the urge to open it.”


“Then you should have opened it,” I tell him.


“No!” he shouts. His voice quivers. “Something’s waitin’ on the other side—I know it.”


I press a button under the corner of the table. “Well, guess what? We’re about to find out.”


A lever with a crystal handle materializes at my side. A steel door appears behind Skeeter. He turns, worried. “What do you plan to do there, Sheriff?” He rubs his hands nervously. He knows what it’s like to be hunted and lynched and he’s getting that feeling again. Yes, even ghosts get scared.


I grab the lever.


“No! Don’t!” he cries.


I look into his black eyes and shake my head no. He collapses to his knees, and clutches his hands like an anguished soul praying before a church statue. “You let me go,” he says through sobs, “and I’ll never bother another dadburn soul. You got my word on that, Sheriff. Listen here—you turn me loose and I’ll make you a fortune.”


Did I mention I pretty much hate everyone? That includes liars—dead or alive. “Not today.” I pull the lever. It sounds like a thousand heavy chains prying the door open. “Sorry, pardner.” There’s a blast of horrific noise from the vacuum of the hereafter. A rush of moans. Static. Electrified reverberations. A legion of voices—fierce battle cries. Whimpers of starving animals. Growls of animals feeding. Skeeter was right about one thing: Someone was waiting for him on the other side.


A voice—high-pitched and almost supervillain sinister—thunders from the black abyss awaiting Skeeter. “You couldn’t hide forever, Samuel Jackson.” All I see is blackness—not a speck of light—but I feel the demon’s presence.


A forceful blast of hot, foul air hits us square. Feels like a bus-sized hair dryer is blowing straight in my face. Can’t breath. Choking on toxic fumes. Smell is nauseating. Eyes flooding.
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