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 If you have an unusual problem, only one man can help…




 Kansas City's foremost private investigator, DIRK GARRICK specializes in missing persons cases. But when his latent psychic abilities begin to awaken, he finds himself drawn deeper into the shadowy underworld of secret societies and occult crime.




In "VERTIGO RISING," Garrick receives a summons to investigate gruesome murders plaguing the small town of West Barton, Kansas. Garrick discovers that the elusive killer, Vertigo, targets individuals affiliated with a clandestine group known as The Penitent Men, for reasons unknown. As Garrick delves deeper, the enigma intensifies, rendering even his extraordinary abilities futile. Central to Vertigo's scheme is a teenage girl with a peculiar ability to communicate with Death, compelling Garrick to thwart the villain's plans before she becomes another victim in the escalating body count.

























Vertigo Rising


Murder.

Why did his life always have to revolve around murder? Sometimes, it seemed murderers followed him around like pesky little brothers begging for his attention. Dirk Garrick hated the whole business surrounding murder: the stench of the bodies, the sad jokes people made to avoid freaking out, the desperation death conjured up in everyone it touched. Mortality was such a fragile thing, easy to ignore but ready to jump out and yell, “boo!” when you least expected it.

But most of all, he hated the residual emotions that hung over a murder scene like a pack of sleeping bats that might awaken at any moment and attack. Garrick had to keep his senses shut down to avoid having scenes constantly flash before his eyes like a badly cut movie trailer. The effort gave him a terrific headache that laughed in the face of aspirin.

Garrick’s ability to sense emotion and “see” things others couldn’t had made him an excellent homicide detective. He’d enjoyed it at first. He was Wyatt Earp cleaning up Tombstone, Melvin Purvis hunting John Dillinger. A killer named Marko Farson had spoiled that fantasy, demonstrating how one small murder could tear a ragged hole in a man’s spirit, one that would never heal. Farson, with the dramatic flourish of a cheap stage magician, had shown Garrick how a beautiful, intelligent human being could be effortlessly transformed into a steaming pile of rotting meat.

Garrick learned to deal with that revelation by dowsing it in whiskey. The liquid softened and distorted the pain but didn’t rid him of it completely. He decided the problem lay in insufficient quantity and tripled his consumption.

Despite his increasingly incoherent nature, the Kansas City police force had refused to transfer him out of homicide, so he’d walked, determined never to set foot on a crime scene ever again.

And yet, here he was. Back in the saddle again.

Fuck.

“Okay, why am I here?” Garrick asked the sparse hospital parking lot. He felt naked without his trench coat and fedora - he had an image to maintain after all -but Kansas was already pushing ninety degrees, and it was only April. The noonday sun beat oppressive heat onto Garrick’s head. The concrete steps leading up to the double doors of Salina General were cooking the leather soles of his Docker’s into something his mother might have served with a side of mashed potatoes. He walked with a half-lidded James Dean stare, having left his sunglasses in the car. The sun seemed to be glaring off every available surface, intent on blinding him. 

Garrick now worked as a private detective in Kansas City, on the Missouri side, and didn’t come into Kansas if he could help it. Kansas wasn’t known for scenery that didn’t include bovine excreta, and Salina was a three-hour trip into cow country that somehow managed to take a month to drive. 

He plucked at this shirt, wincing at the sweat stain building on his back. A quick step through the gliding double doors into the hospital proper and the perspiration began to freeze into uncomfortable droplets. The sudden shift from arid to arctic made his body shake a bit. He rotated his shoulders to get the shirt fabric unstuck from his skin. 

Despite the meat locker atmosphere, Garrick enjoyed the ambiance of small-town medical facilities. Everything was painted white with red trim, like a toddler’s hospital playset. All KC hospitals were mutilated in either earth tones or ‘calming’ blues and greens. He wasn’t sure exactly why that irritated him. 

A quick inquiry with the octogenarian behind the information desk led him to an elevator ride to the basement. Garrick approved of using old folks for such jobs. If the man had a stroke, all they had to do was whisk him upstairs. Convenient. 

The elevator doors lurched shut, closing Garrick in with the smell of a thousand sick people and their worried relatives. Down he went. 

 To the morgue. 

The temperature plunged even more when the doors opened. The hallway fluorescents were intense but still seemed dim compared to the blinding light of the parking lot. His nipples were starting to feel nostalgic for the outside heat.

The man he’d come to see, Frank Hanson, was leaning against a wall a few feet away, frowning at his cell phone. He gave Garrick a weak smile.

“I’m glad you’re here,” Hanson said. “I need help.”

Frank Hanson was Chief of Police in nearby West Barton, an even smaller town than Salina. He’d spent 20 years working homicide in Kansas City as a Lieutenant during Garrick’s brief rise and fall. Hanson had returned to West Barton, the city of his birth, a couple of years prior, taking over their modest police department. He looked much as Garrick remembered: red hair slicked back with a dab or two of Brylcreem, neat, trimmed mustache that could turn into a rival of Wyatt Earp’s with a little encouragement. Frank Hanson was a throwback to the manly man days of the twenties and thirties, right down to the tasteful bow tie. 

His only modern concession was a .357 Magnum. It bulged from a shoulder holster as if ready to jump out and begin blasting on its own. As far as Garrick knew, the gun had never been discharged outside a firing range. Hanson believed the mere sight of the weapon took the fight out of most punks. He was probably right. 

“What’s the big emergency, Frank?” Garrick asked. This is the Lord’s Day. I should be dropping a wooden nickel in a collection plate right now.”

Frank chuffed. Neither of them had seen the inside of a church since Marko’s Farson’s reign of terror. “You remember the Cotton case?”

“Skinless Jesus? Yeah, I remember.”

The Cotton case referred to the horrific murder of Jose Cotton. He’d made the mistake of diddling the girlfriend of one of Kansas City’s more brutal Latino gang leaders. Hector Ramiro - often called “The Joker” because of his unsettling tendency to laugh while working on a victim - had discovered the affair and decided to settle things with a flaying knife. He’d made a real mess of Jose Cotton, leaving his body trussed in a crucifix pose off the 87th Street overpass. The grisly artwork almost caused several wrecks when morning commuters caught sight. 

A much younger and cockier Garrick had been on the team that hunted down Ramiro. They got to him before he’d properly started using the flaying knife on the girlfriend. She recovered but preferred to wear long sleeves in public these days. 

“This is worse,” Hanson said.

“How is that possible?” Garrick raised an eyebrow.

“Ramiro was a pissed-off amateur. I got a body back there that was worked over by a pro.”

Garrick’s gut did a slow roll. “I deal with missing persons now,” he protested. 

“I need help solving the case,” Hanson said. “I have 3, count them, three detectives on staff,” he said, holding up the requisite amount of fingers in case Garrick was feeling especially thick today. “They’re good when it comes to robbery and drug deals. Even murder here falls under the category of ‘no-brainers’: people kill their relatives or shoot someone for their money. Five kids and a Great Dane could solve most of the mysteries in West Barton. But this shit… it’s out of our league.”

“This isn’t my line of work anymore, Frank.”

“Which doesn’t change you being the best homicide detective I’ve ever worked with.” Hanson shot back. “Not to mention your other…skills.”

“Let’s not mention those, shall we?” Garrick said.

“I’ve already spoken to Kincaide,” Hanson replied quietly.

Garrick fumed. “One of those kinds of cases, is it?”

Hanson held up his hands. “I’m not sure. Kincaide seems to think something is happening here that one of your lot should look into.”

Garrick let out a stream of creative and scatological invectives.

Hanson snorted. “I thought you meditative types were supposed to be a happy bunch of hippies.”

“I started out too cynical,” Garrick replied. “Meditation just made me less self-destructive.”

“I smell whisky.”

“I did say less self-destructive,” Garrick said. He sighed. He had that sinking feeling he always got when he knew compassion for a friend in trouble would lead him down a path he did not want to follow. Marlowe had been half-right; other people’s trouble was his business. “Details?”

Hanson pulled a small notebook from his back pocket and flipped it open. “Curtis Barker, age 42, was last seen Friday night at his favorite weekend haunt, the White Tiger, here in Salina.”

“The White Tiger? Strip club, right? Owned by Dante Randal.”

Hanson nodded. “He and the Mayor of West Barton have been having a public tousle over a club Randal wants to open on the main drag. You know him?”

“Only by reputation. He bought a couple of the nicer adult entertainment clubs in KC. I’ve peeked at his background, and it's too clean to be believable. I’ve had to wander into his places on business a few times.”

“I’ll bet.”

“The FBI has agents working undercover in Randal’s joints. They suspect drug trafficking but haven’t been able to prove anything.”

Frank narrowed his eyes. “I wasn’t aware. We have an FBI liaison viewing the body right now. He failed to mention any undercover operations in town.”

“He may not know. Technically, no one actually told me about the agents, if you catch my drift.” 

“Right,” Hanson said. “You found out using those skills I’m not supposed to mention.” 

“Back to the VIC, please.”

“He left the club alone at 11:15, as usual. His ex-wife reported him missing the next morning when he failed to pick up their son for softball practice.”

“I’m assuming no manhunt since it was less than 48 hours.”

“Correct,” Hanson said. “It wasn’t unusual for Curtis to pass out in his truck or sleep in his office. We found his truck parked by the old meat packing plant near Highway 156. No blood or sign of a struggle. We were about to launch a larger search – had some boys from Salina and Hayes coming down to help out – when he was found early this morning.”

Hanson tapped his phone and showed Garrick a picture of a high school gymnasium. Curtis lay in the center circle of the basketball court. 

Garrick stared. Hanson hadn’t been kidding: Garrick would have assumed the photo was a still from a low-budget horror film. “Where’s the blood?”

“None leading in and very little around the body. He wasn’t killed there but placed after the deed had been done—no footprints leading in or out. The killer placed a small gold crucifix around the victim’s neck after he laid him down. Curtis wasn’t religious, so we don’t think it was his. His ex-wife confirmed he didn’t own a crucifix necklace.”

“Curious.”

“It gets better,” Hanson said. He tapped the phone again.

The next photo showed a mark the killer had placed on the floor near the right of the body. The mark was etched in what Garrick assumed was the victim’s blood. It was the traditional eye in the triangle design, beloved by secret societies and conspiracy theorists worldwide.

Except… the killer had drawn the triangle upside down and left off the base. The symbol almost resembled the letter “V”.

Very curious, indeed.

Hanson was correct. The man hadn’t been killed there but had been placed to send a message. But what? And to whom?

…and where had the actual deed been done? How had the killer transported the victim? This sort of killing would have made a tremendous mess. There should have been a trail of gore leading to the parking lot.

But the gym floor shined.

Stop getting interested, Garrick told himself. You’re here for a quick consult, that’s all.

“How big was the victim?” Garrick asked.

“Curtis was a good old Kansas farmboy. Six feet tall, about two hundred fifty pounds. Played baseball and football in college. He was still in pretty good shape.”

Shit.

“Any thoughts on the actual murder scene?”

Hanson shook his head. “Can’t say precisely. Trouble is, he could have been killed anywhere. The killer had more than enough time to drive somewhere remote. He could have been taken to Kansas City, Wichita, or way the fuck out past Hayes... There are roughly a billion abandoned buildings and warehouses all over Kansas. With my staff, it would take twenty years to check them all. Given Curtis’s size, we assume the killer had an accomplice.”

“Who discovered him?”

“Janitor, thank God,” Hanson said. “Came in at 5:00 this morning to clean the gymnasium showers before practice. Found Curtis and damn near fainted. 911 operator could barely understand him; he was stammering so badly. He had to be sedated. I can’t imagine if one of the kids had stumbled on this.”

Garrick was half-listening. His forehead throbbed, as it often did in places of intense emotion. Fear and pain were the most powerful, kicking the adrenal glands into high gear. Morgues were usually devoid of strong emotions, but he was starting to feel Curtis’s nearby body like a fresh bonfire on an icy cold night.

“Feel anything?” Hanson asked.

“I’m not a fucking psychic hotline,” Garrick said.

“Look,” Hanson said patiently. “All I need to know is, has the sonavabitch moved on? Then I can dump this in the FBI’s lap and go back to slapping drunks on Saturday night.”

Garrick nodded but stayed silent. 

A sudden commotion further down the hall made them turn. Two men exited an autopsy room, faces grim. They walked fast, as if worried the horror they’d just witnessed would get up and chase them. 

Hanson nodded at them. “Dirk Garrick, meet Kirk Mathers, Salina’s head of Homicide, and Desmond Farrell, our local FBI liaison.”

Garrick inclined his head. Kirk Mathers was Garrick’s age but still had the babyface of a kid fresh from the academy. Garrick had the dull, sallow skin tone one could only achieve with regular whiskey baths. 

Desmond Farrell glared at Garrick. Despite his expensive suit, Farrell had the predatory gaze of someone who’d grown up on the streets and managed to drag himself over the train tracks to the good life, but a part of his soul would always remain with the hookers, pimps, and hustlers. “I’ve heard of you,” Desmond growled. “Rumor has it you specialize in occult cases.”

Garrick met his gaze, “You read my Facebook page.”

Farrell steamed. “You want to know what I think of private dicks?”

“It probably mirrors my opinion of government stooges.”

Frank Hanson held up his hands, “Truce, gentlemen,” He laid blue, unblinking eyes on Farrell. “What’s the official word?”

“It’s your case. We’ll want regular updates, of course. Your ME back in KC made a comment he’d seen something similar with a gang killing?”

“That was years ago in Kansas City, and the victim had clear ties to a known gang member. This guy is an occasional Scout leader.”

“Who’s also a regular at a strip club owned by a suspected drug trafficker,” Farrell dismissed. 

“Nice of you to let us know you have agents there,” Hanson shot back.

Mathers, watching the exchange wide-eyed, now joined the fray. “Wait, you have agents in Salina but didn’t brief us?”

Farrell’s face scrunched up, “If there are agents in the club, and I’m not saying there are, then they’re deep undercover. I don’t know who they are. Who told you agents were working here?”

Hanson gave him a stone face any poker player would have admired.

Farrell wasn’t fooled. He jabbed a finger at Garrick. “Watch your mouth, dick. You could get people killed.”

Garrick grinned at him. “Was Curtis one of yours?”

“No!”

“How do you know?” Garrick teased. “You said you didn’t know who they were.”

Farrell closed his eyes, gritted his teeth, and rotated his shoulders. “We’re done here. If you find evidence your killer has crossed state lines, give me a call.” 

“You’re on my speed dial,” Hanson said. 

Desmond Farrell pushed past Garrick and stormed up to the elevator. He kept his back turned to them the entire time he waited. Garrick gave him a little wave as the doors closed. 

“Now there’s a guy who wasn’t hugged enough as a child,” Garrick said. 

“I heard he’s on the fast track to nowhere,” Mathers said. “Attitude problem.”

“Can’t see it,” Garrick said. “Man’s a kitten.”

Mathers snorted and turned to Hanson. “I’ve got some extra people available if you need them. If I were you, I’d go over his head and demand a higher investigation.”

“The Mayor wants it kept as quiet as possible for now,” Hanson replied in tones indicating he considered his boss to be a bit of an idiot. 

“I don’t think he’ll be able to whitewash this. You sending the body to KC?”

“No. Terry said they have everything he needs to do the autopsy here. I’m not expecting him to find much. Pretty sure I know the cause of death.”

“No lie,” Mather’s said, making for the elevator. “I’ll be around,” He inclined his head. “Garrick.”

“Charmed,” After Mather’s had gone, Garrick gave Hanson a half-grin, “Terry’s up here too? How much of Kansas City do you intend on dragging down here?”

“Terry’s on his way. Hey, I know what my people are capable of and what our resources can achieve. I have no problem calling for help. Now, do you want to see the body, or am I paying you to irritate the Feds?”

Garrick was starting to get a headache. “Lead on.” 

Frank opened the door to the autopsy room, and Garrick followed, letting the frigid air wash over him, making him wish he’d worn thermal underwear. The body lay on a stainless steel table covered with a plastic sheet. An assistant medical examiner stood in the corner scribbling on sheets attached to a clipboard. 

“Give us a minute, will you, Dave?” Frank asked him. 

“No problem.” He exited through a door in the back of the room. Garrick caught a glimpse of a somewhat messy office before the door closed, and he and Hanson were left alone with the body of Curtis Barker.

“You ready for this?” Hanson asked, hand on one edge of the plastic sheet.

“I helped cut Jose Cotton off that overpass,” Garrick replied. “I can handle it.”

Hanson didn’t bother arguing. He peeled the plastic away from the body as if pulling the skin from a banana. 

A half second later, Garrick was out in the hall, trying to prevent his morning coffee and Danish from spilling all over the floor. 

Hanson followed him, a wicked grin on his face. “Not bad,” he said. “Farrell almost puked on the body itself. Poor assistant ME has had to change the trash bag three times this morning.

Garrick, bent over, hands on his thighs, could only nod. 

“I’ll tell you,” Hanson said conversationally. “I think we handled Jose Cotton better because we were pissed. His death was stupid and senseless. The gang unit knew Ramiro had done it even before we found the body. But this…this isn’t a rushed act of revenge. This guy was cool, professional.”

Garrick’s face was flushed, burning. He wasn’t squeamish; he’d seen more than his fair share of gory corpses. Maybe Hanson was right. Curtis Parker had been peeled even and clean; not an inch of skin remained.

But it wasn’t just the horror of seeing a human body without its skin; it was the psychic energy drifting off the body in heavy waves of red and white. He wasn’t just seeing the victim; a part of Garrick was the victim, and that’s where his reaction truly originated. 

“Do you need to go back-“ Hanson started, but Garrick waved him into silence.

He closed his eyes. Scenes flashed, one-second clips from an unknown horror movie. Garrick saw through the victim’s eyes, but the man’s vision had been skewed by…

Pain. Unrelenting pain. The victim screamed until his vocal cords almost snapped. The killer worked calmly and methodically, taking his time.

“He worked alone,” Garrick said aloud.

Hanson cursed.

Again and again, the knife scoured the victim’s skin, flaying and peeling. At some point, the pain stopped, the screaming stopped, and Garrick found himself outside the body. He couldn’t see the killer, but he could feel his thoughts. The muscles of the Chosen were hardening, but the Work continued. The Work would continue long after this piece was completed.

Garrick opened his eyes and turned to face Hanson.

“I’ll need you to put me in a decent hotel.”

Hanson’s face turned the same color as his hair. “Goddammit.”


***

Frank Hanson put Garrick up at the Roadhouse Inn, which faced 10th Street, the main drag in West Barton. Garrick had driven through the town years ago, and found it had grown up a bit. Previously, West Barton had played host to a multitude of locally owned businesses. Food had been served at greasy spoons spaced throughout town. Most of those were now boarded up, thanks to the string of big-name franchise fast food joints sucking up the few extra dollars people had for dining out. Corporate America was invading, one storefront at a time. West Barton was being transformed from one of the last holdouts of the 1950s to a carbon copy of the big cities in miniature. 

 The town now sported a Wal-Mart, and a Starbucks, so there was a touch of civilization here. Garrick figured he could put up with just about anything, provided he could get clean underwear and a decent cup of coffee. In truth, he preferred the big city and the homogenous corporate stores. People tended to romanticize the “good old days,” but Garrick remembered most of those Mom and Pop stores as being filled with cheap crap at overinflated prices. At least with a corporate store, the cheap crap was actually cheap. 

Garrick was also smart enough to realize he was the criminal justice equivalent of a Mom and Pop store, a lone detective scrabbling to make ends meet among the big P.I. firms who could do the same jobs at half Garrick’s rate. As much as he hated using his “skills” to find work, it was becoming his main ace card. He’d had offers from the big firms, and his success rate was nearly 100%, but Garrick considered insubordination an art form that needed constant practice to keep sharp. 

The Roadhouse Inn was one of the last bastions of local goodness. West Barton didn’t have a high enough tourist trade to entice the big hotel chains, so all the guest accommodations were local. Two stories high and large enough to have a swimming pool, workout room, and a couple of pool tables, the Roadhouse Inn was the cleanest of the three in town. 

A sign in the lobby read, “Please Do Not Clean Wild Game In Your Room. Management Has A Room Available Upon Request.”

On second thought, maybe that was why Hilton was loathe to build a facility here. Relaxing in a fancy spa was hard when you knew guys were skinning deer in the next room.

The room was chilled and dark compared to the retina-burning outdoors. It smelled faintly of antiseptic, a significant improvement over the occasional sulphuric breeze from the local stockyards. He was sticky from having sweat frozen to his body, thawed, then frozen again, and was desperate for a shower, but first things first. He needed to make some calls. The first was the priority, but also the hardest. The phone rang twice before being picked up.

“If you’re calling to cancel on me, Garrick, I will have your balls on a necklace.”

I guess that answers the question of whether or not she’ll be pissed, Garrick thought ruefully.

“It’s not my fault, Sophia.”

“What’s her name?”

“No girl,” Garrick said. “I’m staying over in West Barton. The case Hanson wanted me to consult on will be worse than I thought.”

“The usual crap then,” Sophia said curtly. “Fine, I have things to do, so if you’ll excuse me – “

“I need you to do a reading,” Garrick said quietly.

The line was silent for so long Garrick thought Sophia might have hung up. Finally, she said, “So, the mighty Dirk Garrick wants to consult the cards, does he?”

“This killer… has an agenda. I could see it when I visited the morgue. His thoughts were unusual for something this violent.”

“What do you mean?”

“Your average psychopath has disjointed thoughts; the patterns run in eclectic paths, like someone playing Smoke on the Water on an out-of-tune pawn shop guitar-.”

“Why a pawn shop guitar?”

“Not the point.”

“Are they more out-of-tune than other guitars?”

“Focus, please.”

“You’ve been reading Chandler again. I can always tell; the snappy patter gets old, Garrick.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” Garrick grumbled.

“Continue, please.”

Garrick considered several witty remarks but gave up. “Psychopathic emotions run extremely hot. But this guy was cold, like an assassin. But what he did to this guy –“

“ – don’t tell me.” Sophia broke in.

“I wasn’t going to. I was going to say the situation is incongruent.”

“Okay, hush,” Sophia ordered. The less I know, the easier it is to give a clean reading.” Garrick could hear shuffling in the background. “I’ll do a quick three-card reading: past, present, and future.”

She hummed to herself as she worked. Sophia could be demanding, flighty, sexy, and was maybe the weirdest chick Garrick had ever met, but her card readings were usually so dead on it spooked even him.

“Your past card is DEATH.” She said after a while.

“Of course.”

“Don’t freak out,” she purred. “DEATH doesn’t usually mean physical death. It means a transformation or a major change is coming.”

“How can it be coming if this is the past card?”

“Don’t be a smartass. It means the change has probably already happened, and you’re just now seeing the ramifications.”

“Super.”

“Your present card is the NINE OF WANDS. This card means there’s a pause in your life meant to give you time to gather your strength. Forces are assembling against you, and you need to be ready,” More shuffling and a soft curse.

“Problems?” Garrick asked.

“Your future card is THE TOWER.”

Garrick wasn’t an expert on the Tarot, but he knew that card. “Ruin and disaster. Just what I need.”

“It could be,” Sophia said. “It could also mean you’re holding on to false pretenses; you’re letting your ego stifle you and keep you from achieving your full potential.”

“You sound like my high school guidance counselor.”

“Taken together,” Sophia said, ignoring his jab. “This reading could be interpreted to mean something has changed in your life. You have a moment to prepare for it but must relinquish your preconceived notions, or it may destroy you.”

“I don’t suppose there’s a card that gives actual details on those notions, is there?”

“You know there isn’t. The cards aren’t meant to be detailed. They’re meant to give us a peek into the inner workings of the Web that binds us all together.”

Garrick sighed. He hated it when she went all New Age, We’re all Children of the Light on him. Even with his…other training, he wasn’t interested in any quasi-religious rhetoric. Dirk Garrick was a stone-cold agnostic and happy to remain that way.

“I have a bad feeling about this,” Sophia said.

“You and Obi-Wan Kenobi.”

“Don’t make fun of me. You’re going to owe me for this. I canceled dinner with my mother to go out with you tonight.”

“Grey’s Anatomy isn’t on tonight. I’m sure she’s still free. Call her up.”

“Maybe,” It was just as likely she’d call up one of her many male admirers and have them take her out. Garrick knew he should feel jealous but didn’t. He’d learned long ago not to let the actions of another human being affect his state of mind. He and Sophia were drawn together, but they’d sworn no oaths of fidelity to each other, nor would they ever.

Sophia, for her part, didn’t seem the least interested in Garrick’s rakish ways unless it conflicted with what she saw as her time. Whatever dalliances Garrick had with other women, she fully expected to be given first consideration.

Garrick usually obliged her.

“Be careful, babe.”

“Always,” He said and hung up.

He didn’t expect his next caller to pick up, but fate was pissing on him today.

“Kincaide,” Daemon Kincaide always answered the phone that way, no greeting, no warmth.

“Dirk Garrick, calling in from assignment,” Garrick smirked as he said it.

“You’re not on assignment, Garrick,” Kincaide answered. “I already have an agent in town. But your skills are more developed than his, and something tells me this case might be important.”

“How? Exactly?”

“I’m not sure yet. Something’s prickling the Web, but it’s indistinct.”

Damned Web again. Despite Garrick’s training in occult matters, he was still unsure if he believed the Web really existed. It was too much like some metaphysical nonsense that led people to believe everything happening to them was fate.

“You’ll let me know if you figure out where the prick is?”

Kincaide wasn’t such a tight ass he couldn’t laugh on occasion. “Hang out for a few days; have Frank show you the sights. This could be nothing: a one-off killing performed by a crazed Clive Barker fan. I’ll have my local agent check-in and fill you in on any details he might have picked up.”

“I don’t like this, Kincaide.”

“What don’t you like, Garrick?”

“I don’t like going into a dangerous situation with nothing more than a ‘disturbance in the Force’ to go on.”

“I don’t like it either,” Kincaide said. That’s why you’re there—to assess the situation. We need more information. We need to know if this is a psycho or a killer trained by the opposition. And if this is an enemy movement, you’re strong enough to know if it’s out of your league and call for backup.”

“Oh, I’ll call if the shit hits the fan. Don’t worry about that,” Garrick said and hung up.

He lay back on the bed and stared at the ceiling. He and Kincaide did not have the most amiable master-student relationship. For one, Garrick was too prickly and tended to be a bit of a grump when things weren’t going well. Kincaide was one of those teachers who always wanted you to figure things out for yourself rather than just tell you what he wanted. Garrick himself was a loner, didn’t like answering to anyone, and resisted authority on the grounds most guys in leadership positions were fucking idiots more concerned with furthering their careers than in getting the job done. Garrick wasn’t a follower and tended to believe too much Garrick was bad for people’s souls.

Enough self-pity, Eeyore, Garrick told himself. He was prone to melancholy and reveled in it at times, but he needed to be focused here.

He considered masturbating but decided to save his energy. He hopped off the bed, peeled off his sticky business attire, and headed for a cold shower. Hanson wouldn’t be back for a few hours, so Garrick wanted to spend at least part of his free time in meditation.


***


Three soft knocks. Garrick’s eyes flew open.

Interesting. He usually felt people approaching long before they arrived, even in deep trance. The person on the other side of the hotel room’s thin door must have excellent control over his emotional state. Garrick stretched out with his feelings but got nothing beyond the knowledge that the person knocking was a bipedal domesticated primate. There were no danger signals, but he’d learned long ago not to rely on psychic powers as the sole source of information.

Garrick wore a thin cotton shirt, sleep pants, and socks. His nipples were diamond-hard. Kansas seemed to have two temperature settings: arctic wasteland and Sahara at noon. He shivered but didn’t bother turning down the AC just yet.

He always meditated sitting in a chair. The folded leg positions favored by Hindu monks held no interest for him. He could achieve the same results in a hard-backed chair. All that mattered was keeping the spine straight and focusing on deep belly breathing. Everything else was window dressing, at least according to Kincaide.

Garrick stood, grabbed his pistol off the nightstand, hid it in the waistband of his pants, and then approached the door. He didn’t bother putting on the chain; that would make him look weak.

After the cool, air-conditioned darkness of the hotel room, the searing light from outside was painful. A short man stood out by the railing. He was standing with his back to the light, making his features hard to pick out.

“Dirk Garrick,” His voice was deep but soothing, like the purr of a lion.

“Depends. Do I owe you money?” Not really funny, but quick. Marlowe might have used it. Maybe.

“Not yet, but the day is young,” The man said cheerfully. “I’m Dr. Byron D’Annunzio. Mr. Kincaide sent me.” 

If there was one part of all this psychic nonsense Garrick excelled at, it was feeling the truth in people’s words. He could smell a lie like a fart in a car, as Happy Harry Hard-on used to say. This guy was genuine.

He stepped back and held the door open. “Come in.”

“Thank you.”

Garrick returned to the desk, put his gun under his laptop bag, still accessible but out of sight, and then turned on the desk lamp.

“You may keep the gun out if it makes you more comfortable. I don’t mind.”

“See in the dark much?”

D’Annunzio stepped into the room and closed the door behind him. As Garrick’s eyes adjusted, the man swam into focus: dark hair, close-cropped, thin mustache and goatee, olive-complexion, three-piece brown suit despite the heat, height around 5’7, weight probably around 160 lbs, not attractive in the classical sense, but possessing a quiet confidence that probably had him swimming in pussy.

“As a matter of fact, my night vision is terrible,” “D’Annunzio said.

“Then how – “

“You take excellent care of your gun. Good for maintenance, bad for sneakiness. I can smell the gun oil.”

“Oh, you’re one of those guys with a super sniffer.”

“Indeed. I can even tell you were with a woman the night before. She wore ladies’ Obsession, which clings to you despite your attempts to overpower it with Old Spice.”

“Ate anyone’s liver lately, Doc?”

D’Annunzio laughed, easy and smooth. Garrick envied that laugh. A man could pull a woman out of her panties in two seconds flat with a laugh like that. He wondered if D’Annunzio would be willing to sell it to him.

Garrick flopped back down in the desk chair. D’Annunzio sat straight
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