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      No. No. Not again. Not tonight, please...

      She awoke.

      Not little by little, not peacefully. One instant she'd been well and truly asleep; the next, she was wide awake—awake and certain that something was wrong.

      It had been a sound—that sound—that'd yanked her out of a peaceful sleep.

      A rapping at her window.

      Nancy shifted uncomfortably against the bedclothes, peeled the sweat-damp sheets off and stared into the darkness, trying to quiet the pounding of her pulse. She studied the clock on her bedside table. The chunky red letters told her she was closing in on a quarter after midnight.

      It's just like last night, she thought with a wince.

      The same time on the clock, the same noise at the window, the same fear churning her guts.

      For awhile she stayed put, closing her eyes, hoping that whoever had come by might lose interest and mosey on, or that she'd simply misheard. But then, that hadn't worked the last time, had it? The tapping had kept on—the visitor had rapped at the window until she'd finally gotten up to look.

      For three nights running, she'd heard this noise at her window, and for three nights running she'd come to fear the dark. It hadn't always been this way. Having lived in the house alone almost twenty years, she couldn't recall ever feeling so frightened and vulnerable in the dark, nor could she remember ever dealing with nighttime trouble of this kind. Tanglewood, Ohio, was a safe place—as safe as they came. Pranksters and home invaders were practically unheard of in her neck of the woods.

      There it was again—the slow drum of fingertips against the glass.

      Slipping out of bed, she stood in the darkness and worked at chasing away the terror that left her knees knocking. Her heart climbed into her throat as she crept to the window, a single finger seeking out one of the seams in the blinds. She parted them the merest fraction, squinting through the crack in search of her nocturnal visitor.

      But there was no one there.

      Instead, she found herself looking out narrowly at her twilit back yard. She glanced past the bushes, past the chain link fence that separated the border of her property from the street and the park beyond.

      What? Where did...

      The night before, through this same window, and after a bout of the same tapping, she'd spied someone lingering near the fence. It'd been a very pale person, kind of lanky, hunched beneath the cover of a red umbrella. Maybe it was just because her eyes weren't so good these days, but she hadn't been able to make out much more. After tapping at her bedroom window for a bit, they'd seemingly stationed themselves by the fence, watching the house for a time. Nancy had been so terrified at this that she'd called Marc, the sheriff's deputy, over to scope things out. The lurker by the fence had taken off before he'd arrived, though.

      Now, it seemed, they'd returned. But where were they?

      She should have felt peace at finding the yard empty, but she only clenched her teeth harder. She tugged at the blinds, widening her vantage point, and studied the back of her property from end to end. The breeze set the bushes near the window quivering. A white moth bobbed across the lawn. From a street over, a traffic light sleepily clicked over from yellow to red and dyed the surrounding pavement with a fiery glow.

      Allowing for a cautious optimism, Nancy drew away from the window. Maybe you really did imagine it... Straightening her pajama top and fumbling with a nearby floor lamp, she took a steadying breath and returned to bed, sitting on the edge.

      No sooner had she begun to court relief did the sound register again—a slow, deliberate rapping against the glass.

      Nancy forced herself to her feet. Keeping the window in her sights, she backed towards the dresser, against which she'd set a baseball bat the evening previous. With the weapon in one hand, she returned now to the window, shakily grasping at the cord of the blinds and giving it a quick yank. “W-Who's there?” she demanded.

      The blinds flew up and she got her answer.

      Someone stood just outside the window, their bulk filling out the glass and casting a gnarled shadow across the carpet.

      Nancy screamed. The blinds crashed back into place.

      Dragging the bat behind her, she barreled out of the bedroom, into the dim hallway. By the time she arrived in the kitchen, plucking her cell phone from the charger on her counter, she'd put on virtually every light in the house. Barely able to keep hold of the phone, she ran through her contacts and dialed Marc. While it rang, she paced the stretch between her living room and kitchen, eyeing the locks on the front and back doors and making sure they'd been engaged.

      The deputy answered with his usual “'yello?” and when Nancy—close to hyperventilating—didn't reply, he cleared his throat and prodded her. “Uh, Nance, that you?”

      “Yes,” she spat in a whisper. “It's me, Marc. I... I need you to come by. It's... it's the same as last night. There's someone here. They were tapping on the window—and this time, I saw them. Just outside.”

      “All right, are they trying to get inside?” Marc could be heard to sit up, and the sound of his cruiser's engine revving punctuated the question.

      “I... I don't know. I don't...” Catching her breath, Nancy stopped and listened for any sounds of intrusion. “Not at the moment,” she said finally.

      “All right, I'm on my way. I'm over near the library, Nance. You stay put, got it?” Marc cut the line.

      Setting her phone down on the counter, Nancy resumed her patrols between the front and back doors. She clutched the baseball bat to her chest, her arms shaking. Just stay calm. Marc's on his way. He'll be here in just a few minutes, she told herself. At this hour, with no traffic, Marc would be over in a flash. She just needed to stay inside and make sure that—

      A noise intruded upon her thoughts—a new noise.

      It was the sound of her front door being tried.

      Forcefully.

      “M-Marc?” she blurted, though she knew at once it wasn't the deputy. The doorknob trembled and the deadbolt could be heard to creak in its housing as some unseen weight pressed against the outside of the door. There came a series of hard blows—not knocks, more like haymakers—that made the entire entryway quiver.

      Backing into the living room, barely holding in a scream, Nancy pressed herself against a wall. The blows ceased, but even so she couldn't bring herself to look over at the door. Wiping tears from her eyes, she side-stepped further along the wall, nearly knocking a framed piece from its hanger in the process. The picture—a new oil painting she'd brought home with her from the shop just recently—swayed against the wall as she shuffled past. She couldn't say why, but possessed with terror though she was, she paused long enough to glance it over.

      There was something in the painting that struck her just then, some flourish that stood out for one reason or another. The picture was a grey, dreary landscape, and featured a large house flanked with trees and bushes. In the foreground was a figure—a woman, it seemed—taking shelter beneath a red umbrella. This was the only figure featured in the painting. It was a strange character study, its lack of detail completely at odds with the more realistic treatment of the background. The figure proved a somewhat sketchy, ill-defined composition when studied up-close. Little could be seen of her body; some windswept black locks appeared just behind the bulk of the red umbrella, but aside from those, Nancy could make out only a pale, gnarled shape that answered for a body. It had been thrust onto the canvas in a series of harsh, chaotic strokes—seemingly an afterthought.

      Something occurred to her as she stared on. The umbrella...

      A taut silence fell over the house.

      No, she told herself, dismissing the notion out of hand. No, that's ludicrous.

      She kept on scanning the painting. The stately building, the rain-soaked trees, the well-done hedgerow that was so detailed its every leaf could be counted... Without meaning to, her gaze ran back to the figure, to its vague and uneasy shape. It did have something of the humanoid aspect to it, but just barely. One might suppose that it was a woman attempting to shield herself from the wind and rain, but in the present moment the posture of the thing proved far more sinister than that. Nancy got the impression that the figure was walking up the lawn, towards the viewer, as if planning to exit the painting completely, and that the red umbrella—cast onto the canvass by a few slashes of blood-like red—was not wielded to fend off the elements, but to disguise something hideous lurking furtively beneath...

      She couldn't deny it; what troubled her most was a perceived resemblance between this nebulous figure in the painting and the similarly vague, pale prowler that now hounded her.

      No, enough. There's no time for delusions; you've got far more serious things to worry about.

      She turned away from the picture and started back to the kitchen. Through the window over the sink came the blues and reds of the deputy's cruiser, and at spotting them she sank against the counter with a long-held sigh. She put down the baseball bat and looked out into the street, where Marc had parked against the curb and was now exiting his vehicle.

      Nancy left the kitchen, preparing to meet him through the front door, but as she made the walk through the living room for the dozenth time, she stopped short.

      The front door, where the intruder had been pounding away only moments ago, and which had been locked and bolted, was now sitting ajar. The warm breeze leaked into the house, bringing with it the scent of night.

      Somehow, the intruder had gotten inside.

      It was a wonder that she didn't drop dead with fright at the discovery, and it was all she could do to stay on her feet. Sure that the intruder was in her home, she turned on her heels, surveying her immediate surroundings dizzily. There was no telling where the trespasser had gone; the house wasn't very large, but there were plenty of places to hide. Her gaze traveled down the hall, to the bedrooms. Perhaps they'd gone into one of those. It was possible they'd slipped into one of the closets, or the bathroom, or...

      Peering through the open door and finding the way clear, Nancy rushed through it and bounded out onto the porch, nearly meeting Marc head-on.

      “Whoa, Nance.” The deputy steadied himself, keeping one hand on his service weapon. “You OK?”

      “T-They're in the house,” she barely managed. “The front door... it was locked... but...”

      The young deputy scanned the front of the property. Then, taking her arm and guiding her away from the door, he asked, “Did you see 'em? Are they armed?”

      In answer to all these questions, she merely shook her head.

      “OK. Do me a favor and wait in the backseat of my cruiser, will you?” Marc nodded back to the car. The engine was still running. “I'm going to have a look. I'll come back and get you when I'm done.” Noting her hesitation, he spared a quick smile. “You'll be safer in there, trust me. I don't know who we're dealing with here, so just wait in the car.”

      The deputy waited until Nancy had entered the cruiser and locked the doors before drawing his firearm and starting inside. “Come on out, nice and slow!” he called as he stepped through the threshold.
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        * * *

      

      A half hour had gone by with no word from Marc, and Nancy had chewed all of her nails down to stubs. Finally, after some forty-odd minutes, the deputy could be seen to emerge from the house, his gun in its holster and his hands on his hips. He returned to the car, opening the rear driver's side door and letting her out.

      “D-Did you find them?” she asked, stepping onto the road and cradling herself with her arms.

      He shook his head, his expression a curious one. It was confusion and anxiety—possibly some annoyance in the mix, too. “I didn't. And I checked every room, every closet, every nook and cranny.” He took a deep breath. “You sure they broke in? 'Cause...” He nodded at the front door. “The locks weren't broken, didn't look picked... no signs of forced entry. You said it was locked, but are you sure? Did you see someone enter?”

      She shook her head. “No, I didn't see it. They must have done it when I had my back turned. I was in the living room, waiting for you, and that's when I looked over and realized the door was open. I-I made sure both doors were locked, though.” She glanced past the deputy, studying the house with wide eyes. “Are you sure there's no one in there?”

      Marc chuckled, leaning against the cruiser. “I'm plenty sure.” His smile faded somewhat and he squared her with a firm gaze. “What's more, Nance, I've gotta ask. Have you been... drinking? Or maybe you're on a new sleeping pill that's making you see things?”

      “No!” Nancy stood upright. The accusation stung. “Of course not!”

      The deputy put his hands up, continuing, “Hey, don't take it like that. I just have to ask, Nance. It's the second night you've called me up with this. And... well, it's the second night I've come by to find bupkis.”

      Nancy slumped against the side of the cruiser. “What, so you're saying that I made it up?”

      The deputy stopped short of saying precisely that, though the look in his eyes telegraphed he was thinking it. “Now, I'm not saying there wasn't someone here, but...”

      “Marc, why would I lie to you?” she replied, clearly affronted.

      “Look, just take it easy. Get some sleep, Nance.” Marc started up the driver's side and slipped into the cruiser.

      Nancy watched him drive off. Even as he disappeared around the corner, she was still a few minutes in reentering her home. When she'd finally worked up the nerve to do so, she spent a good half-hour walking the floors and looking for signs of the intruder. It was as Marc had told her, however—no signs of forced entry, no one camping out in any of the rooms. She was alone there.

      Standing in the kitchen, wide awake as the night wore on, she didn't feel alone, though.

      One by one, she put out the lights in the house, slowly making her way back to bed. She paused in the living room, taking a few moments to study the new painting again. Her eyes moved from the house in the background, to the trees on each side, and finally to the woman with the red umbrella. She reached out and touched the figure with her finger as if to verify that it was really there. Then, pushing the matter from her mind, she shut off the light and started back to her room.

      It was only after sunrise that she managed any sleep. The rest of the night had been spent sitting up in bed, listening for more of that rapping at the window.
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      Nancy Pruitt lowered her sunglasses and checked the address of the three-story building against the one in the newspaper ad. The summer sun, though timid on this overcast day, was still doling out its fair share of heat, and the twenty-minute walk from her home on Harvest Lane had left her sweating.

      Sure enough, she was at the right place. This was indeed the Otterbein building—1135 Seger Avenue. Tucking the newspaper clipping into the pocket of her jeans, she started for the glass double-doors at the entrance.

      At pushing them open, she was stunned by two things.

      The first was that the temperature within the building was scarcely cooler than that of the outside. From some far-off corner, a tired air conditioner could be heard to chug along, but for all its noisy toil it hardly knocked a degree off the thermostat. This warm air was distinctly pungent with the smell of old paper.

      The second thing that struck her as she entered—quite literally—was a woman. Thin, with black, frizzy hair off-set by a streak of grey, the woman rushed in like a hawk, and had a beak on her to match. “Welcome!” said the woman with rehearsed enthusiasm. “I'm Dorothy, manager here at Page Turners. What brings you in today? What can I help you find?” This woman, Dorothy, reached out and tugged at Nancy's arm half-pleadingly, towards what she now saw were rows of bookshelves.

      “Oh...” replied Nancy, pulling away. “This is a bookstore?”

      “It sure is!” replied Dorothy, her bird-like visage narrowing into a predatory smile. “The finest in Tanglewood. We've got all kinds, and as it happens we're running a sale right now.” She turned, motioning animatedly at a portly man standing behind the counter. “Richard, dear, we have a customer! What are you doing, idling over there? Aren't you going to fill her in on the day's sales?”

      This man, Richard, was scarcely Nancy's own five-foot-five, though he had easily twice her width. It seemed that he was Dorothy's husband, and he wore about him the beat-down, henpecked look on his face that one might expect from having been leashed to such a woman. Leaving his post, he shuffled towards the others in uncomfortable silence and straightened the brown newsboy cap on his head. “W-Welcome to Page Turners, ma'am. Today's sales are largely in the romance category. We've got the new—”

      “Sorry, I'm not here for that,” inserted Nancy, taking a step back. “I'm here for a detective.”

      Dorothy glanced sharply at her husband and snapped her fingers. “Detective fiction? You've got it. Darling, show our customer to the mystery and thriller section, won't you? I think she'll find it well-stocked. Most of our titles are gently-used, and we sell them at the most reasonable prices.”

      Before Richard could lead her off, Nancy interrupted again. “No, sorry, you've misunderstood.” She pulled the newspaper clipping out of her pocket, holding it out for the two of them to read. “I'm looking for an actual detective. I've got his ad from the paper here, see? His name is Harlan Ulrich?”

      At Nancy's utterance of that name, all the energy was sapped from the air, and from the face of the bird-faced woman. Dorothy frowned suddenly, as if recoiling at it, and stalked back towards the counter. “Oh. I see. You're here to see him. Well, he's upstairs.”

      Richard, chuckling, nodded towards the back of the store, to a metal door marked STAIRS. “Sorry about that. We're all books down here, but if you go upstairs you should be able to find him.”

      “Ah, OK. Thanks,” replied Nancy, stepping past him and making a beeline for the stairs. She left the stacks behind, pushed open the squeaky door and started into a dim stairwell. Climbing up concrete steps, she arrived at the second floor and stepped out into a carpeted hallway. A little ways to the right, she found a large office space. Seeing that the door was open, she adjusted her blouse and stepped inside, waving at the girl who sat at the desk nearest the entrance.

      “Hi, how can I help you?” asked the girl, looking up from a bulky computer monitor. She had a thin face that was dominated by large, clear eyes. Her black hair, silky and straight, was cut in a long bob, and the navy dress she wore fit her stick-thin frame rather clumsily. The name tag pinned to her breast read EMMA.

      “Yes, I'm here to speak with the detective? Harlan Ulrich?” replied Nancy.

      It took Emma a few seconds to process this. Then, nodding, the girl offered a polite smile. “Ah, I see. Sorry about that. He doesn't work here—not on this floor, anyhow. This floor is occupied by the Gore Accounting Firm.”

      “Oh, I see...” Nancy looked back through the open door, into the hall.

      “Have you tried looking for him upstairs?” continued Emma, toying with a black ballpoint pen. She tucked it behind one ear and leaned forward as she asked the question.

      “Upstairs?” Nancy glanced up at the ceiling.

      “His office is on the third floor. You just go up the stairs and hang a right. Can't miss it—it's a dead-end.” The phone on Emma's desk began to ring shrilly.

      At that same instant, from an adjacent room, a man began to shout. “Emma, did you finish the Peterson invoice yet? That's him on the line and I'm tired of putting him off. Is it done? It better be, otherwise you're going to be in deep.”

      “Er... yes, Mr. Gore. I've finished it. Don't worry, I'll take the call.” Smiling weakly, Emma nodded at the ringing phone and then swiveled in her chair to pick it up.

      Nancy left the accounting offices and returned to the stairwell, climbing yet another flight. The higher one went in the building, the warmer it got. The air in the uppermost landing of the stairwell was incredibly stuffy, and as she exited into the third level, she found the climate didn't much improve. She tugged at the collar of her blouse and fanned herself ineffectually with her hand. Clearing a few light brown locks from her sweaty brow, she hooked a right, just as Emma had instructed, and found herself at a dead-end in the hallway.

      There was, in fact, a door at the end of this hall, and it sat ajar.

      But where it led, by her estimation, was not an office.

      The door at the end of the hall led to what appeared to be a small stockroom. A flimsy chipboard desk had been set up at its center, and numerous canisters of paint, bottles of cleaning solutions and more were heaped into piles all around it, along with stacks of printer paper and boxes of toner.

      A man in a white dress shirt with the sleeves rolled up past the elbows and a black tie sat behind said desk, staring down at something intently. His unshaven face was covered in a sheen of perspiration. Despite this, he held a small thermos filled with what looked to be—and smelled like—steaming coffee. In his other hand, drumming out a staccato beat against a nearby box of urinal cakes, was a pencil.

      Nancy cleared her throat and eased the door open just a touch, hoping to catch the man's attention.

      She managed to do so—for an instant.

      The man at the desk glanced up at her, eyes narrow. His lips curled in a quiet snarl. Then, he looked back down at his desk. That was all the response he was willing to give.

      It wasn't until she stepped into the room and spoke that she got something of an answer from the man. “E-Excuse me,” she stammered, “Are you, by chance, Harlan Ulrich? The private investigator?” Waiting for the man's reply, she noticed what he was staring at. On the desk before him was a page of the day's newspaper—the daily crossword puzzle. The way he was staring down at it, jaw tensed, you'd have thought him defusing a bomb.

      The man grunted, then replied, “Not for another five minutes.” He tapped his wristwatch. “Lunch break.” He took a slurp from the thermos and set it down on a stack of printer paper, tugging furiously at the soggy neckline of his shirt.

      “Er...” Nancy hovered at the threshold, unsure of how to proceed. Surely this man—this detective—wasn't really so brusque with his potential clients? And what was he doing, sitting in this hot room—no, this glorified supply closet? Was this all some kind of joke, a put-on? “Look, I... I came today because I saw your ad in the paper and I've got—”

      As if to interrupt her, Harlan Ulrich cleared his throat. Sniffing at the hot air, he stretched and looked up at the high-set windows near the ceiling, where a faint grey glow trickled in. Light was a rare commodity here; aside from the meager natural light, the “office” contained only a small electric lamp which dangled precariously from a nearby outlet. The result left much of the room buried in perpetual dusk.

      Finally, picking up the newsprint, he leveled a steely gaze upon her. “I need a word. Eleven letters. The clue is 'bequeathal'. Any thoughts?”

      Nancy laughed caustically, let her purse slip over the ridge of her shoulder and nearly hit the floor. “Are you serious?”

      Ulrich blinked at her expectantly.

      “Uh...” Licking her lips, Nancy gave the matter a little thought. “Eleven letters... bequeathal.” With a shrug, she asked, “Have you tried 'inheritance'?”

      Ulrich leaned over his crossword and counted out the squares. Then, noticeably brightening, he began to fill in each letter. “Inheritance, of course. That's brilliant.”

      “Glad I could help,” said Nancy, tugging on her purse strap and taking another step into the makeshift office. “Now, this isn't really what I expected, but...”

      “Please,” said Ulrich, folding the newsprint and tucking it under one sweaty arm, “come in. Make yourself at home.” He was seated on a small stool with metal legs. The only other seat in the room was a metal folding chair, but it was weighed down with bottles of hand sanitizer and other supplies that the businesses downstairs hadn't gotten around to sorting yet. Knocking these to the floor, Ulrich offered this chair to the client, explaining, “Sorry, it's a bit of a mess. I only just moved in here about a week ago. Still getting situated. They're packrats in this building—lots of clutter.”

      “Of course...” Nancy lowered herself into the chair—which creaked awfully even at her slight weight—and crossed her legs.

      “So,” began Ulrich, taking a pull from his thermos, “you're in need of a detective. How may I be of service?”

      That afternoon, Nancy Pruitt had certainly thought herself in need of a private eye.

      Now that she'd come all this way and met one, she was no longer sure.
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      “So, you're new in town?” asked Nancy, trying not to look shocked or offended at the disorder.

      “That's right. I've been in town something like ten days, as a matter of fact,” replied the detective. Fanning himself with the soggy newsprint, he ran a hand across his stubbled cheek and stood to his full height—a modest bit over six feet.

      “Where are you from?”

      “Toledo,” was his reply, and there was something vaguely wistful in his dark, brown eyes as he said it. “You know, mid-sized city, about a hundred miles from here.”

      “Toledo? I know it,” she said. “Why'd you come here? Get tired of the place?”

      Harlan Ulrich gave a funny shake of the head, and in so doing a bit of his sweat-slick salt n' pepper hair tumbled across his brow. “No, I loved it. But you know how things are. The PI business out that way... well, it's a crowded field. And the rents, too, were getting mighty expensive—outrageous, really. I find that Tanglewood just suits me better on most fronts.”

      “I see.” She couldn't help glancing around the room, nose crinkling in disgust. “So, you're really going to work out of... here?”

      He dismissed her concerns with a wave of his hand. “Oh, I know how it looks, but it'll come together soon enough.” He paused, looking down at his side and nudging something with his foot.

      That was when she first noticed it.

      Leaning forward and peering into a cardboard box filled with shredded paper, Nancy asked, “Is... Is that a cat?”

      Blinking up at her languidly from beneath the edge of the desk, half-buried in paper, was a tortoiseshell cat. It stretched in its makeshift bed, knocking a few tendrils of shredded print to the dusty floor.

      “Ah, yes, this is my associate, Beardsley,” replied the detective. “The real brains behind the operation.” He paused for comedic effect and then laughed contentedly at his own joke. Tapping the box with the tip of his dress shoe, he added, “I'm just kidding. He's a Toledo transplant, too, and his only purpose in life is eating me out of house and home.”

      “Right...” She watched the cat flop onto its side, nuzzling deeper into the sea of paper with a purr until its orange and black bulk had nearly disappeared beneath the surface.

      “Anyhow, enough about me,” said Ulrich, cracking his knuckles and taking a yellow legal pad from his desk drawer. Plucking the cap from a new pen, he cocked his head to the side and asked, “What is it you need a private investigator for, Miss...?”

      “Nancy. My name is Nancy Pruitt, and I'm here because...” Suddenly, she was at a loss for words. Somehow, she'd envisioned the detective, the whole process, somewhat differently—more The Maltese Falcon and less an episode of Hoarders. After some hesitation, she eventually managed, “Well, truth is, I'm being harassed by someone—stalked, I think.”

      Ulrich smoothed out one of his brows with an outstretched pinky finger and then wrote the word STALKER in large capitals across the top of the clean page. “You've got a stalker, have you?”

      Nancy gave a faint nod. “I think that's the best way to put it. Someone has been making their way onto my property for the past few nights and has been tapping at my bedroom window. Then, last night, they made it inside. I've had it and want something done, so... I've come to you.”

      “I understand,” was the detective's reply. “But, before we proceed, I need to ask—have you gotten law enforcement involved? Usually, that's the first step in cases like these.”

      “I did,” she said. “On two occasions I've called the sheriff's deputy to come and scope things out. Each time, though, he's gotten there too late and hasn't found anything. Last night, the prowler managed to get into my home, but neither I nor the deputy could find any sign of them on my property. Deputy Marc must think I'm going senile, so... I figured I'd come to someone like you. The police out here don't have the staff to give me special treatment. They can't stake out my property all night and wait for this creep to come around.”

      “All right, then,” said Ulrich, leaning back on his stool and palming the sweat from his face, “what does this individual look like?”

      “Erm...” Nancy spared a nervous smile. “Well, actually, I'm not sure. I haven't gotten a good look at them. You see, they carry around this red umbrella. And they come around the same time each night—close to midnight.” Searching for other salient details she might provide to aid the detective in her case, she produced only a shrug. “I'm sorry. If I knew who was behind it I'd have sent the cops after them. I don't know who it is and they haven't left behind any great clues.”

      Ulrich frowned, staring down at his legal pad for a beat, disappointed that he had nothing else to jot down after “red umbrella”. Waste of a clean page, he thought. He bit down on the back of his pen and let out a deep sigh. “Right. Tell me, is there anyone in your life that you suspect could be behind this? Anyone who might hold a grudge? And what, specifically, has this individual done on your property? Have they stolen or damaged anything?”

      Nancy tugged at the threadbare knees of her jeans. “My life isn't really that exciting,” she admitted with a chuckle. “I own the only pawn shop here in town and have done honest business for going on twenty-five years. I don't think I have anyone I could call an 'enemy' in that sense—certainly no one angry enough at me to pull this kind of stunt. And, no, they haven't stolen or damaged any of my property. At least, as far as I know. I haven't found anything missing or broken—they only seem interested in menacing me. They come up to the window, tap on it awhile. Last night, they got inside, but seemingly vanished in a puff of smoke before the deputy could find them.”

      “So, you believe they entered the premises, but you didn't see them inside?”

      “That's right.”

      The detective pulled at his double windsor. “And the cop who came by didn't see them, either?”

      “No, he didn't. Not last night. Same thing the night before.”

      Ulrich grit his teeth, and as he returned to his legal pad, he read out the notes he was making with a furrowed brow. “So... We don't have a suspect, a motive, any evidence... and they haven't done anything, either. All you know is that they carry a red umbrella?” He gave a wry laugh, dropping the pen and pad onto his desk and taking a pull from his thermos. “Is that about the size of it?”

      Nancy nodded sheepishly.

      “Wonderful. Now, taking all of that into account, I just need to know one last thing.”

      “Sure, what?”

      He brandished a cruel sneer, chin resting in both palms. “How do you expect me to catch them?”

      “I thought that maybe you'd come by the house tonight and wait,” she replied flatly. “Track their movements, get a picture of them, something like that.”

      The detective grunted, putting the pen back into his mouth and locking his molars around the plastic barrel to keep from exploding at her. He realized at that moment that he didn't care to take this job—that there was nothing alluring in it—but had some trouble in forming a kind refusal.

      Let's see, he thought, I could take this case and spend the night cramped in my front seat, fighting sleep. I could stare at her house till sunrise, searching for some loiterer whose face she can't even describe—or who might not even exist. Alternatively, I can stay home and watch a movie with the cat. It wasn't rocket science. Yeah, I'm thinking this lady can go—

      “I apologize,” replied Ulrich when he'd gotten hold of a happy face, “but I don't think this case would be a good fit for me. There isn't quite enough to go off of, you see, and what's more, this sort of work—the tracking down stalkers, apprehending people—really isn't my specialty. I wouldn't be comfortable with it. I'm sorry about that.”

      “I-I see,” she replied. His refusal had apparently been unexpected, and it was obvious she didn't have a back-up planned. She listed to one side, deflated. “Are you sure? I mean, I don't expect you to tackle anyone, just—”

      Ulrich loosed a loud, interrupting laugh and stood, sidestepping his way around mounds of junk towards the door, which he carefully opened. “Really, it's not a good fit. Some detectives specialize in that sort of work, but for me, well, I've always been averse to confrontation.”

      Nancy grabbed up her purse and looked to the open door, slowly gaining her feet. “W-Well, I...” She shuffled to the threshold, pleading with her gaze. “I don't feel safe at home,” she continued. “Is there any advice you could give me? Or, anyone else you could refer me to—a PI around here that does this sort of work?”

      “Afraid not,” replied Ulrich, ushering her out into the hall. “I haven't been in town long enough to make those kinds of recommendations. As to advice, well, leave a light on outside, consider getting a dog and make sure to lock your doors and windows. That should do the trick.”

      “But I do lock my doors!” Nancy insisted.

      “Mm, of course, but do you use the proper technique?” asked Ulrich, stepping back into the office and softly closing the door on her. “Observe,” he said from the other side, and he loudly engaged the door's lock. The sound of his shuffling back to the desk could be heard soon thereafter.

      Overtaken by dismay, Nancy sulked down the hall, descended the stairs and wandered out of the Otterbein building. “Great. Now what will I do?” she asked, pausing outside and looking up at the narrow windows along the third floor.
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      When an hour passed with no phone calls from prospective clients, Harlan Ulrich gave himself permission to take a second lunch break. He trekked down to the basement level, to the assortment of vending machines positioned near the stairwell, and picked out a small bag of cookies, which he brought with him back to the office.

      Watching his phone intently, he nursed the bag of cookies and the last of his coffee while fanning himself with whatever was in reach. As the afternoon wore on, Beardsley grew more active, wandering out of his box beneath the desk and chasing shadows throughout the room. Now and then, as Ulrich descended into thought, the cat's strange purrs and yowls would bring him back to the present moment.

      It was past two in the afternoon when the detective heard a series of long, hard footsteps echoing up the stairwell towards the third level. Straightening himself and ushering the cat back into his box, Ulrich sat at the ready. This time, he was sure to be visited by a good client—someone with a case worth his time.

      The stairway door was thrown open and a few moments later came a firm knock just outside.

      “Please, come in,” called the detective, sitting back on the stool, arms crossed.

      The door swung open and in walked a familiar figure. The visitor hadn't made it two steps into the cluttered office before letting loose his signature salutation. “Mr. Ulrich, how goes it?”

      Instinctively, as if to mask his displeasure, Ulrich brought the empty thermos to his lips and took an imaginary sip. “Oh, hello, sir.” His voice echoed in the metallic vessel. “What can I help you with, Mr. Harden?”

      Harden, owner of the Otterbein building, was a bald, well-fed man somewhere north of fifty years, and with a van dyke beard the color of pitch—an obvious dye job. Thumbing at the breast pocket of his corduroy jacket for a handkerchief, he set about wiping down his glistening face and head. “Goodness,” he said with a laugh, “it's really heating up these days, isn't it?” He stuffed the damp rag back into his pocket hurriedly, casting a look around the office with his pinched eyes. “I see you're settling in nicely. I'm glad.”

      Upon arriving in Tanglewood, Harlan Ulrich had seen it necessary to procure two things. The first, a cheap apartment, had been easy enough. For a few hundred a month and a small downpayment, he'd landed a reasonable studio around the corner that suited him. The second necessity, however—an office that he could run his private investigation business out of—had proven prohibitively expensive. Whether his eventual placement in this steaming hovel could be remarked upon as a stroke of good fortune or bad was up to debate, but it had been an inquiry regarding the aged Otterbein building that'd first put him in touch with Harden. The building owner, understanding the detective's limited budget, had allowed Ulrich to rent out the third-floor storeroom for his purposes. Their arrangement had been founded on a handshake, with matters such as rent to be dealt with under the table.

      “Yes, it's a great place,” said Ulrich. The smile he summoned barely stuck around long enough to lend his words any sincerity.

      Setting down his soggy bulk in the creaky folding chair with a sigh, Harden struggled for a beat to cross his legs and then, opting to sit forward, pressed his chubby palms together. “So, where the rent is concerned, you'll be prepared to make the agreed-upon payment by week's end, yes?”

      The detective's lips puckered suddenly, like he'd just taken a bite out of a lemon. “The rent?”

      Harden nodded expectantly.

      “Yes, the rent. Of course. The agreed-upon figure...” Ulrich counted silently with his fingers. “If I recall correctly, the rents are pro-rated for this month?”

      “Yes, yes,” replied the owner with a chuckle, “but I forgot to mention a small detail—an additional charge for utilities. With this weather we've been having, the air conditioner has been running almost non-stop, so the building utility bill is higher than usual. Everyone in the building is sharing the cost.”

      Ulrich felt a bead of sweat roll down the bridge of his nose and glanced away from the owner, sparing him a withering stare. “The air conditioner?” he choked out. “There's... there's air conditioning in this building?”

      “Anyhow,” continued Harden, handing over a slip of paper marked with the new rent total—including the charge for the mythical air conditioning, “I just wanted to make sure you were aware. That won't be a problem, will it?”

      “No,” replied the detective, shaking his head. He looked down at the slip of paper, at the figures written there, and then squeezed his hands into fists. “T-Thank you for letting me know,” he stammered.

      “Great,” said Harden, standing up with a wide smile. The man's teeth seemed too small for his mouth. “It's a pleasure having you here, Mr. Ulrich. If you need anything, don't hesitate to reach out. You're a member of the Otterbein family, after all!” He reached out and patted the detective on the shoulder gratefully, then—noting the sogginess of Ulrich's dress shirt—quickly drew his hand away. “Oh,” he added, reaching into his back pocket, “I nearly forgot!”

      At seeing the man reach for his wallet, Ulrich already knew what was coming. He steeled himself, fists still balled beneath the desk.

      “My daughter,” began Harden, “just joined the university orchestra. They put on their first concert a little while back.” He produced a glossy photo from his wallet, holding it out so that Ulrich couldn't possibly miss it.

      “Ah,” replied the detective, glancing over the picture.

      It was a habit of the building owner's to share photos of his only daughter, Iris, with everyone he knew—and in those who rented his building, he had always a captive audience. Among the Otterbein's other residents, it was a well-established fact that one could easily worm their way into the owner's good graces by fawning over this—frankly unremarkable—daughter of his. The booksellers on the first floor, for instance, sometimes managed to get extensions on their monthly rent by complimenting her looks or sending along small gifts for her.

      “She's lovely,” said Ulrich through his teeth. “She takes after you.” This wasn't so far off the mark. The girl was homely, with a disproportionate face like a russet potato. In this photo, surrounded by handsomer collegiate specimens, she held the neck of her instrument awkwardly and offered a smile, showcasing undersized teeth that were indistinguishable from her father's. Studying her short, thick fingers and dull eyes, he couldn't imagine the poor creature making anything remotely like good music; she was all thumbs. Even so, the detective poured it on thick. “She'll be playing Carnegie Hall before long, I'm sure.”

      With abundant paternal pride, Harden glanced at the picture himself for a moment and then returned it to his wallet. “Well, I'll leave you in peace, Mr. Ulrich. I'm sure you've got a number of cases simmering. I'll be round at week's end for the rent, yes?”

      The only thing Ulrich had simmering at that moment was his blood in that hotbox of an office, but he nodded and stood to see the owner out. “Sure, see you then.”

      When Harden's footfalls had died out and he found himself alone again, Ulrich set about the unhappy business of assessing his financial situation. This unexpected charge for the mythical air conditioning was probably going to make for a lean month.

      He hadn't been prepared for just how lean, however.

      To start with, he'd spent a tidy sum on moving. His meager savings had been further taxed by a deposit on the office, groceries, gas, and a number of other necessities. Beardsley's recent checkup at the veterinarian's office had been costly, and the vet's recommendation that the cat be started on a new, organic food had set the detective back more than he would have liked. Then there was the impressive tab he'd racked up at the cafe down the road, sampling the entirety of their coffee menu many times over.

      Running the numbers in detail, he realized there was no way around it. He was busted. If he dug deep and managed to sell a few pints of blood then it was possible he'd be able to cover his apartment rent, but the office rent could not be met with his current balance, and what's more, he wouldn't be able to afford staples like food, gas or entertainment.

      Or coffee.

      Anticipating a tight month, Ulrich had sought out blood banks in the area and had played around with the idea of donating blood or plasma in a pinch. He'd also scoped out a clinic that solicited bodily fluids of a very different kind—which he could have donated with greater ease and frequency, and which offered much better payment—though for reasons unknown to him they'd rejected him out of hand, labeling him an “unsuitable” donor.

      A man could only give so much blood, and Harlan Ulrich could only go so long without a good cup of coffee. He was in a jam.

      It seemed the only path left to him was that of earning an honest wage. But how? He had no cases lined up, no interested clients! Just one investigation would loosen things up for him, ease his many troubles, but so far there'd been no—

      No, that was inaccurate. He had managed to attract a single interested client.

      That morning, a woman had dropped by. What'd been her name? Nora? Nanette? Whatever. Her case—that of a supposed stalker—had struck him as dumb, too vague, but now that he was in a pinch, he found himself reconsidering. She'd mentioned that she owned the only pawn shop in town, and it stood to reason that she could pay him. He was none too happy about the nature of the case—surveillance operations like what she'd requested always left him with a sore back and a crick in his neck—but her money was sure to spend as well as anyone's, and damn it, things were getting dire!

      In his haste to get rid of her he hadn't taken down her phone number; if he wanted to somehow keep hold of this case, he was going to have to do a bit of sleuth work to find her. Ulrich stood, made certain his keys were in his pocket and then gave Beardsley a nudge. The cat looked up at him sleepily from within its nest of printer paper. “I'm going to need you to look after things while I'm gone. Don't burn the place down.” He thumbed through a folder filled with old photocopies of his generic contract and tucked one into his back pocket.

      With that, he slipped out of the office and down the stairs, pausing on the second floor before the offices of the Gore Accounting Firm. At her desk, reading studiously from a chunky hardcover book, was Emma, the kindly young accountant who sometimes visited him upstairs, and who was fond of playing with his cat during her lunch breaks. He cleared his throat and waved from the doorway. “Uh, excuse me, miss Emma?”

      She glanced up at him and grinned. “Heya, Mr. Ulrich. What brings you down here?” She motioned to what appeared to be a box of donuts sitting at the edge of her desk, across from the phone. “Did you come by to pick up your donut? I grabbed them on my break and made sure to get enough for everyone in the building.”

      Ulrich sauntered in and peered into the box where a number of frosted delights awaited him. “Thank you, that's awfully kind.” Selecting a cruller, he stepped back to the threshold and munched while she began a furious bout of page-flipping. During a brief pause in her work, when he'd nearly polished off the pastry, he cleared his throat again, attracting her gaze. “Say, I have a question for you. You wouldn't happen to know where in town I could find a pawnshop, would you?”

      “A pawn shop?” She blinked up at him with her big eyes—further magnified by a pair of slim-framed reading glasses. “Why, you're not in some kind of a financial pinch, are you?”

      “No, no, it's not like that,” he assured her. “It has to do with a case of mine, that's all.”

      She straightened out her glasses, nodding. “Oh, I see. The only pawnshop I know of in town is the one on Terrace View—across from the bowling alley. Know the one?”

      Ulrich nodded. He'd been in town long enough to pin down that landmark, at least. “Gotcha. Thanks for the tip.” He raised the last bite of uneaten cruller in appreciation and continued his descent, starting out through the used bookstore on the first floor. Rather than risk running into the woman who owned it—she wasn't particularly fond of him—Ulrich struck out for the side-door and into the alley.

      The afternoon was uncomfortably warm, though the outside was alive with a pleasant breeze that made it bearable. Smoothing out the wrinkles in his sweat-stained shirt, he started down the sidewalk, paused long enough to ensure he was headed in the right direction, and then crossed the street. The bowling alley—and the pawnshop that allegedly sat across from it—wasn't far.
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      Ultimately, the detective made a mess of it. Had he been hired to find the pawnshop in a timely fashion he'd have gotten sacked by even the most lenient of clients. Still, after a half hour of aimless walking—of presumed shortcuts and frustrated dead-ends—he eventually found himself starting down Terrace View Drive, and towards a shop whose only signage bore the name TERRACE VIEW PAWNSHOP. It was past four in the afternoon when he finally walked in, hoping to find the owner there.

      All the way to the shop, Ulrich had been rehearsing a spiel to win the client back over. He'd made a real ass of himself—had all but kicked her out of his office. Now, with his tail between his legs and his food bowl empty, he had no choice but to swallow his pride and seek her out. He hoped he'd be able to smooth things over, to offer some credible excuse for his initial hesitance at taking her case, and to furnish a reason for his sudden change of heart that had nothing to do with his impending rents.

      Stepping into the well-lit—and, thankfully, well-air-conditioned—shop, Ulrich strode up to the front counter where a young man was busy sorting pieces of jewelry in a glass showcase. “Hi,” he said, pausing at the register and peering past the counter to what looked like a series of back rooms. “I don't suppose the owner is in, is she?”

      The man, late-twenties or early-thirties, with long hair and a single earring, looked up from his work long enough to shout, “Hey, Nance! Someone here to see ya!” He promptly ducked back into the case, arranging several pocket watches in a neat row.

      Within a few seconds, from one of the back rooms, emerged the owner. “Who is it?” she asked before suddenly coming to a halt some feet from the counter. She stared at the detective with bald bewilderment, setting down the cardboard box of baseball cards she'd been working through. “M-Mr. Ulrich? What brings you in here?”

      “I'm in the market for a new pocket watch,” replied the detective, hiking a thumb towards the showcase. Then, grinning, he continued, “Just kidding. I actually came by to discuss something with you. Do you have a minute?”

      Guardedly, she approached the counter and waved her employee off. “Take these cards to the back room and get them into the binder, will you, Jack?”

      Jack looked up and, sensing the mood, carted off the box of baseball cards.

      When the two of them were alone, Nancy buried her hands into the pockets of her jeans and asked, “So, what is this about?”

      Ulrich offered a conciliatory smile. “About earlier. I'm sorry about that—I was too hasty in refusing to take your case. The thing is, there may be something to it after all.” Something like enough money to cover my office rent, for instance, he thought. “Unless you've found someone else, I'd be interested in taking on your case, Nancy. A night or two of surveillance will bring the culprit to light. Work of this kind isn't my preference but it's not uncharted territory for me, either. If you'll have me, of course...”

      She seemed to hesitate—looked him over from beneath hooded lids like she wasn't sure whether he was being serious. Then, chuckling, she shrugged. “Trust me, after I left your place, I looked for someone else. You're the only show in town, though.” She nodded as if to reassure herself. “Sure, yeah, if you want the job—and think you're really up to it—it's yours. I'm kind of in a tough spot. I don't have a lot of options. I just don't want this person poking around my property again. Do you think you can handle it?”

      Ulrich reached out and shook her hand. “I've zero doubt.”

      “All right, so, how do we handle the paperwork for something like this?” she asked.

      “I'm glad you asked,” he replied, tugging the folded contract out of his back pocket. Spreading it out on the showcase, he plucked a pen from a cup near the register and marked out the spots where signatures or initials were required with a big X. “I'm a simple man; the terms are mere legalese. Payment is standard; a fifty-percent deposit now, the rest when the job is complete.” Clearing his throat and tapping the corresponding section of the contract, he added very quietly, “No refunds on that deposit, of course...”

      Nancy took a few minutes to read the contract from beginning to end, and when she didn't find anything egregious enough to dissuade her, she signed and initialed it where necessary. “Do you take checks?” she asked, pulling a checkbook from her purse.

      Within a few minutes, Ulrich walked out of the pawnshop with a deposit in hand and a plan to meet Nancy at her place—554 Harvest Lane—just after dark. With the details set, he returned to his office with a skip in his step.

      The case still didn't excite him; it was going to be a night of drudgery, no doubt. Even so, the prospect of working a new case in a new town brought him an unexpected thrill. Tanglewood, Ohio was going to get its first taste of detective Harlan Ulrich.

      Little by little you're going to make a name for yourself here, he thought to himself. Before long they're gonna give you the key to the city, just watch!
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      “What kind of job is it?”

      “Oh, I really can't say,” said the detective with a chuckle.

      Harry peeked at him over the top of the espresso machine, his bushy black eyebrows waggling. “Come on, who're you working for? It's probably someone I know, isn't it? You can tell me. I'm not going to blab!”

      “No, sorry,” insisted Ulrich.

      “Come on, spill it!”

      Ulrich demurred. He studied the tiny porcelain cup of espresso—the third that the proprietor had comped him in the hopes of loosening his lips—and delighted in another sip. “Sorry, Harry, I can't give you the specifics. What kind of private eye would I be if I didn't keep the details of my cases confidential, huh? Maybe when everything is through and settled I'll be at liberty to chat about it. Till then...” He set the cup down gently onto a matching saucer.

      The cafe owner sulked, ducking back down behind the counter and wiping the exterior of the espresso machine with a damp rag. “So, it's like that, is it? And here I thought we were friends!”

      If there was any place in Tanglewood that Harlan Ulrich truly felt at home, it was the jazz cafe, Peter Cat, located just a stone's throw away from his office at the Otterbein building. A small cafe specializing in locally-roasted coffee, Peter Cat managed to pack an incredible amount of atmosphere into its relatively confined dimensions, and since arriving in town it had become the detective's favorite place to sit and think. It helped, too, that the coffee there ranked among the best he'd ever had. Rather than return straight to his office from the pawnshop that afternoon, Ulrich had decided to march on a few hundred paces past it, further down the stretch of Seger Avenue, in search of an espresso.

      The building that housed the cafe was a squat one, not altogether different in shape or size from a typical chain cafe, though, unlike such places, great care had been taken in cultivating an ambiance that was at once elegant and cozy. Many of the fixtures were done in natural hardwood, and the shop's lighting came chiefly from hanging brass chandeliers fixed with Edison bulbs, which filled the space with a warm, pleasant glow at all hours. A great sound system had been installed, through which the proprietor, a Japanese-American retiree named Harry Koyama, played a constant stream of classic jazz from his prodigious collection of vinyl records.

      For the detective, coffee was a way of life, and upon arriving in town one of the first things he'd done was ferret out the local cafe scene. He'd been in love with Peter Cat's offerings since his first sip, but during one of his early visits he'd had a contentious argument with a newly-trained barista about the difference between an Americano and a Long Black, and wasn't sure he'd be allowed back. Thankfully, the kindly owner had interceded, smoothing things over, and the detective now made it a regular stop. Ever since, Ulrich and Harry had become fast friends, chatting about their shared love of jazz and coffee. Sometimes, when things were slow, Harry would even let the detective behind the counter to experiment with the espresso machine, or to grind his own beans.

      After idling in the shadow of the espresso machine a few moments, Harry stepped out and began arranging clean glasses on a shelf. Then, with a slight pout, he noisily rearranged a number of syrup bottles and utensils. “Haven't you ever read a good detective novel, Harlan? All the great ones have confidantes, informants, that they discuss the details of their cases with! Why, don't you want to be a Sherlock Holmes? A Sam Spade? And who better to play the role of informant? I know everyone in town. I'm a shoo-in, frankly.”

      “Be that as it may,” grumbled Ulrich, “I don't work that way. And anyhow, this isn't the kind of thing I need a lot of background on. It's pretty cut-and-dry. I'm doing a little overnight surveillance. That's all.”

      Harry's eyes widened. “Ohhh, yeah?” He walked over to the turntable and flipped through a number of records. When he'd glanced over a dozen or so albums, he finally selected Portrait in Jazz by the Bill Evans Trio. He set the record on the platter and lowered the stylus. “That sounds like proper hard-boiled stuff,” he continued as the music began to play. “You staking out a drug deal? A mobster's hideout?”

      “I haven't been in town two weeks and I already know there isn't a proper mobster within a day's drive of here, Harry.” Ulrich polished off his espresso and then chased it with a sip of mineral water. “Anyhow, wish me luck. The odds of my returning with a sore back are higher than the odds of my getting an interesting story out of this.”

      Presently, the cafe was nearly empty. The only other patron was an elderly man seated far from the counter, back near the bathrooms, who oscillated between his copy of the local paper and his iced tea at regular intervals. Things often picked up during the weekends, though most afternoons this was about as much business as the cafe could expect. As Harry returned to his busywork, Ulrich found a few spare moments to listen to the music and contemplate the job ahead.

      Nancy Pruitt claimed she was being stalked, and that someone had entered her home the previous night. Despite getting the authorities involved two nights running, neither she nor the sheriff's deputy had actually seen the culprit. It was a strange thing, but not so strange as to be inexplicable. Perhaps the trespasser had merely been too fast for the two of them. There was also the possibility that no trespasser existed in the first place, that Nancy was merely imagining things; though, having spoken to her at length, she hadn't struck him as a paranoiac.

      Thinking more about this enigmatic perpetrator, something began to wriggle in his subconscious. The detective sought to keep it there—to bury the idea before it could be fully realized—and he guzzled down the remainder of his icy Gerolsteiner to distract himself. Don't even think about it. That's all behind you now. That's why you came here, to Tanglewood, after all. To get away from...

      Harry turned up the volume another click, leaning against the counter, chin resting on his palm. “You hear that? No one plays like Bill Evans. No one. This third take of 'Blue in Green' on the album is my favorite, no contest. There's a perfection to it that just doesn't exist in the other takes. It's the freest of the three, has the best swing. You hear that? The constant splash of cymbal in the back there? And the bass, boy, it just walks here—that's the stuff. The tightest trio in jazz, hands down.”

      “Sure,” replied Ulrich, standing and pulling up his sagging slacks, “it's a fine piece, no doubt. You know who I really like, though? Sonny Clark. Now there's a pianist. You ever hear his version of 'Deep Night'? Music doesn't get better than that. You have a copy of 'Cool Struttin''? You should put that one on next time.” He slipped a few bills beneath his empty cup.

      Harry shooed the detective towards the door with his bar towel, shaking his head all the while. “You watch that mouth of yours, now. Bill Evans is tops. I'm not above throwing you out for suggesting otherwise.”

      Ulrich spared a lazy wave, backing out the door into the warm summer sun. “Thanks for the coffee, Harry.”

      “Good luck with your case, Mr. Detective,” added the owner, cranking the music up. “When you're through with it, I wanna hear all about it!”
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      So that he might avoid an encounter with the unpleasant woman who ran the bookshop on the first level, Ulrich slipped into the Otterbein building once again through the side door. He held his breath as the door swung shut—left his fingers in the jamb to keep it from making a clatter as it closed.

      No sooner had he entered did he find himself faced with Richard, her husband, who'd been rearranging magazines on a shelf near the counter. The pair locked eyes, seeming to share the same fear, and then the bookseller relaxed.

      “Coast is clear,” Richard assured him, removing his newsboy cap for a moment and stroking the sparse hairs underneath. “Dorothy went home for the day. Wasn't feeling well. She left me to close out the shift and lock things up, though I'm thinking about heading out myself. We aren't likely to see another customer, not this late.”

      Ulrich made his way to the stairwell. “Business slow?”

      “Always is,” replied Richard.

      The couple that ran Page Turners was an interesting pair. Dorothy had taken an immediate dislike of the detective; even as he'd sought to make inroads towards civility, discussing books and the weather, her standard response had been to ignore him. On those occasions when dialogue was necessary, she'd work in as many insults as possible and drive him off in a fit of cursing like a stray dog. Her husband, the affable Richard, was much easier to get along with, and when Dorothy wasn't around the two enjoyed their neighborly chats.

      Bidding the bookseller a good night, Ulrich rose to the second level. On his way up, he met Emma and some of the other Gore Accounting staff, who were on their way down.

      Emma tugged on his sleeve as he ascended. “You outta here, Mr. Ulrich?”

      “Just about,” replied the detective, stepping aside and making room for the rest of the accounting staff to shuffle by him on the landing.

      “Any interesting plans tonight? Working any interesting cases?” she asked, leaning against the handrail.

      Ulrich smiled. “Yeah, something like that. And you?”

      “Oh, not much on my end,” she replied, adjusting her purse. “I was thinking of having some friends over to my place. One of them just picked up one of those things... what do you call them?... They're used to talk to ghosts?”

      Ulrich nearly missed the next step, only narrowly avoided wiping out.

      “A talking board!” she elaborated. “You ever use one of those, Mr. Ulrich? My friend swears by them, but I think it's a bunch of bologna. She wants to bring it over to see if we can talk to the ghost of someone famous—maybe Michael Jackson, or the orca from Free Willy.”

      Ulrich turned, his harsh gaze raining down on her from above. “I wouldn't if I were you.” The earlier, easygoing tone was gone. “That stuff is bad news. Throw it out and watch a movie instead.”

      “Oh...” Her big eyed widened like a child's. “Well, what's wrong with it?”

      Ulrich shook his head and continued clopping up the steps. “That stuff just isn't safe. I wouldn't go near it—and, believe me, I know a thing or two about that sort of thing. Don't bother. It's not worth it.”

      Having made it to the third floor, Ulrich paused a few moments outside of his office, his mind reaching into the past and allowing various memories to surface. Memories of dark, abandoned places... Memories of things that should not have existed—that no living man had been intended to see.

      He would speak of it to no one, and cared little to revisit the topic in his own thoughts, but one of the chief reasons he'd recently left his hometown had had to do with just the sort of stuff Emma had been thinking about dabbling in. The supernatural.

      For awhile, he'd done decent business in Toledo, working out of a small office and doing reasonable jobs for his clients. He would have been happy to keep on that way, to live out the rest of his days there. But then, suddenly, things changed.

      His work changed.

      He began encountering things in the line of duty—that is, he began rubbing elbows with people long-deceased. Somehow, the fabric between this world and the next had grown thin enough for him to pass through on occasion, and in such cases he'd witnessed horrific things. Shadowy specters beckoning at the edge of night; ghostly images of murder victims re-living their final, grotesque moments, day after day. Finally, after being unwittingly caught in a number of such cases, he'd skipped town, cut ties with all of his old clients and set out for greener—and less haunted—pastures.

      None of that mattered anymore. It was ancient history. He let the details of those cases fade into the recesses of his memory. Someday, maybe, their outlines would blur and he'd truly forget all about them.

      At that moment, he was thankful for a normal case. Looking out for a flesh-and-blood stalker suited him just fine, compared to all of that paranormal hullabaloo he'd left behind. Hell, compared to some of what he'd seen back in Toledo, he might even enjoy it!

      He entered his office, packing his messenger bag and searching for the cat. “Beardsley, you little devil, where have you gone to?”

      The cat peeked out at him from behind a box of toner—a box which, in his boredom, he'd thoroughly chewed the corner of—and mewled.

      Taking the red leash from his bag, Ulrich gave it a jingle and then linked it to the collar around the cat's neck. “Time to punch out, friend.” With the leash in one hand and his bag in the other, Ulrich draped his suit jacket over one arm and set out into the hall, stopping just long enough to awkwardly lock the office door.

      Beardsley paced lazily about the carpeted hall, walking laps around the detective's legs and then stopping to stare down the way at an open closet. From within there came a loud burst of shuffling, followed by a deep grunt. A thin man in a sleeveless T-shirt and khaki shorts stepped out from its dark recesses, bringing with him a broom and dustpan. It was the building's janitor, Percival, getting ready for his shift.

      “Oh, how's it going, Harlan?” asked the janitor, leaning into the closet door and pushing it shut. He was an older man with a silvery grey ponytail and a pair of cheap headphones hanging around his neck. He always began his work in the early evening, around the time the workers on each level were heading home, and often worked into the wee small hours, listening to music and smoking cigarettes just outside. In that sense, he operated as a kind of unofficial night watchman for the Otterbein, too. At sighting the cat on its leash, Percival couldn't help but chuckle. “Man, does he really walk home for you that way? Cats seem too stubborn for that.”

      Ulrich led Beardsley to the stairwell, nodding to the custodian. “My new place is small. There isn't much room in there for him to get exercise. He's a lazy so-and-so, and if he doesn't get some activity in, he's going to balloon up. Until I can afford a bigger apartment with more space for him, this is the best compromise I can think of.”

      “Ah, right on,” replied Percival, putting on his headphones. “You have a good night, Harlan.”

      “You too, Percy.”

      Heading out of the building, Ulrich walked the cat down Seger Avenue for several hundred feet, then hooked around the corner towards his apartment complex. There were a few hours yet before sundown, and Ulrich planned to make the most of them. If he was going to spend the night cooped up in his car, doing surveillance, he wanted to enjoy a good meal and a bit of television. A shower, too.

      The complex he'd moved to was a smallish one called Wood Ridge, on Monclova Drive. It was comprised of something like twenty studios, all lined up in neat, single-story rows. The apartments were cramped and offered few amenities, but the one thing the cash-strapped detective couldn't complain about was the price. What's more, Ulrich had lucked out in securing decent neighbors; to the left of him lived a med student who spent more time at the local hospital doing clinical work than he did at home, and on his right there lived a middle-eastern man who traveled a great deal and so was rarely home. As he strode into the cracked, narrow parking lot, he began counting off the numbers on the units he passed, seeking out his own, #1212.

      Beardsley made a triflingly short walk into a frustratingly long one, insisting on stopping every other second to sniff at things, but even so the detective arrived at his place within twenty minutes. Almost showtime, he thought, unlocking his door. Time for a little relaxation before the work starts.
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      Relaxation just wasn't in the cards.

      For starters, Ulrich had neglected to go grocery shopping and had little to eat at home. Though he puzzled for a time in his tiny kitchenette, looking for ways to make a proper meal out of a few bread heels and a jug of dijon mustard, he ultimately had to postpone his dinner. There was no choice but to pick up something on the way to Nancy's.

      The matter of entertainment was hardly a brighter spot. Throwing himself down onto the bed, he'd tried to pull up Netflix on his aged laptop for a few minutes of mindless amusement. The computer had creaked and wheezed in seeking to follow his commands, only to display a message he knew too well. The credit card he'd been using to pay for his streaming had been maxed; the account was currently on hold.

      Taking this as a sign that he needed to hurry up and get working, Ulrich filed off into the shower with a grumble. When he'd finished washing off the grime of the day, he stepped into a pair of black slacks, threw on another white dress shirt and a black tie with tiny diamond patterns on it. These and his other dress clothes had been purchased in Toledo shortly before his departure, at various thrift stores. Ulrich had long been a fan of more casual dress, but in the interest of looking the part of detective and making a more professional impression in Tanglewood, he'd scraped some money together and gone searching through local second-hand shops for more sophisticated garb. Lacking fashion sense, he'd based his new work wardrobe after a handsome model he'd seen in a men's health magazine—a model who'd looked something like a young Alain Delon. Though Ulrich couldn't claim to look quite so sharp as Le Samouraï, the new duds suited him rather well.

      Combing back his hair and inspecting himself in the mirror, he turned his attention to Beardsley, who'd been walking circuits between his legs from the moment they'd walked in. His purring had reached a fever pitch. “Yeah, I get it,” muttered the detective, “you're hungry. Come on, you mongrel, let's get you fed.” In the kitchen, he measured out a portion of water and food, then watched as Beardsley dove into the meal with gusto. Not a piece of kibble was spared.

      Ulrich sought out his keys and wallet, then pulled his shoes on. “I won't be back till morning,” he told the munching cat. “That isn't license to claw up the futon again, by the way.” With that, he locked up and hiked across the darkening lot to his car.

      The sedan—an early 90's model—had seen better days. The engine hiccoughed more than it purred, and parts of the ceiling sagged, partially blocking his view through the back window. The tires were balder than Mr. Harden, but as far as he was concerned it was a perfectly fine vehicle. It still ran, after all. He drove less these days, as Tanglewood was a small, walkable town, and he hoped to get a few more years out of her.

      Turning out of the lot, Ulrich went looking for a quick bite. Within minutes he happened upon a burger joint, where he picked up a combo through the drive-thru. He scarfed it down in the parking lot over a bed of napkins—careful all the while not to drop ketchup or mustard on his clean clothes—and then, when he'd triple-checked Nancy's address, he set off to meet her.
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      Sidling up to the curb, Ulrich cut the engine and gave the house a once-over.

      The address corresponded to a cozy one-story house across the street from a park. It couldn't have contained more than two bedrooms, and was done up with bright white siding that stood out starkly against the dusk. A chain-link fence marked out the perimeter of a meager yard whose most eye-catching fixtures were a number of well-shaped evergreen bushes.

      Having parked beneath the shade of a towering oak, tens of feet from the nearest streetlight, Ulrich took in the rear of the property from what he felt was a good vantage point. It was through the back yard—presumably from the direction of the park—that the intruder made their nightly trip onto Nancy's property, and from this shadowed spot the detective felt he'd have a perfect view of the action. Stepping out of the car, he paused to drink in the evening air, which was rich with the smell of cut grass.

      The front lawn was split nearly down the center by a gravel driveway where an old Jetta was parked, and a squat tree—swaying in the warm breeze—stood sentry on the left side of the narrow walk leading to the porch. The entryway light came on as Ulrich approached the door.

      Tapping the doorbell, the detective had only to wait a few moments before Nancy, wearing an apron over the same jeans and blouse from earlier, rushed to meet him. Throwing open the screen door, she put on a big smile, stepping to one side and waving him in. “Mr. Ulrich, thanks for coming by. I wasn't expecting you quite this early.”

      The detective stepped inside, struck at once by a sweet, heavy smell emanating from deeper in. “I hope I'm not interrupting anything. I just found myself with a bit of extra time this evening and thought it might be a good idea to get started. You know, to familiarize myself with the property and such.”

      “Oh, it's no problem,” she insisted, closing the door. “I was just doing some baking. Work was a bear today and I wanted a pick-me-up. Can I interest you in a cookie? They just came out of the oven.” Leading the detective to a well-lit kitchen, she pulled out a chair at her table and urged him to sit. Then, pointing to a cooling rack on said table weighed down by a few dozen cookies, she added, “They're raspberry thumbprints, a favorite of mine. Please, help yourself.”

      Glutton that he was, Ulrich needed no further permission. He dropped into the chair, plucked a cookie from the tray and proceeded to indulge. When all was said and done, he'd helped himself to nearly a dozen, along with a tall glass of milk. “They're delicious,” he remarked. “You're in the wrong business; you should be running a bakery.”

      “Thank you,” she said, draping the apron over the back of her chair and joining him at the table. She enjoyed a few cookies herself as the investigator gorged. For a time, they sat in silence, munching.

      Finally, recalling his reason for being there, Ulrich polished off his glass of milk and—after one last cookie—began running through the details of the case with her. “Now, this individual who's been dropping by every night. How long have they been coming around?”

      “At least three nights,” she replied. “It's possible they've come by before that, but I've only heard the tapping for three nights.”

      “All right, and you called the police how many times?”

      Pausing, she wiped her palms against her pant legs. “The first night, I heard the tapping but I didn't see anyone. That time, I thought it was just my imagination or something. I tuned it out all night.” She tensed. “The second night, though, I saw someone out back, around the fence—kind of near the bushes. I called Marc, the deputy, then. Last night, too.”

      Ulrich nodded. “Yes, I've parked around back. I'll have a good view of the entire yard from my car.” Wiping at his lips with a napkin, he continued. “Tell me, what's your impression of this person? I know that they carry a red umbrella, but... Are they young? Old? Male? Female? Tell me what you can. I want to have some idea of what to expect.”

      The questions seemed to rob Nancy of all interest in the cookies. She pushed aside her plate and drew in a deep breath. “Well, that's the thing...” She glanced up at him with a certain sheepishness. “I don't know how to describe them. I only ever get a brief look—and from the worst possible angle, too.” She began to shrug but rattled off a shudder instead. “The one thing I can tell you for sure is that they're pale. Like, unnaturally so.”

      “Pale, eh?” In his head, Ulrich attempted to build some vision of the perpetrator, and he heaped this characteristic onto the framework. “OK, what else? How tall would you say this person is? Are they slim? Hefty? What do they wear?”

      The more he pressed her, the more Nancy seemed to strain beneath the pressure of his questions. “Uh...” She raked at her brow with her nails till the skin grew red. “Listen, Mr. Ulrich, you're going to think I'm insane, but... I really don't know.” She chuckled nervously. “I just... I remember seeing someone pale standing out there, in my back yard. I don't remember their face, but I know they were looking at me, even with that umbrella in the way. Does that make sense? I don't know what they were wearing, either, but...” Her lips fell into a frown. “I get the impression that they aren't wearing anything. Like... when I see them, the only detail that really sticks is the paleness... It disgusts me.”

      The detective sat back and crossed his legs. “Hmm...” What was he to make of this? Something didn't sit right, though he couldn't say what. “OK, and what time do they usually come by?”

      “Minutes after midnight,” she replied. “Very punctual.”

      “I see...” Ulrich glanced at his watch. There were some hours yet, and the thought of his spending them cooped up in the car inspired a phantom ache in his lumbar region. “Well, I'll be keeping a lookout from the road there. If anyone approaches the house, they'll be in my sights.” Glancing past the kitchen counter, he added, “Do you mind if I have a look around? I just want to get a feel for the place. If there's any chance of a break-in, like last night, I'd like to know the place's layout.”

      She stood. “Certainly, let's take the tour.”

      All told, it took only ten minutes to explore the entirety of the house. The master bedroom, where Nancy had been awakened the past three nights by an ominous tapping at her window, was a sparsely furnished thing. In it there was only a small closet filled with a modest assortment of clothes and boxes, a queen sized bed, a dresser and a nightstand. The other bedroom, a spare, contained a bit more clutter. The bathroom rounded out the three doors down the hallway, and managed to squeeze a full tub into its claustrophobic dimensions. There was a large closet which contained a washer and dryer, and another stocked with shoes near the front entryway. The kitchen was well-traveled ground by then, which left only the living room to assess, and it was there that Ulrich spent the bulk of his time.

      His interest was spurred chiefly by a painting hanging on the wall. It was a small piece, perhaps two feet by two feet or a little larger, and it hung a few paces from a luxuriant leather sofa. The piece was a landscape, capably painted and thoughtfully planned, with immense detail that bordered on photorealistic. It featured a lonely two-story house—an old and stately thing—drenched in rain. Wisps of grey clouds filled out the sky, and dewy leafage spread out on both sides of the abode in the form of a hedgerow that was punctuated by trees at regular intervals. Ulrich would have thought it a very handsome painting, if not for a single, hideous flaw that appeared in the foreground.

      There was a figure painted there—a rushed, vaguely grotesque caricature, really—and it served to ruin the entire composition. This figure, which had been hastily scrawled, might have been at home in a more impressionistic piece, but against the rich detail of this backdrop it stood out like a boil on the face of Michelangelo's David.

      Aside from this clash of artistic styles, Ulrich couldn't say just why the character irked him so much. Perhaps it was due to the strange way the figure had been obscured, the painter choosing to hide the bulk of their form beneath the ragged edge of a red umbrella. From under this cover, little could be said of the character, except that they were of a whitish and gnarled cast, with long tendrils of raven-black hair seeming to swirl in a rainy wind.

      “Oh, do you like it?” asked Nancy, after Ulrich's prolonged study of the piece.

      “It's lovely,” he lied. In truth, it was too dreary—no, too ghastly—a thing for his tastes. Hanging such a foul and depressing thing in his own home and being forced to look at it every time he sat down to watch television was beyond imagining.

      “I actually brought it home with me from the shop. Someone pawned it, and I'd been looking for something to fill this wall with. I love the detail of the trees, in particular. They look so real,” explained Nancy.

      “Yes, they do.” Ulrich pointed out the figure, eyes narrowing in disgust. “Red umbrella. Just like your nightly visitor, eh?”

      Nancy loosed a nervous laugh, cradling herself in her arms. “Yeah, looks like it.”

      “Maybe the person who pawned it changed their mind and is trying to get it back,” proposed the detective with a grin. He finally left the living room, returning to the kitchen to swipe another cookie from the tray. “Anyhow, it's getting late. I'm going to head out to the car. You've got my number—if you notice anything, give me a call. I'll do the same. It's important that we keep in touch.”

      “I understand,” she replied. “Do you need me to do anything else?”

      “No,” replied the detective. “We don't want to give things away. Go about your evening the way you normally would. Ideally, this individual won't notice anything different, won't realize the house is under surveillance. Consider keeping the outside lights on so that I can better see what's happening, but don't otherwise alter your routine.”

      “Got it. Please let me know if you need anything.” She signaled to the remaining cookies. “Want some for the car?”

      “Oh, no, I shouldn't,” replied the detective, patting his distended lump of a gut, where a knot of dough was presently stewing. “Thank you for your hospitality.”

      Ulrich set out into the night once more, striding to his sedan and slipping into the front seat. Ensuring the doors were locked, he put his seat back a few clicks and then glanced over the bottom edge of his window towards Nancy's back yard.

      This was it. The hunt was on. Within the next few hours the nightly visitor would come round, and Ulrich would have a front row seat. When they turned up, he'd exit the car, zoom in on them with his cell phone camera and record their movements. Then, when he'd gotten some good footage of their meddling—and a clear shot of their face—he'd be set. Law enforcement could handle the rest.

      Checking his watch and taking a pull from his watered-down soda, he prepared for a long night of careful surveillance.
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      If not for the text from Nancy, Ulrich might have slept well past midnight.

      The phone buzzed in his pocket, knocking him out of sleep. Pawing at his drool-encrusted chin, he scanned his surroundings blearily until he finally remembered where he was. With a series of hard blinks, he cleared the heaviness from his eyes and rolled down his window, staring into Nancy's yard. The light by the back door burned a pleasant yellow. A lengthy perusal of the property and the street beyond showed not so much as a blade of grass out of place. A few minutes remained before midnight.

      Reaching into his pocket, Ulrich read the brief text message.

      How's it going? Anything happening out there? she'd asked.

      Nothing yet, he tapped out in response. Will keep you posted. With that, he set the phone on his dash and put the seat up a few more clicks, to keep himself from drifting back off.

      The night air, warm and dense, had a sweetness to it. Propping his chin up on his palm, the detective let his eyes wander up and down the length of the house. To his back, a traffic light went through its cycles of blinking; green, yellow and red lit up again and again, though there were no cars around to obey. The other houses along the stretch—each separated by a fair bit of space—were dark and quiet. There wasn't much of a wind, but when it did blow, however weakly, there came on it the sounds of suburban midnight; dry leaves rolling over the pavement, the rumbling of some far-off train on unseen tracks, the barking of a dog from the next street over.

      He looked into each of his mirrors in turn, seeking signs of movement in the pervading stillness. There were none. Through the windshield, he picked up a few signs of life in the slumbering town. He could make out the diffuse, feeble glow of a gas station, of a late-night diner, a mile or more away. Up ahead, at the nearest intersection, the tail lights of some ambling sedan blinked into view briefly, then receded into the distance.

      It was, to put it simply, a dull night. The kind of night where, wrapped up in a pleasant and soothing quiet, one felt nothing could happen.

      No sooner had the hands on his watch inched past midnight did something new enter into the air, however.

      That fine summer air, perfumed with the scent of cut grass and warm pavement, was quickly possessed of a chill more characteristic of mid-autumn. He felt it first on his forearms, on the nape of his neck. It was as though the air in the car had suddenly cooled by several degrees, and the change was sufficient to make him longingly eye the blazer he'd left spread out on the passenger seat.

      He ignored the chill, gaze wandering back to the yard, and it was then that he was struck by the depth and immensity of the night that'd settled all about him. Since his last glance out the window, the darkness about Nancy's property had deepened into an almost abyssal shade, and the single bulb positioned outside her back door could scarcely compete with it. Like the waters of an encroaching flood, the night spilled over her property vigorously, leaving even the brilliant white siding looking as dull as spent charcoal.

      Slowly, Ulrich sat up straight and began a thorough study of his environment. His gaze began upon the edge of the fence nearest the car and traveled over the tops of squarish evergreen shrubs stained the color of pitch. He surveyed the road behind the property, but found he could scarcely make out its borders now. Even the traffic light back there, whose languid, hypnotic transitions he'd watched for some time, seemed buried in night, impossibly distant.

      He felt a weight in his stomach; a weight that he couldn't attribute altogether to his terrible dietary choices. Leaning forward slightly, Ulrich observed the window he knew to correspond to Nancy's bedroom and took to rubbing the unnatural chill from his arms. There was no one there, and the light in the room looked to be off. He continued to canvass the lot.

      The phone nearly leapt from his dash and the car was filled with a flash of light as it buzzed. Ulrich jumped so hard he bumped his head on the ceiling. Another text message had rolled in, and with it had gone perhaps a year or two from the investigator's life expectancy. Clawing up the phone, Ulrich read over the text with a scowl.

      Then, when he'd had an instant to process its contents, his expression softened into blank confusion. “What in the world?” he asked, re-reading it and then casting a nervous glance out into the yard.

      The text had read, I can hear it. Someone's tapping at the bedroom window. Can you see them?

      A long study of the window from the car proved that this was not the case, however. There was no one there. The darkness was deep about the house, but so far as the detective could tell there was nothing stirring in it.

      Rather than reply to the text forthwith, Ulrich chose to investigate the matter with more thoroughness. It was possible that she was mistaken; that she was hearing a noise from some other place, or that something—a leaf in the wind, a twig, the droppings of a passing bird—had struck her window and set her on high alert.

      He crept out of the car and closed the rickety door as quietly as possible. Then, when he'd managed to get the camera app on his phone open—no small feat with his large, unruly thumbs—he started up the curb, towards the fence. From there he began to record a video, scanning the entirety of the yard with the watching lens in a slow pan. As before, he detected nothing out of place, nothing that could be considered untoward in the least. But still, the curious chill reigned. Where it had come from and how it had managed to run the rightful warmth of summer out of town was anyone's guess, and what's more, the darkness had grown so thick about the property that he felt he'd have to hack it away with a machete in order to proceed.

      Perhaps this night wasn't so dull after all. Perhaps it was the sort of night where anything could happen.

      With great care, Ulrich hopped the fence and continued his scan of the yard through the camera lens. Another text from Nancy came through, a pleading one, that the detective read in the notification window while recording. Mr. Ulrich? Do you see them? He didn't respond, continuing his trip over the lawn and squaring the bedroom window in his sights.

      He paused to take another slow pan of the yard, and that was when he heard it.

      Tap. Tap. Tap. Tap. Tap.

      At that sound, he froze.

      Tap. Tap. Tap. Tap. Tap.

      Shuddering violently, the detective returned to the window. He was quite sure of what he'd heard; and yet, at that moment, he couldn't believe it.

      The sound could not have been attributed to anything else. It hadn't been the settling of the house, nor the rabble of leafage. Someone had been tapping on a pane of glass—on that bedroom window. It was beyond doubt.

      And yet, even as he admitted this, he couldn't name a culprit. There was no one there to do the tapping.

      Jaw tensed, Ulrich leveled the camera lens on that window and began a slow march towards it. If this is some kind of trick... he thought, pulse pounding in his temples. Arriving within arm's reach of the window, he reached out to touch the glass. Turning around, he made another visual sweep of the shadowy yard to his back. There was no one out there; no one that he could see, anyway...

      The light in the bedroom came on. Nancy pulled open the blinds, and at finding Ulrich lurking there, nearly slipped and crashed to the floor with a yelp. “Mr. Ulrich!” she blurted through the glass. “What're you doing out there?” Unlocking the window, she yanked it open, leaning against the sill. “Haven't you been getting my texts?”

      Ulrich stopped the recording on his phone, nodding absently and glancing over his shoulder. “I heard it. I heard the tapping.”

      “You did?” Nancy tugged on the hem of her pajama top. “Who was doing it? Did you see them?” She craned her neck, looking out across the back yard. “Where did they go?”

      A sudden gust set the trees in the area flapping. To the detective, who'd steadied himself against the siding, the fluttering of foliage sounded almost like the patter of a dozen feet all fleeing into the imposing darkness. “I don't know,” he finally admitted. Then, giving the phone in his hand a shake, he added, “I was recording the whole time, but I didn't see anyone.”

      Nancy frowned. “You heard the tapping but you didn't see anyone?” With a sigh, she leaned in the corner of the window. “So, what does that mean? Were you the one doing the tapping?”

      Ulrich shook his head, motioned at the back door. “No. Let me show you what I mean. I'm sure I captured the tapping on video. Maybe, somewhere in there, I got a glimpse at the culprit, too. Though...” He stopped short. Already, he had a pretty good idea of what he'd find in that recording.

      As Nancy opened the back door and let him in, Ulrich couldn't help but take one last look into the yard. I have a bad feeling about this...

      Heading into the kitchen, the two of them sat down at the table. Ulrich queued up the video on his phone. “Let's see what we've got here...”

      When Nancy had pulled up a chair next to him, he let it play.
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      “I... I don't get it,” she said, raking a hand through her brown tangle of hair.

      Ulrich was silent for a time.

      “How is this possible?” She slumped in her seat.

      Rather than answer her, Ulrich simply held the phone out and played the video again.

      It was a brief thing—just over three minutes, all told—and featured his heavy, awkward breathing as a soundtrack. At the start of the clip, Ulrich had stepped past the curb and towards the fence. The darkness in this first pan had been impenetrable, making any survey of the yard through the camera a fruitless exercise.

      But when he'd made it within a few paces of the window—and captured the curious, disembodied tapping on video—things got interesting. As they rewatched it, Ulrich held up a finger at that part, pantomiming in time with the audio. Tap. Tap. Tap. Tap. Tap.

      “But...” Nancy leaned so close to the phone that she nearly bumped it with her nose. “There's no one there! How can there be tapping at the window if—”

      Ulrich shook his head. “Keep watching.”

      The video played on. Awhile later, a second bout of tapping was heard. Then, the bedroom light could be seen to come on in the window and the production hastily ended. But—unbeknownst to him at the time—Ulrich had caught a fleeting glimpse of something interesting just before he'd stopped recording. Nancy had missed it on their first viewing, but Ulrich had not, and it was the reason he presently held the phone with a white knuckle grip, the reason he couldn't keep his stomach from twisting into knots, or his feet from shuffling nervously against the linoleum.

      He paused the video, and then, wincing at the screen, held the phone closer to her. “There. In the window.”

      Nancy took the phone from him and studied the frame, captured a second or so before Ulrich had finished recording. It took her a minute, but when she finally noticed what the detective was driving at, she looked up at him and nearly dropped the phone on the table. “Now, what the hell is that?”

      A reflection had been captured in the window—a reflection besides the detective's.

      Ulrich squinted at the figure pictured there. Whether the blurriness was part of its design or merely a happy accident that spared him its full grotesquerie, he couldn't say. The effect was nonetheless bone-chilling.

      What they saw in the video was the reflection of an unknown individual, a woman, it seemed, holding what looked to be a red umbrella. The scarlet color of the accessory was the most striking bit of the image, though due to the camera quality and the unsteadiness of Ulrich's recording, it looked more like a pinkish blur. White fists were locked around the handle of the thing; spindly arms joined these to a rag-garbed body. A few tendrils of black, wiry hair were visible. These hovered in the air as though plagued by a wild breeze.

      And then there was the face.

      The face that glared from his phone reminded him of Munch's The Scream, if only in its paleness and expression. The visage was largely blurred, but despite its distortion a pair of black eyes and a mouth left open in a yawning shriek could be gleaned without much difficulty. The rest of the face lacked detail, as though the subject had moved very suddenly at the moment of recording. The countenance was distorted like an image glimpsed on a wet bathroom mirror.

      Finally, when he'd gotten his fill, Ulrich set the phone down. He even went to the trouble of exiting the camera app and flipping the device facedown. “I don't know what that is,” he said, scratching hard at his scalp, leaving his greying hair sticking out in messy licks. “But I can tell you one thing with certainty. As I walked up, taking this video, I didn't see anyone else—much less this person—with my own two eyes.”

      Nancy teetered on the edge of her chair, staring at the floor. “How is that possible, though? You were right there at the window, and you kept looking around. You would have seen them—unless you're half-blind, there's no way you could miss someone standing that close to you.”

      The detective cracked his knuckles, the joints popping noisily in the resulting quiet. He could only offer a shrug. “You looked out the window right about then,” he muttered. “You would have seen them, at least briefly. Maybe you'd have only caught them running off, but...”

      “I didn't,” she admitted. “It's true, I opened the blinds, but I didn't see anyone there.”

      “And yet,” he replied, jabbing the back of the phone with an accusatory finger, “there they are.”

      Neither party had much to say for awhile. Nancy stood after some minutes and began rifling through one of her cupboards, drawing out a bottle of bourbon and two glasses. “I need a drink.” She poured a generous portion into both vessels and brought them over, offering one to the detective.

      “No thanks,” replied Ulrich. “I don't drink.”

      When she'd dumped Ulrich's portion into her own glass and sucked down a few steadying sips, she relaxed enough to smirk. “I don't know what's weirder—this ghostly face at my window or a PI that doesn't drink. Who ever heard of such a thing?”

      A ghostly face. Yes, he thought, that was the right way to describe it. Massaging the bridge of his nose, Ulrich looked to the curtained kitchen window and wondered what lurked in that deep night just outside. “While I was out there,” he began, “I felt a little strange. There was an unseasonal cold, and... Well, it could just as easily have been one of your neighbors, but I felt almost like I was being watched out there. I certainly didn't feel alone.”

      “That's no neighbor of mine,” replied Nancy, pointing at the phone and taking another sip. “But who could it have been?”

      “Who... or what?” replied the investigator.

      “I don't follow.”

      “The thing you and I have just seen in this video isn't flesh and blood,” he insisted. “We're looking at something that shouldn't exist.” His throat felt dry, and for an instant he almost wanted to forego his ban on alcohol. “You could call it a lot of things. A phantom. A specter. A...”

      “A ghost?” Nora loosed a bourbon-soaked breath and rested both of her elbows on the table. “I haven't had enough to drink to believe that.”

      Ulrich chuckled darkly. “Well, I'm sober as they come, and as it so happens I know what I'm talking about.” He sighed, resting his head on the table. “I'd hoped to be done with this sort of thing. To never encounter something like this again. If I'd known it was this kind of job, I wouldn't have taken it.” He paused. “No offense.”

      “Wait,” she asked, tapping his shoulder, “you mean to say you believe in this sort of thing—that you've worked cases with... ghosts?”

      “That's exactly what I'm saying.” He sat up, counting on his fingers. “There was the case in Moonville, the Exeter House in downtown Toledo...” He trailed off, squeezing his eyes shut as though he wanted to forget whatever he was visualizing. “We all have a history, you know? For a long time, I worked standard cases like any PI. But then, at some point, people started bringing me work of a different kind. Oh, on the surface it all seemed legit—cut and dry. But when things got messy, I found myself facing these sorts of things—things that go 'bump' in the night—with regularity. I must have worked a dozen or so of these unnatural cases before I couldn't take it anymore.” He licked his lips. “That was why I left Toledo. Every case was coming up strange, and I was sick of it. Figured the city was cursed, so I moved away. Guess I owe the Glass City an apology, eh?” He managed a weak smile; it was short-lived.

      “Why didn't you mention this before?” asked Nancy, nursing her drink.

      “Why? Well, isn't it obvious? Who wants to hire a lunatic PI? People—most of 'em—don't believe in the supernatural. In fact, most folks are more than a little skeptical. If I put something like ghost-hunting or demon-chasing on my resume, I'd never get a good job offer again. It seemed easier to just skip town and set up shop somewhere else. And yet, here we are...”

      “Is this the part where I fire you?” asked Nancy with a grin.

      “I don't blame you if you think I'm nuts,” was his reply. “You wouldn't be the first. People have canned me for less.”

      “Is that why you don't drink? Because you see things when you hit the bottle?”

      “No,” he said. “My father was a drunk and I swore I'd never touch the stuff, that's all. It has nothing to do with the supernatural. Hell, when I do see something of this kind, I find myself wishing that I did drink.”

      Nancy nodded. “All right, so what now? Say it really is a ghost or spirit or whatever. What'll we do?”

      The detective sat back, crossed his legs. “Frankly, not much has changed. You're still being stalked by someone. That someone just isn't corporeal. The plan itself remains more or less the same: Figure out who it is and why they're hounding you.”

      “Shit.” She raised her glass and emptied it. Then, nodding at his phone, she asked, “May I see it again? The face in the window? I just can't believe this. There has to be some other explanation...”

      Begrudgingly, Ulrich queued up the shot and surrendered the phone, taking great care not to look at it any longer than necessary.

      Nancy studied it a long while, her teeth set on the edge of her glass. “I've never seen anything like this. Why me? I've... I've lived in this house for years and never experienced such a thing.” She nibbled on her lower lip. “You mean to tell me that these sorts of things really happen? That... people see ghosts outside of the movies? I still don't believe it. It's too out there, you know? But then... Marc couldn't find the person who broke in last night—it was like they vanished in a puff of smoke. And... my doors were locked, but somehow they still got in. Maybe it is something paranormal. It would explain a lot. But... why me? What could it want?”

      He had no choice but to revisit the video. Pointing out a detail on screen, he quickly averted his eyes from it and said, “The umbrella there. This woman looks like the one in your painting, doesn't she?” He picked up the phone and started out of the kitchen. Leading her into the living room, he stood before the dreary landscape and brought the phone up to the canvas. There, he compared the figure in his video to the one in the painting. “Red umbrella, black hair, pale skin...”

      Nancy held her breath, gaze jumping between screen and canvass. “What in the world? But how can that be?” She looked pleadingly at the detective, jostled his arm. Her cheeks were flushed. “Are you saying that this bitch has been crawling off the canvas every night to tap at my window?” She laughed, massaged her forehead. “You know, last night, while I was waiting for Marc to arrive, the same thing occurred to me. The red umbrella—it's a hell of a coincidence. But I refused to believe it, it's just too insane!”

      “It is unbelievable.” Ulrich stuffed the phone into his pocket. “But the resemblance is too striking to ignore. There must be a connection. When did you first bring this painting home?”

      “Uh...” Nancy hiccoughed, pressing the empty glass to her brow. “It's been a few days—three or four.”

      “Where did you come across it?”

      She paused to think. “Someone came by and pawned it—a woman. I don't remember who, but I'm sure I've got her name in my records back at the shop.”

      “Do you know anything else about it?” pressed the detective. “How old it is, who painted it?”

      Nancy started to speak, then hesitated. “I... I don't remember who painted it, but they're local. I can't remember his name right now.” She frowned. “I think it starts with an S. It's Stephen... something. I can look into that.”

      “All right, then.” Ulrich stretched till his hands nearly brushed against the ceiling. “Tomorrow, at your earliest convenience, get me the artist's name, along with the name of the person who sold you the painting. When I've got that info, I'll see what I can dig up with it.”

      “Sure,” she replied, following him to the door with a wary look in her eyes. “So, are you going to stay out there, keeping watch? Or...”

      Ulrich shook his head. “No, I'm heading home for the night. There's no sense in my sticking around. If I were a betting man, I'd say that there's little chance of her turning up at your window again tonight. She came, did her thing, and then took off. She'll probably be back tomorrow, though. And so will I, when I've done some digging on that.” He hiked his thumb at the painting and then pulled open the door, stepping out. “Call me as soon as you know something. And get some rest. It's going to be a long day, I think.”

      “I will. I'll get back to you tomorrow morning as soon as the shop opens.” She watched him from the porch for awhile, then retreated back inside.

      The detective jumped into his car and rumbled down the dark road, hands resting atop the wheel. Technically, he'd worked a shortened shift; he should have been happy to return home so early in the night. Instead, he cursed all the way back to his apartment.

      Shuffling into the studio, Ulrich slammed his door shut and locked it. Kicking his shoes off clumsily, he attracted the cat's gaze. Beardsley was perched on the edge of the bed, purring sleepily.

      “You know what I've been up to?” asked the detective. “Take one guess, cat.” He charged into the kitchen to down a glass of water and hastily removed his shirt and tie. With a sigh, he flopped down beside Beardsley and stared at the ceiling. “It's another one of those cases. You know the kind. I was supposed to be done with those, but here we go again.”

      Beardsley only stretched, licking at his paw.
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      Morning came, but even as the sun peeked in at him from around the blinds, Ulrich dove deeper into bed, pressing a pillow down against his face to block out the light. It wasn't merely that he was tired—he was always tired. Today, he simply didn't want to get out of bed. To start his day would mean to face the horror of the night before—to probe its origins and get knee-deep in things that, frankly, didn't concern him.

      Finally, at around nine, he managed to sit up. He'd had a late night to be sure, but as he climbed out of bed slowly, almost mechanically, he felt a few extra decades heaped onto his middle-aged frame. Groaning, he limped off to the bathroom and got a look at himself while brushing his teeth. His eyes were bloodshot, stubble denser. Stepping into the shower, he rinsed for several minutes before finally feeling awake enough to towel off and grab some clothes. It took him twice as long as usual to get his suit on; his fingers were clumsy and didn't want to negotiate his shirt buttons or get the knot of his tie right.

      He filled the cat's dishes with food and water and revisited those bread heels, choking them down with a side of lukewarm tap. Finally conscious, Ulrich yanked open the door to his apartment and appraised the day. It was early yet, but the air was pleasantly cool and the skies crystal clear—as picturesque a summer day as he could hope for.

      If not for the fact that he was about to spend his day looking into ghosts, he might have even enjoyed the weather.
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        * * *

      

      Harry looked him over carefully. “You don't look roughed up, so I take it the new case went well last night?” Then, grinning, he added, “Though, judging by those circles under your eyes, I take it you didn't sleep so well. I'll make this one a triple—no up-charge.” The whir of the grinder sounded as he prepared Ulrich's coffee.

      “Thanks,” said the detective. “It was a long night. Not as long as I'd feared, but it looks like the case is more complicated than it appeared at first glance. I'll be working again tonight.”

      Harry poured a carefully-measured portion of steaming hot water into a white cup. To this, he added the three shots of freshly-pulled espresso. Setting the cup onto a saucer, he slid it gently across the counter to Ulrich, who accepted it gratefully. “A triple Long Black for the detective.” He wiped down the drip tray of the espresso machine and watched contentedly as Ulrich took his first sip. “So, what's going on? You say the case isn't what it seemed? I thought you were just doing nighttime surveillance.”

      Ulrich nodded. “I was.” Careful not to divulge too many of the details, he continued. “It's more complicated than it appeared on the surface, though. The person I was looking for...” He stopped short of mentioning ghosts. “Well, I probably need to speak to a few people before I can get to the bottom of it.”

      “Oh, I see.” Harry dried his hands against his black apron and did his best to appear disinterested. He rearranged a number of canisters on a high shelf, inventoried the dairy refrigerator beneath the counter and refilled the bean hopper on the espresso machine. “You know,” he said, leaning onto the counter, “if there's any way I can help you—to get ahold of people, find things out—I'd be happy to do it.” Before Ulrich could protest, Harry placed a hand over his heart. “I know you don't like to share the particulars with outsiders. I'm just saying... don't hesitate to ask me if you need help with something. It would be a thrill to help you crack a case, and I've lived in this town a good, long while. I know the locals better than most.”

      Ulrich finished his coffee and teetered on the stool. “Well, thanks.”

      Harry moved to the turntable, lowering the stylus onto a record. It was Portrait in Jazz again.

      Hesitant to start his work and wishing to hash out the details of this pressing case with someone else, Ulrich had a look about the cafe as Bill Evans took to the keys. They were the only two in the building, by the looks of it. Still, when he spoke to Harry, it was in a hushed tone. “Tell me, do you know any artists in the area?”

      Harry turned down the volume and gave the matter some thought. “Artists?” he asked, arms akimbo. “I know a few, yes. What kind of artist are you looking for?”

      “Landscapes,” replied Ulrich. “What's more, I think his first name is Stephen or something like that?”

      The owner's eyes lit up with recognition and he snapped his fingers. “Yes, I know the one. You're talking about Stephen Cosloy. Why, he's damn good—he ought to be world-famous. The local museum put on an exhibition of his landscapes a year or two back, and I popped in. Gorgeous work; his paintings are so detailed they look like photographs.”

      Ulrich nodded. That sounded like his man. He reached into his blazer pocket for his notebook, thumbed to a clean page and jotted down the full name. “Know where he lives, by chance?”

      Harry couldn't help furnishing a wicked grin. “Goodness, are you investigating him? What has he gotten himself into? Something juicy?”

      “That's strictly classified,” said the detective. With a wink, he added, “Anyway, for all you know, I'm just in the market for a landscape to hang over my mantle.”

      The owner chuckled, pacing around behind the counter. “I don't know for certain where he lives, but if I had to guess he's in one of the ritzier neighborhoods. Maybe Oakwood or The Ridge. If you look him up online or in the phone book you may be able to find him.” He paused, pulling his phone out of his pocket. “Come to think of it, he's got a studio here in town. It's a small place—he occasionally does showcases there. I haven't been, but it isn't very far.” He did a bit of scrolling. “It's closed today, but will be open tomorrow afternoon.”

      Ulrich craned his neck and studied Harry's phone. “That'll do nicely. Thanks for the tip.” When he had the address of the studio down, Ulrich put his notebook away. Just then, his phone began to ring; a glance at the screen told him it was Nancy. “Well, I guess I should be on my way. Duty calls.” He planted a few bills under his cup and headed for the door. “Thanks for everything, Harry.”

      “It's my pleasure!” Harry cranked up the music as the investigator left the premises to take his call.
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      “How did you sleep?” asked Nancy as Ulrich plopped down onto a bench outside the cafe.

      “Not particularly well,” he replied. “How about you? Any other visits last night?”

      “No,” she replied with a lilt of relief, “there was no more tapping. Though, my sleep wasn't great after...” Nancy cleared her throat. “I've been thinking about it—this ghost thing. Maybe you're right, maybe it isn't so silly after all. I've never been very superstitious, but considering everything that's happened in the last few days, there does seem to be an... inexplicable element to all of this.” She managed a small laugh. “Anyway, I figure I already paid you an advance, and there's no getting it back, so I'll just have to trust you on this and hope you can get rid of the ghost.”

      Ulrich grinned. “Even if you doubt it now, I'll probably have enough proof to convince you before this is through.”

      “Anyhow, I made it to the shop this morning and did some digging in my files. It turns out the painting was pawned by a Mrs. Laura Villefort. She came in and sold it four mornings ago—”

      “About the same amount of time as the tapping's been going on,” interrupted the detective.

      “That's right.”

      “And the painter?” asked Ulrich. “Any chance it was done by a Stephen Cosloy?”

      “Yes, that's him. How did you know?”

      Ulrich smirked down at his notebook as he carefully penned his notes. “I did a little digging of my own this morning. Turns out he has a studio in town. I might run by for a visit tomorrow, ask him why the subject of his painting is harassing my client. Say, this Mrs. Villefort who sold it to you... I'd like to have a chat with her, too, if possible. Got an address on her by chance?”

      “I do, actually.” Nancy set down the phone a moment to leaf through some papers. “We scan the licenses of everyone who pawns things to us—that way if something turns up stolen we can send the cops after them.” She read a few lines under her breath and then happened upon what she was looking for. “Right, the address. I've got 4311 Zeiss Cove. It's a pricy area—too rich for my blood, anyhow.”

      Ulrich noted the address and then snapped his moleskine shut. “Perfect. I'll be in touch as soon as I can make heads or tails of the thing. I'll speak to Mrs. Villefort today and to our artist tomorrow afternoon. Now, what are you up to tonight? Any chance I could swing by around nightfall again and observe?”

      “Tonight?” she asked. “Oh, no, I'm sorry. I should have mentioned this earlier. I'm actually heading out of town after work today—meeting some friends down in Columbus. I'll be gone two nights.” She hesitated. “That won't be a problem, will it? For the investigation, I mean?”

      “No,” replied the detective. “In fact, it may present a unique opportunity. If you're going to be out of town then we'll get to test this apparition. Will it still show up while you're out of the house, at your window—thus proving its link to the painting? Or... will you and your friends enjoy its company down in Columbus?”

      “Y-You don't think it'll really follow me there, do you?”

      “I can't say for sure, but if I were a betting man, I'd say it's stuck to the painting. You're probably safe. Make sure to call me immediately if you do notice anything off while you're out. I'll do the same. Would it be all right with you if I staked out the property again tonight, even if you won't be there? I'm curious as to how the spirit will behave without you.”

      “Sure, that's fine,” said Nancy. “And if you need to get inside for any reason, there's a spare key under the flower pot, next to the front steps.”

      “Excellent, will do.” Ulrich checked the time on his watch and then stood. “I'm going to pay this Villefort woman a visit. I'll let you know if I dig anything up.”

      “Thank you, please do.”

      Ulrich crossed the street and started for his apartment, keeping his phone handy. On his leisurely walk of twenty minutes, Ulrich tapped the woman's address into a search engine and got an idea of where the neighborhood was located. Stopping home just long enough to drink some water and check on the cat, the detective hopped into his car and was on the road to 4311 Zeiss Cove before noon.
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      Nancy hadn't been lying; Zeiss Cove looked to be a moneyed neighborhood, and that was putting it lightly. The massive houses he took in as he started down the smooth, freshly-paved roads cast imposing shadows, and the lawns attached to them were unanimously lush. There were probably closets in these houses that were bigger than his entire studio.

      Ulrich scanned the numbers on the mailboxes and eventually found his way to 4311. Easing his jalopy to a sputtering halt against the curb, he stepped out and straightened his tie, cringing at the decrepit figure his sedan cut into an otherwise flawless scene.

      The Villefort house was as ostentatious as any other on the street, with a cobblestone exterior and handsome porch columns, though it looked a touch smaller than its neighbors; probably it had only eight bedrooms, rather than the standard ten. The lawn sloped gently, necessitating a short stone stairwell to bridge the gap between the sidewalk and front door, and on both sides of this construction were gorgeous rows of wildflowers—each of them planted equidistantly from the next. The front-facing windows—there must have been a dozen—were all hung with the same dense, white curtains and the attached garage to the right appeared capable of housing three full-sized cars, at minimum.

      On the porch, Ulrich took a few moments to wipe his scuffed-up dress shoes on the welcome mat and then hit the doorbell. The klaxon produced a warm and resonant note that seemed to go on for ages, but as it died out there came from the other side of the sturdy mahogany door the sound of shuffling feet. A series of bolts were turned and the door opened a few inches. From this opening—seemingly from thin air—came a woman's voice, haggard and tinged with impatience. “Who is it?”

      “Good afternoon,” began the detective. “My name is Harlan Ulrich. I'm a private investigator working here in town. I've dropped by today in search of a Mrs. Laura Villefort. Do I have the right address?” He leaned to the side, spying the slight figure of the woman just beyond the threshold. She was very short, a hair over five feet, perhaps, and with platinum blonde hair of shoulder-length—firmly planted in middle-age.

      The woman shifted uncomfortably and opened the door another smidgeon. The light of day brought her into clearer focus; gave dimension to the circles under her eyes, and to the redness that plagued them. Enrobed in a plush garment with a black sash, the woman pursed her lips—chapped and chewed up—and looked up at Ulrich sternly. “What... what is this about?” The annoyance remained in her voice—annoyance, along with a harsh note like suspicion. This latter tone only intensified as she peered past the detective, to the street, where his car was parked. “You're a detective?”

      “Yes, ma'am,” replied Ulrich. He took out his wallet and produced the supporting documents. She studied the card he offered—his private investigator's license—then handed it back.

      She opened the door further, buried her hands in the deep pockets of her robe. “Well, I'm Laura Villefort, but... what is this about?”

      Ulrich presented a kind smile. “I have a few questions about a painting you recently sold to Nancy Pruitt, at the Terrace View Pawnshop.”

      “Oh.” Confusion stole into the woman's puffy gaze. She stepped aside. “Come in, then.”

      The detective thanked her, stepping into a dim foyer with tiled marble floors. When she'd shut the door and refastened its many locks, Laura Villefort sulked off to the left, towards a well-furnished sitting room. Stationing herself upon a sofa and staring idly at the window, she seemed to wait for Ulrich to begin his questioning.

      As he studied the room—the spent tissues littering the lacquered side table, the half-empty bottle of liquor she'd stashed behind it, the pillows and blankets draped across the sofa—he got the impression that the woman had been spending a great deal of time there as of late; that she'd probably been camped there prior to the interruption and that she'd linger there still when he'd gone. Clearing his throat and settling into a wicker chair, Ulrich crossed his legs and tried breaking the ice. “You have a lovely home, Mrs. Villefort.”

      She responded without looking at him, her voice hollow. “Thank you.”

      “Look,” continued the detective, “I'll try not to take up too much of your time. I just have a few questions about that painting you sold at the pawnshop. I understand it belonged to you and that you sold it to Nancy at the shop about four days ago?”

      Laura turned to him sharply, the crow's feet at the corners of her eyes lengthening as she snarled, “Not mine. It was my husband's.”

      “I see.” Ulrich glanced about the room. “And where is Mr. Villefort at the moment?”

      The woman snorted with laughter, then luxuriated against one arm of the sofa like an old-time starlet on a chaise. Her laughter faded and came to be replaced by a vacancy that left her red eyes misty. “That's a fine question, Mr. Detective. Maybe I ought to hire you to look into that for me.”

      Ulrich sat up. “Erm, how do you mean? You... don't know where he is?”

      She threw up a hand in a dismissive wave—a practiced movement that failed to hide the soreness in her heart. “I have some idea where he is. He ran off with that whore of a housekeeper. I know that much. But, you understand, when they have their little trysts he isn't courteous enough to leave me a note, so...”

      The detective offered a sympathetic nod. “I'm... sorry to hear that.”

      Laura shrugged, eyes scanning the window blankly. She reached out and touched the heavy curtains, rubbing the coarse fabric between her fingers. “Why apologize? That's the way of men, isn't it? They're like dogs, but without the loyalty. They seek novelty—anything to feel young again, no matter who they hurt.” She smiled wistfully. “I'm sure he'll come back in a few days, acting like nothing's happened. He'll play it cool—promise me he won't stray again. But this time I won't take him back. He's hit my last nerve. When I see him again, I'm going to drop a fat stack of divorce papers in his lap.” Finally, she sighed, turning to the detective. “Anyway, what's this about? I sold the painting at the pawnshop like you said, along with a few other things—his things. I was so angry with my husband that I couldn't stand to look at them anymore. I'll probably part with more before the week is out—and if he's got a problem with it he can come home and say it to my face. Not that he will—he's too busy romancing that whore of his.”

      “Right...” Ulrich ran a hand through his hair. When he'd walked up to the door of this house, the owner's indiscretions had been the absolute last things he'd expected to talk about. “So, can you tell me more about the painting? Where did your husband get it? How long did he own it?”

      Laura pointed a finger at him, singling out the wall to his back. “As a matter of fact, it's been hanging there for a few years. He had it commissioned—some local artist that does landscapes. Cosloy was his name—kind of a prick. Guess that's why my husband got along with him so well.”

      “Your husband had it commissioned?” Ulrich pictured the painting in his mind—the dreariness, the vast field in the foreground, the house and trees in the background and, of course, the queer figure dashed onto the right side of the canvas. “Why did he commission such a piece? Did it have any significance to him?”

      Examining her nails, Laura replied, “He was pretty proud of the thing. It's damn depressing, if you ask me. I wanted to torch it every time I looked at it. The room's a lot brighter without that piece of junk fouling up the air.”

      On this point, Ulrich couldn't disagree.

      Laura continued. “He liked Cosloy's paintings, saw them at some hoity-toity art event downtown, and asked him to do one of our new house in the country.”

      “So, the scene in the painting—it's taken from real life? It's a picture of another property you own?” asked Ulrich.

      Bitterness lent her posture more rigidity as she sat up, resting her brow on her palms. “A few years back, he decided to invest in that house. It's up near the city limits, has a pond, lots of land. William—my husband—wanted us to sell this place off and move there. Even after construction ended and he'd spent a good deal of money furnishing it, we never did move there, though. Instead, he used it as a retreat. He'd spend time fishing there, drinking with his buddies, and—” She grit her teeth. “Well, I suppose he invited his various lady friends there now and then, played out his very own 120 Days of Sodom.” She sat upright, toying with one of her gold earrings. “When the divorce is finalized, I'm going to sell that stupid property off. He'll be lucky if he can afford a refrigerator box to sleep in when I'm through with him.”

      Ulrich considered these details a moment. The painting had been commissioned by William Villefort, and its subject was the couple's vast country property. What of the sinister character with the red umbrella, however? How did that figure into it? “Say,” began the investigator, crossing his legs and folding his hands atop his knee, “while you owned the painting, did you notice anything strange about it? Were there any weird occurrences about this house during your ownership of the work?”

      “Strange?” asked Laura, giving a curt shake of the head. “It seems to me that the only strange thing about it was that anyone could have such poor taste as to hang a picture of that kind in their sitting room. What do you mean, exactly?”

      “Erm... Well, what about the figure in the painting?” asked Ulrich. “The figure in the foreground? Who was that modeled after?”

      Laura looked at him narrowly—looked at him as though he were a sputtering idiot. “What figure?”

      “The... there's a figure in the foreground of the painting—on the right-hand side...” began the detective.

      “No,” replied Laura. “No, I looked at the thing on a daily basis for years. There's no figure there—it's a landscape. An ugly one, but just a landscape. I should know. Are you sure we're even discussing the same painting?”

      Laura Villefort, who'd owned the painting for years prior to its recent sale, claimed it featured only a landscape—that there was no human figure to be seen in it. But how was that possible? Was she lying? Could the painting have changed in the past four days, since it had been sold to Nancy at the pawnshop? The figure in the painting had seemed out of place, was of a sketchier and more impressionistic cast than the rest of it, but if the artist hadn't put it there, then who had, and for what purpose?

      This visit had produced more questions for the detective than it had answered.

      “Well, thank you very much for your time, ma'am,” said Ulrich, standing. “That's all I've got. I'm very sorry to have bothered you today.”

      Laura led him back to the foyer, spared a weak wave as she shut the door behind him. Ulrich descended the steps and returned to his car. When the engine got going and he'd pulled away from the curb, he rolled down his windows and puzzled out his next move.

      If Laura was to be believed, the figure with the red umbrella wasn't an original part of the landscape. Rather, it had been added to the canvas by someone else—and very recently, at that. Who had done it? Could it have been Nancy herself? But why would she do such a thing and not tell him about it?

      The mystery had only deepened after this interview, and the detective was none too happy about it. What had begun as a simple surveillance operation was now running out of control.
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      Prior to seeking out lunch, Ulrich went looking for Cosloy's studio downtown. The artist had a tiny place near a strip mall on Manley Road—a twenty-by-twenty cube with blacked out front windows and a small chalkboard hanging inside the door announcing its unreasonable hours. Aside from special events, the studio was only open three days a week, and for a period of four hours. Ulrich planned to pay the artist a visit that next afternoon, at 1 pm, sharp.

      From there, the detective swung by a sandwich shop, scoring a pair of six-inch subs and a large soda. These he brought with him back to the Otterbein building. He hadn't been to his office yet that day, and wanted to make sure he hadn't missed any prospective clients. Parking in the rear lot, he entered through the side door, into the dim little antechamber that led into the bookshop. He paused there a minute, by a row of wall-mounted mailboxes, and checked to see if he'd gotten any recent letters. There was nothing in his box—nothing, that is, except for a crudely-typed notice from Mr. Harden, the owner, reminding him of his impending rent charge. One of these leaflets had been tucked into each mailbox; the one intended for the owners of Page Turners had been crumpled and left on the floor.

      While gunning it towards the stairs, Ulrich couldn't help attracting the gaze of the bookshop's manager. With no customers to tend to, Deborah sat slumped over the counter, nibbling red grapes from a small Tupperware container. Now and then, she leaned over the side, spitting the pits into a trash bin. Upon hearing Ulrich's footfalls, she'd suddenly sat to attention, stashing the grapes away and hurriedly coifing her wiry hair. She turned to him with a wide smile, but at recognizing him her expression crumpled into disgust. Without a word, she turned back to her snack, stuffing a few grapes into her mouth and angrily hawking up the seeds.

      Ulrich hurried past her into the stairwell, thankful that the encounter had ended without his having to force out the usual pleasantries. From their very first meeting, the woman hadn't liked him. It was no secret that the bookshop was in dire financial straits—Deborah and her husband, Richard, could barely keep the lights on—but the detective should have known better than to offer unsolicited business advice.

      During Ulrich's first visit to the Otterbein, the owners had briefly mentioned their lack of customers, and in the spirit of helpfulness the detective had offered his two cents. Noting the drabness of the shop and its limited selection, he'd suggested that they refresh their stock with more popular books and make the space cozier; perhaps that would help the ailing shop turn things around. Richard had accepted this advice agreeably, but Dorothy had taken it as an attack on her proficiency as a business owner, and there the spat had begun.

      Since then, the woman avoided him like the Plague, and when they were forced into conversation she went out of her way to speak to him combatively. Often, her statements would be punctuated by rolls of the eyes and lines like, “But what would a detective know about that?” or “How are you getting along, working out of that closet upstairs?” Thankfully, not everyone in the building was that hard to deal with.

      Climbing the stairs, Ulrich rounded the second floor landing and found Emma leaning against the rail, munching on a candy bar. The young accountant grinned at him, her pearly teeth coated in a layer of nougat. “How's it hangin', Mr. Ulrich?” She singled out the second-floor entrance with a toss of her head. “I just snuck away from the office. Mr. Gore's been running us hard today and I needed a break. How about you? Getting a late start today?”

      Ulrich gave the bag of sandwiches in his hand a little shake. “Actually, I've been working out of the office for most of the day. I just thought I'd stop by for a quick bite and a quiet place to think.”

      “Gotcha.” Emma gnawed at her candy bar ferociously, her black bob quaking as she did so, like the mane of a feeding lion. “How's that new case going? Cracked it yet?”

      “I wish,” replied the detective, stepping past her. “It's going to be another long night.” He started the walk to the third floor, but stopped just a few paces into it, turning back to her. “Can I ask you something?”

      She nodded, tossing the empty wrapper over the handrail and wiping her hands on her black pencil skirt.

      “I asked you about that pawnshop the other day, remember? You know the place, but have you ever actually been there? Do you know the owner at all? It's owned by a woman, and I was curious if you'd ever met her.” Ulrich took a pull from his soda, the ice cubes within it shifting noisily.

      “The owner?” Emma sighed, her large eyes scanning the stairs above and her tongue working to clear the remaining candy from her teeth. “She's, like, middle-aged, I think? Brownish hair, right?”

      “Yes, that's the one. Her name is Nancy. You know her?”

      She gave a half-shake of the head. “I wouldn't say I know her, but I've met her at least once. A year or so ago, my boyfriend and I were really broke, so we stopped by to pawn some of our stuff. We sold her some of his video games, some clothing and a few tacky pieces of costume jewelry. Honestly, it was a bunch of crap, but I think she could see how broke we were and she gave us a pretty tidy sum for it all. She didn't have to, of course. Looking back on it now, I really appreciate it; if not for her, we wouldn't have made our bills.”

      “No kidding.” Recent developments had led him to wonder if Nancy hadn't been withholding certain facts about the strange painting from him—if she hadn't been behind the recent addition of the strange, umbrella-toting figure in the artwork. Hearing Emma's story reinforced his confidence in the client's character, however. “Well, she sounds like an honest, kind-hearted person, then. Thanks for that.” Grinning, he motioned at the second-floor door with his drink cup. “Better get back in there before Mr. Gore comes looking for ya!”

      The detective made it to the top of the stairs and then hiked down the hall to his office. There were no notes there, no sign that anyone had been by since he'd last visited, and in this he found a measure of relief. He already had enough going on with this weird case; the last thing he wanted was another needy client pounding on his door.

      Taking a seat at his desk, Ulrich unwrapped both of his sandwiches and dug in at once. They were meatball subs, heavy on the cheese and marinara, and he had to crane his neck awkwardly as he ate to keep from staining up his dress clothes. Having forgotten to request napkins with his food, he resorted to wiping his messy chin with sheets of printer paper from one of the many stacks that cluttered his office.

      With a full stomach and a long night of work ahead, Ulrich polished off his soda and allowed himself to give in to the heaviness behind his eyes. A short nap would prepare him for the evening of surveillance to come, and using his balled-up blazer as a pillow, he set his head down on his desk and dozed off where he sat, amidst the spent sandwich wrappers.
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      He awoke in the middle of a dream—a dream whose retreating edges he couldn't hold onto as wakefulness stole over him. A dull light still burned in the high-set windows of his office and in the midst of his hypnopompic spasming he'd managed to adorn his brow with a crimson smear of marinara.

      Sitting upright, he checked his watch. It was nearing six. Judging by the light coming through the windows he had another two hours before sunset. This left him just enough time to run home and prepare. Standing up, he pulled his phone from his pocket and dialed Nancy, who answered on the third ring.

      “Hello, Mr. Ulrich,” she began, “I was just about to call you. I'm getting ready to leave. Are you still planning to come by tonight to keep watch?”

      He cleared his throat, trying to banish the sleepy huskiness that burdened his voice. “Yes, the plan remains unchanged. I'll be by in a few hours.”

      “OK, excellent. Listen, I really appreciate you doing this for me. Let me know if anything happens, or if I can be of any assistance to you. I'll be two hours away, but don't hesitate to call. Like I said before, there's a spare key under the flowerpot out front—the terracotta one. There are also some cookies left over from last night; I'll leave them out for you. Don't hesitate to let yourself in to use the bathroom, too.”

      “Thank you, that's very kind,” replied the detective. “I'll be sure to let you know of any developments. Take care and drive safe.”

      She didn't hang up, though. “Erm, Mr. Ulrich?” she said. “Suppose this really is a ghost. Excuse me if I still have my doubts, but... if this is what you say it is, how will you get rid of it?”

      Ulrich chuckled. “You think I'm taking you for a ride, trying to rip you off?”

      “No, it's not that.” She hesitated. “But if you see the thing at my house tonight, where will you go from there?”

      “I'll go wherever the clues lead,” he replied. “I'm fairly confident the spirit is wrapped up in that picture of yours. I spoke to the woman who sold you the painting today. Turns out her husband had it commissioned. Now, I'm planning on meeting the artist tomorrow, and we'll see what he has to share. If that fails, I may have to speak to Mr. Villefort, though he's gonna be hard to track down because he's run off with a mistress.”

      “Goodness, I had no idea.”

      “Yeah, it was an awkward interview with the missus, to say the least. Point is, the only way we'll find out why the painting is haunted is by learning more about where it came from, who's been associated with it. It could be awhile or it might come together quickly, it's hard to say. You're not paying me hourly, so it's not like I'll be running up the meter.”

      “I trust you, Mr. Ulrich,” she insisted. “Thank you for helping me with this. I hope you can figure things out and get this taken care of quickly. Please, if anything happens tonight, stay in touch.”

      “Will do.”

      Setting down the phone, Ulrich threw on his blazer and wiped the sauce from his forehead with a saliva-dampened palm. Quickly locking up, he shuffled down the stairs and struck out to the rear lot, where he climbed into his car and drove to his apartment. There, he checked on Beardsley, who'd gnawed up the corner of a paperback Ulrich had left sitting on the kitchen counter. Once he'd refilled the cat's food and water—not a little begrudgingly—he returned to the car with his thermos in hand and paid Peter Cat a visit, procuring a massive drip coffee from one of the baristas.

      He was going to need it.

      The sun was beginning to dip as he started for Nancy's.
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      He took up his usual spot beside the curb, beneath the shaggy oak. Finding a touch of light still in the sky, Ulrich left the car and sought out the promised spare key. As Nancy had told him, it sat beneath a terracotta flower pot filled with drooping marigolds. With time to kill and a desire to dip into whatever treats the client had left behind for him, Ulrich let himself in.

      Flipping on a few lights, the detective strode into the kitchen. On the table, which was cluttered with mail and other odds and ends, he found a small plate covered with a napkin; beneath the veil was a heap of raspberry thumbprint cookies. Plucking a pair from the stack, he took to pacing about the quiet house, re-familiarizing himself with the territory.

      Starting out of the kitchen, he walked past the living room and to the hall where the bedrooms lay. He peeked into those, munching contentedly, then gave the bathroom a once-over. Realizing he'd run out of places to explore, Ulrich settled in the living room. He dropped into a plush olive-colored chair and licked a bit of jam from his fingers while scanning the space.

      From across the room, the painting seemed to glare at him.

      As his eyes grazed the borders of the thing, he found himself flinching. Without meaning to, he searched out that queer, umbrella-toting figure on the right and glowered at it for a time. The piece had struck him with its bleakness during his first study of it, but as he sat there—alone—its dreariness seemed somehow more intense now. The living room light was off, and only a glow from the nearby kitchen served to illuminate his immediate surroundings. Upon that shadowed far wall, the drab painting was brought into something like sharp relief—not thanks to the sparse light, but because its washed-out hues were lent a greater dimension by the darkness.

      Chief among the details that better stood out at that moment were the abode in the background and the trees that hugged its flanks. This, he'd learned, was a property owned by Laura Villefort and her disloyal husband, William. It seemed statelier than the home Ulrich had visited in the upscale Zeiss Cove neighborhood; a holdover from a nobler age. Proud of his purchase, William Villefort had asked local artist Stephen Cosloy to immortalize the property on canvas. The couple had planned to move out of the Zeiss Cove property and into the one pictured for some time, but that plan had seemingly fallen through, and—if his bitter wife was to be believed—William had begun using the place to carry out extramarital affairs.

      But he focused on those details for only a moment. What really drew his eye, despite a growing animus, was the figure on the right. He leaned forward in his seat and squinted at it, wondering whether it had advanced further into the foreground since his last study. Finally, he had to get up and look at the thing more closely. Switching on a light, he stood before the painting and took a good look at the figure.

      Really, the form hunched beneath the shade of the red umbrella seemed to him a sketch; a placeholder that an artist might throw down for future reference. It looked like a work in progress, something in need of more detailing. Either that, or it had been cast onto the picture by a rank amateur whose lack of skill was all the more apparent for the brilliance of the dominating landscape.

      Still, that it was the same figure he and Nancy had seen in his video the night previous, Ulrich hadn't the least doubt. Throughout his day, in the sunlight, he'd thought about that video. He'd considered rewatching it, analyzing it further, but he'd stopped short each and every time. The hideous face glimpsed in the window's reflection was not something to be dwelt upon—not if he ever cared to sleep again.

      Who had put that figure there? Laura Villefort had sold the thing less than a week ago and claimed never to have seen anything in it but the drab landscape. The horror in the painting must have appeared there sometime after its sale, but before Nancy had brought it home. Had someone working at the pawnshop painted it? Had Nancy herself done it? Still another possibility rankled him—the possibility that an unearthly hand had set the hideous figure down. But for what reason might something otherworldly decide to mark this painting in such a way? What had been the intended message, and why did the grotesque form assume life each night, tormenting the work's owner?

      Ulrich drew away from the picture. Helping himself to a few more cookies and burning nearly an hour in front of Nancy's TV, channel flipping, the detective finally exited the house. Before he left, he put out all of the lights—except for those that lit up the front and back porches. He locked the door, replaced the key beneath the terracotta pot, and started back to the car. The world was blanketed in rich shadow now, the mumblings of the night insects had started up and the warm air had been tempered by a faint nocturnal coolness.

      Settling into the driver's seat, he cracked the window and played a little music on his phone. Scanning through the handful of albums he had there, he decided to put the media player on shuffle and was delighted when an old Sinatra favorite came on. Putting the seat back and wrenching open his thermos, he took a sip of Peter Cat's excellent drip coffee and hummed along with the opening notes of “I'll Be Around”.

      He was in a surprisingly good humor, considering what lay ahead. The night was young yet; he figured he had time enough for a little cheer. As the minutes ticked by and midnight came to loom closer, the detective found he'd had enough of music, though, and he sat in silence, working through his brew in contemplative gulps.

      Half an hour got away from him, then another. The night was spilling out of his grasp, and as the hours deepened he fell sway to certain nocturnal influences. A strain of humidity in the air conjured up something like mist as ten o' clock arrived; by eleven, a proper fog was brewing. When the glow-in-the-dark hands of his watch told him he was within spitting distance of midnight, he dared a look out his window and saw that the world had been utterly consumed by an opaque darkness.

      The night was still, harshly so. In the earlier hours, cars had occasionally passed by and lights had flickered on in adjacent houses. Now, there was no sound to be heard except for his nervous fidgeting against the car floor, the gurgling of coffee in his guts, the discordant settling of his aged ride. The wind died out early on, leaving the mounting fog to sit in immovable heaps that only snowballed with time.

      The awaited hour came without his realizing it. Ulrich had been deep in thought for some minutes; he'd considered his office rent and other bills, and wondered how much cash he'd have left when they'd all been paid. He meditated on his recent conversations—his chats with Harry at Peter Cat, his visit with Laura Villefort, the shouting he'd done earlier that evening at discovering Beardsley's scattering of cat litter across the carpet.

      He looked at his watch, and when he saw it was just past midnight, he set his thermos aside and sat upright.

      No sooner had he prepared to court attentiveness did his blood run cold, however.

      Tap. Tap. Tap. Tap. Tap.

      The windows were clotted with fog and darkness. He could barely make out the yellowish glow of Nancy's back porch light, or the trunk of the massive oak just outside. He didn't need to survey the property to ferret out the origin of that sudden rapping, however. His ears told him everything he needed to know.

      Someone had just tapped on one of the car windows.

      He jerked around in his seat, teeth grit, and glimpsed a shadow looming in the rear window. The outline was vague, but it was close enough to be seen for what it was.

      A single person stood there.

      And they were clutching an umbrella.

      Seizing with fear, Ulrich shut his eyes and tried to calm himself. His pulse battered his eardrums, the nape of his neck tingled as another round of rapping sounded.

      Tap. Tap. Tap. Tap. Tap.

      He held his breath, wondered if the spirit might disappear if he just ignored it. Cowering in the driver's seat, he tried—not a few times—to take another look through the back window. Every time he thought to open his eyes however, his mind was flooded with the memory of the footage he'd shot the night before. The knowledge that that thing—with its horrific visage—was lurking just outside made him squirm.

      Tap. Tap. Tap. Tap. Tap.

      “What do you want from me?” he muttered, cupping his ears and trying to block out the infernal rapping. “What do you want? The painting's in the house... I'm not even the owner!” Cornered in his own vehicle, Ulrich felt himself slipping into a full-on panic. He would have driven off if only he'd been thinking straight; as it was, he'd forgotten that his keys were in his pocket, his mind too addled with terror.

      When the tapping came again—this time from a closer window, that of the rear driver's side—Ulrich loosed a yelp and shifted towards the center column. “What do you want?” he growled. Reaching out, he smacked at the roof of the car, at his window, as if the blows might scare the thing off. Was that possible? Could one startle away a ghost? Hell, it didn't matter—he made a huge clatter, stamped his feet. “What do you want?”

      When next he took in his surroundings, he saw the figure had drawn away somewhat from the car—it now stood just over the fence, where it cut a curious niche into the otherwise obscuring fog. The umbrella caught what little moonlight could make it through the haze, and the thing glowed a fiery red, like a gushing wound in the fabric of the night. Though the specter huddled beneath its prop, its upper body shielded from view by the crimson tatters, Ulrich could still feel its eyes on him. He remembered, too, what those eyes were like—empty and vacuous.

      Several breathless moments passed. The figure didn't budge from this new location, and the investigator could hardly find it in himself to move a muscle, lest he somehow draw the thing back to the car. What does it want? He racked his brain, gripped his knees to stop his shaking. It's given me some breathing room... Maybe it came out here for something in particular... Maybe it has a message for me...

      Earlier in the evening, Ulrich had wondered whether the spirit would actually show. There'd been some doubt whether it would manifest without Nancy present. Without knowing what drove the spirit to appear each night, or whether it was bound to the painting as well as its owner, it'd been a toss-up. The question had been answered now, however. The apparition had appeared while his client was some two hours away and was now trying to get his attention.

      But what could a ghost want with him? Since his investigation had started the night before, the thing hadn't once spoken. Its only form of communication had been that sinister tapping. Maybe it wants to show you something, he wagered. But then, he wasn't altogether sure he cared to see what it meant to show him...

      The phantom had remained still so long it had practically become a part of the scenery. Its intentions were impossible to read; was it waiting until he exited the car to lash out at him? Was it remaining still to put him at ease?

      Nothing would happen until Ulrich found the courage to make his move. Finally, still shuddering, he did. With a wince, he opened the car door and staggered out into the misty night, nearly tripping over the curb as he did so. Slamming the car door shut, he pressed his back to the vehicle and steeled himself for a great fright.

      But there was none. A nervous glance over the fence turned up no trace of the ghostly visitor; rather, she'd moved further onto the property, towards the back door. Ulrich stared at the thing a long while, ratcheting his nerve. The woman's hair was a mess of black tendrils, and they mingled with the swirling fog like the arms of some many-legged insect. The umbrella remained in place, and the pull of her gaze on him didn't wane in the least.

      It's trying to lead me somewhere... He licked his lips, took a step forward. Another. His belly was pressed to the chain-link fence now. To the house...?

      In the space of an instant, the phantom had relocated again. She now stood beside the back door, just below the glowing porch bulb. Perhaps it was simply Ulrich's imagination, but the slant of the figure towards the back door seemed intentional. Step by step, it was luring him towards the house. It wanted him inside—that much seemed clear.

      Ulrich began from the fence, up the front lawn. As he reached the porch, he fumbled with the terracotta pot—managing to chip it in his haste—and reclaimed the spare key. Unlocking the door, Ulrich stepped once again into the dark abode. He shut the door behind him then swiped madly against the walls for a light switch. The entryway was soon lit up, and the nearby hall, too. Fortified by the light, he crept in the direction of the kitchen, putting on the lights over the table and sink. He even turned on the stove light.

      He whipped around, scanning every nook in sight for signs of the phantom and—mercifully—finding none. Holding himself up against the counter, he managed his breathing for a bit, negotiated his blood pressure out of the two-hundreds. She probably doesn't mean you any harm, he assured himself. If she did, she'd have shown her hand by now. Ulrich wasn't sure he really believed that, but he nourished the thought exclusively in the hopes that it might catch on and strangle off the more ominous roots of weedier variants.

      Stepping past the counter, he walked half-way out of the kitchen and summoned his voice. “What is it you want, spirit? Why have you brought me here?”

      As if in soundless reply, the light in the hallway across from him began to flicker. The bulb dimmed considerably, then went out, leaving the corridor in darkness. And in that darkness, something stirred—furtively, at first, and then with a roiling intensity.

      She stood at the far end of the hall, her two ivory arms—thin as toothpicks—occupied in the hoisting of a red umbrella. Bony fists choked the life out of the black handle. These were connected to a hunched and shuddering body draped in rags. Also belonging to that sorry body was a head, hung low, with a twisted mop of black locks matted to the shoulders and back. The straining, forward curvature of the neck was so considerable that the figure's face was nearly parallel to its breast, and as she began her advance, her visage remained out of view as though she were studiously staring at the floor, or at her own navel.

      The specter didn't walk; she came forth in a series of jerks, as though being pulled by some unseen string. Her feet—as white and bare as the rest of her—dragged silently against the floor as she advanced and her legs made no movement. Watching her approach in this way sent his heart up into his throat, made his guts do a somersault.

      He watched, tense and slack-jawed, as she exited the hall and cut into the living room, slowly disappearing around a corner. Presently, Ulrich saw and heard nothing. He would have been all too happy to turn around and leave just then, but the air was heavy with expectation. He knew the thing was in the next room, and more than that, that she was waiting for him.

      When he started into the living room, he couldn't even feel his feet. The blood had drained from his body, had seemingly gone out of him, leaving him an empty, fidgeting shell. Grasping the wall to keep himself upright, he latched a hand against the corner and slowly turned into the living room.

      Immediately, there were hands upon him.

      The fingers that dug into his arms did so with a jarring firmness, and even through the sleeves of his blazer he was struck by their chill. He was pushed against the wall, and his captor leaned into him. With a noisy jerk of that twisted neck, the woman looked up at him suddenly, brought her warped face within an inch of his. Her countenance undulated like the fog outside; only the lines of her skull remained a constant, while every other feature shifted in and out of focus. Staring eyes of the deepest black bore into his. Her mouth burst open, revealing a jumble of teeth, and after some retching, she loosed a torrent of soil. The dry earth poured out of her, onto the carpet, where the red umbrella now sat. When the blockage had been cleared, a piercing howl issued from deep within the cadaverous thing—a howl that shook him to the marrow.

      Pinned by the specter, forced to stare into its empty eyes, Ulrich found himself screaming back at her. He felt his strength leave him, began to slump.

      Then, unexpectedly, everything went dark.
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      His first thought upon waking was one of slight amusement. He came to on the floor and had some fuzzy idea of how he'd gotten there. Did... did I faint?

      He had only to consider what it was that'd shocked him into unconsciousness to wipe the sleepy grin from his face.

      Ulrich dug his heels into the carpet and immediately clutched at his knees. Fully cognizant now, he pressed his back to the wall and surveyed his environment.

      He was still in Nancy's living room, and at the moment, at least, there was no one with him. He scanned the beige carpet for signs of soil, but found only what he'd managed to track in with his own shoes. The detective drew in a shaky breath, chancing a look at the time. He'd only been out a few minutes by the looks of it.

      He remained on the floor for awhile; even when he'd regained the strength to stand, he'd lacked the nerve. When he did finally get up, he did so very slowly, as though seeking to slip out of a hostage situation. Repeated glances about the room yielded no evidence of a captor, though. Only the memory of the apparition remained—that, and the feel of cold hands digging into his upper arms. It would be well into the morning before he managed to fully banish that sensation.

      The only thing that looked to be out of place in the room was that damned painting. Ulrich looked it over narrowly, noticing that it had been knocked a bit askew. He didn't waste time adjusting it, but instead plucked it off the wall completely.

      This was what the spirit had wanted him to look at. She was bound up with the painting, all right, and it had some significance that he'd hitherto overlooked. The key to wrapping this case—and ending the haunting—was in the picture. He grimaced as he revisited the figure on the canvas—and the feel of its grip on his arms only intensified as he studied it anew.

      Carrying the painting into the kitchen, Ulrich set it face-down across the counter and then plopped down at the table. Pulling out his phone, he dialed Nancy at once, clearing his throat and struggling to sound unbothered as he began. “Hello, it's me.”

      “How are things, Mr. Ulrich?” she asked. “I'm just having a few drinks with the girls. The traffic out here was terrible, and—”

      Ulrich cared nothing about the details of her trip and subsequently steamrolled her. “So, I take it you haven't seen your little friend with the umbrella tonight, eh?”

      “No,” she replied, “I haven't. Thank goodness.” She paused and could be heard to step away to a quieter spot. “I've been keeping my eyes peeled, but I haven't seen anything.”

      “Well, I have. In fact, she just left the building.” He gulped down a breath and continued slowly. He didn't want to sound shaken up. “It would appear that this thing is tied to your painting. If you get rid of the painting, this whole thing might be wrapped up. At the very least, it won't bother you anymore.”

      Nancy laughed. “That's swell. I'll find something else to hang in that spot, then.” She took a loud sip of her drink. Then, less jovially, she continued. “So, you saw her again tonight? What happened? Are you OK? And why do you think this creep is hung up on the painting?”

      Ulrich didn't have many answers yet, and he didn't want to relive his most recent encounter with the spirit so soon. “You could say we bumped into each other,” he offered, vaguely enough. “In order to answer those other questions, I'm going to have to do a deep dive on this painting. In fact, I'll need to borrow it.”

      “Oh,” she interrupted, “if you think that spook is tied up with the damn thing, I'll be pleased to let you keep it! You feel free to get it the hell out of my house and I'll write you a check for the rest of your fee the minute I get back in Tanglewood—provided it never shows up at my window again!”

      “All right, I'll be taking it with me then.”

      “If you do find out what's behind this spirit,” she added, “lemme know. I'm curious. Why do you think it's been appearing, night after night?”

      “I don't know yet,” he replied flatly. “My best guess is that it's been trying to get your attention—pass on some sort of message. Tonight, I didn't freak out when it appeared, and I let it lead me to the painting. There's something significant about this picture, I don't know what. When I figure that out, I reckon it'll all fall into place. When are you getting back?”

      “I'll be here tonight and tomorrow night. Back the next morning.”

      Ulrich nodded. “OK. Let's see if I don't have this wrapped up by then.”

      Nancy hiccoughed, chuckling to herself. “You know, when I hired you, I didn't expect this sort of thing. I thought someone was following me, trying to break into my house. Ghosts never crossed my mind. If I'd known ahead of time that it was the painting—that we were dealing with something unnatural—well, I'd have called a priest or something!”

      It's funny, he thought, if I'd known you were dragging me into another paranormal investigation, I wouldn't have taken the job in the first place. “I'll be in touch,” he finished, cutting the line.

      It became clear that his night was just beginning. With a frown, Ulrich picked up the painting—holding it at arm's length as though it were contaminated with radioactive waste—and filed out the door. Locking up, he dropped the key into the flower pot and then carried the wretched picture to his car, setting it in the back seat.

      Leaving Nancy's in the rearview, the detective felt a profound unease.

      Every time he looked into his mirrors, he felt like he had a backseat passenger.
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      It wasn't like him to hang around the Otterbein building so late at night, but then he needed a place to study the painting in detail and he sure as hell wasn't going to bring it home with him. Ulrich pulled into the rear lot and tucked the picture under one arm. With his free hand, he fussed with his keys and managed to slip in through the side door. Locking it behind him, he marched up the stairs, sore and winded.

      It was as he emerged out into the dim third story that he was forced to stop. The clatter of the metal door had broken a longstanding silence, and in its wake Ulrich heard a mess of new sounds—unwelcome sounds. Frantic footfalls sounded from down the hall, across from his office door, and with them came lengthy shadows cast against the walls.

      Ulrich nearly dropped the painting. “W-Who's there?” he demanded. If it had been able, his pounding heart would have crawled out of him and gone looking for a better place to hide right then.

      The shadows soon gave way to their maker. “Whoa, now!” came a voice from down the hall.

      Ulrich recognized that voice. He straightened himself. “P-Percy, is that you?” he asked, white-faced.

      The custodian stepped cautiously down the hall, a mop handle gripped in both hands. His sinewy arms relaxed as he caught sight of the detective. “Shit, of course it's me! Who else is gonna be playing around in this building at such an hour?” He laughed, allowing himself to lean against the wall. “You scared the hell out of me! If anyone has some explaining to do, it's you, ain't it? What're you doing here so late?”

      Though still quaking for the fright, Ulrich found himself more than a little thankful to have another human being to talk to. “I'm sorry, I'm working a case and decided to stop in to the office. I'd rather work here than at home. Didn't mean to startle you.”

      Percy waved him off. “No worries. Just call ahead next time, will ya?” With a nod, Percy put his headphones on and retreated back down the hall.

      Stepping into his office, Ulrich tripped over several boxes in search of the crummy light in the corner. When he'd finally switched it on, he locked his door and then set the painting atop his desk. He stared down at it, hands on his hips. “So, where to begin...?”
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        * * *

      

      Harlan Ulrich was hardly an art expert. The study and care of oil paintings was a foreign language to him. He only cared about sussing out its significance to the case at hand. He wanted answers—wanted to know why the spirit insisted on clinging to the thing, and why it emerged from it night after night. If he couldn't figure that out in short order, he planned to burn it out back.

      And so he spent the wee small hours inspecting it closely.

      He felt he was familiar enough with the painting itself, and so turned his attention to other things; namely, the frame and its backing. Easing the picture out of the frame—a handsome thing of carved wood—the detective studied its lines and grooves for traces of aberrancy. He went so far as to look it over under magnification, inch by inch, but nearly an hour's work gave him nothing but sore eyes to show for it.

      He moved next to the backing of the painting, but there was nothing much to see there, either. The reverse side of the canvas, too, was bare. If not for the ghoulish thing that stepped out of the picture every night, it would have seemed a completely innocuous piece. Putting it all back together and flipping it over to the painted side, he brought his magnifying lens to the image itself and started to pick apart the composition, looking for clues or details he'd overlooked.

      Until he brought the lens over to that slapdash figure with the red umbrella, the only thing Ulrich found in the painting was a new appreciation for Cosloy's technique. Under magnification he could better appreciate the deft strokes that had rendered the building and landscape so realistically—the brushwork was careful and considered, clearly the work of someone well-established in their craft.

      This brought him back to the figure, and at studying it with the same closeness, the detective found himself disgusted—not solely because of the horrific specter it represented, but because its presence spoiled what was otherwise a masterwork. He bent over his desk, dissecting the composition of the hunched, umbrella-wielding thing till his eyes crossed and his neck grew stiff.

      The differences between the background and this figure in the fore were more than merely stylistic; a careful observance of the shape, from the red frill of the umbrella, down to the white feet that disappeared into vague, white stubs, showed that this thing had been cast through a very different technique. None of the care afforded to the rest of the painting had been put to use in crafting this pale effigy; it looked like the paint had been smeared on with a finger, rather than applied with a brush. Where Cosloy's work was uniformly smooth, here small globs of paint stuck out from the surface of the canvas in grotesque pockets which lent the figure both a messy, childish aspect, as well as an unwholesome reality.

      His disgust mounted the longer he looked at it; it was like studying a particularly nasty and many-legged species of insect under glass. Though he told himself it was simply the poor lighting in his office, there were several instances where Ulrich, staring at the amorphous figure, could have sworn he'd seen it move. Each time, he'd blink, wipe at his sleep-starved eyes, assure himself it was impossible. But then... hadn't that thin, white arm been located a few millimeters to the right during his last glance? And what of that raven-colored lock of hair—hadn't it been draped over one shoulder, rather than fluttering in the wind?

      Having tired of looking at the thing, Ulrich dropped onto his stool and stretched for a long while. The painting, as best he could tell, was just a painting. Save for that awful figure on it, there were no marks anywhere on the thing he could ascribe to devilry. The riddle could not be solved by mere study; in order to find out what was behind the specter, Ulrich would have no choice but to look beyond the art.

      That next afternoon, he already had plans to speak to Stephen Cosloy, the man who'd painted the thing. Then there was its previous owner—William Villefort. Ulrich was going to have a hell of a time asking him about the painting, seeing as how his own wife couldn't get ahold of him, and there was no guarantee that he'd know anything about the painting's newest addition, either. The only other angle Ulrich could think of was to visit the place depicted; that is, to stop by this remote property owned by William to see if there were any clues tying it to the apparition.

      Standing up, Ulrich collected his things and shuffled through the morass of cleaning supplies and printer paper to put out the light. He would leave the painting in his office overnight—he couldn't stomach the thought of bringing it home with him—and retrieve it the following afternoon before visiting Cosloy's studio. Plunging the room into darkness and sidling over to the door, the detective paused to lock up.

      His eyes were shot by then, but for whatever reason he felt compelled to cast one last look into his dark office as he departed. He didn't see anything as he shut the door, and yet in his instant's survey of that black hovel, he thought he sensed someone lurking there. Even as he shut the door and locked it, he could feel a presence on the other side of the door.

      Ulrich made haste, jogging down the three flights and bursting out onto the first level. There, with a start, he encountered the custodian again.

      Percival placed a hand against his chest, feigning a heart attack. “Damn, you scared the piss outta me! We've gotta stop running into each other like this!”

      Ulrich spared a weak smile, stepping past him. “Sorry about that.” He'd tired of the dark office building. The sooner he put some distance between himself and that wretched painting, the better. He strode across the bookshop towards the side door, but as he gunned for the exit, the janitor called out to him once more.

      “Hey, uh, be careful out there,” said Percy, adjusting his ponytail. “I think we're expecting some rain.”

      “Rain, huh?” muttered the detective. The night had been foggy, but so far he'd seen no evidence of rain.

      Percy shrugged. “Well, I haven't watched the forecast, mind you, but I was mopping up the entryway there and I saw some woman hanging around outside. She had an umbrella on her, so I just figured we must be in for some of the wet stuff.”

      Ulrich held his breath, a single hand against the exit door. He suddenly yanked it away, like the metal was burning hot. “A... A woman with an umbrella?” he asked, turning.

      Percy nodded. “Yeah, must've been ten or fifteen minutes ago. Why? Was it someone you know? You weren't expecting someone, were ya? If I'd known, I'd have let 'em in!”

      “No,” replied the detective. “It's fine. Take it easy, Percy.” With grit teeth, the investigator pushed open the door and set out into the mist-ridden night. He paused under the awning a moment, studying the lane that ran beside the Otterbein building, and when he felt reasonably sure there was no one lurking in the fog, he took off running for the back lot.

      Though his drive home took only a few minutes and he encountered no other cars on the road, Ulrich found himself glancing repeatedly into his mirrors, looking in the fog-choked streets for lone figures. He didn't find any, but more than once—especially at the stop signs—he felt himself watched from somewhere close-by. Every shadow, every knot of fog that drifted by, might contain the apparition. To him, each street sign looked almost like an umbrella, every fire hydrant like a figure crouched in wait by the roadside.

      When he made it home, the first thing he did after bursting inside was to lock the door and put on all the lights. Beardsley had been napping on the futon and looked up at him with annoyance for the racket he made. Where usually he would have gotten after the cat for knocking the mail off the counter, or clawing up the futon cover, Ulrich prepared for bed without a word. He tossed his clothes over the shower rod and threw on some pajamas. Stewing in the silence of his home a few minutes saw him calm down a bit—though not enough to put out all of the lights. He left the kitchen lights on and settled into bed.

      As a rule, Beardsley wasn't allowed to sleep on Ulrich's bed. The cat was fond of cozying up to the detective's face while he slept, and he'd been jostled awake one too many times by the animal's suffocating bulk to allow it. This night, though, when Beardsley hopped onto the edge of the bed and stretched out at his feet, Ulrich couldn't bring himself to shoo the cat away.
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      Morning came sooner than he liked.

      Rinsing off in the shower and scarfing down a bruised apple he'd forgotten behind his microwave, the detective set out around nine with a mind towards putting the pieces together. He had a few items on his mental to-do list: He needed to speak to Stephen Cosloy, the painter, though couldn't meet him till that afternoon, and he'd need an audience with the philandering William Villefort. Depending on what these conversations brought to light, he might have to pay the property depicted in Nancy's painting a personal visit, too.

      Arranging these in order of convenience, he settled on revisiting the Villefort residence out in Zeiss Cove, first. Laura Villefort wasn't going to be very happy to see him, but he had no choice but to drop by and ask her a few more questions if he was going to have any chance of tracking down and speaking to her husband. So that he might make himself less a nuisance, he stalled for an hour at Peter Cat, sipping espressos and arguing with Harry about the merits of the Bill Evans Trios' Trio '65 album before finally striking out for the Villefort place around 10:30.

      He parked his heap out front and shuffled up the gently-sloping lawn, rapping out a few friendly-sounding knocks at the door. These were answered in due time by Laura who, by the looks of it, was still wearing the same robe. She appraised him with surprise; at least, for an instant. Her true feelings at discovering him on the porch were revealed when she asked, “What're you doing here?”

      Ulrich nodded sheepishly, offering a warm smile. “Mighty sorry to bother you again. I hate to show up unannounced like this, but I have a few more questions. Can I come in? It won't take more than ten, fifteen minutes.”

      Laura's eyes were ringed with dark circles, and she blinked at the detective with unveiled annoyance. “A few more questions? About what?” She looked poised to order him away, and yet she stopped short of slamming the door in his face. “What is this about? The painting again?”

      He gave a slight nod. “Sort of. You see, I'm looking to speak to your husband about the piece but I don't know how to get ahold of him.”

      The frown she wore only deepened at this. She threw her hands out, leveling a steely gaze on him. “You deaf? Didn't we go through this the last time? I haven't spoken to my husband in more than a week. He's off humping that trollop.” She waved him off, shaking her head. “If I knew where to find his sorry ass I'd give him a piece of my mind.”

      Ulrich nodded sympathetically. “Yes, I know, and I'm sorry to have to bring him up again. I understand this is a sensitive subject, but it just so happens, as a previous owner of this painting, he figures into my case. Even if he doesn't answer, a phone number or email address of his would be much appreciated. Or, if you have some idea of where he might have run off to, I could look into it. Is it possible he and this woman have gone to your other property, the one depicted in the painting?”

      Laura tongued her molars and loosed a heavy sigh. “Come on, let's make this quick.” As he stepped inside, she slammed the door behind him and trudged off to what looked like a kitchen. She returned in short order with a slip of paper bearing a phone number. “This is his cell. It's possible he's gone to the other property, but I wouldn't know. He doesn't pick up his phone or call to check in with me. I guess I don't blame him for ignoring my calls—he knows I'd rip him a new asshole if he answered.”

      “Thank you,” said the detective, placing the phone number behind the front cover of his notebook. “Do you have a picture of your husband, by chance?”

      With a snort, she shoved her hands into the robe pockets. “A picture? What for? You really going to go through the trouble of tracking him down just to ask him some questions about that damn picture?” She shook her head dismissively. “What, is someone paying you to track him down; if anyone ought to be doing that, it's me.”

      “No,” replied Ulrich, “it would just be useful to me. Like I said, as the painting's last owner, he's a person of interest in the case I'm working.”

      With a toss of her shoulders, Laura started off to the right, entering the living room. Scooping a picture frame from one of the side tables there, she unfastened the closure on the back and removed the photo within. Folding it carefully in half, she then tore it in two. As she brought it back to him, Ulrich saw that it'd been a picture of Laura and her husband; she offered only the half featuring William. “There you go. He's gained some weight since that one was taken. Probably lost some hair, too.”

      Ulrich scanned the picture for a beat. William Villefort had a common look; nothing about him was remarkable. He wore a blue polo in the picture, looked around fifty and had a slight paunch. Clean shaven with a weak jaw, his hair was more silver than brown. “I appreciate it,” he said, slipping the photo between the pages of his notebook. “One last thing.”

      Hands on her hips, Laura stared up at him expectantly.

      “This housekeeper he's involved with...”

      Laura's eyes narrowed to pinpoints. “If you think I've got any pictures of my husband's pet whore to give you, then you're dumber than you look. Why don't you get the hell out of here, ask an art critic about that ugly picture if your client is so damn curious about it?”

      “I'm sorry,” said the detective, “I know I've been a nuisance. I don't need a picture of her, just a name or something. It'll really help me out.”

      Nostrils flared, Laura paced across the marble floors of the entryway and wrenched the front door open. Nodding to the porch and indicating that the interview was over, she mumbled, “Her name is Gloria. Gloria Ramos. Now, if you'll excuse me, I don't care to talk much more about her. In case you haven't noticed, I've dwelt on her enough the past week. Kindly leave. And don't come back. I'm not interested in answering any more of your questions.”

      “I understand,” replied Ulrich, stepping outside. “I'm sorry for the intrusion.”

      “I want you to tell your client something for me, whoever they are.” Laura stood in the doorway, her hand resting on the handle.

      “Sure, what is it?”

      “Tell them to go fuck themselves.” The door slammed shut with a loud crack and Ulrich was left stunned on the porch.

      He paused under the awning just long enough to jot down the housekeeper's name in his notebook, and then started quickly down the steps. He'd more than worn out his welcome, it was clear. Still, he'd come away from the encounter with a bit of new information. He had a photo of William to work with, along with his number and the name of his newest squeeze. It might take some elbow grease, but he could do something with this intel.

      As he filed back into the car and pulled away from the curb, he noticed Laura watching him from the window, felt her cold stare upon him as he drove down the street. He felt guilty; the woman had enough to deal with. She didn't need him poking around, re-opening wounds before they'd even had a chance to fully heal. He couldn't hold the icy reception against her.

      Leaving the neighborhood and starting back to the center of town, Ulrich glanced at the clock. There was still more than an hour before Cosloy's studio opened. Deciding to grab a bite to eat, he swung into the parking lot of a fast food joint, but before heading into the restaurant he pulled out his phone and gave Nancy a call.

      The client picked up after a few rings, sounding a bit tired. “Hey, Mr. Ulrich,” she began with a yawn. “How are things?”

      “Late night?” asked the detective.

      “Sure was.”

      “That makes two of us. I've just been back to chat with the lady who pawned the painting, Laura Villefort. She wasn't too happy to see me, but I got some info on her husband. I want to talk to him, see if he's had any weird experiences with the painting, but first I was wondering if you were acquainted with him. Prior to this sale, were you familiar with either William or Laura Villefort?”

      Nancy paused to think. “No, not really. I knew the name—Villefort. Associated it with money. But that's about the length of it.”

      “OK, what about the name Gloria Ramos? Ring any bells?”

      “Uh...” Nancy yawned again. “Not really, no. Who's that?”

      “Never mind.” Ulrich stepped out of the car, stretched his legs. “One other question. Laura said something strange the last time I spoke to her. When we were talking about the painting, she claimed not to remember any human figure—insisted it was just a landscape. You and I know different, of course.”

      “Yeah, how could she have missed that?”

      “Well, it's possible she's lying, though I don't know why she would. The other possibility is that the figure appeared after she sold it. When she brought the picture in, were you the one who handled the transaction? Did you meet her in the shop when she came in that day, or was it one of your employees?”

      “It wasn't me, no,” replied Nancy. “It was my part-timer, Jack. The customer was willing to part with the painting for very little, so he scooped it up. He knew it would be worth something since it was a Cosloy piece. I came in that afternoon, after he'd bought it up, and I thought it was pretty nice, so I decided to eat the cost and bring it home. The figure on it was a little weird—really, it was the only part I didn't like. Still, I thought it would be neat to have a Cosloy painting to show off in my living room, so I didn't really question it.”

      “Do you think your employee, Jack, might have put the figure there? Because if we're to believe Laura Villefort, there was no one with an umbrella in that painting while she was associated with it.”

      “No, absolutely not. He wouldn't tamper with our merchandise like that; in fact, he's a big fan of the artist. I can't believe that he'd ruin the work by adding something to it. But...” Nancy trailed off. “But if the artist didn't put it there, then... who did?”

      “That's what I'm trying to figure out,” said the detective. “If all parties in this are to be believed—and assuming you didn't paint the figure yourself—then the only possibility is that it popped up on the canvas sometime between the sale and your first perusal of it. And if your employee isn't the culprit, then...”

      “No way, I didn't paint it! And no, Jack wouldn't do such a thing. I got there not too long after he'd bought it, and the paint was definitely dry.”

      “So, some unidentified third party had to have altered the painting somehow in that narrow window. But I have my doubts as to whether or not it was a living person.”

      “What do you mean?” she asked.

      “I mean that, for whatever reason, when the painting changed hands, this image was cast onto it by the spirit who's been appearing at your window. It was holding onto the thing, wanted to send a message. The figure in the painting was its calling card.”

      “So, what is it trying to say? Why did it alter the painting? Why's it been showing up every night?”

      “Million-dollar questions, those,” said Ulrich.

      “I ain't paying you a million bucks to find out,” Nancy was quick to add.

      “Fact is, something about that painting is important to the spirit. Unless it's something meaningful, I can think of no other reason why a ghost would latch onto an object. If Stephen Cosloy can't tell me anything this afternoon, then maybe—if I can get ahold of him—William Villefort can. Otherwise, I guess I'm going to have to find the property depicted in the painting and have a look around.” He chuckled. “But that's my last resort, and I don't want to get nailed with criminal trespass if I don't have to.”

      “All right, that makes sense,” said Nancy. “You're meeting with Cosloy today?”

      “After lunch. From there, I'm going to try and find Mr. Villefort. Wish me luck.”

      “Good luck. And please, let me know if I can help you in any way.”

      “Sure thing.” With that, Ulrich cut the line and stepped into the restaurant. Taking his time with a value meal in a corner booth, he picked up an ice cream cone on his way out and enjoyed it in the parking lot before speeding off to the Otterbein building. Once he'd retrieved the accursed painting, his next stop would be Cosloy's studio.
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      He managed to smuggle the painting out of his office without having to field questions from the others in the building. This was no small feat, as the booksellers on the first level had been buzzing about their shop, and the accountants on the second had begun adjourning for lunch. From the rear lot of the Otterbein, Cosloy's studio was only minutes away even in mid-day traffic. Tucking the picture into his back seat, the detective started downtown, and though he hit a number of red lights on the way, he found himself parked out front with a few minutes to spare.

      Finally, a few minutes past one, a thin man in a sweater vest came around the corner and unlocked the door, pausing as he did so to flip a little plastic sign on the glass from its CLOSED position to OPEN. No sooner had this man retreated into the shop was Ulrich on his heels, painting in hand.

      The studio was small by any measure, perhaps twenty by twenty feet, and was fronted by two long panes of blacked-out glass intended to give the space a kind of mystique. As the detective pushed the door open, it gave with a little jingle and announced his entrance. Lights were kept stylishly dim, and the walls were filled with the artist's work—at least twelve compositions in total. Towards the back were a chair, easel and small table cluttered with paints and brushes, where the artist likely worked whenever inspiration struck. It was there that Ulrich found the man in the sweater vest, staring strangely at him from over the edge of a fresh canvas.

      “Howdy,” said the detective, starting further in. “I take it you're Stephen Cosloy?”

      The man stood, setting down a tube of blue paint, and gave a quick nod. “And you are?” Cosloy's eyes lingered on Ulrich's face only a moment; his gaze preferred the painting tucked under the detective's arm.

      “The name's Harlan Ulrich. I'm a private investigator.” He held out the painting so that Cosloy could see it clearly. “Do you have a minute? I'd like to ask you a few questions about this painting.”

      The artist hesitated a moment, then started from his easel. “What's this about?” He studied the painting narrowly as he approached, arms crossed. Cosloy looked to be somewhere in his thirties. His light brown hair was giving way to grey, and he wore a thick mustache that bordered on Nietzschean levels of enormity.

      As Cosloy drew near, Ulrich handed the painting over and turned to admire one of the nearby pictures on the wall. “I take it you're familiar with this one?”

      “I am,” was the artists reply as he stared down at it. He winced a little as he looked it over; from the moment he'd begun to study it, his brow had remained furrowed.

      “A client of mine purchased it recently. I understand you did this piece for a Mr. William Villefort a few years back, and that its subject is one of his properties?”

      “That's right,” replied Cosloy. “Why do you have it? Did Villefort really sell it off?”

      “His wife did,” said Ulrich with a smirk. “He and the missus aren't getting along right now, you see.” Craning his neck and looking down at the painting in Cosloy's hands, he continued. “Now, how long ago would you say you painted this?”

      The artist shrugged. “I don't remember exactly. Two, maybe three years.”

      “I see. Do you remember much about the setting depicted? Whereabouts this property is?”

      Cosloy took a moment in answering. “It's a bit remote, as I recall. Forty minutes away, maybe?” A pause. “There was a pond behind it. Pearson Pond, I think it was called. But that's all I remember. If you want an address or something you'll have to ask Villefort.” He returned to the painting, lips descending into a frown. “Now, may I ask you something?”

      “Sure.”

      Cosloy looked up at him. “What the hell is that?”

      Ulrich didn't even have to look at what the artist was pointing to to know he was talking about the figure with the red umbrella. “Yeah, that. I was about to ask you about it, as a matter of fact. I take it that little flourish isn't your work?”

      “Hmmph.” Cosloy all but thrust the painting back into Ulrich's hands. “I'm a little offended you'd even suggest that.” He returned to his chair, dropped into it and crossed his legs. “It's ruined. Tell me, who did that—your client?” His face went from pale to pink, then to red. “I'd have been happier if you'd brought it to me drenched in piss. What kind of imbecile would try and add something to one of my finished paintings?”

      “That's actually what I'm trying to find out,” replied the detective, tucking the picture back under his arm. “My client purchased the painting as-is, and Mrs. Villefort claims to have no knowledge of this little addition, so I reckon it was a recent job. I just had to verify that you didn't recognize it—that it wasn't your work.”

      Cosloy shook his head vehemently. “Hell, no.” He motioned at the room around him. “Take a look around—does that look like my style?”

      “I didn't think so. The landscape is beautifully done—incredibly detailed. The figure in this painting looks completely out of place.”

      The artist fumed in his seat for close to a minute. Teeth grit, he picked up one of his brushes and fussed with it. “I don't understand why someone would trash one of my works this way. You know, that painting took me days. Villefort paid good money—and a lot of it—for me to paint that.” Finally, he ran a hand through his hair and spared a curt laugh. “So, is that it? You came by today to show me this hack-job and ruin my mood?”

      “Sorry about that,” said the detective. “I'll get out of your hair. Thank you for your time.”

      Cosloy stood. “If you do figure out who ruined the painting, be sure to let me know. I'll have a few choice words for them.” He followed the detective to the door and then began batting off a number of light switches. The studio went dark. Pushing open the door, the artist waved Ulrich out.

      “Closing up shop already?” asked Ulrich, glancing down at his watch. “It's only been fifteen minutes since you opened, no?”

      Cosloy shuffled out onto the sidewalk, fiddling with his keys. “Let's be frank, I'm not in the mood to work, having seen that. I'd been hoping to work on a new picture today, but then you came by and sucked the joy out of it. Suddenly, I'm not feeling very inspired.” Locking the door, he sulked off amidst the detective's apologies.

      Must be nice to only work when you feel like it. These creative types sit around and wait for inspiration to strike; maybe that's why they all go hungry, thought Ulrich. Returning to the car, he stowed the painting and started the engine. Before pulling away, he took a few moments to jot something new in his notebook.

      As expected, Ulrich hadn't learned too much from the artist. The eerie figure on the canvas hadn't been his doing, and he didn't remember the precise location of Villefort's second property. He had recalled the name of the adjacent pond however, and it was this detail that the detective took down before returning to the Otterbein building. Pearson Pond. If he could find that body of water on a map, he could strike out towards the Villefort property and have a look around.

      More and more, that seemed to be his only remaining option.
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      Ulrich left the door to the office open. It was only the occasional draft from the hallway that kept the space from becoming overwhelmingly hot and stuffy. Fanning himself with a legal pad and clicking through the last of the search results, he shut his laptop and rested his sweaty brow on it.

      The day's interviews had brought him new information, but acting on that information was proving to be a real pain in the ass.

      For starters, there was the matter of William Villefort. Ulrich had tried twice now to call the number Laura had given him, and twice now he'd been forwarded to the man's full voicemail. Moving on, the detective had tried to learn more about the mistress, Gloria Ramos. He did manage to find a twenty-something by that name living in Ohio, but the phone numbers that came up in his searches were all old and disconnected. The only useful result he dug up was a social media profile, but luddite that he was, he didn't have a profile of his own and didn't know how else to access hers. Finally, the matter of Pearson Pond had proven a dead-end. It was possible that Ulrich had misspelled it, or that Cosloy had given him the wrong name, but repeated searches brought up no hits for a “Pearson Pond” in or around Tanglewood, Ohio.

      He was in a bind.

      It was when his frustrations had reached a fever pitch—and he'd been weighing an afternoon run to Peter Cat for a change of scene and an espresso—that someone stopped by the office.

      Emma, from the second floor, knocked and stood in the doorway with a box of donuts in hand. “Heya, Mr. Ulrich. Hope I'm not interrupting anything. I'm just on donut duty today. Can I interest you in a treat?”

      Ulrich was thankful for the distraction, and cleared his sole folding chair for her. “That sounds lovely,” he said. “Maybe a sugar kick will help me figure things out.” He peered into the offered box of treats and selected a chocolate cake donut. Taking a bite, he set the pastry down on a sheet of printer paper and returned to his seat with a sigh.

      “Did you bring Beardsley today?” she asked, glancing under his desk.

      “Afraid not. He's probably peeing on my bed as we speak.”

      Emma rummaged through the box herself and fished out a chocolate donut hole. Popping it into her mouth, she surveyed the cluttered room and then sized him up. “So, what's the matter? Stumped on that case of yours?”

      “You could say that,” replied the detective. “A bit of a dead-end. I'm looking for someone, but the only lead I've got is his girlfriend's social media profile. Trouble is, I'm too old for all of that and I don't have an account. The site won't let me see her details unless I join up. It's all Greek to me.”

      “Oh?” Emma leaned forward, wiping her hands against her navy dress and setting the donuts aside. “What site is it? I might be able to look at her profile.”

      “You think so?” Ulrich opened his laptop and waited a few moments for it to sputter back to life. When he'd accessed the browser, he pulled up the results on Gloria Ramos again and clicked on the link to her social media listing. Turning the computer around so that Emma could see it, he said, “It's this one.”

      Emma's eyes lit up at once and she reached for the keyboard. “Gloria Ramos. Hm. She looks pretty! Sure you're not trying to access her profile just to creep on her pictures?” She giggled, and with a few strokes she keyed in her details and turned the screen back towards him. “Voila, you're in.” She sat back, helping herself to another donut hole contentedly. “Just log out when you're finished, OK?”

      “Thank you! You don't know how much I appreciate this.” He took another bite of the donut. “And thanks for the snack, too.”

      “No problem. Happy to help.” Emma stood to take her leave. “Lemme know if you need anything else, Mr. Ulrich. I can even help you set up your own profile later, if you want.” She retrieved the box of donuts and started back down the hall.

      Ulrich watched as the woman's profile loaded. His clunky computer took its sweet time, but eventually the page came together, revealing sections pertaining to her personal history, work history, a list of friends and various photo albums. Though he knew little about such sites, he clicked around for a few minutes and familiarized himself. Some of Gloria's details were still off-limits; only accounts on her friend's list could see everything. Even so, Ulrich was able to access a fair bit of information using Emma's sign-in.

      He wasn't sure where to start, or whether the profile would give him much to work with, but he dug in anyhow. Like most young women her age, Gloria Ramos had a lot of photos on her page. The detective scrolled through them one by one, chuckling at the funny faces she made in some, at the flattering angles she sought in others. She was pretty; tall and slender, with wavy black hair down to her shoulders, and quite the dresser. Even in the more candid shots, she always looked well made-up, ever-ready for her close-up.

      He cycled through a few of her albums. Trips to the club, get-togethers with friends and other occasions were documented there, her smiling face beaming in each setting. Here and there, Ulrich came across a photo of Gloria with various men; one, in particular, looked to him like William Villefort, though the shot had been blurry and taken from the side, so he couldn't be certain.

      It was another photo, deeper in, that made him take pause.

      Posted just over a week previous—one of the most recent photos in the entire collection—was a picture of Gloria standing in the rain. The setting wasn't clear at once; at first, all Ulrich could make out was a smear of green and grey to her back. She was smiling, but had her head down as she braced herself against the wind and mist.

      Things came into focus the longer he stared at the picture.

      There was a house to her back; only a portion of it was visible, but he felt sure he'd seen that grey exterior somewhere. A now-familiar hedge, too, could be seen.

      What had drawn his eye to this particular photo in the first place, though, was the red umbrella she held. Gloria was hunched beneath it, both hands gripping the handle tightly.

      Ulrich wiped at his eyes, felt his mouth go dry. He coughed, nearly choking on donut crumbs, and sat back. Taking in the photo from further away, his pulse suddenly shot up and a chill crawled down his spine.

      He'd seen this photo before.

      Well, not quite.

      But the scene was uncannily familiar.

      Here was a woman taking shelter beneath a red umbrella, in front of what appeared to be William Villefort's other property.

      It was, more or less, the exact same scene depicted in Nancy's painting. The figure in the painting wasn't so detailed as to be readily identified with Gloria Ramos, but the broad strokes of the thing fit her well enough, as did the setting.

      He wasn't sure how long he stared at it before finally shutting his laptop. Stepping out of his office, he filed down the hall, to the bathroom, where he splashed cold water on his face and tried to rein in his heart. The donut, which had tasted so sweet only moments ago, was now climbing back up his throat.

      Harlan Ulrich believed in a lot of things. He'd believed in Santa Claus till the ripe old age of fifteen, when his disappointed mother had been forced to break the news to him. Though he wouldn't admit it outright, he believed in horoscopes. After all he'd been through in his line of work, he had no trouble believing in the supernatural, too.

      But one thing he didn't—couldn't—believe in, was coincidence.

      The figure in the painting—was it Gloria Ramos? And, if so, did that mean that she was...

      Ulrich stumbled back into his office and stood dazedly in the doorway for a time. Daylight was wasting; this was a substantial bit of the puzzle but he hadn't yet gathered all the pieces. He collected his things, locked up.

      It looks like you have a name for your ghost, now.

      Ulrich shuffled down the stairs, trying to make sense of this new development. If Gloria Ramos' spirit was the one that clung to the painting—the one that had been appearing each night—then what had happened to her? It seemed obvious; she had died, very recently. More likely, she was murdered, he thought. It didn't make sense for a spirit who'd gone naturally and peacefully to stick around after death.

      Perhaps in death Gloria had been trying to fill the living in on her fate, to expose her murder.

      But who was the culprit?

      What if it's the man she ran away with? This seemed the clearest conclusion.

      Ulrich hadn't yet met William Villefort, hadn't even been able to get ahold of him. He'd presumed the man was difficult to get ahold of because he was stepping out on his wife and didn't wish to be bothered.

      The truth was possibly much darker than that. There was every possibility that William Villefort wasn't merely a philanderer, but a murderer—and if that was the case, he sure as hell wasn't going to take a detective's calls.

      Ulrich had no choice. He would have to seek the man out. The only place he knew to do that was the property depicted in the painting, the one near this Pearson Pond he'd failed to locate in his researches.

      Who could he ask about ponds in the area? It occurred to him that he could reach out to Laura Villefort for the address—though she'd likely curse him out. What's more, the detective didn't want to telegraph his visit to the place to anyone closely involved with the case. It would be wiser to maintain the element of surprise.

      Would Harry know anything? Emma? He meditated on this while descending the stairs. Arriving on the first floor, he staggered into Page Turners, bypassed a number of shelves cluttered with books, and then paused.

      Glancing at the little handwritten signs at the end of each bookshelf, Ulrich wondered if the booksellers didn't offer a volume filled with local maps or a good road atlas.

      He wondered, too, if he could bear to deal with Deborah long enough to purchase one.

      The manager set down the newspaper she'd been reading and cleared her throat. “Oh, look who it is,” she muttered to her husband, giving her wiry hair a toss. With her aquiline nose raised high in the air, she watched the detective wander about her shop beneath hooded lids.

      Finally, Ulrich made his way to the counter, forcing a smile. Richard returned it with warmth, whereas his wife continued to stare down her nose at him. “Hey, folks,” said the detective. “I wonder if you can help me...”

      “Help you?” Deborah nudged her pudgy husband with her elbow, debuted a patronizing smirk.

      “Whaddya need, Mr. Ulrich?” asked Richard.

      The detective hiked a thumb at the stacks. “I'm looking for a book...”

      The booksellers exchanged a glance. “A book?” echoed Deborah. Her mirth ebbed away at once and she took to kneading her veiny hands. “You want to purchase... a book?”

      “That's right. Have you got a book of local maps, or a road atlas?” Ulrich pulled out his wallet. “I'm in a bit of a rush. You see, I need directions to a particular spot. My web searches turned up a big, fat blank, so I'm looking for something more old fashioned.”

      Richard nodded, pointing across the storefront to a squat shelf in the corner. “I'm pretty sure we have a few in stock.” He turned to his wife. “Right, hon? A few road atlases? They're with the local history books, no?”

      Deborah sat bolt upright, gulped. Like a deer in headlights, she divided her wide gaze between the distant shelf and the detective. “Erm... yes,” she eventually managed with a meager nod. She continued wringing her hands, evidently engaged in a cost-benefit analysis. On the one hand, the shop probably hadn't had many customers that day and they were in need of money. On the other, selling Ulrich the book and accepting his cash would mean aiding a nemesis. The results were in. Sighing, she waved her husband off. “Show him to the maps.”

      Richard led the detective to the corner and singled out the atlases on offer. “This one here is most recent. For a few dollars more, we've got this one—the maps are more detailed. I reckon we can knock a few bucks off it for you, though. You're a neighbor, after all.”

      From across the room, Deborah could be heard to pound the counter with her fist. “No discounts!” she barked.

      Turning over a crisp twenty and profuse thanks, Ulrich rushed out of the Otterbein building with a road atlas in hand. He brought it out to the car, where he spread out the maps across the hood and studied them in the bright afternoon sun.

      He knew the property was something like forty minutes away from the center of town; even so, with only this to go off of, it took him more than a half-hour of searching to find the pond he sought.

      Pearson Pond—a speck on the map—looked to be forty minutes north. A leisurely drive up Route 23 would get him most of the way. The navigation of some few country roads awaited him past that point. He glanced at his watch. If he set out now, he'd get there well before evening.

      Tucking the atlas into his glove compartment, he started up the car and peeled out of the lot.

      As he left the Otterbein behind, he looked into his rearview and glimpsed the painting, still leaning against his back seat. He was finally going to see that landscape in person, and he wondered what—or who—he'd find when he got there.
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      There was no telling what he'd find.

      Well, that wasn't completely true. The detective had his theories. Things he might stumble across, things he hoped to discover. He was keen to see how the reality of this remote property compared to his imaginings. And nervous, too.

      Put simply, Tanglewood was a series of neatly-arranged neighborhoods, a conglomeration of strip malls and outdoor shopping centers. It was in this well-populated core that most of the living was done. Striking further out, past the last outlet store, the last drive-thru, there existed other facets of the town, more rarely glimpsed. One supposed that the staggered houses on sprawling acreages, flanked by fields of corn, belonged to those who preferred their space and came into town only on occasion. Further still, as the lanes widened and the stoplights all but disappeared, one entered into someplace more rural, with a different culture altogether. Half an hour from his departure and Harlan Ulrich understood he remained in Tanglewood in name only.

      The mile markers flew in and out of focus. He'd done a fair bit of exploring in his short time living there, but never had he gone so far as this. For his part, the detective rather enjoyed the ride—at least, insofar as it gave him a chance to get his head straight. The sedan took the uncommonly high mileage in stride; when Sinatra's crooning faded out between tracks, the grinding toil of the stalwart engine spread across the vast fields like a siren. He hoped it wouldn't break down on him and leave him stranded in the middle of nowhere.

      Now and then, when bumps in the road made it shift, Ulrich would glance at the painting in his back seat. Lurking in the world of that dour canvas was a spirit—the spirit, he presumed, of Gloria Ramos. “What's waiting for me out there?” he asked the thing at one juncture.

      Of course, the painting hadn't responded, but even in its silence the investigator had no shortage of predictions. He expected to find signs of a crime—signs of her murder. It was possible he was getting ahead of himself, but having mulled over the clues awhile, this particular configuration made the most sense to him.

      Gloria Ramos had died very recently. There had probably been foul play involved, causing her to remain in this world; happy spirits, it seemed to him, wouldn't hesitate to move on to the next. Latching onto the painting—whose scene would offer some clue into the nature of her death—Gloria had accosted its newest owner in the hopes that someone would get the hint and investigate further. Ulrich himself had fallen unwittingly into that role. Now, things would come to a head. He'd arrive at this property, have a look around, and hopefully find what Gloria had intended.

      It was possible, too, that he'd meet her killer.

      Ulrich had not yet spoken to William Villefort, and was careful not to assign guilt prematurely. One needed to get their facts down pat before accusing someone of a murder, after all. Still, the shoe seemed to fit. Laura Villefort had described her husband's illicit relationship with the young housekeeper, and hadn't spoken to him in something like a week. A lot of things could happen in a week's time.

      He turned off Route 23 and hooked onto a dusty country road in accordance with the lines in the atlas. Large, empty fields dominated the scenery here. The road was narrow, and to his right, cut into the earth for miles, stood a yawning drainage ditch. Ulrich did his best to keep to the left; if his car ended up in there, it'd be doomed to become a part of the scenery.

      Another turn brought him to a road of similar narrowness, though as he sped a half mile down this stretch the scenery began to change very slightly. Trees—wild and massive—turned up here and there. The fields hereabouts were shaggier, teeming with curious weeds and other longstanding growths. Another half mile passed and the trees began appearing with still greater frequency—in fact, there were clusters of them now.

      He slowed, taking the last prescribed turn and watching as the terrain grew wilder still. The road climbed slightly here; his sedan wheezed like a couch potato in trying to scale it. Momentum carried him through, and as he started down the easy slope he spied still more trees—dense copses of them—and more. Beyond the borders of the drainage ditches on both sides of the road were battered bits of wooden fencing. To his right, a quarter of a mile down the way, there looked to be an abandoned barn, its weatherbeaten hulk seeming to teeter in the wind.

      Then, just beyond that, he saw it.

      The Villefort property.

      It was silly, but somehow Ulrich hadn't expected it to look quite so much like the painting in his backseat. He'd figured it would look a bit different; that the artist had taken liberties with the scene, or that its owners would have changed something in the intermittent years since Cosloy had painted it, but as he slowed to a stop on that lonesome country stretch to take it in from the road, he was awestruck by its complete similitude. If the detective hadn't known any better, he would have thought that Cosloy had completed the painting just that very day.

      Ulrich had spent a good deal of time studying that canvas, and knew precisely where everything was situated. To his utter surprise, the house appeared exactly as it did in the painting, down to the color. The hedgerow that sprouted from both of its flanks looked to be precisely the same height as in the painting, as if the shrubberies had quit growing the instant Cosloy had set down his brush. The trees swayed in exactly the positions he'd expected to find them; had he stopped to count the leaves he might have found himself a perfect match there as well.

      The only thing missing—and thank goodness for that!—was the pale figure of Gloria Ramos holding her red umbrella. Staring out at the property, though, he could place her well enough in the scene; her position in the canvas was forever etched into his mind.

      When he'd had enough of gawking from a distance, Ulrich wheeled the car up the road another fifty feet and turned into a long gravel drive. He pulled up about half-way, sidling against a tottering shed with cobweb-encrusted windows, and finally cut the engine. He stepped out, stretching, and looked to the very end of the drive. There were no other cars parked, though deep tire tracks existed in the gravel below his feet where some had only recently tread.

      He left the drive and started up the lawn, getting a feel for the property and taking in what detail he could from the outside.

      The first thing he noticed as he paced through the grass was that the place looked manicured, well-kept. Aside from the tire tracks, Ulrich was able to pick out a few other signs that pointed to a presence on the property as of late. For starters, the lawn had been cut within the last few days; trimmings clung to his dress shoes as he advanced. What's more, something odorous and yellow—some kind of chemical fertilizer, probably—had been scattered across the plot in abundance. It was possible that William had people come by to deal with his lawn on a schedule—that landscapers had dropped by earlier in the week to spruce things up. It was possible, too, that the owner himself had recently been spending time on the property. I guess William's not the kind of guy to let a little murder get in the way of his lawn work.

      Ulrich paused to study the house, and for a moment he was disoriented. Except for the weather—it was sunny and warm today, in stark contrast to the climate depicted in the painting—he felt like he'd just stepped into Nancy's picture. He stared up into the dark windows, craned his neck to peer around the corner, at the sprawling hedge. Beyond it, he knew, was Pearson Pond. Standing before the house in a daze, he felt a tickle on the nape of his neck. He knew it was nothing, a trick of the wind or some niggling anxiety, but he felt sure that if he turned around just then he'd see someone.

      He glanced over his shoulder and, with ample relief, found no red umbrellas, no pale watchers.

      Having canvassed the front of the property, Ulrich decided it was time to see if anyone was home.

      It was as he approached the front door and prepared to tap the doorbell that he stopped and realized what he was doing—and how poorly he'd prepared himself.

      Supposing William Villefort really was a murderer, how would he react to this little visit? One could hardly expect a killer to be a kind and hospitable host to a nosy PI. The detective hadn't brought any weapons with him—never did. The closest thing he owned to a weapon was a large aluminum flashlight that could be utilized as a truncheon in a pinch, and currently it was in the car, under his passenger seat.

      In his haste for answers, he'd arrived completely unprepared for this encounter. Perhaps, if the detective treated William without suspicion—kept things friendly—he could avoid an altercation. Then again, that might have been wishful thinking on his part. If you tell him you're a detective he's going to try and kill you on the spot.

      Idling before the door, he thought of other avenues he might take. He could lie, say he was looking for directions, or needed a jumpstart. Then, when he was sure there was no threat from William, he could try and throw a few questions out there. It wasn't ideal, but this roundabout approach would be much safer for Ulrich, under the circumstances.

      With a long-held breath, he hit the doorbell.

      A warm breeze cut across the property. As he stood there, damp with sweat, the wind felt almost like ice. When the tones of the bell had long since faded, he tapped the button again. Minutes later he tried it a third time. Finally, when his fourth summons went ignored, the detective drew away from the door and breathed a great sigh of relief.

      It looks like no one is home. You may have just dodged a bullet—literally. Thankful to have an opportunity to explore the property without running the risk of meeting William, the detective started around the corner, towards the back yard and the pond he knew to encroach upon it. Moving forward, he was going to have to be more careful—and better prepared.

      Beyond the neat hedges, a vast yard sprawled many yards before dead-ending in an immense body of placid water. Pearson Pond looked much larger in person than it had on the map; from where he stood, its opposite edge appeared quite distant. At several dozen yards wide, it had the look of a small lake about it. There was no guessing its depth. The detective spied a small dock leading into the water, along with a paddleboat and some fishing gear left sitting upon the nearest bank. It looked like a lovely fishing spot.

      Trees towered overhead, casting welcome shade about the back of the house. There was a grill near the back patio—a quick inspection yielded signs of a recent steak dinner still clinging to the grate inside. A large pot filled with soil and littered with cigar stubs sat beside it; across the cobblestone patio was an empty cooler. Three sturdy chairs were arranged near the back door; he took a seat in one and had a think.

      Ulrich spent some time in surveying the rear of the property, but at this point he'd seen all there was to see. If the ghost of Gloria Ramos had led him here to show him something, he hadn't found it. Admittedly, the ghost didn't usually become active till after dark—close to midnight. At that moment, the sun was only just beginning to droop in the sky. If he wanted to wait around, he was going to have a long evening ahead of him.

      The other possibility was that Ulrich had been intended to look inside the house. Trouble was, he didn't have the owner's permission. If he'd wanted to, he could have easily gotten inside, even without a key. In the best of cases however, this would leave him somewhere between criminal trespass and breaking and entering, and Ulrich much preferred to stay on the side of the law when conducting his investigations. He was a tender creature, not the kind who would thrive in jail, and so preferred to do things by the book.

      Having gotten the lay of the land, Ulrich decided to put his investigation of the property on hold—at least, until nightfall. He'd seek out a bite to eat in the surrounding area and then return to the property after dark. It was then, he hoped, that Gloria would appear and guide him to whatever it was she wanted him to see. Still kicking himself for his earlier carelessness and not wishing to end up a future murder victim, Ulrich planned to exercise more caution. Up the road, he'd seen an abandoned barn. He'd hide his car in there to keep from being discovered, and would hang out in a dense copse of trees where he'd be able to keep the Villefort place in his sights—and remain out of view.

      It was when he'd come within a dozen paces of the car, wondering where he might get a solid cheeseburger in the area, that this new plan of his went out the window.

      Ulrich stopped. Staring at the sedan for several moments, a jolt of fear spread from his core to each of his extremities. He felt like he might collapse.

      The rear driver's side door was open.

      He knew damn well he hadn't left it that way.

      Heart racing, the detective did a wild scan of the yard, the road, the front of the house.

      He wasn't as alone here as he'd initially thought.
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      Fists balled, the detective stepped around to the driver's side—slowly, cautiously—while minding his periphery. “W-Who's there?” he demanded, though the quiver in his voice robbed him of any authority.

      The door sat open; there didn't appear to be anyone lurking behind it, nor any sign that someone had just exited the car. The gravel there bore no shoe prints that he could discern, and the painting remained undisturbed. Setting a hand atop the door, Ulrich looked over the car. Then, when he was sure he wouldn't get jumped from behind, he knelt down and took a look underneath.

      There was no one there.

      Shaken, he slammed the door shut. Walking a few circuits around the car, he checked his tires, his muffler. Nothing had been tampered with by the looks of it. But the door had been open. Why? To frighten him off? Make him paranoid? Ulrich sat against the hood, wondering if he hadn't left it open himself. No, you didn't open that door and you know it. He turned once again to the rear driver's side, then cast a nervous glance at the shed that sat beside the drive.

      In the dust-heavy window he tracked movement.

      The shed was a dilapidated thing—a contemptible eyesore on a property so well-kept as this—and it featured two windows that sat parallel to each other. In this way, one could see straight through the shed to the field that sat on its other side, except that in their present filthy state, little could be glimpsed through them. The panes were layered with a dense film of silk and dust, and what looked like abundant clutter went even further in blocking out the dimming sunlight.

      But he'd sensed something moving in there—it had passed by the window very quickly and vanished into that interior darkness within the space of a single gasp. Certain now that he was being watched, and that he'd found the one who'd been poking around in his car, Ulrich came around to the passenger side and pulled his flashlight from under the seat. He switched it on, then took hold of the very back end; he'd used it as a bludgeon if he had to.

      Approaching the flimsy wooden door of the shed, Ulrich stood to one side and cleared his throat. “Who's there? I've seen you. Come out—slowly. I'm not looking for a fight, but if you try anything funny I'll clock you. Understand?”

      There was no reply. An almost mocking silence grew up in the proceeding moments. Ulrich looked up into the dusky sky, his teeth set on edge. Waiting me out, are you? Hoping to get a jump on me?

      Losing his patience, Ulrich gave the door a hard push, and it sailed inward, crashing against a heap of clutter. Waiting for a beat, he then burst around the corner into the shed, casting his bright light all about the space and hoping to catch the lurking presence unaware. He was unsuccessful, but not for lack of trying.

      It turned out there was no one inside.

      Years of accumulated junk filled the small shed from corner to corner. The parts of two or three separate lawn mowers were piled atop each other; stacks of flower pots and dusty bags of potting soil leaned beside them. There were so many coiled hoses in the place that in the darkness he thought he'd wandered into a knot of breeding snakes, and a collection of sprinklers, spades and shovels had been strewn about the remainder of the space. There was no one hiding within the shed—there simply wasn't the space for it. Had he wanted to get to the other side, he'd have had to clear the Kilimanjaro of junk first.

      As he took stock of the shed's contents however, a few things did catch his eye. Closer to the entrance, stacked more neatly than the other stuff, were items that had clearly been procured more recently. Most everything in the space was grimy, coated with age, but this neat assortment of bags and supplies looked pristine in comparison. He knelt down to take a closer look.

      Two brand new coils of rope. A shovel. A tarp. Three bags of chemical fertilizer and two of grass seed.

      Someone had done some shopping recently by the looks of it. The bags of fertilizer were open; probably this was the stuff that Ulrich had noticed in the lawn earlier. The shovel, too, appeared used—a fair bit of soil still clung to it. One bag of grass seed was nearly empty.

      Such items weren't necessarily out of place in a shed; that is, unless, one suspected the owner of said shed of being a murderer. Ulrich thought it curious that a man in the midst of an extramarital affair could manage to dodge his wife so easily while still committing to his lawn care regime.

      Maybe William Villefort was just that kind of guy—a hard worker and proud homeowner.

      Or he's taken up landscaping because he's looking to hide a body.

      The presence of these items sent up a red flag. Though he knew his suspicions were premature, Ulrich was filled all the same with unease at finding these supplies, and wondered if there wasn't a body buried somewhere on the property.

      Gloria's body.

      Was that the meaning of this haunting? Had the spirit brought him here so that he might discover her body and unmask her murderer? His stomach lurched; he'd walked about much of the property, had tread all over the grounds. Had he walked over an unmarked grave in the process?

      Taking one last look through the shed, Ulrich stepped over the tangle of hoses and peered out the dusty window. The sun was dropping fast. So far, there didn't appear to be anyone else on the property with him, but the longer he stuck around, the greater his odds of running into William. If he was going to remain on the grounds much longer, he needed to get his car out of sight.

      He looked outside, to his sedan, and was about to click off his flashlight when he suddenly jerked and brought it to his chest.

      Ulrich could see his car through the filthy window, and what's more, he could see someone sitting in it.

      A woman, raven-haired and hunched, sat in the back seat. One bony fist clutched the handle of a red umbrella that bumped against the car ceiling. As he gawked from the window, the figure slowly turned, her bent neck twitching, tangled hair fanning out across the headrest.

      He looked away. He couldn't bear to meet that terrible face and left the window, squeezing his eyes shut.

      The specter had returned—and this time, she'd come well before midnight. She had probably been the one who'd opened the car door; her shadow had likely been the one he'd seen prior to entering the shed.

      Taking a deep breath of the dusty air, Ulrich gripped the long flashlight like a baseball bat and crept out onto the drive. “G-Gloria...?” he stammered, turning with a wince towards the car.

      But except for the painting, the back seat was empty now.

      His knees butted heads. Shuffling through the gravel, he supported himself against the trunk and dared a look through the rear window. Sure enough, there was no one inside the car. Where did—

      In the corner of his eye, he spotted a flash of red. She was standing on the lawn now, some fifteen feet away, her gnarled form leaning in the direction of the house. Ulrich stepped away from the car, began approaching the specter, but stopped short. “W-What is it you want?” he asked when he finally found the nerve to speak. “What do you want to show me?”

      The apparition gave no response, simply remained rooted to the spot with her back turned to him.

      There was nothing to do but fall into step behind her. The detective started up the lawn, joined her where she stood, and careful to avoid looking at her, he asked, “OK, I'll follow you. Where to?” His skin crawled as he said it. Being so close to this terrifying presence as the day loosed its last gasp filled him with incredible dread.

      But, again, the spirit remained silent. When he tried glancing over at her, trying to read her intentions, he noticed she was no longer beside him—Gloria had moved again, was standing at the rightmost edge of the house. He watched as she disappeared around the corner. It seemed she was leading him around back.

      It took everything he had to remain calm. No big deal, he tried to convince himself. Just following a dead woman's cues. This is all completely normal. He strode up to the side of the house, his shoes picking up a good deal of fertilizer, and then peered cautiously around the corner. The spirit was lingering in the back, near the patio. If she wanted to have a barbecue she should have just said so, he thought, shaking his head.

      When Ulrich had made it to the patio, he looked around but could no longer find any trace of the spirit. There wasn't any sign of her about the pond or the nearby trees. He looked up and down the back of the building but she'd seemingly vanished.

      Just as his confusion was about to reach its zenith, he heard something.

      A loud pop. Then, soon thereafter, a slow, shrill squeak.

      Ulrich watched as the back door to the house fell open. The lock had been disengaged and it now swung ajar of its own accord. When the whining hinge finally fell silent, he saw the door had opened enough for him to easily pass inside. But there was no one there.

      It was clear the spirit intended for him to enter, but this posed a problem for the detective.

      Stepping through an open door was still breaking and entering, even if there was no actual breaking involved. Looking over his shoulder, staring out across the pond, he wondered if trespassing was worth the risk. Technically, he hadn't broken in—in fact, the spirit had invited him inside. The property rights of ghosts were something of a legal grey area, of course, but if Gloria's final resting place really was somewhere on this property, then her permission was as good as anyone's in his book. Hopefully the police would see it that way, too.

      He needed to enter, but he'd have to do so carefully, without leaving any trace of his visit. Evidence gleaned through trespassing could be thrown out, at least in theory, and if he wasn't careful, leaving his own fingerprints about the scene would lead to his being implicated down the line. He pulled a handkerchief from his back pocket that he could use while handling anything he found inside, and started for the door.

      Cleaning off his shoes on the cobblestones, Ulrich clicked his flashlight back on and stepped into the house.
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      The place seemed like it had been shut up awhile. That was his first impression as he started through the back door and entered a large kitchen. It was in the air; it was stuffy and uncirculated, the kind of air no one had been doing much living in as of late. Palming his handkerchief, Ulrich eased the door shut and then sauntered further in.

      What was William Villefort's line of work? Ulrich hadn't thought to ask his wife. If the vast marble countertops and heavy, commercial-grade appliances were any indication, it was possible he was a world-class chef. A closer study of the scene beneath the beam of his flashlight showed this to be unlikely, however. No one had been turning out award-winning quiches with this oven—the edge of an instruction manual was sticking from the seam of the oven door. The trash can was filled with paper plates and other disposables while the dishwasher was still sealed with manufacturer's tape. Only the fridge and microwave showed any signs of use; the former being exceedingly well-stocked with cheap beer and some expired meat and dairy products, and the interior of the latter splattered with the sauces of microwaveable meals.

      Despite the grand intentions hinted at in its design, the kitchen hadn't been used much.

      From the kitchen, Ulrich was able to go in one of three directions; straight ahead was a long hallway leading presumably to a staircase, while a sparse dining room spread out to the left and a large, well-outfitted living room sat on the right. Poking his head through the doorway into the dining room, he found there wasn't much to see. A handsome wooden dining set for six sat at room's center, and that was all.

      His next stop was the living room, and in stark contrast to what he'd hitherto seen, this space appeared worn in. There was a leather sectional against one wall with a few matching ottomans, side tables with more condensation rings and food stains about them than visible hardwood detail, and a television. This wasn't just any television, though. Standing before it, Ulrich attempted a ballpark measure of the titanic screen and wagered it was something like eighty or more inches. Judging by the well-grubbed remote on the side table, it looked like Mr. Villefort spent a good deal of time in this particular room.

      He paused there, eyeing his reflection on the massive screen.

      Ulrich wasn't alone in that reflection. He could make out the dim outline of another stationed mere feet away from him, to his right. There was a sudden burst of movement. His pulse rose a few notches and, bracing himself, he turned to look.

      There was no one there. They'd slipped out of view just as he'd summoned the nerve to turn around. Still, in the very corner of his eye he'd glimpsed a touch of red—the tatters of an umbrella in retreat. Whatever he'd been brought here to see, it wasn't in this room. Gloria was leading him deeper into the house.

      “Should have told me there was a great TV here,” he muttered, wiping an arm across his brow. “I'd have brought one of my Criterion discs. You ever seen Ikiru?”

      Growing more uncomfortable with the stony silence—and with the noises he made in his clumsy exploration—Ulrich moved slowly to the next room, a large parlor. Like the dining room before it, there was little to see there. A few stacked chairs, some dusty pictures on the wall. Turning a corner, he found himself at the end of the long hall that led back into the kitchen. Here, a wide staircase with a carved bannister rose up into the second story.

      He might have surveyed the rest of the downstairs or at least glanced into each of the remaining rooms, but as he idled at the foot of the stairs a noise broke the prevailing quiet.

      Tap. Tap. Tap. Tap. Tap.

      Ulrich listened hard, tried to determine where the sound was coming from. It was Gloria; there could be no doubt. A look at each of the windows in view, at the front door, produced no sign of the phantom, though. She must be upstairs. Careful not to touch the bannister with his bare hand, Ulrich ascended.

      The hall broke in two directions, with both branches turning in sharp corners. Counting only the doors in view, he estimated there could be as many as six bedrooms on this level. Unsure which the spirit wanted him in, he stood and waited for another clue. Eventually, it came.

      Tap. Tap. Tap. Tap. Tap.

      The rapping had come from his left. Flashlight in hand, he marched down the hall after it.

      The only light in the upper story came from a large window near the stairs, and at this hour it issued only the faintest glow. The floors settled beneath him as though unaccustomed to weight bearing, and the further he went down the hall the more rarified the air seemed to become.

      The expired food in the fridge, the general stuffiness—it was a safe bet that no one had been here for awhile. Where, then, had William Villefort gone? If he'd murdered Gloria, his mistress, where had he since disappeared to? The detective had a sinking feeling in his stomach—a feeling that he'd gotten here far too late. Even if he got the authorities involved that very instant, Villefort would have had something like a week's lead time to evade capture. It was possible he wasn't even in the Country anymore—that he was hiding abroad.

      Tap. Tap. Tap. Tap. Tap.

      The noise sounded again from around the left-hand corner, and Ulrich rushed around the bend.

      To his surprise, Gloria wasn't there. He'd expected to find her standing outside one of the rooms, tapping against a door, but what he found instead was that the door was already ajar. Every door on the second story had been shut—except for this one. With his handkerchief, he nudged it open further and brought his light in with him.

      It was a messy room, containing an accumulation of boxes, odds and ends and what looked like office supplies. The desk and chair at room's center made it clear that Villefort had intended this for an office. The detective stepped inside, giving the space a thorough sweep with his light. There were boxes of sports memorabilia stacked in two of the corners. Near the window—shades drawn tightly—was a tall bookshelf, and atop it Ulrich found something interesting amidst the clutter.

      A box of ammunition. The cartridges were in .22 caliber, and the box said there were forty in total. A quick peek inside showed that there were significantly less than that remaining, however. Someone had used more than half, by the looks of it.

      While studying the box of ammo, Ulrich stepped forward and bumped his knee on something dense. Cursing, he bent down to inspect it. On one of the lower shelves sat a black, metallic box; his patella had met a steel dial on the front. “A safe?” he muttered. It was a small thing, maybe a cubic foot.

      Villefort might have stored anything in the strongbox—he may have used it for money, important documents or even a firearm. There was no telling what method he'd used in murdering his mistress, but—judging from the half-empty box of ammo—it was entirely possible that the safe contained the murder weapon. He made a mental note of the safe as he continued his search of the room.

      Ulrich studied the rest of the shelving unit's contents. There were a few books there—mostly tomes on business and self-help. While he stooped, reading off the titles on the spines, he heard the floors loose a sudden groan from across the room, to his back. The hairs on his neck rose up as the creaking sounded—it'd been the sound of someone taking a firm step across the floor.

      Someone was in the room with him—and probably within arm's reach.

      Suddenly, there was a flash of light, followed by a sharp metallic creak.

      Ulrich fell onto his haunches and whipped around. Sure that the other individual was soon to be upon him—an assailant, no doubt—he swung his flashlight in an upward arc that would have easily knocked a man's teeth loose had it only connected to a chin. But, as he blinked into the gloom which had been lessened by the activation of a small desk lamp, he found himself alone once again.

      With a sigh, he stood and straightened himself, lowering the flashlight to his side. “Damn it, Gloria. Don't sneak up on me.” Ulrich glanced down at the desk. The yellow bulb in the lamp glowed harshly against the papers stacked below it. “Is this what you want me to see, then?”

      There was something about that light. It was mounted on a metal swing arm that allowed for changes in angle, and the bulb was surrounded by a cone of black plastic, which focused the light into a a faint halo. The metal arm slumped a few more degrees as he watched—the mechanism loosing another of those awful creaks—and the light settled over a particular mess of papers that caught the investigators eye.

      Taking care not to touch them with his bare fingers, Ulrich spread them out in the light and took a seat upon the edge of the chair to see what was written on them.

      They were receipts.

      The first few seemed pointless enough. They were receipts from a number of hardware stores and nurseries. It wasn't until he'd looked over three or four of them that he noticed something. The first was from Frank's Nursery in Toledo, Ohio and detailed the purchase of chemical fertilizer. The next receipt, from Baylor Hardware in Maumee, Ohio showed a sale of rope, among other things. A shovel had been bought at Reynolds Homegoods in Delta, and there was a receipt for grass seed and a tarp from a shop called Townsend's, which was located just outside of Tanglewood.

      All of these purchases had been made on the same day, and all within a few hours of each other. What's more, they'd all been paid for in cash. Ulrich had been suspicious enough at finding the items listed in these receipts in the shed, but was doubly suspicious at learning that they'd all been purchased at different retailers. Certainly a smart shopper would save themselves time by picking up these items all under one roof? Ulrich had never been to most of the shops listed, but found it hard to believe that Villefort would have needed to visit four different retailers just to get the commonplace items on his shopping list.

      No, one would only shop around this way if they had something to hide—if they didn't want to arouse suspicion. William had patronized four different shops in four different cities, all on the same day, because he didn't want anyone to know he was buying up supplies to aid in hiding a body.

      There were other receipts, these from a few days before the rest. They weren't from retail shops, however—these were receipts from a local bank detailing recent withdrawals. One dated back nearly two months—the other three weeks. The final, and smallest, was an ATM withdrawal receipt from the same day he'd gone on his lawn care shopping spree.

      That final withdrawal had almost certainly been used to purchase the rope and other supplies—some quick math proved the totals on the various receipts added up very nearly to the withdrawal amount. But the sums on the other bank receipts had been much larger—almost twenty-thousand dollars in total. Villefort had done the smart thing, spacing out his activities a bit and taking less than ten-thousand bucks out each time. Banks in the US were required to report withdrawals in excess of ten-thousand to the IRS for investigation—William knew enough to space his apart and avoid scrutiny.

      Twenty-thousand bucks was a lot of money—certainly enough to secure a plane ticket with, and enough to get one started in a foreign country. It seemed to Ulrich that William Villefort had been planning this murder for some time, and that he'd taken steps to plan his escape, too. No wonder Laura hadn't heard from her husband; if he hadn't jumped the border already, he was going to soon.

      But had William really split already? The lawn had been well-maintained, the grass recently cut. It was possible that Villefort had someone coming by the property to preserve the grounds, but would he have risked having some landscaper accidentally unearth his victim? Seeing as how the man had gone about procuring all of the landscaping supplies on his own, it naturally followed that he was committed to doing the upkeep himself, too. To do otherwise would open him to great risk. Only when the body had had a chance to decay and its final resting place had been well-hidden by consistent growth could he allow someone else to care for the property's greenery.

      It was possible that William Villefort hadn't skipped town yet, but he was almost certainly going to. What's more, with time and money on his side, he'd have the breathing room to destroy evidence linking him to the murder of Gloria Ramos and to forge some kind of alibi. The clock was ticking.

      Technically, Ulrich hadn't entered the house legally. This meant that whatever evidence he'd managed to find within wasn't necessarily going to stand up in a court of law. More than likely, if he took these receipts and such to the police, he'd end up in cuffs. He would have to get the authorities involved without letting on everything he knew. It would be a difficult task—and would probably involve some embroidery of the facts on his part—but there was no other way ahead. Short of stumbling upon Gloria's body, this was his best bet. It was safer, too; better that the police handle a killer like William Villefort than Ulrich risk his neck.

      He stood, put out the desk lamp. “All right. If we can find your body, there's probably enough evidence in here to link him to the crime,” he said aloud. “If we're going to catch the bastard, then we need to get the authorities involved immediately. I'm going to meet with the sheriff of Tanglewood and see if we can't get the property searched.”

      He was about to exit the room and leave the premises when he heard something—this time, most startlingly, from outside. Peering through a crack in the blinds, Ulrich looked out across the front of the property. There, idling in the road, was a vehicle.

      A white SUV with tinted windows rolled to a stop in front of the property. For all intents and purposes, they'd looked about to turn into the driveway, but had stopped short upon noticing the detective's heap parked there. The vehicle lingered for a beat.

      Ulrich felt his chest tighten. Oh, good. He's home. He hadn't prepared for this, had hoped to be finished with his snooping before William made a return. Now they were going to meet, face-to-face. Ulrich switched off his flashlight and held it in death grip. Things are about to get real interesting...

      Then, to the detective's surprise, the SUV's tires filled the night with squealing. The driver floored it and the vehicle peeled away, speeding down the dark country stretch and out of view.

      He lost his nerve? Ulrich watched the vehicle's rear lights fade into the distance, then hurriedly left the room. Tramping down the stairs, he burst out the back door and sidled up to the side of the house, where he watched the road for some time. Maybe he wasn't ready to throw down. It could be that his gun is in that safe and he wasn't ready for a confrontation...Whatever the reason for the visitor's sudden flight, the detective wasn't going to look a gift horse in the mouth.

      And he sure as hell wasn't going to wait around for Villefort to drive by again.

      When he was sure there was no one coming up the road in either direction, Ulrich raced to his car, jumped into the driver's seat and started up the aged engine as quickly as he could. Backing out so fast that he nearly reversed into a drainage ditch, he corrected course and sped off in the direction of town. If he was lucky, he'd make it to the Tanglewood Sheriff's office within thirty-five minutes.

      He hoped that was soon enough. William Villefort had that same thirty-five minutes to play with, and if the cops didn't act fast, he'd slip away—maybe for good.
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      “You're a... private detective?”

      Ulrich nodded. “Yes, more than a decade's experience.” He shook the deputy's hand—more forcefully than necessary—then helped himself to an empty chair in the dim lobby.

      He had sped all the way from the Villefort property in the outskirts, arriving at the sheriff's office in a trim thirty-two minutes, and had burst in through the front door only to startle Deputy Marc Kannberg, who'd been sitting at the front desk playing PC solitaire. After a quick introduction—and having rehearsed his piece all the way there—Ulrich had gotten down to brass tacks.

      “Well, it's nice to meet ya,” continued the deputy, eyeing him curiously. “Anything in particular bring you in tonight?” He pulled a pack of gum from his pocket and offered a stick to the detective. Chewing loudly, he smirked and gave the monitor a half-turn, displaying his ongoing game. “As you can see, not much going on at the moment. Working the graveyard shift in a city like this one is both a blessing and a curse, I tell ya.”

      Ulrich offered a polite smile, then leaned forward, hands balled on the armrests of the flimsy plastic chair. “See, that's the thing. I'm here because... I think I've discovered something—a crime that needs investigated. And I'm afraid there isn't much time.”

      Marc arched a sandy brow and gnawed on his gum for a moment. “A crime? What're we looking at? Maybe theft... insurance fraud? That's what you guys typically look into, right?”

      Ulrich licked his lips, replying with only a single word. “Murder.”

      The deputy's other brow went up. Wide-eyed, he echoed the detective and reclined in his office chair. “Murder?” He took a deep breath threw his nose. “A murder in Tanglewood?”

      “That's right.”

      Clicking his gum, Marc gave a snort and looked back at his monitor. “Nah.”

      Ulrich had expected some resistance; without evidence, it would be tough to convince the authorities to look into the matter of Gloria Ramos' death. Getting brushed off so easily threw him for a loop, though. “L-Look, I don't think you understand! In the course of an unrelated investigation, I believe I've uncovered evidence of a recent murder!”

      Marc clicked around for a beat, shaking his head. “Mr. Ulrich, I don't think you understand. You've only been in town like two weeks, right? I'll forgive you for not realizing this, but murders just don't happen in Tanglewood, Ohio. Maybe in Toledo, where you're from, but not here. You know when the last murder took place here in Tanglewood? Take a guess.”

      “I... I dunno,” replied Ulrich.

      “1967. My dad was wearing diapers. The Beatles were still putting out albums.” He propped his chin on his palm and chuckled. “That kind of crime just doesn't pop up around here.” With a shrug, he stood up and stretched. “What kind of case have you been working, anyhow?”

      “I've been working for Nancy Pruitt,” began the detective. Noticing the flash of recognition in the deputy's eyes, he continued promptly. “You know her—paid her a visit two nights this week, if I'm not mistaken? She claims she's been stalked by someone, but... well, I guess you don't have stalkers in Tanglewood, either?”

      Marc dropped back into his seat, jabbing the air with a single finger. “Now, I never said she was lying. I stopped by twice and had a good look around. There was no one there. They probably beat it before I arrived, else Nance is just paranoid.” He frowned. “Anyhow, what's Nance's thing got to do with a murder?”

      Ulrich ran a hand through his hair. How am I going to explain this without mentioning ghosts? “Well,” he began, “I hung around her house two nights, trying to get a look at this stalker. Didn't catch them, but figured there was something they were after. Turns out Nancy had brought a new painting home from her shop—and that the stalker was wrapped up with the picture.” So far, at least, he hadn't exactly lied—only simplified events. “I started looking into the picture, right? Turns out it was owned by a local, William Villefort. Know him?”

      Marc nodded. “I know of him. Rich dude.”

      “Right. I sought out his wife—turns out he's been gone awhile, ran off with his housekeeper, Gloria Ramos.”

      Grinning, the deputy returned to his screen, rearranging a few cards. “You mean to tell me rich guys can be scoundrels?” He whistled in mock disbelief.

      “More than that,” continued the detective, “they can be murderers, too.” He waited till he had Marc's gaze upon him again before adding, “I wanted to talk to him, just ask some questions about the picture. Wife hasn't spoken to him in more than a week. He doesn't answer his cell. Turns out the Villeforts have a second property about forty minutes from here, on the edge of a big pond—Pearson Pond. I went by there today.”

      Marc said nothing. He fixed Ulrich with a firm stare, waiting.

      “The place didn't seem right. There's been lots of lawn work lately, though. I happened upon some supplies—rope, grass seed, things like that—and feel confident he's buried the body somewhere on the property.”

      The deputy nodded slowly, patronizingly. “Whose body?”

      “His housekeeper's. Gloria Ramos, the one he's been having an affair with.”

      “Right.” Marc smacked his gum amusedly, then picked up a pen, drumming against a notepad on his desk. “Now, what proof do you have that this Miss Ramos is dead?”

      For one, her damn ghost has been paying me a visit every night, is what he wanted to say. Admittedly, he had nothing to offer in this regard. “A gut feeling,” he finally replied. Then, before the deputy could mock him further, he added, “Don't you think it's strange that this guy and his mistress haven't been heard from in so long? That William is dodging his wife, that he takes off but somehow has the time to keep his lawn in tip-top shape? He had everything one would need to hide a body—had fresh fertilizer and grass seed spread on the lawn like he was trying to mask any recent disturbances in the soil.”

      At this, Marc laughed. “I ain't gonna indict a man for taking good care of his lawn!” He slapped his desk with his palm. “I appreciate your concern, really I do, but this smacks of bullshit, Mr. Ulrich. Here I thought maybe you'd stumbled upon a body or something horrible like that. 'Gut feeling' isn't how we do things around here, though. What's more, I don't think it's so strange that a cheating bastard would avoid picking up his phone. And what about this woman—Ramos? You checked into her whereabouts lately? What makes you think she's dead? I feel like I've missed something—or that you're not telling me everything.”

      If Ulrich was sure of anything in this case, it was that Gloria Ramos was dead. He'd seen her ghost with his own two eyes. But he couldn't mention that without sounding even crazier than he already did.

      “Get home, get some sleep,” said Marc, waving him off. “Night shift ain't for everyone. You'll wake up in the morning and feel silly about all this, I guarantee it. Though, before you go, let me leave you one piece of advice.” He turned to his notepad and scribbled out a hasty note. Then, tearing the page loose, he folded it over and handed it to the detective.

      Ulrich opened it. It read, Don't go trespassing on private property again, else I'm gonna have to lock YOUR ass up, detective. “Hey, I didn't exactly trespass today, I just...”

      Marc smacked his gum and motioned to the door. “Good night, detective.”

      Crumpling the note in his fist, Ulrich walked out into the warm night. As he approached his car, he noted the figure seated in the back. He slipped into the driver's seat without daring to look behind him. “I tried,” he said, starting the car. “What do you want me to do about it? They won't believe me without a body. Can you tell me where you're buried? Until I know that, they're going to keep writing me off.”

      When he finally worked up the courage to turn around, he saw only the painting there.
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      “All right, we're going to go through this again.” Ulrich held up the painting. Pacing back and forth, he ran through all of the evidence, scarcely taking a breath as he did so. “This painting is haunted by the spirit of Gloria Ramos. She was engaged in an extramarital affair with William Villefort, and it doesn't sound like the pair did a good job of keeping things quiet. She's dead, and every night she's been appearing to the owner of this painting, trying to get them to look into the details of her murder. At this point, it all seems black and white to me. Are you following?”

      Flopping onto his side, Beardsley licked at one of his paws.

      The detective had tugged at his hair so much that evening that it was now a wild mess. “It's true that you can't arrest a guy for maintaining his lawn, but I'd bet my bottom dollar that a cadaver dog would turn something up in an instant if only the deputy would get someone on the case. And then there are the huge bank withdrawals. If you look at the whole picture, it's pretty damning. If something isn't done quick, he's going to get away with murder. But I can't go to the cops and tell them that Gloria's ghost led me to the place—they'll have me committed.”

      Beardsley turned his attention to his left flank, his tongue working over his fur inch-by-inch.

      Ulrich had hit a wall. Unless he had a body or some other smoking gun to point to, the local authorities weren't going to play ball. It was a wretched place to be; he was a newcomer, had no local reputation, and had shown up with zero physical evidence. He'd be lucky if he'd ever get deputy Marc to trust him on anything again.

      “I'm not above digging up that lawn,” continued Ulrich, shaking the painting with such ferocity that the cat startled. “They can throw me in county for making some holes, whatever. It's too big a job for one man unless he knows where to dig, though. And William Villefort drove by while I was there tonight—he knows someone is poking around. He may not know I'm a PI, but if he's still in town at all he's going to be extra cautious now. I've surrendered the element of surprise. He owns a gun, you know that? If I cross him unprepared, I stand to end up buried somewhere, too.”

      His phone began to buzz in his pocket. As he set the painting on the bed, the cat glared at it and—as if to distance himself from its oppressive aura—jumped to the floor with a curious growl. Ulrich saw it was Nancy calling. “Hello?”

      “Hey, Mr. Ulrich. I'm sorry to be calling so late. I was just getting ready for bed and thought I'd see how you were doing. Any news?”

      “I'll say,” blurted the detective. “I just met your buddy, the deputy.”

      “Marc?” she asked. “Why, what happened?”

      “To make a long story short, this painting is a whole lot of trouble. I think I mentioned that I was going to look into William Villefort when last we spoke, yes? The digging I did on that front led in a rather unsavory direction and now it looks like I might have to do some literal digging.”

      “Huh?” She chuckled. “I don't understand.”

      “Willie Villefort stepped out on his wife with their housekeeper, a young thing named Gloria Ramos. I looked her up today; she's our ghost.”

      There was a long pause. “Wait... he killed his mistress, then?”

      “Sure seems that way. What's more, I think he's buried her on that remote property of his—the one in the painting. I paid the house a visit this evening, and while I was there the spirit showed up. Now, don't breathe a word of this to anyone else, but she let me into the house and I saw some things. There's ammunition in there, plus receipts that indicate he planned this murder ahead of time. It seems he withdrew quite a lot of money over the past few months as well, probably so that he could stage an escape when it was done. This, along with all of the recent landscaping at his place, points to a detailed murder plot and an effort to hide the body on his property.”

      “B-But why? Why would he murder her?” asked Nancy.

      “I haven't had a chance to ask him,” was Ulrich's reply. “Though, before I left today, someone stopped outside the house and took stock of things from the road. I'm pretty sure it was him, and there's no way he didn't see my car. He knows someone is meddling and if he wasn't paranoid already he'll be acting super cautious from here on out. He may have even flown the coop, in which case it's going to be damn hard to nail him if and when the assholes at the sheriff's office decide to act.”

      “So, Marc wasn't willing to look into it?”

      “Nope. I'm sensing that's a trend, eh? He didn't buy your stalker story, either.”

      Nancy sighed. “Sure, but can you blame him? Even I didn't realize what we were actually dealing with.” She chewed on her lower lip awhile. “Did you tell him what you just told me? I can't believe that he wouldn't at least file a missing person's report or something. This woman hasn't been seen in awhile—isn't someone looking for her?”

      “I don't know,” replied Ulrich, “but I'm not a family member. I can't just file a missing person's report on whoever I please. What's more, you and I both know there's no sense in it. She's dead, after all.” He plopped down onto the end of his bed and stared down at the painting. “I didn't tell Marc everything, no. How could I? He'd think me insane. I've run into this problem before; when ghosts enter the mix you have to tread very carefully. People will think you're delusional if you spout off about a bunch of ghostly evidence.”

      “I guess so. But what else can you do?”

      Ulrich gnawed at his thumbnail. “Good question. I need to find out where she's buried. If I can do that, I'll unearth her body myself and call it in. They won't be able to argue with that.”

      “That's... that's dangerous,” said Nancy. “This man, William, isn't going to take too kindly to your digging up his yard. What if he comes back and sees you?”

      Ulrich had been thinking about that a lot. No matter how one sliced it, returning to the Villefort property was unsafe. “I just have to keep my wits about me and not get caught, I suppose.”

      “No, I... I don't think you should,” she concluded. “Mr. Ulrich, I really appreciate the lengths you've gone to in sorting this case out. You've done more than I could have ever asked. You already figured out who was coming by my home every night, though. As far as I'm concerned, the case is solved—finished. I don't want to put you at risk by insisting you take it even further. You're talking about digging up bodies... possibly running into a suspected murderer. Please, don't do it. Get rid of the painting instead. It won't be our problem anymore if we do that. Burn it or sell it or abandon it in some dumpster. But don't get killed over it.”

      Ulrich felt an overwhelming desire to take her advice. He would have loved to open his door, cast the painting into a dumpster and just wash his hands of it. The death of Gloria Ramos was a tragedy, no doubt, but the risks in uncovering the truth were enormous. Someday, William Villefort would make a misstep. The bones would be found by someone else, the authorities would manage to tie him to the scene in some clever way, like they always did on television, and justice would be served, however late.

      But then, even as he saw the sense in throwing in the towel to save his own skin, he couldn't do it. It was hard to believe, looking at him now, but Harlan Ulrich had become a private eye because he'd wished to help other people. These days he worked to keep himself clothed and fed—to keep himself in coffee—but once upon a time, when he'd been younger and more naive, he'd done it for the pursuit of justice. One too many Raymond Chandler novels will do that to a man.

      He couldn't shrink from this challenge, not now. He'd gone too deep, discovered an injustice that would go unpunished unless he persevered. His relationship with the spirit of Gloria Ramos was not one of great emotional investiture; she scared the piss out of him and that was about the length of it. But she needed help, and Ulrich was the one she'd turned to. Even if he abandoned the case that very moment, he'd never be able to live with himself, knowing that her spirit still walked the Earth in search of aid, and that her killer had evaded justice.

      “I don't plan to get killed over it,” he said after a time. “But que será, será. This girl was murdered. She was dealt a terrible hand in this life. It simply won't do for her to suffer in the next one, too. I'm the only one who can do anything about this. The cops will cooperate—but the only way I'll get them on board is with a smoking gun. And, so...”

      “What can I do to help?” asked Nancy. “If you're going to do this, then...”

      “You can stay away,” insisted the detective. “I'll have enough trouble protecting my own hide!”

      “I just hope this ends well. I mean, do you have any way to defend yourself? I never asked before, but do you carry a gun? We have some at the shop—I'd be more than willing to give you one if you'd like.”

      “Oh, my, no,” replied Ulrich with a laugh. “I don't carry guns.”

      “But why not? In a case like this you need to be able to defend yourself!”

      “I'm too clumsy to be trusted with a firearm,” he explained. “I'd shoot myself in the foot—or worse. No, I'll be better off keeping my eyes peeled and fleeing if Villefort shows up. If push comes to shove, I've got a pretty mean right hook, too.”

      “Throwing punches isn't going to help you if he's throwing lead,” she said matter-of-factly. “Whatever. Have it your way, then. Just please don't get yourself killed. I'm going to get some sleep, but I'll head back early this morning. I'll give you a call when I'm heading back to town.”

      “Sounds good. I'll talk to you then.” He paused. “Oh, Nancy?”

      “Yes?”

      “I've thought of something you could do to help me.”

      “Oh? What is it?”

      “If I make it through this, I'd love a batch of those raspberry thumbprint cookies.”

      She ended the call, but not before muttering a string of curses under her breath.

      As he pocketed his phone, the lights in his apartment dimmed very slightly. This momentary fade came on the heels of a sharp rapping outside his window. Ulrich glanced at the blinds, knowing all too well who stood outside.

      Tap. Tap. Tap. Tap. Tap.

      At hearing this, the cat bolted out of view. Strange, uncharacteristic noises welled up in Beardsley's throat as he took shelter behind the bedskirt. His animal instincts had picked up on something unnatural in the environment. There'd be no hope of drawing him out from his hiding spot till the spirit had wandered off—not without risking armfuls of scratches, anyhow.

      “Settle down,” said the detective. He stared at the window, able to make out a hazy human-shaped silhouette through the dusty white blinds. “Are you ready to wrap this up, Gloria? I'd rather be asleep right now, but time is of the essence.” He stepped back into his shoes, fetched his keys, wallet and flashlight. All the while, the figure remained stationed outside the window.

      Peeking at the shuddering cat under the bed, Ulrich grinned. “I'm setting off now. Wish me luck, will you?”

      Beardsley's eyes glowed eerily in the darkness. His hackles went up and he gave another rumbling growl.

      “Well, if I don't make it back, you're gonna have a hell of a time finding a new owner, acting like that!” Ulrich picked up the painting and switched off most of the lights in his apartment. Then, he stepped outside. He glanced at once to his right, expecting to find the sentinel apparition outside his window, but nothing remained in that space save for a queer, disquieting chill in the air. Locking the door, the detective struck out into the parking lot.

      In his backseat, visible for the sparse glow of a nearby streetlight, was the spirit. Gloria sat hunched in the middle of the seat, her head hanging low and her tangled locks keeping the bulk of her cadaverous face from view. The umbrella sat in her lap, and her thin, white arms quivered as she held it.

      He was never going to get used to carpooling with ghosts, but after a brief hesitation, he slipped inside and propped up the painting in the passenger's seat. “OK,” he said, starting the engine and adjusting his rearview mirror. “Let's see what we can dig up, yes? I don't know where he buried you, but unless he's tried to move your body in the past few hours you're somewhere on that lot. I'm going to find you—I promise.”

      Dark eyes studied him in the mirror. Ulrich averted his gaze, focused on the road ahead as he pulled out of his spot.
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      He was going to have to be more careful this time.

      It remained to be seen whether William Villefort was going to turn up again. Rather than risk a confrontation, Ulrich would need to do his best to stay out of sight. As the night wore on and his odometer continued its upward climb he pictured the distant property and considered potential angles of attack. His goal was to make it onto the property and seek out Gloria's final resting place. This was simple enough in theory; he just needed to wait for the spirit to guide him there, or else find some hint of recent soil disturbance in the sprawling lawn.

      But it would only go smoothly if he didn't have a killer breathing down his neck.

      During his last visit, Ulrich had noticed an abandoned barn up the road from the Villefort place. This would make an ideal place to hide his car. From there, he'd be able to set out on foot. The way onto the property would be clear enough then, and in order to stay out of view he'd merely have to approach from the house's rear, near the pond. The house was bordered by dense clusters of trees on multiple sides, too—he'd make use of the cover they afforded in his advance.

      Still, he knew he was rolling the dice. If he made a wrong move or telegraphed his position, he was liable to get shot. What's more, there was no guarantee he'd find what he was looking for. William knew someone was onto him. Had he left town altogether, or would he attempt to cover his tracks? The idea that the killer might exhume the body and relocate it to some different dumping ground wasn't too far-fetched, and if this proved to be the case Ulrich would have a hell of a time moving things forward. If he arrived on the property and found only an empty hole in the yard, the authorities would dismiss him outright.

      He kept to the country roads, white knuckling the wheel and seldom letting up on the accelerator. When finally the barn entered into view on his right, Ulrich tapped the brake and coasted up onto a dusty drive whose unevenness and tangles of weeds told him it hadn't been used by anyone in ages. He turned on his high beams for a moment, scoping out the inside of the barn and then slowly maneuvering the vehicle into it. Only one door remained attached to the structure, and it hung lopsidedly on a single rusted hinge. The depths of the space were padded out with lumps of festering hay and the air was rich with dust. Against the far wall there stood the hulk of a broken tractor—there were so many cobwebs clinging to the thing that one would probably need eight limbs to operate it anymore—but there remained ample room in the structure for his rickety sedan.

      Cutting the lights and throwing the car into park, Ulrich stepped out at once and shut the door. He wasted no time in exiting the barn, his lungs and eyes burning for the clouds of dust his tires had kicked up, and kept his flashlight at his side in case he encountered a darker patch in the oncoming scenery. He didn't want to give away his location by keeping it on; rather, it seemed wiser under the circumstances to make limited use of the light.

      When he'd walked a circuit around the barn and gotten his bearings, he struck out in the direction of the Villefort place, keeping as he did so in line with the lofty oaks and the blotches of shade they cast across the overgrown field. Night insects sang their discordant hymns as he trudged through the swaying grass. His advance stirred up buzzing insects—mosquitos—that trailed him relentlessly, and not a few times he felt minute legs touch down on his sweaty neck, his forearms.

      He turned now and then to gauge his distance from the barn. It had receded into the background now, its tottering outline hardly visible between the crowded trunks at his back. Walking on, the choir of insects was complimented by a new soloist; from somewhere in the darkness ahead, a frog bellowed a lonesome tune, and with it there came a whiff of moisture on the meandering breeze. He was getting close to the pond.

      It was after he'd navigated a dozen copses and covered a stretch of half a mile or more that the moonlit edge of the Villefort house came into focus. Through a break in the night-colored foliage above he could make out one of the solemn house's neat corners—a few steps more saw the emergence of a moon-bright window. For the past minute or two he'd been using his light in trying to pick out the borders of the pond ahead and keep himself from falling in. Now, confident that he could skirt its muddy borders without going for a swim, he strode silently from thicket to thicket, scanning the perimeter of the house for signs of life. Except for the veil of night that'd settled around it, the entire rear of the property appeared much the same as it had before. The surface of the pond was still as glass, the white cobblestones of the patio gleamed in the moonlight and the windows he could see from there all remained unlit.

      He was pleased. Maybe I lucked out. Maybe he isn't here after all.

      Ulrich had come up to the side of the house and was covertly making his way to the front of the property when he realized his relief had been premature.

      Pressing his back to the side of the building and attempting to blend in with the stony walls, he studied the front lawn narrowly. Some distance ahead, perhaps fifteen or so feet from the road, he could make out a disturbance in the soil. A big one. More than that, it was recent. A breathless glimpse around the corner yielded a still more distressing sight.

      There was a white SUV in the driveway.

      “Shit...” The detective took a deep, steadying breath. Villefort was there, and by the looks of it he'd come to do a little digging. But where was he? A few glances to the drive, to the pit he'd opened up across the lawn, showed no sign of him. Did he go inside the house? Is he in the SUV, maybe?

      From somewhere nearby—far too close for comfort—there came the deafening report of a gun.

      Five shots in total pierced the night, and in their wake even the insects seemed to shut up. Ulrich jerked at every one, crouching down and covering himself with his arms. As the final shot rang out, he patted his body, half-expecting to find himself wounded. It was clear, though, that the shots had come from further off. Dazed with fear, he regained his feet and listened for any further blasts. Maybe it hadn't been a gun at all, but a car backfiring in the distance? Or perhaps some neighbor was up late, shooting varmints in his back yard? People in the country do that sort of thing, right? It was as good a guess as any.

      Still, the effect that the gunshots had on him was profound. They'd spurred him to action not unlike the starting pistol at the beginning of a footrace. Ulrich made sure the way was clear and then rushed across the lawn, his panting form clearly visible in the moonlight, to the disturbance in the soil. A shovel had been left sticking out of the earth like a signpost, and a small heap of extricated dirt and grass sat beside it.

      This had to be it—Gloria's final resting place.

      Had Villefort managed to move the body already, or would Ulrich find her still resting in her shallow grave?

      He made it to the edge of the aperture, the heels of his dress shoes biting into the lawn as he skidded to a stop. Already he'd fished his phone out of his pocket, his trembling thumb ready to pound out a 9-1-1 call.

      But upon looking into that shallow ditch, the device slipped out of his grasp and his legs went weak. Woozy, it was all he could do not to tumble down into it. “W-What in the...” The moon brightened as a cottony cloud drifted away from its shining face.

      This wasn't what he'd been expecting at all.
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      He was looking into a grave. It was not a particularly deep one—something like two feet of soil had been dug out, at most. It wasn't especially wide, either, but it'd been wide enough to serve its purpose.

      With a roiling stomach, Ulrich stared down at the bodies within it.

      Bodies—plural.

      The detective had expected to find one corpse in this hole, but discovering a second threw him into paroxysms of terror. It was all he could do not to groan, and he clasped a hand around his mouth to stifle his surprise and keep himself from inhaling the deathly aroma emanating from the pit with an open mouth.

      Both bodies were badly degraded—one could hardly expect otherwise of corpses buried in a moist, shallow grave—but they were not so warped that he couldn't find something to recognize in both of them. He knelt down at the edge of the opening and studied them as closely as he could bear.

      The first, bent into a semi-fetal position, was familiar enough. It was a woman, her thin body draped in muddy tatters that had once constituted a cotton dress. Her black hair was draped over her emaciated face—and the detective was mighty thankful for it, for he could tell that her features were hideously sunken now and that the papery skin had come to cling gruesomely to the bones beneath. Held almost lovingly between her arms was a red umbrella, badly torn.

      “Gloria...” This was the woman he'd come looking for—the one he'd expected to find buried on this property. So, who was her grave-mate, then?

      He turned his attention now to the other body—this one comparably decayed, but male. Laying flat on his back, jaw slack and sunken eyes pointing up at the heavens, this body was clothed in a yellow polo shirt and grass-stained khakis. One of his loafers was missing, and the bare foot that stuck up from the ground was bloated and odorous. Despite only having seen the man in a photo, Ulrich knew at a glance that this was William Villefort.

      His throat closed around a knot of dread as he beheld the two cadavers.

      What had seemed only moments ago to be airtight theories were now a shambles. He loosed a hard exhalation, fearing that he might be sick, and regained his feet. Who had done this, and why? And what about all of the evidence he'd found in and around the house? His head spun almost as wildly as the contents of his stomach.

      His questions were soon to be answered. From the rightmost border of the property, from the copses he himself had only recently emerged form, there was a fury of rustling. From this there stalked a single figure into the moonlit yard, clad in black. They could be seen to pause and scan the lot slowly. Then, when their eyes had picked out the shuddering detective, they approached with swiftness. There was a flash of steel in the moonlight as the figure took aim and let loose a blast from a rifle at roughly fifty yards.

      The shot came within ten feet of him, sank into the carpet of grass and kicked up a powder-fine mist of earth. Ulrich staggered back, nearly slipping into the grave and landing on the two corpses. He had only enough time to regain his footing and step around the far edge of the hole before another shot sounded. This one came closer, whipped past him by a margin of arm's length before disappearing into the ground like the other had done.

      The gunman was getting closer. They wore dark pants and a dark hooded sweatshirt. Some sort of dark covering on the face. Tight black gloves, too. A human shadow. They'd managed to close the gap considerably; the assailant was fifteen yards and now, panting, slowed to a walk.

      How many cartridges are in that thing? It would be easiest to stage a counterattack while the gunman tried to reload. The detective was no firearm expert, but in his quick study of the rifle he didn't notice any large-capacity magazine. Probably this thing had a max capacity of ten cartridges—eleven if there was one in the chamber. The assailant had rattled off something like five in the distance earlier and another two on the lawn. In total, Ulrich guessed he'd fired seven rounds. That left another three or four—and even then, he couldn't be certain.

      At this range, he was sure to get hit. It was only a matter of time. Squeezing the flashlight in his fist, he thought to rush his attacker—to bludgeon them with the thing before they could get another shot off. If he kept moving, proved a difficult target, then maybe the gunman would exhaust his ammo and Ulrich could go for the jugular.

      He was too slow, though.

      The rifle popped, and this time the round found its mark. He felt a tug on his lower leg as the bullet ate into the side of his calf. He lunged to one side and barely stayed on his feet, wincing as a fiery pain spread throughout the wounded limb. The gunman had caught his breath and now took more care in aiming—he loosed yet another shot. This one missed, but Ulrich heard it buzzing through the air as it cleared his head.

      The detective gauged the distance between himself and the attacker.

      Fifteen feet, maximum.

      There was at least one more round in that gun—maybe two—and from this distance one of them was destined to be a kill-shot if Ulrich wasn't lucky. With a pained grunt, the detective threw himself forward and rushed the assailant.

      The gunman took a step back and queued up his next shot, but before he pulled the trigger Ulrich began listing to the right.

      The bullet passed by so close that the detective could have reached out and grabbed it, but something in the gunman's aim—a last-minute hesitation, maybe—had seen the shot go foul. Emboldened by this, Ulrich broke into a sprint.

      The assailant was wearing a strip of cloth around the lower portion of their face, like an outlaw, but their eyes were clear and they sprung wide open as the detective rushed in.

      Ulrich had more than a foot on his assailant and threw out his long arms. He gave the gun-toting figure a jerk and nearly lifted them off their feet—but not before the muzzle of the rifle found its way to his stomach. Ulrich tensed, looked down at the rifle pressed to his gut, then into the assailant's huge eyes.

      The gunman squeezed the trigger.

      This time, though, there came only an impotent click.

      The gamble had paid off; Ulrich's count of the cartridges had been on the money. “This is what happens when you don't keep one in the chamber!” Taking both of his assailant's arms in his massive hands, Ulrich wrenched the rifle out of their grasp and threw them hard onto the ground. Without wasting a breath, he pinned them to the grass with a knee in the stomach and then recovered his flashlight, raising it over his head. “Now, don't you move an inch, else I'll glass you, got it?”

      The bandit panted beneath his weight, eyes trembling and red.

      Ulrich stared down into those eyes in the moonlight. He thought he knew them. Yanking the cloth from the assailants face, he got his first clear look.

      It was Laura Villefort. Locks of grimy blonde hair were visible beneath the edge of the hood she wore, and her crows' feet were damp with tears.

      Though he was still a slave to adrenaline, knowing that he'd nearly bashed in a woman's skull gave him a bit of pause. “Laura?” Ulrich lowered the flashlight a touch, eased up on her somewhat.

      The woman didn't say anything—not for a long moment, anyhow. Chest heaving, red eyes twinkling with tears beneath the moon, she finally muttered, “It moved.”

      Ulrich shook his head. “What are you on about?”

      She licked her lips, wiped her eyes, then raised a shaking finger. She was pointing in the direction of the open grave. “Y-You know why I missed you with that last shot?” She gulped. “The body—her body—it m-moved.”

      Suspecting that this was some sort of trick, Ulrich pinned her harder and then glanced over his shoulder at the hole. There wasn't any movement there, though—no signs that the corpses had shifted in the least since his last look. He eased up on her again. “Gloria moved? I didn't see it.”

      With a full-body shudder, Laura nodded. “I had you in my sights, but... she turned and looked at me.” Tears ran down her cheeks, but she chuckled breathlessly all the same. “That's why I missed. You have her to thank.”

      Ulrich stood and took hold of Laura's sweatshirt. Pulling her towards the grave, he let her drop to the ground with the express understanding that he'd bust her head open if she tried anything funny. He retrieved his phone and placed a 9-1-1 call. All the while, Laura sat, white-faced and trembling, before the lip of the grave.

      Ulrich gave the dispatcher the details—address, number of victims, suspect's name—then pocketed his phone and cleared the grime from his watch face. “They'll be here pretty soon,” he said with a sigh. “Ten, fifteen minutes at most. How can we pass the time?”

      Laura said nothing. She lowered her hood and looked up into the sky.

      “Why don't you tell me why you did it?” asked the detective. “Were you really that jealous that your husband was stepping out? Couldn't handle the thought? I'll admit—I'd had things mapped out differently in my head. I expected to find her here, but not your husband. That threw me for a loop.”

      The woman turned, accosting him with narrow eyes. “You don't understand. You don't understand anything.”

      Ulrich toyed with his flashlight. “Why don't you explain it to me, then?”

      Looking to the grave, she drew in a shaky breath and did just that.
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      “Who is it that hired you?” asked Laura. “You claimed to be looking into that painting—that was really good. But who really hired you? Gloria's family? An associate of my husband's?”

      “I was telling the truth,” was Ulrich's reply. “I was hired to look into that painting. It's just that, the longer I looked, the more other things started to stand out.”

      Laura whistled mockingly, tucking in her knees. “Well, then I guess that makes you the sharpest damn detective who ever lived. You start by trying to learn more about some stupid painting but then accidentally solve a double murder. I'm impressed.”

      “Flattery will get you nowhere,” said the detective. “Now, why'd you do it?”

      “That isn't the right question to ask,” she said. “You need to have the background before you can pass judgement on me.” She paused. “My husband was planning to kill me.”

      Ulrich arched a brow. “He was planning to murder you? Not his mistress, but his wife?” He knocked a few dirt clods from his pant legs.

      “That's right. He was plotting to murder me—chiefly because he liked that whore, Gloria, so well. He wanted me out of the picture so that she could be Mrs. Villefort. Get it?”

      “I do,” said the detective. “But how did you know that?”

      “Us wives, we notice things—small things. Like when you forget to hide your burner phone after a lengthy 'business trip'. He'd been gone for more than a week, said he'd been working in Chicago. This business trip of his coincided with Gloria's requested vacation, but I didn't think too much of that at the time. Not until I found the phone.”

      “He'd used it to keep in touch with Gloria behind your back?” asked Ulrich.

      “More than that, he'd been using it to discuss his plans. There were texts on there that I couldn't help but read in a suspicious way—assurances that I'd be out of the picture very soon, that the two of them would be together forever. He talked about preparations he'd been making.” She removed her gloves and dabbed at her eyes. “I didn't believe my husband was capable of something like that. He was a scoundrel, but I loved him. At least, I did at one time. But after discovering those texts, I started looking into things. Usually, I was happy to let him handle all of the finances, but after what I'd read I decided to have a look at our accounts and I saw that he'd been pulling money out in large sums. He never mentioned it to me, but when I saw that, I knew he was planning something.

      “The withdrawals kept coming. Whenever Gloria came by to clean the house, she seemed distant and standoffish. She thought I was ignorant, that I didn't know what was going on between her and Will. But I knew. Then, one day, out of the blue when he was supposed to be on a business trip in Atlanta, he called me and asked me to meet him here, at our second property. He played it very cool, said that he'd been delayed a few days and just wanted to relax with me. But I knew better.

      “I came, just like he asked, but I stopped by almost an hour earlier than expected. Like you, I parked in that barn up the road. That way, he wouldn't hear me coming. I knew what he was doing, suddenly inviting me out here, but I had to make sure. So I left my car in the barn and walked up through the trees, around the pond. You know what I found?”

      Ulrich shook his head.

      She pointed at the hole in the ground. “He'd been digging me a grave. There were other things, too—landscaping supplies. He'd been shopping and was planning to use me as fertilizer. Well, I slipped in through the back. He hadn't expected me to show up early—probably he'd had some detailed plan to follow, some way to ambush me, but I slipped into the house without his knowing it. Turns out he was in the shower then, probably rinsing off the muck he'd accumulated in digging that hole.

      “I still wasn't convinced. I didn't want to believe he'd do something like that to me. We'd been married twenty years. Two decades. Do you know what that's like, to devote yourself to one person for all those years? I won't lie and tell you that things were always good, or that we still had that same spark, but I loved him all the same. The thought that he wanted me dead didn't even compute. You know what the final straw was? The thing that finally made me understand?”

      “No, what was it?” asked the detective.

      Laura donned a mirthless smile. “I stepped into his office. There, on the desk, was some paperwork. Missing persons paperwork. He'd printed it out preemptively. And you know whose name he was writing down on those forms?” She tapped herself on the breast. “He'd really thought it all out. That's when I knew—really knew—that he was serious. And that's when I decided to do something about it.”

      “Why didn't you run, contact the police?”

      “I wasn't thinking straight,” she said. “I wanted to protect myself, so I hid in the house, took his gun out of the office. I'm no enthusiast, but I've been hunting a few times over the years and know how to work the thing. I hid in one of the empty rooms, listening for him. Turns out his squeeze was on the premises, too—she'd been napping in his bedroom when I arrived. Well, minutes passed. I heard Will step out of the shower. He dressed. He and Gloria made some small talk, then they went downstairs. Quietly, I followed them.

      “It'd been raining that day. The ground had been mucky. By the time they came out, the rain had mostly stopped, but Gloria was still holding onto that umbrella—one of mine, as a matter of fact. She stood next to my husband, holding it over him. The scene made me sick—watching them act like lovebirds while planning to murder me, using my umbrella. She had no problem with any of it; she was impatient to have me interred. All she wanted was to replace me, step into my role. For awhile, I just watched them from the front window. They were talking right here, next to the hole, waiting for me to arrive at the prescribed hour—and probably gloating about what they were planning to do.

      “I crept out of the house, didn't make a noise as I slipped out the door and across the lawn. By the time they saw me, it was too late.” She pointed at her husband's corpse—at the wounds it bore. “I caught William twice in the abdomen. He didn't stop moving till I put a third in him, though. The girl was a different story. She begged me not to kill her. She admitted to everything right then and insisted she'd had nothing to do with it—that she'd tried to talk William out of it, in fact.” She looked away from the corpses. “You can see how well that worked out for her.”

      Ulrich listened, brow tightly knit. He was no fan of this woman—she'd just emptied a full magazine at him, after all. Still, there was no denying that this put a new face on the matter. He'd worked under the assumption that Gloria had been a victim in all of this, and while that was still true to some degree, her hands may not have been entirely clean after all. “And after that?”

      “I buried them,” she said matter-of-factly. “It was hard work, but I dumped them both into the grave they'd intended for me. I smoothed it out, waited for the ground to dry up a little and spread some grass seed, some fertilizer. Within a few days new grass was growing.”

      “And you thought you'd get away with it?”

      “Sure, why not?” asked Laura. “Short of the authorities raiding this property, no one was going to look for them here. William was a known philanderer, and I was doing a good job of playing the aggrieved spouse card—and not without a little sincerity, mind you. When it became clear to others that the two of them hadn't just run off, I planned to point to the financial irregularities, come up with a story about the two of them disappearing abroad to start a new life together.”

      Ulrich nodded. “Sure, but you still would have been caught. If not by me, then by someone else—and if not sooner, then eventually. You really don't give the police enough credit.” He touched the wound on his calf. The area was raised and sore, but the shot had merely grazed him. It'd done more damage to his pants than to the skin underneath. “Anyway, why did you have to go and shoot at me, huh? If you'd suspected your husband of doing something, you could have hired someone like me to look into it, to build a case. Wouldn't you have rather seen the two of them locked up for their plot?”

      Laura peered at the two corpses with a smirk. Apparently seeing the two of them this way didn't bother her too much.

      “And that missing person's paperwork—you could have taken it and used it as evidence. Hell, even though you killed them, you might have been able to use that sort of evidence to prop up a self-defense case and highlight the conspiracy against you.”

      “I didn't get rid of that paperwork,” she replied. “I stashed it in the safe in Will's office. I knew that it might be helpful in case I got caught. I just wasn't planning on being caught. That is, till you turned up. And when you did, I panicked.” She leered back at him, adding, “I drove by earlier tonight to check things out. I'd been stopping by every other day to tend to the property, make sure the new grass was growing in and the bodies were undisturbed. When I saw your shitty car in the driveway, I feared you were onto me and I took off.

      “I spent a miserable few hours after that, wondering what I should do. I returned a few hours later, after you'd gone, and started digging up the bodies. My plan was to move them, bury them somewhere else. But then you came back. I was out here when you pulled into the barn—I'd been keeping an eye on the road for incoming headlights, had gone looking for you with my binoculars intermittently. When I saw you pull in, I began making plans to hide a third body.” She grinned, tossed her shoulders.

      Ulrich looked to the road. A mile or so in the distance, he could see flashes of blue and red breaking through the gloom. Blaring sirens shredded the quiet. “How did that work out for you?” asked the detective.

      Laura stared down at Gloria's corpse, the wide, terror-stricken look returning to her eyes. “Why did she move?” was all she said before the first wave of police cruisers pulled up to the house.
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      They led her away in handcuffs, and the next time Ulrich would see her would be in the considerable news coverage the murder would go on to receive.

      The bodies were hauled off in ambulances for further study and cops fanned out all across the property, cordoning it off for the purposes of establishing a proper crime scene. Before the paramedics had gone, Ulrich had asked one of them to have a look at the scrape on his leg. “It's pretty sore,” he'd complained. Having more important things to do, the ambulance driver had done nothing but offer him a Spongebob band-aid before hopping back into his rig.

      Something like twenty cops showed up in total, and among them were the sheriff and sheriff's deputy. Sheriff Russ Wyner was a large man with a drooping, bearded face that made him look almost like a grey Persian cat. He wandered about the property at a quick trot, feigning a supervisory role to the whole operation but seeming to do very little in all actuality. At one point, he stopped to speak to Ulrich and gave him a firm pat on the shoulder. “Now that's some good detective work. Glad to meet you and gladder to have you in Tanglewood, fella.”

      Deputy Marc had been among the first to approach him after the suspect had been carted off, and he'd done so with a wry grin on his face. “You know, I was set to clock out in an hour. Now I'm going to be filling out paperwork till noon. I told you we never have murders take place around here—I don't even know what the hell I'm doing, what the procedure is.”

      “You'll figure it out,” replied Ulrich with a laugh.

      “Listen,” continued the deputy, “I owe you an apology. I should have put more stock into what you said when you came by earlier. You were right on the money and I feel like a damn fool.”

      “I don't hold it against you. I was the one who showed up without any evidence in hand.” The detective was summoned towards the drive by a different officer—this one with the State police. “Ah, looks like they want to talk to me. I'll see you around, Marc.”

      And talk to him they did. For the next three and a half hours, Ulrich was questioned by the reporting officers. While evidence was gathered around the property and journalists were kept at bay by a line of irritated cops, Ulrich was asked to explain things from the top no less than three times, by three different officers.

      He did the best job he could without delving into the ghost business. As usual, no one wanted to hear that. They wanted to know about his brilliant detective work—about how he'd cracked this case through deduction, through sheer force of reason. That was more or less what he gave them. While explaining how he'd begun to investigate the murders of Gloria Ramos and William Villefort, he made sure to disclose everything Laura had told him in her confession—this way, the officers would be able to collect the most damning evidence in the house without delay.

      He described being approached by Nancy Pruitt, his study into the painting's provenance. Ulrich discussed his initial interview with Laura Villefort, then his search for her husband. Citing a gut instinct—a feeling that something was “very wrong”—Ulrich had begun looking for clues around the property that would bear out his suspicion that William had murdered his mistress. He'd returned that night to have another look, only to have his expectations upended; both William and Gloria were discovered in a shallow grave. Moments later, he'd been attacked by Laura. When he'd managed to subdue her, she'd spilled her guts.

      Ulrich watched the officers carry many things out of the house; boxes of papers that likely contained the receipts for lawn supplies, bank statements, the safe where Laura had stashed the missing persons paperwork her husband had planned to file after her murder. The weapon, too, was confiscated as evidence, and the rounds Laura had fired at the detective were carefully scooped out of the ground. With this mountain of evidence in hand, one of the officers admitted to Ulrich something that he'd known for hours: The case against the woman was ironclad.

      Finally, Ulrich was released. The wee small hours were nearly spent by then, and it was well past five when he finally staggered down the road, to the abandoned barn, and made it to his car.

      Ulrich walked up to the thing, noticing at once that something was wrong. It looked shittier than usual—and that was saying something. All four of the tires appeared to be flat, and there was a hole in his hood where a bullet had entered and wreaked havoc on his engine. Though he knew how this would end, he got behind the steering wheel and tried to start it once or twice.

      The engine didn't budge.

      Despite the hour, Ulrich left the dusty barn and cycled through his contacts. Placing a call, he looked up at the lightening sky and waited for an answer.

      One finally came after several rings. “H-Hello?” Nancy sounded like a groggy mess.

      “Hello, Nancy. It's me, your favorite detective. You wouldn't happen to be on your way back to Tanglewood, would you?”

      She groaned. He heard her sitting up in bed, probably checking the time. Eventually, she replied, “My alarm's not even set to go off for another hour. What's this about?”

      “I've just wrapped up the case, and let's just say things got exciting. Trouble is, I'm stuck out here in the middle of nowhere. My car's had it. I don't suppose... you could swing by and grab me on your way home, could you?”

      She loosed another groan—louder this time. “W-Where are you?”

      Ulrich gave her the address.

      She flopped out of her bed with a heavy sigh and could be heard to shuffle into the bathroom. “I'm gonna be a few hours.” With that, she ended the call.

      Ulrich paced about the field, body aching for the night's adventures. Looking back in the direction of the Villefort place, then to his car, he stuffed his hands into his pockets and said, “Well, Gloria? It's done. You happy now?” He panned across the field, the street. There was no one sitting in his back seat, no specters with red umbrellas leering around the corner of the barn. “Not even a thank-you, huh?”

      With time to kill, the detective went digging around in his car for something to entertain himself with. He happened upon a thermos half-filled with cold coffee and downed it for an energy boost, then played some music on his phone. On a morning like this, having just survived a life-threatening ordeal, Sinatra sounded especially sublime. He kicked up clouds of dust as he marched about the field, humming along with “The Best is Yet to Come”.

      Nearly three hours later, Nancy finally arrived for him. She pulled up in front of the barn and helped Ulrich push his car out into the open, so that a tow truck driver would be able to find it and drag it back to town later. They took a few moments clearing his vehicle of valuables, and it was then that Nancy—hitherto zombie-like in her sleepy movements—snapped to attention.

      She'd been rifling around in his back seat and had taken hold of the painting. “Hey, look at this.”

      Ulrich shut the passenger side door and walked over to her with a stack of CDs in hand. “What is it?” He glanced down at the painting and noticed it at once.

      The figure was gone.

      What Nancy held just then was nothing but a landscape, precisely as artist Stephen Cosloy had intended it. There was no trace remaining of the eerie figure in the foreground, nor of its trademark red umbrella. It was like it'd never been there in the first place.

      “How did you do that?” she asked, touching the canvas in disbelief. “She's not there anymore.”

      “I didn't do it,” he replied, joining her in poking the piece. “I guess she was just able to finally move on.”

      “Huh.” Carrying the painting to her car, Nancy set it in her trunk and then hopped into the driver's seat. “So, what ended up happening? Looks like there's a bunch of cops hanging around that property. You found her body, I take it?”

      Ulrich put on his seatbelt and then leaned back in his seat. “Where to begin?”
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      “So, Laura killed them both?” Nancy gripped the steering wheel tightly. “I didn't see that coming.”

      “Neither did I,” replied Ulrich, peering out his window. They were getting close to town now, the scenery becoming more familiar. They'd spent the bulk of the drive discussing the end of the case, and Nancy seemed genuinely stunned by how things had fallen together.

      “And to think, this all began with a painting!” she said. “It's really something—her not being in it anymore. I'd come to expect her in the scenery—now that she isn't there it's almost creepier!”

      Ulrich chuckled. “Well, the only reason she'd stuck around in this life at all was to get someone's attention. She wanted someone to look into her murder, to set things straight and make sure justice was really served.”

      “Yeah, but...” Nancy frowned. “But do you suppose that this is really justice? It isn't like Gloria had entirely clean hands in all of this. If she was plotting with William to get rid of his wife, then that's pretty serious stuff. She doesn't exactly come out looking squeaky clean in all this.”

      “Maybe not,” conceded the detective, “but it's out of my hands now. Who's good and who's evil isn't for me to decide. They'll appoint a jury for that.” He hiked a thumb towards the trunk. “So, I guess this means you'll be able to hang that painting back up in your living room, huh?”

      She shot him a sharp look. “Hell, no.”

      “What? But it's one-hundred-percent ghost-free now!”

      Nancy shook her head. “I want nothing to do with it. Ghost or no ghost, that thing isn't coming back into my house. You can keep it if you want.”

      Cutting through the early morning traffic, Nancy eventually wheeled into the detective's apartment complex. “I really can't thank you enough,” he said as she threw the car into park. “I appreciate the lift.”

      “I should be the one thanking you,” she said, offering a smile. “You went above and beyond, Mr. Ulrich. You didn't just solve my case—you took a killer off the streets. And that means something to me. This is my hometown, after all.” She laughed, running a hand through her brown hair. “It's kind of funny, but when we first met, I wasn't sure what to make of you. To be honest, even when you came back to my shop and offered to take my case, I wasn't certain I should hire you. You seemed... excuse me for saying so, but you seemed really rude and lazy. I had my doubts initially, but now I see differently. I see you for who you are.”

      Actually, your first impression wasn't far off the mark, lady, was what he nearly said. Instead, he thanked her.

      Nancy helped him with his things and wrote out a check for the remainder of his fee. When he'd brought everything inside, she got back into her car and pulled away. He watched her leave, waving from the sidewalk.
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        * * *

      

      The detective slept for the rest of that day, except when the police rang him with various questions. Now and then, someone with such-and-such a department would ask him to clarify things, to repeat details he'd already given a dozen times. A day of sleep left him more or less refreshed mentally, though at his age, the aches and pains that accosted him were going to take more time to heal.

      He took care of a few things that evening after waking. First, he arranged for a tow truck to haul his car out of the barn to a local garage. Next, he ordered enough delivery food for two people and—when he'd paid up on his Netflix subscription—set about demolishing as much of his queue as possible before sleep finally took him again, chopsticks in hand and sweet and sour sauce staining his lips red.

      Late the next morning he received a call from the head mechanic at Folsom's Garage in town. He called with news of an estimate. Though Ulrich had expected to pay a goodly sum to get the old car working again, he hadn't been quite ready for the figure proposed. His car was an old one—parts for its engine weren't so easy to come by as once, and all four tires couldn't be patched, and so would need replacing. Work could begin as soon as Ulrich furnished payment; till then, the owner would be happy to let the clunky sedan fester in his lot.

      There was nothing for it. He needed a vehicle. What kind of detective didn't have a car? Sherlock Holmes probably didn't have a car, come to think of it, he thought. But he probably had a buggy or a horse, at least. He wasn't entirely sure; he'd never delved extensively into Conan Doyle's oeuvre. Whatever the case, it didn't matter: He needed to be mobile and so his first stop that morning was the garage. He paid the owner of Folsom's the required price and was assured that work would take less than two weeks. Till then, he'd have to rent a car or take the bus to get places outside of walking distance.

      This left him with a problem, though.

      An immense problem.

      Running the numbers, he found he couldn't afford his office rent anymore—the cost of repairs had left him about two-hundred dollars short. The sum he'd earned from Nancy's case had been generous enough, but in the end it wasn't going to be sufficient to save him. Cursing his luck, he left the mechanic's and went wandering down the street, wondering how he might rummage up the extra funds. He slapped at his forearm, looking for good veins, and tried remembering where Tanglewood's blood banks were located.

      They're never going to pay two-hundred bucks for a few pints of your blood! You've got B-positive blood—that's just about the commonest type there is! Now, if you were filled with a better vintage—some of that AB-negative—they'd pay top coin for that. Now, think! How are you going to scrape together a few hundred bucks in a day's time?

      Mr. Harden was planning on coming by the next day to collect the office rents personally from everyone in the Otterbein building. The clock was ticking.
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      The afternoon was overcast and Harry had chosen music to match. Peter Cat was nearly empty of people, but filled with the mellow playing of Miles Davis on Kind of Blue. A young couple conversed over lattes near the entrance; in the back, crunching the iced cubes that remained after his tea, was an old man—possibly the same old man that was always there, reading newspapers.

      Approaching the counter with a limp, Ulrich sat down and spared Harry a weary smile. “Kind of Blue today, huh? It's like you knew I was coming.”

      Harry, having just finished refilling the bean hopper on the espresso machine, chuckled. “Just continuing my exploration of Bill Evans' work. You know he played on this one, too?”

      “I didn't.”

      Harry ran a test batch of beans through the machine and into his palm, studying the consistency of the grind. “Feeling blue today, huh? That case of yours causing you headaches?”

      “No, that's all over with,” replied Ulrich, glancing at the menu. “How's the Ethiopian Yirgacheffe? Is that new?”

      Harry's body language changed all at once. Propping himself up on one elbow, he spread out over the counter. “It's all finished, you say? The case you were working? So, what happened?”

      For fun, Ulrich had taken intermittent looks at the local news over the past day. The double murder dominated the headlines, though there'd been no mention of him in any of the stories he'd watched or read. The authorities hadn't named Ulrich in their press statements, and so far, no journalists had reached out to him with questions. It was a shame; being a newcomer in town, he could have used the visibility.

      “It was a crock,” said Ulrich. “Not the kind of thing I'd signed up for at all. Don't suppose you've been keeping an eye on the news, have you? You know that vicious double murder they've been going on about?”

      Harry nodded, eyes narrowing with evident interest.

      “I might've been the guy who cracked it.”

      The cafe owner slumped, drew away from the counter with a roll of his eyes. “Oh, screw you, Harlan. If you don't want to talk about it, fine, but don't take me for a ride.” He motioned to the menu. “What'll it be, then?”

      “Hey, I'm serious,” insisted the detective, thumbing his tie. “You don't think I'm double murder material?”

      Harry cracked a grin. “As one of the victims? Sure, you'd do all right.”

      “I don't know why I come here,” muttered Ulrich. “How about you do your job and fix me one of those Long Blacks?”

      “Coming right up.” Harry prepared the drink and set it down before Ulrich daintily. “For the heroic detective,” he added with an exaggerated wink.

      Kind of Blue wound on and Ulrich found himself staring at the bottom of an empty cup. Asking Harry for a refresher, he looked out through the front window, into the street. It was beginning to mist outside. Where the hell are you going to get the money? When Harry presented him with his second beverage, Ulrich picked it up and chanced a steaming sip. Maybe if you stopped drinking so much expensive coffee you'd be able to make your bills...

      The smooth espresso met his tongue. Rich notes of chocolate and stone fruit thrilled his palate. The warm brew cascaded into his empty stomach, filling him with a pleasant warmth, and the caffeine ignited a spark behind his tired eyes.

      No, that's bullshit. There has to be another way.

      “Why so blue, then?” asked Harry, peering into the dairy refrigerator. “Lady troubles?”

      “No,” Ulrich was quick to reply with a laugh. “Nothing like that.”

      Stepping out from behind the counter and doing a quick sweep of the floors with his broom, Harry paused. “Say, in that case of yours, weren't you looking into the artist, Stephen Cosloy?” He threw up a hand, adding, “Don't give me flack for asking. It's just I'm a big fan and I was worried he might end up in trouble or something. Was he up to no good?”

      “Oh, him?” Ulrich took a sip of his drink. “No, I just had some questions for the guy. I was looking into a painting of his—hell, it's complicated.” He gave his cup a little shake and downed the remainder. “Funny you say that. I ended up getting to keep a painting of his. I'm not fond of it and now it's just sitting around in my apartment.”

      “You have an original Cosloy painting?” asked Harry, leaning on the broom handle. “Really?”

      “Scout's honor. Not a fan of it, though. I was thinking of getting rid of it. It's gloomy and there are just too many associations with the case.”

      “Don't just get rid of it! Why don't you bring it over? I'd love to take a look. I've always wanted one of his paintings for my own home, but they're too expensive. If you're looking to sell it, I may buy it from you.”

      “You'd want to buy it from me?” asked Ulrich. “It's back at my place—I could grab it real quick. But what's he usually charge for his stuff?”

      Harry's brows waggled. “Depends. I've seen certain pieces go for several thousand at auction. We're not talking Picasso prices here, but his work can command quite a lot of money if you find the right buyer.”

      “No kidding?” Ulrich stood up. “Tell you what, I'll be right back.” He exited the cafe and began jogging down the street just as the mist picked up.
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        * * *

      

      Without a ghost clinging to it, Beardsley had warmed to the painting. Ulrich found the cat nestled up next to the frame, asleep, when he burst through the door. “Sorry!” he told the cat, lifting the picture off his bed and thus depriving the animal of a headrest. Beardsley had left orange and black hairs all over the canvas, and Ulrich spent a few moments picking them off before finding a plastic bag large enough to house the thing and shield it from the mist outside. With the painting in tow, he locked his door and raced back out into the gloomy afternoon.
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        * * *

      

      “Those trees! They look as though they've been taken from real life, Harlan! Do you know what goes into that—the intricacy of the brushstrokes? This is Cosloy's genius—he does this work better than anyone.” Harry marveled at the painting, taking it in from every which angle. He held it out in front of him, then set it on the counter and peered down from above.

      “You like it?” asked Ulrich. “As I understand it, this was a private commission that Cosloy did for some wealthy patron.”

      “Don't say?” Harry went rummaging around behind the counter and produced a pair of reading glasses. With these, he began a fresh examination of the canvas, delighting in its minutest details and caressing the frame. “So, the one who commissioned it sold it off? But then... how did you end up with it?” he asked the detective.

      Here, Ulrich could only shake his head. “That's... that's a very long story.”

      Pursing his lips and removing the glasses, Harry toyed with the frames. “So, how much do you want for it?” He pressed a finger to his cleanly-shaven chin, adding, “It isn't stolen, is it?”

      “Stolen? What do you take me for?” Ulrich took a look at the painting, considered what he could get for it elsewhere. Probably, if he hauled it to some local auction, he'd earn a tidier sum. In the end, it was doubtful that the eventual winner of such an auction would take as much joy from the thing as Harry did, though. “I dunno, maybe two-hundred and a few coffees?”

      Harry took a fistful of Ulrich's shirt and drew him close. “Just two-hundred? I don't care if it is stolen—at that price I'd take such a secret with me to my grave!” He all but leapt over the counter in seeking out his checkbook. Scribbling out a check for two-hundred dollars, he said, “Take this, and I'll set you up with free coffees for a good long while.” He flung the check at the detective and then took the painting into his arms like a lover. “Oh, I know right where I'll hang it. It's going in the foyer—there's plenty of light there, and I'll see it every time I walk into the house.” He gave Ulrich's hand an energetic shake. “Bless you, Harlan. You're a class act!”

      Harry stowed the painting behind the counter for safe keeping and poured Ulrich another coffee. When the detective had finished his drink and the owner had spent another half hour chattering about the genius of Stephen Cosloy, Ulrich took his leave and headed straight for the bank to make his deposit.
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      The rain had started falling the previous afternoon and hadn't let up since. Thankfully, the showers had come on the back of a cold wave, which made his third-story office a more habitable temperature.

      Seated at his desk, coffee in hand, Ulrich glanced occasionally at his phone, wondering if a potential client might call. Invariably, when none did, he'd return to the day's crossword puzzle. He'd gotten more than half-way through it since lunch, but had now hit a wall.

      Outside, he heard the door to the stairs slam, and moments later there was a rap at his door.

      “Come in,” said the detective.

      Mr. Harden, one hand in the pocket of his corduroy jacket, entered the room and delivered his usual, “Mr. Ulrich, how goes it?” Looking about the office, he continued. “My, this really is coming together nicely, isn't it? You've made it your own!”

      Since Harden's last visit, Ulrich had only managed to foist off three buckets of cleaning solution onto Percy, the janitor. The rest of the junk in the room remained. Some of it had been rearranged, some of it had been splotched with drippings from the meals he ate at his desk, but the tiny room still looked like a hoarder's closet.

      “Thanks,” said the detective, reaching into his wallet and picking out a white envelope filled with bills. “You're here about the rent, yes? This should cover it.” He held out the envelope and then sat back down on his stool.

      Harden snatched up the envelope and snuck a fat finger into the seam. “This accounts for the increase due to the air conditioning, I take it?” Catching Ulrich's nod—and annoyance—Harden presented a wide smile, showcasing those tiny Chiclet teeth, and then tucked the money into his back pocket. “I thank you heartily, Mr. Ulrich. If only my other renters were as on-the-ball as you are!”

      Ulrich nodded, put on the requisite grin and waited for the building owner to leave.

      Unfortunately, he didn't.

      There remained yet another hurdle to jump in Harden's visit, and both of them shared the unspoken understanding it hadn't been cleared yet.

      From his wallet, Harden removed a single photograph. He slid it across the detective's desk and then waited for a reaction, hands on his hips. “It's my daughter,” he said, as if Ulrich wasn't already aware of what he was looking at. “She's joined the university soccer team.”

      Clearing his throat, Ulrich picked up the picture and gave it a once-over. “My...” was all he could manage.

      If it was possible, young Iris Harden had only gotten homelier since the building owner had last come by. Being exposed to these dreadful pictures, one got the impression that the girl—whether posed with musical instruments or attempting to keep one enormous foot balanced atop a soccer ball—was some kind of mean-spirited put-on.

      She was a photocopy of Harden himself. Truly, the resemblance between father and daughter was uncanny. To Ulrich's knowledge, no one in the building who had to suffer through these pictures had actually seen this daughter in the flesh, and over time this had led to the circulation of certain conspiracy theories around the Otterbein building: Chiefly, that these pictures were merely a perverse ruse—photos of Harden in drag.

      “She's the team goalie,” beamed Harden.

      “Delightful.” Ulrich handed the photo back to the man, barely masking his queasiness.

      “Well, I've got some errands to run. I sure hope this rain lets up soon,” said the building owner, turning to leave. “Best of luck on your cases, Mr. Ulrich!”

      “Thanks.” Ulrich watched Harden exit and then let out a sigh as the door closed behind his corduroy-wrapped bulk. Free now to focus on his crossword, he banished visions of Iris Harden from his mind and tried to crack those few remaining blanks.

      It wasn't long before another disruption halted his progress. The stairway door opened and another knock graced his door.

      “Yes?” called Ulrich.

      Opening the door slowly, Emma, from downstairs, peeked around the corner. “Hey, Mr. Ulrich. How are you?”

      “Oh, it's you.” Ulrich grinned at her. “I thought it was Harden again, coming by to show me more pictures of his daughter.”

      Emma winced a little for the remembrance and then stepped fully into the room. “Everything going OK? I, uh... I noticed the other day, after I helped you out with that social media thing... You were looking up that woman—Gloria. You know, I saw her on the news yesterday.” She sported a knowing smile and smoothed out her bob. “You were the one who cracked that murder case, right?”

      He couldn't contain himself. “You never know. I just might have been!”

      Emma stuck her hands in her pockets, roaming near the entry. “That's so cool! And dangerous! You've gotta be careful with things like that, Mr. Ulrich. You could have gotten hurt—or worse!”

      You don't know how close I came to buying the farm, he thought. “It's all in a day's work,” he boasted, taking a pull from his thermos. “Anyhow, what brings you up here?”

      “Oh, right.” Emma motioned out into the hall. “I was just in the stairwell, taking a break, and I met someone there—they said they were looking for you. Wanted to hire you, maybe?” She stepped back through the doorway. “I told them I'd check to see if you were here. Should I send them in?”

      “Ah...” He glanced down at the unfinished crossword. Sitting upright, he found his back and neck acting up, and he took a few moments in adjusting them. “Sure, send them in. Thanks.”

      Emma turned and returned to the stairs.

      Nursing his coffee, Ulrich sighed into the thermos and sent a cloud of warm steam across his face. He'd been watching his phone all day, waiting for a potential client to call, but not because he was in a hurry to start the next job. It'd been a mere curiosity—a voicemail to collect and listen to when the urge to work finally struck him. The detective had been hoping for at least a few days' rest after this latest mess and now it looked like he wasn't going to get it.

      Perhaps it was just as well. Before he knew it, the rent was going to be due again. Better to get a jump on some work than to wait until his accounts were empty. He put the crossword away for later; he'd try and solve it again after dinner with the cat. Beardsley had a knack for such puzzles. He peered through his open doorway just in time to spy this new, prospective client, a woman, exiting the stairwell.

      The first thing he noticed about her, aside from the clacking of her heels and tight-fitting dress, was what she held in her hands.

      A red umbrella, still dripping with rain.

      Lowering the thing, the woman—a young blonde—offered a smile. She closed the umbrella and propped it up against the wall. “You're Mr. Ulrich, I presume? The private eye? Boy, I tell you, this is some rain we're having, isn't it?”

      His heart had skipped a beat at glimpsing that red umbrella. Now, standing to greet the woman, he donned an embarrassed smile. “It sure is.”
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