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Swish. Swish.

The sound echoed in my mind as I skated my skis forward, following the track Ferris laid down a dozen or so feet ahead of me. Above me, a cornflower-hued sky with nary a trace of clouds stretched endlessly over the Sierra Mountains. I took a deep breath, drawing in the crisp, fresh air. 

I hadn’t done any cross-country skiing in many years. I never excelled at it, but at least I could stay on my feet, which is more than I could say for attempting downhill. You’d think, growing up in the Reno area, that I would be better at winter sports than I was. I excelled as the failure when the school trips went to the slopes, falling over backward, and going down the bunny hill the wrong way. At least with cross-country, it didn’t require downward gravity to manage and most of the slopes were gentle enough that I didn’t have to actually do much skiing. Mostly, I scissored the skis in a sawing motion to keep moving. 

I raised my eyes to glimpse Ferris and grinned. Although he was way better than I was, he stayed right with me rather than taking off for a quicker pace. 

In fact, he’d been staying pretty close to me for the past few weeks. Ever since the run-in with the shades at the ethereal cemetery had nearly turned into a disaster for me and Nygard, my Himalayan cat, Ferris had been visiting me frequently. 

I’d almost lost my furry buddy that day, and it had shaken me to the core. I felt like it was my fault Nygard had transitioned to the next plane to attempt to protect me. Somehow, we’d formed a link and he thought he could help. Instead, the shade had propelled him across the field, nearly killing him. When I’d returned to the Earth plane, I had been frantic, even fainting at the church where I’d been singing. Shoving all help aside, I’d hurried home to find Nygard lying in a limp, unconscious heap on my bedroom floor. 

As I’d rushed him to the animal hospital, I’d called Ferris who had met me there. He was my rock. Of all my friends, he was the one who had taken care of Nygard anytime I went out of town and the cat always cuddled up to him. Since then, we’d started doing a few things together. Like this trip to the Meadows to ski.

I twisted my head left to where the line of trees edged the open area and looked for the pathway that cut through them, vaguely remembering a hiking route seen in summer. Within the narrow opening in the trees, a flash of reflected light caught my eye and I squinted to see what might have caused it. Something poked up through the snow, a metal pole or a similar object. I slowed, coming to a halt to stare at it. Why would a pole be out here in the wooded area? A few feet ahead of me, Ferris noticed I’d stopped and swung around to see why.

He pushed his skis back to me and snowplowed to a stop.

“Gillian? What’s up, babe? Is something wrong?” he asked, digging his poles into the snow.

“I got a glimpse of something just inside the tree line. There.” I pointed toward the area with my left pole.

He turned his head to look, craning his neck. “I don’t see anything... Wait! Now I see it. Let’s go check it out.”

He shoved off to the side and I followed, placing my skis in his trail to make the going easier. He covered the ground in only a few minutes. Moving slower, I came puffing in a bit behind him. He planted his poles and stared at the snowbank where a metal ski blade jutted out of the snow at an angle.

“That’s weird.” I stopped next to him, looking at the foot or so of exposed metal. Whatever it was attached to lay buried below the white surface.

Ferris’ face wore a frown as he released his skis and stepped toward the buried object. He used his gloved hands to dig around the blade, revealing more of it and the support connection to the machine below it. “It’s on its side,” he muttered and began digging harder. 

I stepped out of my ski bindings, sinking a few inches into the snow as I made my way to join him. Together, we hand-dug the icy stuff away until we cleared the underside of a navy-colored snowmobile.

Ferris straightened up, his frown deeper as concern showed in his eyes. “I think we should call nine-one-one. This has been here for a while. Maybe it was just abandoned, but it seems someone would have dug it out by now.”

“What if there’s someone under it?” My eyes locked on the vehicle and an uneasy feeling touched me. Could someone have been on it when it flipped over and been injured, unable to get free? “Shouldn’t we keep digging?”

Ferris had his cell phone out and was punching buttons already. I continued to wipe away at the snow as he told the emergency operator what we’d found and where we were. 

“Leave it,” he said, catching my arm. “If someone is still with it, it’s too late for them. This happened days ago before this last big snow came through.”

Already my gloves were covered with ice crystals and it was getting harder to dig in the snow. “Well, damn. It just feels like we should be doing something.”

He nodded. “We are. We’re waiting for a sheriff’s deputy or emergency services to get here. They’ll have the equipment to get it out and deal with anyone who might have been with it. There’s nothing we can do.”

He was right, of course, but I didn’t feel any better about it.

“Hey, babe, maybe the  snowmobile flipped over and whoever was riding it couldn’t get it upright and walked out back to the road. He probably figured he’d come back with some with help to get it out when the snow melted.”

“Maybe,” I agreed. “But wouldn’t he have reported it to the police?”

“Not necessarily. Not if he figured it wasn’t a nuisance or an accident involving anyone else.” 

Ferris pulled me toward the trees a little more, getting us out of the sun. I pivoted to gaze back across the meadow toward the highway. It seemed like we’d come a long way in, but the road remained easily visible. We’d only covered about a half-mile. 

“Boy, am I out of shape or what?” I complained. “My legs are already hurting.”

He laughed. “Not out of shape, just not used to the skiing. Different muscles from your running ones. Are you still doing the judo classes?”

“Not judo. Kenpo, a style of Karate. I’m trying to learn as many physical moves as I can.”

“Will they help against those ghoulish things you were fighting?” The serious tone in his voice told me he was worried about what I was doing. 

But I knew that. I hadn’t sung at a funeral since the one for Saffi Alden, Nick Sarkis’ secretary, where everything had gone awry. I didn’t plan to unless I had a better game plan and I was working on that with Gavin Haines, my mentor and friend. Problem was, we didn’t know how to defeat the supernatural creatures. They were denizens of another plane of existence and not even the common ground of the ethereal graveyard. Like me, they came there to find spirits on their way to the next plane, but they weren’t there to escort them, but to try to take their souls. 

I shrugged. “Maybe. But not enough.” 

I needed more than physical strength to fight them. I needed to control my light blast, a supernatural talent I had acquired at some unknown point, that could affect them. Here's the rub: I didn’t know exactly how it worked or what its capabilities were. I thought it might be a pretty powerful weapon if I could just figure out what I was doing with it. Gavin had some ideas and he was researching them. It all took time.

Ferris pulled a thermos out of his backpack and removed the lid, then poured hot chocolate into it. “Here, have a warming drink. Now that we’re not moving, it’s getting kind of chilly out here.”

I accepted it and sipped, happy for the rush of warmth, while he pulled out a small cup and filled it. Judging from the tingling burn, I figured Ferris might have spiked it a bit. “Trying to get me tipsy so you can have your way with me?”

“Naw. I know you can’t handle your liquor, woman, and I wouldn’t want to carry you back to the van.” He took a gulp from his cup. 

Ferris had been making advances toward a closer relationship with me for the past few weeks. Since Roger’s engagement party, actually. We’d dated briefly in college, but I wasn’t sure I wanted to get back into that kind of relationship with him. We were good friends, like family really, and I didn’t want to risk losing that connection with him if it didn’t work out.

Gradually, I’d been seeing him differently though and realizing how much he meant to me. He and Digby, my other bandmate, always had my back. Dig had a relationship with a decent fellow, and I was more like a sister to him. Meanwhile, Ferris—now that I thought about it—hadn’t really gone with anyone for the past few years. Maybe a date here and there, but nothing that lasted more than one or two times. 

Right now, everything seemed complicated. I had a consuming problem with the shades and all my energy seemed to be spent in trying to figure out a way to beat them. While I’d found Gavin Haines, my old archeology professor, to be an asset and the only other person I knew who had encountered the otherworldly ghouls, he didn’t exactly know how to combat them either, so the two of us were stumbling along together. Gavin’s encounters had all been on the Earth plane while mine had mostly been on the next level until recently. 

“Hey, you’re getting too serious,” Ferris teased.

My eyes shifted back to the covered snowmobile and I lifted my eyebrows. “Really?”

“Yeah, it’s a downer, but I think you’re worrying for nothing.”

“You’re probably right. It just seems like I’m finding trouble all the time now.”

“Am I trouble?” His face grew serious as he asked.

“All the time,” I laughed as I punched his arm. He reached for a handful of snow, compressed it, and tossed it at me. I ducked at the last second, but still got a spray of it as it hit the side of my head. 

“The war is on, mister.” I retaliated with a poorly rolled ball as he stepped away quickly and bent to get more ammunition.

Soon, we had a full-on snowball fight going with both of us ducking and trying to run in the snow. While the surface was firm, our feet still sank into it several inches making a swift retreat impossible. After a few exchanges that were getting sloppier and sloppier, I slipped and went down into the bank, laughing at the sheer joy of just being a kid again. 

Ferris dropped down beside me, breathing hard from the exertion. A big grin covered his face and his eyes sparkled. I laid back in the snow and gazed up at the sky as he stretched beside me and slid his arm under my shoulders wrapping it around them. 

“That was fun,” he breathed. “More work than I remember a snowball fight being.”

“I haven’t done that in years.” I sounded breathless and gasped for air. “It was fun.” His face nuzzled against my throat, his warm breath sending a shiver down my body and sparking warmth within me. No, I didn’t want this. At least, not yet. I pushed myself up to sit and gazed out toward the highway.

About that time, a truck pulled up and stopped near Ferris’ van. Squinting, I could just make out the light bar across the top. 

“Sheriff’s here,” I said, tipping my head toward the road.

Ferris glanced at his watch. “They made good time.” 

As we watched, an officer got out, opened the back gate, and lowered his snowmobile to the ground. It wouldn’t take him long to get to us. I glanced back at the bank of snow with the partially covered vehicle in it as if it might have changed while we waited. Not even any hint of snowmelt seemed to have occurred.

By the time the officer reached us, we’d finished our cocoa and Ferris had put the thermos away. Now, he stepped forward to greet the deputy, who identified himself as Deputy Bancroft from the Incline Sheriff’s Office. Ferris told him what I’d seen and we’d come over to investigate. 

“It’s probably nothing,” Ferris said. “We just thought we should report it in case someone crashed.”

The officer flashed a brief smile. “Better to be safe. I’ll check it out from here. But I’ll need your contact information in case I need to ask any follow-up questions.” 

We gave him our names, addresses, and contact phones, which he entered in his tablet, then he told us we could go. I frowned as it occurred to me that this was under Washoe County and my name was going on another report. Detective Moss would probably hit the ceiling and spin if he saw it. He already thought I couldn’t stay out of trouble and maybe he was right. It seemed to find me. I cast another unsettled look at the trapped snowmobile and sighed. Probably, this was nothing. Just an abandoned vehicle.

With the sun slipping lower, the shadows began to grow on the once sunlit meadow as Ferris and I prepared to trudge back to the car. Now that we’d quit moving, my thighs and calves complained about the unusual activity of the day. I snapped my boots back onto my skis and shoved off to follow Ferris. Even following in his path, I lagged quite a bit behind him. At the edge of the meadow, a shallow incline required more effort than I had energy left to get up it forcing him to climb part-way down and pull me the rest of the way.

Lurching over the top bump, I slipped toward him as an ankle gave out. Instantly, his arms wrapped around me and we wobbled a bit before he steadied me on the edge of the pavement. I rested my head against his chest, glad for the extra support. A scent of pine, sweat, and bourbon wafted to my nose and I breathed it in, liking the combination. Reluctantly, I forced myself to move, reached down, and released the bindings.

We loaded up the skis in the back of the van and I climbed into the passenger side, my eyes returning to the far left of the meadow where I could just make out the tiny figure of the deputy doing something around the buried snowmobile. I looked for an indication of a shadow that shouldn’t be there, but I didn’t see anything other than the normal ones from the trees and the officer. 

In spite of Bancroft’s reassuring words, a lingering feeling of something unsettling touched me. Something I couldn’t put a name to and I feared what it could be.
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A BAND OF LATE AFTERNOON sunlight swiped across the living room of my little house and Nygard sprawled in the warmth, his long body stretched out to take full advantage. As Ferris and I came in the door, laughter still in our voices, the cat opened an eye and extended his legs more. 

We’d grabbed a pizza on the way home and Ferris set the box on the small table in the dining area as I slipped my coat off and draped it over the armchair next to the stairs. 

“Hey, kit. How’s my guy today? Nice and toasty?” I knelt down and ran a hand over Nygard’s fur, feeling the warmth from the sun. I had a wise cat who knew the best time to soak in the rays. In another half-hour, the sun would drop below the peaks. Nygard rolled onto his back exposing his tummy for me to pet. A soft rumble started as I stroked him. My heart warmed with gratitude. I’d come so close to losing him.

“He seems to be doing pretty good,” Ferris said as he shed his coat, sat at the table, and opened the box. Nygard’s head jerked toward the delicious odor and he sprang to his feet to go to the source. 

“Got someone’s attention,” he said.

“Yep. He likes the meat and the cheese. Don’t give him too much.” 

I detoured to the kitchen to grab a couple of cold sodas. After I pulled them from the refrigerator, I paused to gaze around the kitchen. The hairs on the back of my neck had risen and I shifted nervously. Was something watching me? I could never be sure that a shade wasn’t around. They couldn’t get in with the protective wards I’d placed on the house, but it wouldn’t stop them from hanging around outside. This was ridiculous. Even harmless shadows were spooking me. A breeze shakes a tree and I’m seeing ghouls at the door. I hated this.

I took our drinks back to the table and sat, grabbing a slice of pizza. As I ate, sharing a bite or two with Nygard, I told Ferris about a Native American text relating to dark spirits that sounded a lot like the shades and that Gavin was checking it out. “He’s hoping to get more insight on the True Shades and what we might be able to do to stop them.”

Ferris shifted nervously. “Do you know how insane that sounds? Just the two of you are going to take on God only knows how many of these demons. You can’t do it.”

“I know. We’re hoping to recruit help.”

“What? Are you putting out an ad somewhere? Wanted: demon fighters.”

“No, not like that. We’re trying a few things. Gavin has some contacts and he knows others who have encountered the shades. I’m doing some searching to see if I can find any other people like me.” I popped the rest of the pizza into my mouth, much to Nygard’s disappointment. He reached a paw up to let me know it was unacceptable. 

“Gilly, how can you expect to get someone to admit that to you? You don’t want to tell people and it’s likely others feel the same way. Most people think you’re wacky.”

“Well, thank you very much,” I replied. 

At that point, my land line rang and the answering machine picked up. A rude-sounding male voice left a message: Hey, psychic lady. I wondered if you could contact my dead father. He owed me some money when he passed.

“There you go,” Ferris said. “Crank calls.”

“I get a lot of them now,” I admitted. “That one’s pretty tame compared to some. Others are downright sick.”

“I thought you were going to take the phone out.”

“I was... am. I just thought they might calm down if I gave it a little time. Damn that Trumbull woman.” 

After I’d fainted at the last funeral I did, Gayle Trumbull saw no reason to hold back any longer on identifying the mysterious funeral singer. In spite of my wishes, she’d reported that I had passed out following a service that was more like a séance. Not that there was any truth in that. I might have been singing odd words, but the whole encounter in the ethereal cemetery was far from a séance. Once people knew my name, the phone calls started. I had already changed my mobile phone number and started routing any genuine booking calls to my agent.

Problem was any people who had been seriously planning to book us had reconsidered and switched to other people rather than attract the wrong kind of crowd. It created a big issue for us. Our band bookings dropped and we were getting hecklers unless we played a private function. Luckily, none of us in the band absolutely needed the extra income that performing brought, but it did make things tight for me. I could work more hours at the grooming shop so long as no one came or called there to create problems. If this kind of thing spread to the shop, Heeni would cancel my contract with her.

Ferris shook his head. “Talk about something turning your life upside down; this has really done it. Kooks calling on the phone, coming to the concerts. Makes your stalker really seem tame.”

I pressed my lips together and shrugged. “Yeah, it does. You know, Roger hasn’t been around since the party. I guess you got the message across. At least, he wasn’t a violent stalker.”

“I don’t know. It could have turned ugly. Just as happy he’s gone.” 

“I’m glad I have you in my corner,” I said. It could have turned into a disaster with Roger if he and Digby hadn’t been there to back me up. I really needed them now with the threat of the shades being so strong. “You’re a great anchor, Ferry.” 

“You keep saying that. I don’t know what it really means. How can I help you when I can’t go where you go?” His forehead wrinkled with a frustrated look.

I thought about how to explain it where it would make any sense. I barely understood the concept, so making it sound reasonable to him wasn’t easy. 

“It’s sort of like a ship’s anchor, which is why Astrid referred to it that way. She explained that physical contact on this plane will tie you to the plane when your spirit is elsewhere. So by touching me if I am traveling, you can ensure that I don’t get set adrift.” 

“Who’s been doing that until now?” His eyes carried that worried look I’d seen often in the past month. 

“No one. I didn’t know I’d need an anchor. When I’m in the chapel, I may be anchored by the people present there or the music, but no one is actually touching me. Until this last time, I didn’t feel there was any real danger in the ethereal plane. Even though he wasn’t with me, Nygard seemed to be connected also, so I think we somehow have a tie together. It’s weird.”

“Weird is an understatement, babe. This whole deal is nuts. But I don’t doubt that it’s happening to you. It seems pretty clear it’s real enough to hurt you. I just feel like I’d be helpless to do you any good by sitting and holding your hand while you’re not totally there.” He frowned. This was hard for him to accept, but he was doing his best.

“I get that. Just trust me. It will help me.”

“What will help you is to not go there again. I don’t understand why it’s you that has to do this. You’re not a violent person or a bad ass... you’ll pardon the expression.”

“No, but I think that may be why I was selected. Strange though that sounds.”

He glanced at his watch. “Oops, I gotta go. Call me if you need me, okay?”

“I will. Thanks.” 

I walked him to the door and hugged him, squeezing as if I never wanted to let go. After he left, I leaned against the door frame and pondered our relationship. 

Why would it be so bad to let him get closer? It felt good when we were together and I wanted it. Just because we failed in college didn’t mean we hadn’t grown and couldn’t make it work now. 

Who was I kidding? My life was a shambles these days and I didn’t know if it would ever get back to normal or if this was the new normal. Gavin had been fighting these demons for years now and I really didn’t want to have to follow that lead. I needed to get back to my own life. What if I couldn’t? 
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I grabbed my morning coffee, fed Nygard a snack, then headed back upstairs to my computer. As I’d told Ferris, I was trying to track down other people like me—spirit escorts or aides or whatever they might call themselves. 

Turning on my computer, I called up my browser and put in a search for spirit escorts. A long list of escorts came up, but none of them had anything to do with spirits or the supernatural. Although there was one young lady who dressed like a clothing-deprived angel who would happily accompany gentlemen to a Heavenly Hades, her words. Not the kind of escort I had in mind at all. 

Trying again, I keyed in afterlife spirit guides. That brought up an interesting mix of fantasy, brothels, and psychics for hire. Again, not quite what I hoped to find. 

Determined, I tried several other options, all of them leading me in a totally undesired direction. I then tried chat rooms for after death experiences to see if anything popped there. I soon had a list of about twelve chat areas and almost double that of blog sites that talked about the death experience. 

Encouraged, I clicked on one and read through a few entries about spirit travel and visiting the astral plane. I bookmarked that one and moved on to the next. Within what seemed like a short time, I located three others offering promising leads, and I bookmarked those as well. 

I pulled up one of the pages and started to read someone’s first-hand encounter of the next life. She claimed to have died on the operating table and been brought back to life. But she had visions and memories of the place beyond. Eagerly, I read through them but found nothing that correlated with the ethereal cemetery. This read too much like the standard story that metaphysical books talked about; the brain’s dying image projected to the person as they pass on that validates the concept of Heaven. Not a real image at all, but a final construct from the mind to reassure itself.

But I knew it wasn’t just a fantasy image. Something did exist on the other side or else I was having one hellacious hallucination myself. The next plane, the interim plane, was the middle stop before going on to the next level. That was beyond the gate and through that glowing tunnel of light. I’d seen and talked to people who’d made the journey. And discovered even more with the shades. I had been a total unbeliever and yet, I had seen. I still had to ask, why me? Why was I chosen for this?

“Dammit, Zac. Why haven’t you come? I need answers. I need help. If you’re supposed to be my guide, why aren’t you guiding me?” I spoke the words as if my alleged angel might hear me better than through the silent pleas I usually made. 

I hadn’t seen him for several months now and I feared the reason wasn’t good, no matter which way it went. If he was actually working for the other side–the fallen angel theory–then he’d set me up and abandoned me. If he wasn’t, then something or someone had interfered with him helping me. Beyond that, why was he the only helper I seemed to have? If this was the Supreme Being’s intention for me, why didn’t I have more Divine help? Just me, Gavin, a psychic, and a cat? We were going to defeat the True Shades? 

My head thumped, aching at the thought. I shook it, aware suddenly of a pounding at the door. Jumping up, I hurried down the stairs and peered through the curtains toward the porch. My heart dropped when I glimpsed Egan Moss standing with a man in a Washoe County Sheriff’s Office uniform. What now?

Bracing myself, I opened the door and smiled at the two men.

“Afternoon, Ms. Foster,” Moss said. “I believe you’ve already met Deputy Bancroft from the Incline office.”

Afternoon? Had I already gone through the morning? Brushing past that, I nodded and ushered them into the living room. “Yes, of course. Is this something to do with the snowmobile we found?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Bancroft said. “I just wanted to update you and ask a couple of questions.” 

“All right. Sit if you’d like. Can I get you anything?” Why did I suddenly feel apprehensive? Had there been a dead body in it?

“No, thank you,” the younger man said at once. Although Moss’ expression seemed more wistful, like he would like a coffee, he remained silent.

“We extracted the vehicle from the snowbank and it was empty as we suspected. We found the identification plate on it and ran a search for the owner. We didn’t have any report of a problem or an abandoned snowmobile. It turned out to belong to a Roger James Mitchell. Would you happen to know this person?”

“James Mitchell,” I repeated, shaking my head. 

“Uh, actually Roger Mitchell, ma’am.”

“Roger Mitchell... Roger?” I scrunched my face in surprise as it connected. “Roger, my stalker?”

Both sets of eyebrows rose in unison. “Stalker?” Bancroft asked as Moss narrowed his eyes at me. 

“Well, we—my band—called him my stalker. He was a super fan of my group, but he had a thing for me even though I never encouraged him. It kind of blew up at his engagement party when Roger got drunk and out of line.”

“So you do know him?” Bancroft concluded as Moss shot him a disappointed look.

“Yes, in a roundabout way. I didn’t even know his last name.”

“Well, it appears the snowmobile is Mr. Mitchell’s, but we can’t seem to locate him. If you know him, then perhaps you might know where he is.”

I shook my head. “No, I don’t really know him. He came to our shows and we played for his party in November. But that’s as far as it went.” 

I sank into the sofa as my knees lost their strength. What kind of strange coincidence was this? Ferris and I found Roger’s snowmobile and now Roger was missing. Somewhere a demon was laughing at me.

Moss cleared his throat and I snapped my head toward him. “I’ll take that cup of coffee if you have one. How ‘bout you, Bancroft?”

The deputy looked surprised by the remark, then shook himself out of it and said, “Yeah. If it’s not too much trouble, that would be great.”

“No trouble,” I answered and scurried to the kitchen to pour out three cups. I think Moss knew I needed the time to pull my thoughts together and was trying to give me a breather. I pulled the milk out and poured it into a small creamer, then grabbed the sugar and sugar alternative that I used. I put them on all on a tray and carried them back to the living room where both officers had seated themselves on the sofa. I did this on automatic, more or less, while my mind raced with the new information I’d received. 

Reno was always called a small town in the sense that it had a friendly, small-town feel. You tended to encounter people you knew all over town. Often, it seemed particularly true when you’re in the public eye a little more than others, but it wasn’t unusual to run into people you knew at places you least expected to see them. So, the shock of encountering Roger’s snowmobile shouldn’t have seemed abnormally coincidental. But it did.

I picked up my coffee, added the enhancements to it, then settled into the armchair facing them. As I took a sip, I tried to pull my scattered thoughts together and figure out what had led them to ask about Roger.

Moss cast a brief grin at me, then sat forward a little. “We’re just trying to get a picture of what Roger was like. You said he hung around the band a lot, is that right?”

“Yes. Most of our public performances. We could pretty much count on him being in the audience.”

“Did he ever bother you?”

“Not really. He made passes, but most of the time he was polite. He asked me out a few times. I was dating someone and I never took him up on it. I tried to discourage him, in fact. The only time it turned into something really weird was at his engagement party. He’d asked the band to play for a big party in the park and everyone was drinking. After we’d finished, he made a pass at me, and Ferris cut in, telling him to back off. We haven’t seen him since then. Have you talked to his fiancée?”

“That would be Sonya Ferano?” Bancroft asked.

“I guess. I didn’t know her last name either. Roger introduced us at the party and we noticed how much she looked like me. It was a little unnerving.”

“So, he was infatuated with you and looking for a duplicate,” Moss suggested.

“That’s how it seemed, but that was all that happened.” I sipped my coffee and glanced nervously at the two officers. 

“You never dated Roger?” Bancroft asked.

I shook my head. 

“His co-workers tell a different story,” Bancroft said, consulting his notes. “They said you danced with him at a wedding; it was a mutual attraction and he started dating you. Apparently, things got tense between you and he broke it off. He then dated Ms. Ferrano and proposed. He also told them his crazy ex-girlfriend made a pass at him at the engagement party and it came to blows with one of your bandmates, who assaulted him.”

“What?!” I jerked forward. “That’s not what happened.”

“So you didn’t dance with him at the wedding?” Bancroft said.

“No! Wait! Yes, I did dance a couple of songs with him. It was a wedding. I was performing, a hired musician. He was a guest and he asked me. He wanted to go out and I gave him my number thinking I might. Then I was injured in a fall that night and I didn’t see Roger again until a New Year’s Eve party. By then, I was dating a doctor I’d met. That was it. I never dated Roger.”

Bancroft made notes on his tablet. “Okay. So you have no grudge against him or anything like that?”

“No. I just thought he had a thing for me and since I was in the public eye often, he became a follower. Are you thinking something has happened to Roger?” I detected the slight fearful rise in my voice as I asked. I’d had unsettled feelings around that snowmobile, but I hadn’t connected them to anyone I knew.

“He’s disappeared, it seems,” Moss said. “We’re following up on the statements people at his work made. We haven’t talked to his former fiancée yet, but since I knew you, I came along with Bancroft to get your story. It appears he made up quite a fantasy about the two of you.”

Bancroft thanked me for my time as he rose to go and Moss followed a moment later, taking a moment more to finish his coffee. As I walked with them to the door, Moss lingered a moment and said in a low voice, “Don’t worry. It’s just routine.”

I nodded, grateful for the reassuring words. Moss did know me and he knew I wouldn’t do anything to harm another person. Still, I was concerned and uneasy over what had happened to Roger. 

If the snowmobile had flipped over and he couldn’t get it upright again, had he walked out to the road and taken his car, or whatever he brought it up in, home? Why wouldn’t he have gone back to get the expensive toy? What if he’d been injured and had stumbled away from the snowmobile? Might he have gotten turned around and lost in the woods? Might he have died up there and been buried under the snow? A recent storm had dumped four feet of new snow on the mountains. 

I shook myself out of those thoughts. Leave it to the professionals to handle this. I had bigger problems to worry about that law enforcement couldn’t help me solve. 

After I cleared up the cups, I paused to play the messages on my answering machine. Another three crank calls and a message from my agent. I called her back.

That turned out to be a request to sing at a funeral that Cate assured me was a legitimate request from a grieving husband whose wife had died. He’d heard about me and wanted me to give it my special touch. 

I sighed. “I told you. I’m not doing any more singing for funerals. It’s turned into a monster, so no more. Please, just thank him, extend my condolences, but decline the request.”

“He’s offering good money, Gillian,” she replied. “Are you sure you want to pass it up? Bookings have been really slow.”

“I know. We’re hoping they’ll turn around soon. Maybe we’ll get a gig for Valentine’s Day or St. Pat’s, but for now, I just can’t accept any funerals.”

I could hear the slap of her closing the calendar she kept our bookings in. Cate was old school and used an actual date book instead of a computer. “Right. I’ll keep trying to get you something for those and anything else. Big events are concerned about disruptive people. Private events might be doable.”

“Do what you can, Cate. I keep thinking this novelty of a funeral singer, who sees dead people, will die down and we can get back to normal.”

“Either that or you figure out a way to use it so it pays for you. Talk to you later, sweetie.”

Use it so it pays for me? That was a thought. I’d have to talk to Ferris and Digby and see if they had any ideas of how we could do that. Maybe Janna might have some input as well. I hadn’t talked to her in a few days now. 

Since she’d gotten a promotion at work, her time was being gobbled up in the corporate world. I called and left a message for her to call me back, suggesting a movie or a night out dancing.

As I started back up the stairs, my mobile phone rang and I grabbed it when I saw Gavin’s name on it. “Hey, prof. How‘s it going?”

Like me, Gavin was searching for clues to defeating the shades and had been on a trip back east somewhere to talk to a few people he knew. At times, I wondered who funded his escapades or if they were part of his research budget.

“It’s going okay. No big revelations although I’m talking to a shaman tomorrow who might have some insight into our problems.”

“A shaman? You mean like an Indian?”

“Native American is the proper term now, chica. Yes, the Minnetonka tribe has an old shaman who claims to have seen the other side and talks of demons there. I figure it’s worth chatting with him.” Gavin sounded perfectly serious as he said this, so I had to believe he had something solid. 

“Great. That sounds promising. So far, I have nothing. Well, I have located a couple of potential chat rooms with people who claim a lot of things. But I’ve tagged a couple I want to follow for a bit to see if they might be legit.”

“Don’t reveal anything about yourself or your experiences on the board. Save that for a private chat and only to the ones you think might actually be in the same boat.” I could hear the grin in his voice, but I knew he was worried about me attracting more weirdos.

“Got that. I was half-way hoping I’d find an actual site or chat room for spirit escorts or guides. I guess any others like me might be shy about posting as well.” 

“You’re not surprised about that, are you?”

“No, not really. I just worry that there aren’t any others and it’s just us up against an army of shades.” 

He talked a few more minutes about the trip and said he’d be back in Reno on Friday. He’d call me then.

As I hung up, I thought about how much I missed talking with him and our training sessions. I was anxious to get moving on them again. 

Feeling the need to burn off some anxiety and energy, I changed into my running shoes and headed out for a jog around the neighborhood. I made it almost to the end of the driveway, snapped my finger, then turned back to take the extra minutes needed to strengthen the protection wards on the house. I’d had visitors and gone outside a couple of times so I wanted to be certain it was secure. Nygard stared at me as I did it, reminding me that we needed to take all precautions.

After covering six blocks down in a quick jog, I swung around the corner and started back up on the street below mine. My cell phone rang again and I halted to look at the caller. Ferris. I took it.

With tightness in his voice, he informed me that Moss and Bancroft had just left his office. Apparently, they had gone to question him after they’d talked to me. Of course, his story matched mine and there wasn’t a problem, but he was concerned anyway. 

“It’s just routine,” I told him. “Nothing to worry about.”

“Yeah, I hope you’re right. The thing is, what happened to the guy? Did he just go off and not tell anyone?”

“Good question. I was wondering that also.” I hadn’t thought about him just disappearing. Maybe it was a ruse of some sort to throw authorities off his trail. Or he just wanted to disappear for a while. But not telling his boss or his fiancée? Wait, Bancroft had said ex-fiancée, hadn’t he? Either way, that didn’t make sense.

When I mentioned my thoughts to Ferris, he agreed. “If his truck or car wasn’t found or towed from the road, then he had to have taken off, right?”

“Seems like. Odd. I cannot believe we found something that tied into him.” 

“Yeah, strange.” Changing the subject, Ferris asked, “Are you up for a movie tonight? There’s a couple of good ones that just came out.”

I hesitated for a few beats, then said, “Sure. Why not? I was going to do a little more research, but it can wait. Where are we going?”

Making a note of the time and place to meet him, I started running again. My mind went back to the conversation with Gavin and what we needed to do over the next few weeks. I had to learn how to control my light blast, particularly calling it up when I needed it. It didn’t work as well on this plane and I couldn’t exactly practice on the ethereal plane without putting myself at risk. 

Almost to my house, I could see the upper story from the street and I glimpsed a dark patch on my roof. I halted and peered at it. Was it a shadow from a tree? No, I couldn’t see any tree that would cast that shadow and the sun was behind me to the west. Then the shadow seemed to flow over the roof, a blob of black covering the area like a moving oil slick. 

A shade looking for a way in. 

I bolted forward, running down the driveway at top speed and prepared to cast a repulsion spell toward the ghoulish thing. As I rushed, halting just before the porch, the blob oozed over the side of the house, shifting direction toward me. 

I thrust my right hand, fingers coned like a duck’s bill, out from my body toward the shade and chanted the spell at the same time. 

White energy burst from the tips, tearing into the shade and knocking a spray of shingles off my roof. A shriek of pain or anguish emanated from the creature as it rose and sped away. At the same time, a howl of anger or fear came from within my house. Nygard!

I rushed into the house to find my agitated cat standing in the middle of the floor with his head pointed toward to roof, his fur standing on end, and his back arched in alarm. A growling howl still came out of his throat, a sound I’d never heard him make. Usually, he had a small voice, a gentle meroow in his cello-like voice. This sounded more like a big bassoon of a bass note.

“It’s okay,” I said as I drew near him. “The thing is gone. The house is safe.” 

Cautiously, I knelt and reached to pet his fur down. He swung his head toward me, eyes showing deep red pupils almost obliterating the blue irises. Then he snapped into focus and the eyes returned to normal as his body relaxed. 

After his experience on the next plane, I figured he was ultra-sensitive to the shades. As I ran my fingers over his fur, little golden strings connected with my hand and that odd energy we seemed to share flowed again.

I had thought the shades were staying away from my house, but this one had come too close. I wanted to make sure all the wards were in place and that the house didn’t have any openings unprotected. 

With Nygard accompanying me, I went upstairs with a spray of lavender water mixed with verbena, a particularly good combination Gavin had assured me, and sprayed along any the window sills, the vents and the roof skylights where there might be any weak spots. I repeated the spell protection words over and over. For someone who had been a skeptic, I’d become a full-fledged believer over the past year.

Almost an hour later, I felt I’d done all I could do. I sat on the bed, and the cat jumped up next to me cuddling against my side. As his purr started to grow, I relaxed and thought about what had happened to the two of us in the transitional cemetery. How close we’d both come to being killed on that plane. If our physical state when we’d both returned indicated the impact, then I was inclined to believe death there would cause our bodies to die as well. While I had people I could talk to, I hadn’t considered how much my cat might be traumatized. 

Maybe I needed to get Nygard some help. 
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With a touch of sadness, I watched as the telephone company serviceman removed my landline from the house. It turned out to be trickier than I thought it would since I had to switch over my service on my internet in order to keep getting it and the television once the in-house phone was gone. He actually left the worthless phone as he switched my service over to the satellite. I had a shiny new modem blinking at me in the corner of the living room, but at least I didn’t have any wires running to the computer upstairs. Everything was wireless now.

In a sense, I mourned the loss of my privacy that had occurred because of Gayle Trumbull’s story. I still felt she had no right to use my name and connect it with her psychic funeral singer story, even if it was true. Sadly, it didn’t seem I could fight it. 

I’d been thinking about what Cate had said about using the psychic thing to make it a draw in our performance rather than something detrimental. Maybe I could write a song about it or turn it into a comedy bit. I hadn’t talked to Ferris and Digby, but I’d be seeing them for a rehearsal later on. 

I pulled my mobile phone out and called Madame Astrid to make an appointment. I wanted to talk to her about what had happened with Nygard and see if she had any suggestions on what I might do to protect him. I hadn’t seen her since the attack in November, so I needed to touch bases anyway. She could fit me in the following day, late afternoon. Perfect for me. I could finish up work a little early and still make it. 

I had a little time before I had to be at the grooming shop, so I headed upstairs and checked the two chat sites I’d joined. I’d been thinking about how I could put a feeler out to try to draw anyone out. With a touch of apprehension, I typed in my opening salvo: Hey, guys. Have any of you seen a large shadow that doesn’t seem to be cast from any object around it? Maybe it was my imagination, but...

With any luck, that might draw a response from someone else who had seen a shade, or it might draw a lot of false leads. You never know until you try though. Then I read through a few of the posts that had gone up in the past couple of days and didn’t see anything that related to my situation. 

With that done, I checked my protection spells and headed downstairs again. Giving Nygard a hug and a treat, I locked up and headed out, pausing to cast a glance back up at the roof and the trees surrounding the house. It seemed clear, nothing moving. But I could see the two foot or so section on the slope where tiles had blown loose. I’d need to get that fixed. For a moment, I wondered if my landlady would cover it. Probably not. 

I hated this. Hated leaving the house feeling like it could be invaded at any time.

––––––––
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I WENT STRAIGHT FROM work to Ferris’ house for our rehearsal. Digby was already set up in the garage and had his instruments lined up on stands. He looked up, flashing a big grin, then came over to my Jeep to give me a hug, his long arms wrapping around me and squeezing. The boy had the best hugs. 

“Hey, beautiful. Let me get the stand and keyboard out and you just carry yourself and your bag in.” He opened the door to the backseat and grabbed my stuff.

“You’re a prince, Dig. Thanks. Where’s Ferris?” 

“He just went into the house to get drinks. You know he has good timing.” 

“Perfect, actually.” 

I walked up the driveway ahead of him and took my things to the make-shift studio we’d used for the past few years. It was possible that Ferris bought the house with the garage for this express purpose. For certain, it had never housed his vehicles and he’d essentially converted it within the first few months. Sealed and heated, it provided a comfortable and sound-dampened space for us to practice. 

As I plugged in my keyboard and got it positioned on the stand, Ferris came back with drinks and snacks, including mini-pizzas. I shook my head. Of course, there would be food.

“We need fuel,” he said when I teased him about it.

“You’re right, boss,” I answered and grabbed a beer. “We’ve got a lot of work ahead of us practicing for... nothing.” It hit me at that point; we didn’t have a gig coming up for a couple of weeks at least and it was beginning to feel like we were just killing time. “Sorry. I—I had a moment there when I...” I let the sentence die.

Ferris set his beer down, crossed to me, and pulled me into his arms, squeezing my shoulders. “It’s okay, babe. Things will turn around. It’s just a bad spell.”

I nudged my head against his shoulder. “I hope that’s it and this whole mess will blow over. But even places that normally book us aren’t doing it because of the problems we’ve had with hecklers the last couple of gigs. Bad news spreads fast.”

He shrugged, still rocking me in his arms. “It happens. No one wants any kind of an incident at their show.”

“It’s not your fault,” Digby added. He’d dropped into the closest of the two armchairs Ferris had added to the area. “So we’re not performing anywhere right now. Lots of groups aren’t. That’s no reason we can’t play together and have fun. Didn’t you mention that you’d written a new song?”

“Yeah, I did. Let’s get warmed up and I’ll play it for you. Before we start, I have something I want to talk to you guys about.” I pulled back from Ferris’ hug, reluctant to leave the security of his arms. 

“Okay,” he said. “Let’s hear it.”

“Actually, it was something our agent said.”

Digby’s head came up and he raised an inquisitive eyebrow. 

I went on. “She said that we needed some way to work the funeral singer/psychic thing into our performance, play with the audience on it, and make it into a joke. Maybe if we turned the stupid heckling around and actually played off it, it would change the whole tone. What do you think?”

I shifted my gaze from Ferris to Digby, trying to read their expressions. Waiting, I slipped my fingers to the earring on my right side and rubbed it, something to channel my nervousness. 

Ferris rocked back on his heels, his arms crossing his chest as he thought while Digby, with one leg crossed over his opposite knee, contemplated his boots. Finally, Ferris spoke.

“I dunno. Cate may have something there. If we make it part of the act, then no one will take the hecklers seriously. If they can’t have the laugh and the fun out of it, there’s no point in the heckling. But is it kind of selling out? I mean, this is a real problem for Gillian and playing it off like a joke undermines her, doesn’t it?”

Dig nodded his head and gave it a little more consideration. “Well, I’m not opposed to giving it a tryout. I’m just not certain we can turn those remarks fast enough. Do you feel like we’d be evading those wankers or encouraging them?”

“It could make it worse,” Ferris agreed. “It might get better or the heckling might increase if they think it’s funny. Worse, it could bring out more serious disruptions.”

“What do you think might happen?” I asked. 

I’d started to pace back and forth a few feet as we’d been talking, my mind turning over the recent examples we’d had at the last two performances we’d done. The called out jibes had been silly and moronic, but not disruptive to the performance other than creating a bit of a scene.

Ferris shrugged, tapped his finger on a cymbal lightly. “Worst case, I think it could start a brawl or a shouting contest. If a religious zealot came out and declared you demonic, it could pull in others who might think it strange. If people can find demonic issues in Harry Potter, then this isn’t much of a stretch to think what’s being reported about you could be the work of satanic forces.”

I halted mid-step, considered what Ferris had just said, shuddered, and thumped my foot to the floor. Digby sat straight up and leaned forward with his elbows on his knees, a calculating look in his eyes as he watched me. 

“They wouldn’t be far off, would they?” My throat felt dry. 

“You’re not demonic,” Digby replied. 

“No, but the shades certainly are. Those are evil creatures. Soul eaters. If I were to tell anyone else about them, they would think the worst of me since I can see them. This is not something that can get out.”

“You’re right about that,” Ferris said. “And we’re not going to let it get out.”

“But if we just keep ignoring the hecklers, will that solve our problem? If they keep making remarks during our shows, we keep losing work unless it’s a private event. Is that what we want?”

“So, what’s the solution?” Digby cut in. “We go on the way we are and see what happens or we make some humorous responses to what they say. We don’t have to make a comedy act out of it, just a few standard comebacks to let them know we’re in on the joke. Really, it’s all speculation from the Trumbull woman and she doesn’t actually know what Gillian does.”

I nodded. “That’s the truth. She is putting this all together in a twisted way. Maybe I should do that interview with her and set the record straight.”

“What?” Ferris’ barked question clanged with a sharp snap to the cymbal and Digby shot me a have-you-lost-your-mind look. 

“Not the real story,” I said. “A carefully constructed story that will answer the burning question of what goes through my head at the funerals and how I create those unique songs that she’d been placing so much weight on. I can sell that.”

“I’m not sure that’s a great idea. Anything—”

“Come on, Ferris. I can control it. I’ll ask Gayle for a list of the questions in advance so I can get a feel for where she wants to take this, then adjust my responses accordingly or flat out nix an answer. I can bullshit as well as she can.”

“Really?” Digby asked. “When? It’s not second nature to you.”

“No, but I can play the character.” I shot a smug look his way. I’d played connivers and bitches on stage. All I had to do was go into character.

“So far as dealing with the hecklers, we can work on some prearranged responses to almost anything we think someone will say. I have an answering machine full of them... Oh, wait. I don’t. I had the phone taken out today. But I can remember a lot of them.” 

“You removed your house phone?” Digby asked. His smile was more of a smirk. He’d been teasing me about having that phone line, along with the expense of it, for a long time.

“Shut up! Let me play this new song for you.” I moved to my keyboard, ready to get
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