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The Mystery of the Spirits

By: C.S. Poe

 

 

Antique dealer Sebastian Snow and Homicide detective Calvin Winter have been happily married for a year and a half. In that time, there’s been nary a mystery in sight, and for a recovering sleuth like Sebastian, an uneventful life is exactly what he needs.

That is, until Calvin’s lieutenant enters the Emporium and demands insight on a bizarre object known as a spiritoscope, hailing from the early days of the Spiritualism movement. Sebastian’s extensive knowledge of Victorian curiosities leads him to consulting for the NYPD—putting him at odds with his husband. And as the bodies begin to stack up, so do the seemingly dead-end clues, which if Sebastian can’t make sense of, might result in a whole lot more death.

Mystery, murder, and marriage… Sebastian’s back.


For Mom.

You make everything possible.


AUTHOR’S NOTE

 

The Mystery of the Spirits was an always-planned-but-never-promised addition to the series. And seeing as 2021 was the five-year anniversary of Sebastian Snow’s first mystery and the takeoff of my writing career, I felt it was the ideal time to finally release the fifth title.

 

Aubrey Grant hails from Southernmost Murder, which takes place between The Mystery of the Curiosities and The Mystery of the Moving Image, Books 2 and 3 of the Snow & Winter series, but can be read entirely as a standalone mystery.


CHAPTER ONE

A police lieutenant walks into Snow’s Antique Emporium—which was not the setup to a bad joke, just how my Wednesday began.

The bell over the front door dinged and a gravelly voice snapped, “Where’s that Sebastian Snow?”

“Boss,” Max called without missing a beat. “You’ve got a customer.”

I stepped out of the office. Max didn’t look up from where he was dusting displays on the showroom floor, merely jutted a thumb in the direction of the door.

“Yeah, thanks, I hear just fine.” I took the steps down from the raised counter, wove around glass cases of gizmos and gadgets, and sidestepped larger, more eclectic odds and ends from a century long since passed. When I got close enough that the man came into focus, I nearly tripped over myself as I put on the brakes. “Oh. Hi.”

Calvin’s supervisor, and now-lieutenant after a promotion earlier that year, Ronald Ferguson, glowered at me from the threshold. He didn’t much like me, even blamed me for the Victorian-themed murder mysteries that’d befallen his Homicide Squad in the past, only because I’d gotten tangled up in one or two or four of them. I’d also married his best detective a year and a half ago, after the Bones case had been put to rest, and that’d really twisted Ferguson’s balls. I mean, it’s not like I’d purposefully gone out of my way to outsmart the entirety of the NYPD and steal Ferguson’s spotlight when Dr. Asquith had finally been apprehended. I’d simply had the bigger incentive for solving the case. Calvin might have been Ferguson’s first-grade, golden-goose detective, but he was my husband.

And love makes a guy do crazy things.

Anyway. Let bygones be bygones or whatever. Our relationship since me and Calvin tied the knot wasn’t exactly cordial, and I didn’t expect that to change. The few times we’d crossed paths, I’d say hello, Ferguson would grunt, and then we’d go our separate ways. So the fact that this man, with his permanent scowl, big arms, bigger chest, and classic Cop ’Stache, had willingly sought me out at… nine o’clock in the morning… was concerning.

“Is something wrong?” I asked, fiddling with the rolled-back cuffs of my shirtsleeves. “Is Calvin—?”

Ferguson tsked under his breath and shoved the cardboard box he’d been holding under one arm against my chest.

I scrambled to catch it and awkwardly pushed my glasses back up my nose.

Max had joined me by that point. He brushed the unsecured flaps of the box with his duster, then said to Ferguson, “Morning.”

“He bites,” I muttered in warning.

Max, who stood taller than me and still had that wiry build of a twentysomething guy who can eat absolutely anything and not gain an ounce, was using my shoulder as an armrest. “Max Ridley,” he said next, motioning to himself with the duster. “In case you wanted to yell at me too.”

Ferguson’s left eye twitched. He reached into the inner pocket of his suit coat, retrieved a crumpled pack of cigarettes, and when I’d taken a breath with the intention of telling him he couldn’t smoke in my shop and I would’ve told him the same thing if he were the President of the United States, Ferguson said, “Cool it, I’m not lighting it.”

“Cool it,” I repeated, deadpan. It was my turn for an eye twitch.

“Who’s your friend, boss?” Max asked in that easygoing-bro way he had of speaking.

“Ronald Ferguson,” I answered. “Calvin’s former sarge and now… is there slang for lieutenant?”

Ferguson snapped the filter off a cigarette, put the stick to his lips, and sucked hard on the cold tobacco. “I don’t know how Winter handles you.”

“With both hands, generally.”

Ferguson bit down on the cigarette. Loose tobacco peppered his tie. “Do you, ever once, have something to say that isn’t sarcastic?”

“Not really,” Max answered for me. “But over time you learn what’s important. It’s like tuning a radio.”

I raised the box in my hands and asked Ferguson through clenched teeth, “Can I help you with something?”

Ferguson took the cigarette from his mouth and pointed at me with it. “Do you know what that is?”

“Corrugated cardboard.”

“His face is getting red,” Max warned me.

“Now listen here, you smartass—” Ferguson began.

I set the box on the nearest display, crossed my arms, and said, “Please try that again.”

Ferguson looked about ready to swallow his tongue. “I read my detectives’ reports.”

“Hm-hm.”

“I know you’re a walking encyclopedia of weird shi—stuff—and that you’ve… inadvertently helped close a few cases in the past.”

“Watch those compliments, Ron. I’m a married man.”

Ferguson drew a deep breath before adding, “It would save me a lot of time and resources if you would look inside the box and tell me what that thing is.”

“I have a consultation fee,” I said.

“And I have your husband’s still-unapproved request for next Monday off.”

“Are you blackmailing me?”

Ferguson shoved the mangled cigarette back between his lips and stared at me.

I huffed, turned to the box, and yanked open the flaps. I carefully removed an item that’d been thoughtlessly wrapped in a few feet of Bubble Wrap, and unwound the packaging just enough to reveal, on first glance, what appeared to be a clockface bolted to a slab of solid wood. I reached into my back pocket, tugged my magnifying glass free, and brought it close to read the inscriptions on the face.

Max leaned over my shoulder and said, “It looks like a clock and Ouija board had a baby.”

“That’s exactly what is it,” I murmured.

“What? Really?” Max asked.

“It’s a spiritoscope.”

“The fuck is a spiritoscope?” Ferguson interjected; more tobacco flecks sprinkled across his tie and shirt as he spoke.

“The layman’s answer: it was intended to disprove the validity of the Spiritualism movement in Victorian America,” I said.

“I don’t need the fucking layman’s explanation,” Ferguson snapped.

“Oh?” I looked at Ferguson and offered a saccharine smile. “I guess I’m used to people telling me to shut up and therefore have to consolidate an entire religious movement that lasted nearly a century, heavily influenced by sensationalism and the mass casualties seen during the Civil War and World War I, into a single sentence.”

“I want to hear more about it,” Max said with a sort of over-the-top enthusiasm clearly meant to be a jab at Ferguson.

“Do you?” I asked, just as fake.

“I sure do!”

“Well—” I began, adding a sort of dramatic, storyteller inflection to my voice, “Robert Hare, a once-prominent scientist from Philadelphia, set out to debunk the table-rappers of the 1850s by conducting a series of experiments with devices he called spiritoscopes.” I held up the item in question while adding, “This was one of several unique designs.”

Max crossed one arm over his chest and used the handle of the duster to tap his chin thoughtfully. “I see, I see. And did they disprove the movement?”

“They did not,” I said brightly. “In fact, Hare ended up converting to Spiritualism after becoming convinced of the mediums’ accuracy. He was shunned by the scientific community for the last few years of his life.”

Ferguson growled before spitting out, “How. Does. It. Work?”

“Hey,” Max chastised, motioning between him and me with the duster. “Respect the process.”

I dropped the bullshit pretense and countered with, “How did it manage to fool Hare? The same sleight of hand required to be a successful magician, I suppose. How did it work from a technical standpoint?” I looked around briefly, then told Max, “Hold out your hands.”

He tucked the duster into his back pocket and held them out, palms up.

I set the still-wrapped base in his hands and said, “Max is the table. The spiritoscope rests on its wheeled base, which allows it to move in a horizontal position—back and forth like this. The medium would rest his or her hands on this board, with the index—that’s the clock-like face—pointed away from them so they couldn’t read the results. As they moved the spiritoscope across the table, a system of pulleys—here on the side—caused this arrow on the index to move.” I picked the antique up and turned to face Ferguson. “It was thought that the spirits used the medium’s hands to spell out messages, or answer direct questions. See on the index, there’s the complete alphabet, zero through nine, as well as a few simple phrases: yes, no, think so, mistake, etcetera.”

Something in Ferguson’s expression had changed. I’m usually not very good at reading people—bad eyesight and all. I mean, if I’ve been around them long enough, consistently enough—like Max, my ex, my dad, my husband—then sure. I can definitely pick out nonverbal cues and surmise what they’re thinking. But Ferguson? I had no inkling, other than something about my explanation wasn’t sitting well with him. Like he’d eaten something sour and it was twisting his guts up.

I carefully rewrapped the spiritoscope and tucked it back into its box. “Where did you find—?”

“How do you know all that?” Ferguson interrupted. His tone had sobered some.

I opened my mouth to spit back that “walking encyclopedia” jab, but I think he sincerely wanted to know, given that a cursory once-over of any of the Hare spiritoscopes would not indicate, in any manner, how they were meant to be used, let alone why. I made a hang on motion with both hands, moved to the far corner of the shop, just to the right of the front door, and plucked a book from the floor-to-ceiling bookshelf.

“Experimental Investigation of the Spirit Manifestations is the book Hare wrote on his spiritoscope studies,” I explained, holding up a hardcover for Ferguson to see as I returned to his side. I thumbed through the first pages. “He has a few plate illustrations of each device and then page-long descriptions of their appearances and methods of utilization.” I showed him.

“So there’s more of these goddamn things?”

“Well… there was, once upon a time. Today, there’s no known surviving devices. So I’m curious where you found—”

“Sonofabitch.” Ferguson shoved his gnarled cigarette into his trouser pocket, grabbed the box with the spiritoscope, and slammed out the front door. The overhead bell chimed, adding an obnoxious peal to the raw and smoky voice of Etta James singing over the shop speakers.

After a few seconds had passed, Max asked, “What just happened?”

I was staring at the door, book still open in my hands, and slowly shook my head. “I have no idea.”

 

 

June in the city was a hot, humid, gross existence. A brief walk around the neighborhood with Dillon after the Emporium had closed for the evening left me sweating like some kind of water buffalo. And then, as I dragged ass down the fourth-floor hall of our walk-up, unlocked 4B, and let the dog inside, I realized I had no idea where that imagery had come from, or if water buffalos even sweated, for that matter.

I shut the door, flipped the lock, dropped my messenger bag, and let Dillon off his leash. He was already in the kitchen, lapping water from his doggie bowl as I kicked off my loafers and made my way across the front room. The apartment was dim—we made sure to keep the curtains and blinds shut during the day so we didn’t come home to an Easy-Bake Oven—but the air was stale and warm enough to be uncomfortable. I put a knee on the couch cushion, turned on the AC unit in the window directly behind it, and made a sound of relief that I fully admit was something I usually only did in bed.

“Sweet fucking Christ, I hate summer,” I groaned, dropping my head so the arctic air blew through my hair and over my scalp. After a minute of that, I climbed off the couch, undid my trousers, and dropped them to the floor. More cool air licked at my sweat-slick legs, and I made another really embarrassing sound.

I left the trousers puddled on the floor and returned to the front door, looking like Tom Cruise in Risky Business, only without the dancing and singing and general merriment. I found my regular glasses in my bag, put them on, and went to the kitchen. I grabbed a beer from the fridge and took a long pull. The bottle was a little less than half-full by the time I set it on the countertop beside the toaster and several of those organizational canisters.

Flour. Sugar. Coffee. What did Calvin keep in the last one? I tugged it forward and popped the top. Oh right—oats. Calvin had been on that overnight oats kick. It was simple to make and quick to eat, which, because I was still occasionally on his ass for skipping meals, was a plus. But a morning of soggy oatmeal with peanut butter and fruit was so not appealing to me. I’d stick to Lucky Charms, thank you very much. The health consequences of eating sugar for breakfast until I was thirty-five was a future-Sebastian issue.

I pushed the canister back against the wall, picked up my beer, and finished it. I’d fetched a second drink and taken a sip before I felt somewhat cooled down, the sweat on my body beginning to dry, shirt sticking uncomfortably in places, but at least I was capable of rubbing two brain cells together again. In typical fashion at the Emporium, something interesting had happened—something very interesting—and then I’d been almost immediately bogged down by calls, emails, and walk-ins for the rest of the day. Don’t get me wrong, as a small business owner in the most expensive city in the country, being busy out of my mind was a good problem to have. But now I had this… curiosity. And a curiosity for me was like a hickey—fantastic in the moment, problematic in the future.

Problematic for any number of reasons, up to and including that sleuthing was always going to be a weakness in my genetic makeup, and in order to enjoy a happy marriage, one of the concessions I made was to be indefinitely retired from any and all mysteries. So Lieutenant Ferguson barging into my shop, thrusting an oddity in my face, and grilling me for explanations while on the city’s dime was… fuck me, it was the most captivating thing to happen since Calvin had managed to snag Transit Museum tickets earlier in the year so that we could tour the secretive Old City Hall subway station in-person.

The spiritoscope was sort of like that—like being trusted with some incredible secret. Except unlike the security protocols taken to protect the Old City Hall stop, I had no clue what Ferguson had been on about this morning, and when my brain didn’t know why, it set out to right that wrong. Come hell or high water.

“Oh, that way madness lies,” I quoted under my breath. I glanced to my right.

Dillon sat there, staring up at me, and the moment our gazes locked, he cocked his head as if to say, “I lick my own butt. Don’t look at me.”

“What should I make for dinner?” I asked instead—anything to distract me from what I really wanted to hem and haw about.

I took the front of my shirt and fanned it while returning to the fridge and peering inside. There was a whole chicken on the shelf. Goddamn it, Calvin. He’d want to marinate it or tenderize it or season it or whatever the fuck you do to a whole chicken, then heat the house up for hours with the oven running, turning it into the surface of the sun. I’d said it before: I could cook—I was even decent at it—but I didn’t enjoy it. Surely not enough to sweat over a six-pound chicken. I closed the fridge and opened the freezer.

“We could have ice cream for dinner,” I suggested, moving aside a few packages of various frozen meats and tugging a container of Ben & Jerry’s free. “Peanut Butter World… gross. What’s with all the peanut butter lately?”

“That’s mine.”

I jumped, nearly lost my grip on the pint of ice cream, and peered around the freezer door. “Holy shit. Announce yourself, will you?”

My husband—tall drink of water and patron saint of busybodies everywhere—stood in the threshold, suit coat in one hand, the other loosening the knot of his tie. Calvin Winter was a big man. In height, in shoulders, in the way his biceps strained shirtsleeves with chef’s-kiss-perfection…. He was what some would describe as “unconventionally handsome.” Red hair—fiery, carrottop, ginger, whatever the adjective of choice was—and a strong face smattered with a lot of freckles. Calvin had told me during the Nevermore case that he’d not dated very much when he was younger. Sure, being in the closet had definitely been a big part of the reason why, but he’d said it was also due to people wanting redheaded girlfriends, not boyfriends. His freckles had been a hard sell for most guys, I guess. But you know what? Fuck them. Calvin was the most beautiful man I’d ever met.

Calvin’s gaze was currently taking a very slow and very apparent course down my body. He finally said, “I hope you didn’t go to work like that.”

I put the ice cream back and shut the freezer. “I was about eight seconds away from a very unfortunate case of swamp ass.”

Calvin pulled his tie free in an easy motion. “And they say romance is dead.” He closed the distance, leaned down, and brushed my mouth with his own. “Good day?”

I thought of Ferguson, sucking hard on an unlit cigarette, frustrated that he needed help—that he felt he couldn’t turn to anyone in all of New York City but me—and somehow I knew right then that Calvin had no idea of his lieutenant’s visit. Because he’d have led with that. So what did it mean? Ferguson never said anything about keeping his harassment on the down-low. Did he think I wouldn’t tell my husband? If Ferguson was worried about any conflict of interest, he would have gone to a different antique dealer… right?

“Seb?”

“What?”

“I was asking how your day was before I took advantage of your half-naked state.”

“If the sight of my hairy legs is what revs your engine—”

“Good God,” he said, now laughing.

“Hey, do you know if water buffalos sweat?”

Calvin reached for the top button of my shirt, undid it one-handed, then hooked his finger in and tugged me closer. He kissed me again before asking, “Remind me which of us proposed?”

“You did.”

“I must have had a reason,” he said, almost thoughtfully, as he let go.

“Jerk.”

“Don’t fill up on ice cream,” Calvin continued as he headed toward the hall. “I’m going to bake that—”

But before he could finish, I slid across the linoleum floor in my socks, grabbed Calvin around the waist from behind, and tugged him back against me. The heat pouring off his body was like hugging a furnace, his back damp from the suit coat and left side from his holstered weapon, but I held Calvin tighter and breathed in the lingering whisper of his cologne and clean sweat after a long day.

“Did you catch any bad guys?” I asked, speaking against his shoulder blade.

Calvin rubbed his hand along my arm. “Sure did.” He always said that, regardless of the truth of the matter.

“Let’s skip the chicken tonight,” I continued. “Get delivery. How about Japanese? The zaru soba you like.”

Calvin twisted around in my hold so that we were chest-to-chest. “Is there a particular reason you don’t want me cooking?”

“It’s too hot.”

“It’s June, baby. It’s only going to get hotter.”

“I know. But if we have something cool to eat and sit in front of the AC for a while, I won’t mind getting a little sweaty again in order to show you a good time. And you’ll be really relaxed and happy, and I can tell you about how your supervisor came to the Emporium this morning, asking questions about an 1850s curiosity that wasn’t thought to have survived the test of time.”


CHAPTER TWO

I won the dinner debate.

Zaru soba, seaweed salad, gyoza, yakitori, and the sushi-for-two special, which was just for me, of course, because Calvin didn’t like sushi. Oh, and more beer. Calvin eyed the buffet set out on the table in the front room with suspicion. He’d changed into a T-shirt and a pair of drawstring shorts he usually wore to the gym, which were a treat for me, but I’m sure there was a gym bro or two who appreciated the view as well. I was still in nothing but my boxer briefs and now-mostly-unbuttoned button-down.

Calvin took a seat across from me. “Do I want to know what you spent on delivery?”

I snapped apart my chopsticks and yanked the lid from the sushi container. “Probably not.”

He chose one of the skewers of chicken, took a bite, then said mildly, “You wouldn’t let me cook the chicken we already have, but went ahead and bought takeout chicken….”

I held out sushi with my chopsticks. “Want some yellowtail?”

“Nope.”

I put it in my mouth.

Calvin finished off the skewer before opening his container of cold noodles. “So my lieutenant walks into an antique shop, like a bad setup to an even worse joke.”

I smirked and pointed at Calvin with the chopsticks. “That’s what I thought.”

“And he was there about a particular artifact.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Was it his?” Calvin dipped the cold noodles into sauce before correcting, “I mean—something personal he owned. Like, he wanted to get it appraised?”

“That wasn’t the impression I got. Ron bitterly acknowledged that I knew stuff and things and said it’d save him time and resources if I identified the item in question.”

“And what was it that you identified?”

“A spiritoscope.” I took another bite of sushi.

“Have you, or any of your family, ever seen a spook, specter, or ghost?”

“What?”

“Ghostbusters,” Calvin explained. “Bill Murray. Have you not seen that movie?”

“Like, twenty years ago,” I supplied.

Calvin looked thoughtful as he said, “Most of the time, you’re thirty-five going on eighty, but then you throw out these real zingers to remind me I’m the senior in this relationship.”

“You’re the one who wanted a younger husband.”

Calvin massaged his temples with one hand. “What’s a spiritoscope, baby?”

“Pseudoscience. Do you know who the Fox sisters were?”

“Didn’t they perform séances back in the day?”

I nodded. “They were seen as founders of the Spiritualism movement and instrumental in it reaching mainstream popularity. The two younger sisters—Margaretta and Catherine—were the focus. Leah, their older sister, acted more like a manager, for lack of better description. Their method was ‘rapping,’ which is where the term ‘table-rapping’ came from.”

“They were frauds, though, weren’t they?” Calvin asked.

“Sure. But for every scientist or university professor who concluded that the sisters were likely able to crack various joints in their hands and feet to produce the sounds, another learned man fell for their spirit communication trickery. Spiritualism became so popular, with imitators crawling out of the woodwork, that by the turn of the century, even with the sisters having all passed on, you had situations like the fallout between friends, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle and Harry Houdini, who couldn’t reconcile their differences when it came to the belief of the supernatural.”

Calvin snagged a gyoza between his chopsticks. “And so how does this pertain to… what did you say, a spiritoscope?”

“Oh, right. The 1850s is when a lot of the evaluations of supposed mediums began in earnest, wherein their abilities were tested with pseudoscientific measurements. One man, Robert Hare of Philadelphia, built a series of contraptions he called the spiritoscopes, which were meant to gauge whether or not a spirit was actually in physical contact with the medium, which they thought was necessary in order for tables to move and various other claims. He’d gone into the project as a staunch disbeliever, although based on his writings, he did seem to sincerely believe in the possibility of clairvoyance and worried how that might affect his test results.”

Calvin had raised the gyoza to his mouth a few times now, but kept lowering it until, finally, he set the food back in the carton. “Then what?”

“There isn’t a lot of information on Hare, but one or two accounts I’ve read suggested he was gullible in his older age, and after using his various spiritoscopes, ended up being entirely convinced of what he’d originally set out to prove as false. He converted to Spiritualism and was shunned by the science community.”

“So his machines worked?”

I shook my head. “No. They were just used by gifted tricksters. Anyway. None of the spiritoscopes are thought to exist anymore. The only reason we know about these designs at all is because of Hare’s book. He included illustrations. Hare was one of countless personalities wrapped up in the craze, and his inventions are hardly as memorable as something like the planchette or talking board or spirit photography.”

“Except Lieutenant Ferguson did come to the Emporium with a spiritoscope?”

“Yeah. It was one of the smaller, tabletop versions. He didn’t have any paperwork, and I tried to ask where he’d gotten it, but he cut me off. If I were to appraise it, under the presumption of being one hundred percent authentic, I’d say it was in near-fine condition. Some scratches in the wood, but otherwise entirely functional.”

“What happened after you told him all this?”

“You’re a much better audience, Calvin.”

He corrected, “After you gave him the abridged version.”

I sat back in my chair, frowning a little. “Well… after I explained there were several unique spiritoscopes, he swore and left.”

Calvin raised a light-colored brow. It wasn’t a disbelieving expression, but one of, probably, due caution. I reflected briefly on that monochromatic face staring back at me. Was it as beautiful as how the rest of the world saw Calvin? I wouldn’t know, wouldn’t ever know—but taking in those constellations of freckles across his pale face, like an inverted night sky, I briefly thought, Gray’s not so bad.

“You’re very handsome,” I stated.

“You’re very sweet. And possibly withholding information.”

I shook my head. “Max was there. Ask him if you don’t believe me.”

Calvin gave me a final once-over before he resumed eating his dinner.

“What do you think it all means?” I asked into the silence.

“I don’t know. And hopefully, I never will.”

 

 

We’d lived together in our renovated East Village loft for two years now, so I’d had plenty of time to acclimate myself to those phone calls that came at the witching hour—prime murder time in any major urban landscape. Despite the consistent, downward trend of violent crimes over the past decade, there were still nearly nine-million citizens across the five boroughs. That meant plenty of people with plenty of opportunities to do terrible things, unfortunately.

“Winter,” Calvin answered, his voice a bit rough but otherwise alert.

Now awake enough to acknowledge I’d plastered myself to Calvin’s back sometime in the night and was hot as hell, I peeled myself off, kicked the blankets free, and rolled the other direction.

“What’s the location? … I’m on my—sorry?”

I was nearly asleep again, but at that note in Calvin’s voice—sorry?—I looked over my shoulder.

Blurry though he was, I watched Calvin sit up and swing his legs over the side of the bed. “I don’t follow, sir.” The tinny voice said something before Calvin asked, “Is he in some sort of danger?” 

I shifted onto my back and propped myself up on my elbows.

Calvin scrubbed fingers through his tangle of thick hair. “I’ll ask,” he finally agreed before ending the call.

“Everything okay?” I asked, knowing full well it wasn’t, so why did we always pretend we weren’t sure in those situations?

Calvin shifted on the bed. He put a knee on the mattress and leaned over me. “Why is Ferguson asking I bring you to the precinct at three in the morning?”

I sat up in a rush, coming just short of braining Calvin. “Am I under arrest?”

“Why is that your go-to reaction?”

“I sort of have a track record.”

He was frowning, but the mussed hair and naked-except-for-boxer-briefs… I don’t think he was garnering the desired reaction from yours truly. “Did something happen at the Emporium that you’re not telling me?”

“What? No. I told you everything. Ferguson came in unannounced, basically blackmailed me into giving him the down-and-dirty details on the spiritoscope—”

“Blackmailed?”

“He wasn’t going to approve your PTO.”

Calvin sat back on his heels.

“I gave him the pertinent details, and after I showed him the illustrations in Hare’s book, he got pissed and stormed out. That’s it, I swear.”

“He never called or—”

“Nothing like that.”

Calvin was still trying to piece together the puzzle, but like he was doing it in the dark or with his eyes closed, relying on touch alone to understand the shape of each piece and how they snapped together. After a heartbeat, he asked, “Did you sleuth?”

“What?”

“Sebastian.”

“I told you I didn’t, Calvin.”

“Well, baby, like you said, you’ve got a nasty habit of allowing your curiosity to take you over the line.”

“Nasty habit?”

“How many crime scenes have there been?”

I glanced down at my hands and silently began ticking off each event that came to mind.

“Seb.”

“I’m counting,” I protested.

“It was rhetorical.” Calvin turned on the bedside lamp and got to his feet. “Never mind withholding evidence.”

“I didn’t—”

“Breaking and entering.”

“That was only twice. I think.”

Calvin removed a button-down shirt from the closet and was already pulling his arms through the sleeves as he made for the bathroom on the far right. The tap turned on, and I listened to Calvin brush his teeth and wash his face. The snap of his deodorant lid, a spritz of that spicy, ginger-esque cologne, and Calvin returned to the bedroom while finger-combing his hair. “Well?” he asked. “Are you coming?”

 

 

New York is known as The City That Never Sleeps, although in 1898, Jacob Riis was actually talking about The Bowery having never slept—I digress—but I feel like most folks who use that nickname today haven’t seen Manhattan at 3:00 a.m. on a Thursday.

Because it’s pretty sleepy.

I laid my head against the passenger window, watching the streetlamps pass overhead, the tails of tungsten lingering a second too long, courtesy of the astigmatism in my left eye. I shifted my gaze to the shuttered storefronts, empty sidewalks, and one couple drunk-stumbling from the doors of what was lit like a swanky club, the two holding each other up and laughing. The interior of the car was quiet but for the AC blowing on the lowest setting and Calvin’s hands shifting now and then on the wheel.

I straightened and looked at Calvin’s profile. “Are you mad?”

He glanced at me and shook his head. “No, baby.” Calvin put a hand on my thigh and squeezed. “I’m frustrated, because I don’t know what’s going on.”

“I feel like I got called into the principal’s office of a school I don’t even attend.”

Calvin didn’t say anything else as he returned his hold to the wheel. He drove a few more blocks downtown on Second Avenue, passed the turnoff for West Houston, a strip of greenery with a basketball court and playground along the east side of Chrystie Street, then turned onto a little one-way that was home to walk-up apartment buildings with the shadows of fire escapes looming overhead like iron monsters blacker than the black of night. The swatch of light that interrupted the darkness belonged to the twin lanterns marking the doors of Calvin’s precinct. He parallel parked in a spot likely meant for a cruiser, because after turning the ignition off, Calvin slapped his NYPD parking permit on the dash.

We both got out and Calvin took the lead. The summer heat wave hadn’t let up, even in the middle of the night, and the combination of oppressive heat, dead air, and fetid moldering trash awaiting morning pickup was enough to make me gag on every breath.

Inside the precinct, Calvin offered a quiet hello to the officer on desk duty, then led the way to the elevator. We rode to the third floor before entering the Homicide Squad bullpen. There were a dozen desks in the open floor plan, all piled high with paperwork and cluttered with coffee cups, framed photos of family that police didn’t see nearly enough with the hours kept, and those weird tchotchkes that have a way of accumulating on desktops over the years: stress balls, dying plants, art projects from children that are kind of ugly but, hey, they’ll only be five once, and notes left for other detectives, ranging from polite reminders to outright obnoxiousness. One of these I could make out as we walked by—a printout in all caps, in what might very well have been Comic Sans, was taped to a shelf beside an industrial office copier: Which of you nutfucks keeps changing the printer default to A4?

Someone, another detective, had taken a Sharpie to the notice and drawn two Mr. Peanuts in a compromising position with a speech bubble that said: I’m nutting! Turns out, I was intimately familiar with that handwriting, but I declined to comment on my husband’s apparent cartooning skills because he was still a touch grouchy at being dragged out of bed at half past three, especially with me tagging along for reasons still unknown.

The details to the rest of the bullpen were washed out by the overhead fluorescents. I stopped walking long enough to dig my sunglasses from the messenger bag tossed over my shoulder, and when I looked up, I realized Calvin had been leading us toward a coffee station in the back left corner, where three other cops were actually present.

There was Ferguson, of course, wearing the same rumpled button-down and trousers from that morning, chewing the filter of another cigarette wedged into the corner of his mouth. The other man I didn’t know. I suspected he was my age, but with the additive that he knew how to wear, and could nicely fill out, a suit. His hair was light—blond, I assumed—and styled. So either he hadn’t been to bed yet, or was particularly adept at pulling himself together in the middle of the night. In contrast, I’d expelled all my energy wiggling into too-tight-but-it’s-fashion-I-guess jeans, and yanked on a shirt Max had bought me for my thirty-fifth birthday that said: Smartass With a Great Ass. I’d also not bothered to comb my hair. The woman attending this sausagefest was Quinn Lancaster—a tiny thing with a pixie haircut, shoulder holster, penchant for vanilla cigarillos, and who had put the fear of God in me after Calvin and I had officially tied the knot by reminding me, in no uncertain terms, that if I ever did something to hurt him, she knew how to make a body disappear.

“Sebastian,” she said in greeting before taking a sip from a coffee mug held in one hand.

“Quinn.”

“What’d you do?”

“I wish I knew.”

Ferguson took the gnarled cigarette from his mouth and used it as a pointer, saying, “Obviously, you know Lancaster.”

Obviously.

Not only was she Calvin’s partner and best friend, but no way had Ferguson forgotten when she’d been sidelined during the Bones case and risked her career to help me break into a dead man’s apartment to find the lost skull of a racist paleontologist in order to save Calvin’s life.

Ferguson waved the cigarette at Pretty Boy next. “Detective Dean Radcliff. Radcliff, this is Winter’s husband.”

I gave it a few seconds, but when Ferguson didn’t follow up with my actual name, I held a hand out to Radcliff and said, “My government name is Sebastian Snow, but if you forget, Him or That Guy work just as well.” I didn’t look at Ferguson, but I could tell by the subaudible growl that I’d struck home.

Radcliff flashed a handsome, albeit slightly confused, smile. He shook my hand, studied my shirt for half a second too long, then said, “It’s a pleasure. I feel like I know you already.”

“You do?”

“Your reputation precedes you.”

“Oh. I was hoping that’d gone the way of the dodo by now.”

Radcliff smiled again. “Once the city sticks you with a nickname like the Gay Miss Marple, I don’t think there’s any outrunning it.”

Before I had a chance to think of a witty comeback, Calvin set his hand on the small of my back in a blatant power move that was fairly atypical of his character. Not that he wasn’t known to get into the occasional pissing match—especially when it involved my once-upon-a-time boyfriend and now platonic best friend, thank you very much—but Neil Millett was a detective with the city’s Crime Scene Unit, which by its very nature was a support role. So watching him bow time and again to the demands of my husband, because Calvin was lead detective, more experienced, of higher grade, and older in general, was nothing short of a magical experience. What I imagined Disney World was like.

But here, in a situation that didn’t involve my persnickety ex? The hand-on-my-man maneuver was weird.

“What’s this about, sir?” Calvin asked.

Ferguson pocketed the mangled cigarette, turned to the desk he’d been leaning against, and dug through a box. He produced the spiritoscope from that morning, gripping it none-too-gently in his meaty hands. “Two and a half years ago, a disturbed kid by the name of Duncan Andrews unknowingly put the NYPD on a collision course with an antique dealer who can’t leave well enough alone when it comes to bizarre shit the nineteenth century produced.”

“I wouldn’t say a long-lost copy of Tamerlane is ‘bizarre shit,’” I said thoughtfully. “It’s American literature. Poe was a master of horror, a pioneer of science fiction—he invented the detective story. Barnum was an entrepreneur and businessman who’s still studied to this day. Dickson birthed an art form. Cope pursued scientific truth. The circumstances in which you learned about these men were bizarre, I’ll give you that, but they were not. They’re our collective history, and it’s the job of said meddlesome antique dealers to keep that history alive.” 

While setting her mug aside, Quinn said, “Good speech, Sebastian.”

I flushed.

Ferguson’s mouth was twisted into a snarl as he growled, “My point is, as frustrating as it’s been to learn you—a civilian—were getting yourself involved in my detectives’ cases time and again….”

I’d opened my mouth, ready to defend a dissertation on why blame couldn’t be put on me for all the cases—I mean, Nevermore? Yeah. Curiosities? Definitely. Moving Image? Maybe if you squint. Surely not Bones, though—but I swallowed the comebacks at the last second. Because the way Ferguson was sort of stumbling over himself, like he was trying real hard not to take the cathartic route of insulting me, was, I realized, due to Calvin’s presence. Abusing your employee’s spouse in front of said man was a social faux pas, which meant I probably shouldn’t be an asshat back, extremely tempting though it was.

“You obviously are… well educated,” Ferguson finally settled on. “And at the time, provided a unique insight that, probably, saved lives.”

Don’t be snarky, don’t be snarky. “Thanks,” I managed to say, but it hurt.

Ferguson looked down at the spiritoscope he still held, raised it, and said to his detectives, “Radcliff reported to a scene Tuesday morning, and this was found with the victim. No prints or anything of use forensic-wise, and no one knew what to make of it. But I thought, there’s exactly one person in this entire godforsaken city who could tell us what the hell it is without breaking a sweat.” He gave me a pointed look.

“Spiritoscope,” I stated. I had garnered Radcliff’s interest with that single word, as he’d turned to face me, both eyebrows raised. “A pseudoscientific device, courtesy of Robert Hare, invented during the craze of the Spiritualism movement. It was meant to discredit claims of mediumship.”

“It looks like a precursor to a Ouija board,” Radcliff said.

I looked at him again and made a so-so motion with one hand. “Sort of, yes. It did predate the talking boards, as we know them today, but planchettes were already a very popular tool during séances, especially for automatic writing. The spiritoscope—this version, anyway—was meant to challenge the supposed physical connection the medium had with spirits. That connection is what ‘moved’ a planchette. By making the medium sit behind the index of the spiritoscope, so that they couldn’t read the letters and numbers, and move the object, they would produce only gibberish answers. It was meant to prove there was no spirit supplying messages from the other side.”

Radcliff furrowed his brow as he asked, “And by ‘this version,’ you mean…?”

“Hare used half a dozen different contraptions in his testing.” If I didn’t know better, I’d have said Radcliff lost some color at my explanation.

“Sir,” Calvin spoke up. “May I be frank?”

Ferguson returned the spiritoscope to its box and gave Calvin a go-ahead hand motion.

“This is Radcliff’s case?”

“Correct.”

“And you spoke with Sebastian this morning, during which time he provided the historical context?”

“He did.”

“Then why are Quinn and I here, and more importantly, why is Sebastian?”

Ferguson blew out a breath and looked like he’d really appreciate lighting up that nicotine about then. “This case is mirroring those others in some uniquely disturbing ways.”

Calvin’s voice hardened as he asked, “Mirroring which ones, exactly?”

“Any of them. All of them. You and Lancaster have the most experience with these batshit-crazy, off-the-wall situations, so I want you to take lead.”

“Wait, what?” Radcliff said suddenly, dropping his easygoing, boy-next-door personality in a snap. “With all due respect, I can do this without a handler.”

Ferguson pointed a finger at Radcliff, silencing his immediate protest. “This isn’t about not trusting you to do the job, Radcliff. This is about learning from a more experienced team.”

“But I—”

“And as for Snow,” Ferguson said, speaking over Radcliff. “The department—” He paused, shook his head, then said, like he didn’t entirely believe his own words, “The department wants to hire him—to consult on any artifacts as they arise in this case.”

For exactly one second, the bullpen was so silent that all five of us could have heard a pin drop on carpet.

Then Calvin laughed.

And it wasn’t a nice laugh.

“Absolutely not,” he said.

Ferguson crossed his arms. “It’s not your decision to make, Winter.”

“The hell it isn’t.”

“Okay,” I interrupted, turning to pat Calvin’s chest. “Let’s take it down a notch.”

“I’ll only give you one warning to watch your tone with me,” Ferguson said.

“I’m his husband—” Calvin started, but Ferguson cut him off.

“Your differing opinion is noted, but if I want to hire him, that’s between me and Snow.”

“I’m not allowing—”

I took a step in front of Calvin and this time put my hand in the center of his chest and gave a firm push. “Can I talk to you in private?” He didn’t move his feet, and if I haven’t said this enough, let me reiterate—Calvin is strong as hell. A mountain of a man who didn’t do anything unless he wanted to. So I tried a more placating tone. “Please, Cal.”

Calvin glanced down, a frown pronouncing the lines in his face, and I realized that maybe for the first time since I’d met him, I was experiencing Calvin at his absolute limit. The man was well and truly pissed, and maybe, maybe if the circumstances were different, I’d have been oddly flattered at this defensiveness he had on my behalf. Thankfully, he took a step backward without another word of pleading from me. As I followed him toward the hallway, I could feel the gazes of the other cops burning holes into my back.

Calvin opened his office door and loomed in the threshold. I stepped inside first, the overhead flicking on as Calvin followed and shut the door. The office was still how I remembered seeing it two and a half years ago: two desks facing each other, computer chairs wedged into the kneeholes, a filing cabinet to my right, window overlooking the street, blinds closed, and spartan-like cleanliness.

“We’re not going to have this discussion.”

I turned around.

“Period.”

“Isn’t that unfair to me?”

Calvin shook his head. “You can be mad if you want.”

“I’m not mad. But if you don’t let me get a word in, I’ll get bitchy, and you’ll like that even less.”

Calvin set his jaw and stared at me with an intensity reserved for questioning suspects, which I knew because I’d been on the receiving end of it once or twice.

“I know you’re not thrilled,” I began.

“That’s one way of putting it.”

I moved toward Calvin, set my hands on his shoulders, and said, “Can you rein it in a little and talk to me?”

The stiff line of his shoulders melted like butter under my touch. He raised his hands, scrubbed his face, and when he looked at me again, those lines around his mouth and eyes didn’t make him look so mad anymore. Calvin looked tired. Worried. Afraid.

“Hey,” I said softly, cupping his face with one hand. “What’s wrong?”

“I don’t want you involved.”

“Yeah, I gathered that much.”

Calvin reached up to caress the back of my hand with the tips of his blunt fingers. “Sebastian… sometimes I think you’re the only good left in this world.”

“I’m a pretty low bar.”

“You don’t get it.” His eyes were too bright, and when he swallowed, the tendons in his neck looked about ready to snap. “You are my prince and my kingdom, and if the worst of humanity followed you home—became your grief—I can’t…. I can’t handle that. You are the single greatest thing to ever happen to me,” he continued as big fat tears rolled down his cheeks. “I almost lost you once. I watched you get shot. I watched you bleed. You were critical and unstable and I swore I’d kill myself if—”

“Jesus Christ. Calvin, stop.” I took his face in both hands, wiping the tears with my thumbs. “I love you. I love you so much. You hear me?”

He nodded.

“There is absolutely nothing more important to me than you. But you can’t protect me from hypothetical situations.”

“They aren’t hypothetical. You have no idea how many awful people there are in this city.”

“I can hazard a guess.”

“No, baby, you can’t. The sick shit I’ve seen—my heart would break if that lived in your head rent-free.”

Calvin was going to start spiraling in a moment, and I didn’t want to have to make the executive decision to phone his therapist in the middle of the night. I looked over my shoulder for some sort of solution, but the small and tidy office offered little.

“What’s the max weight on your chair?”

“Wh-what?”

I looked at him again. “Is it one of those standard computer chairs, or does it have extra stability?”

Calvin wrapped his hand around my wrist and gently took my palm from his cheek. “Four hundred pounds, I think?”

I calculated his weight and mine, figured we’d be safe, then led Calvin around Quinn’s desk and to his. I pulled the chair out and said, “Sit down.”

He did.

I sat sideways on his lap and snaked an arm over his shoulders. Calvin wrapped his arms around my waist and held me tight. “At the start of the Bones case,” I began, keeping my voice low. “I broke—like, immediately. In front of your brother and Beth and Neil and whoever else was around. Calvin, I thought I was actually dying.”

He met my eyes.

“So I get it,” I whispered. “And I want you to understand, that if our positions were reversed—what I’ve experienced since we met—I’d do it all again and more to protect you too.”

Calvin slid one hand between my legs and gripped my inner thigh possessively.

“Can I say something else?”

“I guess.”

I shifted my arm so I could massage the knot of tension in his neck. “I’m not being asked to consult on a mystery or a homicide or—”

“No—”

“Let me finish,” I gently chastised. After a moment, I continued. “I have a master’s degree in Art History from NYU, and if you’ll allow me to be a total braggart for a second, I’m one of the country’s leading experts in my field. I started as an assistant in someone else’s shop, answering the phone and dusting bookends for a living, and now I authenticate, research, hunt down artifacts for clients across the country, and act as an auction agent for people who have more money than God. Granted, this is a first with having the police as a client, but they are literally wanting to pay me to do my job. That’s all. If they can’t ask me about spiritoscopes, who’ll they turn to?”

“Greg Thompson,” Calvin immediately answered. “From Marshall’s Oddities.”

I snorted at the mere thought. “You once said to me I knew a thing or two about most everything.”

Calvin added, “I think I also said something like that fact made it difficult to argue when you’re wrong.”

“I still don’t know if you meant that as a compliment or not.”

Calvin expelled a heavy breath. “I don’t know….”

I kissed his mouth once, twice, three times for good measure, then said, “We make a good team.”

“The best.”

“Let me help. So you can close this case quickly, before it ever has a chance to turn into something more.” I kissed Calvin a final time. “What’s the worst that can happen?”


CHAPTER THREE

Upon verbally accepting Ferguson’s request and warning him of my consultation fee, which I don’t think he entirely believed but would realize I was quite serious about after I sent him the invoice, I was left to wait in Calvin’s office as he and Quinn were brought up to speed on the case. After being dragged out of bed in the middle of the night, denied caffeine, then left in a quiet room with the lights off, it was inevitable that I’d doze. And when I was awoken, I was curled into some yoga-pretzel position in Calvin’s chair, with Radcliff leaning over me.

“Fuck’s sake,” I said in a low, startled voice, jumping and causing the chair to roll backward a few inches.

“Sorry,” Radcliff said with an amused lilt to his voice. He straightened and flashed another one of those killer smiles. He was probably great at playing the politics that Calvin wasn’t interested in. “They’re about finished with the briefing. Want to join us?”

“Right. Yes.” I took my sunglasses off, rubbed carefully at my left eye until the red-tinted contact resettled, then put the shades on. Radcliff offered a hand, but I was already halfway to my feet while grabbing my bag off the desktop.

“So….” He walked to the door, opened it, and looked over his shoulder. “Fan of Corey Hart?”

“Never heard that one before,” I said dryly. “No. I have a light sensitivity. Overheads wash out my vision and give me headaches.”

“Oh. I’m sorry.”

“It’s fine.”

Radcliff didn’t say anything else as he led the way across the hall and into a conference room big enough to accommodate the total number of Homicide detectives around an oval table. Ferguson was absent—maybe he intended for his star detective to handle the situation, now that Calvin had been briefed. At the front of the room was one of those whiteboards on wheels, covered in a number of crime-scene photographs that Calvin was removing at random—likely anything that was a dead body and not the spiritoscope. He didn’t need to worry—I was distracted by the scent of coffee and egg and cheese settling over the room like a warm blanket. My stomach growled on cue.

Quinn glanced up from a plastic bag with the I Heart NY decal. “I heard that.”

“It smells like street cart in here.”

She nodded and slid a foil-wrapped sandwich across the tabletop. “Don’t say I never did you any favors.”

Score.

I put my bag on an empty chair before unwrapping the bagel sandwich and taking a big bite. I watched as Quinn slid one toward Radcliff as he dropped back into a chair, then set aside one for herself and Calvin where two small, takeout coffee cups marked their occupancy. I took another bite, swallowed, then asked, “How much am I allowed to know? About the case?”

Calvin turned. He’d ditched the suit coat and stood there, studying me from across the length of the room, with his sleeves rolled up and holstered weapon on display. He tapped the edges of the photographs against the tabletop. “You get to know nothing.”

Okay. Let’s try that a different way.

“I mean, I’ve already given a rundown on the spiritoscopes to everyone. What else do you need from me?”

Calvin moved to his chair, sat, and set the photos—image-side down—atop a folder. He leaned back, pointed to the remaining pictures on the whiteboard, and said, “You’re welcome to take a look at those and let us know if anything stands out.”

I pursed my lips a little. “Can I buy a vowel?”

Radcliff chuckled.

Calvin did not.

I set the partially eaten sandwich down, found my magnifying glass in my bag, and moved to the front of the room. I took in the images as a whole—six snapshots blown up to 8x11 in size, held in place with magnets—each a different angle and distance of the same spiritoscope I’d held with my own two hands. The background was nondescript. Interior, that much I was certain of. The spiritoscope appeared to be set on something wooden—a floor perhaps, a table more likely. There was nothing else to look at. Nothing to indicate the location, the crime, the very reason for the apparatus’ presence.

How exactly was I meant to help?

I let out a breath, put my hands on my hips, and still studying the whiteboard, said, “You know what this is like? Before everyone realized how blind I was, Ms. Bart was asking us to come to the chalkboard and connect uppercase with lowercase letters. Only, I couldn’t read the letters, so I ended up connecting capital J to lowercase S and everyone laughed.”

“We’re not here to laugh,” Calvin said coolly.

“I know.” I glanced at them over my shoulder. “But I’m staring at these pictures, wondering what you’re hoping to glean, and feel like all I can do is make something up.”

Calvin had set an elbow on the tabletop and leaned his chin on his raised fist. He hadn’t touched his breakfast yet, but the plastic tab on the lid of his coffee was pulled back. “During dinner last night, you mentioned the Fox sisters.”

I nodded.

“Everything that resulted from Spiritualism can pretty much be traced back to them? The claims of mediumship, of spirits, as well as followers and disbelievers?”

“Sure, I’d agree to that.”

Calvin lowered his hand and tapped his fingertips steadily against the table as he mulled that over, likely trying to align history with learned details of a contemporary murder. “Robert Hare. Is there any evidence he ever interacted with the sisters?”

It was a good question. I spun the handle of my magnifying glass between both hands. “I know of at least one written account where he met one of the sisters—he didn’t specify, but they had been in the midst of conducting a séance, so it would have been either Kate or Maggie—when the Foxes were living here in the city.”

“Is that relevant?” Radcliff asked me.

I shrugged. “You tell me. Hare only dedicated a few sentences to the memory. He was preoccupied with a few other mediums who, in my opinion, fed off an old man’s familial losses. He believed to have been put in contact with his older siblings, Martha and Charles, who’d both passed, as well as the five-month-old spirit of his lost son, Theodore.”

Quinn made a sound of disgust. “Heartless charlatans.”

“Explains why a man of science converted so suddenly,” Calvin answered.

I nodded. “And with emphatic sincerity. He argued that proof of spirits and the afterlife in which they resided made mourning rituals moot and selfish. Prince Albert passed a few years after Hare wrote to the Church, and Queen Victoria, for lack of better description, revolutionized mourning, so his notion was tossed out the window pretty quickly.”

“Incredible,” Radcliff stated.

“What’s that?” I asked.

“You—knowing this—all of it, really. Maybe I’d have enjoyed history class more if someone like you had been my professor.”

“My father is the professor in the family. Believe me when I say I would not be longing for tenure after grading mediocre, Wikipedia-sourced papers written by PBR-drinking undergrads who submit a corrupt file at eleven fifty-nine so as to buy themselves a few extra hours to finish, then feign ignorance when the professor emails in the morning reporting a problem with the attachment.”

“That’s very specific,” Radcliff said.

“I don’t like kids. And yes, I include college students in that sweeping statement.” 

Radcliff was smiling again, like I’d told a joke and wasn’t actually dead serious in my declaration. When I glanced at Calvin, he was staring at Radcliff with a somber gaze and raised chin. So… it occurred to me that my husband was looking to throw down, and by the grace of God—or maybe it was that decade spent in the military—he was keeping the desire contained. For the most part, I mean. If I didn’t know him as intimately as I did, I’d have likely missed that hint of contempt in his expression.

I said quietly, “Calvin?”

He turned in his chair to look at me.

“Is there anything else you can share with me?” I hastened to continue when he opened his mouth. “I’m not trying to get the scoop on the case or the victim or anything like that. But if this is all I have access to”—I jutted a thumb at the whiteboard—“I think I’ve told you everything there is to know.”

A pregnant pause was broken only by Radcliff unfurling the corners of his foil-wrapped food. “What would it hurt?” he asked, the question clearly directed at Calvin, but he didn’t look up from breakfast.

Calvin turned to Quinn. And because their partnership was absolute aces, that unspoken exchange of raised eyebrows and a lopsided shoulder shrug translated into an entire fucking conversation I wasn’t privy to. Calvin sighed, collected the crime scene photos, sifted through them until he came upon whatever it was the three of them had been referring to, and stood. He moved to join me at the whiteboard, tacked the picture beside the six spiritoscope images, then stared at me expectantly.

I took a step closer and held my magnifying glass to the photo. It was a hand—palm up, fingers curled in that natural, at-rest position. I assumed the victim was a woman, based on the appearance of soft skin, thin fingers, and painted nails. She had a number of small, oddly shaped items in her hand.

“Knucklebones,” I stated before looking up at Calvin.

“The game?”

I shrugged. “Yeah. I mean—” I tapped the photograph with the rim of the magnifying glass. “These look like actual knucklebones from sheep or maybe a goat. That’s what they used to be made from. It’s not a Victorian thing, though. The game dates back to antiquity. The British Museum has a few Greek and Roman statues of women and young girls playing knucklebones. I think the Met even has a box in their exhibit that was used to hold the pieces in between games.”

Calvin’s eyes were sharp as he asked, “What’s the connection to Spiritualism?”

“I don’t think there is one.”

“Robert Hare?”

I shook my head.

“Spiritoscopes?”

“Women in antiquity would sometimes play knucklebones as a form of divination. Love, childbirth—those sorts of things. But to my knowledge, there’s no historical association between the two.”

“Could be a tenuous connection,” Radcliff offered.

I said, while turning to study the photo again, “Even tenuous is too much. Artistically, historically, spiritually, they’re two completely unique and unrelated artifacts.”

Calvin touched my bare arm and rubbed absently. “Thanks for your time, sweetheart.”

I ignored the polite dismissal, the unspoken suggestion to grab my bag and he’d see me out. I kept studying the knucklebones under magnification. “Maybe it’s not meant to be taken literally.”

“What do you mean?” That was Calvin.

“Without an overview of the crime as a whole, I couldn’t begin to extrapolate what the presence of the spiritoscope could mean—”

“Because you aren’t being paid to solve the crime.”

I shot him an irritated look. “I know. But if I look at the knucklebones from a more… illustrative context, I can see a correlation to Spiritualism.”

“Go on.”

“What if they represent the scam perpetuated by the Fox sisters? Maggie went on record saying that she and her sister performed table-rapping by loudly cracking their knuckles and ankles. These are called knucklebones, but they’re actually the bone in a sheep’s ankle. And with the spiritoscope, a device meant to disprove mediumship claims, although it went about this from a somewhat metaphysical standpoint instead of purely physical, we sort of come full circle.”

Calvin’s light-colored brows rose, and he turned to study the dead woman’s handful of knucklebones.

“It could be a message,” Quinn said.

“The victim was a con artist,” Calvin agreed, drawing his fingertips over the photo.

“Shit,” Radcliff swore quietly. “She could have pissed off dozens—hundreds—of clients—” He stopped midsentence, and I figured Quinn had shot him one of those threatening side-eyes of hers.

To Calvin, I asked, “Did I do good?”

He looked down, tentatively smiled, then said, “You did good.”

 

 

It was barely five in the morning when the precinct door fell shut behind us and Calvin and I stepped onto the sidewalk. The sun wasn’t up quite yet, but the city was that drowsy gray, like Manhattan had stayed up drinking well past its bedtime and now had to get ready for work while fighting a hangover. The oppressive heat hadn’t miraculously let up while we had been occupied with talk of murder and history, so the day was bound to be another ninety-degree scorcher. Calvin took my hand, and even though it was hot enough for this much physical contact to be sweaty and uncomfortable, I pushed my fingers between his and gave a squeeze.

“You’ll be able to get a few more hours of rest,” he was saying.

“I’ll probably end up staring at the ceiling for three hours.”

“I’m sorry you got dragged out of bed in the middle of the night for this.”

“Don’t be,” I answered. “One hour in consultation fees has already paid my student loans for the month. If you guys end up in a real pickle over that spiritoscope, I might be able to make my half of our rent on the city’s dime.”

We stopped at the corner beside a still-closed Starbucks. I moved to stand in front of Calvin and switched hands so that I could hold his left with my own. Even after a year and a half, I still had these fleeting, surreal moments of holy shit, I’m married to my soul mate. And since life hadn’t been able to beat the sappiness out of me, despite a few decent attempts, seeing our matching wedding bands always made me feel good.

“Are you stressed out?” I asked.

“Usually am, to some extent.” But Calvin rubbed his thumb back and forth across my ring a few times, raised my hand to kiss it, then said, “I’m okay.”

“Yeah?”

“Promise.”

“And you really will tell me if you need something researched, right?” I asked. “Dates, personal writings, professional connections, design illustrations—anything related to Hare. You know I’ll deliver.”

“I know you will. Thank you.” Calvin let go of my hand, put his on the back of my head, and drew me into a kiss that probably skirted public indecency.

I blew out a shaky breath when he let up. “Let’s have a quickie in the car.”

Calvin finally smiled his big, beautiful smile, and chuckled lightly. “I owe you.”

“Time and place of my choosing?”

“One or the other.”

I frowned. “Place.”

“Done.”

“Place also picks position,” I said.

Calvin looked skeptical. “What’s your plan—on the shelf in the broom closet?”

“I’m not that adventurous. No, I’m thinking the couch.”

Calvin gave a consenting nod. “The couch is good.”

I stood on my toes to whisper in his ear, because—I mean, come on—I still sounded like a fucking doofus and my attempts at seduction were not something I wanted even the malodorous air to overhear. “Specifically, you in a compromising position over the armrest.”

Calvin leaned back to meet my eyes. “I’ll let you know when I’m on my way home.”

Despite the heat in my face, I laughed and nodded. “Sounds good.” I kissed his cheek and said, “I love you.”

“I love you too.” Calvin turned and headed back toward the precinct.

Standing on the corner, I watched and waited for a taxi among the few cars coming and going. I could go home, try to nap like Calvin suggested, but would likely end up listlessly wandering the apartment until I needed to head out. Alternatively, I could go straight to the Emporium. There was always work to be done, and that Radio-Rem kit, which supposedly charged water with radium for therapeutic purposes—a quack cure if there ever was one—wasn’t going to sell itself. But even for a workaholic like me, I kind of drew the line at clocking in before sunrise. And it was definitely too early to drop in on dear old Dad, even if I did come bearing donuts from Little Earth café as a peace offering.

I tugged my phone free from my back pocket and considered my contacts list. Max would still be zonked out at his place in Brooklyn. My antiquing buddy Aubrey Grant, who’d finally returned to the city last winter after an impromptu stayover in the Florida Keys and then a will-he-won’t-he back-and-forth about getting his own place or moving in with his then-long distance boyfriend, would throw a literal hissy fit if I interrupted his sleep schedule—learned that the hard way. So I pulled up Neil’s name, placed the call, and put the cell to my ear.

He answered on the second ring. “What do you want?”

“Are you awake?”

“Do I need to dignify a stupid question with an answer?”

“There’s no such thing as stupid questions.”

“There is, actually. Like you asking if I’m awake after having answered the phone.”

“Want to get breakfast?” I asked.

“Sebastian, it’s—” Neil was likely checking his watch. “—not even five thirty in the morning. I’ve been on call since last night. I need to go home and take a shower.”

“I’m buying.”

Neil’s breath exploded over the microphone in static-y judgment. “I want diner breakfast.”

“I hate diner breakfast,” I grumbled.

“Goodbye.”

“No, hang on. Christ…. How about Saul’s?”

“The Get Stuffed place?”

“Yeah. They won’t even care that you’re grimy.”

Neil snorted but said, “Okay. Twenty minutes.”


CHAPTER FOUR

The Get Stuffed thing was actually the diner’s slogan.

Saul’s Diner: Get Stuffed.

Which was every bit a commentary on their portion sizes as it was my sense of humor.

Saul’s was a midpoint between Calvin’s precinct and the Emporium—a place we didn’t haunt often, but was convenient enough when we did, due to their 24-7 service. It was an old eatery with mellow lighting—a likely strategic decision to mask the sometimes-grubby linoleum floor—classic high-back vinyl booths, and a wall of bank windows that overlooked the street. It was still quiet inside—me in a booth, looking toward the door, one older man at a table reading the newspaper and drinking what I think was his third or fourth refill of coffee, and two girls dressed for yesterday’s night out, both of them soldiering through plates of eggs and hash browns to soak up what was left of the alcohol in their bloodstreams.

The door opened and I glanced up from my sticky menu as Neil strolled in, looking decidedly….

“Why are you dressed like Ms. Frizzle?” I asked as he slid into the seat across from me.

Neil’s usually so carefully coiffed hair was ruffled, and the slim-cut suit that gave him hardboiled PI vibes had been replaced with jeans and a short-sleeve, button-down shirt printed with an insect pattern. I’d never seen Neil wear a patterned shirt.

“What’re you talking about?” Neil grabbed for the spare menu and flipped it open. “God, I’m starving….”

“The Rot Squad episode. Where they meet the bugs and slime and stuff found in decomp.”

“Bugs and slime and stuff,” Neil echoed absently, not looking up from the choice offerings of this unexceptional establishment. “I can’t believe you’re referencing a children’s TV show from the ’90s.”

“You watched it, I bet.”

“I was more of a Bill Nye kid.” He tapped a selection and closed the menu. “I had to change.”

I leaned across the tabletop, sniffed a few times, then said, “You smell like a fish market.”

“That’s why I had to change,” Neil reiterated.

I sat back and smirked. “Mister L. B. with the MD got you that shirt, didn’t he?”

“I’m not sure where you get off judging my attire when you aren’t exactly dressed for the ball either, Cinderella.”

I tapped the decal on my shirt and said, “But I do have a nice ass.”

“I’m not going to comment on my married, ex-boyfriend’s ass.”

A matronly woman with big hips and bigger hair joined us just then, removing a pad from the pocket of her apron and setting pen to paper. “What can I get you boys?”

“Coffee,” Neil said. “And scrambled eggs and bacon.”

She nodded and looked to me next, her lips pursed and eyebrows raised.

“The pancakes. Thanks.”

The waitress took our menus and toddled toward the kitchen without another word.

Into the brief lull, I asked, “How is he?”

“How’s who?” Neil grabbed a sugar packet and shook it a few times.

“Lawrence.”

The corner of Neil’s mouth instinctively tugged upward at the name, and while he was able to tamp down the expression before it got a foothold, there was nothing he could do to hide the lovesick in his eyes. It was kind of cute. I hadn’t seen him happy in a long time. I hadn’t seen him head over heels for someone in even longer, and this guy Neil had been dating for a few months now seemed like the real deal.

Neil said, as the waitress dropped off his coffee and refilled my own, “He’s fine.”

“Uh-huh. And where’re you registered?”

“For what?”

“The wedding.”

Neil dumped the sugar into his coffee and stirred it. “Fuck you.”

“Because I’m a pretty terrible gift-giver without direction.”

He took a sip and added another packet. “Believe me, I know. Remember the first year we were dating? You bought me a charcuterie board for my birthday.”

“I thought it was a cutting board.”

“Why would I want a cutting board for my birthday, Sebastian?”

“I don’t know! You didn’t have one in your kitchen! But you got a fancy charcuterie board instead, so what’s the problem?”

Neil pointed at me with the spoon. “When has either of us, since that exact day, eaten from a charcuterie board?”

I made a face.

“Exactly.”

“Then how do you feel about matching couples robes?”

“For fuck’s sake. If you buy me a monogrammed robe, I’m shoving you into oncoming traffic.”

Our waitress returned a final time, depositing plates heaped with enough bacon to block an artery and pancakes like I was prepping for hibernation.

“That was quick,” Neil mumbled, staring at his plate.

“Saul’s isn’t exactly known for its quality meal preparation.”

“So this has been warming on the griddle for an undisclosed amount of time?” Neil asked, shoveling the eggs onto his fork.

“Probably.” I poured syrup over the stack of pancakes.

“We could have gone to Ellen’s Nook,” Neil said in between bites. “She does eggs benedict atop smoked salmon.”

I gave him an incredulous look while chewing a mouthful of pancake. “I’m not buying you bougie eggs. I won’t even buy my husband a twenty-dollar breakfast.”

“You’re a cheapskate.”

I ignored that. “Besides, I was already in the area.”

Neil folded a piece of bacon into his mouth. “Now we’ve gotten to the meat of the story.”

I set my fork and knife aside, took a sip of the coffee that tasted like it’d been poured through an old boot, then said, “The NYPD hired me.”

“You get winded climbing the stairs. I somehow doubt you passed the physical tests.”

“Wow. Can I get a shot or two in, or are you going to leave me bleeding out this morning?”

Neil shrugged. “You can try.”

I considered a moment before saying, “You look like Justin Bieber got drunk and stuck his finger in a light socket.”

Neil covered his mouth as he laughed. “What? Do you even know who Justin Bieber is?”

“Not really. It’s something I heard Max say last week.”

“So do I call you Officer Snow now?”

“Not unless you’re admitting to some disturbing role-play fantasies you’ve always wanted to act out with me.”

Neil closed his eyes, slumped back against the booth, and sighed heavily.

“The answer is no, by the way.”

“You make men need therapy.”

“Calvin’s lieutenant hired me as a consultant.”

Neil opened one eye. “To consult on a homicide?”

I shook my head. “There was a… er… curious artifact found at the crime scene.”

Neil sat up straight. “You’re joking.”

“I’m definitely not. Ferguson called at three in the morning and asked us both to come down to the precinct. Do you know Detective Radcliff?”

“Pretty-Boy Dean?”

“What’s up with him? He’s like, the All-American Heteronormative Boy Next Door or something.”

“He’s not straight.”

“You sure?”

Neil tapped the tabletop with his index finger a few times. “If he hasn’t sucked a dick or two in his lifetime, I owe you twenty bucks.”

“Okay, well, I’m unwilling to find out firsthand if that’s true, so the bet will not be accepted,” I answered. “Anyway. Whatever the case is, it was Radcliff’s until Ferguson went over his head and made Calvin lead.”

The relaxed humor of Neil’s expression was gone, replaced with his usual stern skepticism. “Why would Ferguson risk discontent in the ranks like that?”

“He said Calvin and Quinn had the most experience with, I quote, batshit-crazy, off-the-wall situations, end quote, so Radcliff was supposed to learn from them.”

“So there’s been a recent murder.”

“Yeah.”

“And it resembles cases from your shared history?”

“It would appear so.”

“And instead of waiting to find you sticking your nose where it didn’t belong—”

“I had no idea—”

But Neil talked over me. “—Ferguson preempted a stroke by outright hiring you?”

“To consult on artifacts as the need arises,” I concluded.

“That’s fucked-up.”

“It is?”

“Yes.”

I looked at my pancakes, and while cutting them into bite-sized pieces, said, “I thought it was a good idea.”

“Of course you did,” Neil answered. “You’re a moth to the flame of bad ideas.” His fork scraped across the plate as he scooped up more scrambled eggs. “You’re married to the lead detective. If this isn’t a conflict of interest, it sure as hell skirts the line.”

“I think the line has been jumped plenty of times at this point,” I said. “Besides, it’s not like I’m an actual detective working with Calvin.”

Neil looked up.

“I’m not. I’ve been asked to give my two cents on an antique from the 1850s, which I did. Now the three of them can decide what, if any of it, is relevant to the crime.”

“What do you know about the case?”

“Nothing.”

Neil narrowed his eyes.

“Calvin almost had an aneurysm. Do you think he shared the gory details with me?”

“Why did you agree to Ferguson’s request, knowing Winter would be upset?”

“What was I supposed to do, Neil? If not me, he’d have hired someone else—someone not as well versed in the subject. At least this way, I’m confident that Calvin is getting accurate and thorough information in order to do his job.”

“You’re not the only professional in the city, Sebastian. Other people are qualified to research these sort of antiques and collections too.”

I ate a few bites of pancake while Neil spoke, then said, “Do you think I’m so arrogant as to believe the success of an investigation hinges on me and me alone?”

Neil looked like he’d come across a field of landmines and the only way out was through. “I don’t think you’re arrogant. I think you’re cocky. I won’t deny you’ve been right about some of the bizarre things that have happened in the past. And I won’t forget that you did actively try to avoid trouble the last time.”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence.”

Neil sighed and set his fork down. “You’re very, very smart, Sebastian. But the problem with being so smart is you get bored easily. And this consulting gig? It’s a slippery slope and you know it.”

I pushed my plate aside and turned to watch the early foot traffic come and go through the bands of morning sunshine. Commuters blurred around the edges like an overexposed photo. “No, it’s not,” I said quietly, then more firmly, “It’s completely different than before. I’ve spent my entire adult life researching and studying and working my ass off to be the guy with answers.”

“And you are,” Neil agreed. “No one’s disputing that.”

I returned my gaze to him before adding, “I don’t limit those answers to auction houses or museums, Neil. I’ll consult with whoever wants my help—even the NYPD. This is my career, my choice, and for once, everyone involved followed the rules. I’m not going to be guilted into turning down a job simply because the circumstances aren’t one hundred percent ideal.” I leaned to one side to tug my wallet free from my back pocket, set a twenty on the tabletop, and said, “I should go. I forgot about the dog.”

“It wasn’t my intention to piss you off.”

I scooted out of the booth and pulled the strap of my shoulder bag across my chest. “I know. Thanks for joining me.”

Neil leaned toward the aisle and grabbed my wrist before I could make for the door. “You have every right to take this job. I’m with you on that, okay? I’m just concerned that Winter won’t see it the same way.”

“We talked about it. He’s good with me consulting.”

Neil narrowed his eyes but only said, “All right. Love you.”

“Love you too.”

“Be good.”

I snorted, rolled my eyes, and left.

 

 

I’d returned home and gone through the motions of a morning routine—taking Dillon out for his morning constitutional, showering, dressing in work-appropriate clothes—and then we’d set off for the Emporium. Of course, I was sweating by the time I reached the shop, making that shower feel like a waste of time at best, and a waste of resources at worst. And I’d have blown someone for a cool breeze to stir the dead air of the city, but then remembered the Emporium had AC, so I could save that sexual favor for the future. I hastily unlocked the rolling gate, hoisted it over my head, and opened the front door. 

I let Dillon go into the shop as I punched in the security code and then wove across the showroom, turning on strategically placed bank lamps. I adjusted the thermostat controls on the wall outside my office, then dropped my bag on the computer chair. I put my glasses on and counted cash at the counter before putting the daily till in the register.

My phone vibrated in my pocket, and I pulled it out to see a warning from the city regarding the day’s forecast: Extreme heat advisory and air quality warning for New York, Bronx, Kings, Queens, and Richmond counties. Limit outdoor activity and stay in an air-conditioned location, if possible. Call 311 for the location of cooling centers nearest you.

Another warning immediately populated underneath that: ConEd requests that all customers limit the use of nonessential appliances through Sunday to avoid brownouts.

Great. Not only was the city baking in its own self-made oven of glass and steel and asphalt, but now nine million people were all making love to their window units at the same time, causing the power grid to max out when we still had four more fucking days of this unrelenting heat wave. I swiped the messages off the locked screen and stared at the phone’s wallpaper. We’d gone to an Irish pub last month for Calvin’s birthday, and Quinn had taken a candid photo of the two of us sitting at the bar, the necks of two beer bottles clinked together, Calvin smiling and looking so damn handsome, and me looking stupid as shit, laughing at something I can’t even remember. But I still liked the picture a lot.

I expelled a breath and looked toward the support beam to the left of the steps of the elevated counter. I’d stood right there when Calvin walked into the Emporium for the very first time, after a call to police about a pig’s heart under my floorboards sent Homicide rapping at my chamber door. In that moment, I was the audience and my memory was being projected to the big screen—Calvin stood over me, all hard lines and jagged edges initially interpreted as homophobia, when in fact, it’d really been the frustration of a closeted cop who’d been immediately attracted to me, secondhand cardigan and all. If only Past Me had a clue where we’d be a year from that moment.

An ampersand on the mailbox.

Joint checking and wedding rings.

He took a bullet for me.

And I nearly burned the city down for him.

Calvin knows all of my insecurities. All of my limitations and workarounds.

I know his night terrors.

I’d told Calvin that morning we were a team, and I hadn’t been joking. We complemented each other, enhanced strengths, reinforced weaknesses. Snow or Winter wasn’t inherently better or lesser without the other—we were simply something unique when together. That was all. And for the first time since our initial conversation—

“Should you conveniently remember something.”

“Like slaughtering some pigs?”

“Have a good day, Mr. Snow.”

—the chaos that seemed to follow me, and befall him by proxy, brought Snow and Winter together as professionals. I wasn’t being a dumbass and my partner wasn’t wading into shit knee-high to pull me back to reality. Lieutenant Ferguson had made a conscious decision to include me in the conversation because he’d felt my voice had value. Yes, I understood why Calvin didn’t like it—I mean, look at my track record—but this was different.

No matter what Calvin thought.

No matter what Neil thought.

This was different. And if I was consulting on a case that had unnerved seasoned detectives, then I wanted to help. I wanted to give the NYPD everything I knew so that we could avoid the death and danger that’d befallen the city in the past. Calvin didn’t have to like me accepting the consultation gig, but he needed to respect it was my choice to make. I sort of felt like our partnership had leveled up since getting married, and now with this Spirits case, we were finally feeling those growing pains.

It happened to every couple.

Granted, not every couple could attest to their foundation being built on murder and mystery….

The front door was unlocked and Max called in a weirdly flirtatious, circus-ringleader voice as he stepped inside, “Bonjour, ladies and gentlemen!”

“It’s just me,” I murmured.

“—And welcome to Snow’s Antique Emporium!” He shut the door and continued while walking toward the counter, “I’ll be your spicy, sensual, salacious host, Max Bone-Me-For-A-Buck Ridley.” He stopped in front of the register, dropped a folded newspaper down, then said normally, “Hi-de-ho, boss.”

“Bone-Me-For-A-Buck?”

“I haven’t been laid in, like, a month.”

“Too much.”

“It’s tough out there, you know?”

I ignored the question and stared at the wallpaper photo on my phone a moment longer, because if I engaged with Max, I’d wind up with an essay of the latest trials and tribulations of his love life, and he was not known for keeping the glory—gory?—details at a minimum. There was only so much my old-man soul could handle before 9:00 a.m.

Max flipped the newspaper over and tapped the front page. “Check out the news. ‘Ouija Killer at Large.’”

I locked the phone, pocketed it, then looked down at the headline. “The what?”

“This isn’t one of those subway rags, is it?”

I picked up the paper and brought it close. “The City isn’t exactly known for its quality journalism, but they sure aren’t writing stories about Bigfoot being abducted by aliens in order to breed some super ape-soldier to take over Earth.”

Max took a drink from his Starbucks concoction and said after a beat, “It’s a weird coincidence, don’t you think? After yesterday?”

I frowned, because yeah, it was, and tugged my magnifying glass from my back pocket. “What’re you drinking?” I asked absently, studying the newsprint.

Max shook the contents and said, “Strawberry Funnel Cake Frap.”

“That’s dessert, not coffee.”

“It’s pretty good. It’s got powdered funnel cake pieces in it. Wanna try?”

“No, thanks.”

The Ouija Killer article had a definite flair for sensationalism, but otherwise coherently summed up the life and death of Madam Sandra, a self-proclaimed psychic and medium working out of a storefront on the West Side. She’d been fifty-six, in business for four years, and offered the typical menu of love and career readings via tarot, palm, and crystal ball, but could also commune with and relay messages to and from the spirit world—for an extra fee, I’m sure. She was found dead on Tuesday morning by her cleaner.

“It was awful,” the article quoted Marie Yang. “I unlocked the front door and there she was, dead on her reading table—a dinner knife in her neck! This is a nice neighborhood. Madam Sandra’s a staple of the community.”

Clearly, the Madam wasn’t beloved by all of Hell’s Kitchen.

The article went on with some melodramatic descriptions of the shop postmurder, such as the eeriness of the neon sign in the window proclaiming Psychic Readings, which had glowed day and night, now suddenly dark. And the smell of incense still lingering in the summer air around the storefront, as if Madam Sandra had only stepped out for a moment and would be right back. It concluded with a quote from the NYPD—No comment—and hypothesized as to the motive behind the slaying.

Ms. Yang, intimately familiar with the layout and possessions in both Madam Sandra’s shop and personal residence directly upstairs, tells The City that nothing was out of order. If robbery wasn’t incentive for the brutal murder of a gifted advisor, then what terror is stalking our streets? Could this be a sort of spiritual hate crime?

“I guess ‘Ouija Killer’ sounded sufficiently spooky,” Max said when I lowered the paper. “Since there’s nothing in there specifically about talking boards. It’s probably because she was a supposed medium.” He set his cup aside, and condensation began collecting around its base. “But it caught my eye because of the spiritoscope and how you said it was a precursor to Ouija boards.”

“I did say that,” I agreed in a subdued voice.

“Think this is what Ferguson was on about yesterday?” Max tapped the paper a second time.

I thought of the crime-scene photographs I’d been privy to—the spiritoscope atop a probably wooden table and a dead woman’s handful of knucklebones. The tangible clues were, in my opinion, symbolic representations of the countless hoaxes pertaining to Spiritualism. Calvin had remarked afterward that the victim was a con artist. Radcliff had mentioned clients. And here, in literal black-and-white, was a reported murder of one of the dime-a-dozen psychics in the city who, let’s be real here, was as psychic as I was heterosexual. Plus, Ferguson had mentioned Radcliff was on a scene Tuesday morning, and that’s when this Madam Sandra was found to have bitten the big one by her cleaner.

“Seb?”

“I’m fairly convinced that this incident and Ferguson’s blustering are related.”

Max shook his head, folded the newspaper, and said, “We should get one of those OSHA scoreboards for the shop. You know, for recording accidents? Except we record how many days we can go before a mystery is dropped in your lap.”

“I’ve been doing very good,” I answered.

“I know. A new record. It’s been… 545 days.”

“Exactly. I haven’t—wait, for real?”

“Yeah, but now it’s zero,” Max explained.

I frowned, considered Max for a long moment, then said, “I need a favor.”

“Shoot.” He picked up his cup, mixed the whipped cream into the liquid cake with the straw, and took a sip. 

“I need you to help me Face-stalk or Tweet-stalk or whatever it was you did back during the Bones case.”

Max snorted, choked, and took the straw from his mouth before thumping his chest and coughing. “I’m sorry, did you say Tweet-stalk?”

I raised my hands palms up and shrugged.

“This is why I run the Emporium’s social media presence,” Max said. “In case there was any question.” He took his phone from his jeans pocket. “What am I looking up?”

“Anything you can find on Madam Sandra.”

Max had his thumbs poised over the screen, but at my answer, he slowly set it on the counter and said, “I think I’m ethically obligated to report this transgression to a certain and seriously fine detective.”

“One, I know you’ve got blue balls, but don’t call my husband fine. Two, please help me and I’ll explain afterward.”

Max arched an eyebrow. “Are you going to do something stupid?”

“No.”

He seemed dubious.

“Max.”

“It’s June. You can’t hang my Christmas bonus over my head.”

“How about a pay degrade?”

“I’ll quit.”

“Like hell you will,” I said.

He picked up his phone and shook it at me the way a grandmother might threaten a misbehaving child with a wooden spoon. “For three years, I’ve woken up at 7:00 a.m., five days a week, happy to be here. I don’t know what fucking sorcery you’re playing with, but… keep doing it, I guess…,” Max eventually concluded. He tapped one of the icons on the home screen and added, “I’ll check social media. You do a Google search.”

Then we were off—Max typing and swiping like he was a racehorse at the Kentucky Derby, and me like a dying turtle found on the side of the road. I wasn’t sleuthing, not exactly. The problem with consulting, even from the antiquing point-of-view, was that without the complete scope of the situation, I could inadvertently leave out an important detail that might help Calvin solve this murder in a timely manner. Case in point: the knucklebones. If I hadn’t pressed for more information, they wouldn’t have had the association made. 

Okay, let me be a touch less egotistical with that comment—the correlation might not have been made as quickly or as easily.

Better.

So yes, I was going to snoop on a recently deceased woman’s online presence. Because guys like me, who’ve been trained in art history before going off script into the wonderful world of strange and bizarre—were the sort who’d perhaps more easily understand the significance of artifacts originating from an old and niche community.

Psychics. Mediums. Spiritualists. Con artists. Scammers.

Believe what you wanted, call them what you would, but groups like that were close-knit. It wasn’t merely a business or an industry, but a way of life, and they weren’t going to talk to the police. I saw this very thing in the antiquing and art world ad nauseam. In fact, illegal activity was so prevalent in my own community that the FBI had to create the Art Crime Team inpart to combat it.

A simple search of the victim’s professional name had brought up a business page for Readings by Madam Sandra, including the address, business hours, and reviews.

“She has sixty-four Yelp reviews.”

“Everyone has Yelp reviews,” Max murmured absently.

“Do we?”

“Sure.”

I glanced up. “Are they good?”

“What qualifies as good to you?”

“Ten out of ten, will buy from again.”

Max made a so-so motion with one hand, still staring at his phone.

“What’s that mean?”

Looking up briefly, Max said, “You’ve rubbed a few people the wrong way over the years.”

“It’s not my fault people are idiots.”

“I think that’s the attitude that did it for some potential repeat customers. Remember the Civil War polish guy?”

I frowned. “No.”

“How could you not? You were getting a knob-slob in the office, and he wanted to pay only twenty-five cents—”

I abruptly reached a hand out and covered Max’s mouth. “Yes, okay, I remember that. He left a bad review?”

Max gave me a fucking-duh expression.

I removed my hand and returned to my phone, sorting the reviews by most recent. Several one-stars populated the page with all-caps comments and a liberal usage of exclamation points. “Madam Sandra pissed someone off.”

“What’s it say?”

“The newest from Monday says, ‘Fraud, fraud, fraud, fraud…’ on and on like that. Another from last week says, ‘Madam Sandra steals clients from legitimate psychics.’ And a third, ‘Buyer beware! This bitch is a liar and a con artist.’”

Max looked up from his phone once again, his brows knitted together. “It seems to me like there’s easier ways to make cash than rubbing a crystal ball for twenty bucks and saying, ‘Yup, your future’s looking bright.’”

“I’d be curious what she was charging for these ‘other side’ communications,” I answered.

“You think it was excessive?”

“Maybe. If you could talk to someone you loved just one more time, would you care the cost?”

“I guess not.”

“Predators like that have always existed. Table-rappers of the 1800s were charging between a quarter and dollar for a chance at a séance.”

“With inflation?”

I gave a pause, shrugged, then said, “Probably somewhere between ten and thirty dollars, depending on the decade. Now extrapolate that.”

“Let’s also not forget that New York costs, like, one hundred forty percent more than the average cost of living in the US,” Max stated before adding for further clarification, “I’ve been thinking about moving, so I’ve been trolling a bunch of real estate websites.”

“Moving?”

“Don’t stroke out. I’m looking at Gowanus.”

“That’s a choice.”

“Not all of us can afford a swanky East Village loft.”

“There’s a hippy store on the ground floor. I wouldn’t exactly call it swanky.”

“It’s not hippy.”

“They sell tie-dye, and last week the owner told me to stay groovy.”

“Hang on….” Max interrupted, face scrunched up in confusion. “What were we even talking about?”

“You were making a point about cost of living.”

“Oh, right.”

“And yes,” I answered, “taking into account not only inflation, but the added cost of doing business in this city, I’d guess Madam Sandra was charging several hundred for a supposed heaven hotline to dear old Grandpa Al.”

Max returned to his social media creeping. “Was it the same account leaving those reviews?”

I checked my phone again. “Yeah. Someone by the name of Rosie D.” I tapped the username and brought the phone closer to read the scant history associated with the account. “It’s kind of suspicious…. Besides the shots taken at Madam Sandra these last few weeks, Miss Rosie has only reviewed a service area on the Thruway and the Kaaterskill Falls upstate. Two-star and three-star, respectively. Who three-stars a natural wonder? Were the mountains too tall?”

“Uh, boss?”

“Maybe the waterfalls were too wet….”

“Seb.”

“What?”

Max moved around the counter and came up the steps. “I checked the NYPD’s Twitter.” He raised the volume on his phone and held it between us to show a live feed of a press conference. Ferguson was speaking in front of a podium microphone. Standing behind him and off to the left was Calvin, Quinn, and Radcliff.

Max said quietly, “Calvin doesn’t look happy.”

“He looks tired. We’ve been up since three.”

“Oh my God.”

“No.”

“What’s the dude version of nymphomania?”

“Satyromania. And we weren’t fucking. We were at his precinct.”

“Wait, what?”

I waved a hand for silence as Ferguson said, “I want to assure the public that the NYPD is actively investigating this tragedy and working to make an arrest for the murder of Sandra Habel. I’m going to allow lead detective, Calvin Winter, to take a few questions.”

Calvin stepped forward, tilted the mic up, and said, “Good morning. First, I’d like to make it clear that there will likely be several questions I can’t answer, due to the ongoing nature of this investigation, but I’ll do my best to provide relevant information to the community at this time.” He pointed to a reporter off camera.

A disembodied voice asked, “Detective Winter, you were involved in the Emily Asquith case, correct?”

It wasn’t that I could see an overt change in Calvin’s expression, what with his face being about the size of my thumb on Max’s phone screen, but I’d known the guy long enough to be on the up-and-up with how to aggravate him. And asking about an unrelated case—one where he’d been kidnapped and nearly killed, no less—was a good way for this journalist to lose any and all opportunities at future interviews.

“A year and a half ago, yes,” Calvin said in a clipped manner. “That event is unrelated.” He directed his attention to the opposite side of the room, but the journalist kept talking.

“Your civilian husband was involved too.”

Calvin redirected his stare back to the still-off-camera journalist.

I felt my gut churn uncomfortably. Calvin had made the decision to come out after a lifetime of living in the closet—after being forced there by others, no less—when we’d started dating. It hadn’t only been his conservative family he’d kept the truth from either. Calvin had been in the Army for a decade, when Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell had been the reality for LGBT service members. Then he’d joined the NYPD, which was a viper’s nest of hypermasculinity and grossly insecure alpha males who could and would make gay officers’ lives hell in order to feel superior or confident. Just ask my ex about that.

By comparison, my coming-out experience had been a fucking cakewalk. I had my dad, who was about as wholesome as they came, and studied art in college. I mean… come on. But the thing about being gay in a society where straight was still the default was that we never stopped coming out. We’d had to explain our relationship to our building’s super when we’d first moved in. Once to a banking rep who hadn’t understood why there were two men’s names on the account when I was speaking to her of my then-fiancé. I mean, hell, a week ago Calvin and I had gone out to dinner and the hostess asked if we were on a double-date and waiting for our girlfriends to arrive.

Sometimes it was no big deal.

Sometimes it was scary.

We were both out, both confident in ourselves and our marriage, and were lucky to live in a safe environment, but even we had to exercise caution now and then.

And while Calvin was sort of a diversity poster child for the force, this bozo journalist had still outed him, without permission, to a room of reporters on a live feed being made publicly available to anyone in New York City.

“Sebastian Snow,” the stranger clarified. “An antique dealer here in the city—Snow’s Antique Emporium.”

And… so had I. Although this had been happening, to a greater degree with every mystery I’d—er—sleuthed, mine and Calvin’s personal relationship had never suffered from any sort of intrusive fuckery. It was our public personas the media had latched on to, and nothing more. So this bold declaration of Hey, Cop, I know who your significant other is and I’m going to spout their fucking name and occupation without considering whether it might be problematic or dangerous, given your line of work—well… it wasn’t going to end well.

“Oh, shit,” I whispered.

“In fact,” Dingbat continued, “he was responsible for your rescue and the apprehension of Dr. Asquith—”

“What’s your name?” Calvin interrupted.

“Joe Sinclair, with Out in NYC.”

“This is a press conference regarding the homicide of Sandra Habel, Mr. Sinclair.”

“Calvin’s pissed,” Max murmured.

Calvin’s tone was still professional, still polite, and nothing he’d said or done so far would suggest he was currently seeing red. But that presence he had about himself—when he’d walk into a room and could hold an audience in rapt attention without saying a word, when folks instinctively showed him respect and couldn’t pin down what it was about Calvin’s attitude that encouraged them to act in a subordinate manner—that gentle authority was gone. In its place was a man who’d had the drop made on him and now had his back to the wall, hackles raised. I couldn’t explain it, but Calvin’s unease was practically tangible through the video feed. It made the queasy feeling in my stomach grow worse.

Sinclair countered with, “But is it true that Mr. Snow is working in conjunction with the NYPD to solve the Habel case?”

“You’re doing what?” Max exclaimed.

Calvin answered on my behalf. “Mr. Snow is a private citizen. I won’t be taking any further questions from your publication, Mr. Sinclair.”

Sinclair, clearly, was not a man who gave up easily. “If Mr. Snow isn’t aiding in the investigation, can you explain why he was seen entering a police precinct with you in the middle of the night?”


CHAPTER FIVE

The first phone call came less than an hour later.

I’d been in the middle of a conversation with one of my longtime customers who’d stopped by the shop for a bit of morning perusing—a real down-to-earth guy in his late-fifties who was absolutely loaded. Christopher “Please, call me Chris” Manzi had founded some internet startup twenty years ago and now lived in a multi-multimillion-dollar Fifth Avenue mansion. It was the sort of place where you could use a different bathroom every day and still not see them all in a week. He drove a Mercedes worth more than what I brought home in a year, and he definitely had one of those invitation-only credit cards.

But like I said, Chris was sweet, and he’d been one of the Emporium’s first customers. He and his wife were always searching for “quirky things”—their words—to fill the rooms of their historical home.

“A teapoy?” I repeated. “No, that’s not something I’d have in the shop. I don’t typically deal in furniture unless it’s a specific request from a returning customer.”

“I’d love one in mahogany,” Chris said in a warm, almost sultry voice, using his hands to emphasize his point.

“Sure. They’re more common in rosewood, but I’ve seen mahogany floating around over the years.”

“Think you can grab me one?” he asked hopefully.

“Yeah. Let me make a few calls and get back to you with a price—”

He waved a hand in a dismissive gesture. “You have my card on file. Just charge it when you find one. Remember, the funkier the better. Brass paw feet or something like that.”

“Does Cynthia know about this?”

Chris chuckled at the mention of his wife. Bit of a May-December romance there—Cynthia was an ex-model, now that she was something like twenty-eight and the industry felt she was past her prime. Nowadays, I think she upheld the time-honored tradition of millionaire wife who chooses not to work, and organizes dinner parties and volunteers twice a month for some good-cause charity. “You’re suggesting if I come home without a gift for her, I’ll be in the doghouse?”

“Naturally.”

“She’s been in such a funk this last week… a gift is a great idea.”

“How many mantels do you have?”

Chris grinned. “At least ten.”

The shop phone rang and Max answered from the counter with an enthusiastic, “Snow’s Antique Emporium, how can I help you?”

I asked Chris, “How would she feel about a pair of porcelain King Charles spaniels? They were inspired by Queen Victoria’s dog, Dash.” I brought him to a large glass display in the middle of the showroom and pointed out the three-foot-tall dogs with haunting, hand-painted eyes that I swear to God followed me no matter where I stood.

“Yikes. Those are….”

“Conversation pieces,” I offered.

“If I didn’t know better, Sebastian, I’d say you were desperate to get rid of these.”

“I don’t like how they stare at me.”

Chris laughed heartily.

“Boss?”

I turned to Max, who’d left the register and come toward me, holding the cordless phone against his chest. “I’m with a customer,” I said with a hint of polite chastising.

Max nodded, offered Chris a quick apologetic wince, then said in a somber tone, “I think you need to take this.”

“I have to get going anyway.” Chris reached a hand out and shook mine. “But I’ll take these mutts.”

“Don’t feel obligated. They might be haunted.”

“They’re the ugliest tchotchkes I’ve ever seen. Cynthia will adore them.”

“I’ll have them couriered over in the next day or two.”

“What would I do without you?”

“Spend less money,” I answered. Once Chris said goodbye and made for the front door, I took the phone from Max. “Hello?”

“Sebastian Snow?” a woman asked.

“Speaking.”

“My name’s Nellie Taylor. I’m a freelance journalist for the New York Courier.”

I furrowed my brow, asking, “Didn’t that newspaper shutter in the early 2000s?”

“We’re an online publication now.”

“How eco-friendly.”

“I’d like the opportunity to meet you in person. I’m writing an article on the Sandra Habel case, and it could benefit from some direct insight—specifically in regards to your interaction with the NYPD.”

I shot Max a quick look and he nodded frantically. “My what?”

“During a press conference this morning, it was floated that you’re working in a certain capacity with the NYPD. I’ve done a bit of digging, and I’ve found your name associated with a number of past cases—”

“I think you’re mistaken.”

“I don’t believe I am,” she said coolly. “Can we—?”

“No. Sorry.” I ended the call and passed Max the phone.

For a moment, the only one speaking was Louis Armstrong via the shop speakers, singing his haunting rendition of “St. James’ Infirmary” in that iconic raspy timbre.

Then Max said, “You’ve got to tell Calvin.”

I’d given Max a brief rundown of my day after watching the press conference, from the meeting with Homicide, to my conversation with Neil, to why me digging into Sandra, as one small business owner to another, might turn up pay dirt quicker than the cops’ involvement would. He’d been reasonably concerned—I mean, Sandra Habel had been brutally murdered, and it was looking a bit like deranged mysteries of yore—but he’d also been kind of psyched that I hadn’t opted to put my deerstalker on, but instead was professionally associated with the case.

“But on the DL, right?” Max had asked.

“Yeah. The NYPD doesn’t want word getting out of my involvement.”

“Because you’re famous?”

“More like it could be dangerous, especially if the perpetrator escalates.”

So my name being punted around by Sinclair had been problematic, but having a journalist call me at the Emporium? The situation had escalated to the next level really fucking fast, and now the detectives had a subproblem associated with Sandra’s killing.

Namely, me.

“He’s going to have a stroke,” I muttered while choosing his name from my phone’s contacts before putting the cell to my ear.

Calvin answered right before the call could click over to voicemail. “Sebastian,” he said, and the tried patience in his voice was as heavy as a brick and as painful as if it’d been thrown at my face. “I’ll have to call you back.”

“It’s—I’m sorry—but it’s a minor emergency.”

The half-second of silence sliced as deep as a brand-new razor blade. “What’s wrong?”

“I saw your press conference.”

“Wonderful,” Calvin said, deadpan.

“Cal… one of those journalists called me here at the shop. Not the one you were arguing with—this was a woman from the New York Courier.”

The shop phone rang in Max’s hand. He answered with his usual greeting, listened for a minute, then threw a hand up. He made aggressive eye contact with me and pointed at the phone.

“Hang up,” I ordered Max. “Don’t say—no, hang up.” To Calvin I said calmly, “A second has called.”

He swore, very quietly, then said nothing.

I listened as Calvin took slow and deliberate breaths before I said, “For being professional busybodies themselves, they’re really not much for investigative journalism if it took five cases to figure out we were involved.”

Calvin made a noise that could have been a laugh, but I wasn’t certain. “This is a nightmare.”

“It could be worse.”

“When did you become an optimist?”

“I’m not sure.”

“A woman was murdered, and now these bottom-dwellers have jeopardized your involvement by turning my case into one big, salacious sound bite, as if gay detectives have never fucking existed until today.”

“I’m not a detective,” I reminded.

Calvin sighed a bit heavier. “Baby, I am well aware.”

“There are plenty of detectives in the country who’re openly gay,” I continued. “But I think the star-studded treatment is because we bump uglies. Remember our trip to St. Louis? I found out afterward that those two weirdos at the hotel were actually PIs investigating the murder.”

“Those knuckleheads were licensed?”

“Uh-huh. But all anyone talked about on the convention’s forum was that they were dating. The dead person wasn’t nearly as interesting for the attendees.”

“Sebastian.”

“What I mean is, if Sinclair hadn’t put two and two together about our relationship, this would probably be like all the other mysteries.”

“Yes, well, be that as it may, in his attempt to turn my marriage into some sort of spicy tabloid headline, he’s inadvertently outed the name of a private citizen and official consultant to the general public and I’m irritated.”

Irritated was Calvin-speak for royally pissed off. It was the same thing when he said he was tired. Because he was never tired in those instances. He was exhausted and probably close to hallucinating. Over the course of our relationship, I’d become pretty adept at interpreting the deeper meaning of Calvin’s choice in polite verbiage and willingness to admit to such human faults. I said, very gently, “What would you like me to do?”

There was a thinking-quiet over the other end of the line, and then Calvin said, “Don’t speak with these reporters.”

“No, of course not.”

“And remember that the Emporium is a private business. If you feel harassed, you can tell them to leave or call for help.”

“You think they’re going to show up on my doorstep?”

“I don’t know. Sweetheart, I’m sorry, but I’ve got to go. If you feel unsafe—”

“No, I’m fine. It’s okay. I’ll see you tonight.”

Calvin said goodbye and hung up.

I lowered the cell and watched the screen go black. I frowned and tucked it into my pocket.

“That didn’t sound good,” Max stated.

“No.”

“What’s our next move?”

I scratched my stubble a moment before saying, “I want you to go home.”

“Come again?”

“If any of these reporters come by the shop, I don’t want it to be open season on you too.”

Max said, “I’m not leaving you to fend off the jackals alone. Why don’t you close the shop for the day and we both go home?”

“Keeping the store closed doesn’t pay the bills. Besides,” I continued when Max opened his mouth to protest, “I need to get those hounds from hell packed up for Chris.”

“I have a bad feeling about this.”

“That’s the cake-in-a-cup you had for breakfast. How much sugar was in that thing?” I asked.

Max rolled his eyes and started for the front door. “Says the guy with an industrial-size bag of saltwater taffy in his desk drawer—”

“Stop going through my things.”

“—and a cheesecake problem that, in all honesty, has reached intervention levels.”

“Enjoy being a trim, twentysomething-year-old brat while you still can,” I called after him. “Once you hit thirty, that Frappuccino is going right to your waistline. You’ll look like me in no time!”

Max opened the door, the bell chiming. He glanced over his shoulder, smirked, and asked coyly, “I’ll be short and cute?”

“I’m average height. Get the hell out of here.”

 

 

The shop was quiet after Max departed, but that was mostly due to me disconnecting the landline in an attempt to dissuade future journalists from trampling all over my private life. And for once, I was happy to have no customers either, so it was me and the definitive collection of Louis Armstrong as I prepared the spaniels for transport across the city. The dogs were gawky enough in both size and shape that wrapping them without help was a pain in the ass. Despite hiring out to a professional antique mover who’d been doing my pickups and drop-offs for years, I always prepared the parcel myself, prior to it being packed up in their moving crates.

It’s not that I didn’t trust other people… but I didn’t trust other people.

Dillon came out of the office, stretched, and wagged his tail as I huffed and puffed from behind the counter.

I glanced at him. “Your possessed cousins are finally out of here, and Dad made a profit of almost three grand. Thank God Staffordshire ceramics are on an upward swing again, huh?”

Dillon yawned and made a squeaky puppy sound.

“Stepdad. Whatever. You know it was my idea to adopt a dog to begin with, right?”

Dillon sneezed.

“Max dusted yesterday. You’re being dramatic.”

The bell chiming overhead warned that I needed to stop having a conversation with the dog and pretend to be a normal human. I straightened, knees sounding their tell-tale old-man crack before I leaned over the counter to see the customer. “Hello,” I called.

A man stepped forward, coming into focus as he neared the register, and raised a hand in greeting. Khakis, polo shirt, loafers—the most casual a white-collar worker dared to dress on a sweltering day. He had a bag slung over one shoulder, wore a pair of Clark Kent glasses, and had an undercut hairstyle paired with the manliest beard this side of being a professional lumberjack. The guy’s testosterone was practically a cologne.

“Hi. I’m looking for the owner?”

“That’s me,” I said, moving down the stairs and reaching a hand out. “Sebastian Snow.”

His paw encompassed my entire hand as we shook. “You’re younger than I expected.”

“Statistically, the old, balding men of Antiques Roadshow are a dying breed. Women now outnumber men by nearly ten percent in this industry, dealers under forty make up fifty percent of the business, and fifteen percent of us are gay as hell. Sorry, I didn’t catch your name?”

He gave a hearty, if somewhat confused laugh, before saying, “Joe Sinclair.”

I felt my expression snuff out like someone had set a glass cup over a lit candle. “Oh.” I pulled my hand free, considered Sinclair for half a heartbeat, then made an instinctual decision to pretend I didn’t already know him by proxy. He’d been brash with Calvin, but I was curious if he’d try a different approach with me. And really, I sort of wanted to give him some rope to hang himself by, because the second he tried to get dirt on my personal life, I was going to enjoy tossing his ass to the curb.

Calvin was a public servant. They had rules and regulations to abide by, and he hadn’t been able to do more than ignore Sinclair’s repeated inquiries during the press conference. I, on the other hand, was an ornery private citizen who had absolutely zero issue partaking in a verbal smackdown. In fact, considering I’d had to bite my tongue with Ferguson that morning, the idea of ripping into this guy was practically intoxicating—like I had a buildup of assholery that needed an outlet before I exploded.

“I mean—oh, it’s nice to meet you,” I hastily corrected before my face could do any more of the talking for me. “Is there something I can help you with?”

“I sure hope so.” He retrieved a wallet from his back pocket, plucked out a business card, and offered it. “I’m a reporter for Out in NYC.”

“Okay.” I didn’t read the card.

“I’m always looking for members of the community to elevate and feature in our publication. I believe it’s important that readers see LGBTQ people existing in all professions and walks of life.”

I played along. “So were you already up to snuff on those industry statistics and figured there was a semidecent chance I wasn’t straight?”

Sinclair smiled. “You’re not exactly a secret to the city.”

“You’d be referring to the Gay Miss Marple thing.”

“Hence why I thought you’d be older.”

Sure. Definitely has nothing to do with you having already met my older husband, I thought.

“So what do you say?” Sinclair asked.

“I’d say that’s very dependent on your story’s intended angle.”

“What do you mean?”

“You said you knew me because of a name the media gave me, which was due to an amateur sleuth intent on making some questionable life choices. You didn’t know of me because I’m a leading dealer and appraiser for a very niche interest within the antiquing world.”

I think Sinclair tried to stress some level of embarrassment at having his intentions found out, but it came off more as the cat that got the canary. He was very satisfied with himself. “Busted.”

“Why are you asking now, when those events occurred nearly two years ago?”

Sinclair said, “I’ve been trying to write a piece on a gay or lesbian cop for months. They’re surprisingly difficult to talk to.”

“Probably because they’re cops.”

“Yeah, well, even the out ones don’t want to be featured.”

“Again, because they’re cops,” I said. “Pretty much any major metro police force in this country is going to suffer from Extreme Macho Bullshit Syndrome, and LGBT officers get enough mud flung at them on a daily basis without you divulging their private lives in order to sell a few issues of your newspaper—”

“Magazine.”

“—To the badge bucks and bunnies of our community.”

“You’re very defensive, Mr. Snow.”

“Imagine.”

But Sinclair wasn’t deterred. “I think showcasing an amateur sleuth would make for an incredibly unique piece.”

“The ego stroke is appreciated, but I’m retired.”

“Everyone deserves to see themselves represented as a hero, don’t you think?” Sinclair asked.

“Of course.”

“And to know that a hero doesn’t need to confine to a traditional masculine occupation or aesthetic.”

I frowned. “Huh.”

“I didn’t mean to imply anything.”

“Oh.”

Sinclair smiled sheepishly. “I’ve put my foot in my mouth a few times. Let me try again. Mr. Snow, what I’ve read about you is fascinating, and I would be honored if I could get an exclusive interview from you and discuss the cases you’ve worked on in conjunction with your husband and the NYPD.”

I pointed a finger at him. “Are you more interested in my sleuthing history or my marriage?”

“Can’t it be both?”

“Not after this morning’s press conference.”

Sinclair sighed a little. “Detective Winter’s refusal to answer my questions is why I’m here. That can’t be held against me.”

“Sure it can,” I replied. “My husband didn’t appreciate you digging into our relationship or broadcasting my personal details during a briefing for an active homicide investigation. And I can assure you, I appreciate it even less that you came to my place of business, thinking you could trick me into answering those same questions.”

“The public has a right to know—”

“The public certainly doesn’t need to know every detail of Ms. Habel’s death when the perpetrator is still at large. Detecting 101 is to withhold vital clues only the criminal has knowledge of. It protects the integrity of the investigation.”

“So you are working the case?”

“I didn’t say that.”

Sinclair squared his shoulders, and in doing so, puffed his chest out a little, like he was angling for a fight. “I didn’t sit in on that briefing simply because someone killed Sandra Habel. This is New York City—people die all the time.”

“Yikes.”

He frowned but continued, “I was there because word on the street was that her murder was off—strange. Then you’re summoned to the precinct your husband works out of at zero dark thirty—”

“Yeah, so you already said. Have you been following me or something?” I interjected, losing my cool and detached tone in favor of actual aggravation.

“You have a history of getting involved in some really odd situations, Mr. Snow. The fact that you’re a gay man, married to the detective who’s unfortunate enough to catch all these murders, well, that’s icing on the cake. And it’ll make for a hell of a story.”

“I haven’t been targeted or forced into any sort of investigation this time.”

“Yet.”

I raised both eyebrows. “Excuse me?”

“Can I tell you what I think?”

“You’re going to tell me whether I’m interested or not.”

“I think,” Sinclair said, “there’s something hinky about the scene of the Habel crime. Something the cops can’t put their finger on. So they asked you, because you’re smart—smarter than them. And if that’s true, the murder is related to all this.” He paused to wave one hand at the organized chaos of the Emporium’s showroom floor. “The curious and bizarre. And someone, Mr. Snow, wants your attention. Badly.”

“I think you should leave.”

“You didn’t say anything during the Curiosities and Bones cases, and you and Detective Winter nearly died both times. Maybe that’s not the way to go about this mystery. Maybe this time you should put this psycho on blast. Call them out in front of the entire city.” Sinclair gave the business card I was still clutching a small nod. “And I can give you that megaphone.”

In response, I tore the business card in two and said calmly, “Goodbye, Mr. Sinclair.”


CHAPTER SIX

I leaned against the Emporium’s locked door after seeing Sinclair out. The showroom was empty. Louis Armstrong had come to an end, and someone—Max—had snuck an obnoxious song on the playlist—something about a “pink hotel,” which I was quite certain was not a reference to interior decorating. I replayed what Sinclair had said about someone wanting my attention. It’d admittedly freaked me out more than I cared to admit, but it wasn’t true. It couldn’t be true. Nothing about the last twenty-four hours had anything to do with me. And it wasn’t like if some nut really had been orchestrating this whole murder investigation, they could have predicted the police would turn to me as a consultant. In fact, based on my history with the NYPD, no one in their right mind would have expected Ferguson to show up on my doorstep, spiritoscope in-hand. It was like playing six-to-five blackjack on the Strip and thinking you’d walk away with more cash.

Just a stupid assumption.

Sinclair was mistaken. He’d based our current situation on past events and postulated instead of researched. Okay, yes, he’d been right that who I was and where my expertise lay had been a factor with both Brigg and Asquith, but it hadn’t been true of Andrews or White. So it was impossible—no, absurd—to say the death of Sandra Habel had anything to do with me. Because once you laid out the facts, they told a story different from what Sinclair hypothesized. He wanted the scoop on my presence. He wanted to make a name for himself off the back of my relationship and personal safety. The bastard was making a mountain out of a molehill.

I pushed off the door and wove around displays on my way to the office.

Rosie D, the feisty Yelp reviewer, was still niggling at the back of my brain. Something about it—the anger, the hurt, the betrayal, coupled with the timing of those one-star reviews—it rubbed me the wrong way. If I was a cop, I’d want to speak with Rosie as a possible person of interest. Had she known Sandra in-person? Was she a client? A friend? A lover? Or was it not about a personal connection and instead those reviews were something more… crafty? A competitor trying to bury Sandra’s business? That was certainly not unheard of. Maybe they had a relationship along the lines of mine and Greg Thompson’s. Granted ours didn’t come with a murder-y vibe—not that Greg didn’t feel homicidal around me, I’m sure.

I stepped over Dillon, who was sprawled in the doorway, and sat down at the computer. I jostled the mouse to wake the screen, navigated to the internet, then typed a few keywords into the search bar: Rosie D, Hell’s Kitchen, NYC, psychic. I wasn’t anywhere near as skilled at online sleuthing as Max, but my gut was convinced that this Rosie D character needed to be checked out. Sure, if the police could convince a judge there was enough here, they could get a warrant for the owner of the Rosie D username, but that was going to take time. And for the sake of the investigation, my safety, and Calvin’s sanity, it was time we didn’t have.

A Google search wouldn’t hurt anyone.

I pushed my glasses up and leaned forward to read the first page of website results: Rosie Demar, MD, a dermatologist on the Upper East Side. Rosalyn “Rosie” DiPierro, a real estate agent with commercial space listings in Hell’s Kitchen. Third on the list was an actual Rosie D, also referred to as Badass Slugger Bitch, which, fuck me if I knew what that meant before I realized it was a reference to some video-game character with a chest that looked extremely top-heavy and who fought with a baseball bat. 

There were half a dozen more pseudo-Rosie D results after those, but none that I could finger as a concrete connection to the Yelp reviewer. I tweaked the keywords, tried the search without the neighborhood, reduced it to “psychics near me,” per Google’s suggestion, even simply “Rosie D NYC,” but nada. She might have had a social media presence, but that was a whole other ecosystem of the internet to explore, and one that I had next to no experience with. I wasn’t even sure if I knew the Emporium’s log-in details for all the platforms we were on now. Would Max get notified if I tried brute-forcing my way into the accounts? Probably. I bet he had some “your boss is an idiot” safeguard on our pages.

I huffed loud enough to get Dillon’s attention, then navigated my way back to the beginning: Madam Sandra’s Yelp page. I sorted the lowest ratings to the top, scrolled past Rosie D, then checked out some of the older negative comments. They read like pretty standard lowball reviews any business could receive: the hours sucked, the Madam was an up-seller, she burned too much sage—okay, that last one was a bit more industry-specific, but still.

I’d nearly closed out of the browser in frustration before a fragment of a sentence caught my eye: ask for Rose. I hovered my finger over the screen where the month-old review began, and read more carefully. Accusations of the Madam asking too many vague questions, constructing a reading based on the responses of her customer, and leaving the woman unsatisfied and feeling swindled out of several hundred dollars. I whistled absently, murmured an apology when I heard Dillon jump to his feet like he thought it was time for a walk, then came to the full sentence in question: I’m going back to Midtown Mediums. I recommend them instead—ask for Rose, she was great for my first experience.

“Found you,” I murmured. I opened a second tab, searched for Midtown Mediums, and pulled up an address only a few blocks away from the Madam’s. What were the odds? I took out my cell and dialed their number.

An enthusiastic woman answered the call with, “Midtown Mediums, we offer combo packages for parties of three or more, and tarot readings are fifty percent off every Tuesday and Thursday. This is Harmony. How may I guide you today?”

Good God, did I hate the business spiels before we’d even talked business.

“Yeah, hi. I, uh… does Rose work here? Someone recommended I see her for… erm… I don’t know what to call it—a séance?”

Harmony tittered. “No, sir, we don’t conduct séances. We offer readings—tarot readings, love readings, past-life readings, astrology readings, spirit readings…. If you’re specifically looking to speak with a loved one who has passed on, that would be our spirit reading, which Rose currently offers.”

“How much is a reading with Rose?”

“Can you really put a price on connecting with the other side?” Harmony countered.

“If the cost of being dead outweighs that of being alive, yeah.”

Harmony didn’t like that, and she said in a slightly clipped tone, “Four hundred per session.”

“I’d rather pay city taxes,” I concluded.

“No, wait, hang on,” Harmony said quickly. “What’s today?”

“Fifty percent off Tarot Thursday,” I replied.

“Oh! My goodness. Our Thursday deal also includes spirit readings.”

“How convenient.”

“Shall I put you down for an appointment?”

I glanced at a framed photo of me and Calvin that I’d had on my desk since before we’d even moved in together, and was reminded of a quote from Marx: History repeats itself, first as tragedy, second as farce.

I wasn’t Napoleon III, but nonetheless the concept was sound—don’t be so hellbent on a goal that you blunder your way into becoming the laughingstock of history.

Taking a breath, I told Harmony, “Yes.”

 

 

East Village to Hell’s Kitchen wasn’t exactly a difficult commute, but it did involve having to get from Second to Ninth Avenue, which I surely wasn’t going to walk in this heat. Instead, I opted to sweat my nuts off in the bowels of the subway in order to hop the L crosstown before transferring to the C. The air underground was humid, stale, and reeked of piss, and the platform was hot as hell. The train itself wasn’t much better—one of those tin cans that still ran the A, C, E line—with air-conditioning that couldn’t combat the too many overheated bodies, the wretched funk of teen BO coming from a gaggle of boys shoved into the corner of the car, and I don’t want to say there was a guy yodeling somewhere in the sea of passengers, but it sure sounded like it. By the time I body-slammed my way off at Fiftieth Street, I was beyond the need for a second shower and pitied whoever stood too close to me.

I walked west to Tenth Avenue, then south a few blocks, and came to a stop outside an unassuming storefront with a display window that had been draped with a blackout curtain and nothing more. The stencil across the glass in an obnoxious cursive read Midtown Mediums. The shop was nestled between a 24-7 bodega and pub with both the pride and Irish flags hanging limp over the entrance. The psychics probably pulled in great money from the freshly graduated, working finance, ready-to-get-shitfaced-with-the-bros Friday-night crowd.

I approached the glass door and gave it a push. The bottom grated against tile as I stepped inside, a deep groove in the floor suggesting this was simply one of those idiosyncrasies of the building and money was better spent elsewhere than fixing it. I had to give the door a firm push closed to unstick it, and then I took a look around the store. Lots of candles. Lots of shiny rocks. Lots of crystal balls catching and reflecting back an inverted likeness of myself. The rugs, tablecloths, and chairs were all elaborate in their stitched patterns and gilded construction. The shop smelled of sandalwood, and playing overhead was some kind of relaxation soundtrack with a lot of gongs.

All in all, very stereotypical.

To my right, door beads were parted as a young woman with a mop of curly hair stepped into view. She was wearing a very cropped crop top and shorts that were, at best, an afterthought. If she bent over, both cheeks were going to be on full display. Hell, if she reached for anything overhead, for that matter….

I must have stared for a second too long, because she flashed a smile in a way that suggested she was well aware of the effect she had on men and was pleased to see my reaction mirrored past conquests.

“I’m gay,” I blurted, without context.

Her eyebrows rose and her smile only got bigger. “I’m Harmony.”

“No, I mean—I wasn’t staring.”

“You were a little.”

“I was appreciating an aesthetic.”

“Aesthetic?” She looked down at herself, angled one way, then the other. “Do you think I look like those chubby ladies in old paintings or something?”

“I assume you’re referring to the Baroque period in art history. And no, you don’t look like them, although a full-figured woman was considered to be the standard in beauty then.”

“They were chubby,” Harmony reiterated. “I’m not.”

“Okay, well, I have an appointment with Rose.”

Harmony’s expression brightened. “Snow, right?”

“Yeah.”

She toddled on heels to a register in the far corner, tapped a few buttons, then said, “It’ll be two hundred. Payment in full up front.”

I managed to suppress a full-body shudder as I handed over my credit card, then whispered a silent thank-you to whoever in the cosmos might have been listening that the only joint account Calvin and I had was for bills. Because I couldn’t even begin to imagine what sort of excuse I’d have to pull out of my ass if he got a look at this charge on my monthly statement.

Harmony handed back the card, gave me a receipt to sign, then motioned me to follow through the door beads and down a hall. “Rose can see you right away,” she explained. “You’re lucky she had a last-minute cancellation. Otherwise, you’d be on the waitlist.”

I glanced over my shoulder at the empty reception area. Waitlist. Right.

The hallway was claustrophobic, with low lighting and a series of doors on either side—which I had to assume were private reading rooms. How many psychics worked here? Was it a freelance sort of position? Did they rent one of these little rooms and Midtown Mediums took a portion of their sales as commission? I had so many questions about their business model.

Harmony stopped at the second-to-last door on the left, opened it, and motioned for me to enter. “Rose will be with you in a moment.”

“Thanks.” I stepped inside, the door quietly clicked shut behind me, and I was alone in a room the size of my apartment bathroom, only it had a hell of a lot more tapestry. Fabric was draped over the table, chair, even hanging from the ceiling in a way that obscured the rest of the room with makeshift, semitranslucent walls. The lighting was more dim in here than the hall, but the gray wasn’t quite right, which led me to suspect the bulbs were colored for some kind of moody, mystical effect that folks who understood ROY G. BIV on a practical level could enjoy. I definitely didn’t need my sunglasses, though, so I took a minute to exchange lenses. With my back to the table, I didn’t see her enter, or, fuck, maybe she’d been hiding behind the shimmering layers of gauze the whole time.

“Sit down, Mr. Snow.”

I jumped and spun around, one foot getting tangled in a ball of drapery on the floor. I grabbed the back of the chair at the table in order to catch myself, then looked up to see a shadowy figure standing on the opposite side of the room. She was backlit and partially obscured by tapestry, so I couldn’t make out her face or any discerning features. “Jesus… knock first.”

She raised her hands high, bracelets clinking as she proclaimed, “The Mystifying Rose doesn’t knock.”

“Couldn’t come up with any good alliterations for Rose, huh?”

She lowered her hands and said with a touch of indignation, “Remarkable Rose sounds like an all-natural cleaning product.” She motioned. “Sit down.”

I drew the chair out, sat, and waited, but she didn’t come forward to join me. “So—”

“I’m sure you’re wondering how I knew your name.”

“Harmony,” I answered simply.

“Ah, but your first name is… Sebastian.”

“She ran my credit card before I came in here.”

“I see a male figure in your life,” Rose continued as she began to pace back and forth behind the tapestry. “C-something. Yes, it’s a name that begins with a C. Does that mean anything to you?”

It meant the Mystifying Rose took one look at me, a gay man in his thirties—which Harmony had no doubt told her before she joined me—and logically deduced I, one, interact with more men than women, two, those men are probably close to me in age, and three, one of the most popular boys’ names throughout the ’70s and ’80s was Christopher, so chances were I probably did know a man with a C-name.

Obviously, Harmony had not given Rose all the details of my appointment and overlooked telling the psychic that I wasn’t here to have my romance read in the stars, but was instead signed up for some good old-fashioned table-rapping. I could have told Rose that myself. Nice try, I see what you’re doing here. But I’m an asshole, so instead I said, “Yes, a C-name means something to me.”

“I’m also sensing that you are sometimes insecure in relationships.”

Ah, we were going with the Barnum-style of a cold reading.

“Sometimes,” I agreed.

Rose turned toward me, still shadowed by all the gauzy tapestry. “I sense that you can also be critical of yourself and of others.”

I couldn’t help the snort that found its way out of me. “Sorry.” I cleared my throat. “Kneejerk reaction.”

“This tendency has caused problems with a relationship in your life.”

The self-serving bias of these statements was incredible.

“Problems and insecurity with the C-name?” I asked.

She didn’t answer definitively, but instead countered with, “Does that make sense to you?”

“Oh, sure.” Then, with a severity that could have landed me an Academy Award for my efforts, I said, “Is my husband cheating on me? He has a C-name, and sometimes… sometimes I can be so judgmental of his meal plans or music choices.” I wrung my hands together before adding, “It’s caused a lot of discontent in our relationship.”

Rose sounded practically jubilant as she said, “I sense that—a lot of unhappiness in your future. This will escalate into something neither of you can come back from, if not resolved.”

I covered my mouth, shook my shoulders a little, and gave off the effect of trying to hold back a sob.

Drapes on the floor rustled as Rose took a step closer. “We need to cleanse your aura. Your husband’s too! We can heal your sadness and bring about some emotional stability. It’ll cost—”

I lowered my hand from my mouth and blew a raspberry. “My husband isn’t cheating on me,” I said in a very matter-of-fact tone. “And he can eat as much peanut butter as he wants and listen to AC/DC on repeat until his ears bleed. It’s no skin off my nose. I came here for a spirit reading.”

Rose drew herself up bigger, crossed her arms, and huffed. “But you’ll need to be cautious of future conflicts—”

“No. Our marriage is fine. Can you do a spirit reading, or should I assume that’ll be as accurate as your view on my romance?”

“You need to clear yourself of these negative thoughts, or no spirit will want to communicate with you.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

“I’m only an interpreter,” Rose explained, once more using animated hand gestures as she seamlessly rolled into the next topic of conversation. “And even though you are a skeptic, Mr. Snow, you need to have positive intentions and not be resistant to the experience. Trust me, give me your full attention, and understand that while some messages may not be what you want to hear, or even understand, they are what the spirits deem you in need of.”

“Now that we’ve covered the terms and conditions.”

Rose remained standing behind the layers of hanging tapestry, a dark shadow of clichéd flowing skirts and some kind of loose peasantry top. She raised both hands, and again the bracelets around her wrists clinked together with the movement. “There’s a woman.”

“That’ll be a first.”

“A matriarch.”

Despite not believing one word of the crap Rose was flinging, I couldn’t help but think of my own family at that moment. My mother had walked out on me and my dad when I was only six years old. For “complicated adult reasons,” I remember being told, but I think, in all honesty, she hadn’t ever wanted to be a mother and hadn’t been honest about that with my father, who did desperately want to have children. And when their bundle of joy turned out to have “learning disabilities”—which was not the case, it just took all of the adults in my life a hot minute to realize I was blind as a bat—I think she’d mentally and emotionally tapped out. She didn’t want to deal with the limitations I was presenting to her life. So she’d left. I hadn’t seen or spoken to her since, and I don’t think Pop had either. It didn’t hurt me, which sounds unbelievable, but I’d been young enough to not really understand the situation at the time, and by then was more emotionally attached to my dad than her, so I think I turned out okay. Don’t get me wrong, though… the woman was dead to me. She’d ditched Pop—broke his heart, left a small child in his care without any secondary financial or familial support, and clearly, after nearly thirty years, hadn’t ever once felt an iota of regret for the choice she’d made.

What was really setting off my bullshit detector, though, was the fact that I’d never had a relationship to speak of with my maternal grandparents—didn’t even know when they’d passed, to be honest—and on my father’s side, they were both gone before I’d reached third grade, so not much of a connection there either. Pop was an only child too, which meant no aunts or older cousins who could be this matriarchal figure Rose claimed wanted to relay a message to me, so come on. Was it my elementary school librarian or something? Give me a break.

“She’s showing me pain in her head—did you know someone who passed from an injury to their head or neck?”

“No.”

Rose didn’t take no for an answer. “She’s very insistent. It could be brain cancer, Alzheimer’s—”

That’s when I went in for the kill. “A knife to the jugular?”

Rose lowered her hands slightly, her dark shape turning toward me. “That would certainly do it.”

“I bet her name’s Sandra Habel.”

“Who are you?”

“A busybody.”

“You’re not a cop?”

“No.”

“Then get out of here,” Rose answered, dropping the medium act all together.

“You knew Sandra Habel.”

“I haven’t any idea—”

“Sure you do,” I interrupted. “That’s how niche communities work. Everyone knows everyone. And sometimes you know their dirt… or sometimes you invent their dirt. Isn’t that right, Rosie D?”

She didn’t move from behind the curtains. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Your Yelp reviews. ‘A fraud, a con artist, a bitch, stealing business from legitimate psychics.’” I leaned back in the chair and crossed a leg over the other knee. “You really had it out for Sandra, as recently as Monday. And she was found dead Tuesday morning. The papers are calling her murderer the Ouija Killer.”

Rose made a sudden movement forward, seemed to think better of it at the last second, and instead remained opposite me behind the flowy gauze. “Jesus Christ,” she swore, and her tone dipped an octave lower, the Mystifying Rose voice turning out to be as legit as the rest of her shtick. “I didn’t kill Sandra.”

“You already knew she was dead?”

“It’s like you said, niche community. Her cleaner ran to the Wash & Fold next door for help. The owner’s son hooks up with Harmony now and then. He called Harmony, Harmony told us here at Midtown.”

“So by lunch everyone in the psychic business knew Sandra was dead?” I concluded.

“By brunch,” Rose corrected. “And I wasn’t the only one who had a beef with that woman.”

“Oh?”

“No one liked her.”

“She’s got dozens of five-star reviews.”

“Clients love her,” Rose spat. “They think she’s God’s fucking gift.”

“So why doesn’t the community like her?”

Rose scoffed and put her hands on her hips. “I’ve got the gift, like my Nonna Rose did. But that—that bitch comes out of nowhere, laying stakes down on an already-claimed neighborhood, and in a few years, siphoned off at least half of Midtown’s clientele. She doesn’t even interact with the community. Just takes, takes, takes. Money, money, money. So yeah, I wrote those fake reviews, and I’m not sorry. But if you think I killed her, you’re out of your mind.”

“People kill for a lot less.”

“My freedom isn’t worth the price. She’d be dead and still have beaten me if I wound up in prison. No way in hell am I letting some dweeby killjoy walk in here and accuse me of homicide.”

If Calvin didn’t put Dweeby Killjoy on my headstone when I died, I was going to come back and haunt his ass, with or without the help of Midtown Mediums.

“Who do you think killed her?” I asked.

“How the fuck should I know?” Rose was sounding more New York and less new-age life coach by the minute.

“What’s your gift say?”

“Smartass.”

“Yeah, usually,” I said with a smile. “Sandra’s cleaner said none of her belongings or valuables were disturbed, so she wasn’t robbed. And unless she was phenomenally clumsy, I doubt she fell on a kitchen knife and managed to puncture a major artery. So what do you think? Business revenge?”

Rose shifted foot-to-foot in a display of classic discomfort. “It wouldn’t surprise me. Like I said, Sandra had enemies. Too many for me to name—and I wouldn’t, by the way. But our community is about love and light, not misery and murder.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Maybe she pissed off her landlord. Stiffed a waiter. Gave the finger to a taxi driver, who knows. People kill for a lot less, right?”

I got to my feet, pulled the strap of my bag across my chest, and asked, “Where were you Monday night and Tuesday morning?”

“I don’t have to tell you anything.”

“You’d rather tell the police?”

She laughed this time. “I’m not saying shit to them.”

“Look, this will take too long to explain, but the quick and dirty is, I know how these tight-knit communities work, I know how the cops work, and I seem to be forever wedged between the two. If you’re innocent, if you’ve got an alibi for when Sandra was murdered, I’d say so. Because right now, you look real suspicious, and it’s only a matter of hours before the NYPD puts together the same clues I did to find you. And they won’t pay two hundred bucks to talk to you.”

I couldn’t see Rose’s expression, couldn’t discern any body language through the tapestry and shadows, but her outline—the general impression—was that of hesitation.

She wanted to say something.

She was going to say something.

But then all I got was “Even your spirit guide hopes you get hit by an MTA bus.”

I sighed and went to the door. I turned the knob, glanced over my shoulder, and asked, “Have you ever heard of the spiritoscope?”

“Get bent, Mr. Snow.”

“All right, thanks.”

“Blessed be.”


CHAPTER SEVEN

I stood outside of Readings by Madam Sandra, two hundred dollars poorer but rich in freshly steeped curiosity. Like The City’s article had lamented, the neon sign in the window was off and the interior was dark. I cupped my hands around my eyes and peered through the glass—one reading table, two chairs, a multitude of shelves lining the walls, probably packed with the same assorted bits and bobs necessary to these midtown hustlers. I wasn’t able to make out much more than that, although I did notice whoever the CSU detective had been on the scene left behind an evidence identification marker—number fourteen.

I took a step back, the sidewalk cellar door creaking loudly under my weight. I studied the windows of the second floor that overlooked Tenth Avenue. The article had also specified that Sandra lived above her psychic shop. I glanced to the right at the unassuming tenant door and moved toward it. I tried the handle, but it was locked.

Sweat followed the curve of my spine like it was a waterslide, soaking my shirt where it was tucked into trousers. I took a minute to roll my sleeves back another layer until they were just past my elbows. Everyone around me looked about as miserable as I felt: sweat-dampened clothing, melting makeup, fanning themselves with whatever impromptu item they had on-hand. I took my sunglasses off briefly, wiped my face on my sleeve, then put them back on and headed to the Wash & Fold next door.

If it was a sauna outside, inside the Wash & Fold was like being face-first up Satan’s anus. The door had been tied open with what looked like a shoelace, probably in a desperate attempt to catch a passing breeze and stir some of the heat from the dozen dryers, but no dice. The air was as dead as a doornail. A young guy—dark hair, lanky and tall like Max, but maybe a few years older—stood behind the counter, filling out some kind of receipt. I took a shot in the dark and guessed he was the owner’s son who “hooks up with Harmony now and then.”

He glanced at me and asked, “Picking up?”

“No. I’m actually looking for Marie Yang and thought you might be able to help me.”

He lowered his pen and raised his head to stare at me straight-on. “Sorry, you got the wrong place. Marie doesn’t work here.”

I jutted my thumb to the right, saying, “I know. She worked for Sandra Habel.”

Hookup looked like he didn’t trust me as far as he could throw me.

So I made up a little white lie to move things along. “I’m an antique dealer,” I explained. “In the East Village. I’ve been looking into an artifact for Ms. Habel, but now that she’s… well, I don’t know what to do with it and thought Ms. Yang could advise me.”

Hookup’s expression softened a touch. “Antique dealer?”

I dug a business card out from my wallet and slid it across the countertop. “Snow’s Antique Emporium. Sebastian Snow.”

“Jazz,” he offered, pointing to himself before adding, “I didn’t think Sandra was into old junk.”

My eye twitched, but I managed a cordial “No?”

Jazz shrugged and pushed the card back after briefly studying the contact details. “Her shop is—was—full of all that woo-woo stuff. I think she gets it from Etsy or Amazon.”

“This was an old piece of woo-woo junk.”

“Cool.”

“So do you know how I can get in touch with Marie?”

“I guess I can give her a call. I have her number. No offense, but I don’t know you from Jack. I’m not about to give a lady’s details to a total stranger.”

“That’s fair.”

Jazz eyed me a minute longer, came to some internal conclusion that I very likely wasn’t a threat—what gave it away?—and tapped a few buttons on his phone’s screen before putting it to his ear. After a moment, he shook his head and lowered the cell. “She’s not answering.”

“Can you try one more time? It’s kind of important.”

“What’s in it for me?”

“Are you serious? My undying gratitude.”

Jazz rolled his eyes, tapped the screen a second time, and put the phone back to his ear. He shook his head again. “Voicemail.”

“Damn it.”

“I can let her know you stopped by if she calls back,” he offered.

I nudged my business card still on the countertop. “Thanks. Keep this, then, will you?” I turned for the open door but stopped to ask, “Were you open when whatever happened… happened?”

“To Sandra? We open at seven, and Marie usually pops in next door around eight. Sandra was already dead, from what I heard.”

“Did Marie say anything about the scene?”

One of the dryers from down the line beeped as its cycle finished.

Jazz asked with a note of wariness, “What do you mean?”

“Like, what she saw.”

“She saw a dead body, man.”

“Never mind. Forget it.”

I was nearly out the door when he called, “Hey, how’d you know to come here?”

I glanced back inside. My shirt was plastered to my chest, practically translucent with sweat, and I tugged at it uncomfortably. “Rose and Harmony.”

Jazz perked like a predator who’d caught the sight of prey on the horizon.

Had I been that thirsty at his age? God, I hoped not. It was embarrassing.

“You know Harmony?”

“Sure. We go way back,” I lied.

“Yeah?”

“I know you two got a thing.”

Jazz finally cracked an amused smile. “What are you, fifty?”

“No, just married.”

“It’s not a thing. We’re hanging out. Keeping it casual.”

“Netflix and chilling. Got it.” I turned again.

Jazz stumbled over himself to say, “I mean—unless—did she say something else?”

I looked at him and merely shrugged.

“Don’t be like that.” He fanned himself with the collar of his T-shirt and said, “That detective—Radcliff, I think—he asked me and my dad if we’d seen anything suspicious Monday night.”

“And did you?”

“No. We close at seven. Seven to seven. Sandra stays open until midnight. Midtown Mediums does too. Harmony says the bar scene pays well.”

I knew it.

“When we locked up Monday night,” Jazz continued, “I remember seeing her through the window at the table, giving a reading. Nothing seemed off the next morning either.”

“You didn’t notice her slumped over the table with a knife in her neck?”

Jazz’s expression twisted into one of disgust, but he shook his head. “God, no. I’d have called 911. The lights were off. I swear I didn’t see anything.”

Between 7:00 p.m. and midnight on Monday, someone had entered Readings by Madam Sandra, killed her while she was on the clock—given she was found at her table—and then flipped the lights and locked the door on their way out. The fact that Sandra had been killed without any—at least no reported—scuffle or fight led me to believe it was premeditated. Which made Rose’s suggestion of an upset taxi driver seem less and less likely by the second. A disgruntled client was a hell of a lot harder to rule out, because besides those false one-stars left by Rose, Sandra did have a few disappointed patrons peppered throughout those Yelp reviews….

So the killer had entered with the spiritoscope in-hand, which meant they knew they planned to set a scene, which only further reinforced the idea of premeditation. Someone wanted to not only kill Sandra, but humiliate her. Even in death, strip her of the success she’d fostered as a medium by leaving a tangible reminder that her career was built on lies and deception. I was certain the cops had questioned Marie Yang about the spiritoscope. And she would have told them she’d never seen it before, was certain it didn’t belong to Sandra.

Now, the real question was: Was Sandra’s murder a one-off? Or the start of something? And if it was the start, like Ferguson seemed to genuinely fear, given the news that more spiritoscopes existed, and maybe he was imagining a repeat of the Barnum curiosities strewn about the city… who was next on the killer’s list?

“Did Sandra have enemies?” I asked, hoping for some of the hot goss that Rose had refused to share.

Jazz shrugged. “I’m friendlier with Marie than Sandra. But I guess a lot of the other psychics in town didn’t love her.”

“Because she stole clients?”

“I don’t really know. I write receipts for other people’s dirty underwear for a living. I’m not exactly on the up-and-up with Hell’s Kitchen drama.” He flapped the collar of his shirt again. “Sandra had an argument with someone about a week ago. I was rolling down the security gate, so I didn’t really hear what they were saying, but it was pretty intense. They were standing in the open doorway, and then the person took off. Sandra slammed the door shut.”

“What’d the person look like?”

“I don’t know, I wasn’t paying attention.”

“Man? Woman?”

“Come on, dude. Maybe a man. Maybe a tall woman.”

“Did you tell Detective Radcliff about the fight?” I tried.

“Yeah. But I didn’t have much to tell him either. Just a disagreement, the other person stalked off, and Sandra never acted like there was a reason to be concerned.”

“Did anyone ever mention a spiritoscope to you?” I motioned with both hands. “About this big, made out of wood—”

Jazz interrupted, “I’ve no idea what you’re talking about.”

“No one ever does,” I said with a sigh.

“Hey,” he called one last time. “You’re married. Got any advice for me and Harmony?”

“Er… don’t compare her to a piece of artwork. She will misinterpret that in a very specific way.”

I left the Wash & Fold and trekked to the end of the block, where I ducked under the awning of a UPS drop-off for a bit of respite. I took out my cell, opened a text message at random, and tapped the keyboard absently while I thought, so no one would think I was stroking out from the heat as I took a minute to stare into space while gathering my thoughts. What did we—I—know so far?

Sandra Habel was murdered Monday, after neighboring businesses had closed for the evening. Her killer knew she’d be open in the later hours. Her killer had also purposely left the spiritoscope behind, which was taken into evidence by the police. Because of me, it’d been suggested that the antique was a message, possibly an indirect reference to Sandra’s moral compass. Sandra had been in business for a few years and was, for the most part, beloved by clients and despised by competition.

Mystifying Rose, aka Rosie D, aka whatever her real name was, was one of those in the community who felt slighted when Sandra moved in on already-claimed territory. Rose had left a series of negative reviews over the last week in an attempt to take Sandra’s business rating down a few notches. That would be the same week someone had a loud and public disagreement with Sandra. Was that fight the possible catalyst?

Marie Yang had found Sandra dead on Tuesday morning, most likely around eight o’clock, which was when Jazz said she came to clean the shop. And Marie, if that quote printed in The City was anything to go by, had liked Sandra a great deal. That didn’t mean she wasn’t a suspect, though. Killing someone and then pretending to find the body was one of the oldest tricks in the book. I had no idea what Radcliff had initially made of her, but I knew how Calvin’s mind worked, and he’d want to ask her follow-up questions of his own, if he hadn’t already done so this morning.

What did this all boil down to?

Rose had motive.

Marie had means.

…And I needed provenance on that fucking spiritoscope—if it even existed.

I looked at who I’d been typing a very long gibberish message to and instead gave him a ring. “Good morning.”

“It’s one in the afternoon, try again,” Aubrey Grant said.

“Sorry. It’s been a long day.”

“I’m on my lunch break.”

“I thought you had something else in your mouth.”

“I wish,” Aubrey said, sounding a touch forlorn. “Is this important?”

One of the reasons it’d taken Aubrey a lifetime and a half to return to the city was because he’d sincerely loved managing that historical home in Key West and wanted to continue in the same line of work. Only, it wasn’t like there were tons of homes that doubled as museums here in the five boroughs. Of the one or two that did, and were of the Victorian American period, they weren’t looking to add another salary and benefits package to their payroll. So when the property manager of a home on the Lower East Side, a guy Aubrey said was Bela Lugosi back from the grave, was looking to retire, he’d jumped at the position. Aubrey had since been head of The Percy House, a historic landmark in the city that’d once been the home of eccentric inventor, Edmond Percy, who’d been a bit like if Edison and Tesla had a love child.

“Would I call if it wasn’t important?” I countered.

“Sure hope it’s about that servant bell system we purchased through the Emporium.”

“It hasn’t come in yet.”

“The board is really hoping to have that on display in the kitchen before our 150th anniversary event.”

“Can you slap the guilt on a bit heavier? I’m not quite convinced I’m a piece of shit yet.”

Aubrey laughed quietly.

“The bell system is coming from England, you know.”

“I know.”

“It’s been held up in customs for over a week.”

“I know.”

“The sender didn’t include an accurate description for the package, despite me having supplied the exact definition to write on the forms. I swear to God, I’m one step away from wiping people’s asses for them.”

Around a bite of his lunch, Aubrey asked, “Get it all out of your system?”

“Did I mention it’s been a long day?”

“You did, yes. Are you okay?”

“Do you know what a spiritoscope is?” I asked.

Aubrey hemmed for a moment. “I don’t think—oh! That’s an antique talking board, isn’t it?”

“Sort of. Invented by Robert Hare during the Spiritualism movement.”

I could hear typing over the line—Aubrey must have been doing a Google search.

“Sure, I remember this now.”

“You remember it?”

“When I was still with Gold Guys,” Aubrey began, referring to a pawn shop here in the city he’d worked at years and years ago. “It was just after meeting you. I started cruising the major auction houses every morning—Sotheby’s, Christie’s, Heritage.”

“Why?”

“Because you were an irritating fount of knowledge without even trying, and I was sick of working at a place where a guy once tried to pawn his own testicles. I figured the best way to learn a little about a lot was to study verified and appraised items.”

“Smart. But what’s that got to do with the spiritoscope?” I asked.

“Right, right. One of them—there’s more than one model, isn’t there?—was up for auction, and I remember it because, you know, it’s kind of strange and so stereotypical of the period.”

“That was the last you’ve seen or heard about one?”

“Pretty sure. Why? What’s going on?”

“I’d love to track down the buyer.”

“Start calling the houses.”

“You’re the one who saw the listing, not me.”

“Years ago, Seb,” Aubrey protested. “I don’t remember the details. Besides, you’d have a better shot at tracking down provenance. I do my museum purchasing through you, after all.”

“Not all of it, though.”

“Don’t give me that shit again. You don’t specialize in furniture. I needed a chaise lounge appropriate to the 1870s. I couldn’t ignore the parlor revamp simply because my bestie doesn’t like dealing in practical goods.”

“Microscope slides decorated in lithograph are perfectly practical to the period. By the late nineteenth century, plenty of households owned microscopes and curiosity cabinets.”

“You tried to sell me a box of nearly a hundred slides, which included bugs and human tissue.”

“It’s interesting!” I argued.

“I can’t furnish a museum with that!” Aubrey cried. “I’m hanging up now.”

“You’re such a diva.”

“You’re a bitch.”

“If you happen to remember anything, give me a ring?”

“If I remember—about the spiritoscope?”

“No, I’d like to know how your patrons are enjoying that chaise lounge.”

Aubrey scoffed, but agreed, then asked, “Are we still doing brunch this Sunday?”

“I guess.”

“Remind me to punch you in the dick before the first round of mimosas.” He hung up.

Aubrey could have been a touch more helpful, but it was curious that at least one version of the spiritoscope had been sold through legitimate channels, and not too long ago, when you take into account the passage of time in the arts and antique industry being decidedly slower than the rest of the world’s perception. If it indeed sold at one of the big houses, as Aubrey claimed, then it’d very likely fetched a pretty penny too. And based on my own experience with auction clientele, this told me we were looking at a suspect who had money to burn and probably liked collecting. After all, your average Joe wasn’t withdrawing hard-earned savings to go shopping at Sotheby’s.

This made Marie, and possibly Rose, problematic persons of interest. Cleaning storefronts didn’t strike me as a job that allowed for any sort of frivolous spending, and while Rose might have been making bank a few years ago, by her own words, business was way down as of late. Of course, I didn’t know either of their financial situations years ago when that spiritoscope had been up for auction, or that it hadn’t possibly exchanged hands in private since the initial sale and found its way into either of those women’s lives. Rose was certainly the right personality—someone who would have a genuine interest in a Spiritualism antique, and there was also the fact that she refused to disclose details as to her whereabouts earlier in the week, which presented a suspicious dead end.

So I circled back to Marie—the quiet observer who’d finagled her way into a guarded community. Perhaps being around Sandra had developed an interest in spirits or the occult for Marie. Just because she dusted trinkets and took out the trash for a living didn’t mean she couldn’t have her mind on more thought-provoking things. I mean, I was a great example: I collected oddities for a living, yet here I was, trying to solve a murder instead.

No, scratch that. I was not sleuthing into a murder. I was looking into the purchase and ownership history of the spiritoscope.

I opened a web browser on my phone, held it close, and carefully pecked out, Marie Yang and Whitepages. I wasn’t sure of any other method in which to find her, and I really, really wanted to talk with Marie. It was like a compulsive tick in the back of my brain, a buzzing that kept getting louder by the minute. There was something there—something that’d turn out to be the missing piece in this tragedy. Finding it would allow Calvin to close this investigation and also do away with any further attempts Sinclair made at publishing an article along the lines of “Then and Now: The Cases of a Gay Sleuthhound,” or something as equally trite.

I found three Marie Yangs listed in the city. One address was in Brooklyn Heights and another in Lenox Hill. I didn’t think the dollar signs associated with those neighborhoods would be welcoming to a decidedly blue-collar woman like the Marie I was on the hunt for. But the third address—way the fuck uptown in Inwood—was more in line with what I was expecting. If Marie was, in fact, even listed in the online Whitepages.

Expelling a breath that was cooler than the air around me, I pocketed my phone, turned east, and started walking toward the Uptown 1.


CHAPTER EIGHT

It took nearly an hour to reach 207th Street.

The 1 train rumbled overhead toward 215th Street as I made my way down the steps from the elevated platform, walking stick extended because I was cranky and wanted the distance inherently provided by the cane. I was swimming in my own juices, had a headache from the shitty, strobing lights of the train, and was so hungry that even the fried chicken joint on the corner of 207th and Post Avenue seemed like a good idea, despite the deep fryers likely making that place inhospitable to humans. Breakfast with Neil had felt like a lifetime ago, and I’d been so preoccupied with work, followed by Sinclair’s unwanted visit, and then the “polite inquiries”—that’s what I was calling sleuthing now—I’d been making into Rose and Marie that the fact that it was past lunchtime hadn’t really hit until I’d had nothing to do but sit on the train and watch the guy across from me eat his way through four paper bags of churros bought from the Blessed Churro Ladies of the subway.

I checked my phone again to confirm the address of the most likely Marie Yang, and found it within a few minutes—a three-story multiuse, the ground floor taken up by a mom-and-pop grocery and flower shop. I collapsed my cane, shoved it into my bag, and wove around a herd of unsupervised school-aged kids racing up and down the block, screaming and laughing as they soaked each other with water guns. I read the names on the door buzzer and was relieved to see M. Yang, 2R—rear apartment. I pressed, let go, and waited.

No reply.

I tried again.

Nada.

Maybe she wasn’t home. It was a weekday, and Sandra wouldn’t have been the only person she was employed by. Of course, there was also the chance the intercom was on the fritz. Ours had stopped working for about a month earlier in the year, and it didn’t matter that you included instructions in all caps with the door’s security code for delivery guys—no one reads. They’d all call, confused, asking why I wasn’t buzzing them inside, or fuck it, just leave the package or takeout at the front door, like there wasn’t a one-hundred-percent probability it’d be snatched in three point five seconds after being left unattended. This was New York, after all.

I tried the neighbor opposite Marie: E. Walker in 2F—front apartment.

A nasally guy immediately answered. “Yes?”

“Oh. Hi. Sorry to bother you. I was trying to reach—”

The door buzzed before I could even finish. I grabbed the handle and stepped inside. It was as hot in the hallway as it was outside, and seemed to only get warmer with every step I took to the second floor. 2F opened to my back as I reached the landing, the sound of an oscillating fan on full blast filling the space. I looked over my shoulder at a man about Pop’s age, although shorter, and with considerably less hair on his head, wearing a silk robe that barely covered his thighs.

E. Walker, I presumed, struck a pose against the doorframe and grinned brazenly. “Right this way, Officer. I’ve been very naughty.”

My face heated, and it had nothing to do with the sweatbox I was currently standing in. “Er… I’m not… I think you have me confused with someone else.”

He frowned and pushed off the doorjamb. “You’re not Officer Stud from Hunks-R-Us?”

“No, but that is the best compliment I’ve ever received, short of the time my husband attempted to ravish me in a men’s dressing room because he seems to think I can pull off a tailored suit.”

Walker adjusted the tie on his robe and said with a huff, “You’re a little rude.”

“I didn’t do anything.”

“Except make me shoot my load early,” he argued.

“I’m… just here to talk to Marie.” I jutted a thumb at 2R before turning, knocking a few times, and then listening. No movement came from inside.

“She’s home,” Walker piped up, and I could hear his silk robe whispering against skin.

“I don’t think so,” I concluded, not turning because I had no idea what E. Walker was doing, but if he was stripping down in the hallway, I didn’t want to be a part of it. Retrieving another business card from my wallet, I paused to dig through my messenger bag for a pen, intending to leave a “Please call me xoxo” note on the back of the card.

“She leaves at 6:45 every morning,” Walker stated, having sidled up beside me without notice.

I jumped, gripped the card to my chest, and swore.

Walker was wearing a different, still silk but now knee-length, robe with some kind of floral pattern design.

I glanced back to his still-open door to see the sexier ensemble was pooled on the floor. So yes, good call on having not turned around a moment prior. “Maybe you just didn’t notice her leave.”

Walker shook his head like that was the dumbest thing he’d heard all week. “No. 6:45 every day but Sunday. She has a keychain that looks like one of those old hotel tags—only it says God bless my shitty, overpriced apartment. And it’s so loud when it bangs against the rest of the keys, I always know when she’s locking her door.”

From an outsider perspective, Walker probably sounded like a creep, but honestly, this was how old walk-ups and tenement living worked in New York. You might not know your neighbor’s name, might never speak to them, but you’re sure as fuck on the up-and-up when it came to their daily schedule, bad habits, and deliveries. Calvin and I had a guy like Walker on the second floor of our building. I’d taken to calling him the Godfather. He knew everyone’s personal business—didn’t even matter that we were on the fourth floor. Whenever I crossed paths with him on the stairs, he’d mention something like, “I guess you were running late for work yesterday,” or “Did you grab your FedEx package from the vestibule?” or “Is your kitchen sink still on the fritz?” That last one had been mildly concerning because I hadn’t even told the super that our sink was acting up.

Walker was, clearly, the Godfather of this building.

I reached into my bag a second time for the pen. “If she’s home but not answering, maybe she’s sleeping or—”

“At two in the afternoon?” Walker brushed me aside with a flutter of his hand. “Marie,” he called, adding a few extra e’s to her name. “You’ve got a handsome gentleman calling on you.” He looked at me and asked, “What’s your inseam?”

“I think that’s between me and my husband.”

Walker harumphed. He gave Marie’s doorknob a jiggle, only for the unlocked door to creak open. “Uh… Marie?”

I put a hand on the old guy’s shoulder, pulled him from the doorway, and whispered, “Stand back.”

My anxiety, which had been relatively low, despite the day’s series of unfortunate events, ratcheted up to “Danger, Will Robinson” in the blink of an eye. My gut flip-flopped with nervous energy, a clammy sweat had broken out under my arms, and my breathing was like playing spiccato on a violin. Something was very wrong, and my entire body knew it.

I moved to the side, flattened myself against the wall, and reached to nudge the door open farther with my knuckles. “Marie Yang?” I called into the unlit room. “My name’s Sebastian. I’m here with your neighbor—”

“It’s Earl,” Walker said over me. “Marie? Why haven’t you locked your door?”

“I’m going to come inside,” I continued. “To make sure you’re okay.”

I didn’t move. I felt a bit like Curly from The Three Stooges, when he woke to discover his feet had dried in a bed of cement and he had to chisel his way out. A small but very insistent voice in my brain was screaming to get outside to people, to safety, to call 911 for a wellness check. But then a louder voice—the pickax to the cement—countered with: there’s no sign of distress. There’s no indication she’s even home. Her boss was brutally murdered two days ago. Maybe locking the door on her way out this morning just slipped her mind and Earl Walker of 2F was making a big deal out of nothing. So I unplanted my feet and slipped into the apartment.

The smell was my first indication that I’d made a mistake.

How’d that episode of the Stooges end? Oh, right. Moe used dynamite to blow Curly’s cement shoes off. Brilliant.

Stale blood and loose stool should have been enough to turn me right the fuck around, but I instead pulled out my phone, tapped the flashlight app, and used it to scan the dark interior. The window on the opposite end of the living room faced west and hadn’t yet gotten hit with late-afternoon sunshine that would have otherwise penetrated the curtains, which were still pulled shut. The beam of light roved over a couch—worn out and tired-looking, probably secondhand—a television and a cluttered, wall-mounted shelf, then to my left, a remodeled kitchen with an island counter. A plastic bag of grocery store apples—a dozen at least—had been ripped open, and several had rolled across the granite top.

On the floor, in what appeared to be the threshold of a bedroom, lay a person who I had to presume was Marie Yang. She wore a T-shirt about two sizes too big and pajama shorts, and looked like she’d been woken from bed earlier this morning. In one upturned palm was an apple, in the other was a rotary index that looked to have belonged to an antique scale meant for measuring pounds and ounces. In what remained of her left eye stuck the handle of a knife hone.


CHAPTER NINE

Officer Stud had shown up while me and Earl Walker had been waiting for police to arrive on scene. Now he stood in the open doorway of 2F, bulging muscles packed into a sexy, tear-away cop costume that looked about to tear-away if he breathed too much. Walker hung on to Stud like a damsel in distress, both hands clinging to a bicep the size of my head, with one leg raised and snaked around Stud’s equally enormous tree-trunk thigh. Walker’s robe had fallen away to reveal a good bit of skin that’d probably not seen direct sunlight in a decade. I sat on the floor of the stairwell, in between the two apartments, my knees drawn up and hands dug into my hair.

I’d answered an initial round of questions from the uniformed officers responding to my 911 call—how did I know the victim, why was I here, what did I touch, why didn’t I call for help earlier, on and on like that. And once I’d managed to get a word in edgewise, I explained the ongoing case with Homicide, that I was an official consultant with the assigned detectives, and this death was maybe—probably—very likely—related to their investigation. So Calvin had been called and I’d begun constructing the simplest and most to-the-point explanation that wouldn’t cause his blood pressure to peak.

Radios crackled. Officers murmured to each other. Walker cooed over Stud. And a steady, familiar tread finally came up the stairs.

I raised my head.

Calvin stood on the landing, staring at me.

Quinn maneuvered around him while yanking on a pair of latex gloves and peering through the doorway of 2R.

I slowly got to my feet. “Calvin—”

He raised a hand, effectively shutting me up. To Quinn, he said quietly, “You go ahead. I’ll be inside in a minute.”

Quinn nodded, cast a look at me, then said, “You smell.”

“It’s BO. Thanks, Quinn.”

She shrugged and disappeared inside Marie’s apartment.

Calvin glanced past me and to the doorway of 2F, where Walker was trying his damnedest to strum Stud’s washboard abs like an instrument. Calvin’s expression narrowed and he looked at me again.

I shook my head. “It’ll take too long to explain.”

“Come with me,” he said, his voice low and steady and a touch terrifying in its calmness. Calvin led the way downstairs, then took the collar of my shirt and pulled me around the staircase, out of view of the uniformed officers infesting the building. He pushed me back against the wall and asked, with his hand still planted in the middle of my chest, “What the fuck, Sebastian?”

“Hang on—”

“No. I don’t want to hear defense, excuses, or any of your usual bullshit.”

“Bullshit?” I echoed.

“That’s right,” Calvin said. “You never listen to a word I say, and it’s not cute anymore.”

I grabbed his wrist and yanked his hand from my chest. “Don’t talk to me like that.”

“Then why do you insist on making my life a comedic tragedy? I’m so goddamn mad, if we weren’t married, I’d toss your ass in a cell and lose the key for a day or two.”

“What are you talking about?” I asked, my entire body prickling and then going numb, like a current of electricity had just run from the crown of my head to the tips of my toes.

“‘I’m not being asked to consult on a mystery or a homicide.’ Does that line sound familiar? You fed it to me this morning, and I believed you.”

I swallowed hard before saying, “I’m trying to track down the ownership history of the spiritoscope.”

“The hell you are.”

“I am! I’ve already put in a call to Aubrey, and he’s certain that a spiritoscope was up for auction a few years ago. He’s going—”

“Why are you at the home of a murdered woman?” Calvin interrupted, slamming his palm against the wall near my head.

I flinched. “Stop yelling at me and I’ll tell you.”

“I haven’t even begun to yell,” Calvin warned, his voice practically dragging on pavement.

“You’re not being fair.”

“I’m not being fair?” he asked, astonished. “Which of us is the fucking cop, Sebastian?”

And just like that—I got mad.

It was like I was back in elementary school, back on the playground, back to defending myself against bullies who were bigger than me, stronger than me, telling me what I could and couldn’t do because I was different. I’d been carrying that emotional baggage all my life: the anxiety, the humiliation, the sense that I was too strange to really belong anywhere, and the first time Calvin told me he loved me—that had been the first time in thirty-three years I’d ever really believed those words. Calvin had been the first man to look at me—really look—at the quick wit, smart mouth, grumpy disposition, disheveled appearance, and think, Yeah, I can still love a guy like that. I want to love a guy like that.

Calvin made me feel like every day was a winning lotto ticket. He made me feel so smart and so handsome and so… good. I liked that. I liked liking who I was. And despite some of the turmoil we’d been through together—not only the murder mysteries, but the highs and lows of a couple trying to navigate a healthy coexistence—we’d always managed to come out on top. Better men than who we’d been before.

This wasn’t relationship growing pains. Feeling as if I were choking on negative, buried emotions, trying not to cry, and trying to defend myself against a bully—my husband—this was betrayal and nothing more.

So actually, I wasn’t mad. I was pissed.

“This morning’s edition of The City covered the Sandra Habel story. She was a self-described medium, murdered by who they’ve also dubbed the Ouija Killer,” I explained. “Considering how extremely specific both that homicide and the appearance of the spiritoscope is, I read the article and deduced the incidents were related. I found Midtown Mediums by searching through Sandra’s Yelp reviews—that’s public information, by the way, and I found Marie Yang’s address by checking the Whitepages—more public information.

“You might not want me involved with this case, and so are restricting my access to nothing but half a dozen photographs, and whether you’re expecting me to pull a miracle out of my ass or hoping I’ll get bored is irrelevant. Your boss hired me. That spiritoscope is the key factor in your case, and being a historian isn’t just about book smarts—you’re only getting half of the story if I tell you what it is and why it is. History is also about street smarts, and in order to find out who owned the spiritoscope, to narrow your list of suspects to a few people, or even one, sometimes that means making calls. Sometimes that means a trip to Inwood when the interviewed witness from the newspaper article isn’t answering her phone. But I sure as fuck didn’t intentionally plan to find myself in the middle of a crime scene.”

Calvin’s eyes were dark, like a storm on the ocean. He was clenching his jaw—the muscles in his face and neck were taut with stress and upset. “Are you done?”

“No,” I said, horrified to hear the wet and choked tightness in my own voice. “You don’t have to like that Ferguson hired me, but you need to respect it’s my choice.”

“You are not safe,” he countered, punctuating each word like I were hard of hearing. “That reporter, Sinclair, has been tailing you for God only knows how long. For fuck’s sake, he watched us go to the precinct in the middle of the night—”

“Then smack him with a restraining order.”

“He disclosed information about you.”

“That same fucking information is on the Emporium’s website!” I shouted.

Calvin drilled his finger into my chest as he said, “Nearly fifty percent of arsonists return to the scene to watch their work unfold. That’s how so many get caught. The opposite concept can be said about an organized killer. They watch the news, read the papers, not only to enjoy the attention their crime has garnered, but to stay ahead of law enforcement. We don’t know what we’re dealing with yet—but with Yang’s death, it’s certainly not looking like a one-off. Do you get it now? If this… this maniac is watching, they now know who you are. They know what you mean to me.”

“You don’t—”

“Do you think I was born yesterday?” Calvin snapped. “That I’m still walking the beat? I’ve been doing this for nearly a decade. If I say you’re not safe, I mean exactly that.”

I shoved his hand away a second time. “You’re doing it again. You’re trying to lock me up in a bunker. You can’t protect me from living, Calvin!”

“Sebastian—”

“Stop it! When you’re done being a bully and want to face the fact that I’m a professional, that I’m good at what I do, feel free to come find me and ask about the second spiritoscope left upstairs with Marie’s body. I’d be interested to know about the knife that was used to kill Sandra too—considering what was used on Marie appeared to be a sterling silver hone. Maybe both weapons are from the same maker and time period. Maybe even from the same flatware collection. Wouldn’t that be useful information to have at your fucking disposal?”

I shoved Calvin out of the way, stalked through the vestibule, and stormed out the front door. The sun had almost completely washed out the afternoon, leaving me with only an impression of the city, like an artist had abandoned an unfinished charcoal sketch. I was really crying at that point too, so I was forced to stop walking a dozen feet away, take my sunglasses off, and wipe my eyes with the heel of my hand.

“Mr. Snow?”

I shoved my sunglasses on and raised my head in time for Radcliff to come into focus as he hopped a storm drain and crossed the sidewalk. “Christ…,” I muttered under my breath. “What?”

He faltered a step but didn’t stop until he was standing in front of me. “A-are you crying?”

“It’s allergies.”

Radcliff slowly nodded, then said at length, “Ragweed.” He clearly wasn’t buying my answer, but nonetheless played along with the narrative.

“And assholes.”

He offered a small smile at that. “Detective Winter is inside already. Do you want me to get—?”

“I’m well aware he’s here.”

Radcliff was quiet a moment. “Ah.”

I wiped my nose on my shirtsleeve before asking, “Did you need something?”

“No,” Radcliff said as he pocketed a ring of keys he’d been holding on to. “Just making sure you’re okay.”

“I’m not, but thanks.” I started for the street corner, intending to head back to the station and make the long commute home to the East Village.

“Mr. Snow,” Radcliff said again, this time in a rush as he took me by the arm. He let go and blurted an apology as I turned.

“What is it?” I asked for a second time, but I managed to be a touch more civil.

Radcliff was chewing on what he wanted to say.

“I’ve had a very long day,” I warned. “I’m hungry, I’m tired, I’m sweating in places I can’t describe around polite company. If you don’t spit it out in the next three seconds, Detective, I’m out.”

One. Two. Three.

“Bye,” I said.

“I’m discreet.”

I stopped, looked at Radcliff, and furrowed my brow. “About what?”

He chuckled and ruffled that pretty-boy hair of his with one hand. “What do you think?”

I shook my head, about to say that I honestly had no idea, when Neil’s comment over breakfast—Radcliff and blowjobs—clicked. I shrugged and raised both hands. Did he want a participation trophy or something? Maybe Pride’s grandmaster gave those out, but I was not the gay to go to for that sort of thing. “Oh. Congratulations, I guess.”

“I meant… for you. You don’t have to worry about drama.”

I glanced over my shoulder before putting a hand to my chest. “Sorry… are you propositioning me?”

“It’s healthy to explore outside-the-relationship boundaries now and then,” Radcliff explained. 

“You literally met me today.”

He smiled and said, “Sure, but it’s not like I haven’t noticed you, whenever you come by to meet Winter at the precinct.”

“I’m married.”

“I know.” Radcliff flashed that killer smile again. “And there’s something about a married man that I find infinitely more attractive.”

“It’s simple biology,” I corrected. “Probably the homosexual equivalent of mate-choice copying.”

“I’m just offering a bit of no-strings-attached fun, if you’re up for it.”

“I think you’re looking for the thrill of an affair,” I corrected.

Radcliff reached a hand out, saying, “Plenty of married men—”

“Not me.”

“Radcliff.” Calvin stood in the threshold of the multiuse, holding the door open with one hand. “Were you planning to work this case?”

Looking toward me a final time, Radcliff said, “I hope you change your mind.”

“Hang on to that pipe dream.” I watched him go, say something to Calvin, which went unanswered, and disappear inside the building. 

Calvin hadn’t moved. It was difficult to tell, but I was certain he was staring at me.

And if he was waiting, expecting me to come over and apologize, well… then he was as mad as Dean Radcliff was to think I was interested in seeing what a preppy, all-American boy looked like in his birthday suit. So I took a cue from Alice’s request to get somewhere and the Cheshire Cat’s promise that she was sure to, if only she walked long enough, and headed back to the train.

 

 

By the time I’d returned from the tippy-top of Manhattan to the East Village, segued to the Emporium to grab my copy of Experimental Investigation of the Spirit Manifestations by Robert Hare, picked up Dillon from Pop’s—where he’d initially succeeded in getting me to stay with the promise of cake, only to disclose afterward that it was carrot, so I hastily declined on the grounds that I had some time-sensitive work to tend to but would swing by tomorrow for coffee—it was already past five in the evening when I got home. I fed the dog, took a lukewarm shower, and changed into Levi’s and a T-shirt. I collected the leftover gyoza and a beer from the fridge, plucked a few books from shelves near the staircase, and plopped myself down on the couch with the AC blasting.

I flipped open Hare’s book to the schematics of his various spiritoscopes, then set it beside me on the couch and out of the way of the sweating beer bottle. I knew I’d been right in telling (yelling at) Calvin that the scale I’d glimpsed in Marie’s hand had been a spiritoscope. Because there it was—Plate III. The scale was only part of the contraption, of course. The rest consisted of a seesaw-like table setup with a vase of water that the medium kept their hands near but couldn’t touch, and supposedly after invoking the spirits, the scale on the opposite end would dip with weight beyond what was already established by the water, proof of said spirits’ strength.

It was one of the weirder designs, in my opinion. And I think Hare had been particularly salty at the time of writing up the description of how it worked, because one bullet point included the analogy that trying to explain at the Association for the Advancement of Science why this experiment was proof of the afterlife was akin to the Dutch ambassador trying to convince the King of Ava that water was known to freeze and so could be walked upon. Calm down, Hare. Your bucket of water only proves the medium lied to you and simply placed force on the seesaw apparatus. The water was irrelevant.

I ate one of the cold gyoza and took a swig of beer while I stared at the drawing a moment longer. Marie’s murder scene mimicked Sandra’s. A lot. A spiritoscope and another seemingly unrelated object that held a sophisticated message translatable to those familiar with the history of the Fox sisters and Spiritualism. The knucklebones in Sandra’s hand had represented how the sisters would crack their fingers and ankles so as to create disembodied sounds to thrill and terrify séance-goers. So what did the apple in Marie’s hand signify? That one was actually a lot easier and more literal.

Before the sisters had become famous, when they still lived upstate in Hydesville, they’d concocted a whole story about a spirit haunting the family home, a man named Charles Rosna, who’d been murdered and buried in the cellar. Kate and Maggie got some kind of sick thrill out of terrifying their mother, and as their story grew, so did their act. They’d tie apples to strings, and at bedtime, throw them across the bedroom and drag them along the floor so they’d bounce and make noise that would alert the parents, only for them to enter the room and see their darling girls in bed. The apple left with Marie represented just another way the sisters had fooled an entire country.

I ate another gyoza and considered: these two murders were absolutely, without question, connected and executed by the same individual. If the presence of the spiritoscope wasn’t enough of a dead ringer, both Sandra and Marie were even killed in similar ways—a stabbing to the head. Of course, without knowing the details of Sandra’s knife, I couldn’t make any definitive deductions…. But considering the hone sticking out of Marie’s eye, which was used for realigning a kitchen blade to keep the edge sharp, was quite possibly sterling silver, and given the penchant for antiques showing up at these crime scenes, I felt it was reasonable to assume I was looking at nineteenth-century flatware as the weapon of choice both times.

A subject of which I had a book on.

A few, actually.

I leaned over the coffee table, studied the table of contents of one title with my magnifying glass, then flipped to the midpoint. The photographs showed an eclectic array of serving utensils and their various patterns in both sterling and silver plate throughout the decades, all of which could be considered art unto themselves. Sugar shells, grapefruit spoons, cake servers, slotted spoons, ladles, ice cream servers, fruit servers, asparagus tongs—everything you’d need at an upper-class dinner table that wasn’t specifically the fork or knife going into your mouth. I kept turning pages, searching through companies like 1847 Rogers Bros., Gorham Manufacturing, even Tiffany and Co. before coming to a handful of examples of roast-carving sets. Most of the photographs only included the knife and fork, but a few did offer the hone as part of the package, although for the most part, they appeared to be additional purchases outside of a standard flatware set. So here was where my historical research would, in fact, prove useful to the police. Should I be allowed access to the knife that killed Sandra, I might very easily prove that it and the hone could have originated from the same set.

Which would make sense. Ease of convenience for the killer.

I wished I’d gotten a better look at the hone handle and taken note of the motif, in order to narrow down the pattern likelihood. The 1800s presented such a huge boon in silver-making, specifically in the realm of flatware, where artistry could be employed for both the ultrarich with the use of sterling silver, to the more affordable silver plate for the average citizen. There was a literal endless supply of designs and manufacturers to peruse, even for something as specific as a hone.

Okay. Let’s come at this from a different angle. I flipped open a notebook to a blank page and scrawled across the header: Suspects.

I tapped the pen in the margins, leaving blots of ink in random tattoo.

After a moment, I wrote Marie Yang.

I crossed her name out and underneath added: murdered.

She’d originally had enough means that I’d found it disconcerting—intimately acquainted with Sandra’s work schedule, had keys to the shop and apartment, if not an interest in, at least an understanding of the occult, simply due to proximity. Except she turned up dead—stabbed through the eye in her own apartment on Thursday.

That was two days after her employer was found murdered and the same day as the article published with The City, where Marie was named and quoted. That was a correlation, right? Granted, Marie wasn’t a medium or actively involved in the community, at least from an outsider’s point of view, but that hadn’t stopped someone from feeling she had to be removed from the conversation.

I knew, courtesy of freaky Walker, that Marie left every morning but Sunday at 6:45 a.m., which would make Readings by Madam Sandra her first stop of the day, since Jazz at the Wash & Fold said that she’d arrive by eight and that all aligned with the commute time from Inwood to Hell’s Kitchen, giving her a few minutes’ grace for train delays or maybe grabbing breakfast before work. Walker hadn’t said anything about Marie not leaving at 6:45 yesterday either, despite Sandra being dead. Because a girl’s gotta work, right? She could have easily moved another client to her suddenly available morning slot, but that’d be something Calvin could confirm—

I grunted, balled that thought up, and tossed it into my mental wastebasket.

If today was the first day that Marie didn’t leave her apartment at the usual time, that meant she was dead before 6:45 a.m. In fact, she’d still been in her pajamas. So someone had woken her up, surprised her in the early hours because… she knew something? Because of the newspaper quote? I begrudgingly admitted to myself that the notion aligned with Calvin’s organized-killer concept. Marie was, perhaps, viewed as a loose end to tie up.

I jotted down the stream of consciousness notes under her name, including a question to myself: when does The City go on sale? It’d have to be pretty damn early if the killer read it and decided Marie might know potential clients, friends, or enemies of Sandra’s, which they might feel Marie would then share with police, therefore concluding Marie needed to sleep with the fishes.

Speaking of enemies, Rose was the next line item. She was still suspicious as hell to me. She openly disliked Sandra, actively attacked her reputation, and was unwilling to disclose where she’d been Monday and Tuesday. And yes, okay, I wasn’t the police. She’d had no reason to talk to me, and worse, I’d sort of… aggravated her during my “reading.” But it didn’t sit right with me. If you had nothing to hide, why hide that?

A throwaway comment from Jazz bubbled to the top of my awareness just then.

Maybe a man. Maybe a tall woman.

Okay, not entirely useful, but it was something to consider—a suggestion that whoever had fought with Sandra outside her shop a week before her death was big enough for one to assume they were a man. And if they were actually a woman, tall enough for them to stand out.

Rose was tall. Granted, it was difficult to discern literally anything about her because she’d stayed in the shadows and behind those ridiculous tapestries, but she was at least as tall as me, and while I was completely average, five foot nine wasn’t so much the case for women. And, of course, this was also assuming the fight and the murder were connected, when they might have easily been two separate events, but give me a break, I was working with what I had.

The next name I wrote down had been automatic—it hadn’t occurred to me what I was doing until I stared at my chicken scratch.

Joe Sinclair.

Huh. That was weird. Did I view Sinclair as a suspect in this shitshow?

I did a gut check and realized… yeah, maybe.

Why, though? What sense did that make?

The part of his story that I couldn’t figure out was the fact that he’d seen Calvin and I enter the precinct in the middle of the night. Because… what the fuck, right? I was supposed to believe that he’d been stalking us? Me, sure, I probably wouldn’t have noticed. I’m oblivious to a lot. But Calvin not noticing? I didn’t buy it. And I didn’t buy that he’d hang out outside our apartment building in the middle of the night, hoping something would go down.

So what if he’d originally been tailing Radcliff?

Radcliff, who’d been the first detective on the case.

Radcliff, who’d been on the scene after Sandra Habel’s body had been found.

Radcliff, who’d also been called in at 3:00 a.m.

Then Sinclair saw me. And if he really was a reporter for an LGBT-centric publication, it wasn’t unreasonable that he could have recognized me or made a logic jump as to my presence. He wasn’t wrong when it came to my media history, after all.

My hand shook a little as I jotted under his name: Knows my involvement with NYPD. Knows my profession. Am I a loose end?

The question made my blood run cold.

Gooseflesh pebbled my skin.

The hairs on my arms stood straight up, like I’d seen a ghost.

If Rose were our culprit, I could imagine that the killings would end with Marie. A crime of rage or jealousy, then an attempt to cover her tracks. If Sinclair was our guy… it opened the possibility to a whole different sort of killing. Because who was Sandra to him? What was his motive for striking at her in particular, when New York has plenty of modern charlatans to choose from? Or… what if… it’d been about me since the beginning?

And someone, Mr. Snow, wants your attention.

I shook my head fiercely and waved a hand like I was trying to slap an errant bee.

Nope. I wasn’t even going to entertain that level of psychosis.

I’d just finished the rest of the gyoza and beer when a key in the lock signified Calvin’s return. Considering it was—I checked my phone—barely seven o’clock, I knew he wasn’t home for the night. He was home to finish our fight.

“Fuck that.” I grabbed History of Victorian Flatware, rose, and started for the stairs as Calvin stepped inside.

He said my name in his usual deep and affectionate tone.

I didn’t stop. I climbed the stairs to the loft and heard his heavy footfalls making a swift ascent behind me. I walked across the bedroom to the bathroom and shut the door as Calvin reached the landing and called my name a second time.

The one problem with our renovated apartment? The only door available to slam shut when I was mad was the fucking bathroom. Now I was trapped on the second floor. Genius. I moved to the tub, pushed the curtain aside, and sat on the edge. After a moment, I slid back to sit in the tub, my legs hanging over the side. I put the research book in my lap and leaned my head against the tile wall. I could hear Calvin hovering on the other side of the door—hear him in the way you could hear someone living, even if they weren’t doing anything that’d make actual sound.

And it was another minute of that silent existence before Calvin spoke, his voice a bit muffled as he asked, “Can I talk to you?”

“No.”

“Baby—”

“I’m reading.”

There was a pregnant pause before he confirmed, “In the bathroom?”

“I’m very busy, Calvin.” I opened the book at random and turned pages before the corner of one caught my finger just right and sliced it open. “Shit.” I slammed the book shut before sucking on the torn skin. Tears that had nothing to do with the paper cut stung my eyes. I sniffed a few times as I struggled to maintain control.

The bathroom door opened very quietly. Calvin stood there, sans suit coat, tie loosened, still wearing his shoulder holster. I glared at him, but he stepped inside and eased himself down into the tub beside me. For some reason, the sight of his trousers and oxfords dangling over the edge like me—like a kid—made me laugh. Then cry.

Calvin eased an arm around my shoulders. The heat radiating from his bigger, bulkier body should have been a discomfort in the still-too-warm apartment, but I found it oddly reassuring. Sort of like I’d been half-expecting his touch to be ice, as if body temperature was regulated by mood, and it’d have confirmed he was still livid beyond reason. Calvin stroked the side of my head absently as I collected myself.

“It’s only a paper cut,” I said at length.

“Hey.”

“A flesh wound, really.”

“Seb.”

“I’ll be fine.”

“I’m sorry.”

I hesitated before glancing sideways.

Calvin’s pretty, monochromatic face looked tired and drawn. The glow of contentment that had pooled just under the surface nearly three years ago, that sparked a warmth in his fair skin and gave those gray eyes a twinkle like sunshine catching the sharp corners of a cut gemstone, seemed to be gone.

His eyes were wet and he swallowed roughly. “I want to tell you something. About my final tour in Iraq. We lost Ahmed, an interpreter, under my command. This is a guy I’d known for years… years…. He wasn’t a soldier. He wasn’t trained to fight. He depended on us—on me—to stay safe. And that didn’t happen. He was smart—like you. Just wanted to help. And I let him down. I let his baby girl down. I had to tell her, through a fucking translator, that her daddy wasn’t coming home.”

Calvin was my favorite topic. I was a connoisseur of all things Winter-related. In fact, I prided myself on knowing everything there was to know. Like, his middle name was Liam. Or that he stayed away from wine because it gave him an alcohol blush. And when he was six years old, he’d broken his ankle while roughhousing with his older brother, and Marc lugged him around in a Little Red Wagon for Halloween so Calvin didn’t miss out on trick-or-treating. I even knew about his string of casual hookups, and how he’d been too deep in the closet to consider anything more serious than screwing around for a long time.

But that decade in the Army? Even now, married ’til death do us part, that time in his life wasn’t ever open to discussion. He kept all those years inside a mental vault, as if leaking any of it was akin to disclosing details of national security. What I knew of Calvin’s military career was what I’d mostly gleaned on my own time. He’d retired at the rank of major, and had been awarded the Medal of Honor, Silver Star, and Purple Heart—those were still kept in a box under the bed and he didn’t want to discuss them—and he’d seen enough violence and death that he’d returned home with irreparable PTSD. At least now, thankfully, he saw a therapist on the regular, but I’d long ago resigned myself to simply never knowing more than that.

So was I surprised by this story of Ahmed? Yeah. Understatement of the century. And I think… I think Ahmed might have also explained that heart-wrenching photograph Calvin kept alongside his medals: himself, dirty and missing his helmet, holding a crying girl in his arms. A different kind of casualty of war, but one he considered his fault.

“Calvin—”

“I know that my responses are trauma-related,” he continued. “I know that something this morning triggered memories of Ahmed and I’m superimposing him on you. And I know that the risk versus reward for people with PTSD makes me choose a minimal loss today over a larger loss in the future, so I chose a fight with you over you dying—”

I shifted in the tub to take his face in both hands.

“But knowing why,” Calvin finished in a whisper, “doesn’t always make it easier.”

I leaned close and kissed his mouth, so gently, like his lips were butterfly wings that’d break under the slightest pressure.

“I don’t want you to die,” he finished.

I nodded and kissed him a second time, which gave me an extra moment to collect myself. “Thank you for telling me about Ahmed. I mean that. It helps me understand. And I’m sorry that I yelled at you.”

Calvin wiped his eyes and said in a tone that was a little too casual, as he attempted to pack away his distress and was now overcompensating, “You apologize for the sleuthing too, right?”

“I’m now referring to sleuthing as ‘polite inquiries.’”

“Uh-huh.” Calvin sighed heavily and scrubbed his face.

I moved my hands to his shoulders and rubbed gently. Up and down, up and down. It was almost hypnotic. “Hear me out.”

“I think I have an ulcer.”

I awkwardly maneuvered myself fully into the tub, sat on my knees, and faced Calvin’s profile. “I’m not going to lie. I was mad as hell with you back at Marie’s apartment. And I know you think I don’t understand your viewpoint, but I’m telling you, I do. I’m acknowledging that you’ve seen the very worst of humanity—not only in war, but here, at home. I’m acknowledging that you’ve got experience with crime and violence and have been schooled and trained accordingly. I’m acknowledging I’m not LEO.”

Calvin propped his elbow on the corner of the tub and leaned his head against his hand as he stared at me.

“But what pissed me off was… feeling bullied. By the one person who I trust more than anyone. By the one person I know would never hurt me like that. Being told what I can and can’t do… it felt way too much like the first twentysomething years of my life.”

“I don’t—”

“I could get hit by a taxi tomorrow, fall through a set of broken cellar doors—”

“Baby, please stop. My heart can’t take this.”

“—contract some unidentified microbe from a bad roast beef sandwich that proceeds to eat my intestines and my death is written into medical textbooks for future med students to study.”

“You had me until the flesh-eating bacteria.”

I laughed under my breath, and I caught a weak smile on Calvin’s face too. “My point is, nothing in life is promised, including waking up tomorrow, so we need to live to the fullest. And I know you get that. But maybe you get it a little too much. Because if you’re going to keep me locked in a bunker during this case, then you’d have to protect me from all of these other mundane ways to get hurt too, and that’s not fair.”

“You can live your life just fine without consulting or politely inquiring into Sandra Habel’s murder.”

I leaned forward and flicked my finger against Calvin’s forehead. “You were kidnapped while on the job. I didn’t ask you to quit for your own safety, did I?”

Calvin hesitated. “No, you didn’t.”

I slowly sat back and put my hands on my knees. “Because I know that this is what you do—you’re a hero. I can’t erase that from your DNA. But in the same respect, this is what I do—track down provenance of a wacky little gizmo called the spiritoscope—if it exists—to help people like you do an even better job. Yes, maybe I should have told you who I wanted to talk to about the spiritoscope beforehand, but it doesn’t change the fact that I was doing exactly what Ferguson hired me to do. Think of me as your Neil—no, wait, that’s not what I mean.”

Calvin laughed. It was so low, almost like a breath with a hint of amusement, but I’d take it.

“What I mean is, I’m your backup. Your support.”

“The questions you’re asking need to be asked by the police, Sebastian.”

“No, look… be it the arts and antique community or the spiritual and mediumship community, they’re both small, closed off to outsiders, and tend to handle their own problems internally. But if you’ve got an in, if you’re not law enforcement and can manage to have a conversation with someone, you can pick up some good, even great, gossip. Sometimes that’s how artifacts get hunted down—a good old, he-said, she-said.”

Calvin seemed to finally be mulling my words over.

“I told you this morning that we make a good team. What’d you say to me?”

“I said, we made the best team.”

“So let’s start acting like one,” I concluded.

Calvin blew out a breath and stroked the bristle on his face. “I’m going to regret this.”

I raised my left hand to show off my wedding ring as I said, “No takebacks.”

He wrapped his big hand around mine, pulled me close, and kissed me. “I don’t know how you do it.”

“Do what?”

“Make everything better after a fight. I nearly threw up the entire time I was in Inwood. And to hear that you felt I’d bullied you….”

I pressed my forehead to Calvin’s. “But I understand what stoked those flames now, you see?”

“That doesn’t make it okay.”

“It’s behind us,” I clarified. And it was. PTSD wasn’t an excuse, but it went a hell of a long way to ratifying a wrong when Calvin made himself as vulnerable as he just had. “I’m glad you told me,” I said once more. And before he had a chance to spiral, to obsess, to beat himself up even more, when I did know he was sorry to the very depth of his soul, I said the only thing I could think of that would snap him to attention: “Radcliff propositioned me.”

He pulled back. “What?”

Bingo.

I smirked, jumped to my feet, and got out of the tub. I heard Calvin swear as he stumbled out of the bathroom behind me. I’d barely reached the foot of the bed when his arms wrapped around my waist from behind and Calvin tossed me onto the mattress. I fell, bounced and laughed, then made a sort of cartoon woosh sound when he dropped on top of me.

I grunted and said, “Good God, is that a SIG P226 in your holster, or are you happy to see me?”

“I knew that sonofabitch was going to make a pass at you,” Calvin growled. “What did he say?”

“Why, are you jealous?”

“It’s not a matter of being jealous so much as defending what’s mine, and I mean that in the most respectful, you’re-not-an-object-you’re-my-husband sort of way.”

“I’m flattered.”

Calvin took my chin and gave a little shake. “What did he say?”

“That it was healthy to explore outside-of-relationship boundaries.”

“And what did you say?” He dug his groin into mine.

I swallowed. “S-something about biology.”

Calvin rolled his hips a second time.

“I said to hang on to that pipe dream.” I opened my legs enough that Calvin was able to comfortably lie between them. “Why’d you think he’d say something?”

“You have a gravity that pulls men in.” Calvin tilted his head to kiss along my jaw and down my neck. “Once they’re in rotation, they’re helpless to your charms.”

I laughed and drew my hands down Calvin’s shoulders, stopping to tug on the straps of his holster. His button-down was damp beneath the leather, his skin hot like a fever. “What was it about me that mesmerized you? Was it my grumpy disposition? The stretched-out cardigans? Oh! My big doe eyes.”

Calvin paused the ministrations he was giving my neck—buttering me up before leaving a wicked hickey, no doubt—and raised his head. He kissed the ridge of my brow while murmuring, “It’s your eyes.” He kissed my nose. “Your nose.” My lips. “Your smart mouth.” He pressed his forehead to mine and said, “It’s the way you forget to shave, the heartfelt conversations you have with the dog when you think no one’s around, how passionate you are in your profession, and how unapologetic you are for being you. It’s the typo-ridden texts, the sweets you hide inside what was formerly a bag of mixed nuts, the fact that you wait up on nights I work late, and that every day you make me feel like the luckiest man in this entire city.”

I swallowed a few times and forced a crooked smile that was mostly to hide the lip quiver I felt coming on. “Geez, is that all?”

Calvin smiled and added matter-of-factly, “You’ve got a nice ass too.”

I laughed loudly. “At least genetics didn’t let me down entirely.”

Calvin drew one hand down my chest, pressed the heel against my belly, then reached the waistband of my Levi’s, where he popped the button.

“Are you up for this?” I asked. “We don’t have to. I was just playing.”

Sitting up on his knees and unbuckling his shoulder holster, Calvin replied, “Get naked.”

Good lord. Cue the instant raging hard-on. “Is that an order?” I followed Calvin into a sitting position and yanked my T-shirt over my head. I adjusted my glasses, asking, “Can I see some identification?”

“If you make me go downstairs to get my badge, I’m arresting you for obstruction of justice.” Calvin set the holster on the floor, unbuttoned his cuffs, and nearly ripped a seam in his haste to get out of his shirt.

“That’d be fun to explain down at the Tombs.” I lay, raised my hips, and shimmied free of my jeans and underwear. “He ordered me to strip without properly identifying himself, Your Honor!”

Calvin had stood from the bed in order to drop his trousers but paused, thumbs hooked under the elastic band of his boxer briefs. “I’m going to spank you.”

“You’ve been doing that for years.”

“There’s a difference between erotic spanking and you’re-in-real-trouble spanking.”

“Oh, a challenge.”

“God, you’re nuts,” Calvin said with a bit of a husky laugh. He stepped out of the underwear, moved to my nightstand, and pulled out a condom and bottle of lube.

I sat up, swung my legs over the mattress, and took Calvin’s hips before he could move. I leaned forward, inhaling sweat and musk and that heady scent of imminent sex, before taking the head of his erect cock in my mouth.

Calvin sighed and drew one hand over my head to cup the back, keeping me in place. “That’s right, baby.”

I liked to think I gave a pretty good blowjob. Not great—I wasn’t the guy who could go the distance, so to speak—but I was still enthusiastic about what length I could get down my throat. And Calvin was always so verbal. I never once got the impression he was anything but appreciative. His grip on my hair, the heavy breathing and dirty, half-formed remarks about what he was going to do to my ass, it all had a way of convincing a guy he was some kind of sex god.

Demigod, maybe.

No, a hero.

Fuck, just a regular guy—but one who was really passionate about the well-being of other men’s dicks.

I tilted my head in silent request and Calvin obediently let go. I made an obscene, wet popping sound as I let up, wiped my mouth on the back of my hand, and said, “Fuck me.”

“This morning you said—”

“Forget what I said. I want you to fuck me.”

Maybe it was Calvin’s territoriality that’d given me some particular itch in need of scratching. Maybe it was seeing his freckled, gorgeously ripped, and carefully sculpted naked body that reminded me I should be so lucky as to be married to a guy who knew how to use every machine at a gym, and that kind of dedication should be celebrated. It might have been nothing more than I’d had his dick in my mouth. But in that moment, I wanted to be rode hard and put away wet.

I scooted backward on the mattress, making room for Calvin to follow. I wrapped an arm around his neck as he leaned over me and pulled him down into a brief but hot-as-hell make-out session. He let up long enough to open the cap on the lube, coat his fingers, and press into me—twisting and stretching in those little distinctive ways that Calvin had learned throughout our relationship made me especially frantic for more.

I moaned against his mouth, then gasped as he touched just right and set off a series of fireworks along every vertebra of my spine. “Jesus Christ.”

“You like that?”

“Y-yes!”

Calvin repeated the maneuver before leaning over to bite and suck my neck.

I bucked against him and grabbed his forearm. “Fuck—Cal, hang on. Slow down.”

He kissed the sting on my neck and whispered against my skin, “You’re already close?” Calvin did that little twist and push with his finger again.

I grabbed my own dick, gave it a squeeze, and took a slow and shaky breath to steady myself.

Calvin raised his head to kiss the side of my mouth. “What if I want to make you come like this?” He pumped slowly but consistently, his other hand brushing mine to free my cock. “I’ll watch you shoot all over yourself….” Calvin sped his hand up, and I made a whimpering sound that, had his fingers not been buried in my ass up to the knuckles, I might have been embarrassed by. “And then I’ll fuck you nice and good, baby.” He started sucking on my neck again.

Getting fingered within an inch of my life wasn’t exactly what I’d had in mind when I’d initially riled Calvin up, but we did make a point of trying something a little different and changing the routine now and then, so that our sex stayed fun and was something to look forward to instead of putting off. Privately, I equated our long-term success to Calvin, who’d always been the more confident one in bed, but there was that one time we used a toy, and that had been my idea. Even bought it in-person at a sex store, where I’d also accidentally knocked over a display of cock rings and, of course, now I can never go back, but at least I brought home the Butt Commander. Which was a stupid name, but Calvin stopped laughing once we’d tried it.

“Oh my God,” I panted, squeezing my eyes shut as my entire body snapped and crackled with the energy of an impending orgasm. “Don’t stop, don’t stop!”

Calvin took my wrists, pulled my arms above my head, and told me not to move them. I had a death grip on the sheets as he kept up the delicious, ruthless rhythm, before Calvin gave my ass a spank so hard, it sounded like glass cracking and I came without touching myself. My load wasn’t even cool before the head of Calvin’s cock was pressing in and a shudder of almost painful arousal coursed through me. He took his usual time and didn’t rush me, but the second I wrapped my legs around him, pressed my heels into his ass, and forced him closer, Calvin drilled into me like a man mining for diamonds. He leaned over and kissed me, pressing his tongue against mine, still pounding, the bedframe as loud as our grunts and moans. I snaked my arms through Calvin’s, dug my fingertips into his back, and whispered against his ear for him to finish inside me. And whatever brink he’d been teetering on fully collapsed and he was coming—the sheer force and pleasure of his orgasm against my own body managing to milk a bit more interest from my spent dick.

“Holy hell,” I said, staring at the ceiling.

Calvin raised his head from where he’d been breathing heavy against my neck. “I think some of what we just did is still illegal in this country.”

I tried for a laugh, but only managed an exhausted, sated chuckle. “Two fingers….”

“I’m very dexterous.”

“I’d like to see Radcliff do that.” I belatedly focused on the little crease between Calvin’s brows and hastily added, “I mean, not literally. It was supposed to suggest he wouldn’t get someone off with two fingers.”

Calvin gently eased out, shifted onto his side, and propped his head up to study me. “Radcliff was transferred to Homicide about eight months ago. We had several detectives retire since the new year—you knew that already.”

I nodded, because yes, crime numbers tended to visibly drop during the winter months—too cold for killing, you know? But the first quarter of this year had seemed like an exception to the norm, what with all the cases Calvin and Quinn had stacked on their desks, until Calvin finally had a righteous bitchfest over dinner one night, complaining about how several seasoned detectives took retirement at the same time and inundated their squad with both unsolved cases and the never-ending stream of incoming investigations. Homicide had been actively promoting (read: stealing) promising detectives from other squads and units since.

“He still doesn’t have a partner, so he’s been mostly regulated to deskwork while learning the ropes,” Calvin continued. “A number of the new detectives come to me for a fresh pair of eyes on casework. He happened to see a picture of you that I keep on my desk.”

“What’d he do, stroke one off in front of you?”

“He said you were handsome.”

“You call me handsome.”

“Yeah, exactly.”

“Oh.”

Calvin sat up, peeled the condom off with a grimace, and then made his way to the bathroom. “Want to join me?” he called.

“I’m still in recovery mode.”

Calvin chuckled, and then his voice was lost to the hiss and beat of the shower. I must have dozed off for a few minutes, because I came to in the midst of Calvin speaking from the open doorway, naked and toweling his hair. “—From the same collection?”

“Sorry, what?”

“Do you think the two weapons are from the same collection?” he repeated before stepping back into the bathroom. Calvin hung the towel and emerged with my book on Victorian flatware, holding it up as if to make his question all the more clear.

“Uhm, maybe.” I sat up and rubbed one eye. “It’s hard to say without having seen the knife used to kill Sandra.”

Calvin eyed the book cover with what appeared to be mild interest.

“And by the way, partner, I’ve crossed paths with two people I think you should know about. They might be of interest to the investigation.”

“Is one of them Brad Habel?”

“Brad… Habel?”

“Sandra Habel’s husband and business partner. We have a BOLO out for him,” Calvin concluded.


CHAPTER TEN

I had completely overlooked the possibility of a Brad in Sandra’s life. I’m not sure why I didn’t ask myself earlier about the probability of a relationship—the spouse was always the first person cops wanted to talk to, after all. Maybe it was because Brad hadn’t been interviewed, let alone mentioned, in the same article that Marie had been quoted in. And the fact that Marie hadn’t spoken to the reporter about Brad Habel made me wonder how happy of a marriage the two might have had. Were they still together? Estranged? Whatever their status, Brad was apparently a legal co-owner of Readings by Madam Sandra, and I found that very interesting.

Interesting in a suspicious way, I mean.

After showering and changing for the umpteenth time today—although unavoidable, given the lube situation I’d had going on—I grabbed my discarded loafers from the floor and History of Victorian Flatware from the rumpled bed, and started downstairs. Calvin appeared to be taking that whole “let’s act like a team” thing to heart. He’d said he needed to get back to the precinct, but that I should come along so I could study the crime-scene photographs of both the knife and hone up close.

And if that didn’t say true love, I didn’t know what would.

Calvin picked up my notebook from the coffee table when I reached the living room. “God… your handwriting.”

“Hey.”

He turned the page to face me and tapped a word. “What’s this say?”

I took a few steps closer, squinted, then said, “Nothing. It’s a squiggle.”

Calvin looked at the page again. “What about Rose?” he asked after another moment of deciphering. “Is this one of your people of interest?”

“Yup.”

“And who is she?”

I hopped foot-to-foot as I dragged the loafers on. “A business rival. Works at Midtown Mediums.”

“How does Rose relate to the Yelp reviews you mentioned?”

“She was the one leaving them,” I replied. “Under Rosie D. I’ll spare you the drawn-out explanation, but I managed to connect that username to Rose at this competing shop with some good old internet sleu—inquiring.”

Calvin raised his gaze, his brow arched as he stared at me. “Max helped you, didn’t he?”

“Only in the beginning. I made this connection on my own.”

“You don’t even know the keyboard shortcuts for copy and paste.”

“One more dig and you’re off afternoon delight for a week.” I caught a tiny smile cross Calvin’s face before he managed to hide it. I went to the bookshelf and grabbed a second title on collectable flatware, then added Robert Hare’s book to my armload. “Full disclosure—I did talk to Rose.”

“Sebastian.”

I shrugged. “I was getting a reading. I think Ms. Jacobsen was trying to communicate from the afterlife. ‘Sebastian Snow… your copy of The Mystery of the Hidden Beach is twenty-five years past due!’” I said in a grouchy, old-lady librarian voice while wiggling the fingers on my free hand like a spooky specter. “I also asked Rose about the spiritoscope, but she refused to talk at that point. Still… if anyone is going to be familiar with the history of that device, wouldn’t someone who makes a living as a modern-day medium make you think twice?”

“It could be a coincidence,” Calvin answered. “Coincidences do happen.” He tapped the notebook and asked, before I could raise a counterargument, “You think she had the means?”

“Well, the two shops are only a few blocks apart, and they’re both open late, so Rose could have known Sandra’s schedule and would have been in the area at the time of her murder.”

“You’re assuming Sandra was killed late Monday night.”

“Am I wrong?”

Calvin seemed oddly proud as he said, “No, you’re not. ME puts her time of death at eleven o’clock Monday night.”

“Rose definitely has motive too,” I continued. “Says that Sandra bullied her way into already-claimed territory and has been undercutting Midtown Mediums’ prices and taking clients. Plus, all of the nasty reviews Rose left on Sandra’s business page came within the last week.”

“The timing is curious,” Calvin admitted. He held the notebook up a second time. “Why’s this say Sinclair?”

“He’s, uh, the other… person of interest.”

Calvin tossed the pad to the couch and pinched the bridge of his nose. “I don’t like him either—”

“It’s not because I don’t like him,” I corrected. “Which, for the record, is closer to legitimate despisement.”

Calvin removed his cell from his pocket just then, looked at the caller ID, and said before answering, “I think these killings are a lot closer to home—hey, Quinn. Yeah, he’s fine. Everything’s okay. I’m on my way back … Really?” Calvin glanced at me. He lowered the phone, tapped Speaker, then said, “Run that by me again.”

“The background check on Brad Habel came in,” Quinn said, a slight crackle undercurrent in her voice, indicative of a hot mic. “His current employer is a place in Hell’s Kitchen—Midtown Mediums.”

 

 

In June, the sun didn’t set in New York City until at least 8:30 p.m. We’d left the East Village with Calvin driving uptown on First Avenue until reaching Forty-Seventh, where I told him to turn west, and then we were hitting that magic hour head-on. I understood the theoretics behind the phrase—the setting sun and the moments that followed, low shadows, evenly dispersed lighting, and the sky producing colors that gave off a whimsical, magical sensation. In practicality, of course, I didn’t understand why people gathered to watch the sky. For me, the vivid and stark contrasts of the blacks and whites and grays that made up my life softened during the evening, mixing together until it was a sort of hodge-podge mess, like dirty water after playing with finger paints as a child.

“Is it pretty tonight?” I asked.

Sunglasses met mine and Calvin said with a nod, “Yes.”

“What do we have?”

“Peach,” Calvin said, motioning low on the horizon with one hand. “Then strawberry—well, no, it’s more pink… oh, dragon fruit.” Then he raised his hand to indicate near the stars. “Blueberry.”

“Peach, dragon fruit, blueberry,” I repeated.

He nodded again.

Since I was a kid, I’d always asked for practical comparisons when talking about colors. Red like what? Blue like what? It didn’t make seeing colors any more a reality than it had thirty seconds before, but knowing how a peach or a dragon fruit looked to me in an everyday setting—that unique shade of gray I could associate with it—made the concept of something intangible—magic hour—real.

“So it’s a fruit cocktail kind of night.”

Calvin laughed. “Which avenue is it, baby?”

“Tenth,” I answered, sitting up straighter as we approached the intersection. I pointed to my right and added, “It’s next to a preppy-bro-bar masquerading as an understated Irish pub.”

“I don’t know what it says about me that I knew exactly which bar you were describing.” Calvin double-parked behind a second car with its hazards on outside of Midtown Mediums.

I watched Quinn get out from behind the wheel and Radcliff emerge from the passenger seat. I unbuckled my seat belt and popped the door open. Quinn dropped the butt of a cigarillo and stomped it out with her shoe. She blew the last of the smoke off to one side and gave one of those cool-as-a-cucumber nods of acknowledgment. Radcliff, on the other hand, smiled his Future Politician smile and waved like a dumbass.

I grunted.

Calvin took the lead and said to Quinn and Radcliff, “Let’s be smart about this. If Brad Habel is in there, we don’t know how he’s going to react when faced with law enforcement.” To me, he said pointedly, “You’re staying out here.”

“Message received.”

Calvin continued to address the other detectives. “There’s a second individual who works here that I think we should speak with—Rose.”

“Who the fuck’s Rose?” Quinn asked, the casualness of her tone at odds with the saltiness of her words.

“Another supposed medium. More specifically, a competitor in the business who appeared to be having it out with Habel online. Sebastian uncovered a few messages that have piqued my interest.” Calvin looked at me a second time. “Who else did you speak with in there?”

I shook my head. “Just Rose and the receptionist, Harmony. It didn’t seem like anyone else was home at the time.”

Calvin motioned Quinn to take the lead, and added, “Watch the street, Radcliff.” They went through the front door, and the noxious scent of all-day burning sandalwood wafted out in their wake.

I turned and watched three young men with identical haircuts and the same exact pair of chinos walk through the open door of the neighboring bar. Their arrival elicited bro-cries of excitement from patrons already inside. I made a bet with myself about what kind of beer they’d order at the bar: PBR was too hipster for guys wearing shirts with collars, but maybe they went slumming with a bottle of Bud Light. No, no. On draft—pseudoclassy.

“Radcliff,” I said, looking back.

He glanced away from Midtown Mediums’ front door.

“Finance bros: Bud Light on draft, yes or no?”

His brow furrowed a minute, but then he seemed to put two and two together after a quick glance at the Irish flag over my shoulder. “Nah. They’ll go for some Brooklyn-brewed IPA with a name like Mad Dog Hoppin’. It’ll cost as much as a good glass of wine.”

“No one appreciates a pint of Guinness as much as they ought to,” I said under my breath.

The sun was fully below the horizon now, and despite the darkening city, the heat wave wasn’t showing any signs of breaking, proving a weather report accurate for once. I tugged absently on my shirt, fanning myself as I turned to watch the bodega on the other side of Radcliff. A young woman had stormed out the door, turned, and thrown a bouquet of flowers at her male partner, following close on her heels. She screamed about what a cheap asshole he was.

Simply because he’d bought her bodega flowers? I loved those bouquets. They were an underappreciated blip of happiness on the mean streets of New York. Sometimes, Calvin would bring me home carnations from the bodega a few blocks from his precinct. It always made my day because it meant he’d been thinking of me. Sure, the flowers might have only cost twelve bucks, but the message they relayed was priceless.

Radcliff had watched the woman momentarily, determined the situation wasn’t anything needing police intervention, and returned his attention to the front door. “Beautiful night, isn’t it?” he finally asked.

“A real fruit basket.”

“How’s that?”

I smiled a little. What was it that the Grail knight had said in that ridiculous Indiana Jones movie Aubrey made me watch? “You have chosen… wisely.” Because in that breath, that heartbeat, that single second, it couldn’t be any clearer that Calvin Winter really was the perfect counterbalance in my life. “Nothing.”

“Sebastian—”

“If you don’t mind, I’d prefer Mr. Snow.”

Radcliff got the hint. His mouth hung open a little, like he’d been ready to lay another whopper on me and was now having to do some mental gymnastics as he reconsidered Operation: Sebastian’s Nether Regions.

The door opened suddenly, and Calvin motioned Radcliff inside without a word.

Radcliff shot me one last look, but when I made no attempt to delay him, he followed Calvin.

I waited on the street a moment longer, but you know, fuck it. I grabbed the door handle and poked my head inside. Harmony was standing near the counter, crying loudly. Her big chest heaved as she tried to catch her breath. Quinn stood beside her, notepad in one hand, the other patting Harmony’s back the same way you’d soothe an upset infant. There appeared to be no customers in the small reception area. I slipped inside and hurried for the beaded doorway that led to the long corridor of reading rooms.

Quinn glanced up as I rushed by. “Sebastian, what the fuck—”

“BRB, Quinn,” I said as I pushed a handful of beads aside.

“BRB? Are you fucking fifteen?” she called after me.

But I rushed down the dim hallway as Radcliff exited the second-to-last room on the left. He was on his phone, requesting CSU and the ME as he slowly walked toward the front of the store. He looked up at my footfalls, but I brushed past him and continued on to the tapestry-choked room.

Calvin was crouched in the open doorway, phone in-hand. He looked up and frowned.

I slowed to a stop, stood behind him, and peered inside. An overhead light had been turned on, casting a harsh illumination over the billowy drapes, the table and chair I’d occupied earlier in the day, and a body splayed on the floor like a fly caught under the mesh of a swatter. Rose was wearing the same long skirt and blouse, as well as a head scarf and big hoop earrings that I hadn’t originally noticed, due to having only seen her shadowed silhouette during the reading, but besides those additional details, something wasn’t… right about her. And it wasn’t only because of the carving fork protruding from her jugular. Both arms were extended, palms up. In one hand was what looked like a coin—a quarter, judging by the size—and in the other—not a spiritoscope, but what looked like a really long, wound-up rubber band. Maybe three or four feet in length. Rose’s head was tilted toward the door, eyes and mouth wide open as if she’d been taken by complete surprise. The shape of her face was surprisingly square, and one boob seemed to have… er… fallen off? It was still inside her blouse, that is, but on the floor. And while I’m no expert, I was quite certain it was supposed to be on her chest, not beside it.

“Rose,” I said quietly.

“Also known as Brad Habel,” Calvin answered solemnly.


CHAPTER ELEVEN

Once uniformed officers and CSU had shown up, we’d taken the party back outside, where the beat of radio static, disco lights of patrol cars, and competing conversations from both LEO and bystanders alike really did make me feel like I was at a party. A totally sober party that was about as fun as an eighth-grade school dance, except instead of a bake sale serving up chocolate chip cookies and double fudge brownies to hyper preteens outside the gymnasium in between hits by the Backstreet Boys and Spice Girls, it was freshly baked murder, and there wasn’t a single pop superstar from my childhood in sight.

I was leaning against the passenger-side door of Calvin’s car, swiping on his phone. While he’d been crouched in the doorway, avoiding further contamination of the crime scene, he’d taken several zoomed-in photos of the fork that’d killed Rose. Or was it Brad? I was keeping one ear on the conversation currently being had with Harmony, who was doing her best to explain that very question.

“No, no, Brad was definitely a he,” she said to both Calvin and Quinn, the latter of whom was taking notes. “It wasn’t a drag thing either. It was… like… a disguise, I guess.” She sniffed and dabbed her eyes with a tissue that was mostly waterlogged and covered in mascara. “Brad had been the business and marketing brains behind Readings by Madam Sandra. He always said he was the one with the gift too, not Sandra, but… I don’t know… clients seem to trust women mediums more. Maybe it’s because we have more female customers and they don’t want a man having an in on their hopes and dreams and fears? I’m not really sure.”

“But the Habels decided that Sandra would be the face of their enterprise?” Calvin asked.

“Right,” Harmony answered. “And whatever they were doing for the last few years, it worked. Business at Midtown Mediums tanked. You saw reception when you came in! Not a single client. Five years ago, we’d have been packed with bar-crawlers, no matter what day of the week.”

“So what led to Mr. Habel working for you?” Calvin prompted.

Harmony wiped her nose next and said, “He and Sandra had irreconcilable differences. About three months ago, maybe? And then Brad asked to be put on our freelance list, out of the blue. I think the owner told him it might cause drama—you know, since he’d had a hand in stealing clients? And then—bam! Brad’s wearing bangles, fake boobs, a dress, and calling himself the Mystifying Rose. But since I do all the appointment scheduling, the owner told me what was happening, only I had to swear to keep it a secret.”

“And what was happening?”

Harmony’s lip quivered and her breathing quickened a little. “H-he was going to help Midtown Mediums p-put Sandra out of business.” Then she started crying again.

I returned my gaze to the phone.

“He really was a nice guy!” she wailed. “Once you got to know him!”

“He called his wife a fraud, a con artist, and a bitch,” I interjected, glancing up.

Calvin gave me a pointed look.

I shrugged before returning my attention to the phone again and swiping to an extreme close-up of the two-pronged fork and the handle’s pattern. It looked similar to what I recalled of the hone, but I’d never say they were a match without conducting a closer inspection of each. Still—a knife, a hone, and a fork? Sure sounded as if they all came from the same flatware set. It’d be incredible if there was something noteworthy about the pieces, something that marked them as being one of a kind, as traceable to a single owner. But what were the odds of it being so easy? I wasn’t feeling lucky enough to buy a Powerball ticket, let me put it that way.

Calvin said, after Harmony had seemed to tucker herself out, “We’ll need the name and contact information of Mr. Habel’s last client.”

Harmony’s expression contorted a little and she pointed at me. “It was him.”

I immediately raised both hands in an act of innocence. “I didn’t kill him.”

“I know that,” Calvin said with a chastising tone. He looked down at Harmony again. “Our forensic team will no doubt confirm this, but Mr. Habel appears to have been recently deceased. Mr. Snow was in your shop—”

“Almost nine hours ago,” I answered.

Calvin nodded and didn’t break eye contact with Harmony.

She gnawed on her lower lip a moment before shaking her head. “I swear there were no other clients.”

“Were any of the other mediums scheduled to see a client today?” Calvin suggested.

“It’s been dead all day—oh shoot, I shouldn’t have said that.”

“Did you leave the shop unattended, for even a moment,” Calvin tried next. “A bathroom break, cigarette break….”

Harmony began to shake her head again, then froze like a deer in the headlights.

“What is it?” Calvin pressed.

“I might have left for a few minutes,” she whispered, her stare fixated on some smudge on the sidewalk that I hoped wasn’t dog shit.

When she failed to follow that comment up with anything more, and both Calvin and Quinn were shifting restlessly, I took a shot in the dark. “You went to the Wash & Fold.”

Harmony’s head jerked up. “How’d you—are you friends with Jazz?”

“Hang on,” Calvin interrupted, raising his hand. “Who’s Jazz?”

“He works at the Wash & Fold next door to Sandra’s,” I answered before motioning toward Harmony. “He’s sweet on her.”

Harmony snorted and crossed her arms over her chest, causing the crop top to ride up. “Yeah, all right, boomer.”

“I’m thirty-five,” I protested.

“Both of you,” Calvin warned. To Harmony, he asked, “How long were you with this gentleman?”

“Like… twenty minutes?”

“That’s a lot longer than ‘a few minutes,’” Quinn muttered as she scratched a line out on the notepad and wrote something else.

“Jazz closes at seven, so… it was empty, you know? But I locked the door when I left,” Harmony said defensively. “And it was still locked when I came back.” She tugged a key ring from her shorts that somehow hadn’t been forced out by the natural motions of thighs and butt working in collaboration with a very shallow pocket, so hey, a small miracle. Harmony held up one key and showed it to Calvin. “This one.”

“Is the lock a deadbolt?”

She shook her head, angled her body so as to look at the front entrance of the shop, and said, “Just a regular door lock.”

“Was Mr. Habel alive when you stepped out?” Calvin asked.

Harmony returned her gaze and smiled sheepishly. “I honestly didn’t even realize he was still here… but, I mean, he had to have been. I definitely would have heard someone stabbing him!”

Quinn snapped her notepad shut and said to Calvin, “I’ll have CSU dust the lock for fingerprints.”

Calvin nodded in acknowledgment.

I texted the photos of the fork on Calvin’s phone to myself before taking a few steps forward and tucking the cell into his back pocket.

Calvin said to Harmony, as she made like she wanted to walk away, “You’ve done a great job, thank you. I have one last question. Mr. Habel knew that his wife had been killed Tuesday morning, didn’t he?”

“I told him,” she confirmed. “I heard it from Jazz, who’d been told by Sandra’s cleaner.”

It was a relief to know that all the he-saids and she-saids in this case were aligning exactly how I’d been told. Sometimes games of telephone could be tricky.

“Was Mr. Habel at all upset?”

“Sort of. I mean, I’m sure he was, but he wanted to do readings at their shop too, and Sandra didn’t want that—change the name, share the spotlight. I think she’d been syphoning money from their joint account into a personal one too. So even if he was sad, he really didn’t like her anymore. I guess that’d complicate things.”

Radcliff stepped outside, strolling toward us while displaying a plastic evidence bag. “Want to take a wild guess as to whose business card Mr. Habel had in his pocket?”

Calvin took the offering, frowned, and stated, “Joe Sinclair.”

“Oh, right, that guy,” Harmony piped up. “I forgot about him. He didn’t stay very long.”

“When did he come by the shop?” Calvin asked.

Harmony pointed at me a second time and said, “Right after Mr. Snow left.”

 

 

Calvin set a small stack of photos on the tabletop before pulling out the seat across from me and sitting. He leaned back, hooked an ankle over his knee, then closed his eyes while massaging his forehead. We’d left Midtown Mediums shortly after Calvin had finished his interview with Harmony. CSU was collecting evidence of both the murder and the potential break-in that might have occurred while Harmony had been in hot pursuit of defiling a countertop or washing machine or wherever her and Jazz had been playing hide the pickle. And with Sinclair’s business card found on a dead man, Quinn and Radcliff had left to go invite him to the precinct for a conversation. Calvin had made good on his promise to let me study the flatware that had now been found at all three murders, which was why, at ten o’clock at night, I was back to the same conference room with the oval table and whiteboard pushed up against the wall. The precinct wasn’t empty, but when we’d walked through the bullpen, only a few detectives seemed intent on burning the midnight oil.

I picked up the crime-scene photos and began sifting through them. “I didn’t want to stress you out in front of the others….”

Calvin made a noise in his throat.

“But can I tell you why I wrote down Sinclair as a person of interest?”

“I’d rather you just look at those knife and hone photos and then go home, sweetheart.”

“He came by the Emporium, less than two hours after the morning press conference concluded.” I didn’t look up, but I could feel Calvin staring now. “He told me he’d been trying to do an exposé on gay LEOs for months and has been getting the cold shoulder from every cop he’d reached out to.”

“I’m shocked,” he muttered, completely deadpan.

“I know, right?” I was sorting the knives and hones into two separate piles as I continued. “He said once he saw me, recognized me from past exploits, he decided that an amateur sleuth with an unrelated, curious day job was far more interesting. I told him to fuck off.”

“Good.”

“The thing is, I don’t think he’s been following me until today.”

Calvin asked, “How do you explain him watching you outside the precinct in the middle of the night?”

“Radcliff.”

“What?”

I glanced up over the rims of my sunglasses. “I think Sinclair was originally following Radcliff as a possible subject for his article. Radcliff was the detective at Sandra’s on Tuesday morning, he also showed up to the precinct in the middle of the night, and was at the press conference. But that’s where Sinclair’s interests shifted—and fast too. He showed up at the Emporium, and I think he followed me to Hell’s Kitchen—probably asked Brad what we’d discussed during my reading. Sinclair might have followed me to Inwood, for all we know.”

“But why? If you told him to take a hike?”

I leaned to one side in my seat, pulled my phone free, and opened the text chain of photographs. I set that on the table between the knives on my left and hones to the right. “I hear myself saying this in my head and realize it sounds… unhinged. But considering the wallops we’ve been dealt in the past, maybe it’s not so out of left field.”

Calvin sighed heavily, set both feet on the floor, and turned in his chair to face me. “Let’s hear it.”

“Do you think Sinclair might be… you know, singling me out? Like, uh… a cat-and-mouse thing?”

“Like Dr. Asquith did,” Calvin stated without inflection.

“Sort of, yeah. I mean, Sinclair even made that suggestion himself—that someone wanted my attention with how odd Sandra’s murder was.” I lowered my voice a little and asked, “What if he was talking about himself?”

“But he had no idea of your official involvement until two days after Sandra’s death,” Calvin countered. “The suggestion he killed Marie and Brad for your engagement—mind you, you haven’t been singled out by name even once—might hold water on its own, but it doesn’t make sense in the case of Sandra.”

“Ask him about connections to Sandra when he comes in,” I said.

“I plan to. But I’m not sold on Sinclair being an organized, psychopathic killer whose end goal is to provide Victorian fodder that’ll encourage a sleuth to come out of retirement so he can write an article about your busybodyness.”

“Okay… well… I guess it sounds a bit fantastical when you put it that way. But I also don’t think there’s some random perpetrator embracing the media nickname, Ouija Killer, who’s really got it out for the psychic community, even if only two out of three victims were self-proclaimed mediums.”

“No, I don’t either.” Calvin drummed the tabletop absently.

“So what do you think?” I asked after a moment had passed. “Because it’s not Brad. And Sinclair is my only other consideration.”

“It could be Brad.”

“Might I remind you,” I said, holding up my phone to show the photo of the fork sticking out of said man’s neck.

Calvin shrugged and said, “We have to take a look at the Habels’ wills, life insurance, bank accounts, etcetera. Brad might have hired someone to kill his wife. Maybe he didn’t take Marie into account—she was someone close to Sandra who might have been able to finger him, so he panicked and got rid of her after the fact.”

“Then he got double-crossed?” I asked.

“Maybe.”

“Huh.”

“Murder usually comes down to an abuse of power,” Calvin explained. “Money is a form of power, and according to Harmony, a serious point of contention between both victims. If the hired muscle knew how much Brad stood to make off Sandra’s death, maybe he got greedy and wanted more of the pie. It’s a more believable scenario than another loon like Asquith on the loose.”

“Sure. But it doesn’t explain the spiritoscopes. Or the tangible items suggesting the story of the Fox sisters’ long con.” I set my phone down and then tapped one of the photos. “Nor does it explain the Victorian flatware.”

Calvin was quiet for another long minute. He rubbed his jaw and admitted, “No, it doesn’t.”

I took Robert Hare’s book from the pile I’d dragged inside with me, flipped through the first few pages to Plate III, and turned it toward Calvin. “This piece right here, the scale, that’s what was left with Marie. Obviously it’s just a portion of a much bigger spiritoscope design.”

Calvin studied the illustration. “Looks the same. And was the apple in her hand a message as well?”

“Yup. Kate and Maggie used to tie apples to strings and use them in the bedroom to create disembodied sounds. They convinced their mother the home was haunted, and before you knew it, they were off scamming greater New York and eventually the entire nation.” I flipped a few pages in reverse to Plate II. “I think this was supposed to be the spiritoscope left with Brad. Only, what was left wasn’t an antique at all.”

“It was a rubber band,” Calvin clarified. “One of those industrial sort used for moving.” He pointed at the illustration of a woman seated at a table on wheels, a circular index printed with the alphabet on the front so she couldn’t see its face, which in turn was attached to the wheeled legs via a pulley system. “Was the rubber band supposed to represent this contraption?”

“I think so,” I agreed. “I’m wondering if the perpetrator only owned the complete tabletop spiritoscope found with Sandra and the partial left with Marie, and is now improvising based on these plate designs. Maybe they didn’t expect to commit more than one or two murders.”

Calvin grunted. “And the quarter in his hand?”

“I think it might be a reference to the first public séance the sisters performed in 1849. That was while they lived in Rochester. The event was advertised in the local paper and they were selling tickets to the public—believers and skeptics alike—for twenty-five cents.”

“It was the first time they made money off well-meaning people.”

“Correct.”

There was a quick succession of knocks on the conference room door before it opened and Quinn poked her head in. “Sinclair is here. Hasn’t lawyered up yet, but I’d suggest you talk to him now, before he changes his mind.”

“All right.” Calvin rose as he said, “I’ll be back as soon as I can.” He offered a small smile and left the room.

The first thing I did was study the crime-scene photos under my magnifying glass. I was thrilled to realize that whoever had snapped them thought to include one extreme close-up of the maker’s mark found along the blade of the carving knife—Tiffany & Co. The second thing I did was fill the empty conference room with cussing, because who the fuck used antique Tiffany flatware with murderous intent? Not only was it extremely valuable—the name alone brought its worth up more than other brand names—but the quality in craftsmanship and artistry was next to none during the late 1800s. For the upper class during this time period, dining was considered an art form, and everything on the table had to reflect as such. But even if you didn’t take the history of Tiffany into account, their flatware was also made of sterling silver. And sterling silver always had resale value.

I wasn’t yet certain what these three roast-carving utensils would fetch on the market—pattern, production year, wear and tear, as well as whether there was a set they belonged to had to be taken into account. But briefly, for shits and giggles, I pulled up Tiffany’s website on my phone. It looked like they were still in the business of selling flatware, although only a handful of patterns were currently offered these days, and I nearly choked on the price tags. Over a grand for a set of five—that is, the five most common utensils a single person used throughout three courses—and here me and Calvin had argued over whether to buy the thirty- or fifty-dollar silverware to go along with the rest of our affordable European home furnishings. So the carving pieces, after a thorough appraisal, would likely fetch whatever asking price was slapped on them—being evidence in three brutal murders notwithstanding.

I flipped open one of the flatware reference books and then double-checked the close-up of the maker’s mark. Thankfully, Tiffany always included the patent year of the design, and this one was from 1895. I found the chapter on the year in question before noting a curious asterisk. One pattern in particular, the Colonial, was marked with the year 1895, the anticipated patent year, but internal delays caused the company to not receive the patent until 1896 and the cost to redesign the dies with the correct date was considered too costly.

I held the magnifying glass to the photographed pieces of the Colonial. Considered to be one of George Paulding Farnham’s more modest and simplistic designs, compared to his later flatware collections and jewelry pieces—all of which were very ornate and of traditional Beaux Arts style—the pieces here were bordered by four bands, creating a sort of scrolled-leaf aesthetic at the base of the handle. Classic and timeless. I held one of the photographs to the book for comparison.

A match made in heaven.

Although, the murder weapons had an additional mark on the handles—a stylized T, which no doubt was a monogram. Personalized dinnerware for the very well-to-do family who’d originally purchased the set back in the day. And speaking of the set, I returned my attention to the book and made note that the pattern had been discontinued since 1913 and had been offered in a customized storage chest that held all ninety-six pieces—of which a three-piece roast-carving set was included.

The giddy satisfaction in my gut was a pleasant change from the roller coaster of emotions the day had produced thus far. I wrote everything down for Calvin, including the reference book and page number, in case he needed to go back to it for any reason.

The conference room door opened as I was cleaning up and consolidating photo piles. I opened my mouth to tell Calvin about the potentially useful information I’d uncovered, but was instead met with the boyish and eternally hopeful Radcliff in the doorway.

“Sorry to interrupt,” he said.

“You’re not. I was just finishing.”

“Detective Winter asked that I let you know he’s going to be a while longer, and that you should catch a cab home.”

“Oh. All right, thanks.” I stood and offered the sheet of paper with my notes. “This is for you guys—do what you will with that information.”

Radcliff raised his eyebrows, accepting it. “A monogrammed Tiffany set?” he asked after reading the notes over.

“That’s right.”

His expression sharpened. “How unique is that? Can we track the owner via the monogram? Does Tiffany retain records of sales for custom wares?”

All good and relevant questions. Radcliff had been incredibly stupid back in Inwood, but at least now he was behaving like a competent detective and thinking with his brain, not his dick. And for a detective who hadn’t been main billing to many homicides, at least according to Calvin, I felt he was presenting the right attitude and thought process to be the boss. Maybe not for the Spirits situation, considering it had stumped even Calvin and Quinn so far—Ferguson had probably made the right call here—but a regular, run-of-the-mill murder? I bet Radcliff would do just fine without someone breathing down his neck.

I stacked my books and picked them up, saying, “A monogrammed flatware set made by Tiffany… yeah, I’d say that’d be a pretty unique sale. The problem is, that particular pattern was available between 1896 and 1913, and maybe they keep customer records that old, but I wouldn’t count on it. The other issue to take into consideration is whether this is a family heirloom and has never been on the market, or if it was, whether it was at an auction or a private sale. Honestly, a paper trail on this might not be possible, but I’ll give it a go, regardless.”

Radcliff folded the paper neatly in two. “It’s worth a lot?”

“If it’s complete and in good condition? Definitely. Maybe somewhere around ten thousand plus.”

“For some dinner forks? I sure picked the wrong career.”

I snorted. “Anyway—”

Radcliff stepped aside to hold the door open. “I’ll see you out.”

“I, uh, I don’t think that’s necessary.”

He hesitated for a beat, glanced back out into the hall, then stepped inside and let the door shut. “I think I should apologize.”

“I think you shouldn’t shit where you eat.”

Radcliff blinked owlishly. “What?”

“Look, I know you weren’t thrilled with Ferguson having you play second fiddle on this case, but Calvin’s a really good detective to learn from. Especially since this investigation is turning out to be as strange as a few past cases he was also lead on…. And Calvin will always have your back. He’ll be your champion if you let him. That’s not the sort of man you want to alienate so early in your career.”

“I—”

“You want to have an open relationship or casual sex or whatever it is you’re jonesing for, go nuts. I won’t judge. We all got our thing. But don’t betray the trust of your fellow detectives by trying to hook up with their partners—even if they’re interested. There’re apps for that shit.” I added after a heartbeat, “I know because my assistant is very forthcoming with the ins and outs of his sex life, not from firsthand experience.”

Radcliff carded his fingers through his neat hair a few times before nodding. “Right.”

“I appreciate the handsome compliment, though.”

“He told you that?” Radcliff asked with a bit of an embarrassed laugh.

“Sure did.”

Radcliff flashed a smile that was still kind of flirty, but then he opened the door and said, “Get home safe, Mr. Snow.”


CHAPTER TWELVE

I was roasting a six-pound chicken in the middle of the night.

After getting home, I’d walked Dillon and gone to bed, but after tossing and turning for half an hour, had gone downstairs to clean the dishes in the sink left from the other morning, hoping to wear off the last of the adrenaline I was still flying high on. But then I remembered the thawed chicken in the fridge, how I hadn’t let Calvin cook it yesterday, and at this rate, it would spoil before he was home at dinnertime, so I preheated the oven to ball-blistering temps and dressed the chicken the way Calvin usually did. Some salt, pepper, butter under the skin, liberal use of garlic and parsley, and half a lemon where the sun didn’t shine.

But I did it all on autopilot, my brain still wading deep into the unknowns of the spirit-happenings.

The lack of evidence pointing to any one potential suspect for our three murders ate at me. Sandra Habel was found dead Tuesday morning. Her cleaner had been an obvious person of interest until Marie Yang wound up dead as well, early Thursday morning. Sandra’s estranged husband was then a clear contender for Murderer of the Week until he was found deader than Julius Caesar Thursday night. Sandra died one week after neighbors had seen her arguing with an unknown person—an average-sized man or taller-than-normal woman. Marie died the same day local papers quoted her on details she knew regarding Sandra’s death. Brad was dead hours after I’d questioned who I believed was Rose at the time.

And yet… what did we have to show for it?

A possible murderer-for-hire, although the police hadn’t yet uncovered evidence to suggest this was anything more than theory; a total stranger dubbed the Ouija Killer who was exacting revenge on scammy psychics due to their own sick reasons, except that Marie hadn’t worked as a psychic; and one journalist who was suspiciously hell-bent on writing an article about a gay crime solver. But none of us had received any creepy communications that would imply my cat-and-mouse hypothesis was at work.

All three victims intimately knew each other, and yet there didn’t appear to be a common criminal who connected them. Maybe Calvin and Quinn and Radcliff would find someone who’d gone unnoticed so far, as they spent the night questioning Sinclair and digging into the history of both the Habels and Marie, but if not…? There were the spiritoscopes at each scene and an item relating to the Fox sisters’ story—which to me, no matter what, seemed to be implying the victim was a fraudster. But then why kill Marie? That didn’t make sense.

The presence of the spiritoscopes, items which I’d originally been under the impression didn’t survive the nineteenth century, as well as the extremely collectable and expensive Tiffany flatware, proposed yet again that we were dealing with a killer who had a hell of a lot of money and perhaps little concern as to the preservation of said antiques. So maybe not a collector, per se, but someone who liked how being the owner of such rarities gave them a sense of status.

When the oven timer had gone off an hour and a half later, the chicken done but somehow not smelling as mouth-wateringly delicious as when Calvin cooked it, I was left with one spine-tingling thought: maybe we wouldn’t find the commonality between the murders until the killer struck for a fourth time. And if they did, who’d be the next logical victim?

Sinclair?

Harmony?

Me?

I cleaned the kitchen and left a note on the counter telling Calvin he could eat some chicken if he came home hungry, then tried to go to sleep for a second time. I woke somewhere around two in the morning when the mattress dipped and Calvin drew close enough to wrap his big, muscled arm over my chest. His chest hair tickled my back, and this close, it was too hot for even a sheet to cover us. But I was finally able to fall deeply, dreamlessly asleep.

 

 

I found Calvin in the kitchen the next morning. It was barely seven o’clock and he was already showered and dressed, leaning against the counter while eating his oatmeal and peanut butter concoction. He glanced up and smiled around a mouthful, pointed the spoon at me, and said, “Good morning, handsome.”

I was not handsome that morning, or any morning, to be quite honest. I was wearing the same boxer briefs I’d gone to bed in, and one sock. Where was the other sock? Why hadn’t I taken the lone survivor off? I grunted something and went to the fridge to fetch the carton of cream.

“Thank you for cooking the chicken,” Calvin said as I tugged open the door.

I noted the bird was down a drumstick. “Was it okay?” I went to the coffee pot and poured myself a mug.

“It was great.”

“I put butter under the skin like you do.” I turned to Calvin as he scraped the last of his breakfast from the glass jar in his hand. “You only slept a few hours.”

He nodded.

“How did talking with Sinclair go?”

Calvin looked at me as he set the jar in the sink and ran water into it. “He claims to not have affiliation, personal or professional, with any of the three victims.”

“That’s bullshit.”

“That’s what he says.”

“What do you say?”

Calvin turned the tap off. “We’re looking into his background. I think he’s lying, but I’m not sure whether it’s about the victims or about his potential involvement with you.”

“What do you mean?”

“I needed to recuse myself from most of the interview. Quinn took over, so my gut impressions are via watching remotely, which is always a little different than being in the same room and listening for what’s not being said.”

I set my mug on the counter and asked, “You recused yourself… because of me?”

“That’s where the line of questioning was going,” Calvin said with a nod. “And talking about you is what Sinclair had wanted since the press conference. I couldn’t guarantee I’d react neutrally.” He reached out to comb my hair with his fingers. “He admitted to following you to Hell’s Kitchen and confirmed speaking with Harmony after you’d left Midtown Mediums. He claims he couldn’t get to Brad without an appointment and paying something like two hundred bucks—”

I winced inwardly at the reminder, but luckily Calvin didn’t ask if I’d gotten the same roadblock.

“Sinclair says he left his card with Harmony. She must have given it to Brad at a later point.”

“Did he say why he followed me? Or what he wanted to talk to Brad about?”

“To see if you were investigating Sandra Habel’s murder,” Calvin confirmed. “He also admitted to following you to the Wash & Fold, as well as to Inwood.”

I held my hands up in defense. “I have really bad eyesight.”

“I know, baby.”

“If I’d have seen him, you better believe I’d have done something about it.”

Calvin smiled a little. “I have no doubt. He said he’d wanted to question your involvement again, and had been waiting outside Marie Yang’s apartment building. But when the first police cruisers showed up, he got cold feet and bolted.”

I lowered my hands and reached for the mug. “That’s a little weird, don’t you think?”

“I think it’s a lot weird,” Calvin answered. “I asked around. Turns out Sinclair has approached LGBT officers in Homicide, Vice, the Transit Bureau, even someone in Cold Cases.”

“The gays are taking over,” I stated.

Calvin snorted. “Yeah, well, for someone who’s been absolutely relentless in the pursuit of his gay-crime-solver story, it’s odd that he jetted at the first sign of something significant to write about.”

“I agree.”

Calvin pulled back the sleeve of his shirt, checked the time, and said, “I have to go.”

I followed him out of the kitchen and watched as Calvin picked up his suit coat from the back of a chair at our little table for two. “I’m assuming he’s not in custody.”

“Sinclair says he was out with a colleague the night of Sandra Habel’s murder. We’ll be speaking with that gentleman this morning to confirm this alibi. Sinclair also claims to have already been at Out in NYC’s office by the time of Marie Yang’s death, which would make him a hell of an early riser, since the ME estimates her time of death being 5:00 a.m. We’re currently waiting to hear back from his supervisor about that. And while Sinclair admits to not having an alibi for the time of Brad Habel’s killing, finding his business card on the deceased isn’t enough reason to hold him, given the circumstances.” Calvin pulled his arms through the sleeves and adjusted the lapels. “I still don’t think he’s a raving killer vying for your attention, but I will admit something just doesn’t feel right. If he reaches out again to you at all, in any capacity, call me immediately.”

“Will do, Major.”

“I got the notes you gave Radcliff too.”

“Good. I’m going to make some calls and poke around today, see if I can find out if that Tiffany set was ever at auction, but no promises it’ll lead anywhere.”

Calvin moved into my personal space, kissed me, and said, “Thank you.” He touched the hickey on my neck, and a very satisfied smirk ghosted across his face. “Sorry about that.”

“No, you’re not.”

“I’m definitely not. It looks good on you.”

“Get out of here.”

“I like you,” he said.

“I like you too.” I watched Calvin shut the front door behind him before I picked up the sound of my phone ringing from upstairs. “Crap.” I ran up the steps, stumbled to one side to avoid Dillon, who lay sprawled on the floor at the foot of the bed, and fell onto the mattress. I grabbed my cell from the nightstand and answered breathlessly, “H-hello?”

“Did… I interrupt, kiddo?”

“Pop! Hey, no—I was—ah, how’s it hangin’?”

My dad laughed. “It’s early, I know, but I’m on the way to Tompkins Square to let Maggie use the dog run. I thought you’d like to join us.”

“Right. Because we were having coffee today.”

I definitely didn’t forget. Not at all.

“We can grab some on the way.”

“Sounds good,” I answered.

“We’ll be by Tenth in fifteen.”

“I’ll have time to put my fancy dress on.”

“I’m happy if you put on a pair of pants,” Pop replied.

“Dad, my streaking phase was thirty years ago.”

“I remember having to wrestle you into clothes for your third birthday party and you promptly discarding said clothes in the toilet.”

“Who throws a birthday party for a three-year-old, anyway? I don’t remember any of it.”

“You were very happy, running around stark naked and smearing buttercream frosting all over yourself.”

“If you say where I put that frosting, you’re going to the dog run alone,” I warned.

“Better get up and at ’em, then, kiddo.”

I hung up and scrambled off the bed. I ran for the bathroom, which prompted Dillon to bark and race after me. I popped in my red-tinted contacts, slapped on deodorant and cologne, then did the side-to-side shuffle around Dillon in the doorway, which only got him more psyched. I went to the closet, yanked on a pair of clean briefs and trousers, then hastily buttoned and tucked in a randomly chosen shirt. Dillon barked again while I tossed the one sock over my shoulder and put on a fresh pair. Between realizing we must have been destined for the park, and the fact that one should never keep William Snow and Maggie the Pittie Princess waiting, he’d initiated a countdown on my behalf.

“Yeah, I know, buddy,” I said to the dog. “I can’t—where the fuck did I put my loafers?” I turned from the closet, looked around the bed, even went downstairs to double check my typical drop-and-dismiss locations where my belongings tended to accumulate until Calvin would eventually come to stand beside Shit Mountain, sigh audibly, and then walk away, which would prompt my guilt to go full throttle and I’d clean the entire apartment in order to make amends.

I raced upstairs for a second time and dug out the pair of Chucks that Calvin had bought me last Christmas. I’d worn them exactly twice, because while I liked them for a “lazy shoe day,” I also thought, in no uncertain terms, that even lazy shoes were too cool for me. I pocketed my wallet and phone, tossed my messenger bag over one shoulder, and was out the door with Dillon in exactly thirteen minutes.

Despite the mad dash, Pop was already waiting outside. For a retired man who had as many or as few commitments as his heart desired nowadays, he really was a hell of a stickler for keeping to a schedule. But I guessed that tendency had become ingrained after thirty years of teaching. Anyway, after being bombarded by Maggie, hugging my dad, and Pop’s usual chastising over the state of my hair and stubble and the all too familiar “What have I said about letting Calvin suck your neck?,” we picked up coffees on the corner and made our way to Tompkins Square Park. The dog run was pretty quiet before eight o’clock, and luckily there were benches in the shade of a few old trees so we didn’t have to bake in the heat while Dillon and Maggie chased each other and splashed around in the cooling pools.

Pop sipped his iced coffee, made a quiet content sound, and asked, “How’s Calvin?”

“He’s good. Busy. Got a city to save.”

Pop chuckled. He patted my leg a few times and asked, his tone noticeably more somber, his words layered in meaning, “He’s doing okay?”

I thought of Calvin sitting in the tub, big globs of tears in his eyes as he struggled with sharing the story of losing Ahmed in Iraq. His PTSD wasn’t ever going to magically disappear. The condition simply didn’t work that way. His military service had forever changed who Calvin was as a man. But two years ago he couldn’t even admit to himself that he had a serious problem. A year ago he could hardly say, “I have therapy tonight.” Instead, he’d say, “I’m seeing Dr. Chambers tonight.” So yes, he’d cried at the recollection, he’d allowed that loss in the past to affect his decision-making in the current, but he’d also willingly told me that story. It was huge progress.

I nodded, glancing at Pop. “He’s okay,” I agreed.

“Good.” Pop looked out toward the run again, watching the dogs. “How’s the shop? I haven’t been by in a few weeks.”

“Oh, you know, buying weird shit, selling weird shit.” After a moment of internal deliberation, I added, “I’ve been doing some consultation work.”

Pop’s interest perked. “That’s fantastic.”

“Well….”

“For who? A private collector? Museum? Institution?”

I laughed a bit uncomfortably. “It’s an institution, all right.” I met Pop’s gaze again and clarified, “The NYPD.”

Pop went quiet. He covered his eyes with his free hand, rubbed them, and around a long sigh, said, “Sebastian, for the love of God.”

“No, no,” I said quickly before I could be reprimanded into the next decade. “This is legitimate consulting. I was hired. An invoice will be sent to their accounts-payable department.”

Pop leveled me with The Look.

“I swear.”

“If I call Calvin right now and ask, will he know about this undertaking of yours?”

“Yes. Of course. I mean, mostly because it’s… uh… his case.”

Pop shook his head. “I don’t know how one man manages to be a menace to nine million people, but leave it up to my son to find a way.”

“Everyone’s been taking serious digs at me this week.”

“What exactly are they asking for your assistance with?”

“Detectives found a wacky antique called a spiritoscope at a murder scene,” I answered.

“And is this like those other times?”

“No,” I said automatically, even though we actually weren’t certain of that. “Dad, don’t worry.”

“It’s hard not to, Sebastian. You’re my only child and you’ve got a well-documented history of making debatable choices when it comes to the longevity of your health and safety.” He sighed again, more irritated this time.

“You asked how I was doing,” I pointed out.

“I know. And I raised you to be honest.”

“You wanted me to lie?”

Pop said begrudgingly, “No….”

“I’ve been doing provenance research,” I said, and smartly avoided any mention of having chatted with Rose—Brad, I guess I should say—prior to his death, and finding Marie already dead. Those were technicalities I’d mention to Pop in about—

The thought flatlined and I mentally rewound: Rose—Brad, I guess I should say.

Someone whose appearance wasn’t what it seemed.

And then the floodgates opened.

Because none of this case, from the onset, appeared to be what it was.

The Ouija Killer who offed fraudulent psychics—but who had also killed Marie Yang.

A possible suspect who wanted my attention—but who had never initiated contact.

The mysterious person who argued with Sandra shortly before her death—but our one witness wasn’t certain if it’d been a man or woman.

Sinclair, who wanted drama and excitement for an exclusive story—but who had left a scene that all but promised those juicy details.

Even the murders felt off. They were all premeditated and methodically planned so as to resemble each other and tell the story of deceitful Spiritualists—but why? When, for example, the Zodiac Killer rained terror on California, they’d reached out to law enforcement, to media, because they wanted everyone to know exactly why they were murdering. It had been important to such a serial killer to be seen as smarter, unattainable, and to warn the public that they were always watching. And that wasn’t to say we were dealing with someone of the same unhinged caliber, but even when Brigg and Asquith had gone on their slaying frenzies here in the city, they’d communicated with at least me.

But this perpetrator? Nothing. Nada. Zilch.

It was as if they wanted us to see more than what actually existed. And while understanding the motive of a sick person was sometimes impossible, there was nothing at the three different crime scenes to suggest we were dealing with an individual who had a compulsive desire to kill out of rage, financial gain, or even sex. I mean, it felt… contrived.

A séance in the dark.

And you simply had to trust that the medium wasn’t the one rap, rap, rapping on the tabletop and swindling you out of a hard-earned buck.

“Interesting…,” I whispered.

“What’s that?” Pop asked.

I shook my head. “No—nothing. Hey, Pop, did you ever have any students who you thought were one kind of person and then proved to be someone completely different?”

“You mean, did I judge a book by its cover?”

I frowned thoughtfully but said, “Yeah, maybe.”

Pop sipped his coffee. “Well… this must have been around the year you were born, so early in my career at NYU. I had a young woman in my Nineteenth Century American Authors course. She was taking it for required credit, so I thought, here we go, a warm body who won’t participate, won’t show up, or will only do the bare minimum because they’re being forced into it.”

“Why do you remember her in particular?” I interrupted.

“I suppose it’s because I’d pegged her as… a ditz.”

“Really?”

“Yes. She was very quiet too, and because I’d already decided she had no interest in the course, I was feeding my own bias. Then she submitted an absolutely phenomenal research paper at the end of the semester that compared and contrasted the art of Aubrey Beardsley and Gustave Doré—”

“Poe’s artists,” I said.

“That’s right.”

“Beardsley did a few illustrations for ‘The Black Cat’ and ‘The Murders in the Rue Morgue.’ Doré did ‘The Raven.’”

“Very good,” Pop said with a smile. “And this young woman wrote about their interpretations of Poe’s writing. Thirty years, twice a year, I taught that course—I still remember her paper.”

“Huh.”

“I try very hard not to do that anymore—make assumptions. Why do you ask?”

I looked down at the plastic coffee cup in my hand. Condensation dripped from its base and onto the dirt. The printed ticket slapped on the side announced my name to be Sebesteen. It looked like I’d gone on a vowel heist with all those extra e’s. “The research I’ve been doing on the spiritoscope has coincided with stories about the Fox sisters—America’s first celebrity mediums. I always thought it was curious, how they’d tricked so many people for so long, although a good part of that was due to them having exploited grieving spectators. But really, it was who the sisters were that fooled everyone.” I looked at Pop. “The first time they did a public event, the younger two were sixteen and twelve. Audiences believed, because the alternative was to admit that a twelve-year-old girl in pigtails had pulled the wool over their eyes.”


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

I’d said goodbye to Pop around 8:30 a.m. and dragged a wet, panting, and happy Dillon out of the park so I could get to work. I emerged from the shaded canopy as I passed through the gates on Avenue A, and winced as a ray of happy-go-lucky morning sunshine hit me right in the retina. I tucked my chin and shielded the tops of my sunglasses with one hand as I began walking south, oblivious to passersby until one called me out by name. I turned around and backtracked a few steps as a man detached from the cast-iron fencing and came into focus.

“Did you forget that I’m married to a cop?” I snapped.

Joe Sinclair, with his manly beard and manly undercut and another polo shirt that somehow seemed to only further accentuate the rest of his manliness, raised his hands up in self-defense.

“You know this is beyond harassment, right?” I took another step toward him. “You came to my place of business. You followed me to Hell’s Kitchen. You followed me to goddamn Inwood. And now you’re waiting for me at the park.”

“For a guy not doing any investigating, you sure do make a lot of curious errands during business hours.”

“How the fuck did you know I was here?”

“And since I’m certain you didn’t see me yesterday,” Sinclair continued, “I have to assume Detective Winter shared details of our conversation with you. I think that might be illegal.”

“Is that the hill you want to die on?” I asked. “I’m going to report you for stalking, but you’re mad Detective Winter gave me a heads-up to be mindful of my surroundings?”

Sinclair had since lowered his hands, tucking them into his pockets and coming off annoyingly at ease. “Which you don’t seem to be, if you don’t mind my pointing out.”

“I have achromatopsia, dickhead. I’m legally blind. So I hope you feel good knowing you’ve been creeping on a guy with a disability.”

That… seemed to shut Sinclair up for a good second or two, as he opened his mouth once or twice, but no words came out.

“I told you I wasn’t interested in being the subject of your story,” I said. “And still, you followed me all over yesterday. Were you going to write it anyway? Just with a voyeuristic approach to the narrative?”

Sinclair’s jaw clenched and he said, “I was considering it, yes.”

“You’re sick. And more than a little obsessed.”

“I’m obsessed? Mr. Snow, I know you’re involved, at least on some level, with the cops on this Sandra Habel case. But even my grandmother would know they didn’t ask you to skulk around the city and ask questions about Marie Yang or Sandra’s spiritpot—”

“Scope,” I corrected.

“What?”

“It’s a spiritoscope. Not a spiritpot, which I’m guessing is what good ol’ Jazz at the Wash & Fold misremembered, since you talked to him too, right? And it wasn’t Sandra’s, by the way. It was just found with her.”

Dillon had been standing beside me the entire time, but he must have sensed my growing agitation, because he tried to intervene the way he often did when Calvin needed to be brought back to the present. The dog took a portion of the leash in his mouth, turned, and gave it a tug in the direction we’d been walking.

I looked down and said, “Hang on, buddy.”

Dillon did not hang on, and tugged the leash again.

“Why’d you run away?” I asked Sinclair. “You followed me all the way to Inwood yesterday. Why didn’t you stay to coerce a story out of me after all the trouble?”

All at once, Sinclair shouted, “Because I thought you’d called the cops on me.” He winced, looked around, then gave an apologetic wave to the woman selling chili mangoes from her pushcart on the corner. “I thought… you must have finally noticed me, waiting across the street for you to come back out. And then I thought, yeah, a cop’s partner, of course they’d send the fucking cavalry to your defense.”

“I was at the rear-facing apartment, not the one facing the street.”

Sinclair swore under his breath.

“And the cavalry was for a dead woman.”

“I know that now,” he nearly growled.

“How did you know Sandra Habel?” I asked.

“I didn’t.”

“That’s bullshit. You told me you went to yesterday’s press conference because her murder had sounded strange, like past murders Detective Winter has investigated. And I think you’d initially been angling for a story on Detective Radcliff too. Am I right?”

Sinclair didn’t answer, but he looked like a kid caught doodling their masterpiece on the walls of the family living room.

“But in order to know Radcliff was the first on the case, you had to have known Sandra—knew that she’d been killed.”

“No. It’s not like that at all. I already told the cops I didn’t know any of the victims!” Sinclair scrubbed his face with both hands before saying, “I have a friend who writes for The City. He interviewed Marie Yang at the scene Tuesday morning.”

“He come up with the moniker, Ouija Killer?”

Sinclair shrugged one shoulder. “Murderers with nicknames sell, what can I say? Anyway, Radcliff was there, and my friend recognized him from a gay bar. He knew I’d been trying to write a piece on someone on the force all year, so he called me up and told me to get to Hell’s Kitchen ASAP—said there was a creepy, fucked-up murder and a gay detective on lead. I thought, now there’s a damn story, but I couldn’t pin Radcliff down to get a word in.”

“So you followed him until Wednesday night when we all got summoned to the precinct?”

“Right…. I’d been thinking, there must have been a break in the case. And then Detective Winter shows up a few minutes later. He’s easy to spot—he was lead on four totally outrageous cases a year or two back, and a poster child for diversity. I was already considering how incredible this story would be with both of them being interviewed—then I recognized you.”

“How flattering,” I said dryly.

“You’re the story, Mr. Snow. A cop solving the case is a cop doing their job. In the grand scheme of things, that’s not very interesting. But you? Your reputation, your return to crime-solving, another Victorian-themed mystery, and at the behest of your detective husband? Come on.”

“I should sell movie rights.”

“You should let me write this story,” Sinclair corrected.

“No.”

“People deserve to know about you.”

“I don’t want people to know about me. I was never about murder and mystery and mayhem. It … sort of happened without warning. I don’t regret my involvement, because it led me to meeting the love of my life, but sleuthing and crime-solving isn’t what makes me me. Who I am is an art historian. Who I am is a lover of curious gizmos and gadgets. I’m not a morning person, I have a caffeine addiction, I have body-image issues, and I don’t like people, despite owning a retail business. I’m best friends with my ex-boyfriend, the thought of outliving my father makes me cry, and I love my husband. Getting involved in past investigations was admittedly due to an itch I have trouble not scratching, but it’s because I have a huge ego and a lot of self-deprecating tendencies and it’s given me a complex over the years. But I’m just as boring and fucked-up as everybody else on this planet. Maybe if your intentions were nobler, I’d consider it, but I don’t believe they are. So leave me alone. Leave my husband alone. And I’d suggest you keep a low profile until this whole thing is over, because the cops don’t entirely believe that you’ve never had business with any of the victims.”

My hands were shaking, and my breath kept seeming to catch in my throat, but I smiled before turning and walking away, because that’d felt so fucking good and I wanted Sinclair to know it.

 

 

“No way. Seb will freak out,” Max was saying as I unlocked the front door to the Emporium and let myself and Dillon inside.

After leaving Sinclair to choke on his own tongue, I’d dashed to the shop to get there before nine o’clock. Which I guess was kind of pointless, because Max had managed the store in my absence while I’d been dragged on vacations and a honeymoon in the recent past, and so he had been given his own security code and knew to prep for opening hours if he beat me there.

Currently, however, the morning routine didn’t appear to be underway. Max stood to my left on the showroom floor, where the bookshelves were, arguing with Beth Harrison, my business neighbor and the owner of Good Books. It was an affordable used bookstore nowhere near where Book Row had once existed, although she managed well enough and dabbled in selling rare editions from time to time for extra income. Although, those editions were usually bought from me, and at a gouged and discounted price, because I struggled saying no to an old lady who wore cat-themed clothing 365 days a year.

“I’m taking the book,” Beth threatened.

“It’s two thousand dollars!”

“That’s nothing compared to some of the stuff in here.”

“It’s Lewis Carroll, Beth. I assure you, Seb will blow a gasket.”

“You cannot have The Game of Logic for free,” I said, shutting the door.

Beth startled and turned to face me. She had on a short-sleeve button-down with a repeating cat pattern, tucked into a wide belt and swing-style skirt featuring a cat decal instead of the traditional poodle. “Oh, Sebby. Good morning.”

“No,” I reiterated.

“I’ll take it for what you paid.”

“I’m not in the business of breaking even.”

“I’m not in the business of going into debt.”

“This isn’t even my business,” Max concluded, throwing his hands up and leaving Beth. He paused at my side to take the petty cash I retrieved from my shoulder bag, then went to fill the antique brass register for the day.

“It’s not like it’s a first edition of Alice,” Beth tried. “Take what you can get.”

“I can get two thousand,” I answered. “It comes with an original game card and two of the nine counter pieces.”

“Fifteen.”

“Two thousand.”

“Seventeen.”

“I’m about to make a comment regarding your age and your hearing,” I warned.

“I wish Mom and Dad would stop fighting,” Max mock cried from the counter.

“Stay out of this,” I said over my shoulder.

“Suck-up,” Beth called.

“Working here has to be against some kind of labor law,” Max grumbled, just loud enough to be heard.

“Sebby—”

The shop phone rang and I waved at Beth. I turned toward the steps, walked up to the elevated counter, and grabbed the trash bin from beneath, as well as the cordless phone from beside Max’s elbow. A copy of The City’s morning edition lay headline up—“Ouija Killer Ups the Ante!”—and the coffee in my gut churned uncomfortably. I walked back to Beth, gave her the bin, and said, “File a complaint here and I’ll have my secretary look at it.”

“You’re such a little—”

“Snow’s Antique Emporium,” I answered.

“—Shit,” Beth finished. She huffed, clutched the bin to her chest, and took it for a walk around the showroom.

“Sebastian, is that you?” asked a warm and smooth, familiar voice. “It’s Chris Manzi.”

“Good morning,” I said as I walked to the stairs closest to the office, peered around the counter, and confirmed the haunted King Charles spaniels were still packed and waiting for eventual transport. “How are you? I’m afraid I haven’t been able to look into that teapoy yet—”

“There’s no rush when I’m only indulging myself.”

“Is there something else I can help you with?”

“It’s those mutts I bought for Cynthia. I made the mistake of mentioning them and now she’s ecstatic.”

“That’s good, right?”

“Yes, but she wants them in place for some costume party she’s hosting tonight,” Chris continued, his tone easy, tolerant, like price would never be an obstacle when it came to guaranteeing his young wife’s happiness. “Do you think you can have them delivered this morning? I’d pick them up myself, but I have a stockholders’ meeting in twenty and I expect that nightmare to take the better part of a day.”

“I don’t think they’d fit in your Mercedes, anyway, Chris.”

He hummed under his breath and added, “Have your moving company charge my card for any expedited fees incurred.”

I glanced at the statues that’d been swathed in so much Bubble Wrap, tissue paper, and foam padding that they didn’t even resemble the general shape of a dog anymore. “I’m not—I mean, those companies usually book a few days to a week out, but I’ll ask if they have any availability.”

“The last thing I want to incur is Cynthia’s wrath,” Chris continued, like my suggestion that moving the antiques today might not be possible had simply gone unheard. “I swear she’s got something to prove with this party—as if impressing twenty pill-popping, Birkin-bag-toting mommies from the Upper East Side is worth her energy when we don’t even have children! But…”—and he drew that conjunction out with a weary sigh—“if this event is what’ll make her happy, I just hand over my credit card and let her do as she pleases. And I know Cynthia’s anxieties all too well. She’ll be convinced that every perceived failure of the night is because those porcelain dogs didn’t get to the house in time to be oohed and aahed at, despite her not having even known about them until last night when we were dining at Jean-Christophe.”

Only Chris could poke fun at women who owned five-hundred-dollar coin purses but had never been handed change in their adult lives, then in the same breath casually mention dining at an exclusive, Michelin-star restaurant that required a deposit upfront—and on a Thursday, no less. People with this much money were always a trip and a half to deal with.

“If the night isn’t perfect for her, I’ll be sleeping alone for the next few weeks,” Chris concluded.

“I’ve been regulated to the couch before,” I stated. “I mean, I definitely deserved it, but it sucked.”

Max slowly closed the register drawer with a quiet click and gave me a look.

“Thank you for understanding, Sebastian. What would I do without you?”

“You’d spend less money, Chris,” I reminded him before hanging up and hitting my forehead with the receiver.

“You never told me Calvin’s kicked you to the couch,” Max said.

“Not now.”

“What’d you do?” he asked excitedly.

“Fuck,” I murmured before dialing the long-ago memorized number of We Know Antiques Moving & Storage. “Fuckfuckfuck.” I put the phone back to my ear.

“I bet you had beer and brussels sprout farts.”

I furrowed my brow. “What?”

“Yeast and sulfur,” Max explained.

“I don’t have time to placate Cynthia so Chris can keep motorboating, or whatever it is straight couples do in bed,” I said as the line rang.

“What the actual fuck are you on about?” Max countered.

“I’ve got a reporter who’s borderline obsessed with me, three victims, no suspect, I only slept a few hours, Calvin even less, the spiritoscope has led absolutely nowhere, like a false start, and I told the cops I’d do a search for previously sold Tiffany flatware sets on the off chance one matches some murder weapons—and I might as well look for a needle in a haystack while I’m at it.”

“I see you’ve been busy,” Max stated.

Beth, still holding onto the trash bin, said from across the crowded floor, “Fuck the farts, I think he needs the beer!”

“We Know Antiques,” answered Fran Drescher’s younger sister.

“Pauline, it’s Sebastian.”

“Sebastian!” she exclaimed, nasally lilt and all. “You never call anymore. You aren’t doing business with someone else, are you?”

“And risk your seven brothers roughing me up? Never.”

She tittered. “You still haven’t called in a while.”

“I haven’t had too many big-ticket items moving within the boroughs this summer. Are you guys schlepping out to Jersey yet?”

“As if. What’d you need to schedule, honey?”

“A customer gave me their minor emergency and I need to get a delivery to Fifth Avenue today.”

“So you’re gonna give me your emergency’s emergency?”

“Er… yes.”

Pauline’s nails click-clacked on the keyboard, and then she said, “We gots no drivers today.”

“What if I said it was a major emergency?”

“You can say what you want, honey, but we don’t have vans for pick-up and drop-off in Manhattan until”—more click-clacking—“Sunday afternoon. I can do 1:30 or 3:00 p.m.”

“That won’t work.”

“That’s what I got.”

“Come on, Pauline. This is one of my oldest customers.”

“Then they should know the routine,” she said, with that Drescher voice crack.

“The guy’s got more money than Vanderbilt and Astor combined. He doesn’t give a shit about routine.”

“Is he married?” Her brutal Queens accent made it sound more like “maah-reed.”

“We’ve talked about this—no flirting with my customers.”

Pauline offered a disappointed whine.

“Isn’t there any way you could bump someone else’s delivery to another day?”

“Are you kidding?”

“Whatever happened to customer service?” I tried next. “I’ve been using you guys for years.”

“Have your husband drive it. That’s what husbands are for.”

“Are they? I thought they were big, beautiful trophies to ogle.”

She snickered. “That too, honey. But after they make deliveries to Fifth Ave.”

“He’s working today.”

“I’m sorry, but all’s I got is Sunday.”

I squeezed my eyes shut and nodded absently. “Okay. I’ll figure it out. Thanks anyway.”

“Bye-bye. And don’t forget to call and ask me how I am now and then.”

“I will.” I hit End, gripped the phone in both hands, and squeezed. “I need a ride.”

Max shrugged. “Don’t look at me. Public transport all the way.”

I turned toward Beth, who’d approached the counter while I’d been talking to Fran—I mean, Pauline.

“As if I’d own a car in the city,” she said with a snort.

“Don’t you have a business to run?” I countered.

Beth shrugged. “I’m on a coffee break.”

“Call an Uber,” Max cut in. “It’ll be here in five minutes.”

I shook my head and pointed the phone at the packaged statues. “These are extremely valuable. I need a driver I trust.”

“Neil,” Max said next.

“He barely lets me breathe on the Beamer,” I answered. “Besides, it’s a coupe—I don’t think they’ll fit.”

We looked at each other and came to the same conclusion at once.

Max laughed and said, “You’re gonna owe him, boss.”


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Aubrey Grant, all five foot three of him, stood at the front door of the Emporium, swinging a set of keys around and around on his finger. We didn’t look like the sort who’d even say hello to each other on the street, let alone be good friends, but something about the bleached hair, nose piercing, gauged ears, and inappropriate T-shirts had long ago endeared themselves to me.

“I’m not getting any younger,” Aubrey called.

Or maybe it was his attitude.

“Car services exist for people like you,” he added.

“I don’t trust car services,” I answered as I stepped out of the office, tugging my messenger bag over my shoulder. “Your bell system has finally left customs, by the way.”

“Good news. Why?”

“Why what?”

“Why don’t you trust car services?”

“What if there’s an accident and their insurance doesn’t cover irreparable damages done to the antiques?” I picked up one of the spaniel statues from behind the counter, Max grabbed the other, and we made our way through the maze of the showroom.

“Oh, but my insurance will?” Aubrey asked.

“Don’t be silly,” I replied. “It’s your boyfriend’s sweet government policy that I’m after. It’s his SUV, after all.”

Aubrey rolled his eyes. He opened the door and held it as Max stepped outside first.

I glanced at Beth, who was still perusing my wares and had yet to leave and open her own store for the day. “You can have one book.”

She beamed with delight, well aware her unrelenting presence had finally broken me.

“But it has to be marked for under a grand.”

“Sebby!”

I left her pissing and moaning and walked out into the hot, muggy morning. Aubrey had double-parked outside the Emporium and Max was currently pushing his statue into the back seat before turning, accepting mine, and situating it beside the other. “Buckle them in,” I said to him.

Aubrey looked up at me and said, “There’s a back-seat entertainment system. Should we put on Sesame Street for the kids too?”

“Very funny.”

Max climbed out, shut the door, and said, “All right—buckled up, tucked in, and I even gave them each a kiss goodbye.”

“Both of you are unbelievable.” I opened the passenger door, got in, and said, “Max.”

“Boss?”

“Any reporters call while I’m gone, just hang up.”

“Will do,” he answered, giving a mock salute. He gave Aubrey a hug before jogging across the sidewalk and back into the Emporium.

Aubrey came around the driver’s-side door a minute later and got behind the wheel. “Where are we going?”

I gave him Chris’s Fifth Avenue address and Aubrey whistled as he typed it into the GPS system on the dashboard. “Overlooking Central Park… is this guy a millionaire?”

“Yes.”

“For real?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Next time you see him, ask if he wants to be a donor to a nonprofit museum.” Aubrey abruptly sat up and yanked his cell from his jeans pocket. “Before I forget.” He swiped on the screen, passed it to me, then took the SUV out of Park and eased into downtown traffic in order to hook around East Fifth and head uptown on Third Avenue.

I retrieved my magnifying glass from the bag on my lap and studied the picture he’d pulled up on his phone. “What am I looking at?”

“I found the original lot listing for the spiritoscope I saw at auction. It was at Sotheby’s.”

“Why does this look like a webpage?”

“It’s a screenshot, Seb. I used the Wayback Machine.”

“I don’t know what that means. Can I click it?”

Aubrey chuckled. “No. But you’ve got the original listing now, so you can call Sotheby’s yourself and reference the lot number. I’m sure the winner’s information is still on file, although I don’t imagine they’d freely give it to you.”

“They don’t have to.” I took out my own cell and called Calvin.

“What’s going on with you and this spiritoscope, anyway?”

“I’m solving a murder—hey, it’s me.”

“Hey, baby,” Calvin answered. “Tell me you got something on the Tiffany angle, because I’m getting screwed left and right with Sinclair.”

“His alibies checked out?”

“Both the colleague and supervisor confirm Sinclair’s stories for the timing of Sandra Habel and Marie Yang’s deaths. We even have him on camera with his buddy at the bar on Monday night. Now, he still doesn’t have an alibi for Brad—”

“I don’t think it’s Sinclair,” I interjected.

“You did last night.”

“You didn’t.”

“No, and I still don’t. But I do prefer knowing why my gut says something’s still off about him.”

“I think you’re picking up on his closeted-cop-groupie vibes,” I answered. “And I think Sinclair would be willing to go to great lengths to take a spin on someone’s nightstick. But I’m pretty convinced now that he didn’t kill these people.”

Calvin was quiet for a moment. I heard a door close and the ambience of the precinct grow silent over the line. He must have moved into his office or an empty interview room. He said, with a touch of weariness, “I have no prints at any of the scenes, no surveillance to speak of, and no suspects. This case is turning out to be a loser.”

“Maybe not. Remember that I told you Aubrey had seen the spiritoscope at auction? Well, he found the original listing.”

“You’re welcome,” Aubrey called loudly. “And for the record, I had no idea what Sebastian was up to when he asked for help.”

“Aubrey says hi,” I said to Calvin.

“I heard what he said.”

“Did you? Anyway… got a pen? I can give you the lot number. Sotheby’s would probably want a search warrant before they gave you the winner’s details, but as your official consultant and recognized industry professional, I will attest to any judge that this is the exact same spiritoscope as was found with Sandra.”

“You’re one hundred percent certain?”

“Hm-hm.” I wedged my phone against my shoulder and used my magnifying glass to study the picture a second time. “I’m looking at the photos they used for the listing, and it has the same exact wear marks on the wooden surface.” So I read the necessary information to Calvin before saying, “I’m taking care of a customer right now, but as soon as I get back to the Emporium, I’ll look into the flatware too.”

“Thanks, sweetheart.”

I said goodbye, pocketed my phone, and gave Aubrey back his.

“Official consultant?” he repeated curiously, tucking the cell between his legs.

“It’s a long story.”

“You can tell me over brunch this weekend,” Aubrey stated. “Hey! Even better idea.”

“There’s a better idea than day-drinking on a Sunday?”

“Bring Calvin along. I’ll bring Jun. We can make a double-date out of it.”

“Is it double-dating if one of the parties is married?”

“Seb.”

“Calvin and Jun don’t even like each other,” I remarked.

“They do too.”

“It’s a jurisdiction jousting match every time they’re within ten feet of each other.”

“I’m going to get upset,” Aubrey warned. “And I might scream or cry and it’ll trigger a cataplexy attack and then I’ll crash and break your King spaniels.”

“Christ. Okay, fine, yes, I’ll bring Calvin…. And it’s King Charles spaniels, you goddamn diva.”

Aubrey was grinning from ear to ear as he wiped fake tears from his eyes. “You’ve made me so happy.”

“You’re the devil in a junior’s medium.”

The rest of the drive was, thankfully, uneventful. Aubrey tended to be interested in my sleuthing—that is, polite inquiring—on a superficial level. He said I had some kind of aura that attracted “dead people drama,” and after one accidental exploit of his own while in the Keys, he’d kept his distance from anything and everything remotely suspicious. I found this slightly ironic, given that Aubrey had once agreed to pawn a customer’s collection of haunted pennies and cock rings and then explained to me, with noted exasperation, only the pennies were haunted. We’d hit a traffic snag in Lenox Hill, but passed the time spent moving inch-by-inch talking about The Percy House’s upcoming anniversary, Aubrey’s boyfriend’s recent trip to Tokyo—which had resulted in a knife attack requiring stitches, but Jun wouldn’t say how or why because Big Brother’s got to keep his secrets—as well as the typical, day-to-day activities at the Emporium.

We’d hit East Seventy-Ninth by ten o’clock, and Aubrey made a swift turn south on Fifth. The left side of the road consisted of multimillion dollar townhouses, luxury apartment buildings with awnings and awaiting doormen, several private physicians’ offices catering to insurance policies unobtainable to small business owners such as moi, and I was pretty sure the French Consulate was around here too. To the right was the walled-in and heavily forested Central Park. Even on a weekday morning during the middle of a heat wave, it was busy with pedestrians. Aubrey pulled to the corner at Seventy-Seventh when the GPS announced he’d reached our destination.

He looked out the driver’s-side window and asked, “How many floors is this place?”

I unbuckled and glanced at the Beaux Arts–style townhouse with the ornate stone arch and decorations above the gilded double-door entrance. “Seven floors, including the cellar and roof.”

“Holy cow.”

“Built in 1898,” I said. “Fourteen-foot ceilings, original staircase and columns—”

“It has columns?”

“As any good Beaux Art mansion would. A skylight, rooftop garden… there’s a functioning fireplace in the master bathroom.”

“In the bathroom?”

I’d been to Chris and Cynthia’s home enough times in the past few years that I wasn’t really shocked by the grandeur of it anymore. I opened the passenger door, got out, and moved around the SUV to the sidewalk. I carefully removed both spaniels from the back seat, shut the door, and said to Aubrey as he rolled down the window, “Thanks again for the drive. You know how I get about these things.”

“Delightfully neurotic,” he confirmed. “You don’t need help unpacking, do you? I still need to get the SUV back to the parking garage before heading to work—”

“No, no, I’ll be fine. Thanks again.”

“See you Sunday. Nice Chucks, by the way.” Aubrey gave me a wink before flicking on his blinker and merging into traffic.

I hurried each statue up the steps to the front doors and then rang the bell. The Manzis’ housekeeper answered—a matronly woman whom I didn’t recognize from my last visit. She must have been new. “Morning,” I said to her. “Sebastian Snow. I’m dropping off—”

“For Mrs. Manzi, yes? Come in.” She took one of the packages without warning and strolled through the foyer with it.

I grabbed the second and let the door fall shut behind me as I entered. The air inside was delightfully cool against my skin, which was tacky with sweat, despite having been outside for only a minute. “Please be gentle with that,” I called, my voice bouncing back and forth between the vaulted ceilings and marble floor like a ping-pong ball. “It’s porcelain.”

She tactfully didn’t reply to what was probably an offensive comment, considering it was literally her job to maintain a house full of precious stones, metals, crystals, and yes, porcelain. While starting up the grand staircase, she called over her shoulder, “Mrs. Manzi would like these set up beside the fireplace in the dining room.”

The staircase zigzagged back and forth all the way to the roof access, with an open concept that allowed you to stare up to the skylight. I followed the housekeeper through an informal gallery at the second-floor landing and into the dining room already set with fine china and silver flatware, ready for a night of expensive wine, half a dozen extravagant courses, and whatever sort of entertainment was suitable for a summer-costume-party-thingamajig. Rounded three-bay windows stood at least six feet tall and boasted a heart-stopping view of the park. They also allowed such a generous amount of natural light inside that I was glad I’d kept my shades on. The motifs and carvings on the walls in this room looked original to the period, and a cursory glance at the furniture, without even being a know-it-all when it came to the subject, confirmed the table was antique and the chairs were reproductions—but very, very good ones. And that was a fine decision to be made, considering Chris and Cynthia likely did use this space and you had to be careful when it came to asses on delicate and dated upholstery.

The housekeeper set down the spaniel near the massive fireplace and then motioned back toward the gallery. “I’ll be in the kitchen, if you need anything. Please let me know when you’re ready to leave.”

“Sure, thanks for the help.”

She smiled politely and saw herself out.

I looked at a clock on the mantel above the fireplace—gilded, late-nineteenth century Rococo style, complete with two chubby cherubs. I couldn’t discern if the minute hand was moving, but the home was almost disconcertingly quiet, and after a few seconds, I was able to pick up the very quiet ticktock emanating from the backside. So 10:23 a.m. was likely correct. I pulled the strap of my messenger bag over my head, set it on the floor, and rolled back the sleeves of my shirt before retrieving a pair of scissors I’d taken from the Emporium.

I carefully began to cut away the outer layer of foam padding before slicing strategically placed strips of packing tape and unwinding the Bubble Wrap and acid-free paper. I pulled on my cloth gloves and took a few minutes to inspect the first spaniel, including the underside with the maker’s mark. Everything looked okay, thank God. Transporting porcelain was always a huge stress for me, because my nightmare scenarios were either spiderweb cracking or the most vulnerable section of the casting breaking off, which in the case of these creepy dogs, would be the muzzle. No way to hide something like that.

I repeated the process with the second statue, which had also come out the other side intact, before situating them on either side of the focal point of the room. I took a few steps backward to the table and open doorway, to take in the complete view.

“Totally disturbing,” I said to myself. I moved to the left, then to the right. “Their eyes never stop following….” I shook my head and added, more like I was addressing the statues this time, “It’s your new owner’s problem.”

“Sebastian,” called a lofty, feminine voice.

I startled and quickly turned, still surrounded by the ocean of paper and foam. Cynthia Manzi stood in the threshold. She looked every bit the model she was in her past life—tall as hell, even taller than me, given that she was wearing stilettos at the moment, a very straight body shape, no wild curves for the runway, with what I assumed was artfully coiffed blonde hair and a probably black dress, which might have been the early stage of her costume or maybe just what she wore on Friday mornings.

“Morning, Cynthia.”

“I’m so glad you could make it,” she replied, clasping her hands together. Cynthia strutted across the dining room, paused as she came to the mess, and looked for where to step.

“I’m going to clean it up,” I stated.

She smiled in that way some do when acknowledging an uncomfortable situation. “Of course.” Cynthia eyed the King Charles spaniels from where she stood. “Don’t those look charming!”

“Charming,” I agreed. “Exactly what I thought.”

Cynthia put a hand to her chest, her nails so buffed and polished with paint that they seemed to catch the sunlight. “Their coloring even matches the walls.” Her eyes made a quick dart in my direction.

Some folks got real weird about me being colorblind.

“I’m glad,” I said, like I simply hadn’t noticed her discomfort.

Cynthia flashed another bright smile as her perceived insult went unnoticed, and said, “Let me get my wallet.”

“Oh, no, Chris already—”

“For the tip.”

“I don’t need a tip, Cynthia.” Now I was uncomfortable. “The two of you have been very good to me all these years. I was happy to find a way to deliver today.”

“Nonsense. You finish up—I’ll only be a minute.” She left the room, shoes tip-tapping until she reached a rug and her steps fell silent.

“Fuck’s sake,” I muttered. I crouched to collect the paper, but my cell started ringing and I quickly answered it before the entire house heard the obnoxious, echoing ringtone. “Hey, Cal.”

“Christopher Manzi,” he stated.

I raised my head and looked around the room, as if half expecting said man to appear in the same manner as what happened after saying “Betelgeuse” three times. “What? Where?”

“Christopher Manzi was the winning bidder of the spiritoscope,” Calvin corrected.

In the seconds of silence that followed, the blood pumping in my ears grew so loud, it was like waves crashing into a cliff eventually destined to fall into the sea. My vision tunneled, grew dark around the edges. My heart felt like it’d skipped a beat and it lurched uncomfortably in my chest.

“Sebastian?”

“A-are you sure?”

“Yes, of course. He lives here in the city and I wanted to ask if you’d ever done business with him or if you know someone who has?”

I glanced around the empty dining room a second time before wading out of the packing supplies. “That’s my Chris. The one who drops like twenty thousand a year at the Emporium. Calvin, it can’t—I’m at his house now,” I whispered harshly.

“What?” he asked in utter disbelief. “Get out right now. We’re already on our way.”

“He’s not here,” I said. “He’s at work. In a stockholders’ meeting. This is absurd. It’s not Chris. That auction was years ago. Maybe he sold it privately since then.”

“I spoke with one of their client liaisons who’s a personal friend of the Manzis. He dined at their house three months ago and confirmed the spiritoscope was on display.”

“In what room?”

“How the fuck should I know?”

“They live in a seven-story mansion, Calvin,” I hissed. “I’ll confirm it’s not here, but some guidance would be great.”

“No. If you say he’s at work, we’ll go pick him up there, but just get out and go somewhere safe in the meantime.”

“This doesn’t make any sense,” I replied, absently walking toward the corner right of the fireplace. “What does Chris have to do with the Habels or Marie?”

“I don’t know and I don’t care. Right now, I can place that spiritoscope in his hands, so he’s coming in for questioning. Why are you at his home?”

“Because he made a purchase at the Emporium yesterday morning and needed it delivered right away. My moving company was booked, so Aubrey gave me a ride.”

“Yesterday… after the press conference?”

“Yeah, why?”

“After Sinclair floated your name and the probability of your involvement, Manzi suddenly appears out of the blue to make a purchase that he then needs right away, forcing you to bring it in person?”

I glanced over my shoulder at those two stupid fucking spaniels.

“Get out now,” Calvin repeated.

I started to take a step, but my eyes caught a wooden box displayed on a shelf all its own against the wall. It had small, rounded brass handles, with a seam in the wood indicating a drawer. Ah, a storage chest.

Wait.

A storage chest in a dining room?

I reached out with one hand, drew the lid back, and inside was a bright and polished set of Tiffany sterling silver flatware. Two different-sized knives and forks and three different spoons. My hand shook as I drew out the bottom portion, revealing a gravy ladle, cold-meat forks, serving spoons, and in the very back—an empty swath of velvet in the shape of the roast-carving set that should have been there.

She’s been in such a funk this last week.

Maybe a tall woman.

I just hand over my credit card and let her do as she pleases.

I try very hard not to do that anymore—make assumptions.

“Calvin.”

“What is it?”

“It’s not Chris.”

“It’s his name—”

“It’s his wife,” I said. “Oh God. She’s the one who couldn’t wait for the purchase to arrive over the weekend.”

“Where does she work?”

“She doesn’t. Cynthia is here, in the house.” I was still standing at the chest, staring at the empty carving station. “I’m in the dining room. There’s a Tiffany set, Colonial pattern—the carving utensils are all missing.”

“Baby—”

“Sebastian,” Cynthia said from behind, but her voice had taken on a somewhat deadened tone.

I turned, trying my absolute best to not come across as panicked. “Hey, Cynthia,” I said, more to alert Calvin that I wasn’t alone, before slipping my phone into my back pocket. I raised my hands to show the cloth gloves I still had on. “Don’t worry, no fingerprints on your Tiffany. I couldn’t help but take a peek. It’s a beautiful collection.”

She glanced at the open chest, at me, then nodded. She was holding her hands behind her back.

I forced myself to smile, but I felt like I was going to throw up. It was like being pinned in the bathroom with Pete White all over again, staring down the barrel of a Colt Walker revolver and realizing I was about to be shot. My muscles and skin scarred from surgery contracted at the memory, at the echoing crack of a gun going off in close quarters, at the hazy but still very real sensation of what it felt like for a bullet to tear through me. My palms were sweating inside the gloves, and the tips of my fingers had gone completely numb. I was scared out of my mind. There was no way she hadn’t noticed the change in my expression, my posture.

“I should go,” I managed to get out.

“How did you know?” Cynthia countered, a frantic flutter to her words. “Are you really as smart as they say?”

“Right now, I feel very, very stupid,” I clarified.

Cynthia slowly drew her hands forward. She wore what looked like expensive leather gloves and was holding a chef’s knife. “Why did you have to get involved?”

I held my own hands up in defense and said, “Cynthia, you’re making me nervous with that knife. How about you put it down and we talk?”

She shook her head and extended her arm, pointing it at me like one would a gun. “You know now. You can’t know.”

“What do you think is going to happen if you kill me?” I took a very small step toward the packing materials. “Your housekeeper is right down the hall, in the kitchen.”

Cynthia shook her head. “I sent her out to pick up more wine.”

Great.

“Okay, well, how would you explain this to the police?”

“You attacked me. It was self-defense.”

“Cynthia. No one’s going to believe that, least of all my detective husband.”

Her face contorted a little. I think she was crying. “I never meant for all this to happen. It was an accident, I swear.”

Uh, sure. Sure it was.

“What was an accident?” I asked, taking another shuffle.

“Sandra! She’s been my spiritual advisor for three years. She saw a happy life with Chris and said I should accept his proposal. She’s received messages from my mother who’s passed. I loved her!”

“Then why’d you kill her?”

Cynthia let out a sob as she gasped for air. The knife was shaking in her hand. “I—I wanted her to come to my party. It’s a séance party, like what they did back in the day. But she refused. Said she didn’t do parties and that her readings had to be done in her store, one person at a time. Why should it matter the location or number of people? I was paying her.”

“You were the one who argued with her outside the shop,” I quietly confirmed.

Cynthia bit her lip and nodded. “And I… I started thinking… what if—what if she was a liar? I knew her and Brad had a falling out. She said it was over money, and that her husband was a greedy sonofabitch, and I believed her. But what if he found out she was a fraud?”

“They both were,” I said.

Cynthia nodded and her grip tightened on the knife. “I bought the two spiritoscopes years ago. Forgot all about them, to be honest. And then when I was having doubts about Sandra, I thought, I’ll ask her to use it at my next appointment. Dr. Hare proved mediums were real, so maybe I could as well! And it’d make me feel better. But she refused that too—said it was absurd of me to ask her to prove her connection to the spirit world after all the time we’d spent together. And I… I don’t know what happened. I got so mad I….”

“You brought the carving knife with you,” I pointed out, taking another step.

“I don’t know why. I don’t know why I did that. But then she was dead and I ran. I thought I’d be okay, but then I started thinking about Marie. She’d met me a hundred times. What if she told the police about me? I absolutely panicked… and then I….” Cynthia paused to wipe her nose on her other glove. “The City came out with quotes from Marie, so it was a good thing I did.”

So she’d decided to off Marie before the early printing was even fresh off the press. “And Brad?”

She shook her head. “He knew me too. Even though they were separated, wouldn’t the cops talk to him? I wasn’t sure if Sandra wrote down my appointments, but if she had, he’d know where. Then the cops would be knocking on my door.”

I took another step, saying, “You made Marie’s and Brad’s deaths look like Sandra’s on purpose, didn’t you? They were all killed with flatware. They were all found with a spiritoscope—well, sort of.”

“I only had two,” she whispered. “Those are the only ones known to exist. But I knew one involved a big band on the apparatus, to spin the wheel, you know? I had rubber bands from a delivery of a tête-à-tête two weeks ago, so I just used that.”

“But why the knucklebones? The apple? The quarter?” I let out a breath and wearily answered myself, “You wanted the police to think there was a new serial killer on the loose.”

“Serial killers do things like that,” she said. “They have an MO and a signature. They’d never suspect it was me.”

“Gloves,” I said with a nod of my chin in her direction. “Pretty much untraceable flatware. Victims mostly within the same community. The Spiritualism tokens.”

Cynthia nodded, her smile hysterical. The blonde model who so many would automatically equate to “dumb rich bitch.” But she was right. No one would ever assume that someone like Cynthia was versed in Spiritualism history—that she was apparently a fervent believer and familiar with Hare and the Fox sisters. And she’d gotten the serial-killer thing mostly right—enough that it threw everyone off for the first critical forty-eight hours, anyway.

“But I was watching the news,” Cynthia explained further. “To—to make sure no one said my name.”

“Right.”

“And they were talking about you! All I had to do was google it, and I saw all the weird cases you’d been involved in, and I knew you’d figure it out.”

“You had me fooled,” I told her. “I was close, but I’d have never pinned you down on my own.”

“I couldn’t take that chance. I didn’t know how to get you alone, but then Chris mentioned he’d been shopping yesterday, and it was like the stars fucking aligned!”

“The police think Chris did it. You used his credit card at the auction.”

Cynthia said, “I don’t care. Let them think it.”

“Cynthia—”

She charged forward without warning.

I stumbled a few steps—my legs were like Jell-O. I grabbed the back of a nearby dining chair to steady myself as she came around the table, lunging with the weapon. I threw the chair into her path as Cynthia swiped with the knife. The same instant she tripped and caught herself on the carved backing, the tip of the blade sliced a tear across the front of my shirt, catching a button and popping it free. I immediately put a hand to my exposed stomach, but I was so hyped on adrenaline and fear that I couldn’t feel whether or not I’d been hurt. I chanced a peek, but there was only a thin line with a few beads of blood—hardly more than a cat scratch.

Cynthia righted herself, screaming something incomprehensible as she lunged again in my direction. The heel of her stiletto got caught in the Bubble Wrap on the floor, and she pop, pop, popped while racing toward me. She raised the knife up, slashed, and this time I fell in my attempt to scramble away from the danger. She dropped to her knees and crawled after me, making desperate, heaving sounds as she stabbed over and over at my feet while I scuddled and crabbed backward as quickly as possible. Thank fuck I wasn’t wearing my slip-on loafers, otherwise they’d have fallen off and my stocking feet wouldn’t have had purchase on the polished floor.

“Stop! Moving!” Cynthia screamed between gasping breaths.

As if.

I rolled onto my side, scurried to my hands and knees, and grabbed a crystal wineglass from the table. The fanciful etchings gave serious weight to it. When Cynthia let out another wild scream, I turned and smashed the glass against the side of her head. For half a second, she stared blankly inward. Then the chef’s knife fell from her grasp, her eyes rolled back, and she dropped onto the floor.

The house was silent again.

I was too scared to reach for the knife, with it still so close to her hand, but I managed, after a few misses, to kick it clear across the room. I looked around for a moment, spotted the fancy tiebacks on the curtains, and went to the bay windows. I yanked the rope free, returned to Cynthia, and after confirming she was still breathing, heaved her onto her stomach and tied her wrists together.

“—But sir, you can’t just—” echoed the housekeeper’s voice from downstairs, before the sound of the front door slamming against the wall cut off the rest of her words.

“Where’s the dining room?” That was Calvin.

“S-second floor. But—sir, wait!”

Multiple pairs of feet were pounding up the steps, but it was Calvin who reached the gallery first. He looked toward the back of the home, where the kitchen was located, as Quinn and Radcliff joined him at the landing. They all had their weapons drawn.

“Calvin,” I called. It felt like I’d whispered his name, but he turned suddenly, so my voice must have come out at regular volume. I got to my feet as he raced into the dining room, and then his big body was wrapped around mine and I leaned every ounce of myself into the hold.

“Jesus Christ,” he said, one hand petting the back of my head. “I heard bits of what she said over the phone.” He leaned back, briefly held my face in his hands, then looked me over, as if checking for battle wounds.

Calvin tugged at the sliced material of my shirt, prompting me to say, “I’m fine.”

“That’s right,” Quinn was saying into her phone. “East Seven Seven and Fifth. I need an ambulance right away.”

“She’s alive,” I informed the room. “But I hit her with—” I paused and double-checked the table before pointing at the setting with the missing goblet. “A wineglass.” Then I pointed toward the opposite end of the room. “She had a knife. I kicked it over there.”

Radcliff immediately turned to investigate. He crouched to peer underneath a side table before saying, “Got it.”

“Mrs. Manzi!” the housekeeper exclaimed from the doorway, after having followed the detectives upstairs. She dropped a bag that had wine bottles inside, and they smashed against the floor. A dark stain oozed across the carpet and wood. “Good lord in heaven!”

Radcliff left the knife where he’d found it and approached the housekeeper. His tone was professional yet warm as he gently drew her away from the scene and to a chair in the gallery to sit in.

Cynthia groaned against the floor but made no attempt to move.

Quinn bent down beside her, told Cynthia who she was, and informed her that she was under arrest for the murder of Sandra and Brad Habel, Marie Yang, and the attempted murder of me—Sebastian Snow.

Calvin’s grip tightened around me as Quinn spoke.

“You know something?” I said, once I heard the wail of an ambulance and at least one or two black-and-whites from the street below.

Calvin glanced down at me and asked warily, “What?”

“You took a bullet for me during Nevermore. You and Neil both saved my ass at the zero hour on the Curiosities case. I practically bit the big one during Moving Image, and we both ended up in the hospital because of the Bones investigation.”

He was frowning. “What’s your point?”

I stepped free of Calvin’s embrace and held my arms out to show I was perfectly okay. “I did pretty well this time. Cynthia, however….” I motioned like I were holding a wineglass and whacking it against the side of my head. “It’s the histamines, isn’t it? Gives some wine-drinkers headaches.”

A tentative smile crossed Calvin’s face. He pulled me back into a hug and murmured, “So does this mean you’ve got… what, five lives left?”

“I think I still have all nine.”

“Let’s not test that theory and find out.”


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

It turns out, everything Cynthia Manzi had been forthcoming with, right before she tried to slice and dice me, was the truth. Credit card statements going back a full three years indicated she hit up Readings by Madam Sandra a lot. And, sure, it was on Chris’s credit card, but he swore he had no idea. And I believed him. Because to be quite honest, he was not the sort of man who needed to worry, let alone check, his statements. But even so, if he had been aware that Cynthia frequented a psychic, he had no reason to care. Chris had known from the beginning of their relationship that Cynthia had an interest in the more spiritual and occult subjects. To each their own was his opinion on it. Everyone was entitled to their own beliefs. And had he known the psychic in question had been murdered—why the fuck would he assume it’d been his wife snapping after learning that she’d been part of a long con and that Sandra had been no different than the Fox sisters?

It’d be like Calvin believing Cynthia’s cock-and-bull story of me assaulting her. I mean, the difference being Cynthia really did commit murder, and I’m a good person. But the point was, no one defaults to assuming their significant other would ever hurt someone.

And it was assumptions that had nearly allowed Cynthia to get away with offing three people. If I hadn’t been hired to consult on the artifacts found at the scenes, would the police have been able to track down the spiritoscope’s auction history? To be honest… probably not. Even I hadn’t done that without help from someone else in my own bizarre little community. They’d have never picked up on Chris Manzi’s name, and even if by some sheer force of luck they had, it sounded as if Cynthia had been more than willing to have him take the fall while she professed to be innocent of any and all wrongdoings.

But I don’t think it’d have ever gotten that far. Those three deaths would have sat unsolved—would have eaten away at Calvin, who’d have feared there was a serial killer on the streets, biding time until they felt the urge to strike again. And how fucked-up must that be for a detective’s psyche, never knowing if the killer went silent forever or might pop up again in a year, five, or fifteen, and in the meantime, the other murders remain unsolvable because there’s simply not enough clues.

So I guess, even though it put me in a literal fight for my life, it was a good thing I’d gotten involved. Because the spiritoscope had been just odd enough, the Fox sisters’ mementos just off enough, and the Tiffany flatware just rare enough that we’d ended up with a trail of bread crumbs that were undeniable in the face of justice.

 

 

The heat wave had broken Sunday night. Like the rest of the population who was equally sick of being regulated to the indoors, lest they melt while walking on the surface of the sun, Calvin and I had ventured outside for fresh air that no longer tasted how I imagined sucking stagnant gutter runoff through a straw was like. Calvin had driven us to the West Side, parked in a garage, and we had dinner at the first interesting restaurant we’d come across in Hudson Yards, which happened to be a brunch-at-dinnertime establishment. Waffles and Irish coffee at seven o’clock in the evening? I had no complaints. And after the whole Cynthia Manzi, she-tried-to-kill-me fiasco, I’d had to postpone my boozy weekend with Aubrey, which turned out to be okay in the end, because now I knew to bring him to this place as his thank-you for inadvertently helping solve the Spirits case.

We got ice cream afterward and walked along the promenade at the Hudson River. It was mostly for tourists—those willing to venture all the way to Twelfth Avenue, that is—and featured some seafood restaurants and bars on the water, cruise tours around the island, and even the USS Intrepid. For locals, it was a nice place to relax and watch the sunset—usually in one of the surrounding parks, but we took a seat at a bench overlooking the lapping water, and that was really just as nice.

Calvin leaned back and stretched an arm over my shoulders. His fingertips trailed up and down my bare arm, and maybe it was the ice cream or maybe it was the breeze coming off the river, but I got gooseflesh. “Hell of a week,” he murmured.

I dug my spoon into the cup of birthday cake ice cream and took a bite.

Calvin glanced at me, and wow, I never got tired of how sexy he looked in sunglasses and a T-shirt clinging to all those muscles. “Is that good?”

“Want to try?” I held the spoon out.

He took a bite, made a pleased sound in the back of his throat, then kissed me. His lips were cool and a little sweet. Calvin smiled and drew his hand up to stroke my hair. “Are you happy?”

“What?”

But he didn’t repeat himself, only arched one brow over the rim of his glasses.

“Of course I am.” I set the cup beside me on the bench and asked, a touch cautiously, “Are you?”

Calvin smiled a little lopsidedly and said, “More and more, every single day I’m with you.”

“You scared me for a minute.”

He grinned at that, flashing perfect teeth before turning to study the setting sun.

“What do we have tonight?” I prompted.

He shook his head, and said, still stroking my hair, “Why don’t you tell me?”

“You’re joking, right?”

“No.”

I shot the sky a look like it’d done me wrong. “It’s gray, Calvin.”

He looked at me a second time. “Gray’s not so bad, right?”

I swallowed a knot that seemed to have suddenly lodged itself like a chunk of frozen ice cream going down the wrong way, managed to shrug nonchalantly, and said, “I think so.”

“So tell me about it.”

“It’s… like pencil shavings on canvas, and smoke after blowing out a match. Paint with too much water mixed in, and snow sticking to fire escapes late at night. It’s like dragging your fingers along a chain link fence and fitting on a thimble and… your husband kissing your wedding band.”

“Your world sounds a lot better.”

“It’s just different.”

Calvin reached across my lap, took my left hand, and kissed my ring. “Lucky me, I get to be a part of it.”
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