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Dear Reader



PROLOGUE

Mid-1980s

The burnt-orange Texas sun, a glowing fireball in the sky, dipped below the horizon and left only shadows and darkness. A male attorney exited the Causeway onto Galveston Island’s grid streets lined with palm trees.

He drove toward Seawall Boulevard and rolled his window down. This stretch of road, adjacent to the Gulf of Mexico and usually peppered with hotels, always provided a serene end to his hectic days.

Tonight, Galveston seemed deserted and he enjoyed the solitude.

“Another One Bites the Dust” by Queen echoed from the car speakers. He exhaled a puff of his Don Cervantes cigar and leaned over to crank the volume.

BAM!

Adrenaline spiked. Gripping the wheel, he swerved. The cigar fell from his mouth and onto the new leather of his BMW. Damn it! Four hundred dollars for a relaxing smoke down the drain. His heart raced as the car screeched and avoided a honking black Camaro.

Focus. Catch your breath. Toss the cigar and stop this speed machine before you go into the Gulf.

He flipped on his brights. Skidded onto the sand.

Once parked, the attorney pried his white-knuckled fingers off the wheel one by one. He glanced around to find the beach area mostly deserted. Guess everyone had flocked to the big festival near the port.

Catching his breath, a slew of questions raced through his mind. What the hell had happened? Had he hit an armadillo? Some surfer’s giant board? The car was likely damaged. Crap. His brand-new-with-all-the-trimmings BMW, the one he’d bought to celebrate the upcoming news that he’d be made partner at month’s end, was now ruined.

His pulse slowly resumed its normal rate. Exiting the car, he surveyed the damage. No harm to the sides. But the front? Crushed metal. No more luxury vehicle, only a metallic mess that resembled those weird art exhibits in Austin.

He leaned in for a closer look—and saw blood.

Blood?

Swallowing hard, he went for his glove box and reached for his flashlight. Retraced his steps to learn more. If he’d hit an animal, he’d have every right to mount and stuff it on his wall. That was what the law said. Hell, maybe he’d be lucky and it would be a deer. It would look damn nice with the other nine-point bucks he’d collected.

He kept walking, his polished shoes making a crunching sound on the pebbled walkway next to the sand. No sign of an animal. No sign of anything.

Then he froze. Silence turned deafening as he gawked at the scene. A mangled bicycle lay in the road, one of its wheels eerily turning as the breeze blew from the water.

Holy shit.

Ten feet away, the horror became real. A young boy, maybe eight, lay dead and bloodied.

I killed someone?

Should he call this in? He was an officer of the court. Surely the right thing to do would be to call the police.

Glancing around, another sneaking thought crept into his mind. Technically, he could cover this up. No one would know.

Cover it up?

You’re about to be made partner. You’ve worked your ass off as an associate for all these years. If you call this in, your career as successful attorney is shot to hell.

But it was an accident! And why the hell hadn’t the kid worn a helmet or had bright reflectors on his bike? What idiotic kid doesn’t have reflectors?

Your life will be over.

He looked upward at the random hotels. No people in sight. Even if someone happened to be near a window, they couldn’t see anything near the dark water.


If no one except me knows what happened
…

A tiny glimmer of hope shined. He glanced around, confirmed once again there were no witnesses. He could continue his life, make partner, and get rich.

If he managed this right, no one would ever know…


Water, water everywhere

And not a drop to drink.

Water, water everywhere,

And all the boards did shrink.



—Samuel Taylor Coleridge, The Rime of the Ancient Mariner


CHAPTER ONE

Magdalene Smith (Mags, for short) dusted ornate lamps and glass tabletops in the Fantasma Hotel lobby, when a shrill beeping noise caught her attention.

Darting a suspicious glance at the TV in the sitting area, she saw the local meteorologist, Bill Breckinridge, point to a map of Galveston. At the bottom of the screen, bright-red tickertape scrolled with a hurricane warning.

“Folks, just in,” he said in the melodic tone of voice all newscasters used. The storm in the Caribbean has become a Category 3 hurricane. We expect it to cross over Florida before aiming at the gulf coast. They’re calling this one Hurricane Judy. At this time, we can’t predict a path, but everyone from Galveston to Mobile should remain on alert.”

Mags couldn’t help but be curious. She’d only lived in Galveston a few months, but she’d heard all about hurricanes from her friends in Gulf Shores. While she’d spent her college years hating the overcrowded and intoxicated Texas-Two-Step bar scene with electronic bulls and redneck guys, her friends spoke about playing cards at hurricane parties and how beautiful the sky appeared after a storm.

Secretly, she’d envied them. They’d bragged about the tasty hurricane drinks they’d made for every storm, the candlelit rooms when power had gone out, and the seemingly fun time they’d had being able to relax and talk without the latest technology getting in the way.

Her hometown of Dallas never had such options. Crime, traffic, and tornadoes were three reasons why she’d left the metropolis for a smaller town along the water. Plus, she’d needed a fresh start.

As the meteorologist did his tactical predictions and pointing at the map, adrenaline pumped through her. Now that she’d moved to Galveston, she might get to experience a hurricane for real. More importantly, have all the fun her friends talked about—especially the connecting with other human beings—living ones—without distraction.

Even though her aunts and uncles called her a millennial, she’d never been as addicted to electronics as everyone else in her generation. Just one more reason why she’d never fit in.

Putting away the dusting cloth, she returned to reception. Thom Harrison, her manager, leaned backward in his exec chair to make eye contact.

“Problem, Mags?”

She shrugged off her internal thoughts and stuck to the practical answers for the boss man.

“Local station says there’s a hurricane coming toward the gulf coast.”

Thom sighed with enough volume for the entire lobby to notice. The man did have a bit of dramatic flair in his personality, coupled with a major case of OCD.

“What category?” he asked, a slight whine in his voice.

“Hurricane Judy, Category 3 at the moment,” she said. “Might worsen in the coming days.”

He pushed his gold-rimmed spectacles down his nose. “We’ll be prepared regardless.”

“Has a hurricane ever hit Galveston?”

“Several times.”

She stepped closer to his office, curious about Thom’s deer-in-the-headlights appearance. Normally, he seemed cool and collected. Nothing rattled the man except his usual list of OCD offenses: dust on counters, crooked picture frames, fingerprints clouding the shine on the reception desk notification bell.

“Which ones?” she asked.

“Ike in 2008 caused major destruction. There were others, but none that compared to the whopper of 1900.”

“Whopper?” The man hardly ever used slang.

“Yep, the storm of 1900 has legendary stories that have been told in families for generations. Destroyed Galveston, and they’re still not sure of the death count. Haven’t you seen the memorial along Seawall Boulevard? Big greenish statue?”

“I think I’ve seen it, but I thought it was some sort of historical marker.”

“More like a memorial to the hundreds, if not thousands, who died. You should go look at it sometime.” Thom reached into his credenza and pulled out two thick binders. “These are our hurricane procedures. I’ll want you to familiarize yourself, in case Hurricane Judy decides to come to Galveston.”

Mags took them in hand, hoping she didn’t seem too eager.

“We’ll keep an eye on the weather,” Thom said. “Meanwhile, read these and let our guests know a storm may be coming.”

“Will do.” Mags reached for her tablet, which held rooms and names, to begin her task.

“One more thing,” he said.

“Yes?”

“You’ll need to start on the fourth floor, where we have those elderly sisters renting month to month. I believe they have medications, and we’ll need to make certain they get any refills from the pharmacy down the road so they’re prepared.”

“Sure thing. I’ll call the sisters now—”

“Go in person.” Thom shook his head at her like her second-grade teacher used to do. “You don’t tell people about impending hurricanes over the phone.”


In person?
 Her heartbeat pulsed in her ears. While she knew the two ladies, Ethel and Gertrude, who stayed on the fourth floor and played bridge every day, she had successfully avoided going anywhere near the fourth floor since her first week on the job. She sighed, knowing her hope to continue that tradition was now blown to smithereens.

“Mags?” Thom prompted. “Are you all right?”

She blinked, forcing herself back to the present. “Um, yes.”

“I was just saying, I have work to do, and you need to take the elevator up to level four.”

Nervous energy surged through her veins, an impending storm all its own. The top floor, level four, had French provincial architecture with two turrets, both made into suites with an incredible Gulf of Mexico view.

During her first week at the Fantasma, she’d climbed the magnificent staircase to see the views she’d read so much about. Only there had been more on the fourth floor than just the view…there had been spirits, those long-dead souls who spoke to her.

Voices she’d spent a lifetime trying to ignore. She’d longed for a fresh start in Galveston without semitransparent beings swarming into her physical space. They always wanted something—closure, to find a relative, to solve a mystery.

She stifled a sigh. What would the ghosts want now?

“Magdalene Smith, are you attempting some sort of statuesque talent I’m unaware of?”

Thom’s impatient tone and snippy way of using her full name knocked her from her thoughts. “Sorry. I’ll start on the fourth floor right away.”

“Much obliged.”

She breathed deep, aimed to find her resolve. You can handle this. If you want a career in hotel management, you have to occasionally do tasks that are uncomfortable. It’s called adulting. Right?


With newfound determination, she took the wide, curving staircase up to the top floor. Her taut muscles immediately released tension with the aerobic jaunt.

When she reached the fourth floor, she took a cautious step into the long, narrow hallway. The place looked like a never-ending MRI machine with zigzag-color carpeting. And she felt as claustrophobic and dizzy as she would have in an actual MRI.

She swallowed hard. Ghosts and spirits had interfered with every single one of her life goals. She’d been bullied throughout elementary school for seeing beings who were not there. In high school, several ghosts had appeared during her midterm exams and supplied the answers—not that she’d asked them to. How was she supposed to silence an eager math-teacher ghost who only wanted to help? Meanwhile, her living teacher suspected cheating, and she’d been forced to retake the test.

As Mags turned right and pushed one foot in front of the other toward the turret suite, she fought the shame and anger at being kicked out of college. Turned out, the professors weren’t as nice when she’d yelled out loud at the ghosts to shut up, right during a final exam.

Hotel management was far away from the land of academia, and she could work her way up here, in a new place with the slate clean.

No ghost was going to mess up her plans. She’d warn the guests about the storm, then get back to reception.

Lights flickered as she approached Ethel and Gertrude’s suite. Her imagination? The weather? A diamond-shaped tiny window on the sidewall revealed raindrops tapping against the glass.

Whew. Only the rain.

She sprinted toward the door and rapped hard with her right fist. “Hotel staff. Is anyone there?”

No response. An icy breeze wafted across her arms, making every hair stand erect. She knocked again. Arctic air crept up her spine and neck.

Great, the ole familiar feeling. Shifts in temperature were a key giveaway that ghosts were nearby.

Mags knocked on the door again. “Ethel? Gertrude? It’s Mags. We need to talk.”

A deafening silence followed, the kind where a pin dropping would sound like an explosion. Where could two elderly ladies be on this rainy day? Surely they weren’t out playing bridge at this late-afternoon hour?

“Magdalene.” The voice was young, male.

Mags spun around, surprised at someone calling her proper name. She darted her gaze down at the zigzag carpet, the vertigo-inducing hallway, the popcorn ceiling. No ghosts. No people. Yet someone had called her…

“Magdalene.”

Multiple voices now called her name in unison. Voices small and meek. She turned to the window. Raindrops tap…tap…tapped against the glass, like tiny fingers pattering against something they wanted to escape from—but couldn’t.

Escape what? And what did they want with her?

Stop the madness. You have a job to do.

Mags ran down the hallway to the other turret and knocked on room 423.

Footsteps stomped on the other side of the door. Good. The guest was there. At least she could get part of her job done. Talk to a human, not a spirit.

Seconds later, a middle-aged nondescript man opened the door. “Yes?”

Mags glanced at her tablet for his name. “Mr. Bob Smith, hello. I’m Mags from the front desk. We are alerting all guests about the Category 3 storm in the gulf.”

“I saw it on the news.” He rubbed his eyes.

Mags hoped she hadn’t woken him up.

“Oh good. Well, we are several days out, but I’m advising the guests that should an evacuation be put into place—”

“I’m just here on brief business. I should be gone soon, long before the hurricane.”

“Okay.” Mags made a note on her tablet to check off his name. “If you see any of the other guests, let them know. I tried knocking on room 498, but no one answers.”

He scratched his head. “Yeah, I think those ladies went to a quilting bee or some shit like that.”

“I’ll try them later.” Maybe she could catch them in the lobby as they returned. A damn sight better option than coming up to the fourth floor again. “Thanks for your time, sir. Safe travels.”

“Thanks.” He gave her a polite smile before closing the door.

Mags breathed a sigh of relief. She could return to reception and focus on her work. Whatever ghosts or spirits had called her name could remain here—silent and out of her consciousness.


CHAPTER TWO

Back at reception, Mags double-clicked her tablet screen to confirm that all guests, with the exception of Ethel and Gertrude, had been notified of the approaching storm.

Mags filed away a few papers before going to check on Thom, who was on the phone in full snippy-voice mode.

“Yes…yes I know supplies will be running low… We are trying to prepare… Yes, of course I’m aware this is Galveston Island. Do you think I live in my own imagination?”

He gestured for her to enter his office. After a few more comments, he hung up. “Texans are crazy.”

She cocked an eyebrow. “Careful. Some around here would say them are fighting words.”

“The same people who wanted to secede, no doubt.” He took off his glasses and pinched the top of his nose. “These situations always give me a headache.”

“How are we on supplies and prep? Is there anything else we should be doing?”

“Charlie went to the store to get drywall and other things, so don’t worry about that. Just keep an eye on the news and get other work done. This storm may not even come toward us, but we need to be prepared. The guests are notified, I take it?”

“All but Ethel and Gertrude. They’re not in their room, but I’m hoping to catch them when they return.
”

“Make sure you do. I think they went to some bridge tournament.” Thom shrugged. “I never understood the fascination with bridge, but those two love it.”

“I’ll put out some snacks in the lobby,” Mags said. “Give guests something if they want to watch the news.”

Thom smiled. “Excellent idea. Thanks.”

She headed to the storage room, where they kept a supply of chips, cereals, and other nonperishables. These would do for a nice guest freebie while she kept an eye on the storm’s path.

A few guests gathered around the lobby TV, where the weather forecast continued and snacks were in abundance. Mags greeted them and made sure they had some complimentary tea and water.

“Is everyone comfortable?” she asked.

“Look at the size of that squall,” an older gentleman said, pointing to the large white spiral casting rain bands in the gulf.

Mags turned her attention to the TV, where Breckinridge, the same weatherman—didn’t he ever sleep?—pointed to the dotted line that led to Galveston Island.

“I’m from Fairhope,” a brunette woman said. “These hurricanes can turn at the last minute, so we might be okay.”

“I’m from Mobile,” the man said. “Jerry Mead.”

“Donna,” the brunette said. “Wow, guess it’s a small world. I interviewed for a job at the medical center the other day and thought I’d take in the tourist sites while here.”

Mags nodded. “Galveston has a strong medical community.”

“Let’s hope the job works out.
”

“Have you been through a hurricane before?” Mags asked.

Donna’s eyes widened. “I’ve been through my share of hurricanes. Andrew, Opal, Katrina.”

Mags watched the coverage with the others. According to the latest maps, the storm remained a Cat 3 but could grow stronger overnight.

The guests continued to swap war stories on hurricane survival skills.

Just as Mags was about to return to reception, the front doors whooshed open. In marched Ethel and Gertrude, the two little old ladies looking so cute as they walked arm in arm.

“Hello, all.” Gertrude flashed the group a big smile with her false teeth.

“Hi, ladies,” Mags said, greeting her with a smile. “I’m glad you’re both back. I wanted to tell you about the storm. We may have a hurricane coming this way—”

“Oh dear,” Ethel said, and a few wrinkles appeared as she frowned. “When?”

“Maybe three or four days from now? They’re not sure, but we’re keeping an eye out. You both should pack a bag with essentials, just in case.”

“We don’t drive!” Ethel said. “Are we supposed to call a taxi to get out of town? Oh no. We’ll have to take that weird service where you call a stranger to get you? Ubber?”

Gertrude shot her a weird look. “That’s Uber, and don’t worry. We’ll figure it out.”

Mags tried to bury the guilt seeping through her veins. She hadn’t meant to panic anyone. How could she have this career if she panicked the guests doing the first task on her list
?

“Don’t worry,” she said reassuringly. “We have a hotel van. Worst-case scenario, we can evacuate together, but I do need you to go ahead and refill any prescriptions you have at the pharmacy down the street.”

“Ethel, it’ll be okay,” Gertrude said. “We’ve been through worse.”

“But what if—”

“No buts. We’ll be ready.”

Mags smiled as the two ladies waddled over to the elevator. Such sweet companionship.

Uh-oh. What would happen when she was as old as Ethel and Gertrude? Who would be by her side? A bunch of ghosts wanting to hang out and watch old movies?

That option didn’t sound all that great.

###

Two hours later, Mags had completed all money runs to the bank and picked up extra first-aid kits, batteries, and candles. She went into Thom’s office and gave him the supplies and receipts.

“How’s traffic looking?” he asked.

“Not too bad, but more congested than normal.”

He nodded. “Then it’s starting.”

“It?”

“If the news expects a hurricane to hit in three or four days, the first thing you’ll notice is more traffic. Some panicky folks always leave town, even if there’s a chance the storm will turn and go elsewhere. Sometimes the storm turns and goes to the exact place where people evacuated to.
”

“That would be awful,” Mags said.

“Yes. The closer we get, the less supplies, batteries, food, and water we’ll find on the shelves. Grocery store bread and milk aisles will look like ghost towns, and bottled water? Forget it. That’s why we go buy a large supply every January to last us through hurricane season.”

Mags tried to wrap her head around the custom. “So you buy a ton of water in the middle of winter for the upcoming possibility of hurricanes?”

“After being through one before? Yes.”

“Why not evacuate every time and then have bottled water in the hotel or home you evacuate to?” Mags asked.

“Not everyone may be in good health to evacuate. Hospitals and other facilities only leave if the storm is above a certain category. I know many people up north, and perhaps even in Dallas”—he gave her an odd look—“think that we’re crazy for staying around when a storm is coming our way, but it’s more than that. People are dedicated to this land, and sometimes, it’s just not conducive to leave.”

She hadn’t thought about the medical reasons before. But he was right. She’d always wondered why people in the line of fire decided to stick around and ride out Mother Nature. Who would do that?

“Interesting,” she whispered.

“Did you reach Ethel and Gertrude?”

“Yes. They came back a little while ago.”

He stapled a few papers together. “It might be good if you go up to the fourth floor and make sure they’re doing all right. If we do have to leave and evacuate, they’ll be the ones who will need the most assistance.
”

Mags swallowed hard. “You…want me to go to the fourth floor again?”

Visions of being thrown out of her high school chemistry class flashed across her mind. Stop. This is your job. Don’t challenge your boss, even if returning to the floor of voices is what he wants.


“What is it with you and the fourth floor?” Thom asked.


There are ghosts up there, and I can’t deal with that right now?
 Nope, not the best answer to give her employer. Not the best answer to give a doctor, friend, parent, or anyone else either. Time to do some adulting, even if she didn’t want to.

“Mags?” he prompted.

“Okay, I’ll go make sure the ladies are ready.”

“Thanks.” He pushed his spectacles back up and continued his paperwork.

Great. Now she had to return to the one spot she had hoped to avoid.

###

This time, she took the elevator. When the bell dinged at four, she stepped out. Just as she’d expected, the temperature plummeted at least ten degrees. A sure sign ghosts were nearby.

“I do not have time for you today!” she bellowed in her most authoritative voice.

Picking up her pace, she arrived at the right turret suite. Might as well get Thom’s directive done and over with.

Gusts of frosty air shot up her arms, like invisible spiders crawling along her skin to get her attention. She shivered and rubbed her hands up and down her arms to shake the creepy feeling. No good. Electricity lifted every hair off the nape of her neck
.

She prodded herself forward despite hearing tiny whispers from meek voices. What kinds of ghosts were on this floor anyway? She’d heard small voices before. Kids? Teens? She didn’t know.

When she reached the turret door, she balled her right hand into a fist and knocked.

“Yes?” asked a feeble voice from inside.

“Miss Ethel? Gertrude? It’s Mags, from reception.”

“Oh. Yes. One moment, dear.”

Rustling sounds ensued, and Mags envisioned one of the sisters slowly making her way to the door but not wanting to walk too fast lest she fall and break a hip. The two old ladies did appear fragile, like tiny porcelain figurines that might break with one misstep.

After what seemed an eternity, the suite door opened.

“Yes, Mags. What is it?”

“The manager wanted me to check in on you and make sure you had everything you needed to prepare.”

“Prepare?” Ethel asked.

“In case we have an evacuation for the hurricane.”

“Hurricane?” Ethel’s blue eyes darkened. “What hurricane?”

Mags scratched her head. Did Ethel have memory issues?

“I told you,” Gertrude called out in a scraggly voice from the bathroom. “We have to pack up in case the storm comes.”

“Oh. Sorry, dear,” Ethel said. “I forgot. Sometimes my mind does its own thing.
”

“That’s okay,” Mags said. “We still aren’t sure if the storm will continue on its way here or turn, but we want everyone to be prepared. Evacuations may start in a couple of days, depending on the weather.”

Ethel’s eyes glazed over. “Would you like to come in for some tea?”

Mags swallowed hard. Ethel was not able to mentally function at the moment. The little old lady looked like she didn’t even understand a storm was coming.

“Um, okay.”

Once Mags entered the room, Gertrude came out and separated the perfume bottles from the prescription medicine bottles. Not that they would get those confused, mind you, but maybe Gertrude just wanted to seem in charge of doing something.

Mags knew the feeling.

“Bless Ethel’s heart,” Gertrude said. “She can’t remember squat, so I have to help her. You were saying something about the storm?”

“Yes. We’re keeping a careful watch, but you both should probably pack a bag that you can grab quickly in case we have to evacuate the hotel,” Mags said. “Looks like you’ve already begun a bit of organizing.”

“Always,” Gertrude said. “Don’t worry. We’ll be ready.”

Ethel stood nearby and smiled. She didn’t go get any tea. She didn’t gesture for Mags to sit down. She just stared and smiled.

Maybe she’d forgotten in the short time since she’d invited Mags in to have tea?

Never mind. Either way, Mags had done what Thom asked. Time to get back downstairs
.

“Well, I’d best get back to work,” Mags said. “Gertrude, be sure to call the front desk if you have any questions or need help.”

“Sure thing, dear.”

Mags smiled at Ethel as she let herself out. Whew. Crisis averted.

But after she shut the door and sprinted ten feet down the hallway, something sharp and frigid smacked her hands. Clamminess and pain shot through her fingers, making them ache. What happened? She didn’t see anyone, didn’t hear anyone.

Yet a lingering sting remained, just like in elementary school when the nuns would whack misbehaving kids’ hands with rulers. Talk too much in class? Whack across the palms with that damn wooden ruler. Mags swallowed hard, rubbed her aching hands. Talking to ghostly beings in the middle of class, even if it was only to answer a ghost’s question, got Mags in trouble more times than she could count.


Focus. You have a job to do
. With determination, Mags stuffed the memory deep down and far away, where it belonged.

A few steps later, she heard tiny voices again.

Magdalene, Magdalene.

No. Time to get work done, not deal with ghosts. She picked up her pace, only to feel that sharp, cold rap against her hands once more.

Mags spun around. “Okay, look! I know you’re here. I have other things to do, and I don’t appreciate you trying to hurt me.”

Nothing moved. Nothing spoke. Why did these ghosts like to stay hidden? Most spirits she’d seen appeared in transparent form and would never leave. Some wanted help. Some wanted to play jokes on her. But none had ever hurt her hands like this
.

Mags darted her gaze in every direction, searching for any sign of a ghostly being. Based on her experience, ghosts appeared at random. The rain tapping on the glass grew louder until a small group of children—maybe between five and ten years old—slowly appeared in semitransparent form.

She had been right. Children.

No longer frightened, Mags asked, “Hello? What are y’all doing here?”

The kids remained silent, all of them with sad, hollow eyes. What was more, their outfits appeared out of date. The little boys wore caps and bow ties. The little girls had pageboy haircuts and wore dresses. These children didn’t look like anyone from this century.

Peering closer, Mags saw the kids were wet, and they all appeared tethered together by a rope. One little girl had soaking braids.

Mags knelt down, remembering the communication tip she’d learned in hotel management classes about talking to someone young. Maybe if she could figure out what they wanted, then she could help and return to work.

“I’m Mags. Can you tell me what you’re doing here?”

The ghost kids exchanged glances. Only one little boy, who looked like a Dapper Dan doll, made eye contact.

“Sister wants to talk to you,” he said.

Mags glanced around, wondering who Sister
 might be. “Your older sister?”

“He means me,” a prim-and-proper female voice said.

Looking upward to the looming figure, Mags saw a woman appear wearing a full habit. A nun
?

Mags studied the semitransparent beings. The nun was in full habit, and the rope that connected the children was also tied around her waist. Why would a rope connect them?

“I’m Sister Catherine. Aren’t you going to say hello?” the nun asked in that shrill, accusatory tone so familiar to Mags’s ears.

Clearing her throat, Mags said, “Hello. As I was saying to the children, my name is Mags—”

“Mags? What kind of name is that?”

She cleared her throat. “It’s short for Magdalene.”

“Then stick with Magdalene. Too many children trying to change their names these days. Stick to your given name.”

Mags bit her tongue. Who was this ghost nun who presumed she had the right to tell Mags what to do, what Mags should be called? Maybe the best way to deal with these ghosts was to get to the point. Figure out what they wanted and get them gone.

“I need to know what you and the children are doing here,” Mags said. “I have work to do, and I can’t be spending my shifts talking to ghosts.”

Memories of Catholic school flooded into her brain. Sister Roberta, the worst of them, had called her the devil once. Then she’d rapped Mags on the hands until they were bruised enough to cast out the evil within. Mags clenched her teeth at the memory. Exorcism by wooden ruler, and she’d only been seven years old.

No child deserved that, not even if they could see and talk to ghosts.

Sister Catherine eyed her like a cat eyeing a mouse for dinner. “Why are you sweating?”

Mags wiped sweat beads off her forehead. “I’m fine. Back to why you’re here—
”

“I’m not sure,” Sister Catherine said. “We’ve been wandering this area for so long.”

Mags analyzed the information. Not that she had a lot of info on how the spirit world worked. The only person she’d ever told—after the horrible school experiences—about her ability to see and hear ghosts was a tarot card reader in Louisiana, named Tristan.

Maybe she should look up his bookstore number and call him. He seemed comfortable with his clairvoyant gift. He might be able to help?

“What do you want from me?” Mags asked. “Every time I’ve seen ghosts, they’ve gotten me into trouble.”

“I’m a nun. I stop trouble—I don’t start it.”

Mags opened her mouth to disagree, when the object in the nun’s hands became clearer.

“What is that?”

The children all gasped and started to fidget.

“Settle down. You’re children, not a bunch of animal crackers at the circus,” Sister said, to which the kids giggled.

“Is that a ruler?” Mags asked.

“Yes.”

Mags narrowed her eyes. “Was that you earlier, trying to smack my hands with your ruler?”

“I only did so as a last resort. We’ve been trying to get your attention for months. You don’t come to the fourth floor often, and when you do, you ignore us. You ignore your gift, Magdalene.
”

Mags’s mouth fell open. “I had to put up with ruler types in school, and now there’s a ghost nun doing it to me when she’s dead. What the hell?”

“Language!” Sister Catherine whacked the ruler across Mags’s hands again.

Stinging pain remained on her fingers as the memory of Sister Roberta and her wild exorcisms flooded Mags’s brain. Mags bit her tongue. She wanted to tell this ghost nun where to stick her damn ruler, but she knew from experience that in order to get rid of the ghosts, Mags had to find out why there were here. In the hotel. On the fourth floor.

“Sister,” Mags began in a civil tone, “I need to attend to the guests before the storm. Why don’t you tell me what you want? Then let’s both do our jobs. You and the kids can leave, and I’ll go back to work.”

“Evacuate the hotel,” Sister Catherine said. “Don’t make the mistake we did.”

“What mistake?”

At that moment, Thom’s voice bellowed over the intercom. “Mags, I need you back at reception.”

She turned to say her goodbye to the ghosts, but they had disappeared once more—leaving her wondering what mistake the nun had referred to.


CHAPTER THREE

Cal Barnesley slammed his car door shut before gripping the wheel with all his might. After choking the round shape for ten seconds (to no avail), he pounded his fist onto the dashboard.

Dammit! What a disaster.

Had he really expected any different? What made him think he could pass the stupid exam? He’d heard plenty of stories about decent applicants to the Houston Fire Department not passing the test the first few times.

Not that his own experience as a volunteer firefighter did much good. Passing the three-hour civil service exam was key. The key to his future. Gone.

“Shit!” he yelled as loud as he could. Even the parking lot to take the exam was different. In his small hometown, there were ten parking spaces max. Here? Every spot was jam-packed for two blocks with people wanting to fulfill their dream of becoming a firefighter.

Except his dream went belly up like a dead goldfish.

Stupid, dumbass loser. What makes you so special? Why did you think you could pass when you’re just too dumb to pass any test?

His father’s abusive words still reverberated in his brain. No matter how many times Cal had tried to silence the terrible voice. How did a bullying man have such power over Cal’s peace of mind? Even the state of Texas had deemed Otis T. Barnesley to be unfit. Cal had been yanked from his home at age ten. That was when the bruises had begun to show
.

He glared at his reflection in the rearview mirror and shook his head. Keep the past buried—where it belonged. Gripping his keys, he started his Toyota Scion.

As he backed out of the space, he remembered that he didn’t have anywhere specific to be. He’d wanted to celebrate with friends back home, but since he hadn’t passed—what was the point of returning home to face the truth?

Nah, the present moment was the perfect time for escapism. This area of Houston wasn’t too far from Galveston. A visit to Aunt Joy, the kindhearted woman who’d raised him, might be the ideal solution to his mood.

Besides, he hadn’t been to the assisted living center in over a month.

Driving over the Causeway, his tense muscles relaxed and his quickened pulse calmed down. Water had that effect. He admired the Gulf of Mexico waves lapping toward the shore. The roller-coaster silhouette on Pleasure Pier against the blue sky soothed his nerves.

He exhaled, breathing out the stress that had filled his entire body all morning. Time to visit his aunt. She was one of those hippie-earth-mother types who always knew the right words to say. One of their favorite pastimes after he had his driver’s license was to drive toward an adventure. Sometimes that meant getting ice cream and going to the movies. Other times it meant a brief road trip to see something new. Regardless, their time together while coasting on the freeway was what had mattered. The woman had been the only adult he’d trusted after he’d been removed from his parents’ house.

Fifteen minutes later, after driving up Avenue O to enjoy the Victorian architecture of Galveston, he pulled into the Heritage Assisted Living Center and parked.

As far as these places went, Heritage wasn’t too bad. Aunt Joy couldn’t take care of a house with a yard anymore, but she remained independent and didn’t need nursing care 24/7. This place had been the ideal compromise
.

Guilt snuck up on him, for he hadn’t visited often enough. At least he was here now. He’d check on her, tell her about the exam, and maybe get some insight from the spry old lady he’d grown to admire more and more.

When he walked into the Heritage lobby, two gray-haired women in their sixties turned and smiled at him. “Cal Barnesley, this is quite the surprise!”

Cal grinned wide. Somehow, every elderly person in the building knew who he was, though he guessed Aunt Joy’s bragging rights had gone overboard.

“Good to see you, ladies,” he said with his Texas drawl. “I was nearby and wanted to visit Aunt Joy.”

“She’ll be happier than a pig in mud to see you!” The rotund woman grinned wide, and her cheeks turned dark pink. “Such a great nephew you are. She tells us about you all the time.”

Guilt hit Cal full force. Aunt Joy had missed him, and he should’ve made more frequent visits to check on her.

“Thanks, ladies. I’d best be going now.” He stepped aside and headed toward room 143. Or was it apartment 143? What did people call their living quarters in an assisted living facility?

When he reached the doorway, he rapped a peppy tune.

“Who is it?”

“Your favorite Texan.”

A flurry of noise came from the other side of the doorway. Spoons clanging, pots clashing, steps moving across the hardwood floors.

“Aunt Joy, you don’t need to pick up the place. It’s just me, Cal.
”

She opened the door and flashed him a big smile. “I do too have to straighten things up. You’re my favorite nephew!”

He blushed, but she didn’t notice. She threw her sagging arms around his neck and squeezed him tight.

“I am so happy to see you!” she exclaimed. “Bear hug!”

He hugged her back for a long moment before she released him. At least the huggers were better than the cheek pinchers. Those types of ladies were the worst.

“Sorry I didn’t call—”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Aunt Joy said. “You’re welcome here anytime.”

He nodded, the morning’s memories swirling in his head. He needed to clear his mind, get some perspective on things. “Thanks. I had a crappy morning.”

She looked at him matter of factly. “Sounds like you need some lemonade and a good chat.”

He chuckled. “That sounds pretty amazing, actually.”

###

An hour later, Cal downed his second glass of freshly squeezed lemonade and raised his glass to Aunt Joy. “Thank you. This is just what I needed after this morning’s fiasco.”

Joy narrowed her brows. “I told you. Your subconscious mind can’t take a joke. Don’t call it a fiasco. You can pass that test, son. I know you can. Didn’t you tell me that you’d passed the physical exam in record time?”

Cal nodded. “Yes. About three minutes sooner than the average, so I was sure this would work out.
”

Aunt Joy patted his knee. “I know this is a blow, but you’re not the first to take it more than once. You’ll be a full-fledged fireman before you know it.”

Cal rested his elbows on his knees and clasped his hands together. He stared at the ground with pensive attention. “I know. I’d really hoped today would change things. Now I have to wait thirty days before trying again.”

“You’ll face it. Do something constructive in the meantime. Take a course. Do some volunteering and up your skills. I have faith in you, Cal.”

His jaw clenched as he willed the lump in the back of his throat to disappear. Aunt Joy always said the right things. Got the voice of his abusive ole man out of his head.

“Thanks, Aunt Joy. I appreciate the kind advice.”

She flitted about, refilling his lemonade and using a hunter-green watering can to water the dozens of plants in the living room.

“How do you keep so many plants alive? Your place looks like a greenhouse. I’m Mr. Brown Thumb.”

“Easy,” she said with a wink. “Plants need love and care just like people. I’m sure you’re better than you think.”

He sat in amazement, watching this older woman become an embodiment of wisdom and Zen advice. She’d always had a way with words, but in that moment, her peace of mind was contagious.

“At least I can try again soon,” he said. “And I’m doing well as a volunteer firefighter.”

“Exactly. Maybe you can learn more from the folks there. Figure out how they studied and things to focus on. Really absorb knowledge from the other volunteers. Then retake the test, and boom, Houston FD.
”

He let out a sigh. “Let’s hope so.”

“I don’t have to hope,” Aunt Joy said. “I know. Now how about we get out of this place and you take me for a ride in your snazzy car?”

Grinning, he nodded. “Sure thing.”


CHAPTER FOUR

After her shift, Mags exited the hotel and walked along a path adjacent to Seawall Boulevard to unwind from the day. She’d had enough with nun ghosts and wanted to check out that 1900 memorial that Thom mentioned.

The smell of sand blowing through the palm trees, the bickering sandpipers, and the roaring tide seemed to reset her internal rhythm back to normal. Besides, sunsets over water were a new sight to her. In the hubbub of Dallas, the best view she could hope for was a big orange ball setting over glassy, corporate buildings.

Gushing waves crested and flowed up the shoreline. Moving to Galveston had been the right choice, a new beginning. The beach was better than the city, though admittedly she’d hoped to avoid the dead spirits for a bit longer.

When Mags reached the site of the 1900 Hurricane memorial, she crossed Seawall Boulevard to get a closer look. Halfway there, she walked smack into a blockade of tingly, ice-cold air. Taken aback, she stumbled. Her feet slipped from her sandals in half-step, toppling her forward. She braced her hands to hit pavement. Asphalt scraped off a top layer of skin. Ouch!

Before she could stand up, a red sporty car raced toward her. It screeched loud and sharp—barely missing her. Those seconds felt like hours, but the car finally stopped, too close for comfort. She could even read the Texas: The Best Place to Be
 bumper sticker without her reading glasses.

She screamed. Adrenaline surging, she inhaled deep to catch her breath. Scrambled to her feet. The cold air that had enveloped her seconds ago hung around, making the hairs on her neck stand erect
.

Great. She had to deal with the spirit ghost world blocking her path, not to mention the living world where some car almost ran her over? What next?

The driver leapt from the car and ran toward her. My, he had striking good looks. His black tousled hair framed his face, showing off his angular jaw.

The bluest eyes she’d ever seen stared into hers.

“Are you okay, miss? I am so sorry. You seemed to come out of nowhere.”

“So did you,” she muttered. “Don’t worry, though. I’m all right.” Mags gave a feeble wave to the older passenger in the car to say she was unharmed.

The woman slowly exited the car. “Do you need a doctor, dear?”

“No,” Mags said, shoving her sore feet into the toes of her sandals so they would stay on. “I’m good, really. But thank you.”

Just her luck to almost get run over by the hottest guy she’d seen in forever. And her makeup probably looked like crap.

“You look like you’ve seen a ghost, dear,” the older woman said.

Mags froze. How did this woman know? Whatever cold thing had stopped Mags in her tracks had happened right before Mr. Super Good Looking had almost got her run over.

“I’m sure sorry,” the guy said. “The name’s Cal. Cal Barnesley, and this is my aunt Joy.”

Mags sighed with relief at the change in conversation. She didn’t need to talk about ghosts anymore. No one believed her anyway, and she’d learned over the years to keep quiet about her gifts
.

“Hello, I’m Mags. I work at the hotel up the road and was taking a walk. My foot must’ve slipped out of my shoe.”

“I’m glad you’re okay.” Concern beamed from those baby blues. “Can I give you a ride back to the hotel?”

Mags opened her mouth to refuse, but then she heard faint moans coming from the gulf. A mob of transparent spirits moved in sync. Like oozing lava, the group of deadpan faces inched toward her, even sliding across the memorial and paying tribute as they tried to get closer.

Oh, hell no. I don’t need this.

“Sure, I’d be grateful for a ride,” she said. “I’m at the Fantasma Hotel.”

“My nephew doesn’t mind a bit,” Aunt Joy said with a smile. “Come, dear. You sit up front.”

“No, ma’am, I couldn’t—”

“Don’t even try to argue,” Cal said, a sly grin forming on his face.

What a cute smile!

“I’ve been unsuccessful every single time. Trust me.”

Mags returned the smile, not really sure what to think of this attractive guy who’d nearly ran her over.

Leaning back in the seat, she tried to study him without seeming too obvious. She liked playing the hang-back-and-wait role, observing people’s mannerisms in order to learn more about them—all while remaining unseen.

Whether her method led to true observations or not, it had worked thus far
.

A tiny fire engine dangled off his car keychain. A braided rope, similar to a talisman, hung from the rearview. Interesting. What was Cal’s story? What was he doing speeding along the sea wall at the precise time she’d tripped over her own feet?

He started the car, turned, and zigzagged across the Galveston streets, but this time he used more caution. His strong, tan hands held the wheel tightly, like he was restraining himself.

The light-brown hairs on his arms appeared soft. So soft, in fact, that she wanted to reach out and trace her fingers across his wrist, but she stopped herself. Another problem with old souls. She wanted to hug people and be closer to them than many people were comfortable with.

He flexed his arm muscles when he turned the wheel. Strong arms.

Five minutes later, he pulled up in the hotel’s front circle and stopped. “Here we are, safe and sound, thank goodness.”

She nodded, trying not to stare into his blue eyes for longer than a second. People had told her she’d done that all her life, making eye contact too long. The habit had been hard to overcome, especially with someone as gorgeous as Cal.

“Thanks again for the ride,” she said.

“No worries,” Cal said, and he flashed a quick smile.

Melt my heart now.

“Cal,” Aunt Joy said from the back, “we should come here sometime and say hello. I’ve always wanted to see the Fantasma.”

“I’d love to give you a tour,” Mags said. “The architecture is beautiful.”

“Sounds good to me.” Cal turned around. “Do you want to get in the front?
”

Mags held the passenger door open for Aunt Joy.

“Nah, I kind of like you playing chauffeur.”

Cal shook his head with a smile on his face. “What Aunt Joy wants, Aunt Joy gets.”

“Seems so,” Mags said. “Do come by sometime. I can give you the tour and explain the history of the place.”

Aunt Joy adjusted her glasses, a gesture that indicated she was done talking but was grateful to have given the youngsters advice. “We must do that. I don’t get to see my nephew enough. Seems like the perfect outing, don’t you think so, Cal?”

“Sure thing.”

Mags half smiled at Cal. “See y’all soon then.”

“Next time I won’t run you over,” he said with a cocky grin. “Seriously, though, I’m glad you’re all right.”

“It takes more than a speedy car to knock me off my game.” Mags gave him one last look before shutting the door.

Such a handsome guy, and he looked like he was in his late twenties or early thirties. Just like her. She hadn’t met many young people since coming to Galveston. Not that she’d had much time to socialize, with all the orientation and prep with her job.

But what was that old saying? Find the balance. Yes. Maybe seeing Cal again would be just what the doctor ordered.

And he would certainly keep her mind off the spooky ghosts that lurked in the hotel’s shadows.

##
#

At Fantasma, Mags skipped the main entrance and meandered toward the back. The area wasn’t as landscaped as the front view, but the grassy lawn peppered with dandelions allowed her solitude and a place to relax.

And the best part? No ghosts. She positioned herself in the Adirondack chair, leaned back, and enjoyed the warmth of sun on her face.

Perfect peace and quiet…

“Miss?”

Mags opened one suspicious eye. A young boy about eight years old squinted one of his eyes as he watched her. His forehead had a large, bloody cut, and his blondish hair spiked up in a few places, giving the impression of bed-head. And he was semitransparent in the afternoon sun.

How did a ghost find her here?

“Hello? Are you lost?”

“I’m not sure.”

“What’s your name?”

“Rusty.” He began to fidget. “Have you seen my bike?”

“Um, no.” Mags glanced around. If there was a ghost kid, was there a ghost bike? How was she even supposed to formulate the words to that question? She was still trying to figure out the whole ghost thing and what her role was supposed to be.

“My name’s Mags. I work at the hotel but haven’t seen any bikes.”

He frowned. The cute dimples in his cheeks faded until his long face held little emotion. “Then I guess there’s no hope.
”

Argh. Every instinct in her body pulsed with the need to be alone. No. More. Ghosts.

But how could she ignore such a cute kid who seemed so sad?

“I’m sure we can think of something,” Mags said gently. “What happened? Were you riding your bike when you died?”

His brown eyes widened into saucers. “I’m dead?”

She bit her lip. “Um…yes. Sorry if this comes as a surprise.”

Rusty stomped his foot. “Geez, no wonder I couldn’t leave this place. I tried hundreds of times, but I can’t step off the grass. I figured it was some kind of force field like in those science fiction movies.”

Mags had to hand it to the kid. He at least had a sense of humor.

“I’m not sure how the rules work, but people tell me that the ghosts I can see and talk to are the ones who had their lives cut short. Otherwise, most people just die and cross over into the next place.”

“Where’s that? Like heaven?”

“Maybe Iowa,” Mags said with a grin, knowing the kid wasn’t old enough to have watched the movie reference. “But honestly, I don’t know. Why don’t we try finding your bike? What was the last thing you remember?”

“Riding the bike, and it was getting dark. The streetlights came on, and I knew my mom would be mad that I wasn’t home yet.”

“Do you remember the year you died?” she asked, trying for a hint at any information.

“No.”

“What was your favorite song on the radio?
”

“I liked Metallica, but Mama said all rock bands were evil.”

Mags nodded. She knew the type. “Okay, Metallica means that you probably died in the 1980s. It’s now the new century, and this is 2018.”

His eyes widened. “Really? Are there flying cars?”

“Flying cars?”

“Yeah! My dad took me to this auto show once, and they said by the year 2010, we would be driving around in cars that fly!”

“Um, no, not yet. We have the internet, cell phones, and more, but no flying cars yet.”

“Bummer,” Rusty muttered.

“Your parents must be devastated, not knowing what happened to you so long ago.”

“Do they know where I am now?” Rusty asked.

“I don’t know,” she whispered. “I only moved to Galveston a few months ago.”

Rusty slowly began to smile. “But you can see me. And hear me.”

Mags clenched her jaw. Was he about to ask her what she thought he was going to ask?

“Um, yes,” she said.

“So you can tell my parents about me, that I wanted to tell them goodbye.”

“I…I can try contacting them, but you do realize that not many people believe in ghosts. Most people don’t believe me when I tell them about this ability.
”

“Lots of people believe in ghosts,” Rusty said. “Haven’t you ever watched Scooby-Doo
?”

Mags laughed out loud. “You are pretty cool, Rusty.”

“You too, Mags. I like that name.”

He gave a crooked half smile that reminded her of Harrison Ford. One sad thing was true—Rusty would’ve done well in life with his sense of humor. A real shame his life was cut short.

“Thanks.”

“So can you tell my mom and dad that I miss them and love them? Please?”

Against her better judgment, she nodded. “I suppose. Tell me their names and address, and I’ll see what I can do.”

“Jim and Nancy Cott, 859 Samford Lane.”

She made a note in her cell phone.

“Is that the phone you talked about?” Rusty asked. “Where’s the cord?”

Wow. How to explain technology to a kid who’s never seen such things.

“It operates on a battery,” she said.

“Cool.” Rusty studied her face, a bit too close for comfort. “So?”

“Um, so what?”

“Are you going to go?
”

She bolted upright in her chair. “Now? You want me to go just knock on a random door and tell your parents that I can see ghosts and I happened to see their dead son? They might have me arrested for fraud at worst, trespassing at best.”

Rusty frowned at her. A frown on that cute little face was almost too much to bear.

“What?” she asked.

“If I could see and talk to ghosts, I’d be Mr. Expert! How come you don’t want to show off what you can do?”

Mags racked her brain for an answer. “How old are you again?”

“Eight and a half.”

She smiled. The only ones who added “and a half” to their ages were children. Mainly because they didn’t yet know the truth that Mags had learned by her midtwenties: adulting was hard.

“Showing off when you’re young is okay, some of the time,” she said. “But once you reach a certain age, people expect you to behave a certain way. If you don’t, you’re treated like a freak for being different.”

Rusty tilted his head as if studying her response. “Joey treated me like that because I had a red bike, but he got the super turbo-charged kind of bike to ride with his dad. I don’t think you have to be old to understand.”

Mags grinned at the kid. “Did you just call me old?”

“Yeah.”

She burst out laughing. “I’m only in my twenties.”

“But you look like my teacher. She doesn’t have gray hair, but she’s old. At least to me,” Rusty said
.

Mags held up a hand to stop this downward spiral. “Whatever. I’m old. My point being, what do you want me to do? Just walk up and tell your parents I saw your ghost?”

Rusty scratched his head, and tendrils of his hair continued to spike up and contribute to the bed-head. “Maybe you can write a letter from me and mail it? Or drop it off at my house?”

Mags pondered that for a minute. Writing a note sure seemed a better idea than telling strangers that she’d seen their dead son’s ghost.

“I’ll write a note from you and mail it,” she said.

“Cool,” Rusty said, glancing at her for a long moment.

“I suppose I should go get pen and paper,” Mags said.

“Yep. They can’t read a ghost letter. That’s why you’re here,” Rusty said with a grin.

She couldn’t help but chuckle as she stood up and walked toward the back door of the hotel. She’d need to find some normal paper. Anything with the hotel logo would just initiate questions.

This could be an easy task, something she could do and then move onward.

She hoped.


CHAPTER FIVE

After several hours driving along the coast with Aunt Joy, Cal made a U-turn and brought her back to the Heritage Home. After he walked her to her door, he meandered through a gaggle of hugging elderly women who smelled like talcum powder. He did have to give this place credit. Everyone had adopted him the moment he’d stepped through the door. Definitely a close-knit community, which was perfect for his aunt.

Ten hugs later, he got into the Scion and headed for the Causeway, exhaling all the memories as his focus shifted to the road.

Hell, he needed to concentrate anyway. Almost running over Mags had flung him into a mental loop of recollection. Good thing he’d given up drinking in college. Mags had been a sport about the whole near-miss thing, but today would’ve had a somber outcome if he’d been under the influence.

Turning up the radio, he remembered Mags’s long brown hair, how it fell around her shoulders and framed her face. She’d seemed as distracted as he did. Maybe she’d been worried about something too?

Intriguing gal, that one. Then again, who talked a lot after coming close to their death?

The moon rose over the water. Cal breathed deep, thought about his aunt’s wisdom, and forced the drunk, insulting slurs from his old man out of his memory.

###

As Cal pushed his key into the apartment lock, he grinned. He could hear the excited snorfling sounds echoing through the door
.

Once inside, Artex stood on his hind legs and placed his front paws on Cal’s chest. The world’s most lovable German shepherd.

“Good boy!” Cal roughed up Artex’s ears and made loud audible pats on the black saddle of his back. As shepherds went, Artex was the standard black and tan. Like Rin-Tin-Tin but with much more personality.

“Wanna go for a walk?”

Artex whined with glee, then sped into the kitchen. Seconds later, he returned with the leather leash in his mouth.

“Good dog!” Cal tossed his jacket onto the chair and walked to the kitchen to get some plastic bags. He tied one around his keys and slipped them into his pocket. “Ready?”

Artex spun around, those almond eyes gleaming with excitement.

“C’mon,” Cal said, flinging the door open. Not ten seconds later, Artex had dragged him down the stairs and out of the parking lot. Behind the apartments were acres of woods, creating a great place to walk and forget about Houston traffic.

Artex burrowed his nose into mounds of clover and sniffed as if his life depended on it. Cal held the leash and pulled his vibrating cell phone from his back pocket.

A text from Aunt Joy: Enjoyed seeing you. You should call that girl.


“Nice matchmaking.” Cal chuckled and responded back. Artex tugged him along, and for the next twenty minutes, they remained lost in the woods. Tall, scraggly trees in this pocket of forest that could’ve been anywhere. No one would guess that Houston’s thoroughfares were only miles away.

“C’mon, Artex. Let’s head back. I need to go to my meeting tonight.
”

Artex whined and spun around once. Tail wagging at top speed, the shepherd spun around again. Cal couldn’t tell, but he was sure he saw his dog smile.

“We’ll go hiking soon. Maybe I’ll take you along to Galveston and let you meet that girl.”

Would Mags like dogs? What kind of music did someone like her enjoy? Most Texas gals enjoyed country western, but he’d met a few types who didn’t fit the mold. Something about her green eyes made him want to see her again, made him want to figure out her mysterious side—because he was certain she had one. No one got through almost being hit by a car and then seemed at ease. There had to be a story there.

Artex pawed at the ground, continuing to sniff before relenting control of the leash and heeling nicely as they returned home.

“Yep. I think Mags needs to meet you,” Cal said with a grin. “But we remember our manners with the Texas ladies, right? No jumping up on her.”

Artex smiled wide as he panted.

“Maybe I’ll set you up with a Kong toy while I go to my meeting.”

The magic words. Artex barked twice and practically dragged Cal home. Ninety-pound muscular animal, controllable by a small piece of hard rubber with treats inside. Go figure.

###

The bright streetlamps cast illuminating streaks of light through the small chapel’s windows. Cal enjoyed arriving early to his home group, allowing time for quiet reflection before the others arrived
.

After a few moments of introspection, he set down his backpack and started to arrange the chairs in a circle. This chapel transformed from a church into a safe haven every Tuesday night for a “friend of Bill’s” meeting. That was code for Alcoholics Anonymous, or AA for short.

He lifted the folding chairs and began setting up. Once he’d finished, he stepped back to look at his handiwork. Lordy, he’d never make it as an engineer. The chair setup resembled a lopsided dinosaur egg more than a circle, but his 12-steppers wouldn’t care.

What every AA did for setup—the overdone coffee, half-stale donuts, folding chairs—were all extras. Nothing was as essential as the magic that happened in this room once a week.

“Cal, is that you?” Joe, the Episcopal priest, placed boxes of pastries on the countertop before turning on the coffeemakers. “You’re earlier than usual tonight.”

“Yeah, wanted to get a few minutes to reflect on the week. How are you doing, Joe?”

“Well today, thanks. I see you put out the chairs. Appreciate your service.”

Cal nodded. “The least I can do, though I didn’t mean for it to look like a dinosaur egg.”

“We accept evolution here,” Joe said with a smile. “Besides, it looks great.”

Joe was a decent sort. Not uptight or religiously zealous like a lot of the Bible-thumping types. Yet another reason why Cal felt comfortable.

“Appreciate you keeping this meeting going. The folks in this room keep me sober.”

“Me too. Priests need help on occasion as well.
”

Seven years ago, when Cal first entered AA, he’d been intimidated by all the church talk, talk of a higher power. But this group hadn’t been too overbearing, and eventually he’d come to appreciate the spirituality side of the 12-step program.

More folks entered through the doors, all smiles and greetings.

Cal approached the large table for a cup of decaf.

Morris, another long-timer, poured a cup of caffeinated brew. “Need all the energy I can get tonight.”

“More power to ya,” Cal said. “If I have caffeine after three, I’m awake half the night and my thoughts bounce off the walls like a bad ping-pong match.”

Morris grinned wide. “Speaking of ping-pong, did you hear the one about the guy who—”

“Let’s have a meeting!” Joe bellowed out, his smooth voice echoing off the walls.

Saved by the priest.

Morris was a hoot to be around, but the guy often told the lamest jokes in history.

Everyone settled into their chairs and looked to Joe, who held a small notebook and said, “Let’s have a moment of silence, followed by the Serenity Prayer.”

Cal liked the few moments of silence as part of the pre-meeting ritual. This helped center his thoughts and mentally cast off the worries from the day. After a minute, Cal exhaled and relaxed.

As if on cue, everyone knew the minute had finished and they began to recite the Serenity Prayer. “God, grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change. The courage to change the things I can. And the wisdom to know the difference.
”

Joe ran through a few quick announcements and did a reading from the Big Book
. Tonight’s reading was on accepting life circumstances and how to see the positive amid negative moments.

Cal chuckled to himself. His own higher power had a sense of humor about these things. On many occasions, the reading at AA coincided perfectly with whatever Cal happened to be facing at the time. It was as if God had inserted these people into Cal’s life to say, “See? I told you so. Things will work out.”

Hearing Joe read those words was both humbling and humorous.

After the reading, Joe opened up the floor for shares. Cal raised his hand.

“Cal,” the priest said, recognizing him.

“I’m Cal, alcoholic.”

“Hi, Cal,” the group said in unison.

“That particular passage could not be more on target,” Cal began. “I took my civil service exam today. It went bust. I left in such a bad mood, but then I went to visit my aunt who raised me, and we had a good day. Drove along the coastline, did some sightseeing, and I even met a pretty girl.”

Smiles spread around the circle.

“Anyway, I’m grateful for the good things that happened amid a bad circumstance,” Cal said. “Just wanted to mention that.”

“Thanks for sharing,” everyone echoed in unison before the priest called on the next person.

Attendees shared heartfelt stories, updates, and struggles in this room. As Cal glanced at his fellow members and around the ornate church décor, he found himself once again grateful for being here, for being part of one of the best support systems ever created
.

There wasn’t any cross talk, meaning AA advised not giving any advice to anyone else. Everyone had their own experience, and unsolicited advice was frowned upon. However, everything shared had the power to resonate with most folks. Even on days when Cal stayed tucked near the exit, not wanting to say much, he’d learned something just by listening.

That was part of the magic. People outside, out in the world, never could grasp the bond that formed in these circles if they hadn’t experienced it for themselves.

The hour ticked on. About ten minutes before closing, Joe said, “We have time for one more share. Anyone?”

“I’m Jason. Alcoholic and addict.”

“Hi, Jason,” Cal said along with the others.

“I’m really messed up today. Been sober five months, but my attorney called me, and my DUI is still pending. My lawyer says there’s a good possibility I’ll have to spend time in jail.”

Cal’s eyes widened. He didn’t know much about Jason’s history. The kid was new, had tats down his arms, but always seemed positive and grateful to be sober. Cal had had no idea the guy had a DUI charge hanging over his head.

“Even if it’s only thirty days, it’s still…jail,” Jason said, his voice cracking a bit. “Though my lawyer does acknowledge that the judge will be pleased that I’ve been sober and coming to meetings for five months.”

Heads nodded around the room in agreement, along with empathetic faces.

“Just keep me in your thoughts,” Jason said. “That’s all.”

Joe nodded. “Absolutely. And feel free to talk to me afterward. I’ll help you any way I can.
”

Jason clenched his jaw, probably to stop any tears from coming. Cal knew that look. He’d done it himself a million times. Poor kid had to be scared shitless.

In comparison, Cal failing the civil service exam wasn’t the worst thing in the world. Perspective mattered.

Joe stood up to close the meeting. “A reminder that what is said here in this room is anonymous. We don’t speak of it to others, and we hold all confidences. Let’s gather around and close out with the Serenity Prayer.”

Cal stood up and joined in the circle. Staring down at yet another circle, this one of tennis shoes and boots, he recited the Serenity Prayer along with everyone else.

“Thank you all,” Joe said. “Hang out and have coffee if you wish.”

Cal walked over to Jason, where a line of people waited to give the kid an encouraging hug. When Cal had his turn, he said, “I’m really sorry to hear about what you’re going through, man.”

“Yeah,” Jason said. “At least I have this group to turn to. It’s been my saving grace.”

Nodding, Cal said, “Maybe the judge can see that you’ve been coming to meetings regularly. It might make a difference, but let us know if you need anything.”

Jason returned the smile, and then Cal stepped away to let others offer hugs. He grabbed another decaf coffee to go, said his farewells to the group, and headed home to let Artex out for the final time that night.

Perspective. Cal could always take the civil service exam again. At least he didn’t have the threat of jail hanging over his head. And even though the day had started out terribly, he’d enjoyed time with his aunt and getting to meet Mags. He looked forward to going to the hotel soon so he could see her again.


CHAPTER SIX

The attorney admired his paralegal’s long, shapely legs as she brought in the mail and placed it on his desk. He even caught a hint of that cleavage, a place he often dreamed of going.

“Thanks, Marisol,” he said with a charming Texas accent. She returned a polite smile, tempting him yet again. He knew anything more than a basic flirt would get him into trouble. Sexual harassment was a serious charge, and he wasn’t about to let anything stop him from moving up in the world.

“Hold all calls, sir?” she asked.

“Yes, thanks.”

She shut the door on the way out, and he thumbed through the thick envelopes. Bills, notices, court documents, and the usual daily correspondence. Hmm. An envelope, handwritten, and it wasn’t opened. Didn’t Marisol know her job? She was supposed to open all mail.

He flipped the envelope over and noticed big letters on the back: Personal.

Who would send him a handwritten personal note? He reached for the letter opener and ripped the envelope open. Pulled out the single sheet of paper and read it.

I know who you are, and even better, I know what you’ve done. You didn’t see me watching you that night, but I was there. I even know where you buried the body.

Call me at 555-555-0212 and let’s talk. I think we can come to a mutual understanding to make this crime go away. Say three million
?

His fingers gripped the paper tighter. “What the hell?”

He looked for a postage mark, but there was none.

Slamming a finger on the buzzer, he yelled, “Marisol!”

Two seconds later, she entered his office. “Yes, sir?”

“How did this envelope get in my mail? There’s no postage.”

“The receptionist gave it to me this morning. She said someone dropped it off by courier.”

“Who?”

“I…I don’t know, sir.”

The intercom buzzed. “Hey, we need you in the conference room for a meeting with the senior partners.”

He suppressed his anger at the envelope and responded back in a drawl. “Sure thing. Give me two minutes.”

Once off speaker, he yelled at her. “Find out who dropped this off! Go ask the receptionist for details. Now!”

Eyes wide, Marisol quickly exited his office.

Damn it! He’d been so careful that night. How could someone have seen him? And now this son of a bitch wanted three million to keep quiet? Oh, yeah. He’d give the guy a reward, all right. Six feet under.

##
#

He smoothed his Texas A&M tie before entering the main conference room. Law offices had many conference rooms, and he had to practically get a map out every time he needed to attend a meeting with his superiors. One never knew which room would be available, or when.

“Good morning, gentlemen,” he said, shutting the door behind him with a loud click. Thank goodness he’d entered the right room. In larger corporate firms, one never knew what one would walk into. Some divorce proceedings had couples throwing paperweights at each other.

“Have a seat,” the senior partner said, his voice matter of fact. More so than normal.

He sat down across from both senior partners. Let the table hide the fact that his legs were bouncing a million miles per minute. Was this his chance? Were they finally making him a better offer, a chance for part ownership in the firm? He was already a partner, so what was next?

“How can I help you?” he asked, eager to get this meeting going.

The senior partners could have been twins. They had the same corporate fraternity haircut, the same impeccable suits, the same facial cues that would make them win a fortune in poker.

The attorney adjusted himself in his chair. Got ready to hear these two offer a win-win deal.

“Yes, gentlemen?” He didn’t want to seem too eager, but c’mon. Spill the news already! He practiced exclaiming Yes, of course!
 in his own mind, where it sounded professional and yet enthusiastic.

“We’ve made a decision—”

“I accept!”

Damn. He’d interrupted. Not cool
.

“We are invoking our termination clause to let you go from Toale, Gillam and Shaw,” the first partner said.

“What? What are you talking about? I accept your invitation to become part owner.”

Was he in a bad dream? Maybe the screw-up sentence had only been inside his head? What was real? What wasn’t?

The senior partner leaned forward and passed a set of papers to the attorney. “This is your severance packet. Everything is up to standards. I’m sorry, but this is an economic reality.”

Each word cut like a sharp knife, slicing through the fog in the room. As if he no longer breathed oxygen but some other random substance that froze his brain activity. Kept him from lunging across the conference table and breaking both partners’ necks.

“I…I don’t understand. The firm is doing well. My workloads are done better and faster than anyone else’s!”

Surely these two hadn’t found out about that kid on the bike that night? It had been so long ago. With no trace evidence. Had the blackmailer he’d just gotten the note from also sent one to the senior partners?

“Your work is fine,” the second partner said. By now they no longer looked like twins. They looked like some stupid version of Bert and Ernie. Or those two annoying crows, Heckle and Jeckle?

“The firm is doing well,” he reiterated. “Much of that is thanks to me and the business I’ve been bringing in from outside Houston. So why are you terminating me?”

Clearing his throat, he swallowed hard. Hoped his voice had not cracked with that last question, but damn it, didn’t they realize what they were doing to his career
?

“Toale got us into some bad business deals, unfortunately. We’re left with clients not paying, those who’ve filed bankruptcy, and now money is tight.”

“Then fire Toale, the village idiot!”

He bit his tongue. Not the most professional thing to say, but at this rate he didn’t care. He wanted blood. Why should some old, decrepit lawyer who drooled on himself get to determine career paths?

“I know you’re upset. Don’t blame you. But let’s remember decorum, shall we?”

Below the table, the attorney balled his hands into fists. I will find a way to end you. Both of you.


“I know this is a shock. You’re not the only partner we are letting go today. And hey,” the man said as he slid the papers farther across the table, “remember that you’re floating out of here with a great severance. Not everyone gets that.”

He snatched the papers. “Fine. Anything else?”

“Yes. Officer Downs will escort you to your desk. Gather your personal belongings, read the paperwork, and turn in your entry keycard.” The senior partner gestured to the overpaid security guard of the building. Rumor was he used to be a prime-rib cop back in the day. These days, he resembled more minced meat.

“And if I have a question?” the attorney asked. “Once I go over these papers with a fine-tooth comb?” And shine up my gun, you motherfuckers?


The partner on the left pulled a business card from his pocket for their HR rep, pushed it across the table. “Call Amy. She can assist with any questions or logistics.”

At least they hadn’t put Marisol in charge. Dumber than rocks, but what great legs
.

“Fine. May I leave now so Officer Dumbass here can hover over me while I grab my umbrella out of my desk?”

“Don’t be sore,” the second partner said. “It’s just business.”

“Right. I guess.”

I will say the same to you right before I pull the fucking trigger. Just you wait.

He stopped on the way home to get a bottle of Jack Daniels. Sitting on his front porch, the expansive Victorian home in the old part of Galveston Island, he sipped the drink and reread both his termination letter and the letter from the blackmailer.

Something had to be done. He wasn’t about to call the blackmailer, not after two glasses of whiskey. He’d wait, call tomorrow once he had a plan. But something had to be done. He’d lived in Texas since God was a boy. Nobody blackmailed him and got away with it. And nobody fired him and got away with it either.

“Vengeance is mine,” he whispered to the wind.


CHAPTER SEVEN

At reception, Mags finished checking out the female guest from Alabama before wishing her well in her travels. With no one else in line—yet—Mags took a minute to gather her thoughts.

She’d done her best taking dictation from Rusty and had the letter for his parents in her purse. The plan? Sneak out and mail it if things were slow at reception.

Glancing down at the white-cornered envelope sticking out of her purse only increased her anxiety. If she didn’t get the chance to mail the note, she’d need to go in person—and that thought only made her shudder. She’d tried telling other living relatives about their dead loved ones before. It hadn’t ended well.

With no one in the lobby at the moment, Mags stepped into Thom’s office. His pointy nose was deep inside a book or manual of some sort.

“Thom?”

He looked up. “Yes?”

“I need to mail a letter. Would it be okay if I snuck out for about ten minutes?”

The man pursed his lips. Not a good sign. As an INFJ personality type, she’d been able to read others’ expressions with ease for most of her life. When Thom pursed his lips, he was about to pontificate about being perturbed.

“Never mind,” she blurted out. “Forget I asked.
”

“That would be best. You’re the only person on the desk today, and we’re expecting more guests. Though why people want to travel here with a possible storm heading this way is beyond me.”

She shrugged. “I’ll mail it after work.”

“Why don’t you just add it to the hotel outgoing mail?” His lips resumed into a straight line, meaning he wasn’t perturbed any longer, though his tone suggested she was a moron for not thinking of the option.

“Maybe I’ll do that,” she said. Thom knew many people in this community, and Rusty’s address wasn’t too far away. If Thom happened to notice the name and address on the envelope, he might question her about the letter—and that was the last thing she wanted.

Besides, she didn’t need the return stamp with the hotel address. Cutting all connection with the hotel was best. If Rusty’s parents showed up asking a ton of questions, she’d be stuck. Again. And Thom didn’t need to find out that his newest employee could see and talk to the dead.

As she eyed her to-do list, the front door opened. Mags had to blink twice when she saw the man approaching the check-in desk. Dark hair with sideburns and big sunglasses? If she didn’t know better, she’d have thought Elvis, the King himself, was checking in.

“Welcome to the Fantasma, sir.”

“Thank you. Thank you very much.” His voice had the perfect drawl. Her imagination had not been wrong.

“Anyone ever mention that you look and sound like Elvis?” she asked, printing up his receipt and programming his room keys.

“Thanks, ma’am. The name’s Donny. I’m actually on vacation from Las Vegas, where I do weddings and shows. But I appreciate the vote of confidence.
”

“One thing I’ll say about this job,” she said. “It’s never boring. I always get to meet interesting people.” Both the living and the dead.


“Your room is on the third floor, 326,” she said, handing him the electronic keys. “I do need to mention that we’re keeping an eye on the weather. There’s a hurricane in the gulf. Should it come toward Galveston, we’ll be prepared and put everyone on alert.”

“Hurricane, huh?” He shook his head. “All we get in Vegas are sandstorms. A little water would be a nice change.”

Every place had its pros and cons, that was for certain.

“I’ve never been,” Mags said. “Guess I’ll need to come out someday.”

Donny flashed her a smile. “It’s a city like no other. Thanks for this. Anything else I need to sign?”

“No, sir, you’re good. Take the stairs or the elevator toward the right. And welcome again to the Fantasma.”

He gave a quick wave and sauntered off toward the elevator.

An Elvis impersonator who did weddings in Vegas. Who knew? At least he wasn’t semitransparent. This was a good start to her afternoon.

Thom stood up and shut his door. She shrugged, wondering if she’d made too much noise and banter with Elvis-guy. Oh well. Thom could do his thing, and she’d continue to get her job done.

Ethel stepped off the elevator, her shaking hand clutching Gertrude’s strong arm.

“We’ve been watching the CNN,” Ethel said.

“It’s just CNN,” Gertrude said. “Not the CNN.
”

“That Judy looks like a monster storm.” Ethel frowned, and the creases around her mouth became visible. She might be even older than she looked.

“Any updates?” Mags asked casually. “I haven’t had the chance to check in with the TV in the last hour.”

“Anywhere from Galveston to New Orleans.”

“I’m sure we’ll be fine,” Mags said. “I know it sounds strange, but I’ve never experienced a hurricane. I don’t want anyone to get hurt, but if the storm comes even somewhat close to us, it would be great for me to learn the exit procedures.”

“Got your eye on hotel management as a career, eh?” Gertrude asked.

“Yes, ma’am.”

“I did that once.”

Mags did a double take. “You did? Can I ask you about it sometime, Miss Gertrude?”

“Sure thing. I met lots of celebrities and fancy people when I was a concierge. One thing I learned…”

“What’s that?”

Gertrude gave a half smile. “Celebrities are people too. They put on their pants one leg at a time.”

“Thanks, Miss Gert. I’ll pick your brain at some point to learn more.”

“Enter my brain at your own risk, darlin’.”

Mags chuckled. “Yes, ma’am.
”

The two ladies waddled out the door and to enjoy their evening. Over the next hour, more guests came down in an array of fashions, all going out to dinner or to watch the sun set over the water. Mags glanced once more at that damn envelope. She had promised Rusty she’d send it today. If she missed the mail pickup, couldn’t it go tomorrow?

She knew better than to break her word to ghosts. Ghosts and spirits had weird ways of getting even, and she didn’t want to tempt fate.

As if on cue, as the word fate
 crossed her mind, Mags spotted a semitransparent piece of paper—a paper airplane—float down toward her from the upper stairway. She reached for it, but her hands couldn’t grasp the wispy substance of the ghost world.

Looking up, Mags spotted the nun and the slew of children tethered to her.

“What is it?” Mags whispered, trying not to draw any attention.

A little girl peered over the stair rail. “Sister wanted me to deliver a message.”

Not now.

“Miss? Please? I have a message.”

Mags clenched her jaw and glanced upward. She could ignore the nun, no problem. But she couldn’t ignore such sweet young faces.

“Fine. What’s the message?”

“Sister says, be careful what you wish for.”


CHAPTER EIGHT

At the end of her shift, Mags exited out the back and practically sprinted to her car.

“Miss Mags?”

Damn it. She should’ve known she couldn’t get out of here without Rusty finding her.

Turning around, she saw the little blond boy. “Hi, Rusty.”

“Did you mail the letter to my parents?”

The ever-dreaded question, the one that had haunted her throughout the afternoon.

“Actually, my boss wouldn’t let me take a break to run to the post office, and I didn’t want to put it with our hotel mail because then your parents will come here asking questions—”

“Then you need to go to their house.”

She bit her lip, doing her best to be patient. And practical.

“Rusty, what if I mail it tonight on the way home? That way, it will get mailed tomorrow and get there in two days?”

“No!” Rusty paced back and forth, his semitransparent feet having no effect on the growing grass. “My mom always goes out of town in September. If you don’t get it to them today, they may not receive it for another week.”

“I had hoped to not drop it off in person. What if one of them opens the door and sees me? What should I say?
”

He stomped his foot. “Just say you have something for them. Ring the bell. My mom is nice. Then leave the envelope where you make sure they get it.”

Argh. Mags could not say no to that little face. Adult ghosts she could refuse all day long, but children? She was powerless.

“Okay, but I’m just going to drop it off and then get out of there,” Mags said. “Some people get really freaked out by the dead, Rusty. You’re a kid, so you may not understand that yet—”

“I’m not a baby.”

“I’m not saying that,” Mags began. “But I think this letter will have an impact on them.”

“Of course it will. They’ll know I miss and love them.”

Mags looked into the eyes of the sweetest little boy she’d ever seen. She couldn’t argue with his logic, not for a moment.

“Okay. I’ll drop it off on my way home.”

Rusty eyed her with suspicion. “Promise?”

“Yes.”

He crossed his arms over his chest with a knowing glance forming on his face. “Say the words.”

Mags chuckled. Oh, the games of youth that she used to play.

“I promise,” she said, enunciating every syllable.

“Thanks, Miss Mags.”

She handed him a dandelion, but it blew away in the wind.

“I’ll see you tomorrow,” she said, wishing she could just hug the little guy
.

“Bye.”

Stepping into her car, she turned on the ignition and drove toward where Rusty’s parents lived. How did she get talked into this?

Ten minutes later, the sun had almost descended below the horizon, and nightfall spread across Galveston. Mags peered at each house and mailbox number on Rusty’s street until she found the house she was looking for.

She pulled in and parked. A nondescript but quaint little street. No one out walking, no one peeking out of windows. This could work. She sprinted up the steps, dropped the envelope on the front welcome mat, rang the bell, and bolted back to her car.

With the car doors shut and the interior light off, she waited and watched.

An interior light in the house turned on. Good. Sign of life inside.

“C’mon, open the door and get the envelope,” she whispered, as if putting the words out into the universe would somehow make it come true faster. She’d always been one to repeatedly press elevator buttons too, but they never came faster.

Seconds later, the door opened. A sixty-something-year-old woman opened the door and looked to the left and right.

Look down.

Nothing. The woman stepped out, glanced in every direction. Except down.

“Look at your feet!” Mags blurted out, almost too loud in the confines of her car.

The woman turned to go back inside. Mags’s heart sunk. Would she have to go explain why she’d dumped an envelope on their doorstep? As if she wasn’t already weird enough
?

Mags opened her mouth to yell in frustration. Then something happened. Rusty’s mother spun and finally looked down. The action almost seemed to occur in slow motion, but it happened.

About damn time.

With the envelope in her fingers, the woman stepped inside.

Mags let out the enormous breath she didn’t realize she’d been holding. Good. She’d kept her promise. Time to go home and relax.

As she pulled out from her parking space, a waft of smoke swirled in the air. A dark figure—she couldn’t tell if it was a man or a woman—stood across the street. Watching her pull away.

###

Complete miracle that I didn’t get a speeding ticket on the way home.

Mags yanked her car keys out of the ignition and stuck them between her fingers, like a weapon. She’d been careful and checked to make sure no one had followed her home, but she wanted to be able to attack, all the same.

Right now all she wanted was to get inside her apartment, lock the door, and relax for the evening. The thirty-second sprint across the parking lot seemed to take hours, with her being on guard for any hint of danger.

Once indoors, she bolted the lock with a loud click. She grazed in the fridge for something edible. Yogurt and granola wasn’t exactly dinner fare, but it would have to do. Ordering out would mean opening her door for possible encounters with ghosts. On occasion, she’d seen them lurking nearby. Right now she didn’t want to go anywhere or deal with anyone
.

Besides, she didn’t have anyone to go out with. She’d hoped that the cute guy Cal would stop by the new lounge today, but she hadn’t seen him. Maybe he’d just said that to be nice. Maybe he didn’t have any interest in her whatsoever.

Piling a mound of blueberries into a bowl, she stirred yogurt in and went to sit on the couch. Flipping on the news, she heard the meteorologist refer to Hurricane Judy and its projected paths.

“From what we know, Hurricane Judy will likely make landfall east of Galveston and spare the city the worst of its force. Judy is now a Category 3, and she might move to a Category 4 by tomorrow night.”

Mags made a mental note of the category shift. She’d need to ask Thom what happens and what preparation they needed to do if the storm grew stronger. And what happened if she should be forced to spend the night? How did that work? Come to think of it, she’d need to pack a small bag of clothes and toiletries to keep in the trunk of her car. That way, she’d be ready.

As the news and predictions continued, Mags muted the TV. She couldn’t get that little-girl ghost message out of her mind: Sister said, be careful what you wish for.


What did that mean? Did it mean the hurricane would indeed hit Galveston, like Mags wondered? The meteorologist said not necessarily, but they were often wrong. Hurricanes can shift on a dime.

She wished she had some sort of guide to how to cope with ghosts, but like all mediums she’d read about, she felt like she’d been home sick the day they covered that in life school.

Then again, she remembered that guy Tristan she’d met in New Orleans. He owned the bookstore she’d been to. Maybe there was a way to contact him through his business
?

She pulled out her laptop and searched the internet for French Quarter bookstores, along with the name Tristan. The name wasn’t too common, and she hoped to find any press releases with his name so she could contact him—and maybe ask how he managed to handle the ghosts who wanted his help. The guy could offer some pointers, couldn’t he?

Scrolling through many search results, she finally found a listing for him in St. Francisville, Louisiana. Not even sure what to say, she picked up her phone and dialed.

“Krewe of Souls bookstore. How can I help you?” a male voice said.

Mags cleared her throat. “Yes. Is there a Tristan there?”

“Speaking.”

“Hi. I doubt you remember me, but I came into your store a while back, and you did a tarot reading? My name is Mags.”

“I think I do. Mags is an unusual name.”

“Great. Well, if you remember, you and I discussed our, um, special abilities to speak to the spirit world?”

“You mean ghosts,” he said matter of factly.

“Exactly.” The term reminded her so much of Scooby-Doo
, she preferred to use the term spirits
 instead.

“I remember. How can I help you? I take it you’re continuing to see them?” Tristan asked.

“More than ever.” Mags paced her dining room as she spoke. “I work in a hotel in Galveston, and they’re everywhere. And not just from our time period. There are young children who look like Dapper Dan dolls. And ghost nuns. They all want something from me, but nobody can tell me what.
”

“That’s our gift to give to the ghosts, and to the living,” Tristan said.

Are you a fortune cookie or a medium?

“How do I learn what they want from me? They won’t say much, except that I shouldn’t make the same mistake they did. And a nun who gives me a message to be careful what I wish for. And a little boy who only wants his bike.”

Mags exhaled a long breath of frustration. “What am I supposed to do with all that?”

“I understand,” Tristan said. “The pleas for help can be overwhelming. What did Declan say?”

“Who?”

“Declan. The afterdeath consultant.”

Mags narrowed her brows. “I don’t know any Declan. And what’s an afterdeath consultant?”

“Oh, Mags. No wonder you’re confused!” Tristan said.

“Um, yeah? That’s why I wanted to talk to you. You’re the only one I know who shares this, um, gift
.”

He chuckled softly on the other end of the line. “Yeah, sometimes what we do doesn’t feel like a gift, does it?”

“Not when I’m getting bullied by kids at the bus stop,” Mags said, her neck and shoulders cramping at the memory. The stress points from her childhood pain. Taunting kids who’d slapped her books to the ground and laughed at her. To this day, every time she remembered it, her body tensed. “So any help would be appreciated.
”

“I hear ya,” Tristan said. “Well, Declan should have showed up by now to explain what the ghosts need, what part you will play in helping them. But if you haven’t seen him…”

“Nope. No one has shown up except ghosts,” Mags said. “I wonder where this Declan might be.”

Shuffling sounds came from the phone. “I’m looking for…”

Mags waited. “For?”

“Ah, here it is. Declan’s sister is a medium like us, though Declan is a ghost. Her name is Brianna, and she’s in Savannah. I have the number of the funeral home where she works.”

“At a funeral home?” Mags couldn’t imagine such a thing. “Wouldn’t she run into ghosts galore there?”

“I suppose so,” Tristan said, a hint of irony in his voice. He gave her the number and the hours of the place.

“So this Brianna might know where her ghost brother is?” Mags asked.

“Maybe,” Tristan said. “I’ve heard rumors that Declan isn’t allowed to be around Savannah that much. Something about a trade with Declan’s boss, but I don’t know. Declan will help though. He really helped me when my mother died.”

Mags absorbed Tristan’s words. As strange as they sounded, she knew he spoke the truth. Their kind—mediums, spirit talkers, ghost whisperers—had always been on the misfit side of society. Strangeness went with the territory. In a unique way, she felt a connection with Tristan, this medium misfit just like her. It was comforting to know someone else could see and hear ghosts as well, and expanding her network to Brianna would only help her in the future.

Right
?

“I’ll call Brianna and see what I can find out,” Mags said. “Thanks for the info.”

“Hang in there,” Tristan said. “It all works out.”

“Yeah.” She hung up the phone, unsure when this Declan would appear. At least Tristan had told her about Brianna. She might know when her dead brother would arrive. If nothing else, Brianna could be a possible ally, someone Mags could talk to about things.

###

The next morning, Mags woke up by seven. Ugh. She wasn’t due at the Fantasma Hotel until eleven, so why couldn’t she sleep on days like this? Her internal clock seemed to rebel against her every wish.

Memories of yesterday flooded into her consciousness. Rusty and his lost bike, her having to drop off the note at his parents’ house, that strange figure who’d stood there watching.

She shuddered. Too much eeriness before coffee would not make for a good day.

Shuffling into the kitchen, she turned on the coffeemaker. After putting the exact amount of natural sugar and almond milk in her java, she sat at her computer. Time to do some internet research.

Mags googled every phrase she could think of to find out more about Rusty’s death. Boy dies in bicycle accident 1980s. Boy and bike missing. Boy kidnapped in 1980s.

Unfortunately, the last search returned way too many results for her to page through. Poor kid. At least she’d given his parents some closure. According to Rusty, he was riding his bike from his friend’s house and should’ve been home by the time the streetlights came on.

But he’d never made it
.

She sighed as she scrolled through too many missing children pages to count. A little boy on his bike couldn’t just disappear without a news story. Then again, with no internet capabilities until many years later, maybe that was what happened.

The sepia photos of lost children only welled up tears in Mags’s eyes. She couldn’t save all of them, but she had helped Rusty as best she could without giving away too much detail, like his location. As much as she’d love to have a reunion with Rusty and his parents, she didn’t need tons of people hanging out at the hotel thinking it was haunted, trying to contact their loved ones.

It would become a circus way too quick for comfort.

Nope. What she needed right now was help from others. After taking a big swig of coffee, she looked up the funeral home in Savannah, where Brianna worked. Wow. Turned out Brianna ran the place. And she was a medium, according to Tristan.

Mags hoped to run the hotel someday, even if she did have to deal with the occasional ghosts. Brianna might be a good mentor.

After eating a muffin and getting more java, Mags dialed the Restful Oaks Funeral Home.

“Restful Oaks, how may I help you?” a professional male voice asked.

“Could I please speak to Brianna?” Mags then realized she didn’t know Brianna’s last name.

“May I tell her who’s calling?”

“She doesn’t know me. My name is Mags. Tell her that Tristan from the Louisiana bookstore gave me her number.
”


Do I sound as lame as I think I do?
 What would this woman think? Mags hadn’t even thought out what she wanted to ask, where she wanted to begin. Maybe to find out if Brianna had seen her dead brother, Declan, around and why he hadn’t shown up in Galveston yet?

“One moment,” the man said.

At least the guy didn’t sound like Lurch from The Addams Family
. That was the typical funeral home receptionist that Mags imagined.

A few seconds passed before she heard the phone line forwarding and ringing on what she presumed was Brianna’s private line.

“This is Brianna.”

“Hi.” Mags struggled to find words. “I’m a friend of Tristan’s in Louisiana, and I’m a…um, well, I’m a…”

“Someone who can see and talk to the dead?” Brianna said.

“Yes,” Mags said, exhaling in relief. “Forgive me. I wasn’t really sure how to bring up the subject.”

“Tristan texted me that you might be calling. Believe me—I understand.”

“Thanks. He mentioned when spirits started appearing around him, your brother Declan also appeared? Kind of to help or to translate what Tristan was supposed to do?”

“Yes. Declan and Ian, along with many others, are the afterdeath consultants,” Brianna said. “I know it sounds odd, but they help translate what the dead, and the living for that matter, need in the situation. Have you seen my brother?”

Mags thought she detected some excitement in Brianna’s voice
.

“Actually, no,” Mags said. “That’s why I’m calling. I haven’t seen or heard from anyone. Well, except little-boy ghosts and nuns telling me not to repeat their mistake when I have no idea what their mistake was.”

Silence descended on the line.

“I’ve been in the same boat,” Brianna finally said. “But I had other ghosts and people giving me support on what I was supposed to do.”

“That’s why I thought Declan could be of some help. Can you tell me when he typically shows up? I’ve been on my own with this whole thing, and we have a storm coming. Can you at least tell me what Declan looks like? Does he just appear?”

Brianna remained quiet for a moment. “He loves Irish music, has brown hair with shaggy bangs, and blue eyes. Usually his boss sends him to the recent places where people need to cross over. Where are you exactly?”

“I work at the Fantasma Hotel in Galveston,” Mags said.

“Texas,” Brianna said, then chuckled a little.

“Yes.” Mags waited. Something was funny about Texas?

“My brother is Irish. He loves many cities and places, but he isn’t a big fan of Texas,” Brianna said. “But despite his preferences, his boss, Connell, won’t let him duck out of a job. I have no idea why he hasn’t appeared, but I’ll ask around. Okay?”

“Thanks,” Mags said. “I appreciate it.”

“We mediums have to stick together.”

“I really appreciate any help. It’s not like I can talk to regular people about this,” Mags said. “If you think of anything else, email me. I’m Mags at Gmail dot com. And I would love to get your insight on how you moved up in your career while being a medium.
”

“Will do. Let me give you one tip of advice, if I may…”

“Absolutely. I’m open to all suggestions.” Mags grabbed a notebook and a pen.

“Whether we embrace our gifts as mediums or not, the ghosts will always come to us. We can’t stop them. The best thing we can do is find out what they need, help them get closure or finish the task, and then they can be released from our space. If we resist, the ghosts will only torment us.”

Mags scribbled the wisdom into her notebook. “Great point. I haven’t exactly experienced torment per se—”

“I’m being literal,” Brianna said. “Try going to sleep with ghosts singing ‘Ninety-Nine Bottles of Beer on the Wall’ until all hours. They will drive us crazy if we try to ignore them.”

Smiling, Mags jotted down that last note. “I’ll remember that. Thanks so much, Brianna.”

“You’ll do fine. And when you do see my brother, tell him hello and his little sis loves him.”

“Will do. Email me if you think of anything else or find out where Declan could be,” Mags said. “And thanks again.”

“You’re welcome,” Brianna said, with a tone of voice almost nostalgic.

“Talk soon,” Mags said, hanging up the phone at the same time as Brianna.

So Declan was real, and he was an afterdeath consultant. Only one question remained—where the hell was he?


CHAPTER NINE

The first time Declan crossed the Texas state line when he was alive, he’d stepped in a big pile of cow shit.

Now that he was dead, things hadn’t changed much.

Texas remained the state with more cowboy boots per square mile than anywhere in the world. Not to mention tons of snakes, cows, and armadillos. Pastures filled to the brim with cow shit just waiting for college kids to show up and try their hand at cow tipping.

Declan chuckled. Of all assignments his overbearing boss, Connell, could’ve sent him on. At least he’d been able to spend a few days on a luxurious cruise ship. After his last assignment, he’d bartered a deal to help a few cruise passengers cross over while he traveled in style to Galveston.

Things had been fantastic—until yesterday, when Hurricane Judy had turned his luxury transport into a nausea container. Green-faced people hurling off the decks and hugging commodes had become the new normal.

From the top deck, Declan did his best to keep his equilibrium. How could the choppy Gulf of Mexico waves sweeping both sides of the ship still affect his stomach, even as a ghost? He’d have to ask Connell about that logic.

Some people seemed immune to the rocking of the giant ship, this large vessel that cradled its own with a green-faced version of a demented lullaby. A few young couples held hands and pointed to the whitecaps with awe
.

Attempting to ignore his nausea signals, he watched the youngsters so in love, and one thing became abundantly clear. He’d never have a chance at romance or even be able to return to Savannah and see his sister anytime soon.

With an audible sigh that transformed the air around him to fog, he wondered how much longer he’d be required to be an afterdeath consultant. Just once, he’d like a normal existence, even in death. A chance to meet someone.

Even this brief cruise attempt had turned to the worse. He was due to dock in Galveston tomorrow, but with the hurricane-force winds, he didn’t know if that would ever happen.

Closing his eyes, he concentrated all his effort to get off the ship. To be transported to the heart of historic Galveston and begin his next assignment.

Seconds passed, the crashing waves echoing in his ears. He waited for his semitransparent form to turn gel-like, a signal that he would be teleported to his destination and off the Nausea Nautical
.

Only it didn’t happen.

Instead, he opened his eyes to see his overbearing boss, Connell, gripping one of the ship ropes and dangling off the side like an adrenaline junkie.

“Declan,” Connell acknowledged.

“Boss.” Declan glanced around. “Any reason my transporting didn’t work?”

“You’re not ready yet.”

“What? I’m already late. You told me to show up to the hotel before the storm hits.”

“And you will,” Connell said
.

“Can’t you just send me now?”

Connell pivoted his feet on the side of the rail, like a ghost gymnast on a thrill-seeking mission. “I love the gulf, don’t you?”

“No, actually,” Declan said. “I prefer the Savannah River.”

With narrowed eyes, Connell said, “You know you can’t return to Savannah yet. I have more assignments for you.”

Declan groaned. “I know. Galveston, followed by Kentucky. But can’t I just start them so I’ll finish sooner?”

Connell walked along the rail, his arms outstretched like a trapeze artist. The storm didn’t seem to faze him. Freak.

“You will be meeting someone before your ship docks. This person will help us going forward, so I need you to remain here until that meeting takes place.”

Declan blinked. “You’re talking in fortune cookies. Tell me who you need me to meet, and I’ll do it. You know I’m loyal.”

“That I do,” Connell said with a crooked smile. “But bottom line, you must stay on the ship until it docks. Trust me.”

I don’t.

Declan bit his tongue. Nodded because that was what was expected. But he damn sure wasn’t happy about it.

“Sure, Boss,” he said.

With a grin, Connell leapt off the ship and disappeared from sight before hitting the waves.

“Show off!” Declan yelled, still irritated
.

His future seemed laid out in a predictable pattern. Help mediums fulfill their purpose, play liaison between ghost and humans, and help those who died cross over into the next realm.

These tasks would take him to interesting places, but unfortunately, not back to where he wanted to be—with his sister in Savannah.


CHAPTER TEN

By 9:00 a.m., Mags could barely sit still. She’d only drank two cups of coffee, for crying out loud, but the anxiety coursing through her veins made it feel like she’d emptied the entire pot and gone back for more.

That dark stranger who’d watched her drop off the note to Rusty’s parents continued to haunt her mind. And she worried about the upcoming storm, whether she would be able to handle things and get positive feedback from Thom. The man didn’t offer compliments freely, but she’d been able to learn a great deal about the hotel business from him, so she hadn’t complained.

And then there were the ghosts. The nun, the children all roped together. What did they want with her? Why hadn’t they told her already?

Where the hell was Declan?

She eyed the clock when it chimed on the hour. She wasn’t due into work until 11:00 a.m. Thom had a no-comp-time policy, so if she decided to come into work early, he’d be more than happy to put her to work, but without any reward.

Not that she had much of a social life to even use comp time, and that was only if Thom would offer it.

So what to do for two hours? She sure as hell couldn’t sit around her apartment. Anxiety thundered through her. Maybe she could get a check on the weather?

She turned on the TV. Storm might come to Galveston. They still didn’t know, the weathermen and their rainbow-colored path prediction models
.

With a heavy sigh, she gathered her things and locked her apartment. She might as well head to work and keep her mind off things. If Hurricane Judy was due to hit Galveston, Mags could make herself useful by helping out. If the storm missed them, at least she wouldn’t be sitting around and feeling anxious while waiting.

Ten minutes later, she parked in the back of the hotel and walked across the grassy area to the back entry.

“Mags!” Rusty rose out of the grass like the Great Pumpkin on Halloween. “Did you send my mom and dad the letter?”

“Yes,” she said, continuing to sprint toward the door. “I set it on the porch. Your mom opened the door and picked up the envelope. But someone watched me. Not sure why.”

Rusty scratched his head. “What did the person look like?”

“Couldn’t tell, but he appeared tall and thin. It has me freaking out some, actually,” Mags said.

“Can you go check on my parents and make sure they’re safe?” Rusty asked.

Not again, please.

“Mags?”

She sighed. “Yes, but right now I need to work, okay?”

He frowned before turning away to walk through the dandelions.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “But I will stop in and see them when I can.”

“Promise?”

She chuckled. Little kids and their faith in the world. What she wouldn’t give to go back to such a young age
.

“Yes, I promise.”

With her assurances, he smiled and went back to playing.

Mags went inside and behind reception. Thom’s door remained closed, and another employee answered phones.

She went to put her things away, when Callie, her coworker, said, “Line two is for you, Mags.”

“Really?”

Callie stared at her blankly. “Is it that strange for you to get a phone call?”

Actually, yes, considering my family and friends back in Dallas only have my cell number.

Mags reached for the phone at her station and pressed the line button. “Fantasma Hotel, this is Mags.”

“Hello, dear.” The voice was sweet and radiated a Texas drawl. “This is Cal’s aunt Joy. I hope you remember me from the other day?”

“Yes, of course.” Mags cleared her throat. Getting a call from Aunt Joy was the last thing she’d expected. “How are you?”

“Fine, thank you. I realize you may be working, dear, but I’m making my famous Italian sauce. I’d love to have you over to visit. With the storm coming, I may not get a chance to come by the hotel.”

Mags blinked twice, digesting Aunt Joy’s words. The woman wanted to have dinner with her? Something warm and nourishing—a flutter of appreciation—appeared in Mags’s stomach
.

“I would love to,” Mags said, scribbling words onto paper. “Can I put you on hold really quick so I can just double-check the schedule?”

“Of course, dear.”

Mags pressed the Hold button.

“Callie, where’s Thom?”

“Buried in his office. Where else?” Callie put a few binders on a bottom shelf. “Why? What’s up?”

“I wanted to see if I started work now, two hours early, if I can leave a bit early because I just got a dinner invite.”

Callie shrugged. “I think he’s leaving by two anyway, and I’ll handle things at reception if you want. I could use the extra money.”

“Would you?” Mags smiled wide. “You’re the best!”

“Sure thing.”

Mags pressed the blinking red Hold button.

“Aunt Joy?”

“Yes, dear?”

“My amazing coworker is going to help cover for me, so yes, I’d love to. Can you get me the address and the time?”

“Come by around 6:30 p.m., or whenever works for you. I’m at the Heritage Home off O Street. The place near all those pretty old houses?”

“I know the spot,” Mags said, jotting down the exact address to add in her GPS for later. “I’ve driven up Avenue O on occasion but haven’t seen the place. I’m sure I’ll find it though.
”

“Look forward to seeing you, dear.”

“Me too, and thanks.” Mags hung up with a smile. Maybe she could learn more about Cal with this dinner event. Find out more about Mr. Blue Eyes who had almost run her over.

###

Cal finished hosing off the newly shined fire truck in the volunteer firehouse. The red truck didn’t have the big ladders like Houston FD, but he could still make the thing sparkle in the morning sunlight.

Water dripped along the ground toward the main drain as Cal did a perimeter check to ensure all the soap had been washed off.

“Hey, Cal!” The voice was full-on Texas twang and belonged to one of his team, Aaron. “Phone for you.”

“One sec.” Cal put the hose up and wiped his hands on a towel before picking up the phone. “Cal Barnesley.”

“Cal? It’s Aunt Joy.”

“Oh, hey. How are you?”

“I’m making some great food, and I want you to come for dinner around six. Can you make it?”

Cal glanced at the schedule. He got off at three, so getting to Galveston by six wouldn’t be an issue. And free food, good company? Why not?

“Sure, I’ll be there.”

“Thanks. I look forward to seeing my favorite nephew,” Aunt Joy said.

“I’m your only nephew,” he said with a grin. “See you tonight.”


CHAPTER ELEVEN

Mags tried on three different skirts before choosing a flowy peasant one that was comfortable. With a loose off-the-shoulder lace blouse, she looked fancy but without too much pretense or effort.

Not that her goal was to impress Aunt Joy. But since the woman did have such a good-looking, gentlemanly nephew, Mags wanted her to put in a good word. Besides, Mags didn’t know many people around Galveston. Expanding her social circle was a benefit along with talking to a nice lady.

Ten minutes later, Mags parked her car in front of Heritage Home. The place was impossible to miss. Amid Victorian homes and ornate architecture, Heritage had the default retirement-village design: a rich buttery-yellow paint with white trim, two stories, and a giant wooden door with signs for Heritage out front.

She stepped through the entryway and went to the front desk, where a curly-haired sixty-something woman with warm brown eyes glanced up.

“Yes, dear?”

Mags smiled. Did elderly women start using the term dear
 more often after a certain age? Probably.

“I’m here for, um, Joy? I’m afraid I don’t remember her last name. She goes by Aunt Joy.”

The receptionist grinned wide. “Oh, you mean our dear Cal’s aunt Joy. We just love him. What a good nephew.”

“He did seem nice,” Mags said, trying not to blush.

“Oh, he’s just the most huggable young man!
”

I hope to learn that someday.

“So where is Aunt Joy’s room? Or should I get someone to take me to her door?”

“Goodness,” the woman said. “Where is my brain today? She’s in room 143, just down this hallway.”

“Thanks,” Mags said, trying to contain the heat rising in her cheeks from thinking of Cal.

As she wandered down the hallway, Mags was struck by the many vintage paintings on every wall. Little boys in suspenders and English caps, making them look more like sixty-year-old men than youngsters. Young girls wore gossamer dresses with crinolines and had dozens of hair curls.

These painting subjects looked identical to the child ghosts who’d been roped to the nun back at the hotel. Stepping closer, Mags read the date: 1899. She’d known the children had lived in a different time based on their appearance, but 1899?

Those children had been tethered to the nun, unable to cross over, for over a century?

No wonder the nun had been impatient and used the ruler. I’ll need to figure out what happened to them, learn what mistake they made that she kept warning me about.

A cold shiver crept up her neck and down her shoulders. Time to forget about ghosts for now. She wanted to live in the present moment and enjoy dinner with Aunt Joy.

When she knocking on room 143, a few seconds passed and then voices echoed through the door. Mags fidgeted and put her hands in her pockets. Were there multiple voices, or did Aunt Joy have the TV on?

When the door swung open, there stood Mr. Gorgeous Blue Eyes
.

“Uh. Cal?”

His eyes twinkled when he looked at her. She fumbled her fingers inside her pockets to burn off the nervous adrenaline at seeing him again—especially when she hadn’t expected this.

“Great to see you, Mags.” Cal opened the door wider. “I believe you know my Aunt Joy, matchmaker extraordinaire and mischief-maker president of her time.”

Mags laughed. At least he had a sense of humor, which helped alleviate her nervous energy.

“I guess we’re her guinea pigs, eh?” Mags retorted.

“With Aunt Joy, you never know.” Cal leaned against the door and waited for Mags to enter. In that pose, he resembled one of those sexy cowboy types she’d seen on book covers. The guy was seriously hot. And now he’d be joining them for dinner.

Mags stepped inside, willing herself not to trip and look like a fool. Her record of being embarrassed in front of men could win her an Academy Award, and tonight was not a time for her to repeat her pattern.

Aunt Joy stood in the kitchen, stirring some Italian sauce on the stove.

“Welcome, Mags!”

Mags shot her a knowing smile. “Hello, Aunt Joy. Nice dinner setup you have here.”

“I know I said it was just the two of us, but then I thought, why not invite Cal?”


Of course you did.
 Though Mags couldn’t argue the thought.

Cal closed the door. “Like I said, she’s gets the award for mischief.
”

Aunt Joy smiled, and a ton of dimples formed. The woman was just too cute. There was no way Mags could stay upset at the dinner invite ruse for the two of them.

“I like young people.” Aunt Joy scattered some spices into a sauce. “Why don’t you and Cal go sit down in the living room? I’m almost done with the spices, and then it will need to simmer for at least twenty minutes.”

“The sauce smells wonderful,” Mags said. “What’s your secret?”

Cal shook his head. “Don’t even try. I think she’s supposed to tell me the secret to her sauce in her will, but for now, no one knows.”

“I just like having my unique recipes,” Aunt Joy said. “Don’t worry. Nothing too spicy or heartburn inducing. Now you youngsters go have a seat.”

“Guess we’d better do as she asks.” Cal gestured to the living room and waited for Mags to go first.

She walked over to the couch and sat down. Cal followed her and sat on an adjacent chair, facing her.

“How’s things at the hotel?” he asked.

“My boss is in a tizzy over the storm, but otherwise okay. I have one of my colleagues covering my shift tonight because I wanted to come see Aunt Joy.”

You idiot. You just confessed to rearranging your schedule so you could have a social life. Will he think I’m desperate for company?

“Glad you had someone to cover,” Cal said, and he winked at her. “Even if Aunt Joy invited you under the guise of it being the two of you. For what it’s worth, she did the same to me, so guess you could say we’re both the victims of her matchmaking.”

Mags grinned. “She’s sweet though.
”

“Trust me—I know. She’s impossible to be mad at. Even when I went through my rebellious teen phase, she’d get on my case but I could never stay mad for long.” Cal glanced toward the kitchen, where Aunt Joy appeared to be lost in thought over her red sauce.

“She’s been my rock. A great lady.”

Mags sat back on the couch. “So you were a rebel as a teen, eh?”

Shaking his head, Cal said, “Absolutely. I was a mess. How about you?”

She shrugged. “The usual, I guess.”

“Really? What’s the usual?”

The intensity in those crystal-blue eyes seemed to pierce her very soul, as if he already knew the answer and simply waited to see if she would tell the truth. Damn it, what was it about this guy?

She couldn’t tell him the truth. Dead spirits talked to her during high school exams, leading to multiple suspensions and accusations of cheating. Her parents cared more about grades and seeing her succeed than about what might be best for her sensitive personality.

“Mags?” he repeated, those big blues awaiting an answer.

Clearing her throat, she finally uttered, “I guess you could say I was a wallflower. I had a few close friends, but mostly I didn’t fit in.”

There. That was generic enough that it answered his question but without spilling the beans about her so-called abilities to talk to ghosts.

“How about your family?” Cal asked.

She shrugged. “I didn’t have any siblings, and my parents were okay. They just didn’t understand why I didn’t excel in school. Like I said, the usual.
”

Cal nodded before Aunt Joy brought out a tray of crackers, chips, and cheese.

“Some snacks while we wait for dinner,” she said.

Mags thanked her and reached for a chip. Good. Now she had something to occupy her hands, and the interruption would end the questions about her background.

“What are you two gabbing about?” Aunt Joy asked as she sat down on the couch next to Mags.

Great. The woman was keeping the topic open. I need to find a way to change up the conversation.

“Mags was just telling me about her parents,” Cal said.

“Continue on, dear. I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

“I was done, really,” Mags said. She hoped she could easily change the subject. “Nothing major about my background, and my parents still live in Dallas. How about you, Cal?”

He and Aunt Joy exchanged glances as a strange feeling descended upon the room. Mags reached for another chip, hoping she hadn’t done something wrong, but she wanted to talk about something—anything—other than herself.

After an agonizing moment, Cal returned his gaze to Mags.

“You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to,” Mags whispered. Something strange occupied Cal’s past. His hunched shoulders, his fight-or-flight stance, radiated fear and anger. But had she ripped a scab off some old Cal wound?

“Nah, it’s a fair question,” Cal said, his words slow and deliberate. “To tell the truth, my old man was a monster. That’s why Aunt Joy raised me.
”

“Wow, I had no idea—”

“Don’t worry about it.” Cal smiled at her. “Aunt Joy saved my life.”

“I’m just glad I got to you before something worse happened,” Aunt Joy whispered.

Mags remained quiet.

“Go ahead,” Cal said, “I know you’re curious. Go ahead and ask. It’s okay. Really.”

She swallowed hard before speaking. “Where was your mom in all this?”

Without missing a beat, Cal said, “She wasn’t much better. Watched my old man knock me around more times than I can count. That woman—I refuse to call her Mother—did nothing whatsoever to protect me.”

“I’m so sorry that happened to you,” Mags said, her voice a whisper too. Somehow, speaking in a normal voice about something so horrible gave it more strength. Hushed tones were better.

“It worked out. The bruises started to show when I was nine or so, and child services took me out of that home and into Aunt Joy’s. She deserves the real credit for how I turned out.”

Aunt Joy grinned ear to ear. “No, Cal, you’re a great kid. I just helped rein in your wild side!”

He nodded and reached for another chip. Mags struggled to swallow the lump in her throat. She had no idea he’d been through such abuse.

There was definitely more to this guy than what she had seen so far.

##
#

Cal clenched his jaw as he chewed one of Aunt Joy’s stale crackers. He didn’t have the heart to explain that products in boxes did indeed expire, so he crunched on the salted cracker until it was mulch in his mouth.

Damn it to hell, he hadn’t meant to go that deep with Mags. Not on their second meeting. But when the subject arose, he couldn’t help but tell the truth.

What was that about anyway? He couldn’t explain it. Something about her elicited truth from anyone in her orbit.

She brushed her fingers through her hair and pulled the strands into a half ponytail. Her jade eyes gleamed as she cast him a smile. Warmth and eagerness jolted through him simultaneously, awakening senses more than ever before.

Part of him wanted to reach out and kiss her. Another part felt vulnerable for being so open. Time to change up this mood. Fast.

“Any news on the hurricane forecast?”

Both women stared at him like he had three heads. Guess his interjection had come at a strange time in the conversation, but he needed to regain control of his senses before he did something stupid.

“I suppose we should check,” Mags said. “The hurricane path will determine how my next week at work goes.”

Aunt Joy picked up the remote. “Look, Mags. What a sweet gift Cal got me on my last birthday.”

Cal grinned at the memory as Mags took the large-print remote control that only had four options: On, Off, Volume, Channel.

Nothing else. He’d wanted to keep things simple, and Aunt Joy no longer called him at all hours asking him how to get the TV to go back to Andy Griffith

.

“Great idea,” Mags said as she pressed the TV on for the weather.

Aunt Joy stood up. “Let me go check on dinner. You two figure out the weather and relax.”

Cal stood out of respect, then let her pass before taking a seat next to Mags. He’d wanted to be closer to her, and this provided the ideal transition.

“So let’s see what’s up with this storm.”

Mags nodded and adjusted her position. Thankfully, she seemed to move closer to him and not farther away. Good thing.

Cal stared at the TV for some distraction. Some weather guy was announcing that Hurricane Judy might not hit Galveston after all.

“Doesn’t this guy ever sleep?” Mags asked.

“What do you mean?”

She shook her head. “We’ve been watching coverage of the hurricane for a few days. This guy is always on. I think he must have a cot at the station or something.”

“Cots don’t provide a good night’s sleep, I’ll tell you that,” Cal said. “We have a few at the firehouse, and they’re stiff as boards.”

“Really? Do you work at a firehouse?”

“I’m a volunteer firefighter right now,” he started. Crap. Why hadn’t he just answered yes so she would think he was cool?

Those green eyes of hers…they somehow cast a truth spell on him. This couldn’t be good, but he didn’t want to walk away.

“That’s amazing,” she said. “I wish that my job made half the difference yours does.
”

He stared at her blankly before reminding himself to smile. Most guys gave him shit for never making the real fireman career. Volunteers were always appreciated, but the real guys got the glory and the press.

And she thought what he did was amazing?

“Thanks.” Cal turned his attention to the TV. “Guess it’s a good thing that the hurricane is veering east.”

“We’ll still go through all the protocols,” Mags said. “Hotel safety.”

Cal glanced over at Aunt Joy, who by now was humming softly while stirring.

“This home has safety features in place too. Maybe our firehouse will come here to assist sometime…let us see each other again.”

You idiot. You’ve just given away your whole hand.

“I’d like that,” she whispered.

Oh yeah. He grinned wide. He was hooked on this girl.

###

Joy hummed a tune as she sprinkled some saffron, oregano, and thyme into the bubbling red sauce. She kept her focus on the stove, but her ears remained open to the youngsters in the next room.

It was a good thing they couldn’t see her grin. She just knew those two would get along, and Cal had been so down after not passing the exam. He needed a distraction, and there was something about Mags that Joy instantly liked, though she couldn’t quite place her finger on it.

“Dinner is almost ready,” she called out
.

“May I help with anything?” Mags asked.

“Not a thing, dear.” Joy poured the noodles into a strainer in the sink. Humid air whooshed up toward her face. “I’m getting my own facial!”

“Aunt Joy, we should help—” Cal said.

“Nope, I want you two to keep gabbing.”

Oh lordy. Gabbing? That was a word from her older generation. Revealed her age, even though she prided herself on keeping up with the youngsters.

While she put the noodles and sauce into bowls, her ears worked just great, as she heard Cal and Mags talking and then laughing.

Yep. Getting those two together had been a great idea. Laughter between young people was the best sound in the world. Just like no spaghetti sauce was complete without thyme and oregano, no relationship was fully whole without laughter.

These two had a good future. She’d bet her support hose on it.


CHAPTER TWELVE

Cal set down his spoon. “Aunt Joy, I can’t eat another bite.”

She inspected his bowl. “Well, I guess I can save it for later.”

“Dinner was fantastic, Aunt Joy,” Mags said. “That was the best sauce I’ve ever had.”

“I’m glad, dear,” Aunt Joy said. “But my recipe remains secret!”

Everyone smiled, and Mags excused herself to go clean her face. Once she was out of earshot, Aunt Joy leaned over and whispered, “I like her. You two should go out sometime.”

“Like you didn’t have that in mind all along,” Cal teased. “Inviting us both to dinner and thinking it wasn’t a setup.”

She shrugged. “Cal Barnesley, I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

He shook his head, color rising in his cheeks. “Sure. Whatever you say.”

Mags reappeared into the kitchen. “Thanks so much again, Aunt Joy. You and Cal will need to come to the Fantasma Hotel sometime for a drink. My treat.”

“Thank you, dear,” Aunt Joy said. Then she looked at her watch. “You know, it’s only 8:00 p.m. Maybe you kids could go have a nightcap and let this old lady get her beauty sleep.”

Cal pinched the bridge of his nose with his fingers. The woman knew no bounds when it came to matchmaking. Not that he minded. He wanted to get to know Mags, but Aunt Joy was going for the overkill
.

“Aunt Joy—”

“Actually,” Mags said. “It’s not a bad idea. I do need to stop by the hotel to check on something, but why don’t you come by in about half an hour and we’ll get drinks at the bar?”

Cal bit his tongue. He’d been sober going on three years, and he’d need to tell her, but not as she was rushing away.

“You two go enjoy,” Aunt Joy prompted, exchanging a knowing glance with him. “I’m sure you’ll find something that suits you both.”

He grinned. That was Aunt Joy code for “I’m sure they have club soda, and I like this girl.”

“Sure,” Cal said. After all, he didn’t stand much chance against Aunt Joy’s prompting.

###

Mags sprinted through the hotel lobby toward the bar area, hoping to avoid Thom’s attention.

“Mags?”

No such luck. She stopped mid-lobby, turned, and smiled. “Hi, Thom.”

He narrowed his eyes at her, glanced back at reception where Callie was talking on the phone. “Weren’t you supposed to be working tonight?”

“Yes. Callie was kind enough to pick up my shift. A friend invited me to dinner, and she may eventually be a customer of the hotel—”

“Fine, fine. Just tell me next time before you become a social butterfly.
”

“Um, sure.”

His tone seemed to sneer at her, but it was probably his orderly OCD brain working. And honestly, she should’ve asked him, but hadn’t known if he’d have approved the switch.

He waved his hand dismissively, as if to shoo her out of his peripheral vision.

She continued her prior sprint toward the bar area, where Howard was pouring ice into the bin. An elderly African American man, he had more tales and stories about the hotel than she’d ever known.

“Evening, Mags,” he said in a bass-toned Texas drawl. “What can we do you for?”

She’d never understood that expression, but just flashed him a smile. “I have a friend coming to join me for a nightcap. Just wanted to get here, get settled. Can you put my purse behind the bar?”

“Sure,” he said, grabbing the straps and putting the bag away safely. “Bada bing, bada bam. You’re good.”

His jovial way of talking reminded her of an old carnival barker. Howard always made the guests chuckle, and he kept an even mood at the bar. No one got out of hand or behaved poorly. She sighed with relief. This place was definitely different from Dallas, land of the bucking bulls and redneck boys.

“So what can I get you?” he asked.

“How about one of the dessert wines, like muscadine?”

“Bada bing, bam, we got that good stuff.” He shuffled over to the wine bottles, popped the cork with ease, and poured her a fuller glass than he usually did for the tourists. “For you.”

“Thanks. You doing okay tonight?”

“Can’t complain. Wouldn’t help anyway.
”

She laughed. “Good outlook.”

He returned the smile before going to assist another customer on the other side of the bar. She adjusted her hair, her earrings, and got comfortable before Cal arrived.

A small TV in the upper right corner showed the same news in red ticker tape across the bottom of the screen. Hurricane Judy might miss Galveston, and everyone believed the storm would turn eastward.

Cold air snapped across her ankles, and she immediately jolted her posture upright in the wooden chair. Damn it. Not now. Not when I’m about to have a nightcap with Cal.


Darting a suspicious glance in every direction, she practically shot daggers from her glance toward anything that might appear to be partially transparent.

“Are you mad at me?”

Mags turned toward the corner and saw a little girl shaking. The youngster looked just like the children from the fourth floor, wearing an old-fashioned outfit and seeming to not know where she was.

“I’m not angry,” Mags whispered. “But I can’t talk now.”

“Did the storm hit? What happened?” she asked.

“No, the storm is going eastward.”

“Then why am I here?”

How am I supposed to know?

“I’m not sure,” Mags said
.

“Hey, Mags,” a male voice said from behind her. “Who are you talking to?”

Crap.

“Hi, Cal.” She darted a glance back to the corner, not wanting to upset the girl ghost but not wanting to be bothered at the moment either. “Um, I was just thinking out loud, I guess.”

“I don’t know where I am,” the youngster said.

“Welcome to the Fantasma Hotel,” Mags said to Cal, also to answer the girl’s inquiry.

“Nice place.” He sat on the chair next to her and flashed her a grin. In that second, all ghosts faded away. All that existed were those incredible blue eyes that she could practically swim in.

“Would you like a drink?” Mags asked, ready to get Howard’s attention.

Cal glanced at the floor before returning her gaze. “Um, Mags, I should tell you something.”

Panic swirled in her stomach. What was wrong?

“Okay. What is it?” she asked as calmly as she could.

“I don’t drink.” He held her gaze, those eyes piercing into her soul. “I’m an alcoholic in AA.”

Heat flooded her cheeks. How insensitive had she been? Coming to a bar? Insisting on a nightcap? Great. She’d screwed this one up.

“I…I’m sorry.” Gee that was lame. She reached for her wine, then set it down.

“I’m fine if you want a glass of wine,” he said. “But I needed to tell you so you’d be aware.
”

Emotion surged through her, a stomach-wrenching mix of embarrassment and empathy. She wanted to be in the hospitality industry for a career and she hadn’t even considered all alternatives to what people might or might not drink? What kind of manager would she make?

“I’m sorry if I was insensitive,” she said.

He reached for her hand, and his warm touch eased her anxious tidal wave. “Don’t worry. It’s not something most people think about. And I definitely don’t want you blaming yourself for any reason.”

His words comforted her spirit, but the blushing heat remained in her cheeks. “And you don’t mind if I have a glass of wine here? Because I’ll put it up.”

“No, drink it and enjoy. I’ve been sober for three years. If it’d been three weeks or three months, my answer might be different.”

He released her hand, and she took a small sip of wine. She situated the glass on her right side near the end of the counter so Cal didn’t have to look at it outright.

“So tell me,” she began. “Is there a magical moment when others drinking around you doesn’t bother you anymore? How does that work?”

He shrugged. “Depends. In the early days, you realize how much wine and beer surround you. Whether it’s on billboards or at the table across from you in a restaurant, it seems more visible when it’s time to give it up.”

Mags waved Howard over.

“What can I get for the guest?” he said.

“Ice water is fine,” Cal said
.

“Bada boom, we got water here. We’re an ocean here. Water everywhere.”

Cal exchanged a puzzled but amused grin with Mags. “Interesting fellow.”

“You have no idea,” she said.

“Miss? How long until the storm comes?”

Mags turned her attention back to the corner, where the little girl stood transparent and hovering above an ornate plant vase that was three feet tall.

Mouthing I can’t talk now
, she hoped the girl would understand.

Frowning, the youngster sat down and waited. Though for how long, Mags didn’t know.

After Howard brought the beverage, Mags said, “So when you first tried to quit, it must have been hard if drinks were everywhere.”

“Yeah, but my meetings got me through. Got lots of friends in AA, and a few guys at the firehouse are part of my home group too. Between AA and Aunt Joy, they saved my life.”

“I’m glad you’re better,” she said, wondering if that sounded as lame as it did in her head. What was someone supposed to say to a statement like that? That AA had saved their life?

“I guess you were a rebel and troublemaker when you drank too much?” she asked, trying to keep the tone lighthearted.

Cal shook his head and took a sip of ice water. “You could say that. I was lucky that I never hurt anyone, never got a DUI. That shit stays on your record forever, and that would’ve kept me from getting into the Houston Fire Department. But I definitely pulled my share of stupid stunts. Good thing Aunt Joy was looking out for me.
”

Mags smiled. “She is a keeper. That was sweet of her to ask me to dinner.”

He reached for her hand once more. “You mean us
 for dinner. Forgive her aggressive matchmaking approach. She just wants me to be happy.”

“And have a girlfriend” seemed to be on the tip of his tongue, but he didn’t say the words. Mags hoped that those words were going through his mind though.

She squeezed his hand, enjoying his touch. “She seems like a great aunt to have.”

“What’s your family like?”

Mags pondered a minute to find the right word. “Career oriented.”

“What’s that mean?”

She took a quick sip of wine, now completely conscious that it was something Cal struggled with. “They’re the type of parents who wanted me to become a lawyer, senator, some top-of-the-corporate-ladder thing.”

“Must’ve been tough on you as a kid.”

“It was,” she said, remembering how her own talents to see and speak to the dead hadn’t helped things. But she wasn’t about to reveal that to Cal. “When I didn’t do well in school, they pretty much focused on their own careers and told me I was on my own.”

Cal frowned. “So they gave up on you?”

“Kind of. They always took care of my basic needs until I finished school, but they got tired of setting me up on all these interviews for jobs I didn’t want and for employers who didn’t want me.
”

“And let me guess,” Cal said. “Your choices and talents didn’t reflect well on them and their image in the corporate world.”

She stared at him for a long moment. How could he have summed up her entire life in such a brief sentence?

“Exactly.”

Cal nodded. “Sounds like my old man. I was never enough for him. That’s why he beat me up all the time.”

“Ouch. My parents didn’t physically abuse me though—”

“Emotional abuse is just as bad,” Cal said. “My bruises healed fast, but it’s taken years for me to stop hearing the old man’s insults in my head. And it’s a daily struggle. That’s why I drank, to quiet that inner critic that was so fierce, I felt like I couldn’t compete with its truths.”

“Oh, I’m familiar with the inner critic,” Mags said. Try having that and having ghosts want something from you all the time.


“That voice is ravenous. Makes us all stand in our own way,” Cal said, swigging a big drink of water.

“Good point.” Mags finished her wine and set it aside.

Howard meandered over. “You want a refill, Miss Mags?”

“Just water, thanks,” she said.

Cal frowned. “If you want—”

“No. I’m not much of a drinker myself anyway. And it’s late. Another glass of wine will just disrupt my sleep.”

“Well, do what you like, but don’t change on my account.”

“No worries.
”

Howard refilled Cal’s water and brought Mags a new glass of cold water.

“Please tell me when the storm is coming. Sister said it would be soon,” the tiny female voice said.

Oh please. Not now. Mags turned toward the plant where the little girl sat. “I wonder what the latest hurricane path says.”

Cal pointed to the screen. “Looks like it’ll hit east of here, so we should be good.”

The little girl didn’t respond, just continued to stare at Mags with longing in her eyes. “Sister said—”

“I’m glad that this storm will blow over,” Mags said. “Unlike the 1900 storm.”

“Aunt Joy always talked about that one. Her grandparents were killed in that storm.”

“I’m guessing most of Galveston is still haunted by the thousands who lost their lives that day,” Mags said, trying to make conversation while informing the little girl where she was. Of all the times for a ghost to appear and want to ask questions, right when Cal was there.

Cal had been honest about AA, and she admired that trait. But opening her mouth and telling him she could see and talk to ghosts? No. That would send him running—fast.

“Yeah, that storm was a bitch,” Cal said.

Mags glanced at the little girl and mouthed, Please give me time to answer your questions.


Impatient and fidgety, the little girl started singing. “La la la la la” over and over
.

Great. A ghost tantrum. How the hell was Mags supposed to stop it?

“Mags?” Cal asked. “You okay?”

La la la la!

“Um, yeah?” Mags said, trying to ignore the shrill vocal cords of one angry little-girl ghost.

“Just wondering.” Cal glanced around the place. “You seemed far away for a few seconds there.”

You have no idea.

“I’ll be okay. You know, let’s go walk outside for a bit. I could stretch my legs.” And I can get some damn peace and quiet.


“Yeah, sure.” Cal took a last swig of water and stood up. Reaching for her hand, he took it in his. Warmth flooded through her as she tried to suppress laughter. She’d always figured she’d hear music when she found a guy she liked, but she didn’t expect that music to be “la la la la” by a five-year-old.

She exited the bar area as fast as she could. Cal began to walk across the lobby, but she grabbed his hand and pulled him to the left. “We have a service exit down this hallway.”

“Sure.”

Once outside, the whooshing sound of waves crashing on the sand filled the air. A much better sound alternative to a girl’s temper, for certain.

“So you like working for the hotel?” he asked.

“I do. It suits me. I get enough customer interaction, but I also get some quiet downtime to do paperwork.
”

“And you get free rooms and travel perks too, I’ll bet.” Cal winked at her. Was that wink a hint that he one day wanted her to get a room for them? Stop. That’s ridiculous. You don’t even know the guy well yet.


“It’s a perk.” She walked toward the manicured front lawn, and Cal followed. “I definitely like Galveston better than Dallas.”

“The beach is great. We don’t have that in the burbs of Houston, but it’s a nice thing to see when I visit my aunt. And the palm trees,” Cal said, pointing at the many manicured spots of palms, ferns, and mulch that were lit by colored lighting in the darkening night.

“How often do you visit her?” Mags asked.

“Not as much as I’d like,” he said. “And even though I know the place has a hurricane evacuation process in place, I’m thankful Hurricane Judy is going elsewhere. Aunt Joy doesn’t need the stress.”

“We have tons of procedures too,” Mags said. “Honestly, I was looking forward to learning them. I guess I’ll have to wait for the next storm.”

He turned to look at her, those eyes gazing into hers. The aura from the lampposts made his eyes seem almost blue green. “You’re a surprising one, Mags. Most people don’t look forward to a hurricane.”

His face was so close to hers…it was as if every word he spoke was sacred for some reason.

“Does that make me a misfit in your book?” she asked.

“Not even close.” Cal put his hands on her cheeks, cupped her face, and drew her in for a soft romantic kiss.

Oh.My.Word
.

She’d imagined kissing him since the day he’d swerved his car to avoid hitting her, since the day she’d had the pleasure to meet the intriguing Cal Barnesley. But she’d never expected the kiss would leave her in utter awe…

Most men pushed their lips onto women. Some barely brushed the lips. Cal somehow was like the perfect balance. She breathed deep and continued to touch his lips, smell his aftershave, and inhale the woodsy scent around his neck.

When he did finally release her, she uttered, “Underful. Azing.”

He grinned. “I assume you’re saying wonderful and amazing?”

“Hm-hm.” The endorphins swimming through her knocked away what would typically be an embarrassed response. She no longer cared. This was where she wanted to be.

“You’re wonderful and amazing too, Mags. More than you realize.”

He cupped her face and held her close. Everything else faded away but the low tide crawling up miles of shore.

“I better get home,” he whispered.

She frowned but knew he was right. She didn’t want things to move too fast, and she did need to start work early in the morning.

“I had fun tonight,” she said.

He reached for her hand and began walking her back to the hotel entrance. “Me too. Let’s do it again sometime.”

Yes!

Images of cupids and arrows filled her mind. He wanted to see her again.

“I’d like that, Cal.
”

They exchanged phone numbers when they reached the hotel’s front door.

Squeezing her hand, he gave her a quick kiss on the lips. “Good night, Mags.”

She inhaled a deep breath of salt air mixed with Cal’s aftershave. “Night.”

With a gentlemanly smile, he released her hand and turned toward his car.

She watched him for a few seconds before going into the hotel.

Yes, yes, yes! Maybe things could work out for her. A great career, a boyfriend, and who knew what else was on the horizon?


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

The next morning, Mags woke up in a completely relaxed mindset. Stretching her arms above the sheets, she relished the memories with Cal from last night.

Things were finally looking up.

Her feet didn’t hesitate to hit the ground and sprint into the kitchen to make coffee. As the java smell filled her apartment and the coffeemaker spurted and gurgled, she stopped. Looked in every direction.

A persistent sound—scratching? digging?—echoed in her ears. Not a sound that coffee should make.

She grabbed her finished cup of coffee, poured some almond milk and sugar in, and went in search of the noise. Was it in the dining room? She wandered about, studying every nook and cranny. Nope.

Onto the living room. Behind her favorite recliner. Nothing.

Maybe her senses weren’t awake yet. Shutting her eyes, she paused to listen.

Scritch, scratch, paw, scratch…

What the hell was that?

Keeping her eyes shut for another few seconds, she focused on where the sound came from. The left. The laundry room maybe?

She opened her eyes, took a giant swig of java, and headed straight for the laundry room. Baskets brimming with clothes lined the floor. Mags stepped between them to peek into the back corner behind the washer
.

Holy hell!

Instinctively, she threw her arms in the air. Along with the coffee, which crashed to the floor and oozed brown liquid.

A semitransparent creature burrowed against the corner, creating that scratchy sound.

“What the hell are you?” she asked.

The animal was about the size of a small dog, but this was no dog. The creature appeared to be a giant anteater.

Mags stepped closer, tempted to get a broom and whoosh the thing away. What a lame idea. The animal was semitransparent, meaning she couldn’t just kick it out of her apartment.

“How am I supposed to get rid of a ghost anteater?” she asked, hoping some answer would come to her.

The animal continued to dig. Scratch. Dig. As if trying to escape through the wall.

“Hello?” Mags took another step toward the thing.

Not that she expected the animal to talk. That would be ridiculous. Then again, having a ghost animal in her laundry room was ridiculous.

“Fine. I’m shutting the door so you can’t do any more harm,” she said with authority. The animal made muffled sounds and continued to dig.

She shut the door tight and put a nearby chair against it. Whatever that thing was, she didn’t want it wandering around her apartment while she was at work
.

On the car ride to the hotel, every radio station spoke of the storm. Even the nineties station kept interjecting her favorite songs with updates. And it looked like Hurricane Judy might just rear her ugly head on Galveston after all.

Mags sped up and reached the Fantasma Hotel in twenty minutes. Pulling her car behind the hotel, she parked and headed toward the entrance.

Rusty stood still in the grassy area, his lost little-boy eyes searching left and right. For his bike maybe?

“Morning,” Mags said. “Still haven’t found your bike?”

“No, but that’s not it.”

She knelt down beside him to be closer for eye contact. “What is it then? Are you okay?”

He squinted at the morning sun and put his hand over his eyes to shield them. “The storm is coming here, isn’t it?”

“The radio announcers seem to think it’s possible, yes.”

“I can feel it, Miss Mags. It hurts.”

She frowned. “What do you feel, Rusty? Where does it hurt?”

He shrugged and looked toward the gulf. “It feels like the salt air is hitting me with a thousand arrows. It’s weird.”

“I’m sorry you’re hurting,” she said, not really sure how these things worked. Where the hell was Declan, the afterdeath consultant, so she could ask him these things?

“Meanwhile,” Mags continued. “Why don’t you stay out of the wind as best you can? Stick to the area near the back hotel wall if you’re able. Then maybe it won’t be so bad?
”

“I’ll try. It’s like I know the storm is coming. Like animals do.”

Animals. That creature.

“Rusty, what do you know about animals and storms?”

“I dunno. Before I died, we studied how some animals can predict bad weather or when someone is about to get sick.”

“Interesting.” Mags watched as the gulf picked up strength in its waves. “In my apartment this morning, I found a…creature. It was almost trying to burrow its way out of my laundry room.”

Rusty nodded. “Animals try to burrow themselves into safe places when they know danger is coming.”

“But this was a ghost animal. Just like you’re a spirit who’s dead, this was an animal who’s dead. Why would a ghost animal try to scratch the walls of my laundry room?”

“What did the animal look like? Was it gray?”

Mags narrowed her eyes. Did this kid have the ability to read her mind?

“Yes.”

“Did it look really weird, with a strange-looking mouth?”

“Rusty, what do you know?”

He grinned wide. “Miss Mags, you’re from Texas. You should know what the state animal is. Gee, I thought grown-ups knew all that stuff.”

“Not everything.” She smirked. “So what is this animal?”

“An armadillo.”

“Seriously?” Mags studied him. “How do you know that?
”

“We studied everything about Texas in my history class. I’d gotten an A plus on my homework the week before I died.”

“That’s a sad realization,” Mags murmured.

“Armadillos are like other animals, and they try to burrow and make themselves safe when trouble comes. It probably knows the storm is coming.”

“Ironic that a ghost armadillo might be a more accurate predictor of storms than the meteorologists.”

“Not really. Animals have a more sixth sense than people do.”

“So I hear.” Mags glanced at the hotel back windows, when she noticed Thom staring at her. Great. She was out here talking to Rusty, but to Thom it likely appeared that she was talking to herself.

“I better go in to work,” Mags said.

“Be careful, and tell them to evacuate if the storm is coming.”

“I will.”

Mags walked as fast as she could into the hotel, where a slender Thom with arms crossed over his chest greeted her.

“Is there anything I need to know, Mags?”

“Know? What do you mean?” She put down her purse and tried to act natural.

He arched one eyebrow in perfect fashion. “You were talking to yourself for quite some time out there. Is there some condition you have that I should be aware of?”

She reached into her pockets and stabbed her pointer finger with her thumbnail to keep herself together
.

“Nope, I was just thinking out loud.”

“Hmm.”

Change the subject. Keep things moving forward.

“I heard the radio announce the storm may come this way,” she said, never thinking that sharing bad news would be so welcome.

“Yes. Hurricane Judy has turned and increased her speed. We need to prepare now, in case it hits Galveston.” He paused, eyed her with suspicion. “Provided, that is, that you’re here and ready to work?”

She nodded with authority—or so she hoped. “Of course. Where should I start?”

“Start by warning the guests. I need to assess our supplies, and I’ll talk to the other employees. Make sure the guests are ready to leave by tonight or tomorrow. Not sure when yet.”

“Tonight?” Mags asked. “That soon? I mean, I thought we might ride it out if the storm doesn’t come right toward us. Besides, it’s a Category 3, isn’t it?”

“Category 4 right now. They just gave an update a few minutes ago.”

Mags glanced toward the hotel’s back door. Yep, Rusty knew the storm was coming.

“Are we definitely evacuating? What’s the plan?” Mags asked, trying to contain the excitement in her voice at being able to coordinate this effort.

“I’m not announcing a definite evacuation,” Thom said. “But I want the guests ready. If Hurricane Judy remains a Category 4 and doesn’t weaken, we’ll reach a critical point where the roads become gridlocked and we’ll be stuck. That’s what I don’t want.
”

“Okay, I’ll inform all the guests,” Mags said, walking toward the staircase.

“Start with the fourth floor.”

Her pulse quickened at the thought of running into ghosts, but she didn’t have time for panic.

“Sure, Boss.”

Once on the fourth floor, she kept her focus on the tasks at hand. Knocked on the doors, told guests about the plan and how they needed to be ready to go tonight in case the situation warranted evacuation.

She even managed to get through most of the guests (Gertrude and Ethel weren’t in their rooms) before the air became frigid. Goose bumps spread across her forearms, heightening her awareness of spirits nearby.

“Magdalene.”

She spun around, looking for the voice.

“Who’s there?” Mags asked, darting her gaze in all directions. “I have work to finish.”

Like an old-time Polaroid photo, the ghost nun and children gradually transitioned into view.

“Sister Catherine,” Mags said.

“Magdalene.”

“How can I help you?” Mags asked. “I do need to warn the rest of the guests about the storm.
”

Sister Catherine nodded toward the little girl roped next to her. Responding to the signal, the young redhead stepped forward and tugged on Mags’s arm. Though the ghost form couldn’t touch, Mags saw instant goose bumps.

“Miss?” the youngster asked.

“Yes?”

“Sister says you must evacuate the hotel.”

“We are planning to, should the storm get worse,” Mags said.

The redheaded girl looked toward the ceiling, seeming entranced like a random mosquito near a lightbulb.

“No, miss. You have to leave. No matter what.”

Mags wondered why the girl was so insistent. Did these ghosts know something about the weather that the living couldn’t detect? What about that ghost armadillo in her apartment? The things Rusty said?

“I’m not sure I have any final say in whether we evacuate or not,” Mags said.

The nun gently pulled the little girl behind her to join the others, all entwined with rope.

“You must go, Magdalene.”

“Sister, why is this so urgent? Hurricane Judy may not even come to Galveston.”

The nun raised a pointed finger, long accustomed to lecturing and keeping others in line. “This land was struck by the 1900 hurricane, the Great Storm. History always repeats itself. You have to leave.”

“But my boss—
”

“He doesn’t see us. You do. Take some responsibility for your gift, child.”

Excuse me, but I never asked for this gift, damn it!

Sighing, Mags rubbed her temples and closed her eyes. How am I supposed to force Thom to do anything? I can’t just get him to go against hotel policy, even if I do want to run this hotel someday.


She opened her eyes to ask Sister Catherine another question—but the nun and the children had faded from sight.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Hours passed, and the Galveston sun cast a diagonal light across the sky, signifying midmorning. Mags had notified all guests about the possibility of evacuation, and Thom remained behind closed doors.

She minimized her hotel reservations screen and went to the local weather website to check on Hurricane Judy’s path.

Noises echoed from Thom’s office, combined with muffled groans and irritable muttering. When he stepped out, she pointed to her screen.

“Have you seen the latest reports? The storm is headed for west Louisiana, so it may miss Galveston.”

“Yes, I just spoke to our corporate office.” He zipped behind reception and opened drawers, checking for something. “Our hotel needs to remain open as a refuge. People from New Orleans and Lafayette will likely go west or north, so we need to be available for them.”

Sister Catherine’s words echoed in her brain: You must leave, Magdalene
.

“Thom,” Mags said.

He yanked a sheet of paper from one of the many drawers he had opened. “Yes?”

“I know I’m new to this, but what if the storm changes course? Shouldn’t we still plan to evacuate if need be?”

“Not if we’re going to be a refuge,” he said, staring at her like she was a moron
.

“I understand,” she said, trying to push the ghost armadillo, Rusty, and Sister Catherine out of her mind. “But in case—”

“You can’t spend your life worried about what-ifs, Mags,” Thom said.

“True, but many of our guests are planning to head northward by tonight or tomorrow morning. Why not plan to evacuate tonight, and we’ll get on the roads earlier than everyone else?”

She didn’t even believe her own words. How could she expect Thom to take her seriously? And it wasn’t like she could tell him that ghosts had warned her. That was not the type of thing that went over well in a work situation.

“No evacuating until we know for certain,” Thom said. “For now, we offer a refuge.”

Biting her lip, she nodded. She’d done her best. She couldn’t force his hand.

“So what can I help with?” she asked.

“I need to go get more plywood so we can board up the windows if the need arises. I’ll take a few of the maintenance staff with me to load up sandbags. You can stay and watch reception?”

“Sure.”

Thom grabbed his keys. “You did manage to inform the guests of the plan?”

“Ethel and Gertrude aren’t in the hotel, and Donny isn’t here either.”

Thom let out an audible sigh, one that seemed to reverberate. “Yes, I think the ladies were having tests done at the doctor today. Who’s the other guest?
”

Mags smiled. “Donny Ray. He’s an impersonator from Vegas. I call him Elvis-guy.”

“I see.” Thom pursed his lips. “And where is this bee-bop person?”

“He’s not answering the door either. I presume he’ll return soon.”

“Just stay on it. I’ll get more plywood and supplies so we’re ready for anything. And I’ll need to go by the bank too. I may be several hours. You’ll watch reception and keep everyone informed?”

“Sure,” Mags said.

“Excellent.” With that, Thom jingled his keys and exited the hotel like a man on a mission.

###

By midafternoon, Mags had spoken to all the remaining guests in the hotel. Ethel, Gertrude, and Donny remained MIA.

Many guests checked out early and headed northward. Much of the staff had gone with Thom to buy plywood and load up sandbags. Howard the fun bartender had called in sick, leaving Mags as the sole employee remaining in the Fantasma Hotel—with a hurricane in the gulf.

The last few hours, the shit had hit the fan. Hurricane Judy had increased in speed and power. Now she was a Category 4, with winds over one hundred miles per hour.

Even the meteorologists hadn’t expected this latest surge in power and direction. Most of those colorful computer models showing Hurricane Judy’s path all agreed on the target, western Louisiana. But now that gigantic blood-red ticker on the news told the awful truth: Hurricane Judy turns west. Heads straight for Galveston

.

She gawked at the TV, unable to shift her attention to anything else as reality punched her in the gut. The ghosts were right. Mother Nature had the final say-so on hurricanes, and it was time to evacuate.

Meanwhile, Thom hadn’t returned. Getting supplies couldn’t take this long. She pressed the hotel lobby phone once more and called his cell. Straight to voicemail.

She did a search for employee information on her computer and came upon a number for Thom’s elderly mother, who lived in San Antonio.

Mags dialed the number. Rough static overpowered the phone line, but a woman answered.

“Hel…Hello?” the woman said.

Finally.

“Hi, my name is Mags, and I work at the Fantasma Hotel.”

“Oh! Yes, is my Thom there?”

“No, ma’am. I was hoping you’d heard from him. I can’t reach his cell,” Mags said, questioning whether she would go to hell for putting extra worry onto an elderly woman.

“Not a word. I’ve been so worried with that hurricane coming your way,” the woman said. “You’ll tell my Thom boy to call me if you see him?”

“Yes, of course.” Mags exhaled an audible sigh. “Let me know if you hear from him as well.”

“Sure, dear.
”

Mags hung up and strode outside. The nearest home supply store was four miles away, but toward the Causeway. Maybe the evacuation traffic had begun and he’d gotten stuck?

She didn’t know what she expected to see. Part of her wished that Thom would come driving up in his Austin America so she’d know what to do next. She’d been excited about handling hotel matters in a hurricane, but not alone.

As soon as she reached the front walk, raindrops pelted her face. Large, choppy gulf waves with thick whitecaps crashed onto shore.

Hurricane Judy was making her way into Galveston.

Time to make decisions. Thom was obviously stuck somewhere, and he might not return soon. All lanes of Seawall Boulevard had been turned into one-way traffic toward the Causeway, and cars were bumper to bumper. A few people turned off their cars and sat on their hoods, just waiting until the long exodus started to move again. Honking horns provided a cacophony, with booming thunder as a backdrop.

First, she needed to check on the guests. Call the local hospital to see if Ethel and Gertrude were there. If so, the hospital could handle any evacuation or care. If not, Mags needed to make sure they returned okay. One man, Bob, had remained at the hotel and said he would check out later. Was he still in his room? And where did the Elvis-guy go?

She couldn’t help but chuckle at what she saw as a journalism-class headline: Elvis Seen on Galveston Island, Shows Up during Hurricane to Play Music.


Shaking off her doubt, she turned and walked around the back of the hotel.

“Mags?”

She turned, looked for whoever had called her name. “Hello?
”

“Miss Mags?” Rusty stood still, watching her. “That armadillo was right. The storm is here.”

“I wish you could come inside, stay safe.”

“I can’t leave this spot. We tried before, remember?”

“Yep, but I hate to think of you getting hurt out here.”

He grinned, all teeth and gums. “I’m dead, Miss Mags. Pain doesn’t matter.”

Feeling the embarrassment rise to her cheeks, she smiled. “Of course. All these dead and alive rules are confusing sometimes. And apparently my very own afterdeath consultant hasn’t arrived yet to explain things.”

Rusty brushed the blond bangs away from his face. “Will you be okay?”

A pang shot through Mags’s heart. She was doing everything she could to keep the stress and frenzy away, yet this little ghost boy wanted to make sure she was going to be safe.

“I’ll be fine, thank you.” Mags glanced back to the hotel door as the rain whipped in harder. “Is there anything you need?”

He looked around. “If you happen to see my bike, will you keep it safe for me?”

“Absolutely.”

“Thanks.” With that, he spread his arms wide and seemed to enjoy the stormy raindrops flowing through him. Like a kid playing in a puddle.

“I’ll check on you later,” Mags said. “I’m going to go back inside and call the hospital. See if I can find Ethel and Gertrude.
”

“Hey, Miss Mags. Do you hear something?”

Mags turned a careful eye and ear in all directions, unsure what to expect. “The storm’s growing closer. I can hear the waves and the wind.”

“No. I mean music. I hear someone singing.”

Singing?

Mags strained to hear anything besides the inevitable weather.

Somewhere, small, amid the storm…she heard “Blue Eyes Crying in the Rain.”

“I do hear music!” Mags turned toward the sound and saw Donny Ray strolling toward the hotel. With Ethel and Gertrude on each arm.

“Donny? Ethel and Gertrude? Thank goodness you’re safe! I was worried.”

He sauntered along with both elderly ladies clutching his arms like they’d found their favorite old music star.

“Those doctors wanted to admit me for high blood pressure!” Ethel waved her hands about as if dismissing the thought and the air at the same time. “Really? All they want is a wallet extraction. I have high blood pressure. I told them that. Why don’t they pay me instead of billing me for what I already know?”

Mags glanced at Gertrude to judge her reaction, seeing as how she remained the saner one.

“Well, we did need to get her checked out, but they’re taking everyone to Houston. My sister passed out when we were shopping along the Strand. It’s good that we at least saw a doctor.
”

“Doctor?” Ethel exclaimed. “He barely looked old enough to shave. Really, I’m better off here. With all of you and this nice young gentleman,” she said, pointing to Elvis, who winked at her.

“We should get inside,” Mags said. “And everyone get their bags so we can evacuate. The weather is only going to get worse, and if Ethel is at risk for passing out―”

“Oh, don’t worry about me.” Ethel squeezed Donny Ray’s muscles and grinned like a groupie. “I’m fine right where I am. And I have medicine for my blood pressure.”

“My sister will be okay,” Gertrude said. “But Mags is right. Let’s go inside.”

“Into the heartbreak hotel,” Donny said.

Mags couldn’t help but smile, but this situation was beyond her comfort zone. She needed to get everyone evacuated, sit in hours of traffic, and get to Houston. Her car wouldn’t even fit all the guests, and what were the liability terms if anything happened while they were evacuating?

All the scenarios of what could go wrong flashed across her mind. What if Ethel passed out again? They were miles from the hospital, and Mags didn’t have medical training. What if she ran out of gas while attempting to evacuate everyone? She’d heard tales of cars leaving, only to run out of gas and be trapped in the storm.

And the most haunting thought of all—what if the ghosts had been right? What if they should have evacuated earlier and now it was too late?


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Cal glared at his TV screen as it blipped on and off. Likely the power would go out soon. In the brief seconds when the TV image remained clear, it showed Hurricane Judy changing course and heading straight for Galveston.

Artex paced the apartment, alternating between barking and letting out low, guttural growls. Pounding rain and thunder booms outside announced that Judy’s outermost bands had arrived. She was stomping into Galveston with all the anger of a petulant child.

He pressed Redial on his home phone. For the third time.

Still busy.

Were the phone lines down already? Or was Aunt Joy gabbing away with someone else?

Shaking his head, he wished he’d set up call waiting for her. She’d argued about the cost, but the woman had enough money to live on. She’d been unwilling to fork over the extra three dollars per month to be interrupted during her conversations. Now he wished he’d overridden her preference.

Artex stopped pacing and growled at the TV.

“Artex?” Cal asked, looking long and hard at his dog. “What is it, boy?”

Lying down in a sphinx position, Artex’s dark-almond eyes kept a steady gaze on the TV. Cal had only seen that intense stare when they’d encountered a fox during one of their walks
.

Artex’s triangular ears, fully erect, likely communicated the same thing about the hurricane as about the fox: predator.

Cal leapt up. Packed a bag, grabbed his laptop and dog food. “Traffic’s going to be a bitch, but I need to check on Aunt Joy. Then we can take her and head north.”

Artex was on his four paws before Cal even finished talking. He padded across the floor and waited by the front door, leash in his mouth.

Cal took a long, last glance around. If he left now, he might not make it back before the storm hit. Did he have everything he needed?

“Let’s hope I didn’t forget anything,” he said, and he slung the duffel strap over his shoulder and reached for Artex’s leash. “Time to go.”

Once on the road, traffic was congested but not as bad as he’d thought. More people were going into Houston instead of going out. Cal kept his foot on the pedal and continued to use the wireless car option to call Aunt Joy.

Still busy.

Even though little old ladies had the gift of gab, she couldn’t be talking this long. The island cell towers were probably down since heavy winds brushed their way across southern Texas.

Once he reached the Causeway to Galveston, he sped up. The lanes were completely empty going into town. On the opposite side? Bumper to bumper with evacuating cars. Thank heavens he wasn’t stuck in that mess to reach Aunt Joy. He’d deal with the traffic heading out once he knew she was safe.

He kept his eyes alert just in case he saw the van from the retirement home going the opposite direction. If Aunt Joy had evacuated, she would’ve tried to call. He checked again. No texts. No messages
.

Had she packed? Damn it, he should’ve called her sooner to make sure she had a go-bag ready. Cal knew that she was in good hands with the nursing staff at Heritage, but the worry still knotted his stomach. He wasn’t sure what he would find once he reached her home.

Glancing over at Artex, Cal tried to smile. Dogs always did tend to live in the present moment. Artex had his head out the window, enjoying the wind. The heavy breeze from the gulf swept his fur back from his mouth, making it appear like he was smiling wide as ever.

“I hope Aunt Joy is okay, boy,” Cal said, his tone still laced with concern. “Once we check on her, we’ll determine our next move.”

As he neared the end of the Causeway into Galveston, flashing blue and red lights blocked the path.

“Oh shit.”

Cal slowed down as he approached a patrol car. “Officer,” he said with respect. “What’s going on?”

The slender man in uniform pointed to the other side of the Causeway. “We’re about to make this one way out so Galveston can evacuate. You don’t want to be going toward the beach.”

“Actually, I do. I’m a volunteer firefighter, and my aunt lives at Heritage Home off O Street.” He hoped mentioning his civil service work would gain him some favor. “I haven’t been able to reach her. I get a busy signal or static.”

The officer nodded. “Cell towers have been spotty all morning.”

“I need to check on my aunt, sir. She’s the only family I’ve got.”

The cop narrowed his eyes, seeming to study Cal’s movements to see if he was telling the truth. “Where’s your aunt live again?
”

“At Heritage Retirement Home. It’s right off O Street, amid all those old Victorian homes.”

“Wait here.” The cop turned and walked over to another cop car. They spoke for a few minutes while Cal waited.

Artex whimpered.

“It’s okay, boy. I need to get past this blockade and we’ll be at Aunt Joy’s soon.”

The rain had let up for now, though the winds off the water remained strong. Cal tapped the outside of his car door with his fingers. He wanted to get to Aunt Joy’s now, then get back on the road with her. But he couldn’t exactly tell the cop to hurry the hell up.

What was probably three minutes later (yet seemed like ten), the officer wandered back over. “I’m giving you a written pass to go check on your aunt. Then we advise you to bring her with you and you all head off the island.”

“Yes, sir.” Cal took the written form from him and nodded. “Appreciate it.”

“Give me a sec and I’ll move my car so you can get through.”

Cal took a deep breath and waited. Tried to figure out all the things he needed to do in the next ten minutes. Check on Aunt Joy. Find out if the two assisted living vans were on the premises or not. Get her out, and anyone else he could, if people had remained at the facility.

Get his aunt back to his place in Houston until the hurricane passed.

The cop moved, and Cal gave a friendly wave as he slowly drove around and onto Galveston Island
.

Other than the slew of vehicles lined up to leave, Galveston resembled a ghost town. The standard baby-blue skies had shifted into a dual canopy. Over land, blue hues remained. Over water, spongy black clouds formed and swirled.

“Looks like Mother Nature is pissed off,” Cal muttered to a panting Artex as he drove toward Aunt Joy’s place. Strong winds blew in, whipping palm trees in one direction.

Moments later, Cal parked his car at the Heritage Assisted Living Center. The place had two vans for evacuation emergencies, but neither one was in sight. No cars in the parking lot either.

He turned off the keys and got out. “Stay, boy.”

Artex whimpered but stayed put, seeming fascinated by a dragonfly teasing him near the window.

Cal sprinted toward the front door. Locked. He banged on the wooden surface. Tried calling his aunt again. Busy. What was happening? Had they evacuated early? How had the place gotten so many elderly people out into the vans that fast? Hurricane Judy had turned and increased in power faster than any other system this century.

He walked the perimeter, checking on things. All the windows had been boarded up so the glass wouldn’t break with the impending storm. Sandbags had been placed in front of all the doors to slow any water entry.

Not a soul was around. Lightning crackled across the sky and reflected in the water, followed by roaring thunder that reverberated in Cal’s ears. He practically jumped out of his skin.

He returned to his car. They must have evacuated, but he wanted to know where Aunt Joy might be so he could make sure she was indeed safe
.

Tiny raindrops began to fall as the symphony of lightning and thunder continued. Artex barked loud and long.

“I agree, boy. This storm is bad news.”

Sitting in the driver’s seat, Cal tried to figure out a plan. The path back to Houston would take hours, and who knew how long the cell towers would be down.

Low-key hurricanes in Galveston typically didn’t warrant a mass exodus. People stayed where they were, hunkered down, and let the storm pass.

For a Category 1 or 2? No big deal. Judy was a Cat 4, and thus far she appeared to be an ugly bitch about to rear her head.

The Causeway would take hours to get off the island. He turned on the radio, where every local newscaster repeated the same thing: If you’re not already in line to evacuate, you might be better off staying put than running out of gas in traffic
.

The last thing Cal needed was to barely reach the Causeway and be in the middle of the bridge right as the eye of Hurricane Judy hit.

Hell, he’d be better off finding a place to stay so he could keep trying to reach Aunt Joy. Maybe the landlines weren’t down like the cell towers?

“We’re going to go have a look, Artex,” Cal said as he started the car. He drove slowly into Galveston, passing the ornate Victorian homes that defined the place for over a century. Some of these had been spared the damage of the 1900 storm; others had been rebuilt.

What would Hurricane Judy require?

When the Fantasma’s unique turrets and roof came into view, Artex barked loud and long
.

“Hunkering down in a giant hotel structure might be a good plan,” Cal said. “I’m not sure if Mags and the staff have evacuated though.”

Artex bounced around in the front passenger seat. Even with his dog seat belt, he twisted and turned in an eagerness to get out of the car.

Cal stopped at a four-way, even though no cars were around. Artex leaned in and pointed his long, dark nose into Cal’s ear. Then he licked Cal’s cheek and made the classic German shepherd snorfle sound that resembled purring.

“Okay, the hotel it is,” Cal said, pressing on the accelerator. When he parked in front of the hotel, he saw lights through the glass windows. Apparently they still had power. Good thing.

Deep, guttural barks echoed through the car. Artex pawed at the window and whimpered.

“Patience, boy.”

Cal undid his seat belt and put his hand on the door handle. Artex’s claws scratched the window once more. He whimpered and barked—over and over and with a sense of urgency.

“Hold on. Hold on. You’re normally the patient type.”

Artex spun in his seat and barked. Pawed at the window like he was on a mission.

“What’s got you all worked up, boy? There aren’t any rabbits or cats to chase. It’s just a hotel. We’ll go make sure things are safe, but give me a sec.”

Cal made sure he’d parked in a good spot, checked his rearview, and opened his door to walk over to the passenger side.

Artex continued to bark and paw the window facing Fantasma Hotel—almost as if he saw something. But nothing was there.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Mags returned to the front desk and tried calling Thom again. Now even the landlines were filled with static. It wouldn’t be long until the lines went dead.

After ringing twice, she heard silence. Then a sound.

“Thom? Thom, are you there?”

“Mags…stuck…weather…guests?”

“Thom, you’re really breaking up. I’m in the hotel with four guests and myself. I’m planning to get everyone evacuated.”

“No…can’t…island…”

“What?” She shook the phone in her hand. Then felt stupid. What good was shaking a phone going to do?

“Can’t…leave…island,” Thom said. “Stay…hope…best.”

“Where are you?” she asked, practically shouting into the phone.

“Broke…down…cause…way.”

Panic flooded her veins. “You’re broke down on the Causeway? What’s happening? Can you get help? What can I do?”

“Turn on TV…can’t…leave…stay…pack down…”

She snapped her fingers to get Donny’s attention. “Can you turn on the TV please?”

“Sure, ma’am.” He flipped on the TV
.

“I have the TV on, Thom,” Mags said.

“Can’t…leave…”

The line went dead.

She stared at the phone for a long moment. Pressed the dial tone button over and over. Nothing.

“Phone line’s dead,” she said before sprinting closer to the TV to hear the latest news.

“That’s not good,” Donny said.

“I think my boss said something about us not being able to leave, but let’s see.” She watched the TV and waited for the damn commercial about hemorrhoids to be over with. Why tell people about something like that when they needed the latest weather? Did advertising really mean that much?

Finally, the meteorologist came back on.

“If you’re just joining us,” he said, “let me reiterate: If you’re not already in your car, stay put. Stay off the roads. There is a ten-car wreck on the Causeway heading to Houston, and the police and emergency services need the roads to assist those in danger. Dozens of cars are now stuck on the Causeway in the meantime, because the wreck is near the ending point.”

“Oh no,” Mags whispered. The images showed the long bridge slam-packed with cars unable to move forward. They were truly trapped. But how did Thom get himself there when he would’ve been going the other way to the hardware store?

Donny sat down, his normally happy face turning somber. “Are they saying we need to stay now? Not evacuate?”

“I think so.” She could barely believe the words, let alone utter them. They had to stay here, wait out the storm without her boss
?

“I’ll go tell the two ladies and Bob that they can stop packing,” Donny said.

Mags nodded, and her head spun like everything was happening in slow motion. “Thank you.”

“Thank you very much,” he said in his Elvis voice, and he gave her a wink. “We’ll be fine here. Don’t worry.”

“Thanks, Donny. At least we have your sense of humor.”

But truth be told, a sense of humor wouldn’t keep them safe from a raging hurricane headed their way. She couldn’t evacuate, so she’d to do the next best thing. Try her best to keep everyone safe.

A ton of uncertainty flooded over her. The only thing she knew for certain was that Mother Nature had shown up with an eerie agenda of what was to come.

Mags went to Thom’s office to grab the procedures manual. Main tasks to complete were boarding up windows, placing sandbags by doors, gathering candles and lighters and flashlights, ensuring they had plenty of batteries.

As she put batteries into a plastic container, she heard something. A bark?

Glancing up and through the front windows, she saw a beautiful German shepherd tugging his owner on the leash.

“Cal?” She almost thought she was seeing a mirage. But deserts made the brain do that. Not hurricanes.

“Hey, Mags.” Cal tugged on an eager Artex as they entered the hotel. “Down, boy. We’re in a nice place.”

“Hey…what…what are you doing here?
”

Gee, that sounded stupid. In actuality, she was thrilled to see him. And he looked cuter than she’d remembered. That tousled dark hair framing his face, blue eyes like the ocean.

“I came to the island to check on my aunt Joy, but the assisted living is all boarded up. The transport vans are gone, so I hope she’s been evacuated and is safe, but I still can’t reach her. Are your landlines working? I can’t get through on my cell.”

“Unfortunately, our landlines just went out. I was talking to my boss, Thom. I think he’s stuck on the Causeway.”

Stress lines formed on Cal’s forehead, and his blue eyes shifted to a dark gray. Even though she sincerely hoped Aunt Joy would be okay, she admired how handsome Cal looked when he was concerned about his family.

Stop. Focus. Don’t be an idiot.

“Maybe the phones will work in a little while,” Mags said.

“Traffic is bumper to bumper out there. I don’t think we can evacuate at this point.”

“No, didn’t you hear the news? There’s been a major wreck toward the end of the bridge on the Houston side. Cars are stuck on the Causeway and can’t move.”

Cal’s eyes widened. “No, I hadn’t heard that. I must have just missed it when I drove across.”

Artex tugged on his leash, then glanced to Mags and back to Cal.

“Beautiful dog,” she said.

“This is Artex. Artex, this is Mags. Be gentle. I already tried running over her with the car, so be sure to behave.”

The dog held out his paw to shake hands
.

“Smart too,” she said with a smile.

“He’s a good boy, aren’t ya?”

Artex nudged his head against Cal’s knee and then returned to a sitting position.

“How are you?” Cal asked. “I have to admit, I wasn’t sure whether I’d find anyone here or not.”

Mags nodded. “My boss, Thom, went out to get more plywood, yet somehow got stuck on the Causeway. He kept breaking up when I talked on the landline, but bottom line, it looks like he’s stuck.”

“And apparently we are too,” Cal said slowly, as if understanding the words at the same time he said them.

“If the power holds, we have plenty of supplies. Batteries, flashlights, candles,” she said. “Even a fridge in the dining area. If the power holds.”

Cal nodded, glancing around. “This hotel has been here a long time. It’s a sturdy building, so there’s that.”

“We have two elderly sisters, an Elvis impersonator, and a middle-aged guy who doesn’t talk much who remain here. And now you and Artex,” she said with a smile. If she did have to be trapped during a hurricane, why not be trapped with a great-looking guy and his dog?

“I can help you board up the windows,” he said. “I helped do that at my local firehouse before I drove to Aunt Joy’s place.”

“That’s right—you told me you were a volunteer firefighter. You wouldn’t happen to know CPR, would you?”

“Sure.”

Mags sighed with relief. “You have no idea how glad I am to hear that. One of the elderly ladies passed out yesterday.
”

“I’m happy to help if it occurs again.”

She smiled. Everything was going to be okay. Cal had skills. She could help the guests with other things. They could survive this storm.

Suddenly, Artex tugged hard on the leash and bolted across the lobby, his leather leash dangling behind him.

“Artex! Stop!” Cal yelled.

The dog sped to the bottom of the staircase and then sniffed the first and second steps as if they held bacon doggie treats.

“I have no idea what’s gotten into him,” Cal said. “But trust me—he won’t be any trouble.”

“No worries,” Mags said.

But when she glanced at where Artex continued to sniff, she saw Sister Catherine’s semitransparent stocky form watching her. How had the nun gotten to this level?

“It took me forever to figure out how to leave the fourth floor,” Sister Catherine said, breathing out exaggerated breaths. “But this is a matter of life and death.”

Mags glanced to Cal, who appeared busy trying to wrangle the dog. No risk of him figuring out she might be talking to a ghost.

“What is it?” Mags asked, barely in a whisper.

Sister Catherine shot her a stern glare. “I told you to evacuate the hotel, Magdalene. Now it’s too late.”


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

In the gulf, Declan wandered his way through the Nausea Nautical
 ship, trying to find this mystery human he was supposed to meet. Why did Connell always talk in fortune cookies? Why not just say what needed to be done and let Declan get on with it?

Hurricane Judy continued to rear her ugly head. Medusa reincarnated, by the inevitability of everyone hugging their commodes. The sound of stomachs retching echoed in his ears.

He hated Texas. And at the moment, he hated ships.

Meandering his way to the open atrium near the dining area, he searched for this magical person to speak with and help. Less than ten people were in the dining room.

Declan walked the hallways, ambling and unsure what to expect. As he turned a corner, he muttered to his boss, who was long gone, “I don’t suppose you could offer me some kind of sign?”

“Hey! Watch where you’re going!”

He stopped short. Turned around to see a human woman. She’d seen him?

“Excuse me?” he asked, more to find out if she had really seen him or if he’d misunderstood.

“I said to watch where you’re going, Mr. Ghost.”

Normally he could sense mediums, but this woman was a surprise. “You can see me, miss?”

“Of course,” she said. “And I can also feel you.” She pointed to her forearm. “See? Cold air and goose bumps every time one of you spirits crosses my path. I carry a shawl with me wherever I go. Gets embarrassing in the humid summertime.
”

“I’m sure.” Declan studied her face. Probably mid-thirties, dark hair that fell onto her shoulders, and dark sparkling eyes. Quite the beauty.

“So who are you?” she asked. “I’ve had ghosts bugging me the entire cruise.”

He immediately wondered why, or if she knew any of the souls he’d helped cross over.

“I’m Declan,” he said. “I’m an afterdeath consultant and help people cross to the next realm. I also help mediums such as yourself.”

“So you’re here to help me?”

“Actually, I’m not sure.”

“That’s intriguing.”

He chuckled. She definitely had gumption. “I took this cruise to get to Galveston and help a medium there, but I’ve assisted with a few crossovers on the way.”

“Interesting mode of transport for a ghost, but okay,” she said. “And my name is Ashley.”

He smiled at her. “Nice to meet you. My boss appeared and demanded that I talk to a specific human before I’m allowed off the ship. I wasn’t sure which human he meant, but I believe it’s you.”

“Ghosts have bosses?” Ashley asked.

“Yep. That doesn’t end at death.” Declan gave a half smile and added, “Unfortunately.”

The ship suddenly tilted, knocking Ashley and Declan off balance as they stumbled to the floor.

Thanks a lot, Connell. I didn’t mean anything by it
.

“The captain must have seen something major to veer that fast and make us fall,” Ashley said.

Declan glanced toward the ceiling. He knew better. The move was Connell, acting out because Declan had been sarcastic.

“So,” Declan said. “What is it that you need help with? Once I help you, I can get off this ship and go do my next job.”

“I need to get off the ship and get home,” she said. “You’re telling me that we’re not docking because of your ghost boss?”

He shrugged. “We’re not docking yet because of a hurricane, officially. But my boss told me to be sure and meet a specific human.”

“I’m nobody special, just your average gal.”

“You’re a medium, Ashley. There’s nothing average about you.” Declan smiled at the attractive lass in front of him. “Tell me about yourself, your life. Why would my boss want me to meet you before we’re allowed to dock in Galveston?”

She shrugged. “As you said, I’m a medium. Started seeing ghosts when I was in high school—”

“Wait. You never saw any spirits as a child?”

“No, not that I remember. I was probably fourteen when I first began to see and hear ghosts.”

Declan narrowed his eyes. “Well, that’s new. Most mediums have the gift from birth.”

“I guess I’m unique,” she said, her lips curling into a smile with dimples.

“That you are. Tell me more. Where do you live? Grow up? Family?
”

Her eyes darkened for a moment when he mentioned the word family
. She appeared like some other humans he’d seen…wounded by those who should have been comforting.

“I come from a horse family. My mother was a horse trainer, my father raised thoroughbreds. They both became ill, though, and my family had to sell off the land.”

Declan drew himself closer. “What about you?”

“I used to train the colts,” she said with a faraway look in her eyes. “My grandmother said I could speak horse, because I was really good at training any horse put in front of me.”

“Was? Past tense?”

Shrugging, she said, “I still work with them, but I’m a horse groom now. I still get to spend time with the horses, listening to them, but I don’t have the funds to operate a training stable. Wish I did.”

Declan studied her intelligent brown eyes, the quick smile, the way she held herself together when she spoke about a painful memory.

“Your family didn’t accept your…gift, did they?” Declan asked.

“They loved my gift with horses,” Ashley said. “With ghosts, not so much.”

He leaned his hand into the wall to keep himself from punching it. Too many parents hurt their children for telling the truth about the afterlife.

“My sister, Brianna,” Declan began, “is a medium. My parents put her into an asylum of the worst kind. It almost killed her.”

Ashley blinked fast, but a stray tear dripped down her cheek. “Well, tell her I understand.
”

“I’m sorry, Ashley,” he said. “I’m sorry you were treated poorly because of such a wonderful gift. If there’s one thing that makes me mad as hell, that’s it.”

“You’re kind,” she whispered.

“You caught me on a good day,” Declan said, winking at her.

She dabbed at her eyes and let out a sigh. “So other than asking me about my painful past, what does your ghost boss, or you, want with me?”

Declan searched his mind. Checked to see if he could see or hear Connell give any concrete answers.

Only silence.

“I believe,” Declan said, “that Connell wanted me to meet you because he wanted you to know how important you are. He told me that you had gifts that would really help us eventually. I don’t know what those are, but it fits. Besides, after I’m done with Galveston, Connell said he was sending me to Kentucky.”

She stared right at him with such intensity, he almost felt connected to her, as if he were still alive.

“Sounds like we will meet again someday,” she said.

Declan nodded. “That we will, Ashley. Until then, please remember you have a gift. It may not seem like it at times, but it is. You have the opportunity to help others, extend the ripples in a pond further than you can ever imagine.”

Ashley blinked and wiped away the free-flowing tears. “You have no idea how much I needed to hear that today.”

Declan reached for her hand. “Actually, I think I do.”

“Until we meet again, then,” she said, her smile returning.

“And we will. All things connect, Ashley. We’ll meet again.”


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

After Cal dropped his duffel bag and supplies for Artex in one of the hotel rooms, he returned to the lobby to help out.

Mags stood at reception, reading through what he presumed was a manual for natural disasters. Her pupils grew large, like black saucers.

“You look like you’ve seen a ghost,” he said.

Staring up at him, the panic in her gaze was unmistakable.

“Hey,” he said, using his softer voice. “I was just kidding, trying to keep the spirit light. Sorry if I made things worse.”

“I’m all right,” she said, but her voice quivered.

He wanted to fix her fear. Remove any bad feelings she might have and make everything okay again.

But he had no idea how.

Tools. Practical things had to be done. He could help prepare the place. Maybe that would make her feel safer.

“Do you know where y’all keep the hammers, nails, any plywood?” he asked. “I can board up some windows, keep the hotel intact.”

She gave a tremulous smile, and the dimples in her cheeks formed. She was beautiful, in her own way.

“Not sure how much we have since Thom had left to get more, but I’ll show you where we keep everything,” she said.

He followed her behind reception to a few open offices. One had plywood sheets and a red toolbox against the wall
.

Mags gestured to the toolbox. “I…I know this is where most things are kept. I’ve already gathered the batteries and candles.”

Cal approached her with caution and took her hand. “I’ll find what I need. Don’t worry. We’ll get through this, and everything will be fine.”

Those deep green eyes looked up at him. Her eyes were gorgeous, like jade pools he just wanted to leap into and never come out.

“Thanks, Cal. I appreciate you being here. I guess I just expected to be more together than this. What kind of hotel manager will I make if I can’t even keep myself together?”

“I totally get where you’re coming from. On the day when I almost ran you over, I’d failed the civil exam for firefighters. Kept asking myself what kind of idiot I must be for trying. But I gave it my best shot. You can do the same, here. Now.”

She smiled. “Yeah?”

“We do the best we can when the shit hits the fan,” he said. “You’ll make a great manager one day. You’ll see.”

The radiance and hope seemed to return to her cheeks, along with the color.

“Thanks. I’m going to go check on the guests.”

“Sounds good. I’ll start boarding up the two front windows. That’ll help lessen any damage from the wind. You’ll need to get everyone together, keep them in an interior area to wait out the storm. Does this hotel have any large suites, one where everyone would be comfortable?”

“Yes. We have a large suite on the second floor, with a living room and several bedrooms.
”

“Perfect,” Cal said. “That’s where everyone should gather. Once I board up these two main windows in the lobby, I’ll meet you there.”

“Thanks,” she said. “I’ll go tell everyone.”

Left alone with tools and plywood, he assembled what he needed for them to survive the upcoming storm.

###

After using the electric drill to board up the main lobby windows, Cal hammered the four-inch overlay of plywood, just to make sure the wind from Hurricane Judy didn’t crash something against the glass.

Artex circled and paced the lobby, seeming to sniff out things that weren’t there. On occasion, he’d dart across the tiled lobby, his toenails clacking against the floor. Then, inevitably, he wouldn’t find anything and would return to Cal’s side.

Strange behavior. Dogs could sense things that people couldn’t, but Cal had never seen Artex act this nervous before. The pending storm must be a bad one.

After the windows were sufficiently boarded up, Cal admired his handiwork and then ascended the stairs with a bagful of tools. Artex followed behind, continually sniffing.

Cal didn’t even need to search for where the suite was located. Artex found it in record time and immediately reached out for some petting at Mags’s feet.

“He’s a spoiled one,” Cal said with a wink.

She petted his ears and gave Artex a big hug. “Such a sweet and well-behaved dog though.
”

“Yeah, he is.” Cal set down the box of tools on an office table. “This suite is nice.”

There was a main living area with tables, a fridge, a minibar he made a mental note to ignore, a set of shelves for books, and two bedrooms off the main room.

“This is our best option for everyone,” Mags said. “Except for the window that faces the gulf.” She pointed to a large window with a view of the beach and water.

“Let me move a few chairs and small sofa over to the opposite side of the room,” Cal said. “People probably shouldn’t sit near the window.”

She flashed him a genuinely beautiful smile. One of those smiles that made all the horrible days before this one seem worth it, to be near her.

“Anything else?” she asked.

Her question knocked him from his admiration reverie. Dang, he must look like a statuesque idiot not saying anything. Say something, you dufus!


“If you have any keys for linen closets, I can probably take out the shelving and use some as boards to block the border of the large window. It won’t cover the whole thing, but it may give some reinforcement against the wind.”

“Wow, great idea.” She pulled a big set of keys from her pocket and handed him a silver key.

“Trust me,” Cal said. “With the volunteer fire department, I’ve been inside the guts of many buildings. I could build you a shopping mall with the supplies a hotel would have.” He chuckled. “Okay, not really, but we can survive a hurricane.
”

“I’m so glad you stopped in,” she said. “I’m not used to storms like this. Tornadoes, yes, but not hurricanes.”

Cal shrugged. “Pretty much the same. It’s not that
 the wind is blowing—it’s what
 the wind is blowing. After I get this window boarded up, we should probably do a quick check outside for anything that may damage the hotel if it gets blown around.”

She nodded. “I’ll make sure all the guests come here soon. They were returning to their rooms for any personal things.”

“Sounds good.”

Cal took the key and went to search for linen closet boards. Artex remained near Mags, and the dog was apparently as fascinated by her as Cal was beginning to be.

Minutes later, he returned with a dozen two-by-eight boards and started drilling them into the wall to secure what parts of the window he could.

“Need some help?”

Cal turned and saw a guy who looked like Elvis Presley. Interesting. Guess the King was still alive and hanging out at the Fantasma Hotel in a hurricane.

“Um, sure. I’m Cal.”

“Donny.”

“Anyone ever tell you that you look like Elvis?”

Donny grinned wide. “I’m an impersonator from Vegas. This was supposed to be a Galveston getaway after I did a few weddings in Houston.”

“Gotcha. Well, great getup.” Cal handed Donny a cloth bag of nails. “The hammer is over there.
”

“Sure thing.”

Cal wondered what the other guests were like. Mags hadn’t mentioned an Elvis impersonator! Maybe this hurricane party would be more fun than he’d thought. Though, despite the good-natured humor, he hoped this storm wouldn’t be as bad as others.

“Hey,” Cal called after Donny. “Uh, can I ask you to do something for me?”

“Sure,” Donny said.

The guy seemed decent, and even Artex liked him. That spoke volumes right there. And Cal had learned over the years to be more open with people. Ask for help when needed.

“If you don’t mind,” Cal said. “Can you remove all those tiny bottles of liquor from the minibar and hide them somewhere?”

“I’ll be damned,” Donny said. “Friend of Bill’s, are we?”

Cal stared at the Elvis image incredulously. “You too?”

“Eight years.”

“Three for me,” Cal said. “And it’s great to have someone else in the program in case we get stuck here.”

“Happy to help,” Donny said. He collected all the tiny bottles and disappeared down the hallway.

Artex pawed at Cal’s leg.

“Yeah, I know, boy. If we’re going to be stuck for a hurricane, I’m glad we have a support system too.”


CHAPTER NINETEEN

Hopping mad, the attorney darted a glance in all directions. Made sure no one had seen or heard the gunshot. Not that he should have worried. Most people had already evacuated, and those who were left were too busy inside their own homes.

Good. Coast was clear.

Unlike most days, one thing had gone right. After hiring the best phone hackers he knew, the kind of geeks who could trace a Q-tip back to a person’s ear, he’d learned the identity of the blackmailer. And he’d even gotten off a shot.

Unfortunately, the storm’s wind shifted at the last minute, and what he’d planned for a shot straight to the heart wound up being an underarm flesh wound. But at least he’d made the greedy bastard bleed.

Blackmail him for money? Him? The attorney who’d lived in Texas since God was a boy? What made any idiot think that was okay?

At least he’d gotten off a shot. Blackmailer hadn’t been able to collect anything except a bloody shirt.

Taking a deep breath, the attorney calmed himself and sprinted toward his car. He’d taken care of the blackmailer, and now there was another person on his list.

Thirty minutes later, he exhaled a puff of exquisite smoke from his cigar and blew it out the window. Just like a gun trigger. Breathe, hold it, fire. Cigar smoking was a relaxing activity, one that involved deliberately slowing down. Taking in everything through the tongue’s senses. And then exhaling and letting go.

Toale, Gilliam and Shaw should have known better than to fire him
.

Sitting in his car outside the gargantuan Victorian home, he let out a few more exhales.

Then he stuck the gun—with silencer—in the back of his belt. And went to the door.

When he rang the doorbell, a shrill of tiny dog barks pierced his ears. Figures.
 His stupid ex-boss would have tiny rat dogs.

The door opened, and his ex-boss Gilliam stood there, rotund and red faced. “Why, what are you doing here?”

This was it. The moment. Just like enjoying a great cigar.

Breathe in…

“Seems you would’ve evacuated,” his boss said. “Mary Sue and the kids have gone already. I’m meeting them tonight.”

Hold it a moment…

“Cat got your tongue?”

Fire.

The pee-yow quick sound of the gun’s silencer was enough to do the job. Old man Gilliam fell to the floor. Crimson blood oozed from his heart, staining the pristine white oxford shirt.

“You should have made me partner,” the attorney said. “Why did you make me do this?”

Gilliam’s moist eyes stared up at him. For a split second, the attorney thought the man might still be alive.

Nope.

Come to think of it, the man was surprised his boss even had a heart to shoot a bullet into
.

“Idiot,” the attorney said. Then he took a handkerchief and shut the door. No one would know or find old man Gilliam until the storm was over. And then they’d probably just assume looting. After all, Gilliam lived in one of those houses meant to impose on others, show them how meaningless they were unless he approved of them.

When he returned to the car, he lifted up his still-lit cigar and took a deep puff. Ah. Perfection, in every sense of the word.

Now to find that goddamn blackmailer who had run off…


CHAPTER TWENTY

Mags approached the fourth floor with determination. She didn’t have time to argue with ghosts in any way, shape, or form. Her task at hand was to get the hotel guests to come to the second-floor suite and be safe.

When she stepped off the staircase and into the hallway, the air turned cold. Her arm hairs snapped to attention, letting her know that ghosts were around.

“I don’t have time for you,” she murmured as she sprinted toward Ethel’s room.

“Why didn’t you listen?” Sister Catherine’s imposing semitransparent image appeared right in front of Mags. “I told you to evacuate.”

Mags stepped back. “I don’t control the traffic flow. The newscaster said that traffic was deadlocked and it would be worse to leave and get stuck.”

Sister Catherine frowned. The kind of frown that nuns had perfected over the years, inducing guilt on a whim.

“In my case, we didn’t have newscasters. And we ignored the signs. Do you know how lucky you young folk have it these days with your twenty-four-hour news cycle? You can learn about an upcoming storm and who is jealous of whose new outfit. It’s ludicrous.”

“Sister—”

“I’m not listening to your excuses,” she said. “There is danger coming to this hotel, and you and your guests should leave before it’s too late.”

“What danger?” Mags asked. “I know the storm is coming—
”

“The hurricane is the least of your worries.”

Tightness formed in Mags’s throat. “I don’t have time to talk in riddles, Sister. My boss is stuck elsewhere, and I have to keep the guests safe. So spit it out and be done with it.”

“Your generation is so much cruder than ours,” Sister Catherine said.

“Where are your schoolchildren?” Mags asked. “Why are you appearing alone?”

“I didn’t want to scare them.”

Sister Catherine leaned in close, and the glare in her eyes sent shivers down Mags’s spine. It reminded her of those old photographs where the person’s spirit seemed to watch her no matter where she stood in the room.

“Magdalene, you’re in danger, and you need to leave.”

Mags lifted her hands in exasperation. “I’m sorry, Sister. Right now I need to do what is right. And that’s stay put, according to the city and newscasters. Cal’s a great resource for boarding up windows. He has experience with this, and he’ll help me.”

“Cal may not be able to stop the trouble that will befall you. That boy has some self-doubt you aren’t aware of. You should go, Magdalene.”

Mags took a deep breath to exercise her patience, while making a mental note about the Cal observation. What self-doubt did Cal have?

“And if I don’t leave, Sister?”

The nun frowned. “Then you’ll encounter the consequences.
”

“But, Sister—”

“Mags? Who are you talking to?” Gertrude had opened her doorway and now stared at Mags like she might be off her rocker.

“Um…” Mags glanced up and down the hallway. Sister Catherine and any other sign of ghosts had disappeared, just in time to leave Mags feeling embarrassed without any kind of answer. Damn it, this situation had happened too many times!

“Are you talking to the walls?” Gertrude asked. She stepped a bit closer. “Sometimes, especially when Ethel is making me nuts, I talk to the walls too.”

Mags studied Gertrude’s powdered face and the thick makeup disguising the old woman’s crow’s feet. Talking to walls sounded like as good of an excuse as any, but what if Gertrude sometimes saw ghosts too? Or was that too much to hope for, that someone else here might understand?

“You look pale, dear,” Gertrude said.

“I’m…just worried about this storm.”

Sister Catherine appeared down the hallway. “Lying doesn’t become you, Magdalene.”

Mags narrowed her eyes at the nun before returning her attention to Gertrude. “I’m fine. We are setting up a place to remain for the storm on the second floor. I need you and Ethel to come with me there. We need to stick together.”

“Yes,” Gertrude said. She turned and bellowed out, “Ethel! Let’s go! Mags needs us, now.”

Ethel waddled over to the doorway. “What’s going on?”

Mags and Gertrude exchanged glances. Ethel had already forgotten about the hurricane
.

“We’re going to go to the mezzanine,” Mags said. “Everyone is gathering there.”

Should she say anything else? She didn’t want to upset Ethel again, and maybe this was the best option.

“Oooh, a party?” Ethel’s eyes glimmered.

“Yes,” Gertrude said. “Bring our bags in case we need them.”

Gertrude offered a smile while mouthing Thank you
.

“I’ll wait in the hallway,” Mags said, stepping back to give the sisters time if they needed it. Besides, she didn’t like the idea of lying, but if Ethel started to panic—or if she fainted like before—during a storm? Mags’s throat constricted at the idea.

Keep everyone safe. Keep everyone in the hotel suite. Safe from the storm.

“You’re in over your head.”

Mags turned to see Sister Catherine with all the children in tow.

“I’m fine.”

Sister shook her head and folded her arms across her chest. “You are the furthest thing from fine
 that I’ve ever seen.”

Rustling sounds echoed from Ethel and Gertrude’s room. Mags stepped farther down the hall to avoid being heard. With hands on her hips, she spoke with deliberate determination. “What do you want from me?”

“I told you. Evacuate.”

Mags stiffened. Irritation flooded through her veins as she tried to not cuss out a nun
.

“Sister, I can’t evacuate now. And why are you so hell bent on me leaving the hotel?”

The children behind her suddenly walked out, made themselves more visible.

“We stayed when we should have left,” Sister said. “And our only threat was the 1900 storm. It devastated Galveston. But the danger coming for you—”

“Tell me what you mean.”

“We’re ready!” Gertrude held Ethel’s hand as they exited their room.

Mags turned to get the final answer from Sister Catherine, but she had disappeared.

Figured.

Mags didn’t have time to go chasing down ghost nuns. Best to continue getting tasks done. Five minutes later, Mags entered the holding suite. Cal and Donny nailed the last piece of wood into the wall. Their blockade of boards left about a four-foot-by-three-foot area to see the gulf. The dark-blue clouds overhead congealed into an ominous, angry-looking shape. Rain fell in sparse bands.

The worst hadn’t arrived yet.

Cal set down the tools. “Do you have a radio? The power may go out, and we can’t rely on TV or the internet.”

“I think we have one downstairs. I’ll go look in a minute.” Mags did a quick check on the room perimeter, making sure everyone was comfortable.

Ethel and Gertrude sat on one of the long L-shaped couches and were immediately taken with Artex, who put on all his charm. Donny perched himself on a large recliner in the corner, jotting down notes in what looked like a music book
.

“We’re missing someone,” Mags said.

Cal turned, his blue eyes fierce and alert. “Who? The storm will hit soon. Look at those clouds.”

Mags racked her brain. She’d been in supercharged mode so much that she’d forgotten about the middle-aged nondescript guest on the fourth floor too.

“I don’t remember his name, but he’s on the fourth floor.”

Gertrude piped up, “We saw a gentleman up there a few days ago, but not since.”

Mags shrugged. “He may have checked out when someone else was on reception. I’ll go to the lobby and pick up a radio from the back room while I’m at it.”

“Sounds good,” Cal said. “We’ll hold down the fort.”

Smiling, she nodded and went downstairs. Cal was quite the handsome one, and he could help her keep everyone safe through the storm.

Wonder what self-doubt he had? Maybe sometime in the storm, she would get the chance to ask.

After finding a radio and extra batteries in the supply storage, Mags set the things down and took a few steps out the back door to make sure nothing had been left out that could fly and damage the hotel. All the patio chairs had been stacked and put away. She moved several flowerpots indoors.

Rusty seemed to enjoy playing in the rain. She would check on him after the storm passed
.

Returning inside, she ascended the first step to go check on the remaining guest, when she heard a loud banging on the front door. Who would be hammering on the hotel door now, when a hurricane was about to strike?

With trepidation, she turned and walked over to the front entryway. Cal must have locked the door after he’d boarded up a few windows.

“Who is it?” she asked, trying to peer through a crack to see who might be standing outside.

“Please help me! I’m Bob Smith, one of your guests.”

That was his name. She knew it’d been something generic.

Unlocking the deadbolt, she peered out just to make sure. The middle-aged man she’d seen around the hotel stood there, his receding hair drenched from the rain.

“Please. I’m hurt,” Bob said.

Hurt? She eyed his tan T-shirt. Blood? The red liquid oozed near his underarm and had seeped through his shirt.

“Holy smokes!” She unlatched the door and let him in. “Let me help you.”

“I’ll be okay. Just need a first-aid kit.”

She ran toward reception.

“And is there any way to fasten and lock the hotel doors more than what you’ve done?” he shouted.

Strange question. She scrambled to get the first-aid kit and ran back to him. He took it, seemed to know what he was doing as he grabbed thick gauze and secured it to his arm.

“What happened?” Mags asked
.

He wrapped the ace bandage around the gauze. Tightened it like a tourniquet and adjusted his shirtsleeve.

“Does the hotel keep any spare clothes? I just need a shirt since this one has blood on it.”

Mags kept staring at the red blotches near his arm. “Um, sure. We have a few basic T-shirts that have been put in the lost-and-found bin. I’ll try to find you one. What happened?”

“Work accident.” His dark eyes pierced into hers. “I’ll be okay. But please lock that door back as tight as you can.”

His request to bolt the door seemed strange. Even stranger, his legs couldn’t stop fidgeting. While his face remained calm, as if he’d been bloodied many times, his body language gave him away.

“What kind of accident?” she asked, trying to restrain her suspicion.

“I snagged it on a dirty nail on the job site. Don’t worry. I’ll be fine. Everyone is tied up with the storm. It’s not like I can call my insurance agent.”

She studied him, trying to figure out exactly where he’d been the last couple of days, why he’d shown up during a storm with a bleeding shoulder, and why he was worried about locking up the hotel during a hurricane. Something about his story didn’t add up.

“Let me get you upstairs. We’re all in the mezzanine. It’s the best area to fit everyone comfortably, and there are supplies.”

“Lock up first.”

With trepidation, she returned to the door and double-bolted the lock. Then, just to be safe, she pushed a nearby sofa in front of the door to block the entryway.

“Done.
”

“Thank you, Miss…”

“Call me Mags. And you’re Bob Smith. The others are upstairs. Do you need any help?”

Bob shook his head. “Nope. Just lead the way.”

She wanted to ask a million questions, but he obviously didn’t want to talk about anything. And this nondescript guy with a nondescript name—how much more generic could one get than Bob
 and Smith
?—was definitely hiding something.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Mags led bleeding Bob to the mezzanine and opened the door. All eyes turned to her.

“Everyone, I found Bob.”

Cal narrowed his eyes. “What happened?”

“Got myself caught on a rusty nail, I’m afraid,” Bob said as he staggered toward a chair. Once seated, he fidgeted and couldn’t remain still. His knee bounced. His fingers tapped on his thighs. Was the guy high on something?

“Oh my,” Gertrude said. “That blood’s going to stain. Do you have another shirt?”

“I’m going to get him one in the lost and found,” Mags said.

“Artex and I will go with you to search,” Cal said. His voice was firm, definitive. Even if she’d wanted to argue, she knew better than to do so.

“Good idea,” Donny said. “We’ll stay here and man the fort until you return. Try finding some extra batteries too.”

Mags nodded. She’d brought the radio upstairs but had no idea how long the power would last. Might as well be prepared with plenty of battery sizes for flashlights, radios, and anything else they might need.

Once she, Cal and Artex were out of earshot, Cal turned to her. “That Bob guy is hiding something. I’ve seen rusty-nail injuries. He’s bleeding too much for that.”

Mags nodded. “I’m no expert, but he seemed overly concerned about getting inside the hotel and then locking the doors. Like someone might be after him?
”

“I’ll try to get the truth,” Cal said. “But meanwhile, do keep all doors locked, and we’ll figure this out.”

This whole scenario of bloody Bob appearing, of preparing for the storm, sent her anxiety into overdrive. “I was warned about some danger—”

“What kind of danger?” Cal’s blue eyes darkened.

Crap. Why did her nerves send her into babble-too-much mode? Like she could tell him the truth. Ha. Right. Gee, Cal, a ghost nun from 1900 appeared and said we were in danger. Yeah. That whopper could win a prize for best crazy line ever said by a living person.

“Mags?” he prompted, the crease lines in his forehead deepening with concern. “What type of danger?”

She could sense Cal’s protective tendencies—and she liked them. He seemed to like her too. But if he knew she could speak to the dead? He wouldn’t understand.

“I…I’m just concerned about the storm,” Mags said. There. Her statement hadn’t been a lie, but she couldn’t tell him the truth. Not yet.

“Talk to me, Mags,” Cal said.

She knelt down and petted Artex behind the ears in an effort to deflect his request. “Such a good watchdog, isn’t he?”

“He’s one of the best.” Cal knelt down and put his hand on top of hers as she stroked Artex’s back. “But is there something you’re not telling me too?”

Just that I can talk to ghosts and they live in this hotel…

“Nothing related to this, no. I guess seeing blood affected me.”

Cal nodded, seeming to accept her explanation. “Yeah, not sure what that guy’s hiding, but let’s stay alert. Careful.
”

“Agreed.”

“So where are those batteries and the extra shirts?” Cal asked. “We should probably get them and then head back.”

She frowned, not especially in any hurry to return yet. The storm was between rain bands, and she wanted to get to know Cal better.

“Behind reception, where I showed you the toolbox. The lost and found is kept there.”

“After you,” Cal said with a wink.

When they reached the staircase, Artex leapt down the steps with his tail wagging the whole way.

“He’s happy,” she said.

“He likes to be playful.” Cal grinned wide. “So do I.”

With that, Cal sat on the edge of the staircase and slid down the banister like a little kid. “Yee-haw!”

“Nice!”

“Think you can do better?” he asked with a wink.

She grinned wide, looking at the tempting banister. Thom wasn’t around. No boss to tell her what was appropriate and what wasn’t.

Why not?

Artex barked twice and seemed to smile at her.

“Okay, cowboy, I’ll take that challenge.
”

With a deep breath, she straddled the banister and zipped down to the lobby as she screamed with adrenaline and joy.

“Whew!” She steadied her feet. “That was fun. Glad I didn’t mess up.”

“I’d have rescued you,” Cal said, flirtatiousness lacing his tone.

She held his gaze for a long few seconds. Something about those blue eyes, with such intelligence and life experience behind his glance. She saw someone wounded, someone who had overcome adversity, someone who wanted to prove himself.

How could she know all that by just looking at him?

“Back here is where you keep the batteries and the lost and found?” Cal asked, heading toward the offices behind reception.

“Yep, second room on the right.” Mags opened the office where tables of clothes, suntan lotion, blow-up floating animals, and other beach supplies were kept. “Take your pick.”

He dug through a few tourist-type shirts and picked one out. “He’s about this size, don’t you think?”

She nodded. “Do we need anything else?”

Reaching for a rubber ducky toy, Cal picked it up and grinned. “For bath time?”

“Pool time,” Mags said. “But hey, we can entertain ourselves with bath races if the power goes out.”

Chuckling, Cal said, “True.”

The rain started to pour, giving the roof a whooshing sound overhead.

“I can’t tell you how glad I am that you’re here,” Mags whispered
.

He’d been looking at a battery pack, but glanced up and offered a smile when she spoke. Then he slowly walked over to her, his gorgeous face looking at hers.

“Yeah?” he asked coyly.

“Mm-hm.”

“I’m glad you were still here when I showed up,” he whispered. “I figured everyone had evacuated.”

She could smell the minty scent of his breath, standing this close to him. That kiss between them after Aunt Joy’s dinner had been amazing. Would the second kiss be as fantastic as the first?

The backdrop to their tryst was the rain, a cacophony of water as it fell from the clouds and hit the earth with percussion. Part of it sounded like a million knocks on a plastic sheet. Part of it sounded like dripping. All different tones, different noises, the raindrops arriving with speed and precision, aiming toward the earth. It was the ultimate leap of faith.

Thunder boomed overhead, almost making her jump.

“Looks like Mother Nature wanted us together,” she whispered.

He stepped closer and touched her wrist as he reached for her hand. “Well, you know what they say, don’t you? Don’t mess with Mother Nature.”

Lifting her chin, he brought her lips to his in the most gentle, dreamy moment she’d ever known. Lightning crackled outdoors, and thunder provided the base to a romantic symphony in her ears as her lips touched his in one long, sweet kiss.

##
#

Cal lasted as long as he could before stopping for air. Being this close to Mags literally took his breath away, and that was fine by him. He’d missed her lips, missed holding her since that night.

“The rain is getting heavier now,” he whispered, with only a tiny distance between both of their lips, between both of them diving into each other once more.

“It is.”

“Your voice is really calming, you know that?” He grinned at her. “It’s everything opposite of how I grew up.”

She placed her hands around his neck and stroked his hair. Damn, her touch was electric.

“Glad to hear that,” she said. “Your home didn’t sound very safe when you were young.”

He clenched his jaw. “Yeah, the old man was reckless and mean.”

“Glad you went to live with your aunt,” Mags said. “I hope she is okay.”

“Me too. When the phones come back online, I’ll try calling again.” He put his hands into his hair and smoothed it back. “We should get back to the others, make sure everyone is okay.”

She frowned.

“Well, maybe just one more kiss,” he whispered as he met her lips once more.

Mags leaned into him, pressed her body against his. Whoa. Time out. The need for self-preservation coursed through him. He wanted her touch, but this, here, now, was…too much.

With tenderness, he took her hands off his shoulders and held them in his own. “Let’s go check on everyone.
”

She nodded, but there was a pained look in her eye. “Okay.”

You stupid idiot. She wants to spend time with you, and you want to run away. You’ll never have a real relationship because you’re nothing but damaged goods.

Cal shut his eyes tight. Took a deep breath and then exhaled. He hated when the ole man’s voice entered his consciousness. And always at the most inopportune times!

Reaching for her hand, Cal led her up the stairway and back to the mezzanine. Artex followed them but kept a watchful eye on the staircase. Maybe the dog did know more than humans did. Maybe Artex was foreshadowing just how bad the storm might be.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Mags couldn’t get that erotic kiss out of her head. Not even when she and Cal were walking in silence back to the mezzanine with Artex trailing behind.

Everything about it had been idyllic—except Cal’s sudden need to return to the job at hand. The pounding rain, the minty fresh smell of Cal’s breath, the quiet hallway where she and Cal had shared a few moments. It was as if time had frozen in those minutes and they were no longer panicking about an impending storm.

When she returned to the suite, the rest of the guests were playing cards.

“I just love bridge!” Ethel said. “And with such handsome men!”

Gertrude turned ten shades of red. “Sweetie, it’s fine you think they’re handsome, but you don’t have to mention it to everyone.”

“Aw, shucks, ma’am,” Donny said, continuing in Elvis-voice mode. “I enjoy it. So would the King.”

“Everything locked up?” Bob asked, his pupils big as saucers.

“All is well,” Mags replied, hoping a nonchalant response would calm him down. If he was running from something or someone, she didn’t need any kind of legal trouble in the hotel.

Thunder boomed. The candles shook on one of the tables closest to the window.

“The storm’s here,” Cal said as she followed his gaze out to the raging gulf
.

Normally a tranquil blue and green, now the water had turned a dark blue, almost black, and the whitecaps of the huge waves looked like exploding lace with every crash onto the sand.

The rain bands brought torrents of water in relentless sheets. Brutal winds raged across the gulf and banged on the hotel windows. Hurricane Judy’s footsteps were stomping into Galveston, and she wanted to make her presence known. The thunder’s ripping claps echoed through the walls and shook the hotel’s very foundation.

“Oh dear, are those boards enough?” Gertrude asked as she set down her cards.

“They’re the best we have,” Cal said. “But let’s all stay far from the window.”

“Come play cards with us, young man,” Ethel said, flashing him a smile.

Blushing, Cal nodded and came to sit next to her. Mags did the same, and for thirty minutes, they played gin rummy while the wind howled outside.

“At least we still have power,” Mags said.

As if nature were listening to her and wanting to prove her wrong, the lights flickered and zapped to dark in that instant.

“Guess Hurricane Judy didn’t like you,” Cal said. He stood up from the card table. “I’ll get the candles and flashlights.”

“Thanks.” Mags watched him, noticing his dark silhouette against the bluish-gray light from the window slits. She smiled, thinking he was probably an Eagle Scout or something similar as a child. Always prepared, always ready to take care of others.

Admirable trait.

Cal set four fat red candles on the table
.

“Do you have a lighter?” Mags asked.

“Always carry one.” He pulled it from his pocket and lit the candles.

“Such an industrious young man,” Ethel said, her blue eyes gleaming at him. “Thank you so much.”

Even amid the shadows, Mags could see Cal’s face turn pink.

“Just glad to help,” Cal said, and the dimples in his cheeks formed.

So cute.

Mags turned on the radio to get the latest weather, but only static came through the airwaves.

“Turn off that terrible noise,” Gertrude said. “We’re fine playing cards. The storm will pass.”

“There are more dangerous things in this world than a little rain and wind,” Bob said.

Mags wanted to get him alone, ask why he seemed so threatened.

“I’ve survived two husbands, menopause, and double pneumonia,” Gertrude spat. “I can handle a little wind and rain. Let’s play cards.”

Chuckling, Mags looked at the ten of hearts card and the other random numbers in her hand. “How did the creators of cards come up with the four suits anyway?”

Ethel chuckled. “Gerty and I used to wonder the same thing. We always said someone must have been in love to create the heart suit.”

Gertrude shot her a wayward look. “We also said that someone double-crossed them and that created the spades.”

“Interesting theory,” Cal said. “I suppose diamonds were a girl’s best friend, even then?”

“Not me,” Mags said. “I’m more of a turquoise or pink ice fan.
”

“You’d be the rarity,” Gertrude said. “Though Ethel and I could never understand how the club suit came about.”

“We always called them puppy feet,” Mags said.

At the mention, Artex snuffled and lifted his head up. Upon realizing the phrase wasn’t a playtime invitation, he laid back down.

The ever-panicked Bob leaned forward, gripping his cards as if his life depended on it.

“What do you think, Bob? How did they create the club suit?” Mags asked.

Bob shrugged his already hunched-over shoulders. “Maybe it’s not representative of a fancy club or a puppy’s foot at all. Maybe it’s another form of weapon we don’t know about.”

“Seriously?” Gertrude asked. “What kind of serious thing can a puppy’s foot be?”

“I was just answering her question,” Bob said. “Not everything is happy and safe.”

Mags leaned forward. She was done with curiosity. Something was definitely up with the man they called Bob.

“Are you running from something?” she asked.

Bob glanced up, his eyes widening and his face pale. “What?”

“You checked into the hotel, you kept to yourself, then you’re gone for days and I think you’ve checked out, but you return with a bloody shoulder. Now you’re talking about the clubs card suit possibly being a weapon. Seems like you’re running from something.
”

“N…nothing.”

Gertrude shot him a narrowed glance. “Bullshit, Bob.”

His jaw fell open. “Huh?”

“I think Gerty here called your bluff in more ways than one,” Cal said. He’d said he’d also been suspicious of Bob, but until now, Mags hadn’t pressed the issue.

“What’s going on, Bob?” Mags asked. “I think you’re running from something. And that’s your business. But if you’re hiding from someone or anything that may harm us—you need to fess up.”

The entire circle stared at Bob. He practically squirmed in his seat.

“What?” he asked, defensiveness lacing his tone.

“Who are you? What is your business here in Galveston?” Cal’s tone was firm, serious. Protective. She wanted to reach out and hug him, but now was not the time.

“Can’t I just go back to losing at cards?” Bob asked. “I’m not hiding anything.”

This time, the entire group chimed in unison. “Bullshit.”

Lightning crackled overhead, and the earsplitting thunder shook the building. Cal leapt up and went to the window. “Whoa.”

“What?” Mags followed him. “Wow.”

“What is it?” Ethel asked.

“Stay back,” Mags said. “The storm’s here. Those waves are pounding against the pilings. Looks like a giant washing machine cycle.
”

The sky had turned a dark cobalt blue. It was almost beautiful, if it wasn’t bringing sheets of rain and wind with it. The cloud formations swirled overhead like some powerful force decided to stick its finger into the mix and stir it up.

“The wind’s going to get worse,” Cal said. “We should go back with the others. Keep away from the window.”

Mags turned to watch the group playing cards. In the candlelit room, flickering lights and dark shadows crept across each wall. She shivered at the eerie atmosphere.

“C’mon,” Cal said. “We need to get away from the window.”

She nodded, taking one last glance outside. “Wait. I see someone! He’s walking in the storm.”

Bob popped his head up. Sped to the window to look out.

“Nobody’s there,” Cal said.

“I don’t see anyone either,” Bob said with a sigh of relief.

Mags glanced down again. “Him? Brown jeans, collared shirt, and jacket. He’s getting drenched.”

“I don’t see anyone.” Cal turned his gaze from the window to Mags. “There isn’t anyone out there.”

Pressing her fingers against the humid glass, she swallowed hard. There was
 someone out there, someone only she could see.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Declan clenched his jacket around him as he strolled up the avenue, the avenue filled with a million different hotels and Victorian homes. Until he saw the girl look out the window, he didn’t even know which building to start with.

Raindrops pelted his shaggy hair as he brushed it out of his face. One of the eternal questions he’d need to ask his boss: Why did weather still affect him, even when dead?

When he started across the grassy front lawn of the Fantasma Hotel, a strange feeling came over him with a vengeance. He knelt down, touched the earth. Vibrations coursed through him as he traced his fingers in the wet soil.

He’d sensed this feeling before—when someone had been murdered and there had been a cover-up.

Declan stood up and then walked in a straight line, following his intuition on where the vibrations seemed to be the strongest. Until he stood near the side of the hotel.

“Who are you?”

He turned to see a young boy, sandy blond, maybe eight.

“I’m Declan, an afterdeath consultant. And you?”

“Rusty.” The kid squinted and stared at Declan. “What are you doing here?”

“I’m supposed to be helping Magdalene,” he said.

“You’re late.
”

Declan chuckled a bit. The kid certainly didn’t mince words. Then again, most eight-year-olds didn’t. And why waste time doing so when you’re dead?

“I got stuck on a ship.” And my boss dragged things out.


“A big boat?” Rusty asked.

“Yes. Have you seen Mags?”

Rusty nodded. “She and I are friends.”

Declan knelt down so he could get closer to the kid’s face, connect with him more.

“Do you know where she is? How she is?”

“She’s in the hotel.” Rusty pointed to the back door.

“Why aren’t you with her, inside?” Declan wiped the rain off his hair once more. He rarely ran into children who’d been murdered. There has been the ones killed on the roller coaster along the Alabama coast, but a derailed roller coaster and outright killing a child were different things.

“I can’t get past the porch door,” Rusty said. “Not sure why. Hey, have you seen my bike? It’s red.”

Declan froze. “Your bike?”

That strange sensation he’d felt when he’d walked across the front lawn of the hotel had only happened a few other times. And it always indicated a special memento related to the one who died.

“I don’t know where it is, and I’ve looked everywhere,” Rusty said.

“How did you die?
”

The kid shrugged. “I was riding my new bike home from a friend’s house. Next thing I remember, I woke up behind the hotel and I couldn’t go anywhere past this yard.”

Declan scanned the area where he’d noticed a strange feeling, then studied Rusty and the layout of the hotel landscape.

“I might know where your bike is buried,” Declan said.

“Really? Can you get it for me?” The kid’s face turned from glum to ultra-smiles.

“Maybe.” Declan stood. “You don’t remember anything else about the day you died?”

“Nope. I’ve been here since. No one could see me until a few months ago. That’s when Mags showed up.”

Declan nodded. “Yeah, one thing that frustrates the dead is not being able to get attention from the living. And sometimes, even those who can see us don’t want to help.”

“Mags is real nice though.”

“Good to know. I’m supposed to help her, but I wasn’t sure with what.” Declan wondered if this little boy had anything to do with the situation he was sent here for. His boss always kept most things from him. Situations with helping the dead cross over often involved mystery-solving and issues.

“Let’s go get my bike now, okay?” Rusty asked.

“Sure, kid.” Declan led him around to the front. Rusty couldn’t go all the way to where Declan had felt the intense feelings, but the boy got far enough along that he could watch.

Declan knelt, touched the grass once more. Things became clear. Eerily clear
.

“You look like you’ve seen a ghost, one of us,” Rusty said with a grin.

“I think I know what happened to ya, kid.”

“What? ’Cause I don’t remember.”

“Whoever ran into you didn’t want you—or your bike—found. I think someone buried your bike here and then dragged your body to the back area,” Declan said.

“Can we dig up the mud and take my bike out?” Rusty asked.

“We need Mags to do that,” Declan said. “There are some things we can move that are part of the real living earth, but not something large like a bike.”

“So what now?”

Declan looked into the little boy’s eyes. Things must have been so confusing for the kid, to be a happy-go-lucky child one minute, then dead but confused the next. Whoever had dumped the bike and the kid here at the hotel had done so deliberately. And Declan needed to find out who that person was.

“Now I go inside and talk to Mags,” Declan said. “Stay safe here. We’ll figure this out. I promise.”

Rusty frowned. “You sure?”

“Trust me, kid. When I give a promise, it’s golden. Breaking a promise to the dead is bad luck in the worst way.”

“Okay. I just want my bike back.”

“I know.” Declan headed for the hotel. “I’ll talk to Mags. We’ll get this figured out.
”

With this new knowledge, though still not sure how it fit with Mags, Declan floated his semitransparent form through the cracks in the window and went to find Mags.

There had to be a logical explanation for all this. His task? Figure out what it was and help those involved. Even if it meant courting danger.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Cal kept a stern glare on Bob. He hadn’t trusted the guy ever since he showed up claiming the blood was from a rusty nail.

Yeah. Cal had seen enough flesh wounds with a bullet to know the difference. There had been one kid who’d tried to commit suicide but missed. The kid tried claiming that rusty-nail excuse too because he didn’t want to go to psych eval, but in the end, that was where he wound up.

“Tell us what you’re doing in Galveston,” Cal repeated.

“I’m just here on business,” Bob muttered.

“What kind of business are you in?”

Bob sighed. “Monetary investing and trades.”

Cal arched an eyebrow. “Day trading?”

“Some, but I dabble in this and that.”

Gertrude smacked down her cards. “Gin rummy!”

The rest of the table moaned. Cal did his best to tune out the game.

“Mags,” Cal said.

She continued to look out the window but turned around. “Yes?”

“The wind is picking up. Steer clear of the window.”

Her jaw clenched. “I need to step out for a minute.
”

“What? Right now? The storm’s getting worse, and you’re going to leave this safe room?”

What was she up to? And was there something wrong? She was seeing people on the street that weren’t there. If she had any kind of health condition, he needed to know.

“I’ll be back,” Mags said, and she slipped out the front door of the suite, leaving it ajar.

Artex’s ears went on full alert right before he started to bark.

“Go follow her,” Cal said. “Keep her safe, boy.”

Artex sped out the door, clearly on a quest.

“Pretty dog,” Bob said, his voice an octave higher than normal.

The guy had to be stressed, but why wasn’t he telling the truth?

“Artex is a great judge of character,” Cal said. “And he was suspicious when he first met you. Truth be told, Bob? I’m suspicious of you too. What are you so afraid of that you pretended your flesh wound was from a nail?”

“I didn’t pretend.”

Cal shook his head. “I’ve seen all sorts of flesh wounds. I’m a volunteer firefighter, and I’ve been trying to get on with Houston FD. My EMT classes and experience have taught me the difference between what a nail can do and what a bullet does. C’mon, Bob. Do you think I’m an idiot?”

Bob frowned. “Look—it’s better if you don’t know, okay?”

Cal leaned in, set a stone-cold glare into Bob’s eyes. “If you’re running from someone or something, maybe we can help. But only if you talk.
”

The sweat beads formed and trickled down Bob’s face. Oh yeah. Bob would be singing like a bird any minute now.

###

Mags used caution as she tiptoed down the main hallway of the second floor. She didn’t know where the ghosts were, and she knew she’d seen someone walking outside.

When she rounded a corner, frigid air smacked her in the face as she walked right into the man she’d seen outside.

“You,” Mags said. “Who are you, and why were you walking outside just now?”

I’m not crazy. I did see you.

“I’m Declan,” he said. “And I’m an—”

“Afterdeath consultant,” she replied.

His green eyes turned dark with confusion. “Yeah. How’d you know?”

“I talked to Tristan in Louisiana, who said you typically showed up when ghosts were still around. Then he told me to call this woman named Brianna in Savannah—”

“You talked to Brianna? How is she?”

Mags connected all the dots in her mind. “Right. You were her brother.”

“Yes. I haven’t been able to get back to Savannah due to other assignments.” Declan looked upward with a half smile, half moan. “And my boss isn’t exactly the easiest of men to convince to let me go back and see her.
”

In that second, lightning and thunder surrounded them in booming stereo.

“Yeah, I get it. Respect and all that,” Declan muttered.

Artex’s feet padded across the carpet as he moseyed toward them. He sniffed Declan’s feet but didn’t bark.

“Hey, boy,” Mags said, petting his ears.

“Gorgeous shepherd,” Declan said. “I love dogs.”

“Apparently Artex trusts you. Guess I’ll give you the benefit of the doubt. So, where the hell have you been? I could’ve used your help earlier.”

“Long story, but I’m here now.”

“And?” She threw her arms in an aimless gesture. “What happens now? Can you help me get rid of these ghosts? Figure out why one of the hotel guests seems to be hiding something?”

Declan tilted his head, and the strings of his brownish hair framed his face so that he almost looked like a carefree young kid, more than someone a bit older than she.

“Why would you want to be rid of my kind of people?” he asked. “Don’t you know what a gift you have, to be able to talk to those who have passed on?”

“Are you kidding?”

“Nope.” Declan flashed a wide smile.

“There’s a nun ghost here, attached to children. She kept telling me to evacuate but I couldn’t. Now she insists I’m in danger.
”

“If someone in the spirit world tells you that, and more importantly—you can actually hear them—then consider yourself lucky. You must be in danger. The question is, from whom?”

As they spoke, Mags rubbed her temples to alleviate her bad headache. “I don’t consider myself lucky by any means, but if you can just tell me what you’re here to do, or what I’m supposed to do, then I’d appreciate it. I want this storm to end, and I want Galveston to go back to the way it was.”

Declan leaned against the wall. “Change always happens, whether the storm comes or not.”

“Will you stop talking in fortune cookies?” Mags sighed. “The nun did the same thing.”

“Forgive me. I must have learned it from the nuns. Irish upbringing in Boston, you know.”

“I don’t know,” Mags said. “Just tell me what happens now.”

Declan pointed toward the window at the end of the hallway. “I made the acquaintance of a young boy outside. Rusty?”

“I know him. He’s a sweet kid who just wants his bike back.”

“Somehow, he was killed near here, and the murderer buried him and the bike. I think the next step is for you to figure out who killed him and bring them to justice.”

Mags cleared her throat at Declan’s words. Was he serious? What was she, some missing person in a comic superhero league? This ghost had to be crazy!

“Be serious,” she finally said. “What happens now?”

Declan’s green eyes flickered at her. “I am serious.”

“How…but…why…
”

“Let me give you the rundown on ghosts, since I did make a late appearance,” he said. “Most of the time, the living die and then an afterdeath consultant like myself shows up, helps them cross over into the next realm, and everything goes as planned.”

Mags crossed her arms over her chest. “Okay. Except for?”

“When a murder has taken place,” Declan began. “When someone’s life ended before their due time, often the spirit can’t leave the spot where the life breath stopped. Those spirits are…trapped, for lack of a better word. They can’t travel anywhere. They can’t even go far.”

Mags remembered asking Rusty to come inside and then discovering he couldn’t.

“That’s why Rusty can’t come inside the hotel,” she said.

“Yes. And it’s also why ghosts hang around, many times for years, until a medium such as yourself helps them find some form of justice. That’s what I’m here to help you do.”

“So someone killed Rusty, and you want me to find out who. And someone killed the nun and those children, and you want me to find out who,” Mags said, stating the words slowly and carefully to make sure she understood them as Declan heard them.

“I’m not here for the nun or the kids,” Declan said. “They weren’t on my list. Not sure why they didn’t cross over when the time came.”

“How am I supposed to find Rusty’s murderer?” she asked. “Most of the city has evacuated.”

“You have a few guests who stayed.”

“Oh, sure. Gertrude got PMS and ran down a kid on a bike. I don’t see it.”

Declan came closer, with seriousness and compassion in his glance. “Trust your intuition, Magdalene. You’ve ignored it for too long.
”

Her throat grew tight, followed by a lump forming that wanted her to burst into tears. No. Don’t. Keep your cool.


“I don’t know how,” she finally said, keeping her tears at bay.

“That’s why I’m here to help.” Declan gave a kind smile. “You can do this. I have faith in you, Mags.”

“But what happens if—”

“Artex!”

Mags turned toward Cal’s voice. He’d come into the hallway, and now Artex ran toward him with glee and affection.

“Hey there,” Mags said.

“Hey yourself. What’s going on? Who were you talking to?”

Mags glanced back at Declan, who stood there smiling.

“Don’t worry about me,” she said. “I guess we should get back to the others.”

“You need to embrace your gift, Magdalene,” Declan called out after her.

She raised a dismissing hand toward him as she followed Cal and Artex back into the hotel suite.

Now was not the time to let on that she could see and talk to ghosts. Not when things with her and Cal were going well.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Cal got everyone back into the suite. Mags had acted strange when he’d found her and Artex in the hallway. She hadn’t said much the last few minutes, not even after he invited her to join him in giving Artex a belly rub.

Something was up with her, and experience had taught him that a silent female was one with something on her mind. And sometimes, that might not be a good thing.

“You okay?” He offered Mags a smile, hoping it would be contagious.

Her green eyes darkened. “I’m fine.”

Clearly, she was not fine. He recognized the polite responses, the “I’m okay” attitude that he’d given his friends and family before he’d gotten sober. But he had been far from okay.

What was on her mind?

He moseyed to the window to check the view of Seawall Boulevard. The wind and rain pelted the glass, but at least the window remained intact. The gulf waves crashed and overflowed into the street.

A flood threat wasn’t imminent, but good thing they were on the second floor.

Bob stood up, stretched his legs, and walked over to the restroom. With Bob out of earshot, Cal looked to Mags. “Hey, can you talk for a sec?”

She held up a hand to let him know she’d be a minute. He stepped closer and observed her lively conversation with Gertrude and Donny
.

“Miss Gerty, I do believe you are pulling my leg,” Donny said.

“I wouldn’t dare lie about such a thing,” Gertrude said, using her sweet-little-old-lady voice.

“My sister is one unique lady,” Ethel said with pride.

“Gerty,” Mags said, “I’m afraid I have to agree with Donny. You’re just telling tales. Right?”

Gertrude smiled sweetly but said nothing.

“You?” Donny asked, his jaw dropping as he broke away from his typical Elvis persona. “You were a rodeo clown?”

Cal’s jaw dropped. Had he just heard correctly?

“I was indeed,” Gertrude announced with pride. “Life was boring for an unmarried woman in her twenties, so I decided to take life by the horns. So to speak.”

“How exactly…what…I knew you had gumption, but I can’t picture that,” Mags said through soft laughter.

Gertrude waved a dismissive hand. “Facing down an angry bull is like staring down any obstacle in life. Show ’em who’s boss.”

Donny shook his head. “That’s one hell of a story, ma’am.”

“Absolutely,” Mags said.

As the others joined in the conversation, Mags slipped away and approached Cal. “Hey, what’s up?”

He leaned closer to her to whisper in her ear. From this position, he longed to kiss her again but refrained. “I found out more about Bob and what he’s been hiding.”

“Oh? What did he say?
”

“Apparently he came to Galveston to blackmail a guy. He wouldn’t say who. Just said some old-timer Galvestonian fellow who had a ton of money, and Bob saw him commit a crime.”

Her eyes widened as she listened. “Does this criminal know Bob’s been staying here at the hotel?”

Cal shook his head. “Bob says no, that he managed to get away from him. But there’s something you need to know…”

“What?”

He didn’t want to scare her, but she needed to be prepared.

“Mags, I’ve seen enough bullet wounds in my life to know that Bob’s bleeding shoulder was not from an old nail. It was a bullet wound, even though just a flesh wound. Whoever Bob is hiding from has a gun, and apparently the guy isn’t afraid to use it. We should be careful. Keep everyone here in the suite. We have everything we need, from beds to bathrooms, food and drink—”

“Yes,” she said. “We’ll be okay through the storm, but what if this guy comes looking for Bob? I think we’re one of the few businesses that stayed and didn’t evacuate—”

“I won’t let anything happen to you,” Cal whispered. “But I’m telling you this so you can keep a watchful eye on everyone. Try to keep everyone calm, occupied. This storm is passing quickly, according to the radio updates we’ve heard. Meaning it might be moving toward Houston by nightfall and will be gone from Galveston.”

She nodded, almost zombielike in her response. “Maybe once the phones are up, I can reach Thom and give him updates. And you can reach your aunt Joy.”

“Yeah. I hope so. She’s the only family I really have.
”

Mags reached for his hand. Her touch sent a warm feeling through him, despite the storm’s threats.

“Did you ever see your parents again?” Mags asked.

Cal shrugged. “My old man died last year. I wish we could’ve come to some kind of truce before he passed, but it didn’t happen. He wasn’t interested in knowing me after I left. You know, the ninth step in AA is to make amends. Even though my old man was definitely the one at fault, I never got the chance to tell him I’d forgiven him. That I wasn’t going to end up bitter and jaded because of his example.”

Why had he just spilled out all that honesty stuff to her?

Damn it. Word vomit had run amok.

“Sorry about your dad,” she said. “How’d he die?”

“Drank himself to death.” Cal clenched his jaw. “That’s why I don’t drink now. I know it runs in the family, and I don’t want to ever become like him.”

###

Mags looked deep into Cal’s blue eyes. She wanted to hug him, to hold him. She couldn’t imagine growing up in an abusive household. Her own parents thought she was crazy at times, considered her a problem because she never outgrew her imaginary friends who turned out to be ghosts. But at least she hadn’t been battered and bruised.

“I admire that attitude,” she said.

“Life hasn’t been easy, but at least it’s better now. If I can find my aunt after the storm moves through, I’ll be good.”

“His aunt is fine,” Declan said, who stood near the bookcase
.

Talk about awkward. She made a mental note not to talk to Declan when the others would think she was talking to invisible creatures.

“I’m sure your aunt is fine,” she said.

“Let’s hope so.”

“Young man,” Gertrude said as she cleared her throat. “You’re too handsome to get injured in this storm, so please get away from the window. Why don’t you and Mags come play cards with us?”

“I appreciate it, ladies. Give me just a few minutes.”

Ethel sighed. “The youngsters never listen.”

“With every generation,” Donny said. “But some things last for decades, like the King’s music.”

“I hate Elvis,” Bob said, returning from the washroom and sitting down.

“Who hates Elvis?” Donny asked.

Bob shrugged. “Never did understand the phenomenon.”

“I think playing cards is a good idea,” Mags said. “And the storm should be passing soon. Maybe we’ll get power back eventually.”

“I kind of like playing cards by candlelight. Best thing about hurricanes,” Donny said.

“At least this isn’t a repeat of the 1900 storm,” Gertrude said.

Mags perked up. “I’ve heard of that one, but don’t know much except many people died. There’s the memorial on Seawall Boulevard.
”

Gertrude nodded. “Ego and lack of communication caused hundreds of deaths in that storm. I still remember my parents and grandparents telling me about it. It’s one of those stories that weaves its way into the family tapestry.”

“What happened?” Mags asked. Maybe if she could get some inside info on that storm, she could understand more about Sister Catherine and why she’d been so focused on them evacuating.

With the booming thunder outside providing audible sound effects, Gertrude began to tell the story.

“Galveston was set to become the new, hot city of the South. They wanted it to become the next New York City, a real jewel in the coastal crown. But way back then, cities didn’t have tons of meteorologists like they do now. The area only had one or two weathermen. And no TV.”

“How did they get word of the storm? Radio?” Mags asked.

“Yep, but the radio and word from Cuba and Florida didn’t seem credible, and the guy in charge thought that the storm that went over Cuba couldn’t be the same storm as the one headed for Galveston. He let ego get involved, and he didn’t warn anyone because he just thought nothing could ever destroy Galveston.”

“Boy, was he ever wrong,” Ethel added. “Eight-hundred-plus people died. They still don’t know the grand total.”

“That’s awful,” Mags said. Then she remembered what the nun had said. Don’t make the same mistake we did.


“What about children?” Mags asked. “Were children part of the total number of deaths from the storm?”

Cal glanced at her with a strange look, almost like she’d been too brazen for asking such a question. Mags avoided eye contact
.

“There were those children the orphanage tried to save,” Gertrude said.

“Those nuns who helped the kids,” Ethel whispered.

“Nuns?” Mags asked. “What happened?”

“The orphanage was a Catholic one. The nuns used rope to tie all the children together, and to them, so they wouldn’t get lost or drown in the water. But the storm was too powerful. In the end, they all drowned.”

Mags had flashes of memories come across her mind. The ghost kids that appeared to have wet hair she’d seen on the fourth floor. The nun who had a rope tied to her waist and to the rest of the kids. They were from the orphanage?

“Where was the orphanage located?” Mags asked.

Ethel looked out the window. “It was somewhere around this area of Galveston Island, wasn’t it, Gerty?”

“Yep, right around here.”


So that’s why they are trapped here in the hotel.
 Mags would need to ask Declan how to free them, since they hadn’t exactly been murdered. They’d been killed by the storm. How was she supposed to get justice for people killed by a natural disaster?


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

Cal turned up the radio. “Quiet, everyone. I think I heard something.”

The others settled down as Cal strained to hear the announcement through the static. “Storm surges continue to be expected along Seawall Boulevard. The Strand is already under water.”


That can’t be good.
 He peered between the boards to see the gulf. Gigantic waves now formed farther out from shore, each one approaching land with a severe crash into flooding waters. When did this happen? The storm had seemed calm in the last half hour.

The calm before the storm, he guessed.

Mags approached him. “Hurricane getting worse?”

“Yeah. They said the Strand was already flooded.” Cal thought a moment as he watched the waves grow thicker, stronger, and wielding a force that only Mother Nature could harness.

“Mags, I know I said we needed to be here, but I think we need to get higher up.”

“As in, go to the top floor? The fourth floor?”

Her eyes reflected a fear in those dark-green pools. What was it about her that grew afraid at times?

“Yes,” Cal said. “Everyone, we need to move to the fourth floor.”

Gertrude narrowed her eyes at him. “But I’m winning at cards.”

“I’d be happy to declare you the winner,” Donny said. “You could play in Vegas, with your sharp skills.
”

Gertrude laughed. “Oh yes. You doing Elvis weddings and me winning at cards. What a pair we’d make!”

“Let’s get our stuff together,” Cal said.

Mags froze. “Wait…”

He turned to her. “Wait? If that storm surge grows as bad as the radio predicts, it could crash the window and flood water into this room.”

“I understand. I just…” She glanced back to the bookcase. Why was she so fascinated with that area of the suite?

BOOM!

“What the hell?” Cal ran toward the window.

“Good Lord, that scared me. It sounded like a gunshot!” Ethel said.

“Holy cow!” Cal said. “Um, well, the hotel’s lawn equipment is now a sculpture attached to the hotel.”

“What?” Mags asked. “We put away all the things that weren’t weighted down.”

“Sometimes these storms have tornado-force winds,” he said. “Or it could be from a neighboring property. Lots of hotels along this strip of land, and they may have evacuated before securing all their items.”

“What should we do?” Mags asked.

“The wind is getting worse. We need to move. Now.”

“But—”

“No buts, Mags. We need to go!
”

She frowned but went to get her backpack. Why would she be so opposed to moving? He’d need to figure that out later. Right now, get everyone to the fourth floor.


“Come on,” he said.

Ethel and Gertrude gathered their bags, along with Donny and Bob.

Artex barked with a high-pitched tone at the window.

“Enough, boy,” Cal said. Could a dog’s shrill bark break glass when it was weakened? He didn’t know, but he sure as hell didn’t want to find out.

He turned to Mags, used his direct no-nonsense voice he’d used a million times in firefighting situations. “Get Ethel and Gertrude out to the hall. Lead them toward the stairway. Donny and Bob can follow. Go slowly with the elderly ladies, but get everyone to higher ground as soon as you can.”

###

Mags reached for two flashlights and put one in her backpack. “Y’all follow me. We need to stick together.”

She began to usher the older ladies across the suite.

CRACK!

She spun around. Something hard had hit the glass, and the window formed a snakelike crack that unraveled her sense of security right before her eyes.

“The window’s going to break!” Cal yelled. “Go. Get out now!”

Mags grabbed Ethel’s arm and tried to pull her along, but it didn’t work. Glass shattered into a jillion pieces, and an enormous wave pushed its way into the suite, gobbling up their safe space
.

Water rose to their knees. Mags kept a steady grip on Ethel’s arm, then checked to make sure Gertrude was okay. Both ladies appeared flustered but were not injured.

“Anyone hurt?” Cal asked.

“Me.”

Bob had a cut on his forehead and was bleeding.

“There will be first-aid kits on the top floor,” Mags said.

“Good. Let’s keep moving,” Cal said.

As each of them slowly waded through knee-high water, Mags wondered if the water could reach the top floor. Would they be safe there, or were they just postponing any further damage?

Up ahead, toward the door, Declan frowned amid the flooding suite. “Did I mention how much I hate Texas?”

“No time for complaints now,” Mags replied.

“What, dear?” Gertrude asked.

“Nothing.”

She pushed forward, her feet squishing against the wetness to escape the room that had been their safe haven until moments ago.

The hallway had also flooded with the wave’s surge, but only ankle deep. Mags kept a steady grasp on both elderly ladies to ensure they didn’t accidentally fall down.

“We’re behind you,” Cal said, heading up the rear with Bob, Donny, and Artex. Cal shone a flashlight forward so everyone could see the footpath, and Mags kept her flashlight at eye level so they didn’t bump into anything
.

It seemed like it took forever to reach the staircase, but when they did, they finally stepped on dry carpeting. Had it only been hours since Cal had slid down these banisters and had such fun?

What a difference a few hours makes.

Once they’d reached the third floor, Mags asked, “How about if we stay here? The water doesn’t appear as bad.”

Cal shook his head. “Better to get as high up as possible. Let’s go to four.”

Declan grinned. “He’s one of those take-charge types, isn’t he?”

“Yes,” Mags muttered.

“Glad you agree,” Cal said, as if she’d been talking to him.

She didn’t argue. When she looked downward from the third-floor landing, she saw waves of water sweep through the lobby, flooding the first- and second-floor steps.

Guess she had no choice. They would have to go to the fourth floor to remain safe.

But the fourth floor contained the nun and kid ghosts, along with Declan. This was not going to be easy.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

Mags stepped carefully up to the fourth floor. The damage to the hotel sent sharp pains to her heart. The hotel she’d longed to work at for years, the place and reason she’d come to Galveston, and now the place would need major repairs before it could reopen. Replacing the carpet alone and getting rid of the moldy, wet smell would surely take months.

Once on the fourth floor, she heard a groan behind her. A ghost? She turned, only to see Bob with his hand pressed to his forehead.

“This thing really hurts. Can we stop a second?”

“We’re almost there,” Cal said. “We’ll get a first-aid kit once we’re secure.”

“Just, it’s super painful.”

Gertrude glared at him. “I’ve survived two husbands, broken ribs from a bull, Nixon, and pancreatitis. You can walk another forty feet, young man.”

Declan let out a large belly laugh. “Oh, I like her. She’s priceless.”

“She’s one of a kind,” Mags said.

“Thanks, dear.” Gertrude practically sprinted up the last few steps.

Everyone gathered near the center of the fourth-floor hallway. Mags turned, studied the left and right wings.

“What’s wrong?” Cal asked.

“We have two big rooms, one at each end of the hall. Turrets in both so we can see the storm.
”

“The other side faces the direction of the storm,” Cal said. “Let’s go this way.”

Mags followed Cal’s gesturing hand, only to see Sister Catherine and the children standing at the end of the hall—waiting. There really was no way out of this. If Mags insisted on the other direction, Cal would grow suspicious. If she agreed to his choice of room, then she’d have Declan, the nun, and the kids to deal with while also handling the living.

“Okay. Go ahead. I’m going to get the first-aid kit from the supply closet down this way,” she said. “I’ll catch up with you.”

“Sure.” Cal slapped a hand on Bob’s shoulder. “Come on. Let’s get you settled, and then she’ll bring the kit to get you fixed up.”

Mags gestured to Declan, who followed her down the hallway. Once out of earshot, she asked, “What the heck am I supposed to do?”

“Meaning?”

“The nun and kid ghosts are down the hall. And we’re waiting out a storm. And you’re here. How can I even have a conversation without the other people figuring out that I can see and talk to…”

“The dead,” Declan said, finishing her sentence when she couldn’t seem to utter the words.

“Right.” Mags waited, staring at his kind but bemused face. “You’re the afterdeath consultant. So consult.”

“Fine. I’ll talk to the nun and try to figure out why they remain here. The little boy outside, Rusty, is the one I am here to help you bring closure.”

“Mags? You okay?” Cal had stepped into the hallway and now watched her.

Great. She must look like an idiot standing there talking to air
.

“I’m good. Just going to get the first-aid kit now,” she said and gave Declan a glare as she sprinted to the closet. “What does Rusty have to do with me? He’s a sweet little boy, but how do I help him?”

“He was murdered riding his bike, and someone dragged the body here to the hotel,” Declan said. “The only way he’s going to be set free is to catch whoever the killer was.”

Bummer. His story hadn’t changed. Mags held up her hands. “That’s what you said before. And how am I supposed to do that in the middle of a storm?”

Declan cast a glance down the dark hallway. “You’re closer than you think.”

Her pulse quickened. “Sister Catherine said I was in danger, a danger besides the storm. Are you saying one of the guests is the murderer?”

“I’m saying you have resources at your disposal to find the killer.”

She studied him, this afterdeath consultant. He looked genuinely happy to help, but he spoke in riddles. How was she supposed to find a killer? And what if one of the guests was indeed dangerous?

###

Five minutes later, Mags had the first-aid kit and ran down the hallway to give it to Cal, who promptly applied antibiotic cream to Bob’s gash and bandaged him up.

Bob continued to complain, only to be cut short by Gertrude’s wit. No matter how much pain Bob might be in, Gerty had survived something worse. She was a spunky old gal.

When Sister Catherine entered the bedroom, Artex barked long and loud. The kids oohed and aahed, wanting to pet him
.

“Let’s not stand around like animal crackers!” the nun bellowed at the kids. “Artex, sit!”

Amazingly, Artex sat and behaved. Proof that ghost nuns could scare humans and animals.

“Mags?” Cal asked.

Declan floated toward the nun and began talking to her. Mags did her best to ignore side conversations.

“Yes?”

“Just wanted to go over a few things.”

“Sure.”

The room had two double beds, a sofa, and a turret window. She sat on one side of the sofa. “How can I help?”

“Once the water recedes, there will be a lot of cleanup needed. Do you have any pen and paper so we can make a list? It may help until people start returning to the area. Until the phones work too. Not sure when your boss will return.”

“Me neither,” Mags said. She hated the thought of Thom stuck on the Causeway and hoped he’d made it to safety before the storm surge came ashore.

Just like before, the guests settled into a game of gin rummy in which Gertrude was winning. Mags fetched a pen and paper, then returned to the couch.

“I appreciate your help,” she said. “Thom usually goes over these things, and I hadn’t expected the hotel to have damage. Guess I was wrong.”

“At least we’re safe,” he said, and he reached for her hand to clasp it. “That’s what matters.
”

“True.”

Her heart fluttered. She knew she had to keep her mind on track, but when all of this was over, she longed to kiss him again. Honestly, she needed a nap and wouldn’t mind spooning on one of the beds with him, but now wasn’t the time or place.

“We’ll need to check the water damage to the lobby,” Cal said. “Take photos. Insurance companies are sticklers on photographs and what damage has been done.”

She jotted down notes as Cal rattled off the plans.

“I’ll get help to take down the window boards, but only after we take photos. Then sweep a lot of the water out if we can. Does the hotel have any spare fans? Blow fans?”

Mags racked her mind. “I’m sure we do.”

“We may not get power back for days, but when it comes back on, use the fans in the wet areas. The blowing air will help prevent the mildew smell from spreading.”

“Good idea.”

“We’ll need to just make sure that everyone sticks together, doesn’t get injured. I can run to the supply store and get a shop vac if they have any left. We may be able to save a lot of the damage from becoming worse.”

“Seems strange, talking about how to repair the hotel when the storm is still out there.”

“I know,” Cal said, touching her hand once more. “But we can do this.”

“I don’t think I’ve ever been so glad you’ve had firefighter training,” she said
.

“Yeah, well, me too. One day I’ll make Houston FD.”

“Or stay in Galveston?” she asked. “It’s less traffic.”

Damn it. Had she sounded too eager? They still had things to do. Here she was, planning a life where he would stay nearby. Of all the stupid things…

Surprisingly, his blue eyes gleamed, and color rose on his cheeks. “So you’d want me around here some more, huh?”

Now she was the one to blush. “I, um, definitely want to get to know you better.”

Think of something not embarrassing.

“And you could be closer to your aunt,” she added. There. That was a logical sentence, something that could convince him besides her wanting him near her after the storm passed.

“True. She’s getting up there, and after this hurricane, I don’t want to be far from her again.”

Mags smiled. “So anything else? I probably need to check the outside too once the water recedes. There will be small items scattered about, I’m sure.”

And apparently I need to talk to Rusty and find out who killed him. How did I become the person responsible for solving a thirty-plus-year-old cold case?


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

Declan had forgotten how much nuns terrified him. Of course, Sister Catherine was a ghost like himself and couldn’t commit any harm against him. Still, all those years of Catholic school and the nuns with rulers only made him fidget.

Fidgeting while dead made him look ridiculous.

He focused his attention on the little girls and boys attached to Sister Catherine. They seemed so curious, although they blended together as one unit.

“That Magdalene will not listen,” Sister Catherine said. “She doesn’t seem to care that her life is in danger.”

“How exactly is her life in danger?” Declan asked. “Yes, from the storm, but up here on the fourth floor she should be safe.”

“I wish I knew how,” she said. “My gut feeling has always been right. I knew we should’ve evacuated in 1900, but we were under too much strain to keep everyone safe, so we didn’t get out in time. We should have.”

“Have you been stuck here since the 1900 storm?” Declan asked. He observed their clothes. Their more formal outfits, things kids today would never wear.

“Yes,” Sister Catherine said. “This hotel was constructed after our orphanage was destroyed by the Great Storm of 1900. The rush of bodies that died in the storm surge, people left dead hanging on to tree limbs, on roofs, you name it. We kept the children with us, but ultimately we drowned as well.
”

“I must admit, Sister, that’s a new one on me. If people are murdered by someone, their spirits tend to stay near the location. But you were killed by a storm, so why didn’t an afterdeath consultant come and get you? Bring you and the kids over to the other side?”

Sister Catherine offered a cocky, all-knowing smile. “Exactly. Why don’t you tell me that?”

Declan’s throat went dry. “I don’t know…maybe the injustice of young children being killed by a storm when the forecasters should’ve communicated better?”

“The Great Storm was a tragedy,” Sister Catherine said. “Do you know what Magdalene needs to do?”

“Yes, Sister. I needed to help her solve the murder of Rusty, the eight-year-old kid whose ghost is trapped outside. He was killed while riding his bike. Both were buried on the hotel grounds. Magdalene needs to find out who killed him in order for Rusty to be set free—once she is able to take steps to have justice served.”

“That’s a tall order for that girl,” Sister Catherine said. “She doesn’t even want anyone to know she can see us.”

“True,” Declan said. “But my sister, Brianna, was the same way. People fear and judge what they don’t understand.”

“We don’t have time for her insecurities,” the nun said. “Can you convince her to start searching for Rusty’s killer? I honestly don’t know why we are even still here, except maybe to tell Magdalene to evacuate. But of course, she didn’t.”

Declan wanted to say something about how these things required a bit of finesse, but then he remembered that Sister Catherine had been roped to these kids and stuck here in the hotel for over a hundred years. That would be enough to make anyone a bit grumpy
.

“I’ll talk to Mags,” he said, kneeling down to offer a smile and a wink to a little girl with braided hair. “I’m sure things will work out so that you can cross over soon.”

The youngster smiled back, a gleam of excitement in her eyes. She was more than ready to cross over. All of them were. And it was up to him to make sure that happened.

The harsh rain and wind had begun to subside, with the storm surge flooding being the only risk at the moment. Tiny stained-glass windows along the hallway offered the first glimpse of sunlight. A sign the storm was moving on.

He stood up and meandered into the room where Mags sat next to Cal. Declan grinned at the sight. Young love and romance. The signs were there, but she had to accept her own gifts before anything long term was possible.

He’d never had much chance at true love while alive. One thing he’d learned over and over as a ghost? Honesty with self and others was key to a lasting relationship.

“Mags,” he said.

She peered at him out of the corner of her eye but didn’t respond.

He waited a moment, figuring she needed to finish her conversation. Only it didn’t end.

“Mags, I need you to come with me.”

Once again, she blew him off and kept her attention on Cal. A decent guy for her, actually. Well organized and protective of others.

But right now? Declan needed her attention.

“Magdalene,” he said, using her full name and a firm tone
.

This time she turned her head and stared at him for a long second before returning her attention to her human conversation.

“Is this really the way you want to handle this situation?” he asked.

She brushed her hair behind her ears and refused to look at him.

“Okay. You leave me no choice.” He grinned wide. The stubbornness of humans. Didn’t they realize he had far more determination than them?

He walked over to stand directly in front of her. Cal spoke about plans once the storm cleanup had been done, how maybe he would like to take her to dinner.

Declan grinned wide and began to sing. Badly. “Star of the County Down…”

Mags glared at him and cleared her throat. Every dagger shooting from her eyes was telling him to be quiet and go away.

“Not a chance,” Declan added between the lyrics. Then he proceeded to hop and do a jig. And he was not coordinated, so he wound up falling between her and Cal and blocking her view of Cal’s face.

“Magdalene, I need your attention. I know you like this guy, but we have important things to discuss.”

She finally spoke. “Go away!”

Declan stood up and smiled, leaving behind a confused Cal at her outburst.

“I thought I was helping,” Cal said, standing up.

“Cal, wait. Not you—”

“Whatever. I need to talk to the other guests.” Cal left and took deliberate steps away from her
.

The death glare from Mags could’ve set a house on fire, it burned with such fury.

“You!”

“Yes, Magdalene, me. I need your help, so your crush will need to wait, I’m afraid.”

“Why are you doing this?”

“Because I have a job to finish, and I need your help.”

She darted her gaze over toward Cal, who spoke with the other guests and kept his back to her earnest expression.

“You couldn’t have let me finish my conversation?” she whispered. “I can’t let them see me talking to you.”

“I gave you several chances to excuse yourself,” Declan said. “You’re the one who started deliberately ignoring me. I know I don’t sing worth a damn—”

“That’s the truth.”

“Fortunately, singing was never my calling. Though admittedly my voice hurt some of my mates’ ears at the pub.”

“So you continue doing it?” she asked.

He stared at her. “Don’t you get it, Mags? You’re a medium. Accept who you are and use your gift.”

“What if I don’t want to?” she yelled out.

The loud decibels of her voice were enough to warrant a group of stares. Mags slowly turned to see everyone gawking at her.

“Humanity will always find out, so you may as well be honest,” Declan whispered
.

“Fine.” Mags cleared her throat. “Sorry, everyone, I have a really bad headache, and I thought I overheard something. I apologize for my strange outburst.”

Cal appeared concerned, his eyes wide and intent on making eye contact with her. The others returned to their card game and watched the storm out the window.

“You’re fine,” Gertrude said. “We’ve all seen things from time to time.”

Mags turned back to Declan. “Can she see you too?”

He cast an admiring glance toward the elderly lady. “No, but she’s open to things beyond what she sees and touches.”

“So what now?” Mags let out a heavy sigh.

Declan touched her shoulder. “Glad to see you’ve come around.”

“Like I have a choice.”

“You always have a choice.”

“Just…stop. Stop talking in cute sayings and tell me what you want.”

“I need you to come with me to talk to Rusty, the little-boy ghost outside. He’s the key to you solving this murder and to me finishing my job.”

“Okay.” She shook her head, more in resignation than agreement, Declan suspected.

Whatever way he could get her to embrace her gift, he was prepared to go the distance. He had a job to do. And the sooner he helped the ghosts cross over, the sooner he could get the hell out of Texas.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

Mags swallowed hard. The lump in her throat still hadn’t gone away. And over the last two hours, Cal had kept his distance.

How could Declan have set her up like that? She’d wanted Declan to leave, not Cal. But considering no one but her could see or talk to the ghost, Cal had been upset with her sudden outburst.

He’d barely said two words to her. Unless he addressed the whole group about eventual tasks to be done, he’d avoided looking her in the eye.

Crap, crap, crap.

She needed to try again. With determined, albeit nervous, footsteps, she approached Cal, who sat in a desk chair and put down a jack of spades onto the card pile.

“Read them and weep!” Cal slapped down four queens. “Four of a kind.”

Bob slammed his fist down on the table. “Damn it to hell! I can’t catch a break!”

A circle of wide eyes stared at Bob, who made no apologies for his outburst.

Awkward…

Mags started to say how it was just a game, but Gertrude spoke up first. “Calm your temper, young man. Cal hasn’t won this round.”

Bob stood up, paced back and forth. “Oh no? Four of a kind sure beats my hand.
”

Gertrude cleared her throat and gave a sly grin. “But a straight flush beats four of a kind, deary.”

“You have got to be kidding me,” Donny said as he laid down his cards. “Miss Gerty, you sure you weren’t a hustler in Vegas during your career?”

She chuckled. “Rodeo clown, yes. Vegas hustler, no.”

“Doesn’t matter. I still can’t catch a damn break,” Bob muttered, storming off to get something out of the fridge. “Where did all the alcohol go?”

“We took it away,” Donny said. “The situation is tense enough without adding fuel to the fire. Best if we keep our wits.”

Bob stomped back over. “I want some whiskey.”

Cal stood up, followed by Donny as they both went toe to toe with Bob.

“You’re going to have to make due with water and soda,” Donny said. “No time or energy to deal with inebriations.”

Gertrude stood up, her feisty five-foot-four self ready to tackle anything and anyone, it seemed. “Don’t make me find a rope and hog-tie you, Bob. Just stay calm and this storm will pass.”

Bob seemed deep in thought. Maybe he was remembering that Gertrude had been rodeo clown and he didn’t want to go against her?

After a tense minute, Bob yanked a soda out of the fridge and stormed over to the other side of the suite. “Whatever,” he muttered.

Glad there hadn’t been a fistfight, Mags focused her attention on Cal.

“Can I speak to you alone for a minute?” she asked
.

Those big blue eyes of his looked into hers. Suspicion and curiosity flickered in that glance. The seconds that followed seemed to happen in slow motion, the second hand on the clock going slowly on purpose before it hopped to the next second, and the next.

“Sure,” he finally said, standing up and excusing himself.

Breathing a sigh of relief, Mags led him out to the hallway. Declan, Sister Catherine, and the children stood by her side. Mags scowled at them all. Do not mess with me.


“Come, Sister,” Declan said. “Let’s go to the opposite end of the hallway and check out the storm.”

“I suppose, if it will move things along with her,” Sister Catherine said. “Come, children. We’re going to give Magdalene some privacy so she can actually do her job.”

Mags opened her mouth to yell but stopped herself. Cal was by her side, and she needed to remain calm.

Once the ghosts were out of earshot, Mags turned to Cal.

“Are you okay, Mags?” he asked.

“I am. I want to apologize for my rude outburst. It wasn’t meant for you.”

He arched an eyebrow. “You were talking to me and only me. Who was it for then?”

The ghost between us who was singing?

“I have no words, no way to explain—”

“Have you had anything to drink, any pills recently, Mags?”

She stopped short. “What?
”

He leaned in closer, his lips almost touching hers, those fierce blues looking into her eyes, into her soul. In that minute, it felt like he could see all the pain, all the hurt, all the fears she’d held in a secret place her entire life. Fidgeting, she did her best to meet his strong gaze and not turn away.

“I want to know if you are okay,” Cal said, his words almost a whisper. “You say those harsh words were not for me—”

“They weren’t. Honest.”

He shook his head. “I’m going to be blunt here, Mags. Have you been sneaking alcohol or any kind of pills? Because that’s the only logical explanation I can think of. Your outburst reminded me of my earlier days. Overconsumption, going cold turkey to give it up, hallucinations, DTs.”

Oh heavens. He thinks I’m an alcoholic and that’s why I told him to go away?

She debated a moment. That would certainly be an easier answer than the truth, but he deserved better.

“Mags?” he prompted, knocking her out of her thoughts.

“No, I haven’t been drinking or popping pills. I promise.”

His eyes narrowed. “Then I don’t understand. Do you have schizophrenia or another issue that would cause you to suddenly scream at me? Tell me to go away when we were in the midst of a pleasant conversation?”

Hearing his words, laced with hurt and rejection, only made her feel worse. Why had Declan continued to berate her? She hated balancing conversations with the living and the dead. Some people could multitask. When it came to ghosts, she couldn’t.

“I don’t have schizophrenia,” she said. “Though my parents did have me tested.
”

“Really?”

She nodded. “I can’t keep the truth from you anymore, Cal.”

“Okay.” He watched her, his gaze intense.

“I like you. You’ve been such a big help in this hurricane mess, and yes, I want to see you after the storm subsides and life goes back to normal.”

He grinned, which sent a warm feeling through her.

“Then why tell me to go away?”

“It wasn’t directed at you.”

“I don’t understand.”

Mags sighed. “Not many do, but I’ll try to explain. Please don’t freak out.”

“Okayyy.”

How could she tell him the truth? Just blurt it out? She hadn’t had the chance to feel him out on his beliefs, on what he would remain open to hearing and what he wouldn’t.

“Ever since I was little, I’ve had what some call a gift. Most times, I’ve considered it a curse.”

“Go on.”

“I’m one of those people that you might call a medium. I can sense things that others can’t, see the spirits of those who have died—”

“Wait a second…”

She held her breath. This was it. This was the part where everyone made some offhand comment and then dismissed who she was. Or asked her if she needed to be in a straightjacket
.

“Yes?” She braced herself.

“You’re telling me that you’re able to see ghosts? Like, spirits of the dead, Halloween, and voodoo and all that stuff?”

“Halloween and voodoo aren’t really involved, but yes. Most times these…spirits…just want help with something. They have an unresolved issue they’ve left here on earth, and they need someone to assist them.”

She bit her lip, tried to gauge his reaction. Unfortunately, he had a fantastic poker face. How he hadn’t won in cards against Gertrude was a mystery. But then her poker face was unequaled.

“How…when…”

“Ever since I was a kid,” she said. “My parents took me to doctors because I never wanted to walk. I wanted to stay in my crib and play with the ghosts keeping me company.”

Cal rubbed his chin, seemed deep in thought. At least he hadn’t run away screaming like her junior prom date had done. That had been a hell of a night.

He held her hand. “I don’t know what to say…”

“I know it’s a stretch to believe,” Mags said, “and trust me when I say that I’ve been bullied my entire life because of it.”

“Why would you be bullied? The other kids jealous? I would think that would be a fantastic gift to have.”

Huh?

She’d never had this reaction from anyone before. Anyone who wasn’t already a medium like herself
.

“Fantastic?” she repeated. “Try miserable. I constantly got in trouble at school because some ghosts would set me up and then the teacher would give me detention for talking. The ghosts were like the siblings from hell.”

Cal laughed at that one. “Fair enough. Look—I don’t know what I believe in terms of ghosts or spirits or what-have-you, but I’m certainly not going to judge anyone else because of their viewpoint. That’s not what I’m about. That’s not what the twelve steps are about.”

She gawked at him. “Wow, you’re the first person to ever have a decent reaction.”

“I’m not saying I know about ghosts one way or another, but my aunt Joy always talked about how Galveston Island was haunted. Mostly from the ghosts of the 1900 storm.”

“Yeah.” Mags nodded and glanced down the hallway. Sister Catherine and the children kept their distance from Mags, but they each had a hopeful glimmer in those semitransparent eyes. “The 1900 storm was a lethal landfall. The surge and waters killed nuns, orphans, and so many others.” She paused. “Some are still around. Trust me.”

“So that’s why you yelled at me to go away? You were yelling at one of these…ghosts?”

“Yes.” She smiled at Declan’s friendly countenance. “A very annoying ghost who can’t sing worth a damn wants my help.”

###

Cal’s mind raced with a million jumbled thoughts. The part of him that worried she had an alcohol problem was relieved that she didn’t. But he certainly hadn’t expected the alternative answer
.

She could see and talk to dead people? Like those plots in the movies? And the ghosts now wanted her help?

He didn’t exactly know how to process that information either.

And yet he’d seen enough things and heard plenty of stories around the firehouse about those souls who’d passed on. The spirits lingered around to rescue their children, their pets, or to help guide a lone firefighter through a safer doorway than another.

Who was he to judge?

And yet he honestly had no idea what to say next.

“Cal,” Mags said.

“Yes?”

“I don’t want you to be uncomfortable around me. That’s the last thing I want, but you deserved the truth.”

He nodded. “I appreciate you telling me.”

She looked so vulnerable, so open in that moment. He couldn’t help himself. He leaned in and kissed her, stroked her face with his fingers.

She reciprocated and put her hands around his neck. For a brief few seconds, the world outside didn’t exist. No storm, no ghosts, no issues.

Just him and Mags.

Until she withdrew from the kiss and glared at the wall.

“What?” he whispered.

“They want me to focus and help them,” she said.

“Help them with what?
”

She frowned. “Solve a murder?”

“What murder? What…”

Seeing ghosts was one thing. Putting herself into harm’s way? Entirely another.

“Long story, but I’ll explain,” Mags said.

“I’m listening.” Cal reached out to grasp her hand. And I will protect you.



CHAPTER THIRTY

As they walked down the hallway, Mags squeezed Cal’s hand as it held hers. Their hands fit together, and she liked the feel of the soft hair on his wrist and arms.

She opened her mouth to speak, then nothing came out. How to explain ghosts and murders and things, when even she didn’t understand?

Cal relaxed his shoulders and leaned against a hallway door. “Am I right in assuming this is a hard subject for you?”

“Definitely,” she said, thankful that he at least understood. “But it’s not just that. There are things I don’t even understand, and I’m learning as I go. So trying to explain that to someone else—”

“Is a difficult task.”

“Yes.” She tried to follow his example and leaned against a wall, relaxing her tense shoulders.

“The ghosts have always wanted something. There’s some reason why they didn’t cross over and remain close by.”

“What reason?” Cal asked.

Mags shrugged. “That’s the fifty-million-dollar question. I’ve been asked for help in writing letters to loved ones, helping prove they were murdered, and other things. They always want help in some way.”

“I admire that,” he said, squeezing her hand tighter. “At least they get justice for the harm they endured. Not everyone does…”

Mags traced her fingers around his. “You’re talking about your dad.
”

Pursing his lips, he said, “Yep. Good ole Otis T. Barnesley.”

“I’m sorry he hurt you,” she whispered.

“Thanks.” Cal straightened and grabbed both of them a water bottle before returning to the hallway. “Otis drank himself to death. I’m just glad I didn’t follow that jackass in his footsteps.”

Mags noticed Declan floating across the hallway and coming closer to their conversation. She hoped he wouldn’t interrupt. She really needed to finish this exchange with Cal.

For once, Declan remained silent but within earshot.

“I did let go of the hate I had for the old man,” Cal said. “It was the only way I could survive. But if I had the chance to see him again, I’d likely punch him in the face.”

“Many times people have regrets, and once their spirits are in limbo, they have a change of heart,” Mags said. “Do you think that’s possible with your dad?”

Cal shook his head. “Not likely.”

Mags looked to Declan to determine if he needed anything, but he just listened without interrupting.

“Anyway,” Cal said. “This isn’t about me. Tell me more about the ghosts and how this relates to a murder.”

“Cal…”

“No, continue. I don’t want to talk about my old man.”

He took a deep breath and exhaled. She didn’t want to switch topics too fast.

“You sure?
”

“Positive,” Cal said. “So what murder are you supposed to solve? How many ghosts are here in the hotel?”

“There’s a nun and a bunch of orphans,” Mags said. “They’ve been stuck here from the 1900 Great Storm. They kept telling me to evacuate, but I couldn’t due to timing and resources. I’m not really sure what they want with me. Then there’s an afterdeath consultant—”

“A what?”

Declan chuckled. “I always love to hear the living try to describe me and my job.”

She shot Declan an exasperated look.

“There’s kind of a ghost in charge of taking other spirits over to the other side,” Mags said. “And he’s been the one telling me what I need to do.”

Cal narrowed his brows as if trying to understand what she was saying.

“Not a bad job description,” Declan added. “But you can tell him I’m a really fun ghost who sings and does Irish jigs.”

“Not quite,” Mags said.

“I didn’t say anything,” Cal said.

Crap. It had happened again.

“Yes,” Mags said. “The afterdeath consultant, his name is Declan, he’s here. And he’s telling me to tell you that he’s a fun ghost who does Irish singing and dancing. Only I’ve heard him, and he sucks.”

“Okayyy.
”

“Anyway, Declan told me that the little-boy ghost who is outside got run over by a car—a hit-and-run—about thirty years ago. The criminal buried the kid and the bike in the back area of the hotel. His name is Rusty.”

“And Rusty’s murder is what you’re supposed to solve?” Cal asked.

“Yes, though admittedly, I’m not sure how. Even Rusty doesn’t remember much. And he’s eight. He wouldn’t have a ton of details that an adult might notice.”

“Mags, I think you should walk away. Call the police. Let them handle this,” Cal said. “Why put you in harm’s way?”

“I will probably call the cops once the phones are back online,” she said. “But I have to find out more information first, since I’m the only one who can even see and hear Rusty.”

“Mags, I don’t want you getting hurt—”

“I have to get involved. If I don’t, the ghosts make things worse.”

“They’re ghosts. They can’t force you.”

Cal’s intentions of keeping her safe made her smile, but he really didn’t understand how things worked.

“I’ve tried to run from ghosts all my life,” she said. “They always stick with me, always haunt me, and always need me to help. Even if I said no, they would come after me for years until I helped. So I may as well help them out so they can be released and go away.”

“I don’t like it,” Cal said. “And I’m not going to see you get hurt.”

“Cal, I have to do this,” Mags said. “Once Rusty gets justice and the truth comes out, he’ll be able to cross over to the next realm.
”

She looked to Declan, hoping for any sign of how to handle this conversation. While she admired Cal’s protective traits, she couldn’t let him dictate her actions.

But Declan had floated down the hallway and motioned for her to follow.

“Let’s get back to the suite,” Mags said. “I have a feeling something is going on.”

When they entered, Declan had locked a glare on Bob. “He’s hiding something.”

Mags nodded. “I knew that.”

“Knew what?” Cal asked.

She walked over to where Bob stood alone near the far wall. “I need to talk to you for a few minutes.”

Bob glared at her and then checked his bandage. “No thanks. I need to change this and clean the wound.”

You’re not getting away from me that easily. I’ll help with the antiseptic, then,” she stated matter of factly.

Cal followed right on her heels. Ever the protector, but she needed to make sure he didn’t overstep what she needed to do.

Mags peeked outside. The rain had shifted from pelting storm to a softer sprinkling. Good. That meant she could go outside soon and talk to Rusty.

“Ask him,” Declan said. “Find out what he knows. Bob has knowledge about Rusty’s death.
”

Good. Declan was helping instead of hindering. She’d long suspected Bob was hiding something. His disappearance for two days after checking in, his flesh wound that he refused to admit was a gunshot, and his obsession with locking all doors so no one could enter the hotel—all these things raised red flags.

Bob ripped open the gauze packet while Mags reached for the antiseptic cream. “Bob,” Mags began. “I know you didn’t get hurt by an old nail. I need to know what you’re hiding.”

His eyes darkened, but he just shrugged. “Nothing.”

By now Cal was at her side.

“Time to come clean, pal,” Cal said. “You might be putting the rest of us at risk if someone is after you.”

Bob grabbed the antiseptic out of Mags’s hands and wiped it on himself, then placed the gauze on the wound once more.

“I don’t know anything. Just leave it at that.”

Mags frowned. Maybe she could try another approach.

“What do you know about Rusty, the eight-year-old boy who was killed in a hit-and-run in the 1980s?”

Bob’s mouth fell open, and his face turned pale. “How…what…who…”

“She knows things,” Cal said. “And if you know something about a murder and you don’t talk, that makes you a conspirator.”

Bob’s pupils grew huge until they looked like giant black saucers.

“I…I don’t have anything to say…”

“Did you kill Rusty?” Mags asked, glaring at him
.

Meanwhile, Cal kept Bob in check so he couldn’t move away from where they stood.

“No,” Bob said. “Of course not. I’m not a monster.”

“Then who killed him? What do you know about it? Because I know you are hiding info.”

Bob’s face grew pink, his pupils still enormous. “How could you possibly know any of this?”

Mags shot a half smile at Cal. No more reason to hide who she was, what she could do. Not when she could help others.

“I talked to him,” she said simply, with a grin.

“Talked to who?” Bob asked.

“To Rusty. He might be dead for thirty years, but his ghost isn’t. I’m a medium, Bob, and I know someone killed that little boy.”

Bob held up his hands, tried to push his way past them. Within a split second, Cal used his forearm to shove Bob against the wall and hold him there, pressing on his neck.

“You aren’t going anywhere until you tell the truth,” Cal said.

Mags crossed her arms and waited.

“I like this one,” Declan said. “He’s good for you and what you’re doing. Good job being honest with who you are, Magdalene.”

“Thanks,” Mags said, returning her gaze to Bob.

“For what?” Bob asked.

“I wasn’t talking to you,” she said. “I was talking to one of the ghosts. Now you need to start telling me about Rusty’s murder, or maybe I’ll have the ghosts take you away with them…
”


Geez, that sounded lame
. She couldn’t even make such a thing happen, but Bob didn’t know that. Right now he looked super panicked with Cal’s strong arm blocking any movement. She’d bet money that her lame threat would work, and she used her poker face that she’d picked up from Gertrude.

Bob raised both hands. “Okay, I’ll tell you. But I did not kill that kid.”

“Then explain your role in it,” Mags said.

Gertrude, Donny, and Ethel set down their cards and approached.

“Everything okay?” Gertrude asked.

“Yes,” Mags said. “We are just wanting to know what role Bob had in a thirty-year-old cold case that happened near here.”

Gertrude arched an eyebrow and gave Bob a stern look that only an elderly woman could. “I see.”

“I am not guilty!” Bob exclaimed.

“We’ll see,” Cal said. “Talk.”

Out of the corner of her eye, Mags noticed Gertrude fidgeting with her hands in her pockets. She wasn’t quite sure why, but the old gal had more than proven her street smarts over the last few days.

“I was only eighteen at the time,” Bob said. “Had finished a date and was driving my brand-new Camaro home when I saw this fancy car swerve toward the sand on Seawall Boulevard.”

“What kind of car?” Cal asked.

“BMW.”

“Continue.
”

Bob cleared his throat. “I saw the BMW run into something. I didn’t know what it was at first, and I figured if the car had hit an animal, then I could help out.”

“Making yourself the hero of your own story,” Gertrude piped up.

Mags grinned. “I believe that he’s not the killer, Gerty. But I do think he knows a lot more than he’s been telling us.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

Cal pressed his forearm closer to Bob’s throat when the guy fidgeted. No way was this guy going to get out of spilling the beans.

Mags might not think Bob was the murderer, but Cal wasn’t quite ready to give that verdict.

“Talk,” Cal said. “Why did you lie about the bullet wound? What really happened, and what do you know?”

“Okay, okay.” Bob’s breathing became labored, and he took several deliberate, slow breaths. “I’ll tell you, but it’s putting all of us in danger.”

Mags perked up. “You’re the danger the nun spoke about!”

“He can’t even play poker worth a damn,” Gertrude said. “I don’t think he is going to harm us in any way. Are you?”

“I’m not a killer.”

“You suck at poker too, young man,” Gertrude added.

Bob glared at her. “Will you shut up about the poker game?”

“Don’t be rude to Gertrude,” Cal said.

“Thank you, young man, but I can manage myself around this one,” Gerty said.

“Keep talking,” Mags said. “Tell us what happened.
”

“Like I was saying,” Bob choked out. “It was over thirty years ago. I’d dropped off my date and decided to take a drive down Seawall Boulevard. I saw a BMW hit something and go into the sand. I pulled into the hotel’s entrance and was ready to park and go help the guy…”

“What stopped you?” Cal asked.

Bob continued to hold up his hands in full surrender. “I parked in the hotel’s entrance, where I could see the beach. But when the man got out of the car and put a bicycle in the trunk, I knew he’d hit someone. I turned off my lights, worried he’d see me. Decided to watch. He put a young boy’s body in the trunk too. Then he drove off. I got the license number.”

“Why didn’t you call the police?” Mags asked.

“Because the boy was already dead,” Bob said. “And then…”

“Then what?” Cal asked.

Bob took a deep breath. “Well, after getting my heart rate back to normal, I was going to go find a phone and call it in. That’s when the BMW returned.”

“Returned to where you were parked, right near this hotel?” Mags asked.

“Yes. At first I was petrified. Thought the guy had seen me and was coming back to tie up loose ends.”

“Okay. Yet you’re here, so what happened?” Cal asked, distrust laced in his tone.

“The guy must have gone to the local hardware store, because he now had a shovel with him. He buried the kid and the bike in the yard of this hotel. Then he took off.”

“He never saw you?” Mags asked
.

“No.”

“And did you go to the cops?” Cal asked.

Bob frowned. “No. I should have though.”

“Why didn’t you?” Mags asked. “You’re a conspirator to murder because you didn’t.”

Glancing around to the group of stern, inquisitive people near him, Bob muttered, “I was already in trouble with the law. The police would only arrest me for some other warrants.”

Cal shook his head. “So you were chicken shit.”

“Basically.”

“That poor little boy’s parents,” Mags said. “And you could have given them some closure.”

“I didn’t forget about things,” Bob said. “I’ve been tracking the guy ever since. Crooked deals, shady investments, building up evidence against him.”

Cal arched an eyebrow. “No way in hell are you a cop.”

“No, but I’m a…”

“A what?” Mags asked.

“A thief and a blackmailer,” Bob said. “The reason I came back to Galveston and why I was gone for two days out of my stay is because I tracked down the guy and tried to blackmail him. I told him I wanted a ton of money for my silence.”

Mags’s eyes darkened with concern. “Were you running from him that day you returned to the hotel? Your bloody shoulder?
”

Bob nodded. “The meetup didn’t go well. He brought a gun. We had strong words, and I ran out of there as he got a shot off with his gun. Luckily, it was a flesh wound.”

Cal sighed. “So he’s seen your face now. And you’ve brought this danger to Mags? To the hotel and us?”

Bob struggled for breath, his face turning pink. No words came out.

“Answer me!”

Cal released Bob’s neck.

“Y…yes. I’m sorry,” Bob said. “I wasn’t thinking, and when I heard about the storm, I figured it was the ideal way to hide. I had planned to dig up the little boy’s body and get the cops involved once and for all, but then Hurricane Judy came.”

“Convenient excuse,” Cal said. “And now you’ve put us in danger because you put yourself above what was right.”

Bob stared at the floor. “I know. But I think we can still call the police. The guy probably is long gone by now.”

“Who was it? Some stranger, or does the guy live on Galveston Island?” Mags asked.

“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you,” Bob said.

Cal went toe to toe with the guy. “Try us.”

“William James Windsor, attorney at law.”

Mags gasped and grew faint, then sat down on the side of the bed.

“Mags?” Cal asked, still keeping Bob in check.

“Mr. Windsor is the legal counsel for our hotel,” Mags said. “My boss, Thom, and he are like best buddies.
”

“That’s a problem.” Cal turned to Mags. “We should go to the police now. Bob can go with us and tell his side of things.”

“Are you crazy?” Bob’s eyes grew wide again. “Not only am I a conspirator after the fact since I said nothing, but he’ll kill me if he gets the opportunity. Once this storm is over, I’m out of here!”

“No, young man,” Gertrude said. “You’re not.”

Bob chuckled. “And you, Miss Card Player, what are you going to do to stop me?”

Gertrude pulled her phone out of her pocket. “Got to love technology. We may not have cell service, I may not be able to make a call in this storm, but the recorder app works just fine.”

“Nice work, Gerty!” Cal said, thoroughly impressed with the ole gal.

“Definitely,” Mags said as the others nodded.

“I record most of my conversations,” Gertrude said. “You never know what you might hear.”

Bob’s face turned red. “That’s not legal!”

“It is if we’re part of the conversation, which you fully talked to all of us,” Gertrude said.

“I’m not letting some card-shark old woman trap me into anything!”

Bob ducked and threw a punch at Cal’s stomach. Cal moaned, doubled over. Mags tried to stop Bob, but he threw her onto the bed. Then he raced toward the door.

“I’m not going down for this!” Bob shouted.

Cal clung to his stomach but forced himself to stand up straight again
.

“Mags, are you okay?”

“Fine.” She gazed at the bookshelf as if looking at something else. Maybe one of her ghost types to help?

Cal chased Bob to take him down, but suddenly Bob shrieked and collapsed onto the floor.

Standing next to his writhing form on the floor was Gertrude, holding a stun gun.

“Don’t mess with Texas,” she said with a quaint little smile.

Cal cracked up. “Miss Gerty, you are one of a kind. You remind me of my aunt Joy.”

“Thank you, dear.” Gertrude stood over Bob and smiled. “So do we have any rope or something to keep him from running away again?”

“We have some in the linen closet. I’ll be right back,” Mags said.

“I’m coming with you,” Cal said. The situation had been a close call, and he wasn’t about to let Mags risk getting hurt again.

###

For the first time, Mags reached for Cal’s hand instead of waiting for him to make the first move. Things had shifted for them in the course of the storm. She no longer needed to be afraid of what he would think of her, if he would want to commit her to the men in white coats.

He’d accepted her reasoning, didn’t belittle or judge her, and they’d made a great team to help the others through the hurricane.

Mags chuckled.

“What is it?” Cal asked
.

“I was just thinking about how well we’ve done together during the storm. Not that Miss Gertrude needed any help, mind you.”

Cal gave a deep laugh too. “That woman has spunk, I’ll tell ya.”

Mags led him to the supply closet, where she found a few spare ropes that had been used for bringing heavy equipment upstairs in a pulley system.

“Will these do?” she asked, releasing his hand and reaching for the ropes.

He inspected them. “They should do fine.”

Turning back toward the suite, Mags led the way.

“Wait a sec,” Cal said, catching up with her.

“Yeah?”

She leaned against the wall of the hallway. He pressed his body close to hers, his face near. She smelled his minty breath, could see the sweat beads forming on his forehead.

“I do think we worked well together,” he whispered. “But I want you to stop chasing the murderer. Let the cops handle it, Mags. I don’t want you to get hurt.”

She folded her arms around his neck and stroked his hair. She loved its wavy, soft texture.

“Work with me to finish this,” she said. “The storm is easing up. We can keep Bob tied up while we work on tasks. When Thom returns, I’m going to have to tell him the news.”

“If he’s best buds with the killer, that’s not going to go over well. He may not even believe you.”

“We have Gertrude’s tape.
”

“Of Bob. Thom doesn’t know Bob, doesn’t know whether he can trust or believe this random guest. What if Bob has a score to settle and he’s just naming some lawyer’s name to get back at him for losing a case?”

Mags’s heart sank. She hated to admit it, but Cal’s explanation did make sense. Bob wasn’t anyone Thom would trust. And she couldn’t exactly explain that Declan the afterdeath consultant had confirmed her theory that Bob was hiding something.

“Then I don’t know what to do. If we don’t go to the cops though, we’re accessories after the fact, aren’t we?” Mags asked.

“Yes.” Cal glanced around. “Is this Declan guy around? Did he have any suggestions, considering you’ve been getting info from him thus far?”

“No.” She sighed. “I saw him last in the suite. I can ask him what we should do.”

Cal squeezed her hand. “I can go to the cops if it will keep you in good standing with your boss. If the hotel’s attorney did commit murder, your accusing him—even with Gerty’s tape—won’t go over well.”

“I appreciate it,” Mags said. “I’ve never been in this situation before. Most times, the dead want me to send letters or talk to family members. I’ve never had to solve a cold case before.”

“We can figure it out,” Cal said with a confidence in his voice that she longed to possess.

As they returned to the others, Mags took a deep breath and hoped she could find her resolve. Afterdeath consultants, blackmail, cold cases, and hurricanes—more than she’d ever bargained for.

Once the storm passed, how long before William James Windsor, attorney at law and killer, showed up to finish the job he started?


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

Back in the suite, Mags did a quick assessment of the situation. Cal and Donny had secured Bob with ropes to prevent him from escaping. Gertrude and Ethel ransacked their bags and handed out small hand fans, since humidity had shown up big time. Without power or air conditioning, everyone had begun to sweat.

“I’m never taking A/C for granted again,” Mags muttered.

Declan hovered near her chair. “Don’t take life for granted either.”

“I hope I won’t,” she whispered and turned her chair slightly so that her back was to the others. “But if the attorney should show up looking for Bob and decides to kill the rest of us…” She shuddered.

Declan listened intently, his green eyes flickering at times when she seemed unsure what action to take. But he was the damn afterdeath consultant. Wasn’t he supposed to do just that…consult?

“Mags, I can advise and help mediums like yourself. But I can’t command or tell you to do anything. You need to listen to your own intuition.”

“My own intuition says we’re in danger.”

“That’s what Sister Catherine says,” Declan added.

“So what can I do? Am I supposed to tell Thom that his best buddy who handles all the legalities for us is a criminal, is someone who killed a child?”

Declan glanced out at the lessening storm. “I’ve been doing this gig for a long time. And in that time, two things continually surprise me.
”

“What are they?”

“One, the living never have faith in themselves. You’re all petrified to trust your gut.”

Mags shrugged. “Yeah. We’re basically told from day one that what we think is less than what others think. Parents, leaders, teachers, you name it. We slowly begin to learn that maybe our gut isn’t necessarily right.”

“Weighing options is a good thing,” Declan said. “But everyone seems to lose faith in their own voice, in their own power. It’s a true shame. If there’s one thing I would shout from the rooftops to all humans still living, that’s it. Trust your gut and restore your faith in your own intuition.”

She wanted to change the subject. Declan had hit the nail on the head, but how many times had she trusted her own intuition and then others had bullied her because of her gifts?

“And the second thing?” she asked, hoping to steer the conversation to another topic.

Declan looked directly at her, his green eyes sparkling. “That the truth always comes out. No matter how many stacks of cards people make to cover up the lies. Truth will always come out.”

In that moment, Sister Catherine and the children appeared.

“Afternoon, Sister,” Declan said.

“Hello.” Sister Catherine looked Mags right in the eye. “He’s right. You need to get the truth out in the open.”

“How am I supposed to do that?” Mags asked.

The nun pointed to the suite. “You have the blackmailer tied up. Take him to the cops. Play them the tape. Get justice for that little boy. We can’t. We’re dead.
”

“Which is exactly why mediums like yourself are so valuable,” Declan added. “You can see and talk to both worlds.”

Mags thought about his words. She’d never seen herself as able to do much, and she spent most of her life hiding from her own thoughts.

“Any advice on how to deal with my boss? How to let him know?”

Declan and Sister Catherine exchanged glances. Then the little girl with braids stepped forward, raising her hand.

Mags knelt down. “Yes?”

“Don’t worry about how. Just tell him. Like Sister says, the truth will come out. You are the only person who can get justice. No one got justice for us. There wasn’t enough technology to help us escape the storm, so we died. So did thousands of others. But you can give us a voice, give that little boy outside a voice.”

Declan grinned. “There’s a Gaelic quote I used to tell my sister, Brianna, when she was afraid.”

Mags stood up and met his gaze. “Tell me.”

“Bí mar ghuth chan mar mhacalla,” he said, the beautiful old language rolling off his tongue with ease.

“What’s it mean?” Mags asked.

“Be a voice, not an echo,” Declan said. “Sister Catherine and that little girl are right. Trust your intuition. Don’t focus on the how. Use your gift to make sure the truth gets a voice.”

Mags smiled. She didn’t have any argument to what the ghosts were saying. She could only do her best to accommodate their wishes. It had been a long time since she’d felt important enough to make a difference.

##
#

Declan smiled wide, proud to have shared the Gaelic quote that had helped Brianna. Their native language that their parents had used on occasion always sounded like a lyrical melody, and the quote had helped Brianna develop courage when she wasn’t sure if she had any.

He hoped the same would happen with Mags. Overall, he liked this one. Some of the living beings he’d had to deal with had been a challenge…to say the least. Whenever they were so focused on blocking their abilities, it made his job harder to get them to see their importance in the world.

Not that anyone ever said death would be easy.

The young children attached to the nun began to squirm.

“Let’s not stand around like a bunch of animal crackers,” Sister Catherine said. “We’ve helped Magdalene, and now we hope she will use her gift.”

Declan chuckled. “Animal crackers, Sister?”

She shrugged. “Even we old nuns have a sense of humor. One of my mentors when I was a young nun always used that expression. The kids thought it was funny, and it calmed them down easier.”

“Whatever works,” Declan said.

“You handled Magdalene well.”

He blushed. “Thank you, Sister. I appreciate the kind words.”

“She’s not an easy one, that’s for certain.”

“Believe it or not, she’s easier than some. I dealt with a medium in coastal Alabama who was so concerned about what her boyfriend thought, she had cut herself off from any of her talents. She was a challenge. Mags is easy by comparison.
”

“Interesting,” the nun said. “So you think she’ll be able to complete her tasks?”

“I hope so, Sister. I hope so.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

Sitting on one of the beds in the suite, Cal listened to the latest radio updates on the storm. The batteries were almost dead, but he was able to gather some updates. The worst of the storm had passed, and the remaining rain bands had moved inland. Great. Now Houston, the place of escape, might flood and get worse weather than Galveston, where the storm had made landfall.

“The weather is getting better here,” Cal announced.

“Good thing,” Bob said, fidgeting against the ropes that confined him. “Because you can’t keep me like this if the weather worsens.”

Mags entered the room with a light gait and smile on her face. She looked lighter and happier than he’d seen her in hours.

“Hey. You get any decisions made?” he asked, trying not to let on to any of the other guests what her talents were. Something like that didn’t need to be told to all the guests. Besides, he wasn’t sure he entirely understood it himself.

“Yes.” Mags reached for a bottled water. “Anything on the radio?”

“The storm has passed us,” he said. “Though Houston may flood now.”

“We should probably start going through your to-do list if the water has receded any,” she said. “I want to have some things in place before Thom returns.”

“Let me go check it out, if you’ll keep an eye on things here.”

Her eyes darkened, as if she wanted to go with him, but he wanted her safe. With a possible criminal in the vicinity, he didn’t want any surprises
.

“I’ll let you know if it’s safe, then you and the others can join me,” he added, hoping that made her feel better. When all this was over, he wanted to spend more time with her. But right now, their job had to be remaining safe and getting in touch with the police.

“Okay,” Mags said, a bit of glimmer returning to her eyes.

Cal exited the suite and went toward the stairway. The smell of wet carpet drifted up into his nostrils. Yuck. He descended the steps and made sure there were no more threats as he went from the fourth floor down toward the lobby.

The steps on the first level were no longer underwater. A good thing. However, a thin sheet of water covered the tile lobby floor. The liquid didn’t appear too dirty, though it smelled of humid gulf and seaweed. He made a mental note to ask Mags for antibacterial gel. The last thing they needed right now was to have people get sick from a bacterial infection.

A few of the side windows had busted, but fortunately they were vinyl and hadn’t spilled glass everywhere. Other ones seemed intact, though part of the ceiling was open and had boards dangling overhead.

Cal did a quick scan of the room and figured out which tasks they could do, which they would need to wait on. Remove the boards from the doors, sweep the water out, put a few small things like lamps and tables back upright and situated, and wipe things clean.

That could keep the group busy until they knew more about when power would return or when the phone lines would be up and running again.

He returned upstairs and gave his findings to the others.

“How are we supposed to move Bob, tied to a chair?” Donny asked.

“Great question,” Mags said
.

In pure Elvis form, Donny replied, “Thank you. Thank you very much.”

“I’ll handle Bob, with assistance from Miss Gertrude, if you’re willing?” Cal said.

“Absolutely!” Miss Gertrude stood up, her stun gun in one hand and mace in the other. “How can I assist?”

“Like I said, one of a kind,” Cal muttered under his breath, while secretly thankful that the old lady had some way to keep Bob behaving.

“The rest of you take your time going down the steps. Donny, you carry the bottled water pack. We’ll need it. And Mags? Does the hotel have any antibacterial gel?”

“Yes. There’s some in Thom’s office. He has major OCD, so he keeps it nearby.”

“Perfect.” Cal urged the others to head toward the staircase, while he and Gertrude remained behind with Bob.

“How we going to do this?” Gertrude asked.

“How about if I promise to not run, you let me out of these ropes?” Bob asked. “I’m just a blackmailer. I’m not a killer.”

“Thanks to you, the killer may show up,” Cal said. “And you’ve now made us accessories after the fact if we don’t go to the cops. I’m not going to the police only to have you bolt. You’re the one who knows the details of that fateful night.”

“Oooh, I have an idea,” Gertrude said.

“I’m all ears.”

“We redo the ropes so Bob remains unable to escape, and then we bring him downstairs and put him in another chair.
”

Cal thought a moment, trying to determine the exact way Bob might try to escape with that strategy.

“And if he tries to escape?” Cal glared directly at Bob.

“Then I mace and stun the son of a bitch,” Gertrude said with the sweetest smile of a little old lady Cal had ever seen.

“Man, Miss Gerty, I sure don’t want to be on your bad side,” Cal said with a wink.

Gertrude grinned wide. “Just make sure you treat our Mags okay. I can tell you’re sweet on her, young man.”

Cal turned, his eyes wide and surprised. The woman had razor-sharp wit and didn’t miss a thing.

“Yes, ma’am.”

Gertrude stood behind Bob’s chair and put her hands on the ropes. “Okay. You going to behave, Mr. Blackmailer?”

“Yeah. Don’t want to be stun gunned again,” Bob muttered.

“Good.” She started to untie the ropes.

Cal helped, ensuring that Bob’s hands were not able to be free to hit, move, escape, or do anything else. After untying them from the chair and then tying them back to each other, Cal started on Bob’s legs.

Minutes later, Bob remained tied up with ropes, and Cal and Gertrude marched him carefully down the steps to the lobby.

“Don’t you even think about double-crossing us,” Gertrude said, the stun gun aimed at his back.

“Don’t stun me with that thing, you crazy old lady!” Bob maneuvered as best he could, bound with ropes at his knees and his hands
.

Cal laughed. “Crazy like a fox, she is! Now you’re going to behave for Miss Gerty, aren’t you?”

“Like I have a choice,” Bob muttered.

An hour later, everyone attacked their tasks with a vengeance. Cal and Donny had removed the boards from the doors and swept the water out of the lobby. Mags cleaned and sterilized the reception area, to keep infection in check. Gertrude and Ethel picked up lamps, books, and other small things that had had toppled over. Bob remained tied up, complaining but secure.

“Looks like the water has receded some outside,” Cal said after checking one of the windows. He’d taken down the boards to let light in. No idea when the power would return, and they could use all the sunlight they could get.

“Good,” Mags said. “I need to check the perimeter.”

“I’ll go with you. I don’t want you out there alone,” Cal said.

“Sure thing.”

Cal glanced around at the productive handiwork. Just like at the firehouse when everyone came on shift. Tasks, organization, made everything flow like clockwork.

Everything was going according to plan.

###

Mags waited for Cal and Donny to open the main entrance door. Once outside, she hoped to talk to Rusty to see if he had any additional info to give the police.

When Mags stepped out into the sunshine, putrid rot and seaweed accosted her nostrils. “Eww, why does it smell so awful?
”

“That’s Hurricane Judy’s way of saying hello,” Cal said, moving his T-shirt above his nose to breathe. “The hurricane sweeps up the gulf water into the wind and then dumps it again over the sand and roads. It’s like a food processor for all the junk in the water.”

She bent down to pick up some broken pieces of a side light.

“We won’t stay out here long,” Cal said. “Geez, it’s awful.”

“Amen to that.” She studied the perimeter. All the landscaping updates could be made later. “Good thing we moved all the lawn chairs and other big items indoors.”

“Yep. Preparation is key, especially if you have the time. Many people don’t have the time to do anything except board up. Then they evacuate and still return to homes that need repairs.”

“I’m just glad you showed up,” Mags said. “Things could’ve been worse.”

Cal looked around. “Is there anything else we need to check out?”

“I need to talk to Rusty if I can, the little-boy ghost. He may know something that we can tell the police.”

“Just make it quick,” Cal said, inhaling through his shirt and narrowing his eyes.

She walked toward the side of the hotel with Cal right behind her. Across the grass, dragonflies danced in the air, their wings shining hues of blue and purple from the humid sunlight. The juxtaposition of such beauty in nature with such awful smells caught her off guard.

“Rusty?” she called out, looking around for where he might be.

“Miss Mags?”

She walked toward the tiny voice. He had hidden behind a large ornamental rock
.

“Are you okay, Rusty?”

“Yes. The storm scared me though.”

“I know, but the worst of it has passed. Listen, Rusty. I need your help. One of the guests in the hotel saw how you died that night.”

“Does he know where my bike might be? Mr. Declan said it might be buried out here, but only you could dig it up.”

“We’ll try in a minute,” Mags said. “Can you tell me anything you remember? This man said that a man hit you with his car. A BMW. Then he put your bike and body in the trunk before bringing you here and burying you. He killed you in a hit-and-run, Rusty.”

“Did he ever get in trouble?” Rusty asked.

“Sadly, no,” Mags said. “That’s what I’m trying to change. Do you remember anything at all? What the man may have looked like. The car coming at you. Anything?”

Rusty started to talk, but froze.

“Rusty?” Mags prompted.

The little kid didn’t move.

She glanced over at Cal, who seemed to be doing his best to understand this. She probably did look strange, talking to something that Cal couldn’t see. But at least he believed her, believed in her. That was a gift in itself.

“Rusty, tell me what you’re thinking,” Mags said.

“I…” Rusty couldn’t even finish his sentence. His face turned pale, even for a ghost, and he pointed at the male figure walking into the hotel.
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“What’s wrong?” Cal asked.

“I think I just saw William Windsor, our hotel attorney, walk inside.”

“The guy Bob said was the killer?”

“Exactly,” Mags said. She turned to Rusty. “Why did you point at the man who went into the hotel? Was he the one who ran over you on your bike?”

Rusty’s face remained pale, almost like he’d seen a ghost instead of simply being one. “I’m not sure…”

She knelt down, met his gaze. “Tell me what you are feeling, Rusty.”

He bit his lip. “I don’t remember much, but when I saw that man—”

“The attorney, Mr. Windsor…”

“Yes,” Rusty said. “I just…Miss Mags, I can feel that he is a bad man. I don’t remember dying. I don’t remember who hit me. But that man is bad, I can sense it.”

“I believe you,” Mags said.

She turned to Cal. “We need to get back inside. Rusty believes the attorney is the criminal, just like Bob said, and so do I. Besides, what would some hot-shot attorney be doing going into the hotel this soon after the rain stopped, even if he is Thom’s good friend?”

“Shouldn’t we call the cops?” Cal asked
.

“With what?” Mags dug her cell out of her pocket. Tried pressing the Call button. A bit of static, but no dial tone. “Static is better than a dead line, but the phones aren’t working yet.”

“Sorry. Habit, and I keep forgetting the phones are down. Okay, let’s go back in. I’ll check the landlines again.” Cal sighed. “This man is dangerous, Mags. We need to be careful.”

“Agreed, but he knows me as a hotel employee. Maybe he’ll be his usual charming self and I can play dumb? See what he wants.”

Cal remained by her side as they both walked to the hotel entrance.

“He likely wants to kill Bob,” Cal said.

Mags frowned. “Or all of us. I hate this.”

He reached for her hand. “We’ll get through it. Just be careful.”

“Will do.”

Easier said than done.

When she stepped inside, Mr. Windsor stood in front of a tied-up Bob and smiled.

“What’s this?” he asked. “I didn’t expect to find anyone here.”

Mags glanced at Bob, who now had duct tape over his mouth. Had the others done that, or Mr. Windsor?

Play it cool. Make him think you don’t know anything.

“Several of us weren’t able to evacuate,” Mags said. “Due to health issues and traffic warnings. We’ve done our best to get along the last twenty-four hours. However, Bob got a bit violent, so we had to tie him up. For his safety and ours.
”

That seemed a reasonable explanation, didn’t it? The others offered smiles and nods supporting her reasoning.

“Where’s Thom?” the attorney asked in his usual slow, southern drawl. “I did want to ensure he was all right.”

Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed Cal moving toward reception. Good. He could check the landlines. Maybe, by some inexplicable reason, the lines might be back up and he could call the cops.

“I’m afraid Thom got stuck,” Mags said. “He tried going out for more plywood, and then the traffic flow wouldn’t let him back onto the island. When I spoke to him, his phone was breaking up and filled with static, but he was on the Causeway.”

“Oh dear,” Mr. Windsor said. “But I imagine he will get back safely. How are you holding up?”

She wanted to put her hands around his neck and squeeze. She wanted to do anything besides be nice and sweet and pretend that nothing was wrong. But something was very wrong. She was gazing into the dark eyes of a cold killer, the man who had killed a child and covered it up. And then decided to continue practicing law!

“I’m fine.” She almost choked on her own words but managed to save face. Gertrude had taught her a thing or two about maintaining a poker face.

“That’s good.” Mr. Windsor strutted around like a peacock, then returned to stand in front of Bob. “A shame that you caused trouble for these nice people, Bob. I know that Thom does not like violence in his hotel. Part of his OCD that he wants to keep everything nice and neat.”

“Hmmm…hmm!”

Bob continued to utter indistinguishable sounds as his eyes widened in fear
.

“Yes, yes, I know,” the attorney said, grinning wide. “Perhaps I can represent you if any charges are brought?”

“Hmmm!”

Mags glanced at Cal behind reception to figure out if the phones were back up. When Cal shook his head no, her heart sank. What the hell was she supposed to do with the attorney suddenly there, hanging out? He might want only Bob dead, but he certainly wouldn’t leave any witnesses alive.

“Can I help you with anything?” she asked. “I don’t know when Thom will be returning. The storm has everything down.”

“Actually, the first responders have started to return. No civilians yet, but emergency vehicles are getting set up for any issues. Some folks may be trapped in their homes, be ill, you name it,” William Windsor said.

Mags felt a ray of hope. First responders meant EMTs, perhaps police. It wouldn’t be long before they could get help.

But meanwhile?

She glanced around. Declan randomly stuck his ear against several office doors as if searching for something. What could a ghost possibly want in the midst of all this?

“Can I help you with anything, Mr. Windsor? I hope to be able to reach Thom once the phones are back up. I’m sure he’ll want to talk to you. Find out you’re okay too,” Mags said.

“Actually,” the attorney said. “All of you—well, except Bob—can assist me. I’ll be filing a claim for Thom for hotel hurricane damages. If you could each help me go floor to floor and record the state of things, that would be amazing.”

Mags tried to not let her jaw drop. What was he up to
?

“I…I didn’t think you handled property claims in your legal practice.”

“I didn’t, but I’ve recently had a promotion. The senior partner at my firm was, unfortunately, killed during the storm. Horrible tragic accident.”

Mags and Cal exchanged glances. How exactly was a bigwig attorney suddenly killed during a storm? The lawyers typically had other fancy homes in cities they could easily evacuate to. Why would one of them have stayed? Hell, why would Mr. Windsor have stayed?

“You know he’s bullshitting, right?” Declan said as he continued pressing his ear to various office doors.

Mags mouthed her words to Declan so the rest of the group didn’t get suspicious. “I do, but how can you be certain?”

Declan chuckled. “He’s a lawyer. Haven’t you ever heard of that Shakespeare quote, the one that says the first thing we do, let’s kill all the lawyers?”

Mags smiled. “Yes, I’ve seen it on coffee mugs.”

“Try hearing it all the time from the man himself,” Declan said. “We have them all, you know. Shakespeare, Plato, even Whitman.” Declan shook his head. “If I ever get insomnia, I ask good ole Whit to recite Leaves of Grass
. Puts me into snooze mode all the time.”

“I appreciate your info,” Mags said. “But can we stick to the matter at hand? Yes, I know the lawyer is lying. How do we move forward?”

Declan shrugged as he continued to check doorways. “Once he gets his comeuppance, Rusty will be set free. So will the other attorney the guy killed.
”

With a resolved mindset, Mags turned to the attorney and did her best to play it cool. “I…I’m sorry to hear about your colleague, but congrats on your promotion.”

Her stomach wanted to wretch just saying the kind words to this son of a bitch. But she had to keep up her cover, or the others would be in danger.

“Thanks. Perhaps if each of you could take an item on my list, we can knock out this inspection in less than two hours?” William Windsor said.

“What about Bob?” Cal asked.

“Great movie,” William Windsor responded with a twinkle in his eye. “But regarding your tied-up friend, it appears he is secure for the brief time I’ll need you to help with damage assessment.”

“The phones will likely be back up when we finish up,” Mags said, hoping Cal would get the hint to keep trying his cell and the landlines. She needed to get in touch with the cops, give them Gerty’s tape of Bob’s confession, and tell them about what William James Windsor had done.

The attorney grabbed several notepads from reception and then handed them and a checklist to each guest. “Now, let’s get started. I need two of you on the fourth floor, as those are the expensive turret suites, and then two on the third floor, and one on the second floor. I’ll handle the first floor since I know where Thom keeps everything.”

“I’ll take this floor,” Mags said, hoping she sounded even keeled and not too obvious. After all, she couldn’t leave him alone with Bob.

“No, I will,” William Windsor said. “There are different property categories on this level that I know more about. But I appreciate the help.”

“Fine.
”

Great. Now she had to come up with a new plan.

“I’m going to check something in Thom’s office,” the lawyer said. “I’ll be right back, and then we can start. I really do appreciate this.”

“Of course.” Mags almost choked on her own words, but she needed to go along and figure out a way to take down Mr. Windsor.

Mags nodded. During the brief time the attorney went out of earshot, Bob started screaming through his duct tape gag. His eyes were huge, and he was straining to free himself from the ropes.

Donny slowly pulled the duct tape off Bob’s mouth.

“Ouch!” Bob sucked in several deep breaths. “That lawyer is going to kill me. You have to help. Please!”

Mags couldn’t help but feel empathy for the guy. “Maybe we can hide you somewhere?”

“That attorney is like a rat terrier,” Donny said. “I’ve dealt with folks like him before. If we hide Bob, Windsor guy will just find him. And then be pissed off at us.”

“We have to figure out a way to remain on this floor, keep an eye on Bob,” Mags said.

“If we are forced to other floors,” Donny said, “we can set up spots to watch the first floor. You have cameras somewhere, don’t you?”

“Yeah, but they require power to work.”

“Let’s just make sure we don’t leave the attorney and Bob alone,” Cal said.

Mags nodded. “Agree. We don’t want Bob to get shot, but we don’t want to become bullet practice ourselves.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

William James Windsor gave a polite smile as he exited the room to gather his thoughts.

Once completely out of sight, he looked around. Made sure he was alone.

“Damn it!” He stomped his foot.

Nobody was supposed to have stayed in the hotel. They all should have evacuated. For heaven’s sake, he’d gone over the legalities and the evacuation procedures with Thom only a month ago in preparation for the year’s hurricane season.

Where had things gone wrong? Thom had OCD, was very particular about things. And yet he hadn’t mandated an evacuation?

William Windsor had tracked Bob to this location. Figured that the no-good blackmailer had chosen the hotel as a great place to hide out during the storm. And it was an excellent choice. Kitchen supplies, bottled water, and a generator—which apparently didn’t work, because no lights were on.

Whatever.

This was supposed to be an easy walk in, shoot Bob, and walk out. No witnesses, no one to associate William to the crime.

How could he manage five other people at once? Yes, he had a gun tucked into his back with a silencer, but one man versus five? They might overcome him. He was getting up in years. Not old, mind you, but like a silver fox. The nickname worked for Charlie Rich in the 1970s, and it was how he saw himself while getting up in years
.

William Windsor stomped his foot again. Had Bob even kept quiet about his sleazy blackmailing attempts? The man couldn’t exactly shout the attorney’s guilt without implicating himself in the crime of extortion.

Focus. He could do this. After all, he had nothing to lose. Bob needed to die.

Taking a few deep breaths, centering himself, William Windsor returned to the lobby.

“Please don’t kill me!” Bob yelled, his face reddened and eyes swollen with fear as he stared at the others nearby, practically begging them not to leave.

Uh-oh. Time to play the polite card. There were witnesses.

“Whatever are you talking about, sir?” William Windsor used his most professional courtroom voice. “Seems that you have more personal issues than just violence.”

“No, I know who you are. You—”

“Where is that duct tape?” William Windsor asked. “I must insist on the ability to concentrate if I will be working down here. This loudmouth will interfere with my concentration.”

“We wanted him to breathe,” Donny said.

“Anyone tell you that you look like Elvis Presley?” William Windsor asked.

“Yes, I’m an impersonator in Vegas. Came to Galveston for vacation and to see some friends.”

William Windsor nodded. “Well, I suppose Galveston attracts all types. But you, Bob,” he said as he reached for a piece of duct tape to cover Bob’s mouth, “you should remain quiet while the rest of us work.
”

“Hmmm!”

But the tape had done its job, kept Bob from accusing him of all his crimes. Maybe he could continue this charade until he had the chance to kill Bob and then flee this place. After all, he’d used his charm before. It always worked.

“Mags,” William Windsor said, “if you’ll get everyone situated with their checklists, I’d be most appreciative.”

“I…”

Those beautiful green eyes studied him. He couldn’t tell if she was still afraid from the storm or angry at something. Either way, he could easily keep her in line. She’d been the timid type ever since she’d started working for Thom.

“Oh, one thing first,” the attorney said. “I don’t want anyone taking photos with their cell phones due to confidentiality. So I’d like everyone to put their cells on this table.”

“Confidentiality?” Cal asked. “What do you mean?”

“Property law is above your head, young man,” William Windsor said with an air of righteous indignation at being asked such a thing. “I don’t want anyone’s personal photos of the hotel to conflict with my report. Don’t worry. Everything will be fine.”

He shot a stern gaze at Cal and was ready to reach into the back of his pants and retrieve the gun if need be.

“I think one of us should stay here to keep an eye on Bob,” Cal said.

“No, I will need empty photos of this entire floor. All of you need to move upstairs,” William said.

Suspicion remained in Cal’s eyes, but William Windsor didn’t care as long as he and the other guests got out of sight so Bob could be eliminated
.

“So, cell phones.” William Windsor went person to person, collected items. When he reached an elderly woman, he said, “And your name?”

“Gertrude.” She eyed him like a cat eyed a mouse.

“Gertrude, I’d like your cell phone, please.”

She cackled. “Sir, I don’t know why you suddenly have us working your case, but I assure you that I don’t have a cell phone. I can’t operate all these machinery thingies, not without the help of my grandson, anyway.”

He watched her, the demeanor of her and the other old lady. True, they didn’t appear to be up with the times. Even their wardrobes looked out of the 1950s.

“Fine. Everyone else, cells in here,” William Windsor said. Then he ushered all his new worker bees to the staircase, where they would get out of his way.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

Mags kept herself hidden near the second-floor staircase while straining to hear Bob’s conversation with the attorney. Gertrude had slipped her cell phone and stun gun to Mags as their group started upstairs, and Mags had managed to put the recorder on and leave it out of sight—right near Bob and William Windsor.

Cal remained by her side. Donny, Ethel, and Gertrude were on the third floor, also looking down to be witnesses. The old lady had been brilliant at keeping her electronic devices by playing sweet and ignorant.

Slow minutes passed, and Mags could hear the ticking of the clock. Come on, Windsor dude. Incriminate yourself already so we can stop you.


As she drudgingly waited for him to do or say anything, she spotted Declan across the way—continuing to open and shut doors, listening to them.

Where had he been all this time?

“Keep watching,” Mags whispered to Cal, and she leapt up and tiptoed over to where Declan stood.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

“Trying to save everyone.”

“By opening and closing doors? How about some real help, like how to get the phones working? How to stop the attorney from killing Bob?”

Declan turned to her, the creases forming on his brow. “I have limits to what I can do, Mags. You need to do most of it, but I’m trying to put some leverage in your favor.
”

“How?”

Declan eyed her like her old schoolteachers used to when she was being deliberately annoying.

“What?” she asked.

“Think about the last few hours,” Declan said. “One part of this equation is missing. None of you have noticed because you’ve been busy trying to survive and stay alive, but what item is missing from your crew?”

Mags glanced upward at Donny, Ethel, and Gertrude. Glanced down at the lobby where Bob remained still. The attorney wasn’t in sight. Maybe he stepped away for a sec? Cal would know.

And Cal was here. He and his—

“The dog,” Mags said. “Artex. Where is Artex?”

“Bingo,” Declan said. “I’m trying to locate the dog who could maybe attack the attorney or at least manage to confine him.”

“Well, for showing up late to the party, you’re pretty smart, Mr. Afterdeath Consultant.”

“Gee, thanks,” he said, smirking.

Mags tiptoed over to Cal. “Anything yet?”

“No. The attorney went into another room. What could the guy be doing?”

“No idea. Sharpening knives, maybe?” Mags said. “The recorder app only works for ninety minutes. He’d better come out and start talking soon.”

“Tell me about it.
”

“Cal, do you know where Artex is?” she whispered.

Cal gawked at her. “Holy shit. No. Where did Artex go?”

“Shh,” she said. “I don’t know. One of the ghosts is looking, but I thought I’d ask you.”

“What kind of dog owner am I that I didn’t notice he wasn’t by my side?”

“The kind who is trying to stay alive and keep us all safe,” Mags said. “He’ll turn up. Don’t worry.”

But worry etched across Cal’s face as they continued to watch the lobby floor.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

William James Windsor took the precisely sharpened butcher knife and meandered over toward the no-good, lowdown, sneaky son of a bitch who’d attempted to blackmail him.

Bob.

Bob the Blackmailer.

It even sounded ridiculous, just like the effort had been. Blackmail him? The best attorney in the state? William James Windsor had lived in Texas since God was a boy, and no one would ever bring him down. Ever.

Bob’s eyes expanded, and redness covered his face. “Hmmmm!”

“I almost feel sorry for you,” William Windsor said. “You ignorant, greedy, blackmailing fool.”

Bob strained against the ropes that held him. “Mmmmm!”

William Windsor gripped Bob’s chin, yanked it upward to force Bob’s gaze. “You got lucky, just a shoulder wound. Had the wind not changed on me, that bullet would’ve pummeled through your heart. Stopped your breath.”

He held the butcher knife in his hand, then put it up close and personal. Under Bob’s nose, showing him the full sharpness of the blade.

“Fantastic steel. Can cut through anything,” William said.

“Hmm. Hmmm!
”

“What? Do you wish to plead your innocence, you blackmailing fool?”

“Hmmmmm!”

“If I take the gag off, and you scream? I’ll shoot you without blinking. Understand?”

Bob nodded.

William Windsor reached for the duct tape gag, yanked it off Bob’s mouth.

“Ow! Son of a bitch, that hurt!” Bob said.

“Just one of the perks,” William Windsor said. “So tell me. Have you told any of the other guests anything about me? About what you saw that night?”

“No.” Bob shook his head furiously. “Don’t hurt them.”

“I might or might not, but if you’re going to worry about anyone’s neck, I’d worry about your own.”

Bob blinked quickly. “I…please don’t do this. I never got the money from you because you shot me, then I ran. I don’t want to die, Mr. Windsor.”

“Then we have ourselves a conflict,” William Windsor said. “Because I want you dead. Any last words?”

“Please. I can forget all about it. The hit-’n’-run all those years ago, the kid that died, I won’t say a thing. I haven’t said anything all these years until I was dumb enough to blackmail you. Please, please don’t kill me, Mr. Windsor!”

William gripped the knife handle and forced the blade into Bob’s shoulder
.

Whimpering, Bob fought against the ropes that bound him.

“The thing you don’t understand, Bob—what a stupid name, by the way—is that I always win.” William swiftly made tiny cuts across Bob’s cheeks, gathering blood to drip down the man’s face.

“Any last requests?”


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

Mags and Cal crept down the first half of the staircase, remaining out of view. The attorney stood with his back to them, pointing a gun at Bob. Mags could see the panic on Bob’s face, even from a distance.

“Get ready,” Mags mouthed.

Cal nodded, winked at her.

“Don’t you know it’s not polite to ignore a question asked of you?” the attorney said. “I am William Windsor the Third. My family practically invented the state of Texas.” He waved his gun about. “I’m a nice man, but I can’t abide blackmail.”

“I told you, I never even took your money. Let me go. I won’t say a thing.”

“Bob, I can’t do that. I’ll lose my license if you ever resurfaced. It’s why I always bury the evidence,” William said.

“You killed a kid,” Bob said. “I just thought it’d be an easy way to make money. I’m sorry. You don’t have to do this—”

“Oh yes, I believe I do. That kid was an accident, but I couldn’t go to jail.”

“I’ll leave the country. I’ll go away…”

Mags and Cal crept slowly down the staircase. By now, Bob could see them. Mags gestured with her hands to draw the conversation out. Apparently the man was trying to do just that. First smart thing he’d done.

“I am going to do you one favor though,” William said
.

“What’s that?”

“Give you a choice. You want a bullet in your head or your heart?”

Keep him talking, Bob.

Mags reached into her pocket for the stun gun. Gripped it in her hand.

She and Cal made eye contact. Cal ran forward, pushed William down. The gun slid across the floor.

Mags raced to the attorney, blasted him with Gerty’s stun gun.

“Aaahh!” William shook on the ground, then remained still.

“Get something to tie him with,” Cal said.

Mags kicked the real gun out of the way, when William gripped her ankle, causing her to fall. She yelled. Pressed her hands to the hard floor. Scrambled with her legs to get up.

William grabbed the gun and waved it.

“He’s got the gun!” she yelled.

Cal tried wrestling it away. William pushed him down. Aimed the gun at Cal’s heart.

“Say your goodbyes.”

“Help!” Cal yelled.

Something tan and black blipped in Mags’s peripheral vision. Seemingly out of nowhere, Artex leapt through the air, teeth bared. Pressed sharp claws on his front paws against the attorney. Knocked him down.

The gun fired in a random direction. Bob screamed
.

Mags turned to him. “Bob’s been shot!”

Artex opened his jaws, clamped them around the attorney’s arm, and growled. Mags scrambled to her feet as William moaned in pain. Cal brushed himself off, reached for the real gun, and pointed it at the attorney.

“William Windsor the Third,” Cal said with sarcasm, “your killing ends here. Now.”

“I told you we make a good team,” Mags said with a smile.

Cal winked at her, and she swore that Artex grinned back at her too.

“Is it safe yet?” Donny yelled from the upper floor. He’d managed to get Ethel and Gertrude to the second level to help out if need be.

“It’s fine,” Mags said, catching her breath. “Bob’s been shot, and we need to find the police. But the attorney here isn’t going anywhere.”

“Doesn’t matter,” William said with an air of narcissism. “You have nothing on me. The gun misfire was an accident.”

Mags laughed. “That’s what you think, dumbass.”

“Excuse me?”

She went to grab Gertrude’s cell phone, and the recording app remained active with a bright-red circle on the screen.

“We’ve been recording you this whole time,” Mags said.

The attorney groaned. “The old bat lied.”

Gerty smiled. “I play the old-lady card quite well, don’t I?”

“That you do.” Cal kept the gun steady on the attorney. “Bob, you holding up okay?
”

Bob’s breathing sounded labored, but he nodded. “Better to be shot than dead. Thanks.”

With everyone now in the lobby, Mags racked her brain for what to do next. Bob needed medical attention. The rain had stopped. Perhaps traffic would be moving along again soon and Thom would return.

She chuckled. She had some whopper stories for him, especially about his choice in legal counsel.

“Donny,” she said. “Can you go outside, see if you can find a cop or a medic?”

“Sure thing,” Donny said, after checking to make sure Ethel and Gertrude were situated in some arm chairs.

“Help is coming,” Mags said. She went behind reception, found another spare shirt, and ripped it into pieces to make a tourniquet for Bob’s shoulder.

“Thank you,” Bob said.

“You’re welcome, but I still need to tell the cops about your blackmailing attempt.”

Bob gazed at the blood running down his shoulder. “Maybe they’ll cut me a deal, since I know all about Windsor murdering that kid.”

“I am not a murderer! I am a respected attorney!”

“Not anymore,” Cal said, grinning ear to ear as Artex tightened his jaws around the guy’s arm. “Not anymore.”

“Can you get your dog off me?”

“No, I’m afraid I can’t.
”

“Stupid dumbass kid. All of you should’ve evacuated. What kind of idiots stay around town when a major storm comes?”

“You stayed,” Mags offered, which got a chuckle from everyone in the room. Even Declan and the ghosts who watched from upstairs.

William Windsor continued to insist on his innocence, until Gertrude came along and used the stun gun again.

“Miss Gerty,” Cal said. “We had him immobilized.”

“Yes, but he was being a pain in the ass. My bad.”

Cal laughed. “You remind me of my Aunt Joy. Let’s hope when the phones return, I can reach her.”

“Definitely,” Mags said.

Minutes later, Donny returned to the hotel and opened the front doors, set them on lock so the air would come in. Behind him was an EMT and two cops.

“How can I help you folks?” one officer said.

Upon seeing Bob, the EMT rushed to his side.

“What’s going on here?” the second cop asked.

Cal shook the cop’s hand. “Officers, we couldn’t evacuate, so we stayed here through the storm. During that time, we learned that the man who is shot, Bob Smith, was blackmailing this man, William Windsor the Third.”

The first cop meandered over to look at the attorney. “The hot-shot lawyer who works at Toale and Gilliam?”

“That’s me!” William said. “I’m a respectable attorney. Don’t listen to these people!
”

Artex growled long and loud.

“I believe that is dog-speak for keep your mouth shut,” the cop said. “And Mr. Windsor, I have heard of you. In fact, I’ve seen you on live video, killing the senior partner of your firm, Mr. Gilliam.”

“What? No. That can’t be!”

The cop knelt down, took out his handcuffs, and snapped them on the attorney. “William Windsor the Third, I’m placing you under arrest for first-degree murder of Senior Partner Gilliam. More charges pending, I’m sure.”

Artex wagged his tail once the attorney was handcuffed.

Mags sprinted over and handed the cop Gertrude’s cell phone. “This recording proves that he murdered a kid in a hit-and-run thirty years ago and he was planning to murder Bob.”

The cop smiled large and wide. “This isn’t your day, now is it, Mr. Windsor? You might remember me, by the way. You wouldn’t take my sister’s case last year. She wound up getting screwed by the system because you couldn’t be bothered to do the pro-bono work you promised.”

“I…what…I know we can work this out…” William stammered and stuttered as the cop moved him through the lobby in the handcuffs.

“I’m sure we’ll have lots to talk about.”

The other cop took Windsor and prodded him across the lobby.

“You folks are lucky,” the officer said. “Being stuck in a storm with a killer.”

“Yes, we are,” Cal said, smiling at Mags. “But these people are resourceful.
”

Gertrude approached with a sweet smile. “Once that lowlife has been processed, may I come by the station and get my cell phone back, sir?”

“Of course, ma’am. We’ll get several copies of the recording. That was a smart move.”

“She’s one smart lady,” Mags said.

The EMT undid the ropes and supported Bob with his arm. “This one needs to be looked at, and the cops will want to talk with you afterward.”

“I know. Thanks,” Bob said. Then he glanced at Mags and Cal. “Thank you both. I could’ve died here today.”

“It wasn’t your time,” Declan shouted from the second level. “But I’ll be seeing you eventually.”

Cal reached for Mags’s hand and clasped it in his. They were finally safe. Out of danger. No more storm. No more killer or blackmailer.

“Everything is going to work out,” Cal said.

She nodded. “For the first time in a while, I believe that.”

All this terror from the attorney, from Bob, from the ghosts, now replaced by admiration and affection from Cal.

Things were
 going to work out. She knew it.

###

Hours later, the power blipped and returned. When Mags picked up the landline, she heard the best sound in the world: a dial tone
.

“It’s working!” Mags reached for her cell to look up Thom’s number. “Let me call my boss, and then you check on your aunt Joy.”

“Sounds good.”

Cal helped the others gather their things downstairs and make preparations to head out of Galveston.

The skies had become blue, and the weather had improved. Mags’s own internal storm had subsided as well. Things were looking up indeed.

Mags tapped her fingers on the reception desk while she waited to see if Thom would pick up. After three rings, he finally did.

“Mags! Where are you? How are you?”

“Relax, Thom. We’re good. Where were you when the storm hit?”

“Stuck on the Causeway! The cops tried to clear the path so we could get across, but more wrecks occurred, and people were out of gas. Every time the officers tried to move us, the water surge became worse. I’m soaked from trying to help. I want a damn cup of tea!”

“We’ll have one ready for you,” Mags said.

“Wait a second. Who’s ‘we’?”

She glanced at the strange misfit group. “Well, we had issues evacuating, so the two elderly sisters, the Elvis impersonator, a guy named Cal, and me are here.”

“What about that other guest, the middle-aged man you could never reach?”

“He’s wounded and on the way to the hospital. And I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but your attorney, William James Windsor, shot him. Bob didn’t die, but both of them have been arrested.
”

“What?!”

“Long story, Thom. But start looking around for another attorney. We’re fine though. The hotel is as fine as it can be after a hurricane. Cal’s a volunteer firefighter. I couldn’t have done this without him. Your hotel is in good shape, considering,” Mags said.

There was a long silence. “I appreciate you running the place, Mags.”

“You’re welcome, Thom.” She knew how rarely he gave compliments, so she took this one to heart.

“The roads are starting to open, so come back when you can,” she said. “And be careful.”

“Yes. Probably tomorrow. And, Mags, thank you again.”

“No worries, Boss.”

She grinned wide as she hung up the phone. “I think he trusts me more now. Who knows? Maybe I’ll get a promotion.”

“Good for you,” Cal said.

Declan appeared nearby. “Good job, Mags. I do need to talk to you.”

“Sure,” she whispered. “Cal, go ahead and call Aunt Joy. I need to step out for a second.”

Donny and the elderly sisters gathered near the reception main phone so they could call their loved ones. Meanwhile, Mags followed Declan up to the fourth floor.

“What’s up?” she asked.

He smiled at her. “You did it, Magdalene. You trusted your intuition. You saved the guests. And you were able to be honest with Cal. I’m proud of you.
”

She wiped her cheeks with her hands, knowing she was blushing. “Thanks.”

“Yes, he’s right,” Sister Catherine said, appearing with the young children in tow. “Thank you for listening to us, for hearing us when no one else would. And thanks for not evacuating when I insisted.”

“You’re welcome.” She turned to Declan. “So can they cross over now, along with Rusty?”

“Yes. I thought you’d want to say goodbye before they left, and then I’ll walk you outside to Rusty’s spot.”

“You’ve come a long way since I had to rap your hands with my ruler,” the nun said, a bit of a gleam in her eye. “Thanks for helping us get some closure.”

“I still don’t understand why you couldn’t cross over before. Why can you cross over now?”

Declan shrugged. “Maybe she remained here to convince you that you could survive—even if she thought that meant telling you to evacuate. I’ll ask my boss about that one, but meanwhile, I’m going to take them to the next realm.”

“Goodbye, Sister,” Mags said. Part of her would miss the crazy old nun.

The children attached to her started moving about.

“Okay, everyone. Let’s not stand around like a bunch of animal crackers. Mr. Declan is going to take us home.”

“Really?” a little girl asked.

Declan knelt down and smiled. “Yes. Time to go home, sweetie.”

“Bye and good luck,” Mags said as the nun and children faded out
.

“Meet me outside in ten minutes to take Rusty,” Declan said.

“Will do,” she said, a bit of sadness coming over her. She’d miss the cute kid.

###

Ten minutes later, Mags walked through the grass on the side of the hotel near where Rusty had appeared. She was glad he would be able to go home soon. The little kid never should’ve been killed in the first place and definitely didn’t deserve to be trapped here for over thirty years.

Breathing deep, she finally relaxed her tense muscles.

“You did do well,” Declan said, once again appearing out of nowhere.

“Do all you afterdeath consultants just appear out of the blue?” she asked.

“Sometimes.” He chuckled.

“Did Sister Catherine and the kids get to the other side okay?”

“Yes. She said thank you once more, and they’re now with the other nuns and children who’d died during the Great Storm of 1900.” He paused, met her gaze. “They’re happy again, Magdalene. Thanks to you.”

“With your help. And Cal’s. And Gertrude’s…”

“You’re the only medium,” Declan said. “If you had buried your gift, none of this would’ve been possible.”

“I’m going to miss Rusty,” she said, wanting to shift the subject from herself. “He’s a sweet kid.
”

“That he is.” Declan clapped his hands, and butterflies flew out of the nearby bushes. “Rusty?”

Seconds later, a little blond head popped up. “Is the bad man gone?”

“Yes, sweetie,” Mags replied. “He can’t hurt you anymore. They’ve arrested him for the attempted murder of Bob Smith. And they have Bob’s tape saying that the lawyer also killed you that night.”

“Yay!” Rusty spun around, happy, like only a young, innocent child could do in the late-afternoon sunshine.

Mags and Declan chuckled.

“I guess it’s his turn to cross over now,” Mags said. “And then I won’t see you again?”

“Actually, I did some talking with my boss. Yes, it’s time for Rusty to cross. But you will see me again. If you wish.”

Mags narrowed her eyes. “What does that mean?”

“My boss, Connell, was impressed that Cal sacrificed his safety to help you and that he accepted your gift without ignorance or prejudice.”

“Okay…”

“I can offer Cal a reward,” Declan said. “If he’s willing.”

“What exactly does that mean?” she asked.

“You’ll see me again,” Declan said. Then he took Rusty’s hand. As if by magic, the red bicycle appeared.

“My bike!” Rusty exclaimed. “You got it back!”

“Yes indeed. Want to hop on it and take a ride?” Declan asked
.

Rusty didn’t hesitate. He hopped on and started to wheel his way toward the sidewalk.

“Thank you for your assistance, Mags,” Declan said. “I’ll see you again soon—trust me.”

Mags watched Rusty ride his bike until he faded into the air and disappeared. Declan had left with him, leaving her standing there, alone, wondering what reward Declan planned to give Cal.


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

One Month Later

Cal could hardly believe how quick the time had flown by. After the storm, he’d found his Aunt Joy at a sister home in Houston. She’d since safely returned to Galveston, once Mother Nature had ended her hurricane tantrum.

Now Mags wanted him to meet her for a picnic near Pleasure Pier at sunset. Not that he was complaining, for the spot was perfect. The roller coaster’s intricate woodwork stood like a tall silhouette against the Galveston setting sun, making a lovely backdrop for any kind of situation.

But it was the fact that something about this meeting related to her seeing ghosts that had him worried. Yes, he’d believed her, and still did.

But he hadn’t expected to become involved with any kind of ghost activity, and now she told him this meeting dealt specifically with him.

What could it be?

He put on a nice sport shirt and jeans, along with cowboy boots. At the base of Pleasure Pier, there were picnic tables to watch the setting sun. He traipsed across the sand and waited there for Mags.

A few silent moments passed, save for the passing seabirds, when Mags approached.

“Hey, stranger,” she said.

“You look beautiful.” She’d worn one of those beachy-type dresses
.

“Aw, thanks.”

“So,” he began, “what did you want to talk about?”

She half smiled, glanced to her right, and then sat down.

“First off, this is a gift. You may not feel comfortable, so you don’t have to accept it. But Declan suggested it since you helped me so much and didn’t judge my paranormal abilities, so I’m offering you the chance.”

He tried to digest her words. “The chance to what?”

Her eyes appeared even greener near the gulf’s blue-green water. “A chance to do what most of the living can’t. A second opportunity.”

He held her gaze but still had no idea what she was talking about. However, he knew better than to come right out and say that. Maybe if she talked a little more, her words would make sense?

It could happen.

She smiled and pointed to her far right. “It’s your second chance.”

Huh?

He turned to look where she’d pointed. That was when his mouth fell open.

About twenty feet away stood a semitransparent being. A ghost he could see. His father.

“What is this?” Cal asked, unsure whether to be sad or angry. This was definitely not what he’d expected. And until he saw a spirit himself, he didn’t realize that he hadn’t been sure her words were the truth
.

“Sometimes, ghosts offer gifts to humans who help each other,” she whispered. “You told me once that you never had the chance to talk to your dad, to tell him you forgave him, because he drank himself to death before you could say the words.”

“Yeah, I remember telling you that.”

“Well? Here’s your chance, Cal. If you want it.”

He looked into those mischievous green eyes of hers, knowing full well that this was a woman who would surprise him every day for the rest of his life. And what was more frightening? The idea seemed comforting rather than terrifying.

“Declan said that you only have ten minutes,” Mags added. “So if you do want the chance to talk to him, now’s the time.”

“I do. Definitely.” He tried to wrap his brain around this entire concept. In recent years, he’d been forced to embrace real feelings again without having them masked by alcohol. But being able to speak to his dead father? That wasn’t something he’d ever expected, much less prepared for.

Cal somehow forced his feet to move, and he wandered to where his father’s ghost stood hugging a pole, watching the water. Old Otis didn’t seem to know where he was either. And he hadn’t seen Cal yet.

“Um, er, Dad?” Cal asked, not quite sure what the response would be.

His dad, his face weathered and torn even as a ghost, turned to him. “Cal? How…how is this possible? Where are we?”

“It’s too complicated to explain,” Cal said. “And we only have a few minutes. I just wanted to say that—
”

A zillion emotions surged through him. Anger at the bruises and abuse. Sadness. Guilt for thinking it was his fault all those years. Emotional upheaval that Cal had long blocked off. But he couldn’t deny feeling compassion for the old drunk who’d drank himself to death. For all the hell on earth the man must have lived, being a slave to his vices.

“I know I messed up, son. And I know you can’t understand—”

“I don’t,” Cal said, keeping his anger in check. “This meeting isn’t about revenge or spite. I hated you for a lot of years, old man. But you know something? I healed. I reached out for help, I found help, and I found people who retaught me that I wasn’t a loser like you always claimed I was.”

His father’s eyes glistened, and in that moment, Cal noticed how utterly sad those eyes were.

“I’m sorry, son. You didn’t deserve any of what I put you through. I thank the heavens for your Aunt Joy—”

“Aunt Joy saved my life.” Cal bit his lip, unsure where to begin. “Listen, I just want you to know that I don’t hate you anymore. I learned from my friends in recovery that hate only hurts me—it doesn’t hurt you. And I’m done being cruel to myself.”

“I…I’m proud of you,” his father whispered.

Cal could feel the pain bubbling up inside of him. He pushed it down.

“I forgive you.”

Those sad, forlorn eyes met Cal’s for the longest minute in Cal’s life. “I don’t deserve your forgiveness, but I thank you.”

Cal nodded
.

His father turned to the setting sun over the water. “Galveston was always one of my favorite places. You’ve made a good life for yourself here.”

“I just got accepted to the Galveston Fire Department, actually,” he said. Did that sound like gloating? Part of him wanted to gloat. The other part wanted his father to approve of one thing in Cal’s life.

“That’s great news, son.” His father looked past him, toward Mags. “Pretty girl.”

“She’s one of a kind,” Cal said. “I want her by my side going forward.”

“Congratulations, son. I know I never told you, but I am proud of you. And from time to time, I do look in on you. You’ve earned yourself a lot more of those AA chips than I ever did. All I collected was white chips, over and over. I couldn’t stick with it, and you have. That takes real and honest guts.”

“Thanks.”

The wind started to blow, and Otis looked toward Declan and nodded.

“Time for me to go,” Otis said. “You keep moving forward, son.”

“You too.” Cal wished he knew what else to say. What else to mention in this ever-too-brief time. He was still trying to process that any of this was possible.

And with that, just as quickly as he seemed to appear, Cal’s father disappeared from sight.


CHAPTER FORTY

Six Months Later

Mags smoothed her white lace dress. Ethel and Gertrude were in the women’s parlor of the chapel with her, helping fix her hair. Makeup was all done. She had something borrowed, something blue, something old, something new.

Not that she obeyed tradition anymore, but for her own wedding, why not?

“You look beautiful,” Gertrude said. “I knew the minute you two spent time together during the hurricane that you’d wind up together.”

“At least I have a great story to tell our future kids,” Mags said. “How did Mom and Dad meet? Dad almost hit Mom with the car, then they survived a hurricane and a murderer together!”

“It’s definitely unique,” Gertrude said. “Are you sure you didn’t want us to bring your family and friends?”

“We’re going to do a more traditional ceremony for our families at a later time,” Mags said. “This ceremony is for us and those we care about.”

Gertrude grinned wide. “Well, this will be great reunion.”

“Reunion?” Mags asked.

“Ooops, there I go, spouting my mouth again.” Gertrude blushed and stepped out into the hallway. Mags could hear her talking to Cal before she returned. “They’re almost ready.
”

“Here we go,” Mags said. “Cal kept this entire event secret. He said we can do a traditional wedding later, but he really wanted this to be a surprise. Won’t you even tell me where we are?”

“Not a chance, girlfriend,” Gertrude said, with a big wink and a smile. “Just know you’re beautiful and this will be one hell of a day.”

“Thanks.”

Gertrude led her down a hallway to a closed mahogany door. “Ready?”

Mags nodded, not sure what to expect when that door opened. What had Cal planned?

“Happy wedding day!”

Gertrude pulled the doors open to a small, beautiful chapel. Old-time wood pews, flowers hung on every window, and…

Elvis?

Mags couldn’t speak for a minute. Then she recognized him. “Donny?”

“It’s me,” he said with a wink. “Cal and I planned this, so I hope you enjoy!”

Mags cracked up. Getting married by Donny, a.k.a Elvis? Priceless!

Donny, in a full gold-beaded outfit, began to sing “Love Me Tender” as he walked her up the aisle.

She moved toward where Cal stood decked out in his tux. He was gorgeous even when sweaty during a hurricane with no power. But damn he cleaned up nice. Very spiffy in his black tux with tails. By his side, completely groomed and cleaned, lay Artex, like a royal sphinx
.

And the look on Cal’s face said it all. Sheer joy at her walking toward him.

“That boy loves you,” Donny said. “I’m more than honored to perform this ceremony.”

“Is it…still legal?” she asked.

“Yep. I’m an ordained minister, and Cal showed us all the paperwork once y’all decided to get married. We just wanted a fun way to do it, that’s all. You two can plan a ceremony for your family and others at a later date.”

She reached the front, looked into the bluest eyes she’d ever seen, and smiled. “You are too much.”

“So are you, Mags. So are you.”

Elvis sang a few numbers before going through the standard wedding vows. And when she and Cal kissed, Donny, Gerty, and Ethel popped streamers and offered their congratulations.

Mags never could have guessed that her life would end up here. From being bullied in childhood, hiding her gifts to fit in, and getting kicked out of school thanks to ghosts, she’d managed to make a life for herself. Hotel management for a career, using her gifts for other ghosts in Galveston as she could, and of course, a new life with Cal and the best German shepherd in the world.

THE END
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