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      Frank Delgado, my friend, sometimes lawyer, and amazing drag queen, sat in the satin pink parlor, decorated with glittery pillows and billing posters of his hero, Diamond LaRue. Dressed down in jeans, a T-shirt, and bare feet, he looked like he’d imbibed a hundred shots of espresso. His gaze darted around the room, and his right knee kept bouncing despite obvious efforts to calm himself. He blew out a breath. “Do you believe in ghosts, Vie?”

      I wasn’t sure how to answer that question. On the real, I was Violetta Graves, cocktail waitress, smart-ass, and awesome sister/aunt. No, I didn’t believe ghosts existed. I knew they did. Thanks to the family gift, they interacted with me all damned day.

      “You think this place is haunted, Frank?” Very few people knew about my not-so-superpower, although the circle of knowledge kept widening. My sister, my homicide detective boyfriend, my nephew, my cop boo’s partner, and, of course, the ghosts were all in on the secret. Frank was not. And his worry about being haunted was right on the money.

      Diamond LaRue AKA Gerald Buckner was a gorgeous black drag queen, famous in the 1970s for her portrayal of Patti LaBelle. She did a helluva Donna Summer and Ella Fitzgerald, too. But perhaps she was most famous for being the victim of an unsolved murder.

      After Diamond LaRue’s death, her home had been somewhat of a mecca for drag queens. Every so often, Diamond’s mother would open up the home to the public. But Vera Buckner had died a few months ago, and Diamond’s home had gone on the market. Frank had snatched up the iconic property like it was an authentic Birkin bag on a shelf full of replicas. I guess he hadn’t counted on sharing the space with the original owner.

      Currently, Diamond LaRue, dressed in full Patti LaBelle circa 1970s regale, stood to the left of the poufy love seat occupied by Frank. No wonder he was jittery. Her laser-beam glare made all the more formidable by the upsweep of gold shadow, the perfect swipe of black eyeliner, and thick false lashes could’ve melted his face off.

      I sat across from Frank in an equally pink and puffed love seat.  The coffee table between us was white and held a fresh bouquet of white roses. Frank had told me that white roses had been Diamond’s favorite flowers, and he’d filled the house with them. At this moment, however, Diamond didn’t seem all that impressed with the tribute.

      I watched Diamond lean over and flick Frank on the back of the head. My friend nearly jumped out of his skin.

      “Do you think I could have something to drink?” I asked hastily.

      “Oh, I’m sorry, Vie. My manners have evaporated.” He hopped up, rubbing the back of his head. “Back in two shakes of a diva’s butt.”

      The minute he left the room, I looked at Diamond and asked, “What’s your deal?”

      “What’s yours?” she shot back. “You look like you took a dip in sunshine. And honey, nobody shines brighter than me in my own house.”

      “I’m not trying to shine. I can’t control that shit.” All the dead people talked about my “brightness,” which made no sense to me. I never thought of myself as sunny-type of girl. No one who actually knew me thought so, either.  But apparently, to ghosts, I glowed like fireworks over a Christmas tree, which meant they knew I could see them. Yay, me. Not. “Look, Diamond, Frank owns your house now. He paid a lot of freaking money for it. I don’t know why you’re so angry. He adores you.”

      “As well he should.” She sashayed toward me. “But I don’t want some white boy touching my things.”

      “For your information, Frank’s father is black. Gregory Delgado is an astrophysics professor at the University of Las Vegas.”

      I could tell Diamond was impressed, but she still harrumphed. “That’s the whitest black boy I’ve ever seen.”

      “Well, his mom is white,” I admitted. “Nanette is a costume designer. She’s French, too. Are you going to hold being half-French against Frank, too?”

      “Why would I care if he’s half French?”

      “Why would you care if he’s half white?”

      Diamond pursed her lips. “Things were different in the seventies, you know.”

      “Yeah. I know.” I blew out a breath. “Look, Frank is a lawyer. He speaks three languages. He’s one of the best people I know. You are lucky as hell he bought your house and not some skeevy letch who would’ve sold off your stuff and ruined your interior design.”

      “You have a point.” Diamond lifted a perfect brow. “His mother designs costumes?”

      “Yep. Where do you think Frank gets his fab wardrobe?”

      “He does have spectacular taste in clothing.”

      “And he loves you. He won’t change a thing about your house. And there are enough of your favorite flowers in this place to open a florist’s shop. You couldn’t find a bigger fan than Frank. And his Marilyn Monroe is fucking fantastic.”

      Diamond sighed. She thrust her hand up, fingers fanning out. “Fine. I will chill.”

      “Thank you.”

      Diamond LaRue was only one of several ghosts I’d dealt with in the last week. I’d been plagued by spirits. Ever since I had to give up my ghost-repellant talisman, I’d had to deal with the dead. And it seemed like more and more of the living-challenged popped up wherever I happened to be. For instance, two days earlier at the Mansion, the place where I worked as a cocktail waitress, I’d dealt with a bride who’d committed suicide after her husband of one day took off with her maid of honor.

      Fifty years ago.

      The Mansion was a fairly new property. I have no idea what hotel had been on the spot five decades ago, but apparently, it had a twenty-fifth floor. And the ability for a depressed newlywed to open the window and toss herself out. In her wedding dress. Holding her wilted bouquet of bridal flowers.

      With the help of my ghost sidekick Laverna (old woman, ex-stripper, pain-in-my-ass), who haunted me personally when I was working, we managed to talk the bride into crossing over. I don’t know if it was my new-ish ability to use my gift to point her in the right direction or Laverna’s outright lie that the husband’s “dick fell off and he and his ho died horribly and painfully” that did the trick.

      Yeah. Okay. It was probably Laverna’s version of a pep talk.

      I heard high heels clicking on the polished wood floors. I shook off my thoughts and watched Diamond pace the room. She had a helluva sashay.

      “What are the chances of you moving on—you know, to the Other Side?”

      “Zero, honey. My killer has never been caught, and I’m still pissed off.”

      Damn. I didn’t want to get involved in another murder case. A few weeks earlier, I’d used my paranormal ability (AKA family curse) to help solve the murder of a magician. Actually, it was two-fer—well, three-fer if you count the fake psychic who also got whacked—because the murderer had killed another magician twenty or so years before.

      Here’s the really awkward thing: spirits looked alive to me. I can touch them and everything. It’s weird, I know. Imagine having a normal conversation with someone you think is a real person only to be interrupted by an actual real person—who, of course, is watching you talk to no one.

      Fun on a bun, I tell ya.

      Besides, I had enough mystery in my life right now, thanks to my sister Dee’s addiction to the Investigation Discovery Channel. And lately, she’d been talking about becoming a private detective. I’d been trying to talk her out of that terrible idea, but she was heady with success of us sorta solving murders. I pointed out if I didn’t have a direct line to the afterlife, we would suck as PIs. This fact did not deter her.

      As I watched Diamond fan herself, I found it ironic that I was a conduit between life and death. No one living asked for my advice, and I wasn’t used to being the comforter of spirits. But looking at the dead diva, I couldn’t stop myself from trying to help. And believe me, I tried to talk myself out of it. But I still heard myself ask, “Do you know who did it?”

      “Everybody loved me,” she said without arrogance. “I have no idea who shot me. In the back, by the way. Six times.”

      “Six bullets are the opposite of love.”

      Diamond whipped a hip in my direction. “Maybe there were a few who were jealous. And I had my share of man trouble. But who doesn’t?”

      “Maybe I could do some digging, but only if you promise to leave Frank alone.”

      Diamond shrugged. “Do whatever you want. It’s been almost three decades. Who cares about me anymore?”

      “Frank does.”

      Diamond’s expression softened. “Okay, okay. No more knocking over bottles in the kitchen and turning on the bathroom faucets.”

      “Or flicking him in the head.”

      “Hands off,” she agreed. “But I’m not leaving.” She hesitated then she lifted her forefinger and made a sorta “S” move with it. “You got trouble coming, child. You better watch that cute little ass of yours.” With that pronouncement, Diamond swirled into pink glittery smoke and shot up through the ceiling, leaving the flowery scent of Chanel No. 5 in her wake.

      Man, I hated when ghosts made vaguely ominous announcements. But I loved when anyone complimented my ass. Or any other part of me. I sighed heavily. I couldn’t seem to get a break from ghosts and their freaking issues.

      When Frank returned with two frosty mugs of root beer, his favorite beverage, he paused in the doorway. “It feels lighter in here. Isn’t that weird?” He sniffed. “Is that Chanel No. 5?”

      “Only if you’re wearing it,” I said. “I can barely afford deodorant.”

      “TMI, baby girl.”

      “I think things will settle down,” I said. “You’re just excited about living here—breathing the same air Diamond LaRue did.”

      “You’re probably right.” He handed me the root beer and sat down. “I do feel better,” he mused. “Thanks, Vie.”

      “That’s what I’m here for,” I said. “That, and the free root beer.”

      Frank laughed. “You are a cheap date, Violetta.”

      “Aw. You say the nicest things.”

      After Frank took a deep draw from his root beer, he studied my face. “You look like hell, you know. Are you not getting enough sleep?”

      No, I wasn’t. I’d been having nightmares every freaking night for the past week. They’d all been variations on a theme: Rain. Earthquake. Death. It was one of those dreams where I ran and ran and ran, but I didn’t go anywhere. And some awful creeping thing behind me got closer and closer until I felt its fetid breath on the back of my neck.

      That’s usually when I woke up, turned on my bedroom light and lay in bed until I could go back to sleep. After I told Dee about the dreams, she recommended that I stopped eating Spicy Nacho Doritos before going to bed.  Ha. Have you ever had Spicy Nacho Doritos? They’re fucking delicious. My sister’s other suggestions included therapy, Ambien, and boxed wine.

      “I’ve been busy,” I finally said to Frank. “Along with working full time at the Mansion, I’ve been my sister’s emotional support animal. Her husband is really raising the bar for assholery.”

      “I’m sorry about the divorce.”

      “I’m not.”

      “Give that little kitten a hug from me,” said Frank. “And I’m here if she needs a good cry or a fabu makeover.”

      “Consider Dee hugged.” I put my empty mug on the coffee table. I took one look at Frank’s horrified expression and picked it up again. “You have a coaster?”

      “I’ll take it.” Frank took the mugs back to the kitchen. I stood up, hauling my purse over my shoulder and pulling out my car keys. When he returned, he dragged me into his arms for a patented Frank hug. He let me go, and I stepped back.

      “Hey, Frank. Do you know anything about Diamond’s murder?”

      “Only that the police investigation was laughable. She deserved better than she got.”

      “Any guesses about the killer?”

      “I love Diamond. I really do. But she was known for breaking hearts. A jilted lover was always my guess.” He squeezed my shoulders. “Get some rest, baby girl.”

      “I’ll try.”

      I was ready to chuck this whole ghost whisperer gig out the window. At least for a little while. Luckily, my boyfriend had promised me a ghost-drama-free fun night out.

      Some promises are impossible to keep.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Getting to the Farraday on a Friday night amid tourists and the gogglers at the Fremont Street Experience was hellish. There was also construction down the street from the Farraday—a downtown hotel-casino that had recently gone through a huge remodel.

      “What the hell’s going on there?” I asked.

      Matt was driving his work car, a black sedan. I sat in the passenger seat, and Dee was in the back, probably regretting the decision to come with us to the mystery dinner.

      “It’s Wayfield’s newest eyesore,” said Matt. “The Platinum Palace.”

      Oh, right. I remember now. A year ago, Wilmer Wayfield—who owned three of the bigger properties on the Strip—had destroyed the Diamond Daze to build the Platinum Palace. Wilmer was known as a “character.” He smoked cigars, called women honey, and had zero respect for anyone that wasn’t himself. He was big and brash and loud and every bit the asshole you’d expect from a rich, arrogant misogynist.

      Even with the lights and shows and cheap booze available on Fremont Street, the casinos remained gaudy baubles—at least when compared to the newer, shinier Strip casinos. But Farraday’s had been turned into a glowing jewel in the tarnished crown.

      The Platinum Palace was the complete opposite—like a stripper showing up to a debutante’s ball. I didn’t like Wilmer Wayfield. My first cocktail waitress job had been in the Silver Stud (note the stupid name), and I’d met the man once. He slapped me on the butt and demanded that I “bring me a highball, sugar—and that sweet ass of yours.”

      I turned around, dropped my tray off at the bar, and kept walking. That was the first and last time I ever worked for a Wayfield property.

      We parked the car and headed into the hotel. The minute I stepped foot onto the Farraday’s property, my guts started churning with anxiety. I didn’t know why. Stress? Hunger? Paranormal hangover? I tried to keep a lid on my nervousness. We already had one Graves sister bottoming out—the world did not need two of us on the emotional skids.

      The Gilded Cage, the mystery dinner theater, was on the Farraday’s first floor, like a hundred miles past the lobby, the slot machines, and the tables.

      “Are you sure you want to eat rubber chicken and solve a fake murder?” my sister Dee asked. Her voice attempted perkiness, but it came off as sad-clown-with-bad-timing. I saw the shadows in her gaze, the lurking betrayal of her soon-to-be ex-husband that she’d equated to a sucking chest wound.

      “Well, that would be a switch from solving real murders,” I said as we followed one of the hosts into The Gilded Cage.

      Attending the murder mystery dinner suggested by Matt was the first time in the last couple of weeks that Dee had shown any interest in a social activity. See: Her desire to become a PI.

      Justin, my awesome four-year-old nephew, was with his father—AKA Darren Dumbass—for the weekend. I couldn’t watch my sister wallow on the couch in a bathrobe marathoning Snapped episodes while elbows deep in a gallon of rocky road ice cream. For one, neither one of us needed more ideas about how to murder Darren, and for another, she refused to share the ice cream.

      My ghost professor, elderly smart-ass Jack Withers, who lived in the same fancy neighborhood as my sister and had his own weird connection to the Other World, had taught me a few tricks when it came to dealing with the dead. I could call spirits (I tried not to), I could push them away (but not the really strong ones like Diamond), and I could build mental shields to protect me somewhat from the emotional emanations of the dead. Former breathing humans who had their lives taken ended up hanging on to the earthly plane with a mixture of rage and sadness. Unfortunately, none of this helped me when it came to dealing with live human emotions, and my sister was rife with them.

      “General Haddock?” Matt steered us toward a silver-haired gentleman with incredibly good posture and a buzz cut. The man was seating an older woman with short, brown hair wearing a modest, but well-fitting blue dress with a matching clutch. I figured she was the wife.

      “Matt. Good to see you.” General Haddock held out his hand. “Do you remember my wife, Sarah?”

      “I remember she made amazing peanut butter cookies,” said Matt. After Matt shook the general’s hand, he reached out to Sarah. She took his hand and covered it with her own, her smile revealing dimples.

      “It’s easy to impress a twelve-year-old,” she said.

      Matt laughed then he gestured toward Dee and I. “This is my girlfriend, Violetta Graves, and her sister, Dee Hamilton.”

      We did the whole handshake thing again.

      “It’s lovely to meet you,” said Sarah. I’d bet a set of Prada heels she was the social extension of her husband, who stood stiffly beside her chair. Yep. General Haddock looked like he was chewing on rocks.

      “Are you here for vacation, sir?” asked Matt.

      “Business,” said the General. “I’m the keynote speaker for the Information, Science, and Technology conference. We’re only here Saturday and Sunday.”

      “I heard your dad was in Alaska scaring the grizzlies,” said Sarah, drawing the conversation back toward Matt.

      Alaska? Huh. This was news to me, mostly because Matt had never really discussed his parents.

      “That’s Mom,” said Matt, grinning. “They’re living in Sitka if you ever want to visit.”

      “That’s too damned cold,” said General Haddock. “Why do you think I’ve never left Las Vegas?”

      We all chuckled.

      “Please tell your parents we said hello.” Sarah’s smile never wavered, but I took her comment as “okay, you can go away now.”

      “I’ll tell them,” said Matt. “Have a nice evening.”

      The Haddocks murmured their goodbyes and Matt led us to a table with a setting for three. This was the VIP table, and it included a bottle of merlot. Yep. Just one perk of being the guests of a Las Vegas homicide detective. Actually, it was the only perk because Matt refused to give hints about anything crime related. Matt said that the mystery dinners were limited to about twenty participants, which was fine by me. I interacted more than enough with rowdy, drunk people thanks to my job as a cocktail waitress.

      “How do you know that guy?” asked Dee.

      “My dad’s a physicist. He used to work for Army intelligence—as a civilian. But he and General Haddock became pretty good friends.”

      “Does he work at Area 51?” I looked over my shoulder. I found General Haddock staring in our direction, a frown marring his brow. When he saw me looking back, he turned away.

      “It’s not something my dad ever talked about—and still won’t.”

      “He worked on alien spaceships, didn’t he?” surmised Dee. “I bet he saw the little green men, too.”

      “They’re gray,” I corrected. “Haven’t you ever seen Communion?”

      “No. But I have watched ET, and he was square-headed and brown.”

      “I knew the Haddocks as a kid,” said Matt, probably in an effort to stop the incoming alien debate between Dee and I. “After I started high school, Dad returned to working in the private sector, and we didn’t really see the general after that.”

      “Mr. Stone?” a young woman carrying a clipboard and a harried expression stopped next to Matt. “We’re having a mini-crisis with one of the actors about his motive for murder.”

      “Excuse me,” said Matt.

      After he left, I turned toward Dee. She looked so tired. I hated that my sister was in so much pain.  I picked up the uncorked wine bottle and poured her a glass. I put my hand on Dee’s shoulder and gave it a light squeeze. “Given all our recent experiences, I think we’ll find the killer first,” I said optimistically. “Plus, we have a pinch hitter.”

      She picked up the wine glass and drank about half of it. “Matt is the consultant. He helped plan the murder. So, he can’t help us solve it.”

      “You’d be surprised what a man will do for some kissy-kissy time.”

      “Yeah?” said Dee, smirking. “What exactly will you be kissing?”

      “Shut up and drink your free wine.”

      I looked around the room, still feeling unaccountably unnerved. Calm down, Vie. Sheesh. Maybe the idea of being around another murder—whether or not it was real—had given me the jitters. I blew out a breath and tried to get ahold of myself.

      Matt returned, and a few minutes later, the mystery dinner started. As we ate the aforementioned rubber chicken and mixed vegetables, we listened to the actors planted among the guests set up the situation.

      Dr. Ludwig Greenspan had invented a formula that could cure cancer. The suspects included the CEO of a pharmaceutical company, a nurse with a dying mother, the doctor’s two adult children, a private detective, and the rest of us. The guy playing Dr. Greenspan, dressed in a pinstriped suit, had a gray beard, a monocle, and spoke with a British accent. He was pompous, and it was obvious several of his guests didn’t like him, so it was no surprise when Dr. Greenspan lurched from his chair, grabbing at his throat. Foam bubbled from his lips. He dropped to the floor, gagging and gasping.

      Silence settled like a thick blanket over the crowd.

      The doctor’s daughter, er … Penelope, I think, leapt out of her chair and knelt next to the doctor. “Oh no!” yelled the woman. “Dad!”

      Everyone, including us, stood up and looked over the table to the prone man.  His eyes were wide and fixed. I was impressed by the convincing death stare.

      “Wow,” said Dee. “He’s good.”

      “He sure is,” said a voice next to me.

      I turned to my right and saw Dr. Greenspan standing next to me. I looked again at the corpse and returned my attention to the other Dr. Greenspan. “Is that your twin?” I asked. “Because the whole twin thing was not included in the mystery, and that’s cheating to randomly introduce another character this late in the game.”

      The guy next to me frowned. “What are you talking about?” I watched him walk through the table and bend down to look at the dead guy. Oh, crap. Crap. Crap. Crap!

      I grabbed Matt’s hand but didn’t say anything as he laced his fingers in mine and gave me a “what gives?” look.

      Dr. Greenspan returned to me, looking decidedly unnerved. “What the hell is going on?” he asked. His accent had disappeared, and as I watched, the beard and monocle faded. In seconds, I was looking at the actor who’d been playing the doctor.

      “I’m sorry, dude,” I whispered out of the corner of my mouth. “You’re dead.”

      “That’s impossible. This isn’t a real murder mystery.”

      “Violetta?” Matt was staring at me strangely. “Whom are you talking to?”

      “Dr. Greenspan,” I leaned in and said, “Or the guy who was playing him. That fake corpse over there? Well, he’s uh … not fake.”

      “What?” Matt let go of my hand and made a beeline through the dinner guests who were already bouncing theories off each other about possible motives and potential suspects. He bent down and pressed his fingers against the guy’s neck. He studied Dr. Greenspan’s face. “Everyone, sit down now,” he barked. He took out his cell phone and one-clicked a number. “This is Detective Matt Stone. We have a murder at the Gilded Cage. I need back-up, CSI, and the coroner.”

      “This sure is realistic,” said a guy standing near the wall swirling a mixed drink.

      Matt glared at him. “Sit down, or I’ll arrest you for obstruction of justice.”

      The man hurriedly took a seat. The atmosphere of the room changed as people began to understand this situation wasn’t part of the performance.

      Damn it.

      Someone had actually killed Dr. Greenspan.
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      Joseph Monetti, Matt’s partner and the newest inductee into the Violetta Graves Club of Secrets, stared at me. Monetti knew about my ability because I’d recently helped his mother cross over. Her parting words were to tell her only son that he wasn’t so only. He had a half-sister somewhere. That was me—deliverer of good news and positive vibes. Speaking of vibes, my sense of dread had not alleviated, which sucked. I mean, hey, another murder within my vicinity might’ve explained my weird anxiety except that I still felt like I was gonna jump out of my skin.

      I returned my attention back to Monetti. The homicide detective was snappily dressed in a tailored suit, his hair slicked back, and his shoes shinier than the chandelier above us. We sat at a table as far away from the crime scene as possible. He was supposed to be taking my witness statement. The problem was that he couldn’t exactly notate that “the witness talked to the deceased moments after death.” Besides, it wasn’t like the dead guy was exactly helpful. He had no idea how he’d been killed. Hell, he hadn’t accepted he was dead until he went and took a second look at the body.

      The look Monetti gave me was somewhere between pity and frustration. Was it my fault I ended up around corpses far more often than I wanted? Nope. Was it my fault they couldn’t give me useful information about their deaths? Double nope.

      “So you discovered the body less than a minute after he died?” asked Monetti.

      “To be fair,” I told him, “I technically did not discover this body.”

      “The body discovered her,” said Dee.

      “I can’t write that down.” Monetti shook his head. “You’re like catnip for dead people.”

      “Yeah,” agreed my sister. She poured herself another glass of Merlot from bottle #2. “You’re deadnip.”

      She and Monetti grinned at me.

      “You are very bright,” added Gregory Sedgewick, the former Dr. Greenspan. “I don’t mean smart. I mean literally bright.”

      “Thanks, Greg.” I rolled my eyes at the ghost. “You sure know how to compliment a lady.”

      “You wanna ask Mr. Sedgewick if he has any enemies? Or any pissed-off ex-lovers?” Monetti’s pen hovered over his small notebook.

      “He can hear you,” I said. I glanced at Gregory. “Well?”

      “I’m an actor in a competitive market. I wouldn’t call my rivals enemies, though.”

      I glanced around The Gilded Cage. The small dinner theatre’s décor reflected the Victorian era: dark red wallpaper with gold patterns, replica antique tables and chairs, huge chandeliers, and a patterned carpet that made me dizzy if I stared at it for too long. “How many rivals did you have for this gig?”

      Greg crossed his arms and stuck his nose in the air. “There are no small roles,” he said indignantly. “Only small actors.”

      And, apparently, really big egos. “How about some names, Greg?” I asked.

      “Michael Wendoff. We’re often up for the same roles.” Greg waved his hand in an elaborate, dramatic gesture. “And there’s Hillary Conrad. We had a teensy falling out over the definition of ‘exclusive.’” He actually finger quoted the word.

      I relayed the names to Monetti.

      “Anyone else?” I asked Gregory.

      He looked down at the table. “Well, I … um, had sex with Kathy Seaver.”

      The girl who played his daughter? “Gross!”

      “We’re only two years apart,” he protested. “And we’re not related.”

      “Still gross.” I looked at Monetti. “He was banging Kathy Seaver—the actress who played his daughter.”

      “Yuck,” said my sister.

      “I know, right?”

      “We’re not related! Jesus, people. It’s called acting.” Gregory puffed up like an outraged peacock. “Kathy and I have a mutually beneficial relationship.”

      “Yeah? What was your definition of exclusive again?” I asked him.

      He cleared his throat. “Hillary made assumptions—and so did Kathy. I never told either of them I was monogamous.”

      “Ol’ Gregory is a cheating dickhead,” I told Monetti.

      “Hey!” protested the cheating dickhead.

      Dee pointed her finger to the left side of me, and hissed, “You make me sick! What it is with men and their dicks? They can’t find just one hole to love?”

      “He’s over here,” I said, jabbing my thumb to the right. “Did you mean to say hole? Or ho? Because technically, there is more than one hole to love on a single person.”

      “Whatever.” Dee slung back the rest of her wine. “Hole. Ho. Whore. You know what I mean.”

      “Okay.” Monetti moved the wine bottle out of my sister’s reach. “I think I get the gist. You two … er, three stay here.”

      A few minutes later, Monetti returned. “Kathy Seaver just confessed. She made Mr. Sedgewick a very spicy bloody Mary with a lethal dose of hydrogen cyanide.”

      “Where did she get that? The Murder Store?” asked Dee.

      “Turns out she’s got friendly with a chemist and talked him out of cyanide.” Monetti waved his hand around. “There’s some kind of chemistry convention going on here.  We got 250 nerds who can probably make poison outta baking soda and toothpaste.”

      “I love a good spicy bloody Mary,” said Gregory. “She brought it to me just after we’d finished dessert.”

      “Mr. Cheater,” slurred Dee, squinting as though she could see Gregory. “A woman scorned is hell.”

      “I think the quote is ‘Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned,’” said Monetti.

      “Yeah. That.” Dee crossed her arms and lay her head down on the table. Within two seconds, we heard a light snore.

      “I didn’t deserve to die because I like having sex with multiple women.” Gregory’s face reddened, and his eyes bulged as anger took over his befuddlement. “She had no right!”

      “No, she didn’t,” I said. “But you’re boned, dude. You have to move on.”

      “To where?”

      “I don’t know. Don’t you see the light or hear angels singing?”

      Gregory glared at me. “No.”

      I could see ghosts—but I’d never gotten a glimpse of what came next. The doorway to the Great Wherever seemed to be different for everyone. The bride had mentioned a beautiful light before she disappeared. Another ghost, a guy who’d died of brain cancer, boogie-woogied his way into the sky swearing he heard Wham!’s “Wake Me Up Before You Go-Go.”

      “Well, I don’t know what to tell you,” I said. “Dead people are supposed to go somewhere else.”

      “You’re not all that helpful.”

      “Well, neither are you.”

      Gregory stamped his foot. “Fuck this. I’m going to see Kathy.”

      “Why? She can’t see or hear you.”

      “Yelling at her might make me feel better.” Gregory marched up to Kathy, who was getting handcuffed by a uniformed police officer. He followed the woman and the police out of the restaurant and screamed, “Bitch!” at the top of his lungs.

      “Wow,” I muttered. “He’s not taking the whole getting murdered thing very well.”

      “Can’t imagine why,” said Monetti drolly. His gaze slipped to my passed-out sister. “You need help with Ms. Scorned?”

      “Nah. I’m aces at getting drunks out of casinos.”

      He chuckled. “Okay, then. Stay safe, Vie.”

      “Always. Would you let Matt know Dee and I are going home?”

      “Will do.”

      I stood up and stretched. I needed to loosen my muscles in order to drag my sister outta this place.

      “Miss Graves?”

      Surprised, I turned toward General Haddock. He stood alone, his posture so correct my back hurt for him. I wondered where the wife had gone. “Hey,” I said because I’m such a terrific conversationalist.

      “Helluva turn of events,” he said. His light blue gaze reminded me of glaciers. He smiled, but it didn’t melt the cold of his eyes.

      “Good thing they had a homicide detective on hand, right?”

      “Indeed,” said the general. “How did you know Mr. Sedgewick was actually dead?”

      “Me?” My heart dropped to my toes. No way in hell I was telling an Army intelligence officer who probably dissected aliens on a regular basis that I could talk to ghosts. “Matt’s the one who figured it out.”

      “Hmm. What do you do you for a living, Miss Graves? A nurse, maybe?”

      “Cocktail waitress,” I said. Panic created an insane urge to babble. Christ. Like I needed more stress in my life. “I’ll save you the trouble of checking out my background. I’ve lived in Vegas my whole life, I barely graduated high school, and I never went to college. I have no skills other than wearing high heels for eight hours at a time and being able to tie a cherry stem with my tongue.” I blew out a breath and tried to calm my racing heart.

      “Why are you so nervous?”

      “Why are you, a complete fucking stranger, asking me stupid questions?” I fired back.

      Both of his brows rose nearly to his hairline. I imagine a general was unaccustomed to getting yelled at. Well, I wasn’t in the Army, I didn’t know him from dick, and I owed him exactly zero information.

      “What are you doing here anyway?” I asked him. “Don’t you have space aliens to interrogate?”

      “We only do that on Tuesdays,” he said drolly.

      “Well, I don’t want to keep you.” I rounded the table. “C’mon, sis.” I took Dee under the arms and lifted her to her feet. “There’s a cab with our name on it.”

      “I don’t want to put my name on Cab. Tattoos are forever!”

      Oh, lord. My sister’s brain was seriously pickled. I placed one of her arms over my shoulder and directed her to “move her ass.”

      “I’ll see you later, Miss Graves,” said General Haddock.

      “Not if I can help it,” I muttered.

      Dee’s attempts to walk consisted of wobbling and stepping on my feet. I managed to get her out of the dinner theater and into the central plaza. The bells and whistles of slot machines competed with loud conversations and raucous laughter.

      What was the deal with all the people in white lab coats? I noticed several of them wore laminated badges. Ah. A convention—the chemists Monetti had mentioned. Or maybe it was a “We Love Lab Coats” get-together. In Vegas, everything was possible.

      I went around the perimeter trying to avoid the majority of the crowd. I heard snatches of conversation with sentences like “that hydrogen bonding experiment was insane” and “I’m so getting that new microarray spotter.”

      I ended up in the lobby where it was slightly less crowded. P.S. It was far easier to drag my drunk-ass sister across the marble floor.

      “Violetta!”

      I turned, slinging Dee around with me. She groaned. “Stop the merry-go-round! I’m gonna throw-up.”

      “If you puke on me, I’m dropping you face first into the nearest hard object.”

      Edison “E.L.” Klatch stood less than a foot behind me. He was the billionaire owner of multiple hotel-casinos, and God knew what else. Unfortunately, he’d owned the casino where the magician had been killed. More unfortunately, he seemed to think being friends with my sister and me was a good idea.

      “What’s up, Money?” I asked.

      He grinned and lifted his Hulk arms in an “all this is mine” gesture. “What do you think of my newest acquisition?”

      “You own Farraday’s now?” I asked. I waved my free hand at him. “I’m guessing it’s easier to ask what you don’t own.”

      “It’s difficult possessing more than half the planet,” he said. “It’s not all rainbows and Versace, you know.”

      “You are such a liar.”

      Edison laughed. Then he peered down at Dee. “Is she okay?”

      “Liar!” yelled Dee. Then she belched.

      “She’s a classy drunk, I tell ya. I better get her home before she decorates your new shiny floors with partially digested merlot and chocolate cake.”

      “I can arrange a penthouse suite.”

      “Well, thanks, but I can’t afford a regular hotel room here much less a suite.”

      “You don’t have to pay for it,” he said, looking mildly offended.

      “You’re shitting me.”

      One black eyebrow winged upward. “I would never shit you.”

      Dee was heavy. My own head was starting to pound. I felt exhausted and on edge. Screw it. I wasn’t going to turn down a free penthouse suite. “You’re in luck. Her adorable son is with his jack-off dad for the weekend, and I’m getting tired of holding her sorry ass up.”

      “Fuck off,” muttered Dee.

      “No problem.” Edison, the size of a linebacker, easily picked Dee up and swung her into his arms, cradling her like a baby.

      “Dude. How much is that suit?”

      He looked down the tailored suit that perfectly encased his huge muscles. “I don’t know. Five or so thousand.”

      “Dollars? You spent five fucking thousand dollars on a suit?” I made a gimme gesture. “Give her back. If she pukes on you, she’ll insist on getting it cleaned—and she’ll have to sell her kidney to do it.”

      “I’m not giving her back. Follow me.”

      To be honest, Edison’s wealth freaked me out. I liked the guy, but seriously, I was so far down the money ladder that I couldn’t see the top of it. Hell, I couldn’t see the middle of it.

      Edison strode to a roped-off elevator where a security guard stood watch. The man pushed the UP button and removed the rope. The doors dinged and opened. I followed Edison into the elevator.

      “It’s cool letting us stay here.”

      Edison studied me the way a principal might size up a kid sent to his office. I know this particular expression well because, surprise, I spent a lot of time in the principal’s office. “You seem nervous, Violetta.”

      “No offense, Edison, but you’re super wealthy—and we’re not. Me, especially. At least Dee has a good credit score. I mean, she can even afford to shop at Whole Foods.”

      “Do you think I choose my friends based on the size of their pocketbooks?”

      “First, no one says pocketbooks anymore, and second, I have no idea how you choose your friends.”

      Edison looked me straight in the eye. “Do you plan on asking me for money?”

      Cold shock rooted me to the floor. “Well, fuck you.” Okay, look, I’d beg for cash from my sister because that’s the burden you bear when you’re related to me. But otherwise, I’d rather live on the streets than ask friends for moola. I’d couch surf, sure, but I knew how hard it was to live paycheck to paycheck. I wasn’t taking food out of anyone else’s mouth because I was a screw-up. I glared at Edison. “You know what? You can shove your penthouse suite up your rich ass. Gimme my sister and take us back to the lobby.”

      “Nope.” He grinned. “You’re rough around the edges, Violetta, but your heart is pure.”

      “Thanks for the Hallmark moment. Sheesh, Edison. What kind of meds are you taking?”

      He laughed. Then the elevator doors opened. Edison stepped out, and I followed.

      “You’re crazy,” I said.

      “When you’re a billionaire, they call that ‘eccentric.’”

      “Whatever. Just for that, I’m drinking everything you have in the mini-fridge.”

      Edison laughed as we entered a luxurious living room. “The suite has its own kitchen as well as a fully stocked bar.”

      “I like a challenge.”

      “You’re welcome to anything in here, Violetta.” Edison turned down a hallway, and we passed three bedrooms and two bathrooms. Then we entered a room that was bigger than my last apartment. And by apartment, I meant a room at the Motel 6.

      Decorated in crèmes and beiges, it had a four-poster bed that belonged in a medieval castle, a sitting area with a wall-mounted flat screen TV, a closet approximately the size of a football field, and a bathroom that mimicked a Roman bath I’d once seen in a History Channel documentary.

      “This is insane.” I pulled back the covers on the bed and Edison gently lay my sister down. I rolled her onto her side. I didn’t think she was wasted enough to vomit in her sleep, but I wasn’t taking any chances. Edison took off my sister’s flats, aligning them neatly by the bed. Then he pulled the covers over her. God, he was sweet. Rich, handsome, thoughtful, impeccably dressed, and he said things like “your heart is pure.” It was like he stepped off the pages of a romance novel. But he was obviously mentally deficient. See: Friends with Violetta and crazy younger sister.

      “The other bedrooms aren’t quite as nice,” said Edison.

      I was sure his idea of “nice” and mine were worlds apart. “No way am I letting Dee hog the best bedroom.” Besides the bed was big enough for ten people and I wasn’t leaving my passed-out sister alone. At least she was soused because of merlot and not Grandma’s Gut Punch Tea. If that had been the case, Dee would be hugging the toilet and begging to die.

      “The suite comes with a butler and a chef, both who will be here in the morning.”

      “How about no?”

      “No?” Edison looked at me, obviously surprised.

      “I don’t want someone I’m not sleeping with to pick up my mess and then cook me breakfast.”

      “If it makes you feel better, Bette and Peter might well sleep with you to ease your conscience.”

      “Sorry. My vagina is reserved for Matt.”

      Edison barked a laugh. “Noted.” He stepped back, but I caught the look he gave my sister. Oh Em Gee.

      “She’s in the middle of a vicious divorce,” I said.

      His expression blanked as he glanced at me. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      “Don’t be too sorry. Darren Hamilton is a shithead, and my sister deserves better. It’s about time she got rid of his stupid ass.”

      “Darren Hamilton?” He frowned. “Why does that name sound familiar?”

      “He’s an assistant district attorney.”

      Edison snapped his fingers. “Yes. He’s running for District Attorney next year. His campaign manager has asked me for an official endorsement.” He pursed his lips. “Hamilton is hosting his kick-off fundraiser at the Farraday—of course, he wants me to attend.”

      Darren was running for DA? This was news to me—and probably news to my sister, too. I got a bad feeling. I thought about the divorce paperwork Darren had served Dee. That motherfucker was up to something. Why would he run for DA now? Wouldn’t the divorce tarnish his image? Didn’t people like to vote for family-oriented candidates? The bad feeling bloomed into dark foreboding.

      Shit.

      “Are you all right, Violetta?” asked Edison. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      “What?” I screeched. “Where?”
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      It took a second for me to realize Edison wasn’t actually saying I saw ghosts. He stared at me with raised brows. “Sorry,” I said sheepishly. “I’m really tired, and my brain hurts.”

      “I’ll let you get some sleep.”

      “Oh, uh, Edison?”

      He paused. “Yes?”

      “Dee and I were at the dinner theatre tonight—you know, The Gilded Cage? One of the actors poisoned her lover. For real.”

      “You’re saying there’s been another murder on one of my properties?” He blinked. “It hasn’t even been a month since Blaine Angel was killed at The Black Dragon.”

      “Sorry,” I said, even though I was—for the most part—an innocent bystander. “Matt and Monetti are handling it. The killer confessed and got arrested, so at least there won’t be a drawn-out investigation.”

      He nodded. “Thanks for letting me know.”

      After Edison left, I threw myself on the bed and face-planted into the pillow. It smelled like roses and money. Ah. The good life.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I held Dee’s hand tightly as we ran through dust-clogged air. I heard crashes. Screams. Cries. “Hurry,” I said, yanking her along. “Run, damn it!”

      Then the floor beneath me cracked open. I fell backward, down, down, down into the deep black of nothingness.

      I woke up at 3 a.m.

      I don’t know what jerked me out of the nightmare, but I was glad to be awake. My heart pounded, and sweat dripped down my temples. I stumbled out of bed and went into the bathroom. I shut the door and flipped on the lights. It took me a few seconds to find the actual toilet, which was tucked into its own little room.

      After relieving myself, I washed my hands and then splashed cold water on my face. Dread clung to my insides and squeezed my lungs. What the fuck was going on? I couldn’t shake my apprehension—and that shit was bleeding into my dreams.

      Trying to shake off the bad vibes, I returned to the bedroom and checked on Dee. She hadn’t moved an inch, and she was snoring like a champ. I tucked myself back into bed, but it took a while to go back to sleep.

      [image: ]
* * *

      SHINY LADY!”

      I woke up, my head throbbing and my mouth dry. When my eyes focused, I saw Ben the Ghost standing above me, looking as unshowered and unkempt as I’d ever seen him. Even in death, he kept up his homeless persona. After I had my anti-ghost amulet confiscated by my sue-happy ex-boyfriend, Ben was the first spirit I’d met. He helped me escape a murder rap by making the real killer confess and then he decided to hang around.

      I sat up and stared at him, my eyes still trying to adjust to the bright morning light streaming through the window. Who the hell opened the curtains? Ugh.

      “Miss Violetta, you gotta get up.”

      “What? Why?” The urgency in his tone had me scooting off the bed and shoving my feet into my high heels. I was still dressed in the black leather mini-skirt and ruffled red blouse I’d worn to the mystery dinner last night.

      “What’s wrong, Ben? Why are you—” Sudden realization stopped me cold. Ben had attached himself to my adorable nephew and rarely left his side. He considered himself Justin’s protector, but he was here, so that meant… “Oh, God. Did something happen to Justin?”

      “He’s in the hospital. He got really sick last night. Darren’s been trying to call Dee.”

      I rounded the bed and shook Dee awake. “Get up.”

      “Five more minutes,” she muttered, throwing the covers over her head.

      “Justin’s in the hospital.”

      My sister tossed off the bedspread and shot to her feet.

      “What happened?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Dee wiped her mouth, looking pale and shaky.

      The master bedroom had a mini-fridge (because walking down the hallway and into the kitchen would be too inconvenient, obviously). I opened it and grabbed a cold bottle of water. “Chug this.”

      She accepted the bottle and twisted off the cap.  While she gulped down the water, she took a gander at the room. She finished the bottle and said, “Where the hell are we?”

      “Penthouse suite at Farraday’s. Edison owns the property and gave us the room.

      “Oh.” She blinked at me. “How do you know Justin’s in the hospital? Did Darren call you?”

      “Ben told me. He said Justin got sick after dinner last night.”

      She stared at me, confused. “Ben?”

      “Ben the ghost. You know, Ghost Ben. He watches over Justin,” I said. After Ben had delivered his message, he’d disappeared—no doubt to resume his vigil over my nephew.

      Dee appeared too dazed to absorb that news. Still shaking, she retrieved her phone and listened to her voicemail messages. The rest of the color drained from her face. “Justin’s at Goodman Medical Center. Oh, my God.”

      I called down to the hotel desk to ask them to hold a cab for us. I was told that Mr. Klatch had arranged for us to use one of his personal limos. “It’ll be ready for you, Ms. Graves.”

      “We can’t afford a limo,” I protested.

      “It’s free to you, ma’am.”

      I wasn’t going to argue with free.

      Ten minutes later, we were hurrying across the lobby, dodging more than a few of lab-coated people. Dee was slightly ahead of me. The next thing I knew, I had slammed into a man wearing a baseball cap and sunglasses. I felt a sting on my hand and jerked back. “Ouch!” Had he pinched me? Who pinches a stranger on the hand?

      “Sorry,” he said. He maneuvered around me and kept booking.

      Whatever. A few seconds later, I slid into the plush interior of the limousine. I could count on one hand how many times I’d ridden in a limo. One. And this was it.

      The ride to the medical center was the longest in my life, despite the fact that our driver took our “drive this limo like you fucking stole it” instructions to heart. During the trip, I filled Dee in on the news that her almost ex-asshole was making a bid for District Attorney next year. She absorbed the information but said little. I could tell that her thoughts were only for Justin.

      When we got to the hospital, Dee was out of the car and running toward the entrance before I could move. I leaned in through the sliding glass window and tried to give the guy a $20 bill. He shook his head. “No, miss. Mr. Klatch told me to be at your disposable. I’ll park and wait for you.”

      I didn’t argue. I’d bust Edison’s chops later. “Thank you.”

      By the time I got to the information desk, my sister had already gotten directions from the two little old ladies behind the counter.

      Dee steered me toward the bank of elevators, her grip on my arm somewhat painful. I wasn’t going to complain, though. If I felt panicked at the thought of Justin being hurt, I couldn’t imagine how Dee felt. If she had to cut off my circulation to feel better, then fine.

      “Do you think he’s all right?” Her voice was small, quiet. “What if he’s in a coma? Or dead? Jesus. Oh, Jesus.”

      “He’s not dead.”

      “How would you—” she paled until her face was the color of chalk. She swayed, and, for a second, I thought my sister might collapse. “You’d see him, wouldn’t you? If he was dead?”

      “Don’t even think like that. He’s not dead,” I said. Saying the word dead when talking about my nephew freaked me out. “Whatever’s happened to Justin, you can handle it. Freak out now if you have to, but get it out of your system before we see him, okay?”

      “I will. I’ll be brave. And stoic. And smile a lot.” Dee bared her teeth. “See?”

      “You’ll scare him if you smile like that. But it’ll come in handy the next time you meet a werewolf.”

      Ding. The elevator doors opened, and we stepped into a hallway. Dee and I found Room 401. It was just off the nurse’s station. My skin felt too tight. Worry had shrunk me and made my bones and muscles contract until I felt bloodless.

      Justin laid in the bed, apparently asleep, his only protection against the cold room a thin, blue blanket. The big metal rails created a pseudo crib. He looked so small in the bed’s huge whiteness. Machines beeped and hummed—a nightmare lullaby in this horrid nursery. I saw the IV-line dangling from his left arm, noted the paleness of his face, the even rise and fall of his chest.

      Tears formed as I watched my sister put her hand on top of his head and stroke his scalp. She leaned down and kissed him.

      The door opened. Darren and a blonde—the Hermes-and-Bellagio blonde my brother-in-law had been banging—entered the room, each holding a Styrofoam cup, talking to each other in low voices.

      They looked up at us, surprise reflected in both of their expressions. Amber immediately dropped her gaze to study her Jimmy Choo high heels, but Darren went into attack mode.

      “It’s about time you got here,” Darren whispered in a furious voice. “Where have you been?” He walked to Dee, his face a mask of anger, then stopped, and glared at me. “Good Christ. You smell like cigarettes and alcohol. Are you drunk?” He wheeled on his wife. “Are you drunk?”

      Dee ignored the jib. “What happened?”

      “Turned into Miss Party Girl, haven’t you?” he hissed.

      “Defensive much?” I muttered.

      “Outside,” said Dee. “Now.”

      I went to the hospital door and opened it. Dee grabbed Darren’s arm and dragged him out of the room. Miss Boobs went to follow, and I glared at her. “Private convo,” I said. Then I shut the door and stood next to Dee in the hallway.

      “What happened to Justin?” asked Dee.

      “What happened to you? You suddenly have an urge to drink and carouse and make an ass out of yourself?” His words dripped acid. Darren’s face was mottled with hostility, and a weird vein on his forehead was visible, a throbbing purple line snaking across his skull.

      “Don’t you go all prosecuting attorney on me,” said Dee in a low voice. “I’ve been married to you for seven years. I know your tricks. And trying to make me out to be the bad guy when Justin ended up in the hospital on your watch is not going to work.”

      Darren straightened, making a physical effort to restrain his emotions. “She didn’t know, okay? She didn’t know, and it’s not her fault.”

      “What? Who?”

      “Amber. She made the appetizers for the dinner. She didn’t know Justin was allergic to shellfish.”

      Wait a minute. The dinner? Who made fancy seafood appetizers for a family meal? Dee must’ve noticed the same thing I had. Plus, as Darren’s wife, she was the one in charge of the dinners—the ones held for those VIPs who could help Darren progress in his career.  What I couldn’t figure out is why he would do that at Amber’s home—like his friends and co-workers wouldn’t notice he’d switched out his wife for a new girlfriend?

      “So, you hosted a work dinner last night at Amber’s house?” asked Dee, echoing my thoughts.

      “What if I did?”

      “And who was watching Justin?”

      “He was at the party.”

      “Now, it’s a party?” Dee pressed her lips together. “Why is Justin in the hospital, Darren? Did the EpiPen not work?”

      Darren turned crimson, and his silence spoke volumes. Finally, he cleared his throat and said, “I couldn’t find it.”

      “Did you look in the side pocket of his backpack? I’ve told you repeatedly where his EpiPen is located.”

      “We … uh, made him leave it. At your house.” He huffed out a breath. “We got him a new backpack.”

      “Why?”

      “He’s too old for Dinosaur Saves the Day.”

      Dee let that idiotic comment pass. “You’re supposed to have a backup at your house. That’s why the doctor gave me an extra prescription—so you would have a fucking EpiPen.”

      “I haven’t had time to fill it,” he said lamely. “It’s been busy at the office.”

      “Busy planning your run for DA,” I muttered.

      He slanted a look at me, his expression one of mild shock.

      “Yeah, we know about that,” said Dee. “Maybe you should worry less about your campaign and more about your son. Jesus H. Christ, Darren. At what point were you planning on telling your girlfriend this little detail about Justin? After he died from anaphylactic shock?”

      “What about you? It’s not like you’re doing a banner job as his mother.”

      Oh. My. God. The absolute nerve of this fucking ass monkey nearly made my head spin. Justin was in the hospital because Darren hadn’t bothered to make sure he had a backup EpiPen, but Dee was the issue? I curled my fists and kept them clenched at my sides. This was Dee’s battle so I would keep my mouth shut. But the urge to throttle Darren’s little turkey neck was very, very strong.

      Dee laughed—a short, bitter choking sound. “When’s the last time you took him to a doctor’s appointment? To the park? To anywhere that wasn’t your girlfriend’s house?” She stepped toward him, the proximity of her rage forcing him to back away. “You don’t know the first thing about taking care of Justin. You came home, ate dinner, kissed him good night, and watched CNN.” She kept moving forward, and Darren continued flailing backward, further and further, until his ass met the half-wall of the nurses’ station. The two nurses behind the counter stared at us, as well as an elderly couple who’d stopped shuffling down the hallway to watch the show. “Now you get him on weekends—the two fun days of the week where you don’t have to do any of the mundane, boring, thankless tasks of a real parent!”

      To my delight, Darren stared at Dee with wide eyes, looking at her as if she’d grown an extra two feet, turned red, revealed a tail, and shown him her cloven hooves and sharp horns. He cleared his throat, his mouth working, his fists clenching and unclenching, and managed to pull himself together. “Who do you think pays for all that stuff?”

      “You think I give a shit about your money? You think money will buy Justin’s love?”

      I saw regret in Darren’s gaze. For about two seconds. Then he opened his mouth and said, “He needs a stable environment with two parents all the time.” His gaze flicked to me. “Right now, he lives in a house with your crazy slut of a sister and you. And you’re suffering from depression. You even got a prescription for Xanax. You’re unemployed. How will you support Justin?”

      Dee looked like she’d been punched in the stomach.

      “You suck,” I said. I wasn’t insulted by his description of me. All I cared about was Dee. He really knew how to make her feel shitty. Asshole.

      “You said, two parents. You’re marrying her?” Dee’s asked, pain in her voice. She stood her ground, her gaze on Darren’s. “You want to give that bitch my son? My house? My fucking life?”

      Darren’s expression smoothed. He lowered his tone to almost conciliatory. “Nevada is a community property state, Deidre. As long as we can agree—”

      “I’m not discussing our divorce while my son is lying in a hospital bed, recovering from something that should’ve never happened. You think a judge will look kindly on a stepmother who poisons children?”

      “It was an accident.”

      “It was preventable. With an EpiPen.” She ground out the words, frustration and fury evident in every syllable.

      “Darren.” I turned at the sound of Amber’s voice. She was halfway out of the door. “Justin’s awake.”

      Dee spun on her heel and hurried to the room. Amber took one look at my sister’s face and scuttled across the hall, her expression fearful. What did she think Dee was going to do to her? Body-slam her? My sister wouldn’t do that.

      But I sure as hell would.

      “Shiny lady.” I turned and saw Ben. He looked worried and anxious.

      “It’s going to be okay,” I whispered out of the corner of my mouth. “Hey, would you be willing to harass Darren for a few minutes? Dee needs time with Justin.”

      Even though dead people could touch me, I was the exception. Most spirits were inert. They existed in the limbo between the earthly plane and whatever awaited us in the beyond. Ben was one of the few ghosts I’d met who could manipulate matter. Remember when I said he’d “helped” me with that murder rap? He’d possessed the murderer’s body and made her confess to her crimes.

      As for stalling Darren, Ben took my request to heart. He marched up to Dumbass, stuck his ghost arm into Darren’s flesh-and-blood arm and then promptly made the douchebag punch himself in the face.

      Hard.

      Darren cried out as blood spurted from his nose.

      “Oh, my God,” said Amber. She looked horrified.

      “He does that a lot,” I said. Ben looked satisfied with his efforts. I’m not gonna lie and say I was sorry Darren was bleeding all over his designer shoes. I offered Amber a toothy smile.  “Aren’t you the lucky girl?”

      I went into Justin’s room and shut the door. “Hi, squirt!” I pasted a grin on my face as I walked to the bed. “I hear you got to throw up a lot.”

      He nodded. His face was pale, and his eyes glazed with drugged sleep. “It was yucky.”

      Dee leaned down and kissed him. “I’m so sorry, honey.” Then she put her arms around him and hugged him.

      “Mommy, I can’t breathe.”

      She released Justin, her eyes wet with tears. “Go back to sleep. Mommy’s gonna stay right here.”

      “And Ben, too?” asked my nephew.

      “Definitely,” she said.

      Reassured, Justin closed his little peepers and returned to the slumber of the innocent.

      Dee looked at me with brows raised. “You told him about Ben?”

      “Um. Not exactly.” Dee’s stare burned a hole right through my guilty heart. “He … uh, can kinda see him.”

      Dee moved away from the bed and pulled me into the corner. “My son has the gift? Did you give it to him?”

      “No. And no. First, I don’t know how to give anyone the gift. Grandma didn’t leave instructions. Second, Justin’s a kid. Lots of kids can see spirits.”

      “That’s not a thing.”

      “Yes, it is. Google that shit.”

      “So Justin can see ghosts?”

      “He can see Ben. Ben’s like his guardian angel. Only dirtier and without the wings.” I held my hands up. “As far as I know, Justin can only see other ghosts if they’re around me.”

      “It’s because you’re shiny,” added Ben, who now stood by the bed, holding vigil over my nephew. “Sometimes Justin can see ghosts because they’re standing in your light.”

      I chose not to relay that info to Dee. She was already crossing Crazy Street on her way to Rage Town thanks to Darren Dumbass. I spotted a backpack lying on a built-in shelf meant to keep patient’s personal items. I pulled it off.

      Dee and I studied the red and blue exterior. Emblazoned across it was: “My Daddy is Running for DA. Vote for Darren Hamilton!”

      “Too old for Dinosaur Saves the Day, huh?” Dee gripped the backpack as though she intended to rip it in two. “We are so burning this.”

      “”Hell yeah we are.”

      She shoved the backpack onto the shelf. “I’m going to talk to the doctor and see if they’ll put a cot in the room for me.”

      “I’m off tonight,” I said. “So, I’m staying, too. I’ll take the uncomfortable chair with the wobbly leg.”

      “Good. Because I’m not sharing the cot. You steal blankets.”

      “Well, you snore like a freight train. We all have our burdens to bear, sis.”

      Dee smirked at me and left to find the doctor.
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      I couldn’t see the face of my attacker. Whatever it was kept pinching and poking me.

      Poke. Pinch. Poke. Pinch. Poke. Poke. Poke.

      I woke up in time to feel the wafer-thin blanket pulled off my shoulders. And someone really was jabbing me in the arm. It took me a second to get my bearings. Oh, yeah. I was sleeping in my nephew’s hospital room. Dee had curled up in bed with Justin—so I ended up with the cot after all.

      “Excuse me,” said a male voice.

      Irritated, I stared at the dude leaning over me. He had a shock of white hair that stood straight up—like he’d been electrified or something. His wrinkled face told me he was approximately 300 years old give or take a millennium.

      “Who the fuck are you?”

      “Ted.” He gestured behind him. “That’s Grace, Wilbur, Thurston, Jerry, and Martin.”

      I sat up and saw a crowd of people in hospital gowns standing around the room. Ben stood next to Justin’s bed. I caught his gaze. “They’re dead, right?”

      “Yep.” He looked at the ghosts. “Well, except that guy.” He pointed to a short, pudgy man with thinning brown hair, the aforementioned Jerry. “He’s just in a coma.”

      “Terrific.” I swung my legs off the cot. “What do you want?” I whispered.

      “We need a fourth for bridge,” said the woman, her rusty-chain voice sarcastic as all fuck. Ms. Crabby looked like a crumpled piece of paper with tightly permed hair and rheumy blue eyes. “Are you an idiot?”

      “Sometimes,” I said.

      My admission silenced her. She crossed her little crinkled arms and harrumphed at me.

      “There’s more of us,” said Ted. “We need to talk to you.”

      God. When did I become the Dr. Phil of the spirit world?

      “Yeah. Fine.” I got up. I skipped the heels this time, and I’d have killed for a clean shirt and jeans. Barefoot, I followed Ted out of the room. The hallway lights were dimmed, the hospital’s only concession that it was too damn early.

      “What time is it?” I asked Ted.

      “I’m not even sure what year it is,” he answered.

      They escorted me to a stairwell and then led me down five flights of stairs even though we were only on the fourth floor. “Are you taking me to the morgue?” I said. “Because I’m okay with ghosts, but not with corpses.”

      “You can’t have one without the other,” groused the old lady. “What kind of psychic are you?”

      “I’m not a psychic.”

      “You’re not much of anything else from what I can see.”

      “I don’t think you can see at all,” I said. “Good thing you’re dead, or you’d be running into walls instead of through them.”

      “You should respect your elders.”

      “Says who?”

      The ghosts all walked through the metal door. I pulled on the handle, but it was locked. Oh, for fuck’s sake.

      Ted poked his head through the wall. “What are you doing?”

      “Reflecting on my poor life choices.” I rolled my eyes. “It’s locked.”

      “Oh, right. Sorry.”

      I heard the lock disengage, and I opened the door. I stepped into a dark and dusty hallway. Flickering fluorescent lights and the musty smell of disuse immediately gave me the “this is the part in the horror film where the girl is hacked to death” vibe.

      “What is this place?” I asked.

      “It’s mostly used for storage.” Ted pointed up. “Sorry about the lights. When a bunch of us get together, we tend to disrupt electric currents.” He waved me onward. “C’mon.”

      He led me into an empty room with the same irritating flickering light show as in the hallway. Paint peeled away from the walls, the concrete floor had a lot of ugly brown stains, and the smell was like bleach had been throw in here, lit on fire, and doused with rotting food. One side of the room was filled with several rows of square metal doors.

      Fantastic. I was standing in the old morgue. Fucking ghosts.

      “There aren’t any corpses down here,” said Grace. She paused and then smiled winsomely. “Well, not that we know of.”

      “Gee. Thanks. I feel all warm and fuzzy from your reassurances.”

      “It’s the only room not filled with boxes and equipment,” said Ted apologetically.

      “Ugh.” I stayed near the door, far away from the file cabinets of death.  Once I’d acclimated to the room—and my eyes adjusted to the shadowy confines—I was able to focus on the ghosts.

      There were a shit ton of them.

      A lot of them were old, but I saw a few mid-lifers and, to my horror, children. My heart squeezed. The collective sadness and outrage emanating from them nearly overwhelmed me. I took a deep breath and built a mental shield, just the way Professor Cranky Butt taught me, and the grief reduced from a thunderstorm to light rain.

      “Sheesh,” I managed, my voice unsteady. I cleared my throat. “What is this? A meeting of Ghosts Anonymous?”

      Ted, who appeared to be the leader of this spirit brigade, gestured to all the people behind him. “Ms. Graves, we’re all victims of Dr. Gerald Harvor.”

      “Wow. He doesn’t seem to have a good track record of saving lives.” I made a mental note to stay the hell away from Dr. Gerald Harvor. And I would make damned sure he wasn’t the one overseeing the care of my nephew.

      “He killed us on purpose,” said Grace.

      “How do you know?”

      Grace turned and looked at Ted. “She’s too dumb to help us.”

      “Your face is dumb,” I said, showing my awesome level of maturity.

      Grace displayed her hands in a “see what I mean” gesture.

      “It’s not like we have a choice,” said Ted. “She’s the only one who can see and hear us.”

      “I feel so special.” I sighed. “Seriously, though. I’m tired, sans coffee, and my don’t-give-a shit meter is in the red zone.” Liar, liar, pants on fire. I did care. And the ache in my heart throbbed like an open wound. “Do you need help crossing over or what?”

      “We can’t leave,” said Ted. “Not until Dr. Harvor is stopped for good.”

      I blinked. “What are asking me to do? Kill him?”

      “Would you?” asked Grace. I was alarmed at the amount of hope in her voice.

      Well, that was scary. I was standing in the midst of ghost vigilantes. “Sorry. My services don’t include killing people. How sure are you that you all were actually murdered? No offense, but, in my experience, spirits are not reliable witnesses to their own deaths. Besides, most of you look like natural-cause cases.”

      “Being old doesn’t mean all of us are on the cusp of death,” groused Grace. “I was healthy as an ox. Nothing wrong with my ticker.”

      Ted shot Grace an irritated look. “It wasn’t hard to figure out once we started showing up as ghosts in the same hospital. The guy’s only been here a couple of years. And there are more than thirty of us. More show up every few weeks or so.” Ted reached out and gripped my forearm. “If he’s not caught now, there will be more deaths. A lot more. And soon.”

      His sense of urgency was freaking me out. “Why? What’s going to happen?”

      “You know that strange quiet before a storm?” asked Ted. “Where the silence makes the hairs stand up on the back of your neck?”

      Well, I knew the strange quiet before a convention rolled into town and unleashed the caged animals that were businesspeople. It was the pretty much the same. Add Diamond LaRue’s warning to the mix, my creepy-assed dreams and my unexplained and persistent dread, and we might end up with a helluva storm. “Yeah,” I said. “Sure.”

      “It’s like that now in the Otherworld,” continued Ted. “For spirits to get antsy, whatever’s going to happen will be big and bad.”

      “Where is this big bad is gonna happen? And when?”

      Ted grimaced. “We don’t know.”

      “Seriously. You got nothing?”

      “Being dead doesn’t automatically make us omniscient,” said Grace. “But we do know that when new victims show up at this hospital, Dr. Harvor will be like a pig in shit.”

      I had to say, I was starting to like the ol’ girl. She reminded me of my pain-in-the-ass ghost stalker Laverna. But here’s the thing, I only needed one Laverna in my life. Actually, I needed zero Lavernas in my life, but it turned out that I didn’t get a choice.

      I shouldn’t be surprised by the doom-and-gloom prediction. Between the awful nightmares and crushing anxiety, I’d been a freaking wreck. It was bad enough that I was up to my eyeballs in ghosts—now I had to worry about the living before they joined the spirit world.

      Well, I couldn’t do anything about it now. But I could deal with Dr. Harvor. I inhaled a deep breath. “My boyfriend’s a homicide cop. I’ll contact him and see what we can do.” I saw the disappointment in Ted’s eyes. “Hey, I won’t let Dr. Asshole kill anyone else, all right?”

      He nodded. “Thank you, Ms. Graves.”
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      After Ted led me back to the exit and disappeared, I hauled my tired ass up the stairs. One of the benefits of being a high-heel-wearing cocktail waitress is that I have phenomenal calves. It helped that I’d given up smoking, too. For once, my lungs didn’t feel like they were going to collapse.

      When I reached the fourth-floor door, I stopped in the stairwell. My cell phone was tucked into my skirt pocket. That explained why my hip hurt—I’d slept on the damned thing.

      The display told me it was 5:23 a.m. And that I only had 10% juice left. I scrolled through my contacts and choose “Mr. Cranky Butt McGee” AKA Mr. Jack Withers, my friend and mentor. I wanted to ask him about the big bad, and if he was getting any Otherworldly vibes.

      The call went directly to voicemail.

      Worry immediately crowded my insides. Mr. Withers was old as fuck. Maybe he slipped in the bathtub or had a heart attack.

      Because I’m the type of person who pushes the elevator button more than once, I called Mr. Withers again.

      Surprise. I got his voicemail. “You better not be dead,” I said, “or I will kill you.”

      I hung up then I hurried to Justin’s hospital room. Mother and son were snoring in tandem. I grabbed my purse and my shoes. I figured Dee would be sufficiently distracted with motherly fussing and bossing hospital personnel around once she got up, so I had time to go check in on Mr. Withers, drop by the house to change clothes, and retrieve Justin’s red cape (which was really his blanket woobie). Hell, if I was quick enough, I might even get back before she opened her peepers.

      When I got outside the hospital’s entrance doors, I opened my phone and clicked the Lyft app. If I’d been a better planner, I would’ve requested the car right after I’d decided to go check on Mr. Withers. My phone flashed a warning that I was now at 8% battery life. Thanks, phone. Now shut up.

      Before I could complete my Lyft request, a black stretch limo pulled up to the curb. The passenger side window slid down. “Miss Graves?”

      I’d completely forgotten about the limo driver. Guilt punched me in the gut. “Please tell me you have not been waiting this whole time.”

      “Mr. Klatch was very clear in his instructions. I’m to stay with you and your sister.”

      “I’m horrible human being,” I said. “I’m so sorry.”

      He offered a bright, sincere smile. “Don’t worry about me, Miss Graves. I’m good with occupying my time. Mr. Klatch treats his employees very well. There’s always food and drink in the limo for drivers. And I’ve gotten a few hours sleep in the back.”

      “Is there a bathroom in that limo?” I asked.

      “No, but there is one just off the hospital lobby.”

      “Huh.” I was about solidarity with the working man, so I said, “Well, you deserve overtime pay.”

      “I’m getting triple pay, plus a bonus for being available twenty-four seven.”

      “For real? Shit. I’m officially over feeling bad for you since I am plotting ways to steal your job,” I said. “Let’s go, Jeeves.” I hopped in the back and immediately melted into the absolute comfy decadence. “Rich people got it good.”

      “Sure do.” The driver pulled away from the hospital. “Where to?”

      I gave him the address of Mr. Withers’ house. He plugged in the destination to the in-console GPS. I fell into a heap on the back seat and closed my eyes.

      “Miss Graves?”

      The male voice brought me back from dark dreamland—another nightmare of running and screaming and falling. Christ. I was really starting to hate all this impending doom crap. I sat up and blearily looked out the window. The old man’s house looked the same as always, and I could see the flicker of a TV screen through half-opened living room curtains. “Okay. I’m going to make sure my friend’s not dead. And if the coot is still breathing, I should be back in a few minutes.”

      “Would you like me to go with you?”

      “Why?” I asked as I poked my head into the little window. “You wanna help me bury the body?”

      He didn’t even blink. “I’ve got a shovel in the back.”

      I laughed. “You’re all right, Jeeves.”

      “You can call me Jeeves if you like, Miss Graves. But my actual name is Julio.”

      “If I’m calling you Julio, you’re calling me Violetta.”

      “As you wish, Violetta.”

      I stumbled out of the limo and jogged to the porch. I realized I’d left my keys in my purse, so I returned to the limo, grabbed my bag, and galloped back to Mr. Withers’ front door. The second I got it open, I yelled, “Where are you, you bastard?”

      “In here,” yelled Mr. Withers. “Ass deep in ghosts.”

      I hurried through the foyer and into the living room. As per usual, my friend was sitting in his recliner, but instead of watching the Food Network, he was holding up his cane and shaking it at all the freaking dead people. There were a dozen or so crowded into the space. Back when Mr. Withers told me he could see and speak to the dead, he’d explained that they looked like faded pictures—and he couldn’t touch them. Apparently, my family gift was really strong and, yay me, I seemed to actually straddle the earthly realm and the Otherworld.

      Thanks, Grandma.

      “Who are these people?” I asked.

      “Locals from the cemetery that’s about five miles away from here. They showed up last night, and I can’t get rid of these fuckers.”

      “Yeah, I just had the same experience at the hospital.”

      “What the hell were you doing at the hospital?”

      “Darren’s girlfriend almost killed Justin by feeding him shellfish. Apparently, Dumbass forgot to tell her that Justin has a deadly food allergy. And he also forgot to pick up an EpiPen in case that shit happened.”

      Mr. Withers thought of Justin as the grandson he’d never had. In fact, me, my sister, and my nephew had become Mr. Withers de facto family.

      “That’s it,” he said. “My Colt .45 is in my nightstand drawer. Get it and take me to that asshole. I’ll shoot him myself.”

      “I love my freedom too much to help you do that.”

      “I’ll do the time,” he replied. “It’s not like I got a lot left anyway.”

      “They don’t let you watch Food Network in prison.” I waved at all the dead people. “Hey, guys.”

      I got a variety of waves and greetings. “Let me guess. There’s a disturbance in the Otherworld force?”

      “Exactly,” said Mr. Withers. “Reminds me of how the spirits acted right before the MGM Grand fire in 1980.”

      “Before my time, old man.”

      “The MGM Grand used to be where Bally’s is now. An electrical fire started in a ground-floor restaurant. Eighty people died, and more than six-hundred were injured.” He shook his head. “A week before it happened, I had nightmares. And the ghosts drove me crazy.”

      “Shit,” I said, as my entire body went cold. “I’ve been having nightmares. And anxiety. And the ghosts are all over me.” I looked at Jack. “Does that mean something’s gonna blow up soon?” Like my brain from all this stress.

      “Not necessarily. It could be anything disastrous. If it’s got the Other Side into a tizzy, it’ll probably be awful. It takes a lot to rattle the dead.” He pointed his cane at the milling spirits. “I’ve asked them six different ways to Sunday. They don’t know anything—except how to annoy me.”

      I threw my hands up in the air. “What’s the point of having a direct line to the afterlife if we can’t use it to stop terrible things from happening?”

      “It’s not like they have social media. There ain’t no Tweeter for ghosties.”

      “It’s called Twitter.”

      “Hmph. Well, everyone on there is twits, so that makes sense.”

      Several of the ghosts were wearing pajamas. I wondered if that’s what they were buried in—or if the dead just wanted to be comfortable like everyone else. Also, I was totally going with the pajama option for my dead body. I planned to force Dee to sing Journey’s “Don’t Stop Believing” karaoke-style at my funeral. She hated that song, but she loved me enough to suffer through it. Yep. I was gonna be an asshole even after I died. Dee would expect no less.

      I briefly told Jack about the victims of Dr. Harvor.

      “Jesus Christ. You need to get rid of that guy.”

      “I’ll let Matt get rid of him. He’s got the badge.” I looked around. “Is there a way to remove the excess ghosts?”

      Mr. Withers shook his head. “Not until whatever happens, happens.”

      “Well, how come these dead people are here instead of wherever the disaster zone is?”

      “Violetta, I’m not dead yet. So I don’t know why ghosts do shit.” He sighed. “You’re going to have to figure it out on your own.”

      I wondered how Julio might feel about driving me around for hours on end to see if I could detect a potential crisis. I knew I would hate it. Why subject anyone else to that horribleness? Looked like me and my piece-of-shit car were going on a road trip. “Jesus, old man. Vegas is hella bigger than it was in the 1980s.”

      “Then you better get started.” His voice was all smartass, but his gaze was full of worry.

      “By the way, I’m pissed at you. Why didn’t you answer your phone?”

      “I didn’t hear it. Not with all this racket.”

      I went into the kitchen and grabbed the mobile handset from its cradle. I put it on the side table next to Mr. Grumpy’s recliner. “Don’t make me come back here and whoop your ass.”

      “Hah. You can try, missy.” He turned toward the TV. “Hey, lady in the leisure suit—move! I wanna watch my cake porn.”

      And on that note, I left.

      When I returned to the limo, Julio asked, “Need the shovel?”

      “Nah. The old fart managed to stave off death for another day.” I looked at my phone. The screen was dark. Shit. “Do you know what time it is?”

      “Almost 6:30 a.m. Where to next?”

      “Home. I have to wash the Vegas off me before I go back to the hospital.”
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      When we got to the house, what did I spy with my little-jaded eye? Darren’s Mercedes. Well, son-of-a-bitch. Supposedly, he’d handed over all the keys to Dee. Looked like he made copies, probably before he’d dropped the divorce bombshell on my sister. I guess he figured that since he put his son in the hospital, he’d have time to drop by and do some nefarious shit.

      I got out of the limo and surveyed the boxes neatly lined up on the right side of the driveway. They were open—and full of my stuff. A pit opened in my stomach. What. The. Fuck.

      Before I could march into the house and kick Darren in the balls, he walked out—with a uniformed cop. I looked around and noted the cop car parked up the street. Ugh. Then I realized my car was nowhere to be found. I put my hands on my hips and glared at Darren Dipshit.

      He pointed at me. “There she is, Officer Cappelle.” Aaron Cappelle was my ol’ high school buddy. He crossed the driveway while Darren aimed a vicious smile in my direction.

      “Where’s my car?” I yelled.

      “It got towed,” Darren crowed. “You really should stay up-to-date on your emissions inspection and registration.”

      Goddamn it. I was a few days—okay months—behind on getting my car inspected and re-registered. I’d been broke for a really long time, and even with a free roof over my head and a full-time job, I still wasn’t solvent enough to get my car legal. The thing is, after my ex-boyfriend took me to civil court and got the $5,000 judgment against me, that debt was considered part of his estate. So, I was still giving money to a dead guy. Luckily, Matt was able to wrangle me a payment plan. I was two months away from finally paying it all off.

      Shit. I probably owed more in fines and late fees than the car was worth. Darren might’ve called the police and tattled on me, but I gave him the bomb to lob at me by failing to uphold my car owner duties.

      When Aaron reached me, his gaze regretful, he handed me a manila envelope.

      “I’m sorry about this, Vie,” he said. “But Mr. Hamilton has a restraining order against you. You’re not allowed within three-hundred feet of him or his property.”

      “This is my sister’s property, too,” I said. “Can’t I stay on her half?”

      He shook his head. “Do you need help with your boxes?”

      To my horror, I felt tears crowd my eyes. “How did he get a restraining order? I haven’t done anything wrong.”

      He cocked an eyebrow. Aaron had been part of too many of my wild high school days to believe I was completely innocent.

      “Seriously,” I protested.

      “Mr. Hamilton claims one incident of physical assault.”

      “I didn’t touch him!”

      “He said you pushed on his chest in an aggressive way.”

      “Pushed on his…” My mouth dropped open. Flabbergasted, I looked at Aaron. “Oh, my God. I poked him in the chest with one finger.”

      “And there’s a claim of continued verbal abuse that makes him fear for his life.”

      “You’re telling me he can cry to the law because I hurt his feelings?”

      Aaron lowered his voice. “It’s because he’s an assistant district attorney with friends in high places. I’m sorry, Vie. But I have to enforce the order.”

      “Fine. But if I’m getting accused of physical assault, then I’m going over there to punch him in the dick.” Fury surged through me. I attempted to maneuver around Aaron.

      Aaron put his hand on my shoulder to stop my forward motion. “I don’t want to arrest you, Vie.”

      “Violetta?” Julio unfolded himself from the limo. He was tall. Like really tall and built like an oak tree, not unlike his boss, who was approximately the size of an overgrown grizzly bear.

      “Holy shit!” said Aaron. “Julio García, former linebacker of the OU Sooners. I saw you the Sugar Bowl in 2014. You were awesome.”

      “Thanks, man.”

      Aaron shook his head. “It’s a damned shame about your knee.”

      Julio shrugged. “What are you gonna do? It happened, and I moved on.” His gaze met mine. “Is there a problem, Violetta?”

      “Yes, there’s a problem,” yelled Darren from his safety position near the porch. “She’s not allowed on my property.” He pointed at me again. “Please vacate these premises before I have Officer Capelle arrest you.”

      “Asshole,” muttered Aaron. He looked at me. “Sorry, Vie.”

      The gathered tears dripped down my cheeks. I was mortified beyond belief. I wasn’t a crier, damn it.

      “Are these your personal effects?” asked Julio, waving toward the boxes.

      “Yes,” yelled Darren. “All that crap is hers.”

      Julio turned a full-force scowl on Darren that had my brother-in-law scrambling backward. Julio’s furious silence implied a threat that Dumbass apparently took to heart. I would be forever grateful to Julio for making my brother-in-law jump like a scared rabbit.

      With the help of Aaron and Julio, I loaded my boxes into the trunk of the limo. Aaron gave me an awkward pat on the shoulder. “This is so shitty, Vie.”

      “Yeah. Well. Welcome to my life.” I offered him a wavering smile. “Thanks for being so cool.”

      He nodded and retreated up the driveway. Julio opened the limo’s back door for me. He looked down and studied my pathetic expression. “Do you need a hug?” he asked.

      “Can I have a rain check?” I asked. “Before this day is over, I’ll need a hug, a bottle of vodka, and a gun to commit murder. Will you visit me in jail?”

      “Every day,” said Julio.

      I shoved my sorry self into the limo.

      “Where would you like to go, Violetta?”

      “Back to the geezer’s house. I’ll store my stuff in his garage for now, then back to the hospital.” I pulled my cell phone out of my purse. I push the button on the side, but the phone didn’t turn on. Shit. The juice was officially all gone. And since Darren had packed up my life, I had no idea where the charger was currently located.

      Awesome.
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      Wearing the same funked-up clothing was so gross. I couldn’t bear to put on my high heels, so I carried them along with my purse into the hospital. The two little old ladies manning the information counter were talking to a tall man wearing a T-shirt, jeans, and sneakers.

      What I’d give to wear those clothes. They looked so comfy. Ugh. I wanted a long, hot shower. And a bed. Now that I wasn’t allowed to stay at Dee’s, I already mourned the loss of the snuggly soft mattress and memory foam pillow. Oh, and the 1,000 thread count sheets.

      Jack had offered me one of his spare bedrooms, and I’d said yes. I was grateful for his hospitality and for the proximity. Now, I could keep a better eye on the old man. Not that I would ever admit it to him, but I worried about Jack. He was a spitfire, yet, he was also frail and in declining health.

      As I got into the elevator and pressed the “4” button, the guy who’d been at the information desk stepped inside.

      “What floor?” I asked politely.

      He looked at the display. “Already pressed.” He smiled at me. “Guess you’re psychic.”

      Ha, ha, rando dude.

      If I had to name this guy’s look, I’d call it Everyday Joe. He had short brown hair, the kind of face I associated with teachers and scientists, and an otherwise unremarkable appearance. His eyes, however, were anything but ordinary. Lion’s eyes—sparkling amber with a predatory gleam. His smile widened and his gaze mellowed, making me wonder if I’d imagined the look in his eyes. Probably. He’d been talking to the information gals, so I knew he wasn’t a ghost. I’d had enough of ghosts, damn it. Still … he seemed familiar.

      “Have we met before?” I asked.

      “No,” he said. “I’d remember meeting you.”

      I narrowed my gaze. “What does that mean?”

      “You’re pretty,” he responded, unfazed by my grumpy demeanor.

      We reached the fourth floor, and we both tried to exit at the same time. He bumped me pretty hard, and I stumbled, losing my footing. The man grabbed me by the waist to keep me from falling over, which was awkward, considering my ass punched him in the stomach.

      “Shit. I’m sorry,” he said.  He let go of me and stepped back, putting his hands behind his back as if to say, “No Rapist Here.” I was too tired to do much more than scowl at him. He followed me out and then turned down the opposite hallway. Something about that guy bothered me. Maybe I was jumping at shadows. With all the ghosts and nightmares and Justin’s illness, I was more on edge than usual. And I hadn’t even had coffee yet.

      When I entered Justin’s room, I saw Darren and Amber huddled in the far corner. It had taken me twenty minutes with Julio’s help to unload all my boxes and put them in Jack’s garage. And another twenty-five just to get back to the hospital. Still, I was surprised that Darren had beaten me to Goodman Medical Center—and with his ho in tow.

      My sister was at Justin’s bedside, her glare apparently keeping the asshole couple at bay.

      “Where have you been?” asked my sister. Her tone was even, but I knew her anger was banked for Justin’s benefit, even though my nephew was asleep. I could hear the worry in her tone, and I felt like shit I hadn’t at least left a note.

      “I went to check on Mr. Withers. And then I went to the house where Mr. Hamilton informed me I was forbidden by court order to be within 300 feet of him or his property.”

      Dee’s head swiveled slowly toward Darren. “You. Did. What?”

      “I warned you,” he said in a low voice. He glanced at Justin, who snored—his little mouth slightly opened. He had the red cape clasped in his arms, so I could only assume Darren had brought it from the house. At least he’d done something that wasn’t completely douche-y. “I told you to remove her from the premises.”

      Dee said nothing. She stared at Darren until he flushed red. Then he looked at me, “You’re in violation of the protection order. Do you want me to call the police?”

      “I’ll wait outside,” I said. “Way down the hallway so his highness won’t have to breathe the same air as me.”

      Dee nodded, but she didn’t take her gaze off Darren. Amber, who apparently had a better sense of self-preservation, muttered something about going to the ladies’ room and fled.

      Feeling defeated, I scuttled down the hallway. I leaned against the wall and closed my eyes. Wow. What a day. And it was barely after 8 a.m.

      “Violetta?” The sound of Matt’s voice jerked me out of my pity party. I opened my eyes and saw him walking toward me. I closed the distance between us and threw myself into his arms.

      And you know what he did?

      He gathered me close, even though I smelled like a cow patty. He stroked my hair, even though it was the texture of tumbleweeds. And he told me everything would be okay with such tender understanding that I burst into tears. Again.

      “Violetta, what happened?” Edison’s concerned voice interrupted my weeping. He stood about a foot away holding Get Well Soon balloons and the biggest stuffed dinosaur I’d ever seen.

      Matt kept his arm around my shoulders while I sniffled. “It’s been a gruesome day.” I inhaled a shaky breath. “How did you guys know about Justin?”

      “Your phone kept going to voicemail, so I called Dee,” said Matt. He kissed me on the forehead. “She told me about Justin. I came as soon as I could.”

      “I called to check in with Julio,” offered Edison. “He told me you and Dee were at the hospital because Dee’s son was admitted. He got food poisoning?”

      “No, his father didn’t keep an EpiPen on hand so that when his four-year-old son accidentally ate shellfish, he couldn’t dose him.”

      Edison frowned. “Poor Justin.”

      “Did you let Julio go home?” I asked. “Twenty-four hours in my company has probably scarred him for life.”

      “He can take it,” said Edison. “And yes, I sent him home.”

      “Vie!” Dee hurried down the hallway, pulled me out of Matt’s embrace, and hugged me hard. She pulled back and said, “You have some fucking nerve. You leave without telling anyone. You don’t answer your phone. If I hadn’t called Mr. Withers, I wouldn’t have known you were alive.” She hugged me again. “God, you’re annoying!”

      “I love you, too,” I said.

      She finally let me go. “The protection order is bullshit. Gah!” She ground her teeth. “Darren told me he had your car towed, too. “

      “Wait. What?” asked Matt.

      Briefly, I told everyone about my morning—sans ghosts, of course. I also let everyone know I’d be bunking with Jack until further notice.

      “Let’s see what I can do about your car. And the EPO.” Matt kissed my forehead again and then walked away as he took out his cell phone.

      “It’s nice dating a cop,” I said.

      “I know a few judges,” said Edison, “and I have an army of lawyers. If Matt can’t get the protection order removed, maybe I can.”

      Dee stared at him. “You’d do that? Why?”

      “Because you and Vie are my friends.”

      Dee opened her mouth, but Edison stalled any response by saying, “I’ve already gotten the money lecture from your sister. Please. Let me help.”

      “We accept,” I said. “Just you so you know, I will never be able to pay you back. I mean, I could clean your house or something.”

      “No,” said Dee. “You don’t fully grasp the concept of cleaning. But I could do it.”

      “Mrs. Hennessy would kill me if I allowed anyone else near the housework. She’s very particular.”

      Neither Dee nor I knew how to respond to that.

      “Thank you, Edison,” said Dee. Oh. Well, I guess I didn’t know how to respond. This was why Dee got the Better Sister Award.

      “It’s my pleasure,” he replied.

      My sister and Edison smiled at each other, and I swear the air sizzled between them. Oh, no. No, no, no kiddies. We were not going down that road.  I yanked my sister’s hair, effectively ending the flying sparks.

      “Ow!” She slapped my hand away. “What’s wrong with you?”

      “That’s a long list. I don’t think we have time to go over it.”

      Dee rubbed the sore spot on her head. “You’re a terrible person.”

      “Well, duh.”

      “Mr. Klatch?” Darren’s voice was like nails on a chalkboard to my ears. He hurried to our little group and pushed his way in. “How are you?” He held out his hand, but Edison’s hands were full so he couldn’t complete a handshake.  He offered a sorry-no-can-do shrug.

      “Uh. Yeah. Right.” Darren dropped his arm. He glanced at the toy and the balloons. Then he said, “I hope you’ll come to the cocktail party I’m hosting at the Farraday tomorrow evening. I’d love your support in my efforts to become DA, sir.”

      “I’m sorry, Mr. Hamilton. I was planning on taking Violetta as my plus one,” Edison lied smoothly, “but I just found out she’s not allowed within 300 feet of you.”

      Darren didn’t seem to register Edison’s words for a moment, but when he did, his stunned expression was priceless. He finally noticed Dee and me, and his brain seemed to connect the fact that Edison was standing in the hallway conversing with us. His mortal enemies.

      “I … uh, that’s just a misunderstanding,” said Darren. He turned a plastic smile toward me. “Violetta, I’d love for you to attend the cocktail party.”

      “You would not,” I said sour-faced. “You’d rather see me boiled in acid than talk to me. Fuck you.”

      His face reddened until it was nearly purple. Because I really was a terrible person I hoped he was having a brain aneurysm.

      As if the situation weren’t awkward enough, Amber the Adulteress sauntered up to our little group and exclaimed, “Edison? Oh, my goodness. I haven’t seen you since Senator Dawson’s wedding. That was what, a year ago?”

      “About,” answered Edison. “Is everything okay with your family?”

      “Everything’s fine.” She wrapped her hand around Darren’s bicep. “I’m here with Darren. His son is ill.” She offered Edison a winsome smile. “I do hope you’ll attend our little soiree at the Farraday.”

      “It starts at 5:30 p.m.,” said Darren lamely. He looked around at us, offered another plastic smile and walked with Amber back to Justin’s hospital room.

      “Does anyone else have frostbite?” I asked. “Because Amber expertly froze us out.”

      “We might be invisible,” said Dee. “Wow. What fucking nerve.”

      “Amber is your husband’s … um, girlfriend?” asked Edison.

      “Yeah. Though she’s already acting like his wife.” Dee expelled a shaky breath. “Darren just keeps pushing the knife deeper and deeper. Twatwaffle.”

      Darren and Amber had acted like Dee were no more important than the dirt on their fancy shoes. Like she didn’t exist. Oh, my God. I wanted to set them on fire and throw them out the nearest window.

      “How do you know her?” I asked Edison to distract myself from committing homicide.

      “Amber Dawson is the first daughter of Nevada,” he said. “Her father is the governor, Gary Dawson.”

      “Oh,” said Dee. “Well, that explains a lot.”

      Yes, it did. Darren had officially discarded any shred of decency in the name of ambition. Amber didn’t seem to have any problem with the fact her boyfriend was still married. And that told me all I needed to know about her character.

      Darren and Amber came out of Justin’s room again, patently ignoring us as they walked in the opposite direction.

      “Are they leaving?” asked Dee hopefully.

      “The cafeteria is in that direction,” I said. “So, nope.”

      “Fuck.” Dee placed a hand on Edison’s forearm. “It’s so sweet of you to bring those for Justin. Would you like to meet him?”

      “Move!” The command came from a dark-haired man wearing a scowl and exuding an aura of arrogance that nearly knocked us over. We adjusted our position in the hallway, and he buzzed past us, white lab coat fluttering.

      Ted and Grace popped up in front me.

      “Aaaaah!” I reared back and slapped my hand against my chest. You know, the hand that held my high heels, which painfully gouged my breasts.  “Christ! Don’t do that.”

      The ghosts blocked my view of Dee and Edison. Well, part of Edison. He was a human wall.  Billionaire Boy stared at me. “Uh … do what?”

      “Nothing.” I glared at the ghosts. “There’s something I need to tell Matt. Like, right now.”

      “Too late, lazy ass. That’s him!” said Grace excitedly. I looked past Dee and Edison and saw the doctor who’d nearly flattened us with his self-importance go into a room two down from Justin’s.

      Shit. I didn’t have time to convince Edison I wasn’t nuts. “That’s him? The douchebag doctor?”

      “Yes,” said Ted. “That’s Dr. Harvor!”

      I dropped my purse and my heels and took off at a full run.

      “Violetta!” yelled Dee.

      “Hurry up,” I screamed back. “We have an emergency.”

      “We watched him get lidocaine,” said Grace as she race-floated next to me. “That’s what he likes to kill with.”

      I slammed open the door and hurried forward, watching in horror as the doctor stepped away from the elderly woman’s IV bag, an expanded syringe in his hand. Ted and Grace were agitated, swirling in the air like angry fog.

      My sister and Edison came in behind me. “Take out the IV, Dee. Now!”

      She didn’t hesitate. She reached over the bed and pinched the IV line to prevent the liquid from flowing into the lady’s arm and removed the embedded needle.

      “You can’t do that,” said the doctor. He stared at me. “What’s wrong with you?”

      “You son of a bitch.” I stalked toward him. I grabbed an empty plastic cup from the bed tray and thrust it at him. “Put the syringe in here. Now, goddamn it.”

      “You can’t talk to me like that! I’m getting security.”

      “The. Syringe.”

      “Do as she says,” said Edison. Compared to the doctor’s thin, willowy form, Edison looked like the Hulk, even while holding balloons and a stuffed animal. I loved that Edison unquestioningly took my side. That kind of loyalty was rare. Faced with Edison’s menacing presence, Dr. Harvor put the syringe into the cup. “This is unacceptable. I will have you escorted off the property and arrested.”

      The door opened, and Matt stepped inside. He held my purse and high heels. “What’s going on?”

      “He tried to murder this lady,” I said. “Just like he murdered thirty other people.”

      Everyone pinned their gazes on Dr. Harvor. The man’s face turned ashen. “That’s ridiculous,” he said, but his voice quivered. “I have an exemplary record.”

      Grace appeared next to the doctor, her wrinkled face squished with fury. “The hell you do!” Grace let out a howl and grabbed the doctor by the arms. Then she whirled the doctor around and slammed him into the wall.

      To everyone else, it looked like the doctor had jumped into the wall and knocked himself unconscious. Ted appeared and gave the doctor a good kick in the ribs.

      “Quick, cuff him,” I said to Matt.

      “I can’t arrest an unconscious man.”

      “I’ll go get a doctor,” said Edison, looking slightly dazed.

      After he left, Matt handed me my purse and heels. “Please tell me you have evidence to show probable cause.”

      “Uh…”
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      I sat with Detective Joseph Monetti in the empty break room. He was supposed to be taking my statement, but what he was really doing was listening to me relate the stories of the gabillion ghosts who’d been Dr. Harvor’s victims. Matt was dealing with the fallout of my sudden accusation, and Edison had brought in his army of lawyers to make sure the rest of us (okay, me) didn’t go to jail.

      Despite Dr. Harvor’s accusation of physical assault, I hadn’t been taken into custody. It helped that I had three other witnesses who attested to the doctor knocking himself out. Darren’s response to the drama was to keep his mouth shut and stay out of the way. I know, right? I think Edison’s friendship with Dee and me had shattered his big, fat ego.

      “Hey,” said Monetti. “You all right?”

      “It’s Sunday,” I said. “And I’ve made myself part of two murder investigations since Friday.” Well, three, if you counted Diamond La Rue, which I did, but since I hadn’t followed through on digging into her case yet, I’d leave it at the two Monetti knew about.

      “That’s what you get for being an overachiever.”

      I choked out a tired laugh. “Yeah. You got me pegged.”

      The break room door opened. Matt, a doctor wearing scrubs and a lab coat, and a couple of official-looking men entered. Matt and the taller of the two officials came to me while the doctor and the other guy stayed about three feet away.  “Grant McKay,” said the blonde-haired guy with the tailored suit and a predator’s smile. “I’m your attorney.”

      “Oh.” I exchanged a look with Matt. He gave a slight nod, which I took to mean, “go with this.”

      “I’m Dr. Sarta, chief of staff,” said the balding doctor wearing glasses and a tired expression. “The syringe had lidocaine in it. If that dose had gotten into Mrs. Wilhem, it would’ve killed her.”

      “Now wait a minute!” Suit #2 was young, his ensemble didn’t fit quite as well McKay’s, and he exuded an excited puppy vibe.

      “So my client not only saved one of your patients,” said McKay smoothly, “she stopped the murderer you keep on staff.”

      “No, that’s not … no. Listen, the hospital is not liable—”

      “Yes, it is,” interrupted McKay. “We’ve become aware of other suspicious deaths—more patients of Dr. Harvor.”

      Wow. That was quick work. I glanced at Monetti who looked as surprised as I felt.

      “I believe we’ll find that the good doctor’s rate of patient loss is much higher than that of other doctors on your staff.” McKay smiled and showed all of his teeth. Talk about pearly whites. And the ability to turn a smile into a threat. No wonder high-priced lawyers were called sharks.

      Puppy Dude froze. Then he looked at me. “We are fully prepared to compensate Ms. Graves and her family for … uh, everything.”

      My lawyer laughed. “Compensate? By the time McKay, Dunberry, and Waithe are done with you, my clients will own this hospital.”

      I thought the hospital’s counsel was going to pass out. I had to admit this was not playing out like I imagined. See, I thought, given my luck, I would be arrested. Darren would ensure I got the worst cell in the county jail. And I would have to wear orange, eat slop, and cry myself to sleep at night.

      “This isn’t the first accusation of misconduct about Dr. Harvor,” said Dr. Sarta.

      “Do not speak!” yelled Puppy.

      “Oh, fuck you, Gilbert. We’ve been warning you assholes about Dr. Harvor since he got here.”

      The hospital lawyer grabbed Dr. Sarta’s arm and hauled him outside. “We’ll discuss terms later,” he said just before exiting the room.

      “He’ll be sushi by the end of the day,” said Mr. McKay. “I brought my sharpest carving knife.”

      “You’re scary,” I said.

      “Thank you. I’m paid very well to be terrifying.”

      I looked across the room at Ted and Grace. Both were grinning and giving me thumbs-up. “Mr. McKay, would it be possible to bring a lawsuit against the doctor and the hospital for all of Mr. Harvor’s victims?”

      “Hmm. Perhaps. But it may take a while to determine who died at his hands and who died of natural causes.”

      Ted flickered and then appeared next to me. “Dr. Harvor takes fingerprints of all his victims.” He held up his forefinger. “Just the one finger. There’s a large wooden box that sits on his desk. It looks decorative, but it holds 3 x 5 cards with our prints and names.”

      “Ms. Graves?” The lawyer frowned at me. “Are you okay?”

      “Uh. Yeah.” I shook my head. “Well, no.”

      “She needs a break,” said Matt. “I’ll walk you out.”

      Mr. McKay gave me a final look of concern before Matt escorted him from the break room.

      “All right, ghost girl. What is it?” asked Monetti.

      I told him about the decorative box that contained the proof that Dr. Harvor was a serial killer with a medical license.

      “We should be able to get a search warrant,” said Monetti. “That’ll give us an opportunity to find the evidence.”

      “When you do, will you make sure the lawyer gets the list of victims? It would be nice if the families who suffered losses received some compensation.”

      “Will do.” Monetti flipped his notebook shut and stood up.

      “Any luck finding your sis?” I asked.

      “The records were sealed. I’m petitioning the court for access. Other than that, I got bupkis.” He hesitated. Then he said, “I don’t suppose you can talk to mama and ask for more information?”

      The yearning look on his face broke my heart. “I only see ghosts still on the earthly plane. Once a spirit crosses over, I don’t see or hear them anymore. And no one has ever come back from the Other Side. I’m really sorry, Monetti, but believe me, it’s a good thing. You don’t want your mama hanging around on this plane of existence. The ghosts who do are usually suffering.” I thought about Ben and how he might never know any real peace. “Is there anything else I can do to help?”

      “Nah. But thanks, Violetta.” He strode toward the door and stopped, turning briefly. “I got your back. No matter what. You know that, right?”

      “I do now.”

      He nodded and left me alone with all the spirits. The sadness they’d once emanated had turned into comforting quietude that soothed my very soul.

      As I watched, ghosts turned into bright bands of rainbow colors and shot straight up. I felt humbled by the ability to witness such beauty. I realized that the gift wasn’t the most awful thing in the world. I was helping people—alive and dead. You know what? I needed to quit whining about my ability and embrace it.

      From now on, I would help as many people and souls as I could.

      Eventually, only three spirits remained. The balding coma guy named Jerry, and the two most vocal ghosts of the group, Grace and Ted.

      Jerry waved at us. “I think I’m gonna go back into my body and wake up. See ya.”

      “Bye Jerry. Catch you on the flip side.” I watched him walk through the nearest wall.

      And then there were two.

      “Guess you weren’t as dumb as I thought,” said Grace.

      I laughed. “Just lucky.”

      “I wouldn’t want your kind of luck.” Grace saluted me and then twirled into a yellow light. Whoosh! Up she went.

      “Thank you, Miss Graves. We can rest easy knowing Dr. Harvor will never hurt anyone else.” His form shivered then he gave me a hard look. “That bad thing we talked about? It’s going to happen soon.”

      “I don’t suppose you have a date, time, and location, do you?”

      Ted smiled at me. “You’re the psychic. Figure it out.”

      “But I’m not a psychic,” I protested.

      Ted faded into a bright blue beam, rising upward at a more sedate pace.

      “Thanks a lot,” I said to the empty space. I was ready to go home and sleep for a week or so. As I was trying to talk myself into standing up rather than collapsing onto the table and snoozing right here, the door opened.

      Guess who walked in?

      General Haddock. I was surprised as hell to see the man, dressed in full uniform with shiny buttons and pins, come inside. He shut and locked the door.

      “We meet again, Miss Graves.”

      He took off his hat and placed it on the table before taking a seat. “I hear you stopped another murderer. It must be your calling.”

      “Being at the wrong place at the wrong time?” I asked.

      “Catching murderers.” He studied me, and I said nothing. It took monumental effort not to give physicality to my nervousness. This guy made me feel uneasy. Especially the way he looked at me like I was a science experiment. “You left a few things out of your background information.”

      “I didn’t think high school detention counted as anything truly nefarious.”

      “You did have a lot,” he concurred.

      “Wait. You really dug through my life?”

      “With a fine-toothed comb.”

      “I did not start that fire in the gymnasium,” I said defensively. “That was Jess Garland. But I was involved with covering Mr. Halstrom’s car in string cheese. His idea of high school science was checking out the cleavage of the girls in his classes. He deserved a lot more than a cheese prank.”

      “I’m more interested in your most recent activities. You’ve been a murder suspect, but luckily for you, the real killer confessed. You discovered a child serial killer in your own sister’s neighborhood. And then there is the strange case of the missing magicians. You had a hand in uncovering the murderer of three people.”

      “I told you, I’m unlucky.”

      “Would you like to hear my theory?”

      “Do I have a choice?”

      “No.” He leaned back. “I think you have a psychic ability.”

      Why did people keep saying that? I rolled my eyes. “I don’t read minds, I can’t tell the future or the past, and I have no idea what’s in your left pocket. Believe me, sir, when I say I’m definitely not a psychic.”

      “You’re something. Would you like to tell me what?”

      “I’m tired and cranky. And I really, really, really want to go home and take a shower, but since I’ve been forcibly ejected from my home, I will settle for getting the hell out of this room.”

      “I’ll only take a few minutes of your time, Miss Graves.” He studied my expression. “What did Matt tell you about me?”

      “You work in Army intelligence, and you knew his father way back when.”

      “Hmm. Nowadays, I lead a very select top-secret research team that deals with the paranormal.”

      My mouth dropped open. “You’re fucking kidding me.”

      “No. I’ve seen the real thing, Miss Graves. Telekinesis, psychometry, clairvoyance, remote viewing. These things exist.”

      My eyes widened at his confession. This was some next-level X-Files shit.  And I wasn’t Mulder or Scully. “Well, since I can’t do any of those things, I’m not sure why you’re here talking to me.”

      “You’re going to make this difficult, aren’t you?” He smiled in a very unfriendly way. “I’m not easily deterred, Miss Graves. You could save us both a lot of trouble by just confiding in me.”

      There was a snowball’s chance in hell of me telling this guy jackshit. But it occurred to me that General Buttocks might have some intel on the Big Bad. “Let’s say, hypothetically, that I know what the fuck you’re talking about, and was getting a lot of info about something really, really horrible about to happen. You got any psychics or aliens saying the same thing?”

      His gaze flickered with recognition then he straightened. “Despite rumors to the contrary, aliens do not exist.”

      “Isn’t that what an Army intelligence officer would say to throw me off the scent?”

      He lifted an eyebrow. “I don’t know what you’re referring to.”

      What a liar. He knew something. And he was trying to get me to show my cards while he had no intention of showing his.

      “So, you do know about a potential disaster.” I didn’t phrase it as a question.

      “We do not, but it appears that you do. Would you like to share?”

      “I don’t know what you’re referring to. I’m just your normal everyday girl,” I said, smiling wide and fluttering my eyelashes.

      “You’re the furthest from normal I’ve ever met.” General Haddock got to his feet, took his hat and placed it on his head. “You take care, Miss Graves. I imagine we’ll see each other again very soon.”

      “Do we have to?” I asked.

      That comment earned me a narrowed-eyed gaze of annoyance.

      As he strode toward the door, I said, “General Haddock?”

      He paused, glancing over his shoulder.

      “I think a lot of people are going to get hurt. And if you know that, too, I hope you’ll do the right thing—and save lives.”

      Once again, his gaze flickered, but other than that brief of acknowledgment of my words, he was expressionless. I wondered if that was a skill they taught in Intelligence Gathering 101—How to Look Intimidating.

      He unlocked the door and left the room. I let out a breath. Jesus. That guy was intense.

      Big Bad was still coming, and I had no idea what it was, let alone how I was going to find it before it managed to hurt a lot of people. And now I had to worry about the freaking Army on top of everything else.

      It was barely 10 a.m.

      Was that too early for tequila?

      I put on my high heels, stood up, grabbed my purse, and went into the hallway.

      “Hey!”

      I turned and saw Elevator Guy hurry toward me. “You dropped your phone.”

      “What?” I accepted my phone from him and studied the dead device. “How did you find this?”

      “After visiting my aunt, I returned to the elevator and found it on the floor. It probably fell out when we bumped into each other.” He jabbed a thumb over his shoulder. “I was handing it over to the nurses when I saw you.”

      “Thanks,” I said. “That was nice.”

      “I’m really sorry about the whole elevator thing.”

      “That’s so two hours ago,” I said. I tucked my phone into the purse. “Thanks again.”

      He nodded, offered a friendly wave, and then walked away.

      I frowned at him. I was glad he’d returned the phone, but I had a strong feeling he’d just lied to me.

      Why would a complete stranger do that?
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      I called in sick for Sunday night’s shift at the Mansion because I couldn’t call in “spiritually exhausted.”

      My sister had checked Justin out of the hospital and took him home. Matt and Monetti were super busy uncovering evidence of Dr. Harvor’s evil acts. And Edison had to go buy a small country or something. I knew he had questions—who wouldn’t after witnessing me stop a murder and then watched as the culprit knocking himself out cold? Dee and I decided that we would invite Edison into the circle of trust. We just needed to figure out the right time. Margaritas would probably be involved, too.

      I returned to Jack’s house. I don’t cook—and believe me, this is an understatement about my kitchen abilities—but I am an expert in ordering take-out. I watched Cake Wars with Jack while we shoveled chicken teriyaki and broccoli beef into our respective mouths. Afterward, I spent nearly twenty minutes digging through my boxes for clothes and my phone charger. The whole time I cursed at Darren. Motherfucker. Even though he’d kissed up to the billionaire and told Edison to bring me to his stupid event, I figured he would somehow get me thrown in jail if I actually showed up. He had a mean-streak a mile long, and he was vengeful as fuck.

      The ghosts hadn’t left Jack’s place. They’d spread out into other areas in the house, so by the time I was ready for bed, I had three of them in my room.

      “Out,” I demanded.

      Grumbling, they reluctantly floated through the walls until the room was empty.

      I put on my nightgown, slid under the sheets, and passed out.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Hey, saggy boobs.” The too-many-cigarettes voice filtered into my nightmare of falling endlessly in darkness, but it was the slap on my arm that woke me up.

      Laverna, dressed in a tube top, mini-skirt, and go-go boots, leaned over me. She had a cigarette in her mouth, and if I didn’t know better, a concerned expression on her heavily made-up face.

      “Nobody should wear that much blue eyeshadow,” I said.

      “Don’t you get lippy with me,” she said. “I’ve been worried sick. Why did you miss your shift at the Mansion?”

      “Because I needed to sleep and recover from a hellacious fucking day.” I sat up and rubbed my face. “I thought you were attached to the Mansion.”

      “No. I can go wherever I want. I just stay there because the ambiance suits me.” She straightened, smoking her ghost cigarette and looked around the room. “I never figured you for a gingham kind of girl.”

      “I think this used to be Jack’s wife’s craft room or something. She was really into country-type deco.” I huffed out a breath. I was sooo tired. “Now that you know I’m okay, you can go back to harassing other people. Who are not me, and who are somewhere else.”

      “You’re cranky when you don’t get enough sleep.”

      “Go away, Laverna.”

      “I’m sticking to you like glue, sister,” she said. “At least until the shitstorm is over.”

      I blinked at her. “The shitstorm? Please tell me you have details.”

      “It doesn’t work like that, kiddo.  Sorry.” She blew out smoke. “But the shaking and quaking on the Other Side is getting worse. I imagine it’s going to be Disaster Central soon for the living.”

      “You’re just full of good news.”

      “I wish I could help,” said Laverna sincerely.

      “Me, too.” I lay back down and pulled the covers up to my chin. I didn’t think I’d be able to go back to sleep, but I was wrong. Exhaustion overcame my dread, and I went off to dreamland.

      [image: ]
* * *

      People were everywhere, yelling and running. I had the vague sense that I was in a hotel. I heard a sharp crack as the building began to quake. The floor beneath me opened up—a gaping maw in the deep earth.

      I screamed as I fell into the darkness below.

      From my cell, Twisted Sister belted out “We’re Not Gonna Take It,” throwing me out of the nightmare. My heart beat as though I’d just run five miles. Sweat trickled down my temples. Oh, doom and gloom, you suck.

      The phone’s display told me it was 10:03 a.m. on Monday. I answered the cell. “Dee?”

      “That son-of-a-bitch!”

      The outrage in her voice had me sitting up and trying to shake off the remnants of the bad dream. “Ah, hell. What did the asshat do now?”

      “Listen to this morning’s headline in the Review-Journal. Assistant DA Catches Serial Killer, Saves His Own Son. Argh! Darren took all the credit for the arrest of Dr. Harvor.”

      I had seen Darren hanging around the hospital, doing things with the police, but I hadn’t connected he was wearing his prosecutor hat. “Are you surprised? He’s running for DA. Catching a serial killer is the whipped cream on his campaign cake.”

      “You should get the credit for that, Violetta.”

      “Technically, the ghosts should.”

      “Why aren’t you more upset?”

      “I haven’t had coffee yet. Also, I don’t really care who gets the credit as long as the doctor ends up in jail forever.”

      “We’re going to that cocktail party tonight,” she said.

      I knew from Dee’s tone that going to the fundraiser was a foregone conclusion. Still, I had to try to steer her away. “Do you really want to see me get arrested? The minute Darren sees us he’ll sic the cops on me.”

      “No, he won’t. The restraining order’s been lifted.”

      Right. Sure. Darren Dickhead, all of a sudden, grew a conscience. Not. “How do you know that?”

      “Edison called me. He sent his lawyers to the courthouse to contest it, but found out that Darren had already had it removed.”

      I paused. “Why would Edison call you?”

      “He wanted to check on Justin.” I envisioned her twirling her hair.

      “Uh-huh.”

      “I’m married.”

      “So’s your husband but that didn’t stop him from dating.”

      “Damn it, Vie. I’m not remotely interested in dating.”

      I believed her. But that didn’t mean she wasn’t attracted to Edison. Edison seemed besotted with Dee. Those two needed to gaze at each other from afar until the divorce was final. Edison was too nice a guy to be rebound-dude. He was the guy you dated after rebound-dude. But Matt was my rebound guy, wasn’t he? And things were going good between us. I shook my head. No. Dee still needed time to heal her heart’s wounds, and Edison needed time to consider the consequences of dating a Graves’ sister.

      “Earth to Mouthy Sister,” said Dee. “Where’d you go?”

      “I’m still here.”

      Laverna waved at me from her spot in the corner. I waved back. I watched one of Jack’s graveyard ghosts float through the wall. Laverna hissed at the old man—dressed in plaid pajamas—and he instantly retreated. Look at that. I had my very own guard ghost.

      “The party’s at the Farraday, right?” I suffered the worst case of dread ever when we’d attended the mystery dinner. And this last nightmare occurred in a hotel. At least, I think it did. What if the Farraday was where the Big Bad would happen? God, I hoped not. Not that I didn’t want to see Darren get crushed by a building, but I really didn’t want Edison to suffer any loss.

      “You know you can come home now,” said Dee.

      Even if Darren had removed the restraining order, it didn’t mean he wouldn’t reinstate it. Besides, I didn’t want to leave Jack all alone. “I think Jack needs me to stay a little while longer.”

      “Okay.” She paused. “But we’re still going tonight, right?”

      Yes, we were going. I didn’t fucking want to, but I had to, right? Although I didn’t have to like it.  “Dee, this is a horrible idea.”

      “That’s never stopped us before.”

      “True. Pick me up at 4:30 p.m.”
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* * *

      Jack was delighted to babysit Justin. Between him and Ben, I figured Justin would be okay dokay. Still, I promised Jack we’d only be gone a couple of hours. I had circumvented the possibility of getting arrested by inviting Matt to accompany us.

      After we left Jack’s house and piled into Dee’s minivan, Matt said, “This is a horrible idea.”

      “Of course it is,” agreed Dee as she backed out of the driveway. “But we’re making it less horrible by including you. The guy with a badge and a gun.”

      “I’m off-duty.”

      I looked over my shoulder at Matt, who sat in the seat behind mine. “You’re never off-duty.”

      “Not when it comes to you two.”

      “See? He totally gets us,” I told Dee.

      “Wow. He’s a looker,” said Laverna.

      My gaze snapped to the old woman, who was holding firm to her promise to stick with me. She was currently stroking Matt’s back and was getting perilously close to his cute butt. And that was quite a feat considering he was sitting down. Then again, ghosts didn’t have to worry about little things like solid matter.

      “Hands off, lady,” I told her.

      “Jesus. Have you seen these muscles?” She squeezed his cheek, and not the one on his face.

      “Yes, I have. In person. Which is why I’m telling you to stop feeling up my boyfriend.”

      “Fine!” She lifted her hands. “But give your sugar a message from me: If you wanna go bold then you always go old.”

      “Is that geriatric sexual reference?”

      Laverna smiled, shrugged, and turned her gaze toward the window.

      “It’s disturbing watching you converse with ghosts,” said Matt. “Especially a ghost who might be sexually harassing me.”

      “She’s not doing it anymore.”

      Matt still looked concerned, and I didn’t blame him. It had to be disconcerting as hell to think about a non-corporeal being touching you in the naughty spots.

      While Dee maneuvered through the usual five o’clock traffic, I told her and Matt about the so-called disturbance in the Other World. I talked about the ghosts in Jack’s house and how the spirits at the hospital said a storm was coming. I even told them about Diamond LaRue’s vague warning.

      “Christ,” muttered Matt. “How the hell do we pinpoint Disaster Central?”

      “Dead people can be so fucking obtuse,” complained Dee. “I mean they’re on this other weird plane of existence. You’d think they’d have access to all kinds of useful information. But they don’t know dick.”

      “Preach, sister,” I smirked. “They are as clueless as we are. They live here in this reality like the rest of us,” I said, “except they can’t shop, eat, have sex, or sleep.”

      “Way to sell the afterlife,” said Dee. “I hope I go right into the Great Beyond. I don’t want to be stuck somewhere I can’t get Starbucks or go to Neiman Marcus.”

      “It’s nice to see you have your priorities straight.” We slowed down, almost to a crawl. I looked around. “Oh, my God. You’re taking the Strip?” I asked. “I could walk faster.”

      Dee honked at a pedestrian who’d stepped out between her and the car in front of us then said to me, “Feel free to try.”

      Finally, my sister exited off Las Vegas Boulevard and turned down Main Street, which wasn’t much better traffic-wise than the Strip. I looked at all the people on the sidewalks. “Is it just me or is it extra crowded out there?”

      “It’s the soft opening for the Platinum Palace,” said Matt. “I imagine everyone’s trying to get in to take advantage of the loose slots.”

      “Who opens a new casino resort on a Monday?” I grumbled.

      “Corporate big shots who want a week to work out any bugs before the official opening on Friday,” said Matt. “That’s when the whales will arrive.”

      Whales were big spenders that most casino-hotel owners spent a lot of time and money wooing. Sure, they got a lot of free shit. But they also gave the tables thousands of dollars.

      “Wayfield moves fast,” I said. “When we were here Friday, there was still construction shit around the building.”

      “That guy’s not known for his patience,” said Matt. “I bet dollars to donuts he’s still working on that place.”

      Dee turned down the side street that led to the parking for the Farraday. I decided it was time to mention my theory. “I think … well, it could be possible … um, that the Farraday might be where shit blows up.”

      “Literally?” screeched Dee.

      “No,” I said. “Wait. I don’t know. I guess it could explode.”

      “Well, crap,” said Matt. He plucked his cell phone from a holder on his belt and punched the screen. “Monetti? We might be going into a shitstorm. Try to find reasons for patrols to be around the Farraday. Thanks.”

      I looked over my shoulder at my ghost sidekick. “I don’t suppose you’re getting any weird vibes?”

      “My whole unlife is weird,” said Laverna. “But I could do some checking around, see what’s what.”

      “Thanks, Laverna.”

      Dee had to go up three stories in the parking structure to find a spot. By the time we reached the lobby, it was almost six p.m. Dee studied an electronic display in the lobby. “There are three conventions listed here,” she grumbled. “Who the fuck has an entire conference dedicated to chemistry?”

      “Um, chemists?” Sheesh. How long could chemists talk about science-y crap? I pressed a hand against my stomach. I was so anxious, I felt like I’d eaten a dread sandwich with a heavy dose of acid. It wasn’t a coincidence that my bad feelings had imploded the minute I stepped into the hotel.

      “Chemists probably know how to make things explode,” said Matt. “And we know Kathy Seaver got the cyanide from one of the attendees. Who knows what else they have on hand.”

      “That’s reassuring,” I said.

      “Let’s go to Darren’s little get-together before we start harassing chemists,” said Dee. “Oh! There it is. The Campaign Fundraiser for Darren Hamilton is being held in the Tesla Ballroom on Level 1.”

      I grabbed her arm before she could march toward the battlefield. “We go in, we see what’s what, and we leave.”

      “So punching my husband in the face is not an option?”

      I shared a look with Matt.

      “As long as I’m not in the vicinity when it happens,” he said, “go for it.”

      Dee flashed us a grin and took off. We followed her at a slower pace. “Why did you encourage her?”

      “Your sister will do whatever she sets her mind to,” he said. “Plus, I think Darren deserves a bloody nose and more for being a sniveling, credit-stealing coward.”

      “You saw the Review-Journal article, too?”

      He nodded. “I’d rather have a double root canal than vote him in for DA.”

      “See? This is why I like you.”

      “I thought it was his cute ass,” Laverna said.

      “Don’t you have snooping to do?” I asked under my breath.

      We’d reached the large hallway that led to the ballroom. The area was crowded with display tables and white-coated individuals. Dee zigzagged her way through the mess. Matt led me into a nook on the other side of a potted palm tree.

      I stared a hole through the unusually silent Laverna, and she took the hint. “Fine. I’ll go! Christ.” She sauntered away, smoking like a chimney.

      Matt put his hands on my shoulders and stared into my eyes. “Look, I know your living arrangements are tenuous,” he said. “So … you could move in with me.”

      I studied his expression. I could see he wasn’t entirely sure about this idea of sharing space with me—just proving what a smart man he really was. I think I could make the leap that I loved Matt. Not that I was at a place where I could say the L-word. But I also knew that moving in together wasn’t the right thing to do. Not yet.

      “Thank you,” I said, “but I don’t think either one of us is ready for that.”

      He seemed more relieved than disappointed. Who could blame him? Not me. I felt the same way. He kissed me and pulled back. “If you ever need a place to live—if you ever need anything—I’m here.”

      “Ditto,” I said and kissed him again. “We better go find Dee.”
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      When we got to the Tesla Ballroom two brutish, well-dressed security men stood guard at the only entrance into the event. Matt flashed his badge, which was like having a VIP ticket. I imagined Dee had gotten inside by pointing out she was Darren’s wife—or more likely, she used her mom skills to shame them into letting her pass.

      The place was packed.

      “I’m very disappointed in the elite of Las Vegas,” I said. “I can’t believe all these rich people want Darren to be the DA.”

      “Not everyone here is rich,” said Matt.

      “Right—that would be you and me.” I glanced around. I couldn’t spot Dee in the sea of people, but everywhere my gaze landed, I saw full-sized posters of Darren’s face with “Truth. Dignity. Respect.” That was his motto? Who was this fucker kidding? In the last few days, I’d seen him do the opposite of truth, dignity, and respect.

      “Found her,” said Matt, pulling me through the chattering glitterati holding champagne flutes and little plates with hors-d'oeuvre. As we headed toward Dee, we rubbed elbows with the wealthy attendees. I’ll say one thing for rich people—they smell really good.

      We got to the edge of the crowd, and I spotted Dee next to the wall. Her expression was pure rage. Edison stood beside her, a meaty paw clamped on her shoulder.

      “Amber’s wearing an engagement ring,” said Dee through gritted teeth. “Can you believe this bullshit? How can you have a fiancé when you still have a wife?”

      “I’m afraid to let her go,” admitted Edison. “I really don’t want another murder at the Farraday—or on any property I own.”

      I shared a look with Matt. He nodded slightly. I wasn’t sure this was the right time to initiate Edison in the secret club, but what choice did I have? Impending doom had quickened the moment. “Um, Edison?”

      Edison looked at me. “I’m not going to like what you’re about to tell me, am I?”

      “Well, I—”

      “Violetta.” Laverna’s voice sounded completely unlike her usual smart-ass self. She stood to the side of Edison, her expression one of terror. “Something’s wrong.”

      Anything that could take the vinegar out of Laverna’s sauciness was something to fear. “What is it?”

      A horrid smell of burnt rubber and rotten eggs rolled through the room. What the hell was that? The hair stood up on the back of my neck. The air above the partygoers wavered—like summertime heat coming off a blacktop. Then a thousand gray and black shadows imploded into the room. Jesus. I’d never seen anything like it.

      The dark entities swirled and zoomed above the clueless partygoers. These shades emanated an empty strangeness that made the hair stand up on the back of my neck. It was like evil had taken form and forgotten to put on deodorant. The stench was goddamned overwhelming.

      Fear surged through me like multiple strikes of lightning. Every nerve ending in my body screamed at me to run, run, run. I wanted everyone out of this room, the hotel, and the area. “We have to get everyone out here!”

      “Why?” asked Edison.

      “I think we found the Big Bad,” I said.

      “Shit,” said Matt. “How do we evacuate the room?”

      “Fire alarm,” said Dee. A little plastic case with a red pull handle was right next to her head. Well, wasn’t that fortuitous of her to notice. It made me wonder how long she’d been contemplating pulling it even before my warning. She lifted the plastic and pulled the handle. Alarms blared, lights went off, and sprinklers in the ceiling exploded.

      The crowd surged toward the ballroom doors, but all were locked except the one entrance door. Cursing and yelling rose above the clanging alarm bells. Edison had his cell phone pressed to his ear and was barking directions to whoever was on the other line.

      We joined the fleeing partygoers. The surging of screaming, scared people reminded me of storm waves hitting the beach—strong, unpredictable, and relentless. To my relief, all of the ballroom’s doors were yanked open. Soaked socialites elbowed and pushed each other out of the way as they rushed through the exits. The panicked onslaught separated me from my friends. I got pushed backward, further and further, until I was one of the last people in the room.

      The sprinklers were going full blast, and the cold water plastered my dress to my shivering body.

      The next thing I knew, someone grabbed my shoulder and forced me to turn around. Darren clamped onto my forearms with so much force I thought he was trying to break my bones. “You did this on purpose, you bitch!” He flung me to the flooded marble floor. I landed on my side, my hip taking the brunt of the impact. Pain ricocheted along my spine.

      “Asshole!” Laverna jumped in front of Darren and pushed him. He staggered back, gave me one last look of hatred, and strode through the nearest set of doors—leaving me alone in the ballroom.

      That’s when everything started to shake. Tables overturned, food went splat, dishes crashed, and the lights died. Only the whirling red lights of the fire alarms lit the darkness. I could still see the frantic shadows, and knew those things shouldn’t exist. Which made no sense. Then again, the pain throbbing through me was making me super loopy.

      The shadows dove toward me and surrounded me like a tornado. I felt burning rage, aching sorrow, and heartbreaking despair. That’s when I realized these things were ghosts. Ghosts that had somehow been twisted into something unnatural and strange—and they hated what they’d become. But more than that, they hated the ones who’d made them.

      “I’ll help you,” I promised.

      The dark beings shot upward, disappearing into the ceiling and went off to God knew where.

      Still wrapped up in all that awful emotion, I managed to get to my feet, but my side hurt like hell. I took a step and screamed. The pain was excruciating.

      “C’mon,” said Laverna. “You can do it, girlie.”

      I took another step and almost passed out. “Christ.”

      “Move your ass!” yelled Laverna.

      I shuffled forward, step by painful step, barely able to stay upright. The quaking stopped, thank God, but then a cracking, crashing sound halted my progress. The floor buckled.

      My heels slid out from underneath me, and I fell backward.  My head struck something sharp. Then I kept falling … down, down, down into the endless dark.
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* * *

      Hey, Sleeping Beauty! Wake up!” a man shouted.

      I opened my eyes and sucked in a shuddering breath.

      “There she is. C’mon, Violetta. You gotta take my hands.”

      It took a few seconds for my brain to start working. I was laying on something flat, trapped in thick, dust-clogged darkness. Above me, I saw a single bright beam and the shadow of a male face.

      “Matt?”

      “Reach up,” he demanded.

      I rose to a sitting position and felt the slab beneath me shift. I suddenly realized I was in a precarious position. If I moved the wrong way or missed the hand about six inches above me, I would fall into the abyss below. Fear chilled me to the bone.

      “You can do this. Just grab my hands.”

      I gritted my teeth and lifted my arms. My perch quivered, and I heard the tumble of rocks. Even though every part of my body hurt like fuck, I grabbed onto the guy with all of my might. The strong, calloused hands gripped me tightly and hauled me upward.

      The stone I’d been laying on crumbled and fell away. I yelped as my feet dangled in the air and a hard tug shot me upward. Then I was safe, lying on the gritty marble floor of what had once been the Tesla ballroom.

      “Upsy daisy.” The man swung me up into his arms. He wore a headlamp, which blocked my ability to fully see his face.

      I felt like I was going to puke. Then I got a glimpse of rescue dude.

      “Hey, you’re not Matt.”

      My vision grayed, and I slid into unconsciousness.
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      I woke up and realized two things. First, I had not been swallowed by the earth and second, I was woozy as fuck.

      “Is this it?” I whispered. “Am I dead?”

      “No. But you sure as hell look like you are.” This comment was issued by the scratchy voice of Laverna, who sat in a plastic chair next to the bed.

      Oh, I was in a bed. It was narrow, had rails, and was attached to three beeping and humming machines. Oh, wait. Not the bed. Me. The machines were attached to me. An IV line ran from the top of my hand to a bag with clear liquid, circular patches with wires were on my chest, and let’s not forget the weird crown thing around my head.

      I realized my torso was bandaged and my pain had been reduced to a dull ache.  I looked around the room. It wasn’t exactly the Ritz. But was it a hospital? The gray concrete walls and huge metal door screamed “hey, you’re in prison.”

      “Where am I?”

      “A military base in the middle of nofuckingwhere,” answered Laverna. She had a cigarette between her fingers and she puffed on it like the nicotine addict she used to be.

      “That makes no sense.” I blew out a breath. “Laverna, do you know what happened to Matt and Dee? Oh, my God, and Edison?”

      “They made it out,” she said.

      “You swear?”

      “Yes,” said Laverna. “I wouldn’t lie to you, kiddo. I know family’s important.”

      The door screeched open and a woman dressed in a white uniform wearing a stethoscope and stern expression entered the room.

      “I’m Doctor Grant. How are you feeling?”

      “Imprisoned.”

      “You’re not a prisoner,” said a male voice. A new person had entered the room and I recognized him immediately. Mr. Everyday Joe. He was dressed in a T-shirt, jeans, and sneakers. Not exactly an official uniform, but I’d bet my next paycheck he was military.

      I glared at him. “And you don’t have a sick aunt.”

      “Guilty.” He stood at the foot of the bed and watched as the doctor poked and prodded and annoyed me.

      “Wow,” said Laverna. “He’s got muscles on his muscles. Hot stuff.”

      I slanted a look at the ghost. She ignored me, puffing on her cigarette and ogling the man.

      “How’s your pain?” asked the doctor.

      “It’s bearable.”

      “Do you want me to up your morphine?”

      Yes. Yes, I did. I opened my mouth to accept her generous offer, but Mr. Party Poopy Pants said, “No. She needs to be alert—general’s orders.”

      The doctor nodded and then left the room.

      “You were rescued from the hotel and airlifted to our base. You probably know it as Area 51 or Dreamland.”

      I stared at him. “All I heard you say was that you kidnapped me and put me in hospital jail. How did you know how to find me?”

      “I embedded a tracker into your hand.”

      “What? When?”

      “Saturday morning—when I ran into you at the Farraday lobby.”

      I blinked. “Baseball cap and sunglasses. That was you?”

      “Yep.”

      Panic started bubble up. “I want to go home. And I need to call my sister and boyfriend.”

      “They’ve been informed of your status.”

      “Oh. Did you inform them about where I was?”

      “They think you’re resting comfortably at the Presbyterian Hospital. You can’t have visitors yet.”

      “Who the hell are you?” I asked.

      “My name is Kyle Reese.”

      “It is not.” I peered at him. “Nobody’s that mean to their child.”

      “My mom is a diehard Terminator fan,” he admitted. He sighed. “Go ahead. It’s nothing I haven’t heard before.”

      “Was it weird that your son befriended you and then sent you to the future to bang his mom?”

      “Okay, that’s new.”

      The door opened again. General Haddock walked inside, dressed in his fancy military uniform. “How are you feeling, Miss Graves?”

      “Well, I could be feeling better if Mom over here hadn’t put the kibosh on my morphine intake.”

      “After we talk you can have as much pain medicine as you want.”  He looked at Kyle. “Have you debriefed her?”

      “I think she debriefed me.”

      “I’ll de-brief him,” Laverna said as she undressed him with her eyes. I shook my head at the horny ghost.

      The general turned back to me. “You have a slight concussion, fractured ribs, and various bumps and bruises resulting from your fall.”

      A fall that I blamed on Darren. If he hadn’t flung me onto the floor, I might not have almost died. Dumbass could kiss his bid for DA good-bye because I was filing a police report the minute I was discharged.

      But now it was time to face the thing I’d been trying to avoid.

      “What happened?” I asked. I wasn’t sure I wanted to know. Had the chemists blown up the Farraday? Did Wilmer Wayfield’s monstrosity collapse? Had a hellmouth opened underneath downtown Las Vegas?

      The General and Kyle shared a look. Finally, General Haddock said, “That’s classified information.”

      “Hmph.” Classified, my ass. I bet General Haddock and Terminator Boy were up to their eyeballs in whatever happened. And those poor mangled ghosts—how did they come to be? “What’s your cover story for the mess downtown?”

      “Earthquake,” said the General. “Las Vegas has had them before.”

      “And how many died?” I asked.

      “No one,” said General Haddock. “Everyone at the Farraday, aside from you, escaped. If people had been in that ballroom a couple of minutes more, we’d have a lot of fatalities.”

      “The floor cracked open like an egg,” added Kyle. “If you hadn’t landed just right on a piece of marble flooring, you’d be a pancake.”

      “Kyle rescued you,” said the General.

      “Thank you,” I told Kyle. “I prefer eating pancakes to being one.”

      General Haddock pinned my gaze. “Miss Graves, how did you know to clear the ballroom?”

      “It’s classified information.” I felt like shit. I wanted more of that morphine the doc promised. And I wanted to see my sister and my nephew and my cop. “I want my family. And I want to go home.” I studied the General’s stern expression. “What are my chances of getting out of here if I don’t tell you shit?”

      “You’re not a prisoner,” said Haddock. “We have no intention of keeping you here or forcing you to talk to us.” He paused. “Though I could do both of those things. You are what we call a national security risk.”

      I was tired. Physically exhausted. Mentally drained. And I no longer cared if General Haddock knew my secret.

      “I can see and talk to ghosts,” I said. I gave him a brief history of Violetta Graves and the family gift ending with what happened at the Farraday—except I did not mention the malformed, furious spirits. I had a feeling he knew they existed, and everything that had happened was his fault. “There. Now you know.”

      “Way to hold out,” said Laverna. “They didn’t even have to waterboard you.”

      “I’m not down with torture,” I told her. “Unless it involves smoking geriatric strippers who won’t leave this earthly plane.”

      Laverna grinned at me, not offended in the slightest. On the one hand, she was a pain in the ass. On the other, she was the only familiar face in this room, and that gave me some amount of comfort.

      “There’s a ghost in here?” asked Kyle skeptically.

      “Yes. Her name is Laverna, she’s old, loud-mouthed, and talks about her tits way too much.”

      “My tits are awesome,” said the ghost.

      “We would like to run some tests,” said the general. “A full physical workup. We’d need blood work and brain scans, too.”

      “No.”

      “It would be in your best interests to cooperate, Miss Graves.”

      “Don’t threaten me. Or anyone I know. I’ll march my ass straight to the media and blow the lid off this whole thing.”

      “You probably should’ve kept that last part to yourself,” said Laverna.

      The General sighed, appearing to mull over whether or not to stick me in a dark, dank cell, never to be seen again.

      “We need your help,” he finally said.

      “To do what?”

      “We’ve had a glitch in one of our experimental programs. We created a device that helps us find incorporeal energy sources. We can use this energy to power certain types of equipment negating the need for power sources—including solar.”

      “You’re using ghosts to power what—weapons?”

      Laverna stood up, fury vibrating through every particle of her being. “Those motherfuckers.”

      “It seems our transmutation machine has malfunctioned—and created a problem. A problem that may or may not have had an effect on the Farraday.”

      “Information, Technology, and Science conference, my ass,” I said. “You were experimenting on spirits—in the middle of fucking downtown Las Vegas?”

      The General ignored my tirade. “With your unique gift, Miss Graves, we’ll be able to find the ones who escaped before they can do more damage. Will you help us?”

      I looked at Laverna. I swear steam was coming off her head. Well, I was right there with her. No, I wouldn’t help the General and his team of ghost killers. But I would help them—the ones who were suffering because of General Haddock’s stupid experiments. And to do that, I had to get on the General’s good side. Fuck me.

      “Fine,” I said. “I’ll help you.”

      “Excellent.” The General’s smile was almost genuine. “You’ll be compensated for your time, Miss Graves.” He held out a hand and I reluctantly accepted the handshake. “Welcome to the Paranormal Investigative Science and Security program.”

      Oh, sweet baby Jesus.

      I’d just signed up to work for PISS.
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