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            Chapter One

          

          Jayce

        

      

    

    
      Ghosts.

      The problem with them is, no one believes they exist.

      Or, if someone does, they're kooks.

      The term kook really pisses me off. I've been labeled one all my life. Dealt with the stigma of being considered a weirdo, and though I've managed to survive and eke out a rather pleasant existence for myself, the basic rejection of everything I am by everyone around me...well, it stings.

      Like a bitch.

      My name's Jayce—even my parents didn't help me out. Who the hell calls a girl Jayce? I guess they misspelled Jaycee, too high on freakin' ceremonial incense to know how to spell their only girl-brat's name. Ever since second grade, most people call me Jason.

      Fucked up? Yeah, but I'm used to it now.

      Jason Ventura, at your service.

      Sighing into my tumbler of vodka and tonic, something it's way too early to be drinking, I glance out at the Manhattan skyline ahead of me.

      The irony of cities is the sheer number of people heightens a person's sense of loneliness. But that's hardly a radical train of thought. Cities augment the notion of how alone we are, and the fact I'm isolated amid a sea of folk always makes me feel depressed.

      Sometimes, I could leave this place. Leave my home, just to escape this endless hole of solitude, but the ghosts keep me here.

      They always do.

      My apartment looks out over Central Park. I told you I'd managed to eke out a pleasant lifestyle for myself, and my first investment had been this apartment, which is just off Fifth Avenue. I hadn't even taken out that large a mortgage. My little business suits me well enough, and the pay is great. But my staff? They suck.

      "I resent that."

      The echoing whisper doesn't send shivers down my spine. I'm too used to it. Kenna has been with me since I was four. In fact, she was the first ghost I ever saw, and now, she's morphed into a guardian angel gone wrong. She gets me into more trouble than seems freakin' possible, but even though I know of two ways to cut the spiritual link binding us together, I'd never do that to Kenna.

      I couldn't. It would hurt her too badly.

      And yes, ghosts can hurt.

      "You resent everything," I remark, slinging back another mouthful of V&T.

      "Perhaps," Kenna concedes. "However, your staff does not suck, because technically, we're the bosses and you're the employee."

      Wrinkling my nose at that correct bit of logic, I shrug. "The rest of the world doesn't know that."

      She snorts, the sound one of nails scraping down a blackboard. Again, I'm too used to the sound to really notice it. "How big is this world of yours, Jason? Mine is bigger, I can assure you."

      "I'm too tired for this argument," I complain. "I know the spirit world is bigger than this one, I also know you're scissors to my paper, and any time you want, you can frazzle my ass. Don't keep going on about it."

      Kenna huffs. "Maybe if I do, you'll finally see sense."

      "What sense?" I retort, turning away from the window and the million dollar view to look into my seemingly empty apartment.

      The rest of the world would think I was alone, but with this fucked up vision of mine, I can see over twenty-five entities.

      Yeah. Twenty-five.

      Some of them follow me on a regular basis. Kenna, for example, is one of my usual groupies (I always call her that, just to irritate her—her second huff, in as many minutes, tells me I scored the hit). There's also Jacob, Casper—yes, I know, but he isn't friendly—and Olivia. The rest either follow me because they're relieved I can see them at all, or because they need me to do something for them. Then there are those who are visiting my entourage, or those who are locked to this apartment—the people who died or were murdered here.

      Granny Roberts, for example, was suffocated back in the day by her son. A money grabbing bastard who shoved a pillow over her face while she slept.

      The back stories of ghosts always suck. It's why they're ghosts. There are no happy ever afters for any of them. They're just left here to rot. Oh, and to wallow in their mistakes.

      "Ha! They suck for you," Kenna complains. "We had to live them."

      Eying her, I sigh. "I'm sorry. It's just very gloomy. With rape/murders, robberies gone wrong, and forced euthanasia, it's a lot to deal with en masse."

      "It's your curse and your gift," she tells me, voice matter-of-fact.

      "I know. You don't have to remind me."

      Taking another sip of V&T, I study her timeless flapper-self. Dressed in a simple sheath, that isn't so simple at the back with its drop V-neckline that almost hits her butt, with  a thin scarf at the waist, a fringe of tiny gold beads, small Mary-Jane pumps, and a cloche hat complete with feather—she epitomizes twenties’ glamor.

      She lives in a world of sepia, although, she told me the dress was once a bright turquoise. The only colors that transmit through the spirit world are metals. They gleam like they were real.

      In comparison to her chic-ness, I'm a mess. Yoga pants that needed to hit the laundry basket yesterday, a T-shirt with a pizza stain on it, and a bedhead that's going to take two bouts with conditioner to untangle.

      "I do have to remind you," Kenna points out, getting me back on track. She's my unofficial PA. "You haven't taken a case in over a month."

      "I'm tired, Kenna." I close my eyes, more to hide from her astuteness than out of real weariness.

      "No, you're hurting."

      Her words make me swallow back the lump that has gathered there. "Maybe," I whisper, my voice husky.

      "No 'maybe' about it. Your mother shouldn't have said those things."

      "No, she shouldn't, but she did. And what she said can't be taken back either."

      "You've always had a precarious relationship with her. It's her Catholic upbringing, love. You know it's Father O'Doyle doing the talking, not her."

      That makes me snort. "Bullshit. If anyone's the shepherd in that congregation, it's mother. Hell, it's a wonder she hasn't been ordained herself."

      Kenna cackles at that. "Oh, I think hell really would freeze over if that happened. Your mother might think she's a saint, but she isn't. Just you wait until she passes. She's in for a rough time."

      I wrinkle my nose. "That's supposed to comfort me? Christ, she's still my mom."

      Her shrug is unapologetic. "Bullshit. As you said, that woman spawned you and did precious little else. But she'll get her comeuppance."

      Immediately feeling guilty, I duck my head to hide from her. And hide I must. No one knows me like Kenna does, because if anyone was my mom, it was she. She raised me, was the one who comforted me if I fell over or had a crappy day at school.

      She loves unconditionally, whereas my mom would have loved me if I hadn't been an odd child. If ghosts hadn't followed me around, and if I hadn't spoken to them.

      I know she's a good mom. I watched her with my brothers. My normal, nine-to-five stiffs for siblings. They all get along rather well. But as the proverbial black sheep, yeah, I'm out in the cold.

      A rather luxurious cold, but still, it's something no amount of heating can thaw. 

      "Who's coming?" I ask, rather than delve deeper into a topic that always makes me uncomfortable.

      M.O.M. never inspires positive conversation between Kenna and me. She gets all vengeful, promising a dire afterlife to the woman who donated her ovum. I feel guilty for having a good mom in Kenna, but always wishing the egg-donor had cared for me just a smidgen. 

      "How do you know someone's coming?"

      "Because you only go all serious on me when a new client is on their way. So, spill. Who is it?"

      "Drake Edwin. Forty-one. Recently lost a nephew. Practically raised him after his brother died in a freak train crash. It derailed."

      "What's he do for a living?"

      "Psychologist."

      That has me cocking a brow. "A shrink is coming to see me for help?"

      "After the Stewards’ case, you're a hot shot psychic."

      "Don't call me that. You know I hate it."

      "Maybe, but there isn't another way to describe you, duckie."

      Grimacing at that, I murmur, "How did the nephew die? And what's his name?"

      "David. Drug overdose. He was only seventeen."

      This time, when I close my eyes, it's at the waste. I come across so much of it. A waste of precious life. For someone surrounded in the quagmire of death, the vibrancy of existing is like a hug to my battered senses.

      "What's made him stand out to you?" For Kenna to know so much, she's already done some digging.

      "It wasn't an accident. David tells me he'd never taken drugs before."

      "It only takes one shot."

      Kenna shakes her head. "While the boy is still in denial, and doesn't want to believe he's dead, he has it together enough to know he didn't willingly take any drugs."

      "You're certain?"

      She huffs—she does that a lot. "I've been doing this a lot longer than you have."

      "Technically, you haven't."

      "Well, maybe not, but I've been around a lot longer than you."

      Kenna had become a ghost detective the same time as me. She likes to lord it over me, but we only ever agree on one thing—neither of us appreciate being called ghost detectives.

      "Your decrepitude isn't in dispute, here," I tease. "Come on, tell me why this one stands out to you."

      A shrug is the only reply she gives me.

      "Well, that's helpful." My grunt of annoyance is wasted on her. "When is he coming? I guess I need to shower if it's soon."

      The bitch that is fate works against me, because the instant I form that statement, the doorbell rings. Knowing it's this Drake Edwin guy, I glare at Kenna. "Fuck. Couldn't you have warned me?"

      The gleam in her eye makes me seethe. She can be such a pain in my ass. "I told you to shower yesterday."

      "I'd still stink."

      "Yeah, but not of two-day old pizza."

      "Yuck. Thanks, Kenna!"

      Scurrying out of the living room, I head to the hall and holler, "Just two minutes!"

      In the hall bath, I look for something to mask the scent of pizza, nachos, and one too many V&Ts, but come up with nothing better than air freshener.

      With no other choice, I douse myself in the lavender scent that always makes me sneeze, and you guessed it, immediately start sneezing.

      "That was the best choice, was it?" Kenna murmurs in my right ear. I'm used to her sneaking up on me so I don't shriek, just glower at her.

      "Shut up. Do I still smell funky?"

      Kenna grins. "No. Now you smell of cheesy lavender."

      Flipping her the bird, I look at the mirror and know there's nothing I can do about my hair. "You're such a bitch sometimes. Why couldn't you have warned me he was on his way? And before you say you did, I mean today. Preferably before he's about to knock on my door."

      "I told you, I did. Yesterday. Six times. And three times this morning but you were sleeping off a hangover!"

      "Well, I don't remember."

      "You just weren't listening. That second tub of Ben & Jerry's put you in a flipping sugar coma never mind all the freakin' vodka you were sinking back last night."

      I ignore the snipe about the vodka, but the ice cream? No way. "Two? I ate two? Shit."

      "Yeah. Don't you remember?"

      "Nope. Maybe that's a good thing." Sucking in a breath, I grunt at my hair and the general aura of couch potato I'm exuding. "I guess it's been more than two minutes by now."

      "Three, to be precise."

      "Shit." Leaving the bathroom, I head for the door. "Drake Edwin, I presume?"

      The silence from the other side tells me it's the right man. Then comes the inevitable and always tedious, "How did you know that?"

      "You wouldn't be here if I didn't know simple things of that nature."

      "Can't you open the door?"

      "Yes. I can, but I'm not looking very presentable." Hell, my slobs-r-us image will be totally off-putting to a forty-year-old shrink.

      Not for the first time, I bemoan the period front door which comes without a peep-hole.

      "That doesn't matter. I need your help."

      "Okay. You've been warned."

      I unlatch the two locks and pull open the door. When I do, I want to curl up in a ball and hide.

      "Told you you should have showered."

      Kenna's sly comment makes me want to slap her silly—a not too unusual occurrence. But in this case, I really wish I had listened to her.

      Shit, this Drake guy is hot. Capital H hot.

      His hair is streaked with silver, but those glistening strands are the perfect contrast to his blacker than black hair. Eyes like chestnuts gawk at me in what I can only presume is horror, but his face, in general, holds my attention. Strong, if slightly thin—but that gauntness makes sense if he's been grieving, and hell, when aren't they grieving when they come to me?—his jaw is firm, his chin stubborn. A slash for a nose leads to mobile eyebrows—not that they're moving constantly, but they do move. They're tells. If I study them alone, I'd probably be able to know his mood.

      Not that I want to know my client’s each and every mood, but you know...

      I cough at that, then take in the nice slacks, the white shirt, and the neat navy sweater. He looks erudite. Learned. In fact, he exudes it.

      I don't read auras but I know he'd be glowing with an orange-yellow kind of hue. He screams awareness. Which is why it's interesting he's here.

      "Your type don't usually frequent people like me," I tell him, trying to sound blunt and coming out with a breathy hybrid that would make Marilyn Monroe shudder in horror.

      "My type?"

      "Psychologists... educated people."

      "I'd say the fact you're living in one of the oldest and wealthiest buildings in this neighborhood is proof positive for even learned people that you're not a total charlatan."

      Slightly taken aback by the curt retort, I gawk at him for a second. Even though I hate the word charlatan with a passion, his answer stirs something in me.

      "I knew you'd like him," Kenna informs me cheerfully, and there you have it. The one problem with ghosts. They can talk to you when you have company, but you can't talk back.

      Not without looking like a nutter.

      Hence my mother's many issues with my four-year-old ghost-speaking self.

      An awkward pause settled after he spoke, and he's looking at me like he's waiting for the answer to a question I obviously didn't hear, so I step back and beckon him in with a wave of my hand. Oddly enough, he hesitates, then slowly follows me, making me think a part of him wonders if he's on some kind of Alice in Wonderland trip.

      Closing the door behind him, I direct him to my office. "Second door on the right."

      "Good thinking," Kenna murmurs. "It's the only decent room in this crap hole."

      "Million-dollar doss hole, thank you very much," I mumble back at her, flipping her the finger once more.

      Unfortunately, I do it so freakin' much, she's no longer offended at the gesture.

      Determining to find out hand gestures that were offensive back in her day, like I vow every day and always forget, I follow my client into the office.

      Kenna's right, it's the least-used place in my pad, which means it's always neat.

      Drake Edwins peers around the room a second before striding over to one of the chairs in front of the desk. He takes a seat without asking me, a move that has me frowning.

      "Take a seat," I tell him, unapologetically highlighting his rudeness.

      "I didn't think you were the sort to stand on ceremony."

      "Oh, because I'm a psychic I don't have basic manners, is that it?"

      Drake's eyebrows flat-line. "No, I didn't mean that."

      I shrug. "Judge me all you want, but remember, you came to me. Not the other way around." I sit behind my desk, look at him a second, then take in the room at large and the dozen ghosts who followed me in here.

      Perched on one of the curtain rails is a little girl called Sally. She died of the Spanish flu.

      Kenna has taken the other chair opposite my glass and chrome desk—that's her place. She's the official queen bee of my entourage. With her legs crossed, she's a beauty. I'm almost ridiculously glad Drake can't compare her chic togetherness with my rough-and-ready messiness.

      Casper is filing his nails, and the other nine or so are chatting with one another over something I can't hear without concentrating on them.

      Kenna waves at me to catch my wandering attention. "Get on with it, for God's sake."

      Attention reverting to my client, I swing back in my seat and tell him exactly what he wants to know: "David was murdered."

      "Christ, Jason, couldn't you have picked a nicer way to tell him that?"

      Kenna's bitchy tone has me barely holding back an eye-roll. But she's kind of right. It's not my fault the guy rubbed me the wrong way by being impolite, but still, I could have been kinder.

      Especially if those eyebrows of his are anything to go by.

      Clenched down and together, he almost looks surprised, but I know tears are imminent. Mostly from the way he's clenching his fists on his lap.

      "How do you know that?" he bites out. "You didn't even know I was coming."

      "You said it yourself, Mr. Edwin. I live here for a reason. I know what I'm talking about. I'm not a hack."

      He firms his jaw. "What do you know about David?"

      "Very little in the grand scheme of things. I know he lost his father, your brother, at an early age. I know you've been more of a father to him than anything else. I also know he died of a drug overdose... but David himself has told someone close to me that he's never touched drugs before."

      When Edwin clenches his eyes shut, I know that, more than anything else, has hit a nerve. "I knew he'd listened to me," he whispers. "I knew it. Jackie won't have it. She thinks he was being an idiot at a party. 'Being a teenager,'" he mimics.

      "She's just angry, and dealing with her grief because anger is easier to handle for mourning mothers than sorrowful weeping."

      I should know. I've seen countless grieving mothers. Thousands of them. Daunted dads, terrified brothers, horrified aunts.

      The grieving process isn't exactly unique to one person. It crosses generations, age groups, backgrounds. And yet, we all tend to follow a basic pattern to some degree.

      Sorrow and rage, denial and regret, guilt and horror.

      I'd say Edwin is hovering at the sorrow and horror part.

      Maybe I'll forgive him for not asking to sit down.

      I'm not usually such a stickler. Especially with someone in the middle of the grieving process, but...

      "Ah hell, but what, Jayce?"

      Ignoring Kenna's unhelpful outburst, and the fact she's looking way too pleased with herself, I focus on my client. He seems to realize he has my attention because he studies me a second, then turns awkwardly in his seat and his gaze darts about the room like he's just realized that I don't have the concentration of a two year old. He's managed to come to the conclusion he's not alone with me in the room.

      Who's a clever boy?

      "Is he here? Is David here?"

      The desperation in his tone has me shaking my head. "No. He's not. But someone who has spoken to him is."

      "Can they...?" He shudders. "I can't believe I'm asking this, but could they bring him to me?"

      "I don't hold séances," I warn Edwin.

      He frowns. "Then what do you do?"

      "I help the spirits, not their human counterparts."

      His frown deepens, but then it clears. "I think that makes me feel better."

      Wanting to roll my eyes again, I stop myself by drumming my fingers against the glass top of my desk. He eyes my fingers, then looks back at me. "Why don't you help your clients?"

      "Because they don't plague me."

      "Plague is a harsh word."

      "You've no idea how harsh my world is, Mr. Edwin," I bite out, then immediately regret snapping at him when Kenna harrumphs, offended by my words.

      Edwin looks at me a second then asks, "How many ghosts are here now?"

      "My usual entourage, plus the ones in residence here and some who have come to me for help but either aren't ready to hear the truth, or have nowhere else to go even if they have the answers they sought."

      "How many is that?"

      "I usually have around two dozen with me."

      His eyes widen. "So many?"

      "It fluctuates. Especially if I leave my apartment."

      "They're just wandering around?"

      "Yes. It's rather spooky if you're not used to it," I tell him, a brisk note to my voice.

      "I-Is David... how's he coping?"

      With this, I try to be cautious. "Not very well, I'm afraid. But, he was young and never expected to be taken so soon. It's normal for them to be angry at first."

      "He still swears he never took anything though?"

      I nod.

      "Could you arrange for him to be here?"

      "I already said I don't hold séances, Mr. Edwin."

      "I know, but it would make me feel better to know he's here. With me."

      "They always are. Whether in presence or not. We wear our lost like a winter coat. We just don't realize it."

      He eyes me. "You're not what I expected."

      "I never am."

      "What does that mean?"

      "It means the chip on my shoulder is larger than the pot most people think I have for begging." I purse my lips. "People give me stuff, and I take it because it feeds me, houses me, clothes me. I don't ask for it."

      "They give you a lot. This zip code doesn't come cheap."

      "No, it doesn't. I've helped a lot of people. More than you could probably imagine."

      Something about this guy seriously rubs me up the wrong way. Shaking my head at my own silliness, because liking my clients was never a part of the deal, I tell him, "I make no guarantees. I need to confer with my spirits and see what they can do."

      "Can you do it now?"

      His impatience doesn't come as a surprise, but the notion of speaking with Kenna in front of him discomforts me. That alone makes me act without caution. For the first time since I realized speaking to fresh air was a no-no in polite society, I decide to break my self-imposed rules. 

      "The coroner declared it an accidental death?" At his nod, I sigh. "Kenna, can you do anything?"

      "It's unlike you to chat with me in front of someone."

      "Tell me about it. I'm only doing it because if I left the room to speak with you, I don't think Mr. Edwin here would believe in me. Once a kook, always a kook, eh, Drake?"

      The man has guts, I'll give him that. He doesn't even bat an eyelash at my condemnation. Not that I wanted to shame him. Not particularly.

      "Well, Kenna? Can you?"

      She nods. "Probably. David is unsettled. Maybe seeing his uncle will make him feel better. It's not often we get such a chance."

      "How long will it take for you to collect him?"

      "He isn't a paper on the doorstep, Jayce." Kenna tuts.

      "I know, but how long. Give me a time. He'll want to know."

      "Twenty minutes, twenty days. I have to find him." She shrugs.

      "Bull. You can always find them if you want to." When she starts to preen, I coo, "You know you can, Kenna. And if you take him under your wing, I'm sure he'll cope better with his death."

      "If I do that, you'll add another to your entourage if he can't let go."

      It's my turn to shrug. "What's another one to the mix."

      Kenna taps a finger against her lips and murmurs, "Give me an hour." And with that, disappears.

      Leaving me with Drake Edwin.

      For sixty minutes.

      What the hell am I supposed to do with a living male?

      Dead ones I'm used to. It's when they have a pulse I get into trouble.

      Leaning an elbow on my armrest, I perch my chin on my fist and ask, "Why have you come to me?"

      He frowns. Like I thought earlier, his eyebrows tell me a tale by themselves. I'd hazard a guess he doesn't realize how much they give away. "Is it really possible for David to come here?" It comes as no surprise not to have my question answered.

      "Yes. Should be within the hour."

      "So quickly?"

      His astonishment has my lips twitching. "I have helpful spirits on my side." Sometimes. Not that I tell him that.

      Kenna can be a pain but once I kick her mothering instincts into gear, I can usually get her to do what I want.

      Seeing the sparkle of moisture in his eyes, and intent on switching his focus, I murmur again, "Why have you come here?"

      He looks at me, and I won't lie, he astonishes me by flushing. It takes a while for the burn of red to disappear from his tanned cheeks. By that time, an uncomfortable silence has settled between us. I let it drift, used to the quiet whether it's awkward or not. Eventually though, he murmurs, "Because a client of mine recommended you."

      My brow lifts of its own scornful volition. "You don't seem the psychic sort."

      "When you go to the cops, ask them to reevaluate a case, and have them shove you off like you're an idiot, you start to seek alternatives."

      "Maybe. Maybe not. I'm an extreme, aren't I?"

      "I don't know. You seem to have a reputation with the NYPD."

      That has me grinning. "A reputation is one way to put it."

      "What does that mean?"

      "It means, they tolerate me, and I tolerate them."

      "I doubt it's as hostile as that. Why work with you at all if that were the case?"

      "Because I get results. And the Commissioner likes me. Plus, I have his aunty over there—Jessie just waved at you, by the way. When he gets too big for his boots, she usually cuts him down to size for me."

      "Friends in high places," he says, turning to gawk at the invisible if smiling Aunt Jessie.

      "You can't get higher in the NYPD." I smirk. "I admit, it amuses me."

      "That's because you like to make waves."

      "I don't need the psychoanalysis."

      "Might as well if we have an hour to kill."

      "You could always come back," I remark, my tone hopeful.

      "You could always offer me coffee," he counters.

      This time his brusqueness makes me smile rather than piss me off, like his earlier lack of finesse did. "That's not a part of my process."

      "With that accent of yours, I'd have thought you'd be a born hostess."

      "Southern born, but not bred."

      "As thick as it is, I'm even more surprised."

      I shrug. "Traveled around a lot, stayed close to the family. It's a twang. That's all."

      "If you say so." His tone is doubtful enough that it makes me glare.

      "What is it with you? Are you trying to rub me the wrong way?"

      Edwin settles back in his seat. "I prefer honest reactions. If being offensive ensures I get what I'm looking for, then that's what I do."

      "So being a jackass is your usual MO?"

      His grin does something to my insides, something dangerous, something new.

      The bitch of it is, the thoughts in my head revolve around wishing I'd had the time to take a shower. Being reminded I'm female and alive shouldn't piss me off as much as it does, but...

      These things never end well.

      That's something I need to remember if cocky grins and mobile eyebrows are all it takes to bring my vanity to life. For me, attraction is a dangerous thing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Drake

        

      

    

    
      Obsessions can be dangerous things.

      In my practice, I've seen the trauma they cause, the fear, and anger.

      Yet, here I am. Sitting in Jason Ventura's office.

      When David died, the notion of visiting her immediately came to me. A patient, unable to deal with her sister's passing, had visited the psychic, and in our session, had mentioned her. That same day, Ventura had been on the news.

      Standing in front of a courtroom deep in the Mississippi heartland, the wind making her hair sway with the breeze, her clothes flutter against her supple form...she'd caught my attention.

      I'm a red-blooded man. Hell, I'm not perfect, and Jason—terrible name aside—is an attractive woman.

      But, there's something else.

      Something I can't understand. And when David died, the address my patient gave me  started burning a hole in my pocket.

      I conceded defeat this morning. Mostly out of grief, not out of this odd need I had to finally meet the psychic taking the country by storm.

      She's less than I expected, but at the same time, more.

      In sweaty sweats, bedhead, and what looks like PB&J stains on her T-shirt—at least, I hope it's peanut butter—she's anything but polished. And yet...

      Her eyes. Gray, crystalline. White at the heart, before it surrenders to piercing black.

      There's grief there. Sorrow and pain. Weariness, fatigue.

      She doesn't glow with her gifts. She's drained by them.

      In a strong wind, she looks like one good gust could knock her down. Rather than get up, I can imagine her just lying there, staring up at the sky, studying the play of clouds, the burst of moisture as rain starts to fall. Uncaring that it's drenching her, the physical caress of the liquid soothing her in ways nothing else could.

      The notion has someone walking over my grave, as my Oma used to say. That weird involuntary shudder that has all the hairs on the back of your neck jerking to attention.

      The odd thing is, I feel like those hairs have been quivering with energy since I heard the name Jason Ventura in my practice.

      I grab hold of the armrests on my seat, and take a second to squeeze them. To gain a semblance of calm.

      I'm here for David. Then, I'm here to understand.

      "Does that mean you go out of your way to offend people?"

      Her return to our earlier conversation comes as a surprise. For the last ten minutes, she'd either been staring at me, a strange twist to her lips, or looking past me. The way her eyes had moved, flickering from side to side, told me she was watching something.

      Or someone.

      No one could replicate those tiny twitches of ocular muscle. She'd been watching something happening. Something involving movement. She hadn't been staring into space. Jason had been looking at the ghosts she said followed her about.

      Had Oma not been a batty old witch, the idea that I was sharing a room with one living woman and plenty of spirits might have spooked me.

      As it is, I'm just curious. And hopeful. I want to feel David here. In this room. I want to know he's with me, and more importantly, I want to say goodbye to him.

      "It's not that I try to be offensive, per se. I have some finesse because my job requires it. But for the most part, I opt for honesty, which does insult most people," I tell her, and for the first time in a long while, feel like I'm navigating a minefield.

      That I care what she thinks, after twenty minutes in her company, is more than disconcerting. It's unique.

      "The truth hurts."

      "It does. But only if we let it. Honesty is the best practice, in the long run, at least. The fewer tangled webs we have in our lives, the fewer calamities we bring upon our future selves."

      "That's an interesting way of looking at it."

      I shrug. "That's a part of my job."

      "The last shrink I went to was more interested in having me exorcised than understanding me. The dog collar got in the way of his just reasoning."

      Grimacing, I murmur, "I'm sorry you've had a negative experience with psychologists."

      "I think most people have."

      Her own bluntness switches my grimace to a smile. "I see you don't mind packing your punches, either."

      When she smiles back at me, white teeth gleam from between a set of lips that make a rose's petals look coarse. She's not acting the coquette, nor is she dressed in any conceivable fashion to entice, yet... she does.

      The slight twist to her upper left incisor, the faintly elongated right earlobe, the wickedly straight left eyebrow with a sharp tick as counterpoint on the right... the quirks are more attractive than the hottest pin up.

      My stomach twists at the sight of her. Literally wrenches.

      It's then I realize I do what I always do when I'm attracted to a woman—piss them off, make them hate me with my arrogance.

      Wanting to sigh at my own stupidity, I'm about to apologize when that right eyebrow of hers cocks up all of a sudden. "Kenna needs help?"

      My hand automatically jerks up to point at myself in indication. "Are you talking to me?"

      But she doesn't hear me. Her attention is focused on something else, one of those ghosts in her entourage obviously.

      "Why? She's never needed my help before," comes the suspicious retort.

      And suspicious is the right word. A full blown glare is being aimed at the center of the empty room.

      "She wants me to walk out on the Upper East Side dressed like a troll as punishment, doesn't she? Tell her I'll listen in the future."

      Jason's mouth curls into a sneer when she hears something she apparently doesn't like.

      "Tell her we'll be there in twenty minutes."

      When she nods at the bare room, I ask, "Is everything alright?"

      "Yes. I need to get changed."

      "Can't it wait?"

      She grunts. "Don't make me feel selfish. If someone spots me and takes a picture, it will be all over twitter and Facebook. Five minutes, that's all I need." Jason holds up a hand. "In fact, screw that, wait here. I don't have to answer to you."

      With a glare, she gets up and trudges out of the room. I peer over my shoulder at the space she was studying mere moments before and try to see what she just saw.

      But there's nothing.

      Empty space. Air.

      Not even a faint whisper of sound or a play of the light.

      Knowing that ghosts are here, in the room with me, makes it hit home that soon David will be, but I won't know he's there.

      I've preached enough about closure to understand its importance, so I'm praying this will be what I need to get my life back on track.

      The last few months since David died, I've been on autopilot.

      Like a robot, I've gone about my day but not really registered anything.

      Today, I'm registering stuff.

      The chance encounter with a patient, Patty Lisardi, as we clashed over the same cab—she's the woman who used Jason's services. The quick glance through the paper on the ride over, detailing a case where Jason had been pivotal to its success.

      Trouble comes in threes.

      Or maybe, in this case, it's salvation.

      I'm honest enough with myself to recognize a drowning man. Recognition hasn't been enough to act upon it though. Until today.

      Years of spouting crap about the grieving process being a hard,  long and arduous path to peace, and my hypocrisy makes me wince. Without David, with his passing, and the way he died, drowning inadequately explains how I feel. Head under water, lungs burning, muscles writhing in agony...they're nothing to the wicked cramping around my heart.

      With my neck aching after gawking at the empty office for only God knows how long, I crank it back and ease the strain. Ignoring the tears that have started to burn, I use one hand to knuckle the moisture away.

      Tears don't help. Another trite remark I've made to countless patients over the years, and it's false.

      Does any advice I give have any practical aid?

      I'm starting to doubt it. Hell, I'm starting to doubt my own capabilities as a psychotherapist.

      Bustling sounds come from the hallway, thankfully jerking my attention from my unhelpful train of thought. I stand and head toward the noise, preferring Jason's acerbic company to the silence of being alone.

      Watching as she shrugs into a coat, I ask, "It's quite warm out, are you sure you need that?"

      "I think I know my own body temperature, thank you very much." Her comment is followed by her removing the coat, hanging it on a peg inside a closet door, and replacing it with a thick jacket.

      "Are you always so ornery?"

      She peers at me from under the hood she just slipped over her head. She should look ridiculous, instead, she looks cute as hell.

      I don't know if she had a shower, that weird scent of old-lady lavender and toilet air freshener is still there, but the whorls of hair at her temple are damp and a few beads of moisture still cling to her throat.

      In a pair of jeans, a clean T-shirt, and sneakers, she shouldn't look as appealing as she does.

      I've never appreciated jeans. Not even on the opposite sex. Apparently, the crisis of loss has altered this part of my character too.

      Figures.

      "Well? Are you?" I repeat, when she makes no bones about replying.

      "I'm ornery because I can be ornery."

      "That's no answer."

      She studies me a second, then does the damnedest thing. Leans over, and with a single finger, traces it over my left eyebrow.

      The instant she does, everything in me tightens. From my skin to my senses. The taut twist of my guts, the wrench around my heart from David's loss... for countless seconds, it hurts more, and then it releases.

      When it does, a breath gusts from my lips, and I seek her gaze with mine. She looks as stunned as I feel, almost stupefied by the tsunami-like reaction of that one simple touch.

      My breath gusted, while hers shudders from her. She takes a shaky step back, then holds up a hand when I make to follow her.

      "We need to go," she whispers, her voice anything but snappish now.

      Breathy, yet somehow guttural, it hits me right where it counts.

      With an erection imminent, I clear my throat. "Okay. Where to?"

      "I don't know. We need to follow Casper."

      I refrain from asking about Casper until we're heading out the door of her building. I make to hail a cab but she shakes her head. "No, Casper is old. He doesn’t like automobiles."

      She starts down the sidewalk, and does something I haven't seen since I was a child—actively avoids the cracks in the cement.

      Deciding that not knowing won't kill me, even though she's garnering odd looks when she has to leap from one paved block to the next, I ask, "Who's Casper?"

      That has her pausing to frown at me, almost like she forgot I was there. As she answers, she starts walking like a normal person. "He's one of my entourage."

      "Yes, I gathered. But who is he?"

      "He died at the Alamo."

      "He was a rebel?"

      "You needn't sound so disapproving. It was a long time ago."

      Reddening a little, I shrug. "I'm not disapproving. It's just odd that's all."

      "I talk to ghosts, Edwin. Who those ghosts are, are the least of my worries."

      "Drake. You can call me Drake."

      "Why would I want to?"

      Her curtness makes me smile. "I think you know why."

      She ignores me, but as we make a left, I watch her eyes widen with pleasure. A food truck is hovering at the side, a small queue of folk waiting to be served.

      Jason heads to the back of the line before I can complain about any need to be hasty. Almost like she hears my internal grumbling, she says, "This will take two minutes."

      "The minutes add up," I retort.

      "Maybe, but I'm hungry."

      She isn't wrong about the speed of the service. Five minutes later, she has a quesadilla in hand, and I'm holding her can of coconut water.

      The moans of pleasure she makes as we carry on walking have my cock rising to attention. I'd managed to control the erection before, but now, with the fuss she's making, it's difficult. When the cheese drips down, and she lifts the tortilla to bite at it from below, I'm hard-pressed not to groan myself.

      Swallowing, and desperate for distraction, I ask, "How long until we get there?"

      Her head tilts to the side and I can tell 'Casper' is answering.

      "Five minutes." She takes the final bite of her snack and uses the napkin to clean her mouth. "He says to be prepared. Where we're going, David isn't happy and he'll make his presence felt."

      "Where are we going?"

      "Abandoned book shop over on 4th." She reaches for her drink, and even in my distress at Casper's news, I react to the simple brush of our hands in a way that makes me thankful my sweater will cover the bulge at my groin. Whether the touch affects her as much is a mystery because she murmurs, "It's odd, but they tend to congregate in the same places. Over and over again. The bookstore... I've been there at least six times in the last six weeks. They like the tunnels in the subway too. Especially the inactive ones."

      "Is there a reason for them going there?"

      "I don't think so. You have to understand, most of them are in denial at first. They don't realize they're dead, so they just carry on with their lives. They'll get up, go to work, live like they weren't dead. And then they realize, and they get depressed, and they seek out certain things."

      "What things?" I ask, desperate to understand.

      "Either peace or noise." She shrugs. "It depends on the person they were and the ghost they are now. Everyone is different."

      "Don't they hang around their loved ones?"

      Jason bites her lip, actively avoiding looking at me. "Sometimes. But Kenna says it hurts too much."

      "Why? Isn't it comforting to be with people who loved them?"

      "Ghosts are different, Drake, they're a little twisted."

      I'd like to say it skipped my notice she used my name. But it doesn't.

      "Twisted, how?"

      "When they realize they're dead, they like to see their family grieving. Sounds horrible, but it soothes them. When the family eventually comes to terms with it, they get angry. Jealous. So they wander. If they go back, see how the family has grown, it’s bittersweet. They either stay or they go. Again, it depends on the person they were and the ghost they are."

      The idea that David is destined for this painful future rips at my insides. Any latent attraction to the woman at my side has burned away with her comment. She didn't mean to hurt me, but each word felt like it was tipped in acid.

      My throat feels tight when I ask, "Do we all come back?"

      "No. Not all of us."

      "Just people who were murdered?"

      "Not necessarily. Sometimes it's unfinished business. Sometimes it's the opposite to what I said—they burn to be with their loved ones. Crave it so much that even death can't separate them." Jason ducks her head. "I've seen that before. It's very sad."

      Christ, this is her life. Her world. Every day, this is what she has to endure. Death. Loss, sorrow, and pain.

      Unable to help myself, I reach for her free hand and clasp it with my own. When I squeeze, she peeks up at me from under the hood again. She's startled at the simple touch, but she doesn't pull away.

      "You mean like soulmates?" I ask, both regretting the need for clarification, but needing it regardless of causing her more upset.

      She nods. "Yeah. One time, I had this lady come to me, well into her nineties. Said she was certain her Frank was getting into bed with her at night.

      "She was wealthy and had a live-in nurse. Her family kept threatening to shove her in care, and she said she wouldn't have minded, but that had been her marital home for close to sixty-five years. It would have killed her to leave.

      "So, the live-in nurse comes to me, asks me to help. Says if I don't do something, they'll shove her in a loony bin because she's seeing ghosts." Jayce's upper lip quirks. The slight twitch is not one of amusement. "I went, and lo and behold, there's Frank. Stood at the old lady's side like a soldier keeping guard. My testimony didn't exactly please the family. They just thought I was loopy too, but I had a high profile case just slipping into the papers. That helped."

      Her scorn has bite to it. I can understand though. Her gifts require a leap of faith most can't comprehend. I myself have scorned her.

      When Patty came to me, describing the so-called ghost detective who was helping her find closure, I pitied her. Advised her to stay away. That I'm seeking help from the woman I originally bad-mouthed makes me a hypocrite of the worst order. I know that, but I'm here regardless.

      When I'm the one in need of closure, the shoe is on the other foot. I can pull a Hari-Kari over that later. For now, I'm with an intriguing ghost detective on the hunt for my nephew's spirit.

      And there you have something I never imagined possible.

      Ever.

      "I'm sorry so few people believe in your abilities."

      She turns to me, a brow cocked in disbelief. "What's your story? You're the type to discredit, not support me."

      Though I'm ashamed to say she's right, that shame isn't enough to quell this odd attraction I have for her. Her snarkiness, her bluntness, and her sheer orneriness are magnetizing. The fact she isn't afraid to say what's on her mind is incredibly appealing, and that's only augmented by the glow she seems to exude. Her bright red jacket would be eye-catching on a sunny day, but in the gray if warmish gloom of Fall, with the heavy clouds overhead ready to ditch their load, she's a beacon of light.

      The hue highlights the color in her cheeks, brings her diamond-white eyes to life, and with the high collar, augments the sharp jut of her chin and sloping cheekbones.

      Hers is an unusual beauty. Rather than classic, every feature has character of its own.

      For a man who has always appreciated classic beauties, Jason Ventura shouldn't be as beautiful to me as she is.

      She'd stopped when she'd asked me about my story, and I hovered too. But starting up again, I murmur, "Come on. It's going to rain."

      “I thought you said I didn't need a coat,” she snipes, but though her words say one thing, she doesn't look too mad. If anything, when she looks up to the sky to study the clouds, the tension around her eyes seems to lessen.

      Ignoring her comment, because she's right and I was wrong, I tell her, "When David died, things changed. I need help. This isn't going to go away."

      "You're a shrink. You know how grief works."

      "Yes, I do. And I know everyone thinks they're unique in their grief, but David was..." I pull in a deep breath, seeking calm. "He was an honor student. He had scholarships lined up, prestigious ones. His future was bright. Brighter than our family could have ever dreamed. All that potential was lost. Coping with that was easier than realizing I'd never be able to meet him for corned beef subs at our favorite diner, or hear him bitch about his mom over a sneaky beer at my place."

      "Losing someone younger than us is always hard."

      I shrug that off. "Yeah, but this was more than that. He wasn't my son but I treated him like he was. Only, I have no real rights. His mother made the funeral decisions, took the decision to cremate him when the tradition is burial in our family. Being cut off is just as hard."

      "I'm sorry," Jason replies, her voice soft.

      "Thanks." I suck in another gulp of air. "That's why I needed to know what happened to him. He had so much going for him. I just found it impossible to believe that he could do something to jeopardize it all. I know my nephew. He wasn't the sort to use drugs as a crutch."

      "We always think that about the ones we love. But they always manage to astound us. You need to prepare for the fact it might not be as cut and dry as you think."

      "We do. I know we do, but at the same time, I don't have to. David's vices weren't the regular kind. He was more likely to create some program, a damn app or something, to calm down, to relax. Drugs, alcohol, they weren't his style."

      "I thought you said you drank beer together?"

      "Yeah, I gave it to him though. He never asked, and it wasn't like he looked forward to it. He was the man of his house, so I saw no harm in his having one beer.

      "In many ways, he provided for his mom and sister too. The apps he built, they were selling well. If the scholarships hadn't been in line to pay for most of his degree, his products would have paid for a huge chunk of it. As it was, he was only at his high school because of his brilliance. All of that's just gone to waste, and I can't deal with that, or the fact I'll never see him again when we caught up every day."

      She pats my back and the awkward gesture of comfort, even in my misery, makes my lips twist.

      "We're here," she tells me in a low voice.

      It's only then I realize we've walked close to a dozen blocks without my knowing it.

      Shoving a hand through my hair, I look up at the building David has chosen as his lair.

      It comes as no surprise to see an old video store sits side by side with a battered used books store.

      The windows are covered in boards, and those boards have been tagged and butchered by the local kids. The sign died a death a long time ago.

      As I look around the neighborhood, I grimace. Sometimes, in my own little bubble, it's hard to remember places like this exist in the city.

      I live and work close to Madison Avenue. Roughing it isn't something I'm used to. But, I grew up in a burrough not unlike this one...it's amazing to realize how far I've come since then, because this feels like a distant memory.

      "Rough neighborhood," Jason remarks, looking around too.

      Directly opposite the store, there's a tenement building. A group of kids are hanging around at one corner, and at another, sat in a low scarlet car, are a group of gangbangers eying us like we're dinner. Hell, maybe in this part of the city, we are.

      "We need to go in there," she tells me, noticing the direction I'm looking at.

      "How? It's boarded up."

      "There’s an entrance around the back. This isn't my first time here, don't forget."

      Nodding rather than replying, I just follow her, but as we round the corner and look into a back alley that most junkies would probably avoid, I grab her arm and ask, “Is this the only access point?”

      “Yeah. Not my first rodeo, Drake.” Her nose curls as she peers down the fifty-foot passageway, and I'm relieved to note she's as displeased with the notion of crossing the perilous path as I am.

      Tufted weeds have broken through decades-old concrete, used needles litter the walkway, and the brick wall lining the back is crumbling down in places, and covered in barbed wire in others. It's a public safety hazard, and never have I felt more lucky to live where I do.

      God, this city, for all its brilliance, has areas that make me ashamed to be American. I've been to Mexico, for Christ's sake. They have fewer homeless dogs than we have homeless people. What that says about our nation, I'm not sure, but it makes me grateful for my position in this world.

      It also pisses me off that my nephew, in all his brilliance, is spending his afterlife in this dump.

      Call it elitist or whatever, I didn't bust my balls paying the fees his high school scholarship didn't fund when his mother would have been content for him to go to public school, for him to end up here.

      The notion fills me with a regret so deep, it's agonizing. I'd wanted so much for him. So much more than his father or I ever had, and now, that's gone. It's just disappeared. The throw of dice somewhere up high, and that's it. My nephew, a boy who was more like my son than anything else, is no more.

      Feeling tears well in my eyes, I step forward, intent on finding David, and doing whatever necessary to help him pass on. If it's in my power, I'll do it. And if it isn't, I'll pull whichever strings I can to sort it out. I've been looking after that boy all his life, death isn't going to change that.

      Jason shuffles forward with me, and both of us are careful to traverse the garbage strewn floor. As we walk, I ask, “What should I expect in there?”

      “Well, it's less of a dive than out here, so that's something.”

      “I didn't mean the interior decoration,” I snap, then wince at my stupidity. The woman's helping me, she doesn't need to bear the brunt of my anger. On the brink of opening my mouth to apologize, she shakes her head. A minute shake, the tiniest of gestures that tells me my faux pas is forgiven.

      “It depends on how much he loved you and how much you loved him,” she tells me, immediately changing the subject to the matter at hand.

      “What's that supposed to mean?”

      “It means what it means,” she retorts. “If he loves you, he'll want to contact you. Touch you. The only way they can, well, unfortunately, it's painful for most humans. Still, he won't know that, or even if he does, he won't care because like I said, ghosts are selfish. They consider their wants and their needs alone. He'll touch you if he wants to and you'll just have to deal with the aftermath.”

      “And that's if he loves me?” I ask, slightly incredulous at the notion.

      “Yes. Only love can give a spirit enough power to touch solid mass. If he doesn't love you, then he'll be indifferent. He obviously has a message, otherwise he wouldn't still be hanging around. He'll pass on the message to me, and one of three things will happen. If I manage to resolve the loose ends that are keeping him here, his spirit will pass on. But, if he's bitter, he'll never pass and will be destined to live this half-life for eternity. That's what happened to the ghosts who follow me around. They were too bitter to forgive and they're still paying for that.”

      “You said there were three things. What's the third?”

      “If I don't resolve it, then he'll never be able to rest.”

      “We have no choice then. We have to resolve it.”

      “Easier said than done, Drake.” She sighs, steps around what looks like a bag of used condoms—who the hell would put them in a trash bag and dump them out here?—and pushes her hands deep into her pockets. “We're not miracle workers. Sometimes, justice doesn’t work. And even if it does, there's no guarantee the result will be good enough for David. But, let's not focus on that. Let's just focus on getting inside this dump.”

      As her words draw to an end, she stops by a door and peers up at the two story building. As ramshackle at the back as it is the front, she astounds me by pulling out a key for the door which opens with nary a squeak. The damn thing has been oiled.

      “Why the hell didn't we use the front door?” I demand.

      She cocks a brow at me. “I prefer for people not to know my business. If they see me coming here, often, then they'll follow me. This place would be like a tourist trap within twenty-four hours of it going viral on social networks.” She shakes her head. “Too many ghosts come here for me to make it public. I bought this place a while back. I have a few properties like this one, makes it easier to come and go.”

      As I step inside and peer around, I grumble, “I don't like what you've done with the place.”

      “I didn't buy it to live in it. I bought it for freedom of access.” She snorts. “This isn't my home. It's theirs.”

      The stench of damp and dank paper fills the air with that peculiar mustiness known only to old books. Something definitely died in here, and from the odor, I'd say a dozen rats. Maybe even a damned dog. It's enough to make my eyes water, and said eyes water all the more when she presses a switch for the grand reveal of a bigger dump than I'd even imagined.

      The once graceful arches of wall-lining bookshelves are rotten with what looks like water damage, the intricate cornices are soggy and mildewed, and the shelves are warped. Books fill some, torn pages litter the floor, while others rest willy-nilly either on their spines or their backs.

      The shocking thing is how large the place actually is. It's astonishingly big. If this neighborhood ever takes the eye of an investor looking to glamorize this shithole of an area, then Jason will make a killing on this investment. There has to be around two hundred bookcases around the walls, thousands of damaged books littering the area, and in the center, there are huge, once grand, tables that have other tomes stacked upon them. Green bankers lights are half-broken, their shades peering down onto books that customers had, once upon a time, been perusing. From the ceiling, wires hang, more modern lights had tumbled down, and half of the joists play peek-a-boo.

      “This place is a fire hazard,” I mutter, gawking up at the rotten ceiling and the half-rotten floor. “Where the hell is it safe to tread?”

      “Hush,” she grumbles at me, verbally chastising me as well as throwing up a hand to still my words.

      “What is it?” I whisper, unable to do as bid. “Is it David? Is he here?”

      She ignores me, her head tilting to the side in that way of hers that borders on the feline. It's almost creepy, but she has the cheekbones for it. All shadow and light playing within the sharp lines of her face, giving her a beauty that is almost Gothic in nature. Her hair is pulled up in a taut bun, further augmenting her cheekbones, and even in the sallow light of the bookstore, and with my grief still riding me, I can't deny she's one of the most intriguing creatures I've ever come across.

      “Kenna? What the hell's going on?” She glowers at something, not me, but at something on one of the tables.

      I watch as she strides to one that has a ceiling lamp dangling loosely overhead, so loose that my stomach wrenches at how a few nibbles of a rat's teeth would make the damn thing slam to the ground. She's fearless though, either that, or uncaring for her safety.

      The shrink in me blares a signal at the latter rumination, and despite myself, I take a mental note to discuss that topic at a later date.

      Because, crazy as it seems, there will be a later date.

      Today isn't the last day I'll see her, because there's something going on here. Something I don't particularly understand, and something I'm not ready for, not so close to David's death. But… I will be some day, and how's that for a premonition?
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      “What the hell do you think you're doing, Kenna? God Almighty, the boy's underage!”

      Kenna huffs out a breath, it disturbs the feather lolling in her smart hat, but she just folds her arms, and gives me a militant glare. “He's dead. He can do whatever he wants.”

      “He's still seventeen, whether it's on this plane or the next.”

      “What's going on?” Drake interrupts, again. The man cannot stay quiet.

      Both Kenna and I glance at him but immediately ignore his confusion. We're used to that, causing perplexity wherever we go. “He's too young for Blackjack.”

      “Blackjack? Dave's playing Blackjack?” Drake squawks. “What did I tell you about gambling, young man?”

      At his chiding, the sullen boy slouching low in his seat sits up with a flush. There's the chubbiness of youth in his cheeks, a roundness that tells me his age without needing to know an exact number. His eyes are like his uncle's, in fact, he's a younger version of Drake. Damn, the ladies of his generation really missed out when this boy passed on.

      “Tell him addiction isn't a problem when you're dead.”

      There's a rebellious overtone to his voice, and I cock a brow at him, just as I'd cocked it at Drake. “You want to rephrase that? This man has gone loopy over you. He wants to talk to you, to help you.”

      “No one can help me,” comes the gloomy retort.

      “I told ya, honey bun, my girl Jason can.”

      David snorts. “Who calls a girl Jason?”

      “My stupid parents called me Jayce, and I was sick of the jokes, so I just changed my name to Jason.”

      “It's a boy's name.”

      “No shit, Sherlock.” To Drake, I grumble, “I thought you said this boy was smart.” Both guys' chests puff up, and pride rolls off them like fog from the San Francisco harbor.

      “I was top of my class, and I was heading to MIT.” The ego drains off, replacing the arrogant cast to Dave's features with a look of forlorn agony.

      This boy has got some issues to deal with if he ever wants to pass over. Almost like she read my mind, which wouldn't be a first, Kenna demands, “You like existing like this?”

      He frowns at her. “No, of course not.”

      “You want to live in this dump forever?”

      “No. I don't even know what I'm doing here. I-I just woke up one morning here and I could walk through walls.”

      “Yeah, same here, sugar. We've all done it. Mine was waking up in the Eiffel Tower's elevator and dropping through the floor. That wasn't a bundle of laughs I'll tell you.”

      “How did you move across the Atlantic? The Ghost Titanic?” Kenna swats his hand, enough to make Dave hiss and clap his ghostly fingers to his chest. “Ouch, that hurt!”

      “Then watch your Ps and Qs. Politeness costs nothing, boy.”

      His lower lip pops out. “Sorry.”

      “And so you should be. It's thanks to Kenna that we can get you out of this place.”

      “You mean she wasn't lying?”

      The hope in his voice makes me wince. “No, she wasn't. I can get you out of here, but only you can get you off this plane of existence.”

      “Listen to her, David. She knows what she's talking about.”

      All three of us look over at Drake who's talking to a pedestal next to the table. The earnestness of his words has all three of us hiding a smile. It's not his fault he's blind in this situation.

      “He's right, I do. But to help, I need you to tell me what happened.”

      “My drink was spiked.”

      “By who?”

      He shrugs, and the light passes through his shoulders, making him gleam like gold for a handful of seconds. “I don't know.”

      “Don't you have your suspicions?” When he shakes his head, I turn to Drake. “Was he raped?”

      “Jason!” Kenna and Drake hiss my name at the same time.

      “What? There's no time to prevaricate. David says his drink was spiked but he doesn't know by who...so why would anyone spike a drink unless it was for sex?”

      Drake looks queasy at my reasoning but he shakes his head. “No. He wasn't.”

      David blows out a breath. “Good. It sucks dying a virgin, but hell, that's no way to pop your cherry. Unless it was Tiffany Reiss.” He grins. “She could have done anything to me, I wouldn’t have minded.” As Kenna and I look at him in disgust, he flushes again. “What? She's hot.”

      “Rape is rape, kiddo,” Kenna chides, looking like the matron she isn't. At just over twenty-five, she looks like she could go partying with David, but she talks like an eighty-year old Mother Superior.

      “I guess,” he replies, looking awkwardly down at the cards in his hand. Maybe likening Kenna to a Mother Superior was slightly ridiculous...I doubt even the nuns in Sister Act would have taught a young kid Blackjack!

      “Come on, David, you need to help us help you. Why would anyone spike your drink? Was it an accident? Did they spike yours when they intended to spike someone else's?”

      He's silent for a second, and the utter tranquility of the bookstore is so incongruous to the noise of outside, I close my eyes a second. Drake's right. This place is a fire hazard. It's a terrible place, in one of the worst neighborhoods and yet, this silence…it truly is golden.

      “What's going on?” Drake grumbles, breaking that beautiful peace and quiet.

      “David's trying to blow us off.”

      “No, I'm not!”

      “What? Why?”

      Both men speak at the same time, but I wave at Drake to button it again. “Yes, you are, David. You have to know what's happening. All ghosts have some awareness of their deaths, of the moments before they pass, even if they were drugged.”

      He sits up and rests his forearms on the table. Head lowered, shoulders slumped, he looks like he's about to be punished. Considering he's had the worst punishment bestowed upon him, it has to be bad, whatever it is that's riding him.

      “Go on, talk to us.”

      He looks up at me, silvery tears in those dead eyes of his. Saddened, I crouch down, wishing I could pat his shoulder or squeeze his hand. Looking up at him, I murmur, “Once it's out, it's out. And we can deal with it and get you to a better place.”

      “I was supposed to do so much, Jason. I was supposed to be a millionaire, make Uncle Drake proud of me, make mother proud of me for once.”

      “Your Uncle Drake is proud of you. Why would he be here if he wasn't dying inside from losing you?”

      David looks up at his uncle with beseeching eyes, but at my words, Drake jolted to attention. When he starts to speak to the pedestal again, an ornate perch that had once been a church's lectern, I grab him and say, “Down here, Drake.”

      It's almost touching watching the older man crouch, stare blindly ahead at something he can't see, and still try to console the son of his heart. It isn't the first time I've seen someone go to these lengths to make a loved one feel better, but this time, it matters. And I have no idea why.

      I can feel Kenna's eyes on me, and I look up in time to see her quirk her brow in a silent message. I frown at her, silently telling her to shut up, before returning my attention to the men in the room. “...I couldn't be more proud of you, David. Whatever you were supposed to accomplish in this world, you'd already done so much and in such a short space of time. No one could be prouder than me.”

      David's tears fall. “I should have told him,” he whispers to me.

      “Told him what?”

      “About the bullies.”

      Drake looks at me. “What's he saying?”

      “He says he was bullied.”

      “What? By who?” he barks, the noise reverberating around the room, making David jump. Hell, it surprises me. Drake is a softly spoken, seemingly mild-mannered man, even if his arrogance does turbo charge all that.

      “You heard him. Who?”

      “Nate Cambright.” David looks down at his lap. “He was pissed I got the Aldredge Scholarship and not him.”

      “Who, Jason? Who was bullying him?”

      “Some kid called Nate Cambright? He wanted the scholarship David won.”

      For a second, Drake's stillness takes on such lengths, the whole room vibrates with it, and then, he jumps up and starts striding back and forth. “I knew it, I knew something was going on. But Jackie wouldn't listen, she wouldn't have it. I should have gone with my gut. That son of a bitch. I'll kill him for this. I'll fucking kill him.” He stops, that odd stillness overcoming him once more, and then he lifts his hands, covers his face and starts to sob.

      Kenna, David, and I glance among ourselves for a second, then I jump up and head over to him. Resting a hand on his back, I pat him lightly, feeling awkward as fuck. I go out of my way not to touch people, to avoid it at all costs. Touch infers intimacy, and I've avoided that nearly all of my life.

      It doesn't make me the best person in the world to give comfort to anyone.

      “We'll make this right, Drake. We will.”

      “How can we? His father works on Wall Street, he'll bring in more lawyers than I have clients and that fucking bastard of a son of his will walk away Scot-free.”

      David whispers, “He's right. There's no way to make any of this stick. It might not even have been him. He was the one behind all the bullying though. He had goons that pulled shit on his behalf, but I don't know for sure that it was Nate who put the drugs in my Coke.”

      “How bad was the bullying?”

      Watching him gulp is an answer in and of itself. “Bad.”

      “What did they do to you?” Kenna asks quietly. 

      “The usual.” He starts to nibble his bottom lip. “It was starting to get really bad though. Just before...well, just before I died. I couldn't hide the bruises so much, and they nearly dislocated my shoulder because they tried to push me down the stairs after gym one day. I lied to my mom, told her I'd hurt myself in class.”

      “Bastards,” Kenna hisses.

      “No one else was interested in me. The only ones who'd find it amusing to spike my drink would be Nate and his goons.” David sighs. “Plus, I think...”

      “What? What do you think, David? It's important that you focus and tell us everything you know.”

      “Nate threatened me. He told me if I went to that party, I'd regret it. When I got the scholarship, the fact I took it from Nate, kind of made me infamous. Some of the people who didn't like Nate invited me to the party, like to snub him? When he found out, that's when he warned me not to go.” He shakes his head. “That was stupid of me, I guess.”

      Kenna frowns at him. “Don't be ridiculous. You did well for getting that scholarship, David. You earned it. The only person at fault is Nate. He should have worked harder to beat you. Academically.”

      “I guess,” he tells her, looking unconvinced.

      “Is he certain that Nate Cambright was behind this?”

      Drake's voice penetrates the ghostly conversation. “It's more circumstantial than I'd like. Nate threatened David, told him he'd regret it if he went to the party where his drink was spiked.”

      “Can he remember anything else?”

      “What did they spike the drink with?” David asks, and I pass on the question to Drake who answers:

      “Ketamine.”

      “Special K?” He huffs. “Then it's Nate. He was dealing it at school.”

      When I pass that on to Drake, his eyes bug out. “Are you being serious? You knew and didn't tell me?”

      “What? And make my life a thousand times worse?” David shakes his head. “Nate's the most arrogant SOB because of who his dad is. He thinks nothing can touch him. If people know I died of a Special K overdose, then they'll know he was the one to spike my drink.”

      “David, I've heard of Ketamine. It's hallucinogenic. Before you passed, you'd have been hallucinating. Think back,” Kenna tells him. “Do you remember anything from that time?”

      “I've thought about that night every day since, Kenna.”

      She narrows her eyes at him when he bows his head. “You're keeping something back. I can sense it.”

      “No, I'm not. Why would I?” He licks his lips. “The only thing I can remember is...well, I do remember Nate getting in my face. He was laughing at me. Taunting me.”

      When I tell Drake that, he bites out, “What are we going to do? He needs to pay.”

      “Well, first things first, we need to get David out of here.”

      Drake frowns. “How do you even do that?”

      “That's for me to know and for you not to find out.”

      His glower doesn't affect me. Hell, Kenna does nothing but glare at me for most of every, single, freakin' day! “If it's going to affect my nephew, then I think I deserve to know.”

      David's chest puffs up again. “That's my uncle,” he tells Kenna, who really isn't impressed.

      “Yeah, I got that.” She rolls her eyes. “Tell him not to get his panties in a twist.”

      I sniff. “It's not like I'm going to do something bad, for God's sake. I'm going to make it so he's no longer connected to this place.” As I fold my arms across my chest, I won't lie, there's a pout to my lips. “I thought you'd approve.”

      He blinks at me. “Oh.”

      “Yeah. Oh. Watch it, buster,” I snipe. “Do you want to come with me, David? Or do you like this dump?”

      Apparently I've astounded both men, because David's ghostly lips work but no noise pops out. He looks like a silvery goldfish. When he gulps, I know he's way too close to tears for my own comfort. “I'd like that,” he whispers, his tone quivery. “Kenna says it's cool where you live.”

      “It's certainly better than this shithole,” I remark, peering around the admittedly grim bookshop. But, it's not like if I pretty up the place it will make it better for its current residents. Ghosts actually come here because it's, well, I guess it suits their mood. Ghosts aren't exactly happy, after all.

      “Are you sure you don't mind?” Drake asks me, taking a step closer, then hovering in the same spot. He practically screams indecision.

      I shrug. “What's one more?”

      “Well, that didn't make you sound like a bitch,” Kenna retorts, and David, back on form, snorts out a laugh.

      “What I mean to say,” I amend as I throw a glare her way. “...is David will be happier at my place while we get this situation sorted out. Plus, if he remembers something, then I'm there for him to talk to, and so is Kenna.”

      Drake scrubs a hand over his face. “I'd like to know how we're going to do that. I have a good practice, but nothing that could stand against a bastard like Nate Cambright's family. Nate didn't even need the scholarship like David did, and yet he made his life hell. If the son is capable of that, what's the father like?”

      “We'll think of something,” I tell the room at large. “But at least now, we have more information at hand.”

      “We do?” Drake bites out. “All we know is that the bastard who killed my nephew is untouchable.”

      “No one is untouchable. It doesn't take jail to ruin someone's life, Drake. For God's sake, we live in the age of the media. We just need to manipulate that to our benefit.”

      “What? And bring a libel suit against my family?” David shakes his head. “I don't want that. I'd prefer to exist here than ruin the people I love.”

      “There are ways and means, kid. Just leave it to me.”

      The hope in his eyes, I won't lie, makes me feel nervous. I don't give promises I can't keep. Never have done and never will do, but I've just broken that steadfast rule. I've no guarantee of making Nate Cambright pay for his wicked doings. I've nothing concrete to pass on to David, nothing that will make him feel better.

      And of all the things that have sucked in my life, somehow, that's up there on the top ten.
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      “You haven’t been taking my calls.”

      “Shit.” Mumbling the curse under my breath doesn't make me feel better, if anything, it just makes me wish that I'd asked who was at the door before I stupidly opened it. What is it with this guy that makes him pop up at my place when I look like shit warmed over?

      And that I even care is the most perplexing thing of all.

      “I haven't been taking anyone's calls. No offense.”

      “None taken, but I'd have preferred to have called you. It saves me dropping in on you when you're otherwise busy.”

      “Busy?” I squint up at him in confusion.

      He points to the tub of Cherry Garcia in my hand. “Eating ice cream is a task that needs appreciation time.”

      I chuckle at that, surprised he's relaxed enough to even joke a little. Waving the aforementioned tub of orgasm-in-a-carton, I beckon him in. “If you want to just wait in my office for ten minutes while I freshen up?” I ask him awkwardly. “You can have the rest of the ice cream if you want?”

      His smile is sheepish. “Okay.”

      I pass it over and say, “You know where to go, right? I won't be long.”

      “No problem.”

      I study him for a second, taking in his patrician features, wondering what it is that's so attractive about the man. I've had hunkier clients, bulkier muscled ones, Hollywood heroes have even graced my door, and yet, this one man, with his somber eyes, chatterbox eyebrows, and stern lips, does something to me that I've never experienced before.

      Puzzling that out, I wave him ahead, and watch as he goes to my study. When the door closes, Kenna pops up at my side. “You're attracted to him.”

      The statement makes me frown at her. “How do you know?”

      “Anyone else and you'd have seen them as you are. A shower? Now that means business, honey.”

      “You make me sound like such a dirty bitch,” I complain as I make my way past the study and to my bedroom.

      “You aren't exactly that, but you've no interest in other people. It means your standards are different to everyone else's.”

      “Ugh, is that supposed to make me feel better?” As I pull off my bra, a faint hint of silver catches my eye over by the laundry basket. “David J Edwin! What the hell do you think you're doing?”

      Kenna winks out of existence only to return a second later with David's ear clutched firmly between finger and thumb. “I've warned you about this,” she growls at him.

      “What?” I squawk. “You mean he's done this before? When?!”

      Kenna waves her free hand with such laissez-faire disregard it makes me wish I could smack her. “A few times. It's part and parcel of being a ghost, honey.”

      “Well, maybe it is, but not in this household, especially when I'm helping your sorry behind!” I glower at David. “You just wait until I tell your uncle. He's out there, eating ice cream. Don't you think I won't make that Cherry Garcia curdle in his gut.”

      Sheepishly, David looks up at me from under his lashes.

      “Don't think the puppy dog look works on me either!” I snap. “Now, get the hell out and leave me in peace.” He blinks out of existence, leaving Kenna to lean against the door and study me like I was bacteria on a petri dish. “What do you want? If you're going to lecture, get the hell out.”

      She sniffs. “I know what's got your panties in a twist.”

      “Don't start, Kenna.”

      “Don't start,” she mimics. “You're horny, that's what.”

      “No, I'm not. Me and BOB had a nice time last night, thank you very much. I'm fine for another month.”

      “Well, sweetheart, I'm worried for you if you'd prefer silicone to that luscious piece of patootie out there.”

      “What the fuck does that even mean?”

      “You know I hate the word ass.”

      “Tough, use it to avoid confusion, dammit.” I strip down and jump into the shower. The instant the water hits me, Kenna joins me. She hasn't moved from her disapproving position, but she's getting splattered with water which distorts her shape. She hates that, but her anger with me must be bad enough for her to endure it.

      “Why don't you go out there and ask him on a date?”

      I scowl at her as I scrub my armpits. “Are you being serious? The man's here to help resolve his nephew's murder, Kenna. He's grieving and you want me to come onto him?”

      “The oxytocin from a good orgasm might cheer him up.”

      “You're screwed up, you know that? It's been too long since you were human.” Her sniff tells me she's offended, but as I carry on soaping myself over, I continue, “You think we don't hurt when people die, but of course we do. That guy more than most. It would be more than tacky to make a move.”

      “Men think with their penises, whether those penises are grieving or not. And I saw the way he looked at you. Honey, let me put it this way, it wasn't like you were wearing panties from two days ago.”

      “Shut up, I changed them last night.”

      “No, you slob, you didn't.”

      “I did.” I bite my lip. “Didn't I?” When she shakes her head at me, I sigh. “Fuck. What the hell's the matter with me, Kenna? I'm just...it's like I've given up, but I don't even know why.”

      “You're lonely, Jason. Dammit, I've been trying to tell you that for the last two years. No man is an island.”

      “I'm an archipelago,” I retort. “I have all you lot.”

      “Yeah, you do, and we keep you company but it doesn't replace affection or tenderness. You're surrounded by death, and the bad things humans do to each other. You need to be reminded of the good in the world, not just the bad.”

      Rinsing off, I ponder her words, and when I shut off the water and reach for the towel to dry myself, I tell her, “I still think it's tacky to ask him out when he's grieving.”

      “You know David died seven months ago, don't you?”

      That has me frowning. “Seriously? And he only just came to you?”

      “Yeah,” Kenna admits. “I don't know why some come sooner and others later, but if Drake is grieving, then it's part of the process. Parts of him will have moved on, even if he's in denial about it.”

      Pursing my lips, I wrap the towel around my breasts and tie it into a knot. “What are we going to do to get justice for David?”

      “How come I'm the one having to come up with all the ideas?”

      I sniff. “Because you’re the one who gets us into these messes, that's why.”

      “Charming.”

      “It's the truth.” After climbing out of the shower, I grab my hairbrush and start to comb through the tangled knots. On my way out of the bathroom, the door opens to reveal Drake standing there, looking shaken. I'd have been worried about the fact he was stood outside the bathroom door while I showered if it wasn't for the look of sheer terror on his face. I know exactly what's happened, and I know the pain he's currently enduring.

      “Come on, sit down on the toilet,” I instruct him, grabbing him by the arm and gently steering him until he takes a seat. I nudge his knees wider with one of my own and urge his head down. “I told you it hurts.”

      He gasps in a deep breath, and releases it on a slow, shuddery wave. “I didn't…realize...it...w-w-would...”

      I sigh, then holler, “David J Edwin, get your butt in here now.”

      “I thought I wasn't allowed in here,” he snipes, immediately popping into the bathroom.

      “You're not if I'm naked, or getting naked,” I retort. “Did you really think that was the best time to touch him?”

      His shoulders are on the brink of slumping when he suddenly jerks upright, and with a defiant stare, states, “I love him. He's my uncle.”

      “What? So that makes it okay to hurt him?”

      “I didn’t realize it would hurt like this.”

      “Bullshit. The others will have warned you. Don't lie to me.”

      He toes his foot into the ground, looking like a six year old who has been caught with his hand in the snack cupboard. “I wanted him to hug me like he always used to.”

      Kenna slides up close to him and wraps an arm around his shoulder. “I told you it wouldn't be the same, and all you've done now is set yourself up for disappointment.”

      He looks like he wants to shrug off her arm, but instead, he curls into her, letting her embrace him. Leaving David to Kenna's warm hug, something I've longed to experience a million times over my years spent with her, I get down onto my knees so I can stare up into Drake's terrified eyes. “It will be okay, I promise,” I whisper, reaching up and cupping his jaw with my hand. As my fingers scrape against his cheek, he shudders. “It's alright, Drake, it's okay. It's over now.”

      His lower lip trembles. “I guess that's proof he really loves me, huh?”

      That his voice is stronger fills me with relief. “Yeah, he does.”

      A shudder racks through him, and I have to admit, I'm hard pressed not to pull him tight and hug the shock right out of him. I've seen this before, dealt with the side effects before, but I've never been the one affected, not enough to want to embrace a stranger!

      Drake breaks my concentration by gasping out, “That has to be the worst thing I've ever experienced. And I did LSD in college.”

      Brows lifting at that confession, I turn to look at David to see if he's as astonished as I...Drake is far too buttoned-up to take drugs, especially a trippy one like LSD. I imagine, if it were possible, he'd have come out of the womb wearing brogues. It's a relief to see my impression isn't altogether incorrect, because David is gawking at his uncle's words, and he squeaks, “Uncle D did Angel Dust?”

      “You've just appalled your nephew.”

      At my comment, Drake flushes. “It was just the once, and I did it to impress a girl. It was a moronic thing to do, and I never did it again.”

      Ridiculous as it is, David looks appeased by that—either it's the fact Drake didn't do drugs again, or he did them to impress some chick...I've no idea which is more acceptable—and shaking my head at the two of them, I ask, “Do you feel well enough to stand? You looked like you could have fallen over any second.”

      “He did,” David murmurs, his turn to confess. “Twice, in the hallway. Took him about ten minutes to reach the bathroom door.”

      I roll my eyes at David. “Listen to the others when they give you advice. They've been through it all. More than once, some of them.”

      “I'm sorry. Tell Uncle Drake that. I never realized how much it would hurt.”

      I nod, but I'm still skeptical as to whether David is actually listening to me or not. Ghosts can be impulsive and rebellious, especially at first. He's bound to be worse because of his age. Still, my patience can only last so long. “He says he's sorry,” I tell his uncle, hoping he doesn't pick up on the blandness of my tone.

      Drake's smile is as weak as he is. He didn't notice jack. “It's okay, buddy, I love you too. B-But please, don't do it again.”

      “He just nodded,” I remark, then say, “Come on, let's get you something to eat. Coffee will warm you up.”

      “Yeah, it's freezing in here. Aren't you really cold?”

      “No. If anything, it's too hot. It's just your body reacting to David's touch. He's fried all the electrical circuits in your brain. It's only natural it takes a while for it to reboot and get back on track.” I heft him up to his feet and together, we stagger through my apartment and toward the kitchen. As we do, ghosts pop up out of the floorboards to watch us, some eyeballing us with distrust, others amused as news of what David did spreads around.

      I swear, my place is like Grand Central Station for ghosts.

      Some of them I don't even know, they just pop in to meet with the ghosts I do know and generally clutter up my space.

      I've long ceased getting annoyed over it. The lack of privacy is just one part of the hellhole that is my life.

      “Take a seat,” I tell him as I help him onto the stool.

      Over in the corner, I have the coffee machine with all the bells and whistles that a New York socialite, Natalie Jensen, gifted me three months ago. It makes barista style coffee in less than a handful of minutes. Not that I drink coffee, but I didn't want to hurt her feelings.

      It's been on sale at Craigslist for a while, but I'm asking a lot for it. I want what it's worth and not a dime less.

      Eying all the knobs, I try to remember the tutorial she gave me. I actually wish she hadn't tried to show me how to work it. Had the damned thing been new in the box, I'd have been able to ask more for it. As it is, it's been used. People don't seem to like things when they've been used, even if it's a handful of times.

      The human race never ceases to astound me.

      My memory clicks into gear and I recall how Natalie made the coffee. Two minutes later, we're both drinking hot cafe lattes. Drake's hands are still shaky as he cups the glass, and even though it's hot enough to sting, he's so cold it doesn't penetrate.

      Grimacing, because I've been there a time or ten myself, I murmur, “Start sipping. I added a dash of cold milk, that should make it easier to drink.”

      He nods, but the quiver to his movements hasn't gone away. It's like watching a man in slow motion, every single move takes three times as long as it should.

      I stare down at my cup, content to let him recuperate, my brain fixated on nothing in particular. Well, okay, that's a lie. It's focused on what Kenna was lecturing me about in the shower, but again, inappropriate isn't the word.

      Dammit, why is it always complicated with the guys I find attractive?

      Drake breaks my thoughts by snorting into his cup. I frown at him. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, I was just t-thinking. That's all.”

      “About what?”

      “About the fact I came over here to ask you out, and instead, I end up in the kitchen quivering like a leaf.”

      “You're not quivering as much,” I point out. “And you didn’t stutter then.”

      “Thanks, Jason. My ego appreciates your efforts.”

      Despite myself, I grin at him. “You really wanted to ask me out?”

      As he takes a sip of coffee, he nods. “This is good coffee,” he compliments me. “But yes, I did. I know it's weird, and inappropriate, but I haven't been able to get you off my mind these last two weeks.”

      I bite my lip. “That could be because of the situation. It's not exactly normal what we're doing together.”

      “No, but I wasn't thinking about that.” He shoves a hand through his hair, inadvertently snagging my attention as the kitchen light captures the faint strands of silver at his temples, as well as augmenting his natural coloring, turning brown into a rich sable. “Going to that store, it gave me a closure I needed. Just talking to you did. Nobody was listening to me. I kept on telling them David would never take drugs. That he'd never put himself in a position to OD.” He shakes his head in irritation at being ignored. “Finding out a sliver of the truth just made me feel better.”

      I reach for his hand, the gesture hesitant but well-meant. “I'm glad it did. Some people find peace when they come to me, others don't. I'm relieved it's the first with you and not the second.”

      He shrugs. “I want to help David. I've spent his lifetime doing everything I can to get him where he needed to be to do whatever he had to do. That's not going to change now.”

      “No, I know. That's probably why he wanted to touch you in the first place. Gratitude...it makes them forget themselves.”

      “Is he in here now?”

      “No. But he's in the apartment somewhere.”

      “Thank you for bringing him back here.” He scrubs a hand over his jaw. “I know that place is a haven for his kind, but I'd far prefer him to be here. And I saw how much it drained you to get him to attach to you.”

      Feeling a blush crawl over my cheeks, I duck my head. “It was nothing.”

      “No, it was everything. Thank you.” He reaches forward and chucks my chin upward with the gentle press of his thumb. “I'm sorry you had to cut yourself.”

      “It's a small sacrifice,” I tell him. “It's one I've made quite often.”

      That's nothing but the truth, but still, I didn't do it for David. I did it for Drake, and what that means...well, I know, I'm not stupid but I'm not certain if I want to admit to anything just yet.

      That being said, I didn't really do anything special. Not for my world, anyway. Every ghost is different, just as their passing was unique. But at the start, they're all weak. They anchor to certain places that hold no meaning to them, like the bookstore, and they can't get out. That's why Kenna goes there, to check up on the new arrivals for me. Others attach to family, and either stay with them or, as they grow stronger, go on their less than merry way.

      I performed a simple ritual, one I learned early on. Kenna taught me it after a ghost with more than a millennia on his shoulders had passed it on to her. Blood is a tie. By pressing a bleeding cut to David's forehead, I created a connection between the two of us. It's only loose, because we're not related, and it's only a temporary fix, but it strengthened him enough to make the move to my place where he's been pestering me ever since. Apparently perving over me too.

      “That doesn't mean I shouldn't thank you for the sacrifice, as small as it may be.”

      My lips twitch at that. “Are you always such a gentleman?”

      “You mean, aside from loitering outside bathroom doors when a lady's in there showering? That kind of thing?”

      The twitch falls into a full-fledged grin. “Yeah, that could have been kind of creepy.”

      “Don't worry, it's not a part of my usual repertoire.” He sucks in a deep breath. “So, what do you think? Would you like to go on a date with me?”

      I study him for a second. Look into those velvety eyes, study the strong nose, the obstinate jaw, and for the first time in a long while, I feel something. Actually feel. There's nothing quite like it, I realize. After drowning in apathy, it's almost painful to react once more.

      A shiver runs down my spine at the realization this man was the one to awaken me, and slowly, I nod. “Yes, I'd like that. Very much.” When he licks his lips, I realize he's nervous. Finding the notion cute, I murmur, “We can go out now, if you'd like? I don't have much in the house to eat, so I can't offer you anything. You really should eat after your experience.”

      “Yeah, I'm ravenous.” He shakes his head. “Crazy, that. Ten minutes ago I thought my stomach was going to fall out of my mouth, excuse the imagery, and now I could eat a horse.”

      I shrug. “Like I said, he's fried your brain. Literally. It's wearing off now. Try standing up and walking about. As soon as you're good to go, we'll be on our way, okay?”

      “As much as I love the look, are you going out like that?”

      His teasing makes me flush when I realize I'm still dressed in a towel. “Whoops.”

      “You look beautiful, but I think it's risqué even for New York.”

      With a smirk, I retort, “Somewhere, this will be fashion.”

      “I'm sure it is.”

      “I'll just be five minutes, okay?”

      He nods. “Take your time. Hopefully when you get back my knees will have stopped knocking.”

      “I'm sure they will. Help yourself to…well, the little there is to offer.”

      “Thanks.”

      Shrugging off his thanks, I get up and head for my bedroom. Kenna pops up, startling me, and in a whiny voice, sings, “Jason and Drake sitting in a tree. K.I.S.S.I.N.G.”

      With a snort, I ask, “Since when were you five years old?”

      “Since I watched that display. Dear God, you two were like a bunch of high schoolers.”

      “You don't even know any high schoolers.”

      “Ha! That's just where you're wrong. David was one.”

      “Shit, he was,” I grumble, hating that she's right. “Still, I thought you'd be happy. We're going out, aren't we?”

      “Yeah, but you'll fuck it up. You always do.”

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “What? Don't act all innocent, you know you do.”

      I shake my head at her. “I think this time it's different.”

      She turns to me, her brows raised. “Seriously? Different how?”

      “I'm not sure. I just have a good feeling about it.”

      “Hell, I need to start looking into getting a new dress.”

      “What for?”

      “The wedding, of course!”

      “Shut up. Don't jinx it.”

      “Dear God! You're being serious.” When I glare at her, she staggers back against the wall. “I think I need to sit down.”

      “Stop making fun, Kenna.”

      “I'm not. I really do need to sit down. How long have we been together, you and I?”

      I shrug. “Too long.”

      “You haven't felt for a lifetime, but now, I can sense it. You're feeling. Christ, I can see it.”

      That Kenna had picked up on the lack of apathy floating about my psyche makes me nervously flick at my hair. I avoid eye contact with her as I head into my walk-in closet to pull on panties and a bra, then jeans and a nice sweater. Everything's casual, because that's how Drake's dressed, but the ruby red sweater offsets my hair, and the jeans are nice and tight, lifting my ass in an appealing way... Or so Kenna had informed me when I'd bought the damned things—under duress.

      “See,” she comments smugly. “I told you those jeans would come in handy.”

      After blowing her a raspberry, I apply some gloss to my lips and brush my hair. “How do I look?”

      “Pretty,” Kenna says with a smile. “Have fun, kiddo.”

      “Aren't you coming with me?”

      “No, I think you can handle this by yourself.”

      “Holy crap, now I'm the one who needs to sit down.”

      She grins. “You're growing up, honey bun.”

      Somehow that makes butterflies do a jig in my belly. “I've only just met him, Kenna,” I remind her.

      “I know, but for whatever reason, you're feeling again. That's something to celebrate, love.” She blinks at me, looking as astounded as I feel when she says, “It's been a long time since I've sensed it. Maybe before...”

      I pull in a breath because I know what she's going to say. “You can say his name.”

      “The last time was before Marty died and you had that huge argument with Derek and your parents.”

      Marty was my nephew, and he'd passed on six years ago, a few months after his seventh birthday. I'd taken his death hard, probably harder even than his parents. Why? Because when he died in a freak accident at home, he came to me as a ghost, and that meant his passing over was not peaceful and that something was holding back. He died too young to understand what happened to him, which meant I couldn't help him.

      Now, he spends his time haunting his family home, watching my brother and his wife going about their daily business.

      It hurts that I can help countless other ghosts and countless other families, but when it comes to one of my own, I'm helpless. Or as Derek, my brother called me, useless and good for nothing.

      Yeah, Derek and I didn't part well, and as a result, I never see Marty.

      Preferring not to dwell on how it still cripples me to know how badly I failed my nephew, I tell her, “I don't know what's changed. I've barely spoken to him.”

      “Sometimes a soul recognizes another one.”

      “Don't go on about soulmates,” I snipe.

      “I'm not,” she immediately denies, even though I know she's lying. “What I mean to say is sometimes, the connection is there. Other times it isn't. Don't let this one slip away if he makes you feel good, honey. Those ones don't come around often.”

      Nibbling my lip, I study the somber lines of her face. She means every word. “I wish I could hug you.”

      Her mouth twitches into a tiny smile. “Do you know how many times you've told me that over the years?”

      “Too many.”

      “Maybe, but I never get tired of hearing it. Go and have fun, love.”

      Nodding at her, I study Kenna a second longer before heading out of the closet. For once in my life, having fun is just what I intend on doing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          Drake

        

      

    

    
      “Are you sure you're okay?”

      God, I wish she'd stop asking that, even though it's sweet of her to give a damn. I can't help but feel like a toddler in his mother's care though.

      The worst part is, I feel like hell. With a capital H. My bones feel like mush, my body still feels out of sync, and my head is aching like a bitch.

      The only highlight is the fact Jason and I are sitting in a small cafe, with thankfully dim lights, and we're about to be served coffee, cakes, and sandwiches. The weird mixture is Jason's choice. She picked up the menu and ordered what I'd consider to be a ten year old's selection, but Christ, who am I to judge? I want everything she asked for.

      “The sugar will make you feel better,” she promises, almost like she can read my mind. Who knows, maybe she can?

      The thought prods me to ask, “Can you read my mind?”

      She snorts into her water. “No. Sometimes, when a conversation is narrow, thoughts run parallel. That's all. I can only see ghosts. Like that's not weird enough.”

      I smile at her. “It's pretty cool from my viewpoint.”

      “Yeah, that's because I helped you. Before, you just thought I was peculiar. Like everyone else does.”

      Guilt fills me because she's right. “I'm sorry,” I tell her, needing to apologize.

      “Don't be. For the most part, I understand. I think I'm a kook too. Hell, most of the ghosts in my pad do. It's just part of my life, that's all.”

      I let my gaze dart around the room. “Are they here with you now?”

      “What, the entourage?” When I nod, she shakes her head. “No, actually. Kenna must have made them stay behind. Usually they follow me.”

      “Are there any in here?”

      She looks around the small establishment. It's a place for little girls and grandmothers, so I'm as out of place as the Hulk at Sunday Mass, but Jason assures me their scones are the best in the district. Who am I to question why? Regardless, she couldn't be more right, because boy, do I need the sugar.

      Something about having my nerves fried, my brain frazzled, and my muscles zapped makes me need as many trans fats and sugary starches as possible. I've never experienced that kind of pain before, and I pray it never happens again.

      Imagine complete and utter paralysis, then being electrocuted, twice, before your muscles finally come back online. And if that wasn't enough, as they start to work again, you actually feel the agony of the electrocution.

      It's the damnedest thing, and not something I'd recommend.

      After shuddering a little at the thought, I watch as Jason glances over the doilies and fancy, frilly fripperies and purses her lips. The way she jiggles her head, I can tell she's counting the ghosts dining with us. “There are around seven in here.”

      “So many?” I ask, my voice almost a squeak.

      She grins at me. “Don't worry. They don't want to touch you. The connection's only there when the residual emotion is there too.”

      Despite myself, I'm relieved. I blow out a breath that makes her grin transform into a chuckle. “I'm glad you find it amusing.” There's no rancor in my voice, and she must pick up on that because she's still smiling.

      “Nah, it's just...you're being pretty nice about all this.” She shrugs. “A lot of people aren't once they've been touched. Or not touched, sometimes.”

      “Yeah, I guess that hurts. A bit of a kick in the teeth.”

      She nods. “Some people would pay millions to feel the pain you're going through now.”

      I huff, but the huff disappears when I let my still-slow brain process her words. “I guess you're right. I love that boy, and he loves me. That feels good, and it makes me happy that I came looking for you.” I reach for the coffee cup and take a deep sip. “Your coffee is better by the way.” When she flushes, I hide my grin behind my cup at her reaction, and sobering up, say, “It's been so long since he died, and his mother has just...I don't want to say she's over his death, but she's coping very well. I feel like an anomaly because I can't get over it.”

      “You're as unsettled as David is. It's only natural.”

      “You're right.”

      “I often am,” she teases.

      “Oh dear, that makes both of us. What a pair we'll make.”

      When we smile at each other, a warmth fills me. It's a warmth I haven't felt since David's death, and its sudden presence is almost as shocking as my nephew's touch.

      She ducks her head, breaking the eye contact we shared, and murmurs, “I've been wrestling with something that we can do to make Nate Cambright pay.”

      “What?” At the mention of that bastard's name, my spine straightens of its own volition. But hell, my entire body feels like it’s acting autonomously. I'm not too big to admit to stalking the guy's Instagram account, bitterness overwhelming me as I play silent witness to the schmuck's privileged life.

      It wasn't like his family even needed the scholarship David won to fund Cambright's college education. They're filthy fucking rich. It can only have been an ego thing. The bastard was pissed someone was better than him. I'd like to wring his neck, and the screwed up part is, the only thing stopping me is this woman here.

      My mind has dueled between wanting revenge and wanting to date Jason. It's crazy, I know, but I can't help the tangents my brain has taken me down.

      “I thought about doing a séance.”

      “A séance?” I frown at her, relieved she's broken my train of thought but still surprised by her words. “You don't hold them, do you?”

      “I don't.”

      “But for David you would?”

      At her embarrassed cough, I reach forward and grab her hand. Wrapping mine about hers, I murmur, “That's more than good of you, Jason. Thank you.”

      She shrugs it off, but there's a flustered air about her. God help me, it's charming as hell. “It's nothing. David told me he went to Holybrook High School. I have a few friends over there. Some of the parents, one of the governors. I'm sure I could arrange something.”

      “It's a pretty staid school. I'm not sure they'd allow it.”

      “Well, we can but try. And if they don't allow it on the campus, that isn't to say I couldn't hold it elsewhere. All we need to do is set tongues wagging, Drake. Words are poisonous.”

      I blink at her. “My God, you're right. If you speak to David in front of a crowd, reveal what really happened, and we start the rumor mill, then that gossip will plague Cambright forever.”

      She raises her coffee mug in the air. “That sounds good to me, does it to you?”

      My smile is a long time in coming, but come it does. I pick up my own mug and clink hers. “To the ruination of Nate Cambright.”

      When she shakes her head, I frown at her in question. “To us, and the ruination of Nate Cambright.”

      “You're right. That does sound better.”

      “See, I told you. You'll get tired of saying those words, 'You're right.'”

      I chuckle. “I don't mind stating the obvious. In fact, as a psychotherapist, I prefer it.”

      “Well, that's good then.” She studies me a second, her smile fading away. “We'll make this as right as we can. Nate Cambright will pay even if it’s not in jail time.”

      “I know. Thank you for doing this for me.”

      She shrugs. “Don't thank me yet. I have to build up the courage to do it.”

      “You? Seriously?” Astonished, I shake my head. “You're so confident.”

      “It's a front.” She purses her lips. “I've been vilified in just about every state in this country, Drake.  Been slated and celebrated. Lauded and applauded one day, then dragged down into the trash the next.” Her sigh is deep and weary. “It's no picnic, this gift that keeps on taking.”

      “Why do you think I keep on thanking you?”

      “It's appreciated.”

      When the server appears with a platter of sandwiches and cakes, rather than serve myself from the whole cake placed in front of us, I take a piece, plate it, and hand it over to her. “Ladies first.”

      “See, you are a gentleman.”

      I wink at her. “In certain parts of my life.”

      “That sounds promising,” she teases, snorting out a laugh around a mouthful of Victoria Sponge.

      “Well, you're in luck. I always keep my promises.”

      “Good to know.” She lowers her gaze to the cake and takes another bite. “I like you, Drake.”

      “I like you too, Jason.”

      “You can call me, Jayce.”

      Somehow, I know that's an honor infrequently bequeathed on anyone. Accepting it with appreciation, I nod. “Thank you. It's a pleasure to meet you, Jayce.” When I hold out my hand, she takes it and we shake it over our platter of fairy cakes.

      “The pleasure's mine, Drake.”

      “No,” I tell her. “It's ours.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

          Jayce

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Three weeks later

      

      

      

      “You sure you want to do this?”

      Huffing out a breath, I glower at Kenna, snatching my attention from behind the curtain that leads into Natalie Jensen's front salon—she of the coffee machine fame.

      As Drake had predicted, David's fellow pupils had been interested in the notion of a séance when I approached the administration about an educational look into the history of psychics, but the school hadn't. However, Natalie, whose eldest son fortuitously goes to Holybrook, had leaped at the idea because she knows I don't hold these damned things. Ever.

      For that reason, her overlarge Upper East Side mansion is playing host to around sixty guests, each one there to see me perform.

      And a performance it will be because séances aren't even real.

      All I'll be doing is putting on a freakin' act while I talk to my usual entourage. Oh, and David, of course. He's going to be at the center stage of this freak show.

      Rippling my shoulders, I try to let off some tension. “Stop bitching at me, Kenna.”

      “I'm not bitching at you. Once you do this, there's no turning back. I still think he's keeping quiet about something.”

      “I'm going to do this. I have to. For David.”

      “Bull. It's for Drake.”

      I ignore that. “Why would he hold something back when we're about to avenge him?” Then, I can't help but grin at her. “Am I as transparent to you as you are to me?”

      She huffs. “I'm transparent because I'm a ghost. You're just an open book to me.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” I retort, flipping her the bird.

      “And I don't know why he'd hold something back, I just get the feeling he is.”

      “Well, if this doesn't resolve his reason for being brought back to this world, then we'll know he was lying about something.”

      She purses her lips. “There's a reason vigilantism doesn't work.” Then, something obviously pops into her head because she sniffs. “Although I'm not totally averse to your ruining Nate Cambright's name. One thing that David is telling the truth about is what Cambright did to him. That boy deserves an ass-whooping.”

      “And that's exactly what we're going to give him,” I tell her.

      Kenna studies me for a second, then remarks, “You look like an idiot, by the way.”

      “Wow, way to be supportive.”

      “What?! You do. I can't believe you went to a fancy dress shop to get a gypsy costume.”

      Grinning at her, I rearrange my shawl and sort out the puffed sleeves of the gypsy blouse I'm wearing. “These people want the whole nine yards, so that's what I'll give them.”

      She rolls her eyes at me, but I know she's amused rather than disparaging. After all these years together, I know her as well as she knows me. Well, for the most part.

      “How did it go with Drake today?”

      I peek through the curtains again. Natalie's high-brow friends are interspersed with some pupils from David's class as well as others in the years above and below him. As I study the crowd, and the ghosts they've brought with them, summing up which ones will be easy marks to impress, I murmur, “It went well.”

      “What was this? Date number six?”

      I peer back at her, pulling my nose from behind the curtain once more. “Nope, date number eight, actually.”

      “Ooh, excuse me and my poor counting skills.”

      “I'll forgive you this time.”

      “How kind of you,” she mocks. “Well, go on, was it good?”

      “We only met up for lunch. But yeah, it was nice. He wasn't kidding when he said it was the best rye bread on the island.”

      She grunts, and it's so close to my ear, it makes me jump. Something I know she did on purpose. Glaring at her, I rub the back of my neck. “Stop being facetious,” she chides me.

      “Me?” I squeak. “I'm telling the truth.”

      “Yeah, the wrong truth. You think I give a damn about the best rye bread in Manhattan? I want the deets! Spill.”

      “It was nice, I told you already. We talked, but he was nervous about tonight. I tried my best to calm him down, but it didn't work. I know he won't be able to really relax until this is done and David either floats off or stays with me.”

      “Which do you think he'd prefer?”

      I smile at her perceptiveness. “I think that's the problem. He wants him to go to a better place, but he always asks after him and if David's with me, I'm a conduit. They still talk. I think he'd like him to stay, but feels selfish.”

      “It's not often people get the choice.”

      “Well, he doesn't really, does he? It all depends on David. How he deals with the aftermath of tonight. It's no wonder Drake was edgy as hell.”

      “No. You're right. He's a good man, that one.”

      Kenna hasn't been quiet in her approval of Drake. Her surety that he's good for me has been steadfast this past month, but that is the first out and out comment she's made to support him. “Yeah, I think so too.”

      “Although, why you haven't fucked him silly is beyond me.”

      “Kenna! Your mouth!” I wink at her. “I'd threaten you with a bar of soap if I thought it would work.”

      She sniffs. “I'd leap on him in an instant.”

      “That's because you're a hussy.”

      “No, that's because I'm a red-blooded woman and he's a very, very attractive man!”

      I grin. “He is, isn't he?”

      “Yeah, so what are you waiting for?”

      “How the hell should I know? It just hasn't happened yet.”

      “You don't want to keep a man like him waiting,” she warns.

      “Hang on a minute, aren't you from the 'Why buy the cow when you can get the milk for free' generation?”

      “Yes, but I've grown up since then. And I've read Cosmo with you. I know what a man wants.”

      “Honey, no one knows that.” I peer through the curtains once more and see that the crowd has started to settle down. “I'm on,” I whisper. “Wish me luck.”

      “You don't need it. And just start swaying back and forth if you get into difficulties.”

      “Sage advice,” I mock.

      “The sagest. Knock 'em dead, girl.”

      I grin at her, but surge through the curtains in a wave of fabric. My skirt is huge, enough to make Scarlett O'Hara jealous, and with all the beads and shawls, I look like what they expect… someone capable of holding a séance.

      The room's occupants are seated in a semi-circle around a single seat—mine. I'm at the direct center of everyone's attention and the instant I make an appearance, a hush overcomes the crowd. They study me for two seconds and the hush disappears, cascading into a waterfall of whispers as they comment on how I look, on their first impressions and perceptions.

      Rather than take a seat on the armchair, I perch on the armrest and look around Natalie's post-modern exhibition of a living room. All white leather, sticks standing here and there, huge paintings that make no sense, I couldn't stand out more if I'd tried amidst the cruel minimalism.

      The instant I raise my arms, the room inhales, and they exhale when I slash them through the air. “I'm ready to begin.”

      Amused at their dropped jaws, I realize this is actually fun. I'd been dreading it. Been terrified I'd be struck with stage fright or something. That my tongue would lock, and fear would paralyze me. But as it is, I can dig this.

      New York's elite is here, and they're at my feet.

      The sensation is rather heady.

      I let my gaze dart over everyone once more, spotting the ones with ghosts, and I notice a girl dressed in too-skinny jeans and a shirt that bares more than it reveals. At her back, the ghost of an older woman stands, hunched over, a disapproving glare aimed at a boy standing too close to the girl. When the woman realizes my eyes are on her, her brows lift. “What's her name?” I ask, but the crowd starts looking among themselves, wondering just who it is I'm speaking to.

      “Jessica. Jessica Maribel.”

      I smile at her. “And your name?”

      “I'm her Aunty Louise.”

      “Do you have a message for her?”

      Aunty Louise's head tilts to the side, curiosity striking her at the attention I'm giving her.

      “You'll tell her exactly what I have to say?” When I nod, she grins at me, revealing two crooked front teeth. “Tell her that bastard at her side is having it off with Lizzy Bennet in the year below her.”

      Brows lifting, I have to raise a hand to cover my smile. Pursing them to further hide my amusement, I murmur, “Jessica, your Aunty Louise has a message for you.” When she points to herself, I nod. “You do have an Aunty Louise, don't you?”

      Jessica blushes when the room's focus switches to her. “Yes. She died when I was five.”

      “Well, I'd say she's been protecting you ever since. She has a message for you.”

      “She does?” The eagerness in her tone is bittersweet, she's excited to hear from her aunt, but the message Louise has to give her isn't exactly nice, is it?

      “Yes. Is that your boyfriend?” When she nods and reaches for the boy's hand, I murmur, “Louise says he's sleeping with Lizzy Bennet in the year beneath you. Which, young man, is statutory rape.”

      At my announcement, everyone freezes, and once again, the desire to chuckle overcomes me. Natalie gawks at me, and I can see her gratitude for dropping such a scandalous bombshell in her salon beaming from her eyes.

      “I-I'm not!” the boy whines, his voice reverting to its high-pitch of childhood in his horror at my revelation.

      “Aunty Louise says differently,” I tell him, a chiding note to my voice. “Do you have anything else to say, Louise?”

      “Well, other than thank you, no. I've been watching this fool girl of mine making a ninny of herself over this boy for the last three years. You've just saved my sanity. Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” I smile at her, then shoot a commiserating glance at Jessica who hasn't moved since I uttered the revelation. My words, however, trigger a reaction. A sob escapes her and she rushes off, the spotty boy running after her. With their attention on her, my soft murmur doesn't go unheard, “As you can see, the truth hurts. Are you sure you're all ready to handle the brutal honesty of a ghost's remarks? They know no other way to be.”

      Some of the crowd look uneasy, and who could blame them? But others remind me of a Doberman with two pounds of ground beef dangling in front of his face. I'm not sure which I despise the most. The eagerness of the gossip-mongers or the uncertainty of those with secrets they want to keep hidden.

      “I'm sure we can cope, Jason,” Natalie calls out, her salacious need disturbing me at a basic level.

      I nod, because I had no intention of stopping, but I had to give them a fair warning. It's not in my nature to let people fall like lemmings over a cliff. Despite my bad press, I'm actually a decent human being, unlike the pond scum in here. Okay, so that might be a tad unfair, but I'm not feeling particularly generous tonight.

      Perusing the crowd, I see a woman on a love seat. Legs firmly tucked together, neat as a pin, her hair in a painfully perfect chignon. She's so wrinkle-free, I feel like a bag of creases in my slouchy gypsy outfit. At her side, there's a man. Equally as ironed. What that says about her level of neatness, that she's as well-pressed as a ghost...well, I won't comment.

      “Why are you here?” I ask him, but the woman presses a hand to her chest, shocked at being picked out. I ignore her, as I usually ignore people, and focus on the ghost. She looks to her left and then her right, but I keep on staring at her partner. “Is there a message you wish to give?”

      “I'm her husband, Lionel Bridges.”

      “Your husband is here, Mrs. Bridges.”

      “Eleanor,” Lionel inserts helpfully.

      “Apologies, Lionel says your name is Eleanor. Is that correct?”

      Eleanor nods, looking uneasily to her side. “He's there?”

      “Yes. He is.”

      “Why is he there?”

      “You heard the lady, Lionel. Why are you here?”

      “To protect her.”

      “From what?”

      “Herself.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “She tried to commit suicide when I passed. I couldn't leave her. Not when she needed me.”

      I freeze at that, and rather than announce it to all and sundry, I step closer to Eleanor and crouch down in front of her. In a soft voice, one that doesn't carry, I murmur, “He's here to protect you, to watch over you. To make sure you don't do something silly.”

      She blinks at me, tears already brimming her eyes. “He really said that?”

      I nod. “Yes. He's watching over you.”

      Her smile is watery but bright when she looks to her side again. “Thank you,” she breathes, and I'm not sure if it's to me or to Lionel.

      When I stand up, I can see some of the crowd are disappointed they missed out on the gossip, but others are relieved that I show some discretion.

      I've never appreciated elitism. I'm fortunate to have money with which I can do whatever I want, but hell, there has to be some perks to living with freakin' ghosts! I've never considered myself above anyone else, though. Never. And yet, these people do. They lead their lives, believing themselves to be intrinsically worth more than others. I despise what they stand for, even if I let them be clients. If that makes me a hypocrite, then it makes me a hypocrite, however, you have to understand, I accept the ghosts. Not the people they're attached to.

      Bored by the hungry socialites gawking at me like I was a huge steak dinner with extra fries, I take a seat and sit back in the armchair. I take my time, looking among the crowd, enjoying the uneasiness my attention stirs. It's cruel of me really, but damn, this has to be another perk.

      Head tilting to the side as I see a young woman seated beside an older one, curiosity strikes me. When you see nothing but ghosts, it's not often you can be curious, so I ask her, the ghost, “What's your story?”

      She points to herself, as they usually do. They don't often get spoken to, quite naturally, so there's always a faint buzz of astonishment on their parts.

      “Yes, you. What's your name?”

      “Linda. Linda Townes.”

      “What's her name?” I ask, pointing to the woman at her side.

      “She's my sister, Deanna.” She smiles wistfully at the other woman. “I drowned when we were young, and she blames herself for it.”

      And there I have the answer… curiosity struck because there was too much of a resemblance between the two women for them to be mother and daughter. Siblings made far more sense. The cheekbones never lie, as my grandmother used to say.

      “Does she have a reason to blame herself?” I ask, studying the pristine sister in the pristine parlor. She's another Stepford wife.

      “No, actually. She doesn't. She was listening to music by the side of the lake, and she didn't hear me calling for her when I got tangled up in some old fishing line. That's not her fault but still, she feels guilt.”

      Softening a little in my self-righteous stance, I murmur to Deanna, “Linda doesn't blame you, Deanna. She says she understands why you feel guilty but it's not your fault and she knows that.”

      Deanna's eyes pop open wide, almost like she has matchsticks propping them apart. “Linda's here?” she whispers, physically turning to look around herself in the vain hope she'll see her sister.

      “Yes, she's here.” To the rest of the room, I call out, “Nearly every single one of you has a ghost, or even ghosts attached to you.” Actually, there was a fierce congregation of spirits in this room, more so than usual. What that says about this crowd, I'm not entirely sure, but it can't be good. “They're not your guardian angels, they're not even guardians. They're watchers. And it's a sad fate, because all they can do is watch. They see you make mistakes, they see people around you fool you or betray you, and all they can do is just stand by and see you hurt. They're there, constantly, but they give you privacy when needed, fear not. They don't want to watch you masturbate as much as you don't want them to see you under the sheets.” My wry voice dispels some of the flushes of embarrassment my words cause. That was my intention anyway. I'm not a complete social dingbat.

      Deanna clears her throat, drawing my attention back to her. “Is she okay?”

      “No, she's not. I don't even have to ask. Not a one of these spirits are okay. They exist in a half-world. A miserable, miserable place. Only people like me can help, and people like me are denigrated as fools or kooks, or worse, charlatans.” Folding my arms across my chest, because that one insult really pisses me off, I continue, “You want me to further prove my gifts, then ask me questions, and the spirits who follow you, will give me the answers.”

      I look around the semi-circle surrounding me and point to a boy in a striped shirt. “You. You have a spirit. It's an elderly man, in his seventies—” The ghost pipes up with his name. “...goes by the name of Walter. Ring a bell?”

      The boy stutters, “T-That sounds like my g-grandfather.”

      “Give me a question that needs an answer only you two would ever know.”

      When the kid gawks at me, I can tell he's racking his brain for something. I can almost see the light bulb go off above his head when he blurts, “What was the name of the candies he used to bring me back when he went away?”

      “You heard the kid, Walter, what is it?”

      The old man grins at me. He's the only one among the bunch that doesn't really fit in. When a person dies, they tend to revert to the spirit world in, crazily enough, a favored outfit. So, from Grandpa Walter's wardrobe choices, I'd say he was more than a keen hunter.

      He looks like a geriatric Bear Grylls.

      “Necco wafers, of course. But he also liked Salem's salt water taffy. His favorite company died out about a year before I passed. Mrs. Lysson's Taffy was always his favorite.”

      I smile at the fondness in the ghost's voice and pass on the message. Leaving the boy looking thunderstruck, I point to a woman wearing a Beavis and Butthead shirt. “You've got a spirit. Girl your age. Passed recently from the looks of that Donna Karan skirt.” When the ghost tells me her name as well as the B & B fan's, I continue, “Do you have a question for Tara, Samantha?”

      Samantha's mouth works for a second, then she murmurs, “Tara's with me?” Then her brow crumples. “Why can't she pass over?”

      Her genuine emotion makes me sigh. I get asked this a lot, and it never gets easier to answer it. “There's usually a tie binding them to this world.” I shrug. “It's different for everyone. We're born unique and we die unique, that's the one constant. Now, what question do you have for her?”

      “Where did you put the key, Tara?”

      “Tell Sam it's under the washing machine. There's a compartment that slots off to attach all the plumbing, do you know where I mean? Well, it's there. Tell her I love her.”

      The relief that comes from passing on that particular message makes me smile. I have no idea what the key opens, nor do I care, but it's obviously something important.

      That's the one thing that never changes in my world. The emotions I and my talents inspire in people, when they get their message, and when I tell them their loved ones loved them and still do, it—even if the gift makes my life miserable on most days—kind of makes it all worthwhile.

      David pops up, almost as though he knows the time is approaching for the main act of this little farce, and he hovers close to a girl at the front. She's kneeling, and I'd say she was seated with her mother. “Who are you?” I ask, staying true to my role.

      “This is my friend, Anya. She was the only one who really knew about the bullying. She was bullied too.”

      “A real nice school you went to, David.”

      Anya gasps when she sees my attention is on her. “David? David's here?!”

      At her outburst, a small fountain of noise bubbles over. The volume in the room soars, words cascading here and there, flowing like fine champagne on a hot summer's day. I hold up a hand and immediately, silence falls. “Yes. David is here. David Edwin.”

      She swallows. “Is he okay? D-Did he…?” She closes her eyes. “They said he overdosed. They said he…but he didn't. He never took drugs. I know he wouldn't do that.”

      David smiles at Anya, turning to her with a fondness I've not seen in him. Ever since I've brought him to my home, he's been, well, peevish is the nicest way to phrase it. A brat, in other words. Kenna's had her hands full trying to keep him in order, but otherwise, he hasn't been the good boy Drake claims he is.

      Not that I can blame him. There's always a transitional period, and for David, that transitional period means him popping in and out of my bedroom and bathroom trying to catch me in compromising positions.

      Just because I understand the meaning behind his bad behavior doesn't mean I have to like it. I'm not a martyr, for Christ's sake. Joan of Arc hasn't been giving me any tips and hints on selflessness.

      “Well, David, did you take drugs?”

      “You know the answer to that. Tell her I love her. That I've always loved her.”

      Surprised, but not showing it, I lean forward and, in a soft voice, tell Anya, “He told me to tell you he loved you, and has for a very long time.”

      When her cheeks pinken, the tears beginning to flow, her mother protests, “Is this really necessary?”

      “You shouldn't have brought her if you didn't think she should be here,” I tell the older woman but she ignores me.

      “Anya, we should go, I don't want you getting upset over that boy again.”

      The that boy remark raises my hackles. David sees it and shakes his head. “She never liked me.”

      Anya's words mingle with David's. “No! Mother, be quiet, I want to know what happened to him. I need to know.”

      Eying the stoicism on her face, I shake my head. “It might be more than you can handle.”

      Anya jumps up, then striding over to me, she gets back on her knees, and in a position of supplication, begs, “Please. I need to know more.”

      “His drink was spiked with Ketamine.”

      My words are like an avalanche. They blanket the room.

      “By who?” someone calls out, one brave soul filtering through the silence.

      For a second, I study David, whose focus is entirely on Anya. “You heard the man, David. Who spiked your drink?” He doesn't reply, but I didn't expect him to. This charade is for me to handle, not him. “A bully, you say? Someone who also bullies you, Anya? Is that right?”

      “Anya! You're being bullied?” her mother sits up, her voice half-squawk and half-rage.

      It's the rage that makes me feel better for David's friend. At least Anya's mother gives a damn. My own didn't care less if people stuck my head down a toilet or gave me Indian burns so bad I felt like my forearms were going to drop off. Being weird sucked in Tiny Town, Back End of Nowhere.

      Anya ducks her head. “It doesn't matter.”

      “Of course it matters.”

      I look at the older woman. “There's a boy...Nathan? Cambridge, is it?”

      A boy closer to Natalie, my enthusiastic host, pipes up, “Nate Cambright, is that who you mean?”

      “Is that right, David? Did Nate Cambright spike your drink?” I nod, as sagely as I'm able. “Yes, it is he.”

      Anya reaches for my hand and squeezes down. In the resulting furor of my words, words that accuse an underage boy of manslaughter, she whispers, “Tell him I loved him too.”

      “He already knows,” I tell her, smiling gently. “There's no need to cry. He's safe.” I'd say he was well, but that's a verdict that will come with time.

      “He was so clever.” She shakes her head. “It's hard going to school without him.”

      “Tell her I'm with her, even if she doesn't know it.”

      I do as I'm bid. “You have to do him proud. He's with you, watching over you.”

      She presses a hand to her face as her shoulders bow with grief. “I'm glad,” she whispers. “I'm glad.”

      I look over at David who is as devastated as Anya, and I sigh. Around my small seating area, the room, filled with those that matter in this pompous part of society, are all gossiping. I wish my work here was done, but if this rumor is to spread and for people to give credence to my word, then I have to prove it further, establish the fact that I'm a true psychic.

      And while the show must go on, I have to huff out a laugh at the things a woman will do for a man she has a crush on…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

          Jayce

        

      

    

    
      “How did it go?”

      I'm tired by the time I make it out of Natalie's house. I had to do a lot more reveals and a lot more backing up of my gifts to ensure the notion Nate Cambright was behind David's death is firmly fixed in everyone's minds.

      Whether it will work, whether the rumor mill will start to grind away, I don't know.

      If it all comes back on me, it all comes back on me. It's not the first time I've been in court, and it won't be the last, but, I'll just wrangle it the way I usually do. When the jurors with spirits learn things about themselves that only someone close could know, or when a judge hearing a libel suit discovers something deeply personal from a less than usual source...well, things have a way of turning in my favor.

      “It's good to see you,” I tell him by way of an answer.

      He sighs. “I'm sorry, I should have asked about you. Are you okay? That must have been tiring.”

      I hadn't meant it as a rebuke, but it's cute that he takes it that way. “I'm fine. It was draining, but I think it went well. I reinforced their beliefs in my powers far more than I ever have before. I didn't make it obvious that David was the whole reason behind the damned séance. I've sown the seeds, Drake. There isn't much else I can do.”

      The street is slick with rain that fell late that afternoon. The air, in this part of the city, is fresher than most other areas and the cab I called to wait for me is hovering nearby, ruining that lovely green tint to the atmosphere. I hadn't expected to see Drake here, although, in retrospect, that was probably short-sighted of me. Is it being too sappy if I say that the moon seems to shine a little brighter now he's here?

      Holy crap, I'm obviously a goner. I'm just grateful Kenna isn't here to mock me, because I'd never live that down.

      “Thank you, Jason.” He sucks in a deep breath. “This w-wouldn't be possible… I'd never have known the truth without you...”

      “It's Jayce, remember. And you're welcome.” I smile at him and reach forward to clasp his hand. “Kenna said something today, and it made me think.”

      He frowns. “About what?”

      “You and me.”

      “What about us?” When his frown immediately disappears at my question, and at his use of the word 'us,' well, it makes me feel things I hadn't thought about in a long while. My apathy is slowly becoming a thing of the past thanks to this man, but the habit of not feeling has yet to dispel.

      It's hard to come to terms with the fact I'm no longer alone, and I don't think Drake is even aware of what that inclusion does to me and how it makes me feel.

      “How slow we're taking this. We haven't even kissed yet.”

      “Is that a problem for you?”

      I shake my head. “No, not really.”

      “Then why are you thinking about it?”

      “Because it made me realize something.”

      “What?”

      “That you're special.”

      His smile is slow in coming. “I'm glad I am, Jayce,” he replies, taking a step closer to me. The scent of his aftershave could have been overwhelming, but the fresh tanginess appeals to me like a hot cup of coffee does on a cold winter morning. “I'm glad I'm not the only one feeling like this. You're special to me too.”

      I grab the two sides of his coat and pull them apart. Stepping into him, letting my chest brush his, I sigh when he moves to embrace me. I'm shorter than him by a handful of inches, and from this angle, I can see the tension about his jaw and eyes. “Drake, I can't make any promises about David.”

      “I don't need you to. You tried. We tried. And now, hopefully, a part of David can be at peace.”

      “It's hardly fair though. Nate Cambright is a murderer.”

      “Life isn't fair, Jayce.” He lifts a hand and brushes a few strands of hair away from my face. I sigh into the move, and tilt my head to let him cup my jaw. “Look at you, you deal with death every single day, and I deal with people who are broken from something that happened to them or someone who came into their lives and turned their worlds upside down. Neither of us are idealists, both of us have our feet planted firmly on the ground.

      “Of course I'd like Cambright to be punished, but more than that, I wanted David's name cleared. He was not a junkie, or a druggie. He did not overdose, and even if those snotty bastards in there are the only ones to ever realize it, that's something, because they're the circles David and Cambright were running in.”

      Looking up into his hazel eyes, I murmur, “My world is like this every day, Drake, you just said it yourself. Are you sure you want to get caught up with me? I'm not always good news.”

      He smiles for a second, then traces his thumb along the curve of my bottom lip. “Maybe that's true, but Jayce, you're my kind of news.”

      And then, he lowers his head and kisses me.

      And my foot pops like something out of a Doris Day movie.

      And while happily ever after will never be in store for us, and we both have our own crap to deal with, it's the start of something new. The start of something good.

      But that's for another story.

      

      
        
        THE BEGINNING

        Read on for the next chapter…
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