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      WHY THE HELL do I even bother being polite to people?

      Pretty sure I’d fall over from disbelief if even one of them could care about anyone beyond their own godly selves. Truth be told, being around most of them really kinda pisses me off.

      The arrogant ass who cut me off on the already-narrow sidewalk continues on his way, oblivious to the rest of the world. He doesn’t even spin his dark head of hair around to grace the woman he nearly toppled into the busy street with a passing look of apology.

      I oughta kick him in his annoyingly perfect-shaped ass.

      I give my sopping wet foot a shake, hoping it will alleviate the inevitable squish in my running shoe for the next three blocks. Of course, it doesn’t.

      There is simply no way I can be part of the human race.

      The thought makes me snicker.

      By the time I reach my office, I’m ready to peel my shoe off and throw it against the wall—just to see if it sticks like a wet noodle. Unfortunately, my first appointment is already pacing outside; hands wringing, and hair frazzled like she’s been pulling on it. Her eyes are wide as I walk up to my private entrance at the back of the building I rent out and shoot her a half-smile.

      Why do they always wait to hijack me at this time of the morning?

      “You must be Amber,” I state, matter-of-factly.

      She looks like an Amber. Tallish, blonde cropped hair, wide blue eyes, and pouty lips.

      Amber nods, her hair flopping up and down frantically.

      “Cool. Come on in,” I tell her, nodding to the black abyss inside. I push open the door, flick on the low lighting, and take a seat to unlace my shoe. “Sorry about this, but I’m gonna need to go barefoot, or my foot’s gonna transform into a regurgitated prune.”

      I toss the shoe aside and fling the sopping wet sock over the radiator in the corner, before starting on the other foot.

      Amber still hasn’t said anything, not even a chuckle at my lame attempt at a joke. Instead, she stands awkwardly in the middle of the room, tugging on the frayed end of her sleeves and looking around.

      This is about a man.

      I sigh deeply. Why does it have to always be so obvious? Just for once, I’d love a challenge.

      “Okay, Amber…have a seat,” I say, pointing to the chair beside her.

      I walk around the small table to position myself directly opposite her. If I had more time, I would have set out the ambiance—a little incense, some crystals. Maybe even a little Enya going on in the background. Who doesn’t love Enya?

      She sits quickly, biting her lip, and grimacing like she chewed on a box of nails.

      I brush the bright pink chunk of bangs from my face and tuck it behind my right ear. With a deep, cleansing breath, I close my eyes and clear my mind. Images rush in without restraint; faces, places. Hands holding hands. Steamy sex with a dark-haired, green-eyed man. The green expands from his eyes, turning into flashing green lights.

      Green means go.

      I open my eyes, already well aware of the answer.

      “Go ahead. What’s your question?” I ask.

      “Is he the right one? Should I stay with him? Does he really love me?” The woman blurts out her first words of the day in one big jumble. Her eyes are glossy as she pleads with me, searching my face for her answer.

      Knew it.

      I grin, searching for the best ambivalent words.

      “He can be, if that’s what you choose. I’m seeing green lights. They sorta mean universal energies are open to going forward confidently. However, the ultimate path will be decided by the actions you and he make…beginning now.”

      “Is that a yes?” Her tone is desperate as she scrunches her face and leans forward, digging her fingertips into the table’s edge.

      “It is a yes, at least for now. Free will has a way of course-correcting, though. So be careful. However, that said, what I see presently is he is very clearly meant to be in your life—as you are in his.”

      She nods, tugging her eyebrows in, clearly hoping for more.

      “What I want you to do,” I begin, “is remember to take things one step at a time. Be present with him in this moment, without jumping to the next. It’s your job to ground the two of you because he can’t. He isn’t to your level, yet. Do you understand?”

      I’ve found assigning a job helps ease a person’s mind and gives them an active role to focus on.

      Her eyes gloss over, and I reiterate, “You need to enjoy each other. Be happy where you are in each stage with Jason because if you⁠—”

      Amber gasps. “I… How did you know his name? I swear, I didn’t say it. I was trying not to give too much away.”

      I wince.

      Even after all these years, I can still slip. As much as people want to believe what I say is real, they kinda don’t want to know for sure, either. I mean, what if it means I can sense everything, you know? Like that extra piece of pizza they ate when they shouldn’t, or the name of the man they cheated on with last night. The thought of it all wigs them out.

      And it should. Because I can.

      “I’m sure you mentioned it in our phone consult,” I lie, with a cheesy smile plastered on my face.

      “Yes, yes… I must have. Thank you, Diana,” she sighs, nodding to herself. Amber stands, shaking my hand absently.

      “You are most welcome,” I tell her. “Now relax and enjoy the ride.”

      “I will. I mean, I’ll try. Thank you.”

      Our exchange comes to an end and I find myself alone. Blissfully—peacefully—alone.

      Unfortunately, it’s not meant to last long.

      My assistant, Renaldo bounds through the door moments after Amber exits. If he weren’t so damn good at his job, I’d fire his flamboyant ass for being late every day.

      “Well, hey there, sunshine. How’s the most ah-mazing boss in the world?” he says, doing a flourish of his hand as he takes the seat recently vacated by Amber.

      With my face deadpan, I slowly blink from him to the clock on the wall.

      He ignores me. As he always does.

      I sigh. “I’d be even more amazing if I had a decent assistant who could tell time. Or at least bribe me with coffee.”

      “If that’s what you really wanted, you would have foreseen someone different to hire, honey. Instead, you’re stuck with me,” Renaldo says, his pearly whites shining broadly. “Besides, you know you love me. Warts and all.”

      I roll my eyes. Damn if he isn’t right. All signs pointed to having him by my side, though I’m still not sure why. The universe has a funny way of making paths clear for everyone but me. All I can figure is it must be a sick cosmic joke because I’m sure as hell not clued in.

      “So how many lovesick birds have you dealt with in my absence?” he asks, gathering his hands up by his chin and fluttering his eyelashes.

      “Just the one.” I laugh, giving him a knowing look. “So far.”

      “And I’m sure there will be many more for the day. It’s almost Valentine’s Day, after all. I better get the front stocked up with lovers’ potions and scented candles. I’m telling you, we need some blindfolds and whips on display with the whole Fifty Shades of Spanking obsession still sweeping the nation. We’d make a killing,” he winks, dashing to the front of our small store entrance.

      The instant he says it, I know he’s right. We’d make a ton of money, but that would mean dealing with more people. I have enough to deal with, thanks. Then again, I suppose it’s why I hired him. He can deal with it.

      “You’re not paid on commission,” I call after him, shaking my head. “You get that, right?”

      “Maybe the idea of lust-bunnies having passionate kinky sex is enough mental payment for me,” I hear him call back.

      “Brody withholding again?” I say, chuckling.

      “Oh, honey, do not get me started,” Renaldo says, walking to the doorway with his hands on his hips.

      “Darling, I have already foreseen it,” I say, watching his bright face freeze. I wait just long enough for the color in his cheeks to drain before adding a final, “Kidding.”

      He lowers his eyebrows and spins on his heels. “There’s a special kind of hell for people like you, Diana Hawthorne.”

      “Don’t I know it,” I chuckle.

      Honestly, he has no idea how right he is. Whatever this is, this life I lead, it’s like a Groundhog Day loop of hells especially crafted for me. I mean, ironic much? I can’t stand people, but here I am working in close proximity daily as I try to do for them what I’ve never been able to do for myself. It’s kinda messed up, actually.

      If I ever meet God—or whatever—I’m gonna give him a piece of my mind.

      The bell of the shop door dings, as a man and woman walk in. The man’s a closed book; apprehensive and skeptical. His aura exudes disdain, while the woman on the other hand is drowning in grief and worry.

      Renaldo shoots me a sideways glance before trotting over to them in his signature walk.

      “Why hello there, is there anything I can do for you?” he says, cocking his head slightly to the side. His perfectly groomed, dark hair flops slightly with the gesture, showing off his accentuated part he’s had his stylist carve in.

      The man’s left eyebrow twitches upward, but his lips tip down.

      I walk back into my reading room. There’s no question, they’re heading my way and I need to cleanse myself first. There’s a helluva lot of grounding I need to do before they invade my space.

      Standing in the middle of my mental circle of light, I call upon the universal energies to wash away all the shit no longer serving me, so I can become an open vessel to help those who need my gifts. The white light washes through my system, taking away anything unwanted, or clinging to me from the previous encounter with Amber. Not to mention, discarding any of my own BS from perfect-ass-man.

      “Eh-hem.” Renaldo clears his throat, but by the time he knocks on the doorframe, I’ve taken my final cleansing breath before releasing the light.

      Turning around, I grin as genuinely as I can.

      “These lovely folks would like a word with you, if you have a moment, Diana,” he says, swinging his hand out to put them on display. “It’s important.”

      “Absolutely. What can I do to help?” I ask, widening my arms to suggest they take a seat.

      The woman moves quickly, clutching something small in her hand. The man stays behind, his eyes scrutinizing my every move. I hold my ground, waiting for him to finish comparing dicks.

      Finally, he moves to the open seat beside his wife.

      I catch Renaldo’s eye as he diva air-snaps and walks out.

      Moving slowly, I extend my energy out, getting a feel for the situation before they even say a word. This situation, the reason they’re here, is more important than most. It’s about a child.

      Missing? Dead?

      I light a white candle and take my seat opposite them.

      Watching both closely, it doesn’t take a rocket scientist to know the wife is distraught—outta her mind worried. The husband has reserved himself for the worst. Oh, and he thinks I’m complete bullshit.

      “So, where would you like to start?” I say, simply.

      “I—well, I mean we—” the woman begins, blinking wildly as she searches for words.

      “It’s okay. Let it come out as it should,” I say, leaning in and waiting for the oncoming storm.

      “How old are you?” The man blurts out.

      If it wasn’t written all over his face, I’d be taken more aback.

      The left side of my mouth quirks.

      “Honey,” the wife warns, her eyes wide and forehead scrunched.

      “It’s a reasonable question,” he says, his voice deeper and nostrils flaring.

      I lean back in my chair.

      “Ted, it is Ted, right?” I say, crossing my fingers over my knee, and watching his expression shift slightly when I get his name right. “How old were you when you realized you could breathe?”

      He shifts uncomfortably in his chair, his eyebrows tugging in.

      “I thought as much,” I say, not letting him define his answer. “Look, what I do comes from outside myself. I’m not the one in charge. Something much bigger is. I don’t presume to understand it fully or even try to. So, either we can get down to business so we can find…” I close my eyes searching for the name. “Esther?”

      I open my eyes to see his lips press into a thin line.

      “—or we can have a philosophical debate about age,” I finish.

      His wife, Lacy, I gather, grabs his right hand in her left, clutching it so tightly her knuckles turn white.

      She whispers, “I told you she was the real deal.”

      Ted’s nostrils flare, but he keeps his trap shut.

      Finally, we can get somewhere.

      “Lacy, I need the necklace in your other hand, if you don’t mind,” I say, pointing to her free hand.

      With a shaky extension, she reaches out and lets the dainty silver necklace tumble into my palm.

      Instantly, I’m inundated by flashes of a blonde, brown-eyed eight-year-old girl. She’s playful, artistic, and incredibly intelligent. She loves reading, dogs, and more than anything else, her parents.

      This is no runaway.

      “Can you—do you sense where she is?” Lacy asks, her voice cracking.

      I take a deep breath and shake my head.

      “Unfortunately, it doesn’t always work like that. Objects hold energy, yes, but they’re not necessarily tied to her present, future, or even the event itself. I get snippets, but I need context. How long has she been missing?” I ask.

      This isn’t the first missing child I’ve dealt with, but this one is more urgent somehow. Of course, they’re all urgent, but this one holds some sort of importance and I can’t put my finger on what it is.

      “Three days,” Lacy says breathlessly. “The police—they can’t find any leads. They’re frantically searching but it’s not fast enough. She’s only eight.”

      Tears stream down her face as she reaches out for the necklace. I place it gingerly into her palm and she clutches it to her chest.

      I take another cleansing breath and try to settle into the energy. Esther is alive, that much is for sure—but beyond that, everything is slightly obscured.

      “Were there any clues or items out of place at the scene?” I ask, knowing full well the police never declared an actual scene. They didn’t have enough to go on.

      “We don’t know. Not for sure. We have some guesses as to where, or even who may have done this, but the police are having trouble making a connection. We were hoping—” Lacy looks tentatively at Ted, who sits stone-cold in the chair, still processing.

      “Okay, what do you think you know?” I ask, trying to open their minds enough for me to dig around.

      Ironically, it’s Ted, not Lacy who begins to relay the most information. Despite his stoic stature, he thinks about the day of the event and all of the situations leading up to her disappearance. The people he suspects. The whys.

      I catch a flash of a man with a litter of puppies—the one thing Esther would love to get her hands on. It’s also the one thing Ted and Esther could never agree on. She wanted one in the worst way, and Ted couldn’t deal. One more mouth to feed when he was worried about losing his job. His company is downsizing and he’s afraid they don’t need him. A puppy right now was the last thing they needed. Especially since he hadn’t voiced his concerns with his wife.

      “Good, good,” I say, nodding at Ted.

      His eyes widen, and he glances at Lacy, “What in the hell is this woman doing? What in the hell have you dragged us into?”

      “The man, the one with the puppies—who is he?” I say, standing up and leaning with my fingertips pressed on the glass table between us.

      “He—uh—” Ted blinks rapidly, clearly reaching his max-spook point as his chair screeches backward when he stands up and backs away.

      I hold my hands up apologetically. It can be a lot to take in when you’re expecting a fake.

      “Tell her, Ted. Please,” Lacy begs.

      Ted glances from Lacy, then back to me. His mouth gapes open slightly as his eyes search the not-so-distant past.

      “I dunno. He’s a guy who peddles puppies in the park. He’s always creeped me out, but I thought he was harmless. Esther and I—we talked about him, though. She knows she isn’t supposed to talk to him without me or her mom. Lately, I dunno, he’s been persistent with us. Esther wants a puppy in the worst”—he looks up, his eyes full of fear—“anyway, he wouldn’t take no for an answer.”

      “Okay, I need you to take a seat and hold out your hands,” I tell him, pointing at the chair he’d kicked aside.

      He does so without question, though I can tell he doesn’t understand why. His brain is on overload, but curiosity and a glimmer of hope starts to take seed.

      As he holds out his hands, I slide mine underneath—the receiving mode—so our palms touch. Instantly, I see the man’s face, the last interaction between the three of them. Through the energy transfer, there are glimpses of truth behind the puppy peddler, not the assumptions made by Ted. His name is…

      I tilt my head slightly, as I reach out for it.

      Burt? Brent?

      Yes, Brent.

      He’s in his mid-forties but has a developmental delay of some sort. His mental age is still much younger. He loves puppies. And he loves little girls. Only recently has he learned to use one to get the other.

      My eyes flutter open.

      “We don’t have much time. Your suspicions about Brent are spot on. He has a thing for little girls. He wasn’t a bad guy, not at first, but something has snapped. Maybe he’s off meds or something. We’ll need to act quickly before the trail goes fully cold,” I say.

      Lacy’s eyes widen and she clutches the necklace to her chest as she holds back tears.

      Ted nods, “He always comes out of the small apartment complex by the park. It’s possible he lives there but the police found nothing when they canvassed.”

      “This helps, though. Now we have a name. You need to get to the police department and tell them to find Brent for questioning. I wasn’t able to get a last name. I think he must go by a few different names… It’s too muddy. But it should help them narrow it down when they talk to the landlord. I’ll call my guy at the PD and give him a heads up. Ask for Detective Radovich when you get there and tell him you’ve just been to see me. He’ll know what to do,” I say.

      Goosebumps flash up and down my body and the last thing I want to do is follow the line of energy further.

      I hate people.

      I hate knowing good people turn bad. Bad people pretend to be good.

      I hate knowing that sometimes there’s nothing I can do to stop bad things from happening.

      And if they don’t hurry, bad things are definitely going to get worse.
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      I WISH I COULD SHUT MY MIND the hell up sometimes. Instead, my thoughts refuse to stray far from the couple who came in earlier in the day and the little girl still missing. I gotta know if they’ve raided the apartment building yet. Has the detective been able to ascertain anything useful? Did they find the girl? During the slower moments of my day, I reach out, trying to sense what’s happening, but nothing is certain. I take it as a sign things are more complicated than anyone would like.

      In all honesty, if it wasn’t about a child, I couldn’t care less. But as much as I hate to admit it, there are actually some things in this world that can melt this ice-queen’s heart. Even though I’ve never had any of my own, kids hurt or missing happens to top the list.

      After a long day of saying most of the same old bullshit over and over—because, let’s face it, most humans aren’t all that complicated—Renaldo finally manages to cut off the stream of those wishing for a word.

      “I ordered those chains and whips,” he grins enthusiastically, as he clicks the deadlock into place. “They’ll be in on Thursday.”

      His perfectly plucked eyebrows wiggle in rhythm with his butt.

      I shake my head and smirk. At least he’s able to be upbeat.

      “Whatever you say. I trust your judgment with all this nonsense,” I say, walking back into my reading room. He follows as I grab my previously soaked stocking off the radiator and pull it over my foot. “Thanks for doing it, though. Do you have any plans tonight?”

      Renaldo sighs dramatically.

      “Oh, I wish. We’ll probably be staying in with a bottle of wine and Netflix on the ready. Again. How about you?” he asks, his eyes rolling to the back of his head.

      “Absolutely nothing, and it’s going to be glorious,” I say, exhaling.

      “Any news on the little one?” Renaldo asks, his tone edging on serious, as he scrunches his nose and squints nervously in my direction.

      I shake my head.

      “Nothing yet, but give it time. The police are on it,” I say.

      “Yeah, ‘cause they’re so great at finding the bad guys these days,” he snickers. “That’s gotta be hard for you—knowing bad things are happening or could get worse—and not being able to personally intervene. At least, not without going all vigilante.”

      Images of Batman flash through my mind.

      My eyes widen and my lips purse to cut off a snicker. As much as I say I hate the mundane bullshit most days bring, he’s right. I hate knowing when something is really wrong and not being able to step in. Turning it over to the authorities can be one of the most difficult things to do. But then again, I’ve seen what happens the other way around, too.

      “Yeah, it pretty much sucks,” I finally admit. Biting my lip, I cast my gaze to the floor.

      “Hey, you could become a superhero or something. Can I make a costume? Ooooh, tights. A cape,” he says, clapping.

      “M’kay, on that note… See you tomorrow, Ren. On-time, this time. Yeah?” I say, quirking a smile.

      I catch his gaze, then lower my eyebrows and squint at him, knowing it will make absolutely zero impact.

      “You bet, super boss o’ mine.” He tips his chin, grinning sheepishly.

      “Thanks for closing up shop,” I say, casting a final wave.

      “Oh, wait. That’s my job?” he says in mock surprise, fingertips pressing against his chest.

      “Goodnight,” I call out without another glance back.

      I slip out the back door of the small cottage I rent as my place of occupation and take in the aroma of dusk. There’s a magic in the air during these twilight hours. This is my favorite time of day. The earth’s scent is sweet, and the cool breeze of evening is starting to settle in. It’s similar during dawn, but there’s something enchanting about the coming of night and the rising of the moon. The beautiful crescent is already peeking through the clouds and acknowledging it makes me smile.

      “Waxing phase,” I mutter to myself.

      Just a week and a half to the full moon.

      I like to keep tabs on where the moon phase is. It helps me to orient myself to the cycles of nature. Besides, it’s kind of my job as a psychic, I suppose. There are plenty of people who have expectations of such things, as dorky as it might sound. All it takes is one Wiccan to walk in and ask when the best moon phase is for starting a ritual or some damn thing. Besides, there are instances where moon placement truly is crucial.

      Already, the energy of the moon pulls on me, but the last full moon’s events seep in, dragging on my already burdened mind. I wish I could release them and be done with it. My body tenses with the anguish tied to the memory of that night. It certainly didn’t go as planned.

      Mental note—I better check in with Demetri again.

      I wish he’d answer my damn calls. We never should have attempted diverting the Violet Flame invocation…

      Talk about stupid.

      “This is ridiculous, Diana. It’s happened—there’s nothing you can do now,” I whisper.

      Taking a deep breath, I press onward.

      The walk home is surprisingly enjoyable, despite the cooler, early February air. Could certainly be worse. I could be in one of those godforsaken places where the wind hurts your face and white shit covers the ground this time of year. I’ve never figured out what would drive a person to live where there’s seven months of snow. Who signs up for that willingly?

      Shuddering to myself, I pass the neighborhood park where kids are still out and about, squealing as they chase one another. Ordinarily, I would continue to hurry on my way so I can wrap myself in the silence of my living room. But today, I stop and really watch—my eyes scanning the children playing and running about.

      Casting my gaze to the tufts of brownish-green grass and puddles, I can’t help but see the little girl’s face. The family never divulged a photo, but I didn’t need it. She’s as clear to me as if she were standing beside me. Her bright brown, inquisitive eyes are what haunts me most.

      I’ll check back in with Detective Radovich when I get home.

      Turning on my heel, I pull my sweatshirt a bit tighter. Before I know it, I climb up the front steps to my small, but adorable house. You’d think it was a granny’s house from the outside, but I don’t care. I love the pink embellishments and ornate ironworks. They remind me of something I can’t quite put my finger on. Perhaps it simply reminds me every day the universe is still a mystery on some levels—even to me. Because why else would those two things ever go together?

      With my key in hand, I reach for the door, only to have the handle ripped from my grasp. As the intruder flings it open, he pushes me aside with a sweep of his broad arm. I slam hard against the iron railing adorning the front stoop, and pain radiates from the middle of my back, down my left leg. Oddly enough, I get no impression of who he is—nothing about him at all, as I instantly push my abilities out in search of who the hell would be in my damn house without permission.

      Nothing. A big fat zilch.

      Twisting around, I catch a glimpse of him before he disappears from sight. I might not be able to ID him with my gifts, but I recognize his perfectly shaped ass as it runs away.

      It’s the same guy from this morning. Clearly, he has a thing for trying to topple me over.

      Wow. I’m really off my game.

      Either that, or he’s deliberately warded from me.

      Had I not been so preoccupied with my own thoughts, maybe I would have been able to do something to apprehend the dude. Then again, who expects someone to come bounding out of their house when they live alone?

      What in the hell could he possibly have been looking for?

      Truthfully, nothing I own would be of any consequence to me if it were stolen—not being allowed to have a true past will do that to you, I suppose. However, the idea someone bothered to break into my house—and not just someone—the same guy who nearly knocked me into the street. Now, that makes me curious.

      I push forward, gaining a more solid footing in my entryway, and try to focus. The guy’s scent is familiar, but off somehow—like he’s tried to alter it with too much cologne.

      Pushing past the empty darkness as I attempt to play in his mind, I start seeing glimpses—flashes of knives—ancient ones with runes or something written along the side, an explosion—blood. Lots and lots of blood. The images are old, like they belong in an ancient memory; blurred and obscured. I take a deep breath, letting the world fall away.

      Reaching out with all of my senses, I search the impending darkness as it threatens to consume me for going where I’m not wanted. A moment later, the door to the memories slams shut. My abilities shut down, and I’m left grasping at nothing but air—like every time I try to access my own damn memories. But it’s never happened when I try to read someone else’s.

      Interesting.

      I look down the road, trying to get another glimpse of the man—only to find myself dizzy and disoriented. Stumbling  inside, I close my door and have a seat on the couch. The exertion it takes to really dig in—it’s almost too much at times. Especially when the impressions are blocked.

      Once the room stops spinning, I stand up and make my way slowly to the small kitchen. It’s barely big enough to open the cupboard doors without smacking into the other side, but I sorta love the coziness of it. I open the refrigerator, clutch the chocolate bar I’d been saving for when I’m PMSing, and rip open the wrapper. I need to get my blood sugar back up and this is as good a way as any. Besides, it has caramel in it, so ya can’t beat that.

      I take a big bite and edge slowly along, clutching the gray countertop until I can take a seat at the breakfast bar. Before I even settle in, I have another bite of chocolate in my mouth, and my head thumps down onto the cold, hard Formica. Colors roll into one another as my system tries to reset.

      After all this time, I still don’t understand why some uses of my gifts will drain me this way. While others—the incessant, stupid cupid matches, for example—I could do for hours on end. It’s annoying. Someone out there is laughing maniacally knowing they set me up this way.

      There was a time when it wouldn’t matter that I was helping people with their trivial problems. That was a loooong time ago. But good god almighty, it’s getting old dealing with the same old boring questions day in and day out for as long as I have.

      I’d give my left boob to finally be able to answer some of my own damn questions for a change. Today, I’d start with who the hell that guy is and why the hell was he in my house.

      Then I’d track his sorry ass down and make him buy me a new shoe and fork up the cash for some cranial massage work because, damn, my head is killing me.

      I suppose after that, I’d move on to the ones I’ve been trying to answer my whole known life.

      The floorboard behind me squeaks a little too loudly—right as a sunburst flashes through my vision and the darkness consumes it.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Tap, tap, tap…

      For some reason, my head lulls to the side as I try to place the sound. It’s familiar but doesn’t register in my brain. My eyelids are heavy, weighted down by the over-exertion of using my abilities—and something else. My forehead thumps, and I try to reach for it, only to find my arms as heavy as my eyelids.

      My eyes flicker open, but I can’t keep them that way. They roll in my head and darkness beckons me in twinkling bursts.

      After a few moments, I pry my eyes open again, raising my head to damn near upright.

      “Good lord, took you long enough,” a man says, from across the room. He’s sprawled across my couch, one leg draped over the arm, as he leans back, placing an elbow on the cushion behind him. He has an oddly put-together air about him as his leather jacket falls gently open, revealing his sophisticated style not many straight men know how to pull off.

      Arrogance rolls off him in waves. He knows he looks good and he’s perfectly comfortable with it. Hell, I don’t need to be psychic to pick up on any of that.

      The guy drums his fingertips slowly across the single pane window behind him.

      Tap, tap, tap…

      “Who in the hell are you?” I finally spit out. “And why are you in my house?”

      Finally removing his hand from my window, he spins around to face me head-on.

      “Now, here I was thinking you should know all those details already,” he says, as the corner of his mouth slides into an obnoxious smirk. The trimmed, dark goatee adorning his face accentuates his cheekbones and broad jaw. The deep brown, bordering on black from the top of his head, lacks the flashes of red his facial hair has pulled from his genetics.

      I glare back at him.

      Who the hell does this guy think he is?

      His brown eyes twinkle mischievously, inciting the desire to want to punch him right in his smug little face. Instead, I sit up straighter and fight to keep my head upright.

      “I said, who in the hell are you?” I repeat, but more slowly with the hopes he’ll actually understand the friggin’ question. “You have no idea who you’re dealing with.”

      “Apparently, neither do you.” He chuckles, shrugging his shoulders.

      He’s right. I get absolutely nothing from him. No name, no general motive. Not even the food he ate for lunch or the last time he took a piss.

      I tilt my head to the side, trying to clear the fog from my brain.

      “I tried to tell them you were likely a fake, but honestly, I didn’t know it would be so easy,” the man says, his eyebrows furrowed. “Kinda glad, considering the time constraints and all.”

      “How about speaking in English here, buddy? Because I’m lost,” I mutter through clenched teeth.

      Despite the complete zilch I’m able to read from him, there’s a strange electricity in the room. Almost as though he’s blocking me with a feedback loop, or some sort of electromagnetic something or other.

      Damn, I really should pay more attention to the new-fangled science terminology.

      “I don’t need your damn help,” he says, standing up from the couch in a single, graceful move. “Especially when you’d be wasting my time and their money.”

      He flings a manila packet across the room, which lands in my lap, and slowly crosses his arms.

      Pressing my hands to the envelope, images of the little girl from this morning suddenly start rolling in—Esther. She’s not alone; someone has moved her. Nearby is a false door of some kind; probably the one she was led through. She’s not hurt, but I sense plans being made in the room adjacent to hers. She’s scared shitless and she knows she’s been gone too long. Her parents are going to be so worried… The truth is, she doesn’t have much time. They’re planning to move her again—sell her to someone who takes children for a living and prostitutes them. The man with the puppies—Brent—he’s not the real man the cops should be looking for. He was a patsy, thanks in part to his naive nature.

      Now that I’m away from Ted’s guilt, I can see that.

      There’s a small home by the river—it’s not one of those fancy new multi-million dollar builds, though. It’s a well-kept 1980’s style, complete with the original orange shag carpet and olive-green walls.

      “Oh my god. She…she’s not with the man with the puppies. He was the lure. They’re looking in the wrong place,” I say without being able to stop myself.

      The smug man pulls up short, and for a brief moment, I fight the urge to be the one to smirk.

      “What did you say?” he asks, his eyes wide.

      “I don’t have time for this. I have to get this information to the police,” I say, unable to shake the vision of the carpet. There have been many kids who’ve been kept there over the years. Far too many.

      The man rushes to my side, concern sweeping across his features.

      “You’d better not be pulling my chain. How would you know all that?” he asks.

      “I—I saw it when you threw the packet at me. Esther’s in a cabin by the river. I need to get these details to Detective Radovich so we can locate it. She doesn’t have much time. There’s a man—someone the family’s never seen—he’s the one who—” I say, pulling up short, blinking back the surprise.

      “Don’t stop there, what else?” the man says, leaning in.

      “Hang on, who are you?” I say. “I don’t even know why the hell I’m telling you all of this. You could be part of the whole scheme, for all I know.”

      I clutch the packet and stand up. Backing away, I hold a hand out as he tries to follow.

      “Back the hell off,” I warn.

      “Okay, okay,” he says, holding his hands up, “My name’s Blake Wilson. I’m Ted and Lacy Trundle’s friend,” he says. For a far too long and awkward moment, he holds my gaze.

      “Friend? Since when do friends break into people’s houses?” I say, narrowing my gaze.

      “Well, I’m also a private investigator⁠—”

      I cast my gaze to the floor, absently consuming this new information.

      “Why on earth are you wasting your time with me, then? Shouldn’t you be out there doing your damn job?” I say, anger suddenly welling up.

      “As a matter of fact, I am. I needed to know for sure you could be trusted,” he says. “You may have convinced Ted with whatever parlor trick you had up your sleeve today, but I can’t have someone working with me I can’t trust. I needed to know for sure. Hell, I’m still not entirely convinced. You could be spouting off BS, for all I know.”

      “Trust for what?” I say, pressing the packet to my chest. “As far as I’m concerned, between the two of us, I’m a goddamn saint. I haven’t accosted you or broken into your  house. Besides, the one you really need to be concerned about is whoever took Esther.”

      “Ordinarily, I’d say you were right. But before your talk with them today, Ted was convinced you were a charlatan. He was concerned about you impeding the case with some wild goose chase, but Lacy has been hellbent on bringing you in. This is their daughter, we’re talking about. Then something changed; whatever you said to him this morning had him confused, but he wanted me to confirm before I brought you in. I don’t need some fake psychic screwing up my investigation. I gotta know you are what they say you are. Or what they think you are, anyway. It didn’t seem, well until now, like you had anything special,” he admits.

      “Gee, thanks for your thorough analysis,” I say, making a face and flipping him the bird.

      “You know what I mean. Every interaction with you has yielded absolutely nothing. You didn’t even know I’d come back into the home,” Blake says, reaching for his cellphone.

      “No offense, but it doesn’t always work that way,” I say, glaring at him. “Sometimes I actually have to push myself to see things. Other times, they come easy.”

      I let out a long sigh.

      Why in the hell do I feel like I need to defend myself to this arrogant asshat?

      “Fine. You’ll have to tell me more on the ride,” he says, pushing send on his phone.

      “What?” I snort.

      Holding up a finger, he walks a few steps away, waiting for someone on the other end to pick up. “Yeah, it’s me. Might be something to this psychic chick, but we’re gonna have to confirm. She thinks we’re looking in the wrong place. According to Diana, we’re gonna need to refocus the search along the river. I’m bringing her in to go over satellite images now to see if her hunch pans out. Be there in a few.”

      Blake ends the call and turns back to me.

      “Ready to go?”

      I fling the manilla packet back at him.

      “Since the moment I got home, I’ve been assaulted by you twice, nearly passed out from using my abilities, not to mention knocked out by you—god, I probably have a lump on my forehead now, thanks by the way—and interrogated like a criminal. I think I need a minute to regroup.”

      Blake’s deep brown eyes
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