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    “If we could unfold the future, the present would be our greatest care.”


    Edward Counsel
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    “Use my body if you must, Agatha. Allow me to be your vessel.” I slumped in my chair, peeking from beneath my lashes at my new client Mrs. Beckom.


    Mrs. Beckom was probably late sixties with silver hair, peppered with traces of its original chestnut color. Her slender wrist was adorned with a vintage gold watch with stars and moons etched into the soft metal, and she wore a matching necklace.


    The late morning sun snuck through a crack in the thick brocade curtains over the window, backlighting the particles of dust that floated in the dark room. “I’m here for you, Agatha. I can feel you hovering. I beg of you, please let me be the bridge to your sister.”


    Admittedly, I was laying it on a bit thick, but Mrs. Beckom seemed receptive enough. I got the feeling she was the type who enjoyed the theatre, so why not put on a show for her? Her brown eyes were wide with wonder, and it was obvious she was only too willing to believe anything I said.


    However, the attractive blond guy next to her had a smirk on his full lips. He was a bit overdressed for a spiritual reading if you asked me. With his navy silk suit and red tie, he reeked of money just like his more open-minded companion. My guess was he worked as a financial advisor or some other stuffy profession. His long tanned fingers were adorned with chunky silver rings; one with a glittering green stone in particular caught my eye. The ring was nice, if a bit pretentious, but it was the guy’s mocking expression that annoyed me the most. The least he could do was pretend to be impressed. Dazzling clients was no easy task these days. Especially with all the reality TV shows busting fake psychics left and right for scamming people. The con artists really made it difficult for those of us who actually had psychic abilities to make an honest living.


    “Is she really here, Great Lorenzo?” Mrs. Beckom asked. We sat at a round mahogany table with tarot cards staged strategically across the polished surface. A glowing crystal ball sat atop the table, smack in the center, and beside that a red candle flickered wildly inside a vintage wax skull. Mrs. Beckom’s chair creaked as she scanned the dimly lit room for airborne spirits. “She’s really truly in the room?”


    “Yes,” I hissed, my breath almost causing the candle to snuff. Oops. “She’s with us now.”


    “Oh, my.” Mrs. Beckom clutched her vintage necklace and sniffed the air. “I smell jasmine. That was Agatha’s favorite perfume.”


    “You know Glade makes many charming floral scents,” her companion said. “Perhaps The Great Lorenzo sprayed some air freshener before we arrived.”


    I frowned at him. “I did no such thing.”


    He shrugged. “If you say so.”


    “Oh, Ian, you’re so naughty.” Mrs. Beckom sighed.


    “Yeah, Ian, behave,” I muttered.


    “Doing my best.” Ian twisted his lips.


    I cleared my throat and once more tried to center myself. I forced my pulse to slow and blew out a cleansing breath. Spirits could be willful little things, and it was best if I was calm before they slipped inside. If I was agitated that could influence the spirit’s behavior. The calmer I was, the calmer they were—usually. “Agatha, we need your help to find your beloved cat, Princess. Please, talk to us. We’re here and listening.”


    “Yes, by all means, Agatha, spill the tea,” Ian snorted.


    “Shhh,” I snapped, losing patience with his mocking attitude. Ian obviously thought I was a fake, but I wasn’t. I actually was able to tap into the other side. Granted, I added plenty of embellishment for maximum client satisfaction, but the reality was I could indeed communicate with the dead.


    “I can hardly breathe, I’m so excited,” Mrs. Beckom whispered.


    “It won’t be long now,” I murmured, readying myself for the spirit’s impending invasion into my body. It was crunch time, and I needed complete focus.


    Channeling spirits was a delicate balance, and Agatha’s spirit hovered right outside of my body. While I couldn’t see her, I could certainly feel her buzzing energy as it swirled around me. But she couldn’t just waltz into me like a convenience store. I needed to wholly relax and allow her in. Once invited in, Agatha could have a nice little chat with Mrs. Beckom, using my body as a medium to speak from her world. But there was only a small window of time in which the magic happened. Spirits were temperamental and easily insulted. If they didn’t get the attention they craved, they could throw little tantrums. If I waited too long, the summoned spirit would evaporate, and no connection could be made until another time. That would never do. I needed to get my money from Mrs. Beckom now, not later. My electric bill was past due, and it was impossible to run this business without electricity.


    “This is so exhilarating,” Mrs. Beckom purred.


    I ignored Ian’s derisive laugh and said breathlessly, “Agatha, we need your help. I invite you into my body.”


    Ian gave a soft whistle. “Better be careful who you say that to, Great Lorenzo.”


    I opened my eyes and gave him an irritable glare. “You really do need to be quiet. It’s impossible to concentrate with your naysaying monologue.”


    He made a zipping motion near his lips.


    “Are you there, sis?” Mrs. Beckom whispered, unperturbed by Ian’s skepticism. “I can’t see you.”


    “Tell her again why we’ve summoned her.” I took Mrs. Beckom’s hand in mine. “It’s more personal coming from you. She’ll be more inclined to help.”


    “Oh. Certainly.” Mrs. Beckom’s fingers were chilled, and her breathing was coming in fast spurts. She cleared her throat. “So sorry to bother you, Agatha, but could you possibly tell me where Princess is? It seems she’s gotten herself lost.”


    I nodded. “That’s right, just talk to her as you would have in life.”


    Yet another dry snort came from Ian’s direction. Irritation prickled me as I studied him from under my brows. He definitely wasn’t the usual type that accompanied the lonely women who visited my little yellow house on Magnolia Lane. Was he Mrs. Beckom’s lover or her son? She was definitely older than him, and I couldn’t quite get a read on their relationship. They weren’t touchy-feely, but there was a muted affection between them.


    “Did you hear your sister, Agatha?” I asked softly. “She’d desperately like to know where your beloved cat might be.”


    “Wouldn’t it be quicker to just contact Princess directly, instead of going through Aunt Agatha?” Ian’s husky voice was sardonic. “You know, cut out the middle man?”


    I pinned him with my surly gaze. “You’re hilarious.”


    Ian shrugged. “I’m not trying to be funny. I’m asking a serious question.”


    “Ian.” Mrs. Beckom rolled her eyes. “Cats don’t talk, silly.”


    “But they do talk to you, don’t they, Great Lorenzo?” His curious gaze flicked over my face. “Cats. People. You converse with them all. It says so on the sign out front, so it must be true.”


    “I don’t speak directly to the animals,” I said snippily.


    “No? My bad.” As he spoke he distractedly twirled the ring on his finger.


    I pressed my lips tight, wishing he’d just go outside and make a phone call or something and let me do my thing. Did this jerk actually think I enjoyed using my psychic gifts trying to track down stray animals? I didn’t. Not even a little. But times were tough, and it wasn’t easy to make a living during the winter in this touristy seaside town of Fox Harbor. As slow as it had been lately, I was lucky if a dog or a cat went missing. Judging by Ian’s expensive suit and shiny gold watch and rings, money wasn’t a concern for him.


    Bully for you, Ian, some of us weren’t born with a silver spoon in our mouth.


    While Ian clearly considered me a fraud, the truth was I was more of an opportunist than a phony. The most I was guilty of was stretching out some sessions. If I was particularly hard up for money, I’d occasionally milk three sessions out of someone when I could have finished the job in one. I made a few more bucks doing things that way, so where was the harm really? My prices were reasonable. Nobody was going to go broke paying for a few extra sessions with me. My clients always got the performance they paid for, and I got to eat.


    There were far worse predators out there than me. Some were even in Fox Harbor, in fact.


    For example, my nemesis Weston Bartholomew was one of those charlatans. Weston didn’t have a scrap of authentic psychic ability in him, but all the same he’d opened a shop across town. Weston gave psychic readings, and was prone to promising winning lottery numbers. He also had a bad habit of borrowing people’s priceless family heirlooms to rid them of evil spirits.


    Spoiler alert: they never got them back.


    I wasn’t like that. I didn’t steal people’s property or keep them talking to dead relatives for the next decade. I gave people comfort. Closure. I talked to the spirits of the dead, and people paid me a fee to be the bridge between the world of the living and those who had passed on. In my opinion, I was no better or worse than a telephone operator.


    “Look,” I snapped. “I need to move things along. Agatha will leave if you keep interrupting me.”


    “Will she?” He arched one brow.


    “Yes.” I met Ian’s smug, honey-brown eyes, doing my best not to show how much I disliked him. “You’re welcome to not believe. I don’t care either way. Mrs. Beckom believes, and that’s enough for me. But you must stop talking.”


    He leaned back in the chair, his gaze assessing. “Is that right?”


    “Yes,” I grumbled.


    Ian gave a slow smile. “Please proceed. Don’t let me interrupt the show.”


    “It’s not a show,” I said through gritted teeth, “It’s a reading.”


    “Potato. Potahto.”


    Mrs. Beckom scowled. “Ian, if you’re going to be such a party pooper, why did you insist on coming along?”


    He lifted one smooth brow. “Because, dearest, I don’t want you to lose your shirt trying to find a dead cat.”


    She hissed in a breath. “Don’t say that. You know there’s a chance Princess is still alive.” She gripped my fingers tighter. “Isn’t there, Great Lorenzo?”


    “Most definitely.” I cleared my throat. “And please, just call me Lorenzo.” I didn’t usually care what people called me, but something about the way Ian’s mouth twitched every time she added the “Great” to my name made me uncomfortable.


    She nodded. “Of course.” She gave Ian a chiding look. “Please ignore him, Lorenzo, and continue.”


    Pulling my gaze from Ian’s, I closed my eyes and concentrated on establishing a connection with Agatha. The sooner I found the damn cat, the sooner I could collect payment and send them on their way. I found Ian and his suspicious glances tiring. I didn’t have to prove myself to him. Maybe I’d have to cut Mrs. Beckom loose. If he was a permanent fixture in her life, I certainly didn’t want to put up with Ian if she came back again and again.


    “Once more, Agatha, I’m here should you choose to use me.” My head prickled as brightly colored visions flashed at me like a flickering movie screen. My limbs tingled and burned, heat shifting through my chest. I felt the spirit creep slowly into me like chilly fingers winding around my rib cage.


    “Talk to me, Agatha,” Mrs. Beckom whispered. “I’m listening.”


    I opened my eyes, throat muscles squeezing as the spirit oozed into my body. My vision blurred, and the sensation of Agatha’s spirit slipping into my core was uncomfortable. I felt flushed and overheated, and the center of my chest ached as the spirit made herself at home. I was no longer able to speak freely now that Agatha was in charge of my body. I shuddered as Agatha’s throbbing presence compelled me to ask, “Is that you, Sylvia?”


    Leaning forward eagerly, Mrs. Beckom nodded. “Yes. Yes, it’s me.”


    I studied Mrs. Beckom, feeling disconnected from her. I had a sense that Agatha hadn’t been fond of her sister. There was a lot of sudden resentment simmering inside of me. It seemed in life Agatha had been jealous of her younger sister, and she felt their parents had spoiled her rotten.


    “It has been a while,” I heard myself murmur.


    “Yes.” Mrs. Beckom grimaced. “How are things on . . . the other . . . side?


    It seemed Agatha wasn’t in the mood for small talk because a swirl of irritation shifted through me as Agatha snapped, “Never mind that. I have a question for you, dear sister.”


    “What is it?” Mrs. Beckom swallowed loudly.


    “Why are you squandering Daddy’s fortune?” My voice sounded low and gravelly. I wondered if Aunt Agatha had perhaps been a smoker.


    “But I’m not.” Mrs. Beckom wrinkled her brow. “Why would you say that?”


    “What about the sailing yacht?” Agatha asked, her tone accusing.


    With a gasp, Mrs. Beckom straightened. “Agatha knows about the yacht.” She turned to Ian. “How would she know about the boat when I bought it after she passed?”


    “Well . . . it’s not exactly a huge leap that a wealthy person who lives near the sea might have a yacht.” Ian’s voice was dry, and his eyes never left mine. “Could be a lucky guess.”


    Unable to address him directly, I continued to channel Aunt Agatha. “Of all the things to buy.”


    Mrs. Beckom grimaced. “I’ve always loved the sea. Why shouldn’t I buy a boat?”


    “So frivolous. But then you always were the impractical one, Sylvia.” Agatha spoke slowly and sluggishly. Her energy seemed to ebb and flow through me, washing in and out like the tide.


    “Me? Frivolous?” squeaked Mrs. Beckom. “I’m nothing of the kind.”


    “You’re far too old for a yacht,” Agatha grumbled. “And since when do you date younger men? Ian is young enough to be your son. You should be ashamed of yourself, robbing the cradle like that.”


    “But . . . we’re not . . . that—” Clamping her mouth tight, Mrs. Beckom seemed to gather herself. “Agatha, that isn’t why I’m here. I’m not dating Ian, for goodness’ sake. You’re getting me all flustered. None of that has anything to do with what I need to ask you.”


    “What is it that you want from me?” Agatha asked.


    “As I said earlier, Princess is missing. That’s what I want your help with.” Mrs. Beckom shifted nervously.


    “Ahhh, yes. Princess has been missing for days,” Agatha said. Her voice was almost slurred now. The spirit’s energy was strange and shifting. It worried me she’d leave before we got our answers.


    “You knew?” Mrs. Beckom looked startled.


    “Of course.”


    Hanging her head, Mrs. Beckom sighed. “I’ve searched everywhere.” She looked up, lines of worry around her eyes. “Is . . . is she with you?”


    “No.”


    Mrs. Beckom looked relieved. “Can you help me find her?”


    “Yesssss.”


    Ian gave a gruff laugh but didn’t speak.


    “Princess is quite terrified.” Agatha leaned toward her sister, and I resisted the movement. I wasn’t sure of Agatha’s intentions and didn’t want to play any part in her physically harming her sister by using my hands.


    Mrs. Beckom let go of my hand, looking hopeful. “But she’s alive?”


    “She izzzzz.” Again Agatha’s energy dropped. My vision blurred, and my body ached. Agatha’s energy was unstable. Unpredictable. She made me uneasy because one minute she throbbed through me like lightening, and the next she faded and swirled as if disinterested.


    Ian pushed his tongue into his cheek. “I’ll believe it when I see Princess in the flesh.”


    Mrs. Beckom chewed her lip. “Where is she, Agatha? I’m losing my mind with worry.”


    “Perhaps you shouldn’t have lost her in the first place,” Agatha responded.


    “Don’t be that way, Agatha. We all make mistakes. Please, tell me where she is.”


    My head dropped to my chest as the spirit seemed to fade. But then she was back, stronger than before. “The tool shed behind the house.”


    “What? The tool shed?”


    I felt my head nodding. “Yesssss.”


    Covering her mouth, Mrs. Beckom cheeks paled. “The poor little dear must be terrified.”


    Drumming his fingers on the table, Ian said, “I’ll bet.”


    “Thank you so much, Agatha. I’d never have thought to look there.” Mrs. Beckom sounded breathless.


    I expected Agatha to withdraw from me as spirits usually did once they’d spoken to their loved ones. But instead, her energy surged again, and I winced at the swell of angry emotions that rolled through me. “Perhaps I should return home and keep watch over things, dear sister.”


    Mrs. Beckom’s eyes widened. “Oh, well . . . but you’re . . . dead.”


    Agatha’s wrath boiled inside of me, and before I could stop her, Agatha slammed my palm on the table top. “You lost my favorite cat, dear sister. I can’t allow that sort of thing.” Witnessing the anxiety on Mrs. Beckom’s face, I struggled to control the spirit inside of me. But Agatha resisted my efforts, clinging to me like a piece of food stuck between my teeth. I once more pushed against her spirit, trying to expel her from my body, but she clawed at me and slithered deeper inside my chest.


    Mrs. Beckom stood abruptly, bumping into the table. “Well, try and understand, Agatha. I was ill and in the hospital for several days. Alfred left the kitchen door open and she just slipped out.”


    “Inexcusable,” Agatha grumbled, sending angry heat coursing through me. My limbs throbbed as her energy spread, trying to take charge of my body.


    I clenched my fists, struggling to control the willful spirit within. I didn’t want this entity inside of me getting too angry. Spirits were harder to get rid of when they were mad. The anger seemed to bind them to their host, and extricating them became a huge chore. I’d never expected Agatha to be an angry spirit, so I’d been caught off guard. I’d assumed this would be a simple conversation between sisters.


    Apparently Old Agatha has other ideas.


    “I had surgery, Agatha. Don’t you even care?” Mrs. Beckom sounded hurt.


    “You lost my favorite cat.” Agatha’s angry words came from my unwilling lips. “You’re as irresponsible as ever.”


    “This is so like you, Agatha, to put a cat above me.” Mrs. Beckom sniffed, and dabbed at her eyes with a tissue she’d pulled from her pocket.


    “Sylvia, are you seriously arguing with a supposed spirit?” Ian asked, looking skeptical.


    “I raised her from a kitten.” Aunt Agatha spoke through me again.


    Mrs. Beckom lifted her chin. “Stop lecturing me, Agatha. I’d forgotten how judgmental you could be.”


    “I still think I should come home and keep an eye on you.” Agatha’s voice was determined now.


    “No. That . . . that isn’t necessary. I thank you for your help, but you can go now, Agatha.” Mrs. Beckom crossed her arms stubbornly.


    A bitter laugh erupted from me, courtesy of Aunt Agatha. I struggled against her willful hijacking of my body. I pressed my hand to my throbbing chest as the frustrated spirit wrestled with me for dominance.


    You need to go, Agatha.


    Her spirit ignored me and clung tighter, clawing and attempting to stay put. I gritted my teeth and tried again.


    I take back my permission. You are not welcome and you need to go.


    “Are you all right?” Ian peered at me warily. “You look a little blue around the gills, Great Lorenzo.”


    I had trouble pulling in a full breath, and I felt sweaty and chilled all at the same time. My stomach churned as I struggled to force the obstinate spirit from my body. But no matter how hard I tried, she dug deeper.


    My lungs burned as I struggled to breathe and a hot squeezing sensation surrounded my heart. It was as if Agatha was trying to kill me so that she could then take my place. I’d never experienced anything quite like what was happening, and I began to panic. Could I die if she flat out refused to leave? It certainly felt like things were heading that way.


    Leave me now. Do you hear me Aunt Agatha? I command you to get out.


    “Seriously, Lorenzo, you don’t look so good.” Ian leaned forward and touched my wrist.


    The heat of his firm living skin sparked over mine, anchoring me to the real world. His energy was pure and powerful, and feeling desperate, I drank some in. Agatha’s grip broke instantly, and her spirit shuddered and recoiled. Guilt nudged me as I absorbed a tiny bit more of Ian’s life force, but my fear of dying outweighed the shame.


    With a shuddering exhale, I slumped in my chair as Agatha slowly withdrew, leaving me weak, breathless, and embarrassed. I hadn’t had a spirit stubbornly refuse to leave my body since I was a teenager, and I’d never had any spirit that aggressive. Who’d have thought a stupid cat could get anybody so worked up? I opened my heavy lids and found Ian studying me with a deep line between his eyes. Whether it was anger or concern I couldn’t tell.


    I averted my gaze so he wouldn’t see how rattled I felt. I was still guilty I’d swiped some of his energy. “Aunt Agatha’s a bit of a bitch,” I said hoarsely.


    Mrs. Beckom nodded, her lips in a pout. “She didn’t even care that I was in the hospital.”


    “If I wasn’t a rational man of science, I’d be inclined to believe your little act.” Ian stood and crossed the room to the curtains, yanking them open with unnecessary force. He gave a little cough when dust particles wafted into the air. I winced as light flooded the room, revealing my shabby garage sale furniture. When clients were here, I kept the room dark for a reason.


    Ian returned to the table immediately and then took my wrist and pressed his fingers to my pulse. “Are you light headed? You’re still very pale.”


    I took a deep breath and pulled my arm away. Rubbing my tingling flesh, I tried to ignore his effect on me. “I’m fine.”


    “If you say so.” He narrowed his gaze.


    I straightened my spine, forcing myself to sit up. I felt drained from my struggle with Agatha, but didn’t want Ian’s pity. “She’s gone now.”


    “She was so mean,” complained Mrs. Beckom.


    “Yes,” I murmured. “She was strong-willed too.”


    Ian met my gaze, his expression a mixture of concern and skepticism. “You seriously want me to swallow that Aunt Agatha’s spirit was talking to us through you?”


    “You can believe what you want.” I rubbed my woozy head. “I’ve done my part. I’m not concerned with what you do or don’t choose to . . . swallow.”


    “It’s difficult to accept.” Ian frowned. “It defies logic.”


    “Spiritual things have nothing to do with logic, silly.” Mrs. Beckom laughed, patting his arm.


    I said, “It’s always funny to me how some people struggle with this stuff, yet blindly believe in God. If you believe in God, you already accept a spiritual world exists.”


    “Who said I believe in God?” he murmured.


    I met his gaze but said nothing.


    “The Great Lorenzo comes highly recommended, Ian.” Mrs. Beckom shrugged. “Why else would I be here?” She pouted. “I always thought you were more open-minded than you apparently are.”


    “I’m open-minded about things that make sense. Talking to dead people is one way con artists swindle trusting women like you out of their life savings.”


    I bristled. “Mrs. Beckom came to me. I didn’t seek her out.”


    “I guess that’s true.” He looked around the small cluttered room, taking in the beaded curtain that separated my bedroom from my work area. “I will admit, your décor doesn’t suggest you’ve ripped off anyone’s millions.”


    My face warmed at his judgmental tone and expression as he examined the cheap pine furniture, worn throw rugs, and archaic VCR.


    “Ian,” Mrs. Beckom gasped, “you can’t say that.”


    He grimaced. “I don’t mean to be rude.”


    I squinted at him. “Right.”


    He gave the shabby room another once-over. “But . . . is this really a viable business idea? Surely you could make more money doing something else?”


    “A man does what he must to survive.” Did he seriously think I wanted to have this discussion with him? “Besides, money isn’t everything.”


    “I guess.” He sniffed. “There’s another psychic in town, right? Are you two rivals? Mortal enemies? Secret lovers?”


    “I’m more likely to strangle Weston Bartholomew than to date him.” I scowled. “But obviously we’re in competition with each other. After all, there are only so many missing pets to go around.”


    “If things are so dire, how is it you’ve stayed in business this long?” His tone implied he knew exactly how—by ripping people off.


    “Clean living and a solid work ethic?” I smirked.


    “Sure. That must be it.”


    “You could move to a bigger city.” As she spoke, Mrs. Beckom reached in her purse for her wallet. “You’re excellent at what you do. I’ll bet you could make a bundle where there are more people.”


    “While that may be true . . . I have . . . things . . . that keep me here.” I averted my gaze.


    She handed me my sixty dollars. “Do you have family in the area?”


    I swallowed against the lump in my throat and turned my back to them. “Not really.” I tucked the money into my jeans and moved toward the door to give them the idea it was time to leave.


    “Not really?” Ian murmured watching me with a curious expression. “You either do or you don’t.”


    I ignored him.


    “Are your parents living?” Mrs. Beckom asked, peering at me closely.


    I wasn’t sure why they seemed so interested in my personal life suddenly. Ian especially seemed focused on me now, which was disconcerting. “Yes. They live in Texas. But we’re not close.”


    “That’s too bad.” Ian’s tone was sincere.


    I shrugged. “It’s no biggie.” There had been a time when I’d cared. A time when I’d craved their acceptance. Love. But too many things had happened, and I was numb to my parent’s cold shoulder these days.


    “Sometimes not talking to family is a good thing.” Mrs. Beckom sighed. “Look at me and Agatha. We fought when she was alive, and we fight now that she’s dead. I guess it’s best to just not speak to each other.”


    I shivered as I remembered Agatha’s tenacity at trying to stay in control of my body. “You don’t pick your family.”


    “True enough,” she agreed.


    I cleared my throat and addressed Mrs. Beckom. “Did you want to schedule another session? I believe you expressed an interest in reaching out to your late mother?”


    Ian grunted his disapproval.


    “Oh, yes. That would be lovely.” She sighed. “I do so miss her. She was warm and cheerful. Everything Agatha wasn’t.”


    “How about next week at the same time?” I smiled politely.


    “Yes, please.” She nodded eagerly.


    “I’ll text you a reminder the day before.” I opened the front door. “Well, it was nice meeting you.”


    Mrs. Beckom chuckled. “Ian, you were so rude Great Lorenzo can’t wait for us to vamoose.” She made her way down the stairs, but Ian hung back on the top step.


    “Can I ask you something?” He shifted uneasily, and the sunlight made his golden hair look like a halo around his head. The light also caught the green jewel in his ring, casting a kaleidoscope effect across the lower half of his strong jaw.


    “Sure.” I lifted my chin because his intense stare put me on edge.


    “If we go to that tool shed, will we actually find the damn cat there, or are you sending us on a wild goose chase? I’d rather not waste my time if I don’t have to.”


    “Well, I’m not Aunt Agatha, but she seemed pretty sure her beloved pet was in that shed.”


    His piercing gaze seemed to look right through me, and under his breath he said, “It would be cruel to get her hopes up if we’re just going to find a dead cat.”


    My gaze flicked to the older woman hovering near the car. “Princess will be where Aunt Agatha said she was. Alive.”


    He watched me in silence for a moment, then said, “I don’t believe in psychics.”


    “Really? You hide it so well I had no idea.”


    He smiled, but then it faded. “I can’t deny you seemed genuinely shaken earlier.”


    I made sure my expression remained blank. “I have no interest in converting you. You can believe what you want to believe. I did my thing, and I got my money. Our transaction is complete.”


    His mouth hardened and he leaned in toward me. “If you lied, I’m going to be upset.”


    I laughed, even though his intimidating expression did make my stomach tighten. “What are you to Mrs. Beckom?”


    “Pardon?”


    “Are you her lover? Her son? What?” It was obvious they were close, but I couldn’t quite get a read on the actual nature of their relationship.


    “Her lover?” He recoiled and his cheeks tinged pink. “I’m her doctor.”


    “You are?” I raised my brows. “Huh. My doctor doesn’t follow me around like a puppy.”


    His gaze had an edge to it. “She needs looking after. She’s way too trusting.”


    I was getting tired of his digs. “And by that I assume you’re implying trusting me is a mistake.”


    “Probably.”


    I sighed. “Look, I made sixty dollars on the deal. I’m not exactly skinning her alive. If she has a fortune, it’s still intact.”


    He gave a tight smile, and my pulse quickened in response. “Maybe I’m being too overly protective. My dad was her doctor for thirty years, and when he died last year I took over.”


    “Is that right?” Did he think I cared?


    “She’s like family.”


    “Yeah?” I wanted him to leave. Now that my curiosity had been satisfied about the nature of their relationship, I didn’t need to hear more. I wasn’t even sure why I’d asked what their relationship was. But I definitely didn’t like the strange effect he seemed to have on me. I kept to myself for a reason, and I didn’t need some guy I barely knew making me feel things I hadn’t felt in years. “That’s nice.”


    He narrowed his gaze. “You don’t really give a shit, do you?”


    “Ian, are you coming?” Mrs. Beckom called from near the car. “We shouldn’t keep Princess waiting.”


    “Yeah, Ian. You’d better run along. Your master is calling.”


    He gave a hard laugh. “My master. That’s funny. She’s my friend and I’m just concerned about her. That’s all. It’s good to care about others.”


    “I’ll take your word for it.”


    He hesitated. “Did you lose someone? Is that what the icy act is all about?”


    I stepped back, startled by his observation. But I quickly gathered myself and hung my I-don’t-give-a-fuck expression. “If you want to fork over sixty bucks, we can talk about your life. But no one comes here to talk about mine. That’s not how this works.”


    “Is that right?”


    “Yep. What do you say, want to book an appointment?” I asked sardonically. “How about you drop by and tell me all your deepest, darkest secrets, Ian?”


    He narrowed his eyes. “Frankly, I think you should book an appointment with me to run down your symptoms. You seem to be having some kind of seizures.”


    “Wow. Way to Uno reverse. Maybe you should set up shop as a con man. I think you’re a natural.”


    He smirked. “You’re deflecting. That’s classic. Seriously, though, you should see a doctor. Maybe not me, but someone. A therapist wouldn’t hurt either.”


    Heat touched my face. “Thanks for the advice, but you don’t know anything about me.”


    “Sure I do.” He leaned in close enough that I could see the dark ring around his iris. “You’re more at home with the dead than the living. Why is that, Lorenzo?”


    I took a step back, stomach churning. “I have other clients to tend to, but you have a nice day, now, okay?” I shut the door before he could say another word.

  


  
    Chapter Two
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    A few days later, thanks to Mrs. Beckom and some extra online clients, I was able to not only pay my electric bill but also do a little grocery shopping. Walking up the cobblestone path that led to my combination shop and home, I admired the little butter yellow flowers of winter jasmine that twisted and tangled through a worn white trellis beside the steps. Winter jasmine didn’t share its fragrant summer-blooming kin’s lovely scent. Unfortunate because the damp air was deathly still and fishier smelling than usual.


    Holding one plastic grocery bag in my teeth and the other slung over my arm, I clumsily unlocked the back door to my little shop. I entered, wincing at the scent of rotting fruit in the kitchen. I’d been lazy about housekeeping of late. Partly because I hadn’t had any in person clients the last few days. It had been alarmingly slow since my session a few days ago with Mrs. Beckom.


    It was my hope she’d tell her rich friends how thrilled she was with my amazing cat-finding skills. With our second meeting next week, my fingers were crossed that she’d still be pleased with me. Word of mouth was a wonderful way to get more clients. I couldn’t afford to advertise in the local free newspaper, the Foxtrot Gazette, but if I didn’t do something I’d never survive until the more lucrative summer tourist season. Most of the small businesses in Fox Harbor held on by our nails until the warm weather hit. Some made it, some didn’t. I sincerely hoped I wouldn’t be a casualty this time, but it was gonna be close.


    There was nothing like money problems to make one feel hopeless. Maybe I needed to be more like Weston Bartholomew. He was thriving, while I was dying on the vine, clutching tight to my morals.


    I dropped the groceries on the kitchen table, and as I began to put them away, the hairs on the back of my neck prickled. I glanced around uneasily, unable to shake the feeling someone had been in my home while I was out. I stopped unpacking the groceries and listened. I didn’t hear any creaking floorboards or see anyone lurking around the corner of the kitchen door. However, all my senses told me I wasn’t wrong. I’d bet my left nut someone had been in my home.


    I slowly moved into the front room, muscles tensed just in case I was wrong and the person was still in the house. Flaring my nostrils, I detected the scent of tobacco lingering. Not regular tobacco though. The odor was spicy like nutmeg or star anise. It was vaguely familiar to me, but I couldn’t quite place where I’d smelled it before. The scent coaxed uneasiness in me, making me certain something unpleasant was connected to the scent. Was that unpleasantness derived from a person or a place? I wasn’t sure.


    I scanned the room, searching for anything missing or out of place. The archaic tube TV was untouched, no surprise there. My precious books, though dusty, seemed intact. I narrowed my eyes at a spot on the mantel over the small fireplace. There was a bare circle of wood surrounded by dust. My heart sank as I realized what was missing. There had been a small green aventurine stone shaped like a flame there. Anger shifted through me as I moved to the spot. The stone had been a gift from my late younger brother. Why the hell would anyone have taken it? Its only real value had been sentimental. I had a worn first edition of Agatha Christie’s Sad Cypress on my bookshelf. Why would any burglar worth their weight in salt take a cheap ornamental stone over that?


    Infuriated anyone would have invaded my sanctuary, I headed to the front door, but the lock seemed untouched. I next examined all the windows in the small house and didn’t notice anything amiss. I knew without a doubt that someone had been inside my home, but how had they entered? A chill went through me at the thought someone might have had a key to my place. I wasn’t the type who handed out my key easily. My closest friend Claire didn’t even have a key to my home.


    Perhaps I simply hadn’t closed my door all the way? Maybe no one had broken in. Maybe whoever had taken the stone from my mantle was simply an opportunist. Occasionally, local kids cut through the deserted field behind my shop to get into the heart of town quicker. It was possible one of them had noticed my back door wasn’t closed all the way and had snuck in. The colorful green stone was something that might catch the eye of a kid.


    I wanted to believe that theory, but my gut said I was rationalizing. My intuition screamed I’d had a prowler. But why me? It didn’t take a genius to see my shop wasn’t exactly thriving at the moment. Pierson’s candy store down the street would have been a far more lucrative target. They made money no matter what the weather. And Linda Coleridge’s nail salon, The Lacquered Labyrinth, on the other side of me did okay. The locals and their fungus-laden toenails kept her in business year-round.


    If I suspected someone had a key to my place, the obvious next step was to have the locks changed. Hiring a locksmith meant spending money I didn’t have or want to spend. Of course, there was always the DIY route. I could probably fumble my way through changing a door lock if I had to.


    Feeling agitated, I went back into the kitchen and finished putting away the groceries. I saw no point in calling the cops since no one had broken in, and the only thing taken that I knew of was the stone. I felt sick that the stone was gone, but knew the cops weren’t exactly going to put out an APB for my lost treasure.


    Once I had everything put away, I went to check the small attached garage on the side of my shop to see if that lock had been tampered with. It was called a garage, but technically it was just a little shed. The lock seemed untouched, so I decided to go next door to the nail salon. I was curious if perhaps my immediate neighbor Linda had seen or heard anything suspicious. As I entered the shop, a little bell jingled over the door and all the women sitting at the little tables turned their heads in unison. I winced at the pungent scent of acetone. Feeling conspicuous, I acknowledged the young man, Julian, who worked as a receptionist at the salon with a nod.


    “Hey, Lorenzo,” Julian said, his gaze sharpening. He was an attractive blond with light green eyes, a lip piercing, and a perpetual smirk. “I just got here. My calculus class ran late. I’m glad I didn’t miss you.”


    “Is that right?” I gave a stilted laugh.


    “Damn straight.” Julian winked. “Seeing you is always the highlight of my day.”


    “Is that so?” I was still painfully aware of the women staring at me.


    “You betcha.”


    I grimaced. “Okay, rein it in, Casanova.”


    Julian’s flirtatious interest in me made me uncomfortable. First of all, he was only nineteen. While he was a good-looking kid, he was way too young. I suspected his interest in me stemmed from his fascination with all things psychic. He’d begged me many times to help him develop his psychic abilities. I’d tried to explain that wasn’t what I did, but he persisted.


    “Haven’t seen you around lately.” He rested his chin on his knuckles, running his eyes over me. “You’re a sight for sore eyes.”


    I sighed. “Julian, stop.”


    He grinned. “Why?”


    “Because,” I spluttered. “You’re too much.”


    “Or, am I just enough?” He batted his lashes.


    “God,” I groaned. “You’re going to start rumors.” One of the women nearby giggled, and I hoped it wasn’t because of my conversation with Julian.


    “I don’t mind if you don’t.”


    I widened my eyes. “I think I’ve made it clear that I definitely mind.” I glanced around noticing two women watching me as they soaked their feet in bubbly water.


    He laughed and straightened. “Okay, fine. I can see you’re shy.”


    “I’m not shy. I’m too old for you.”


    “I disagree. But if you won’t let me seduce you, will you at least change your mind about taking me on as a student?”


    I grimaced. “No.”


    He frowned. “Why not?”


    “I don’t really have time to do that, Julian.” Obviously, he knew that was a lie. From the reception desk, he had a clear view of the front of my shop. He knew perfectly well I had plenty of time on my hands.


    “You’re so stubborn.” His face fell and he tugged at the piercing in his lip. Then he brightened. “Hey, maybe if you don’t have time to teach me stuff, I could just learn from watching you. I could be your assistant.”


    I found Julian’s persistence bewildering. I’d made it more than clear I wasn’t interested in anything sexual, but he still kept flirting. Was he simply someone who couldn’t take no for an answer? Or was there something more going on? He said he wanted my help to grow his psychic abilities, but I’d never found him to be particularly intuitive or psychically inclined. Whatever his reasons for being so pushy, I still didn’t want to become involved with him on any level. I simply didn’t have the energy to feed whatever need he had. “I’m sorry, Julian. At the moment, I don’t need an assistant.”


    He sighed, his glum expression returning. “You sure?”


    “I’m sure.”


    His eyes darkened. “You’re making a mistake. I could be a valuable ally—er . . . asset, Lorenzo.”


    “This isn’t even about you, Julian. I promise you that. I’m sure you’d be a great help to me,” I said, hoping to pacify him. “But I like working alone. It’s just how I’m built.”


    Julian narrowed his eyes but didn’t respond.


    I shifted uneasily. “Is Linda here today?”


    “Yeah.” Still looking crestfallen, he pointed toward the long row of work stations. “She’s at the end doing Mrs. Tully’s nails.”


    I scanned the room and pinpointed Linda at the end of the work stations working on an older woman’s nails. She was a short full-figured redhead with a ready smile. She was the sort of person who, even if you’d just met her, made you feel like you were her best friend. She had hundreds of customers, but she managed to make each one feel special. “I see her. Do you think it’s okay if I interrupt her while she’s working?”


    “Sure.” His eyes were alert and fixed on me. “Is something wrong? Is that why you need to talk to Linda?”


    “Nothing’s really wrong.” I hesitated, wondering if maybe I should ask Julian if he’d seen anything. But he’d just arrived to work, so he wouldn’t have been at the salon when I had my unwelcome visitor. “I just need to ask her a question.”


    “In that case, you can go talk to her. I’m sure she won’t mind.”


    “Thanks, Julian.” I ignored the stab of guilt I felt at his morose expression and headed toward Linda’s workstation.


    “Hello, Lorenzo,” Linda said brightly as I approached. “Finally decided to get a manicure?”


    I laughed. “Not today.”


    She pouted. “One of these days I’m going to get my hands on those ragged cuticles of yours.”


    I winced. “I know. They’re pretty bad.”


    “Yes, they are and they aren’t going to get any better on their own.”


    “I promise to make an appointment soon.”


    “You’ve been saying that for years.” She smiled good naturedly. “So, if you aren’t here to have your nails done, what can I do for you?”


    I glanced hesitantly at the older woman whose nails she was doing. “I’m sorry to interrupt.”


    “That’s okay,” the woman said, giving me a curious glance. She had a grandmotherly vibe, with permed white hair and rosy cheeks.


    Linda smiled. “Lorenzo, this is Helen Tully. Helen, this is Lorenzo Winston, psychic extraordinaire.”


    I laughed at her description of me.


    Helen studied me with curious gray eyes. “You’re the Great Lorenzo?”


    I winced inwardly at the “Great.”


    “That’s me.”


    “You’re so much younger than I pictured.”


    “Oh, I’m old enough. Psychic powers aren’t attached to age. I’ve been psychic my whole life.”


    “Goodness,” she murmured. “I . . . I was toying with the idea of having a reading with you.”


    “Were you?” I tried not to sound too excited.


    “Yes. So, you actually talk to . . . dead people?” Helen’s voice wobbled.


    “I connect to their spirits, yes.” I gave her a reassuring smile. “I know it sounds strange, but it’s not scary at all. It’s actually very comforting. Most of my clients come away feeling so happy they gave it a chance.”


    She sighed. “My sister passed last weekend, and I was hoping maybe you could help me say goodbye. She died so suddenly, I didn’t get the chance. Now there are so many things left unsaid.”


    I frowned. “I’m sorry. Closure is important. I could definitely help you talk to her. Then you could say all the things you didn’t have time for before she died.”


    Helen nodded hesitantly.


    I tugged a card from my shirt pocket. “Give me a call when you’re ready.”


    Helen looked at the card and then at her nails. “I don’t want to smudge the polish.”


    I smiled and set my business card on the table next to her. “No problem. My number’s on the card. Feel free to give me a call anytime. My schedule is very flexible.”


    Understatement of the century.


    Maybe Linda took pity on me because she gushed, “He’s really good. You should definitely book an appointment with him, Helen.” Then, to me, “Now, what was it you wanted to ask me, Lorenzo?” Linda smiled politely, going back to painting Helen’s nails.


    I cleared my throat. “I was wondering, did you notice anyone hanging around my shop earlier?”


    She frowned and stopped painting Helen’s nails. “No. Not that I recall. To be honest, though, I’ve been busy today. Haven’t gone outside at all.”


    “I see.” I tried to stuff down my envy that she had so many customers.


    “Why do you ask if I saw anyone around your shop?” Linda blinked up at me.


    Grimacing, I said, “I think someone might have broken—gotten into my shop while I was at the market.”


    “Goodness.” She bugged her eyes. “In broad daylight?”


    Helen looked startled. “Someone was inside your shop when you weren’t there? Good Lord. I had no idea this neighborhood had gone downhill like that.” Helen shuddered, glancing warily around as if criminals lurked beneath the little work stations.


    Linda grimaced. “Oh, the neighborhood is fine. I’m sure that was just an isolated incident.”


    Feeling guilty that I’d possibly scared off one of Linda’s customers, I said quickly, “I’m sure Linda’s right. The area is fine. Just fine. Nothing was really taken, so it was probably just kids.”


    Child burglars who apparently could teach John “The Cat” Robie a thing or two.


    Helen appeared unconvinced. Lowering her voice, she said, “Did you hear about the body they found near the library?”


    Linda shivered. “Yes. Ghastly.”


    Recoiling, I asked, “What?”


    “They found a body.” Looking around shiftily, Helen hissed, “They say he was missing his head.”


    Gasping, Linda said, “I know. It’s too horrible.”


    “When was this?” I asked, rattled.


    “Yesterday evening.” Helen gritted her teeth. “I know the woman who found the body. She was traumatized. Probably going to need therapy now.”


    “Of course,” I murmured as a chill zipped up my spine. “Do they know who the killer was?”


    “No. That’s the scary part. So far the police have absolutely no clues. None at all.” Helen shook her head. “Fox Harbor PD had better get their act together.”


    “I haven’t been getting the paper lately,” I murmured. “I hadn’t heard anything about any of that.”


    “Grisly business.” Linda shuddered and then tsk-tsked, frowning at Helen’s nails. “Boo. I messed up.”


    “Oh, dear.” Helen lifted her brows.


    Linda smiled. “Not to worry. I know how to fix it.” She hesitated and glanced up at me. “I’m sorry I didn’t see anyone around your shop, Lorenzo, but I’ll definitely keep my eyes peeled from now on.”


    “Uh, great.” I was still reeling from the news about the headless body.


    “Maybe you should buy a burglar alarm while you’re at the hardware store, Lorenzo.” Linda’s gaze was very serious. “Locks can be picked.”


    “She’s right.” Helen nodded eagerly. “That headless corpse might just be the first of many. Who knows?”


    I winced. “I hope you’re wrong.”


    “Of course. I hope I’m wrong too.” Helen sighed. “But I’ve always heard that once someone kills, they can’t always stop. They get a taste for it.”


    “Dreadful.” Linda shivered.


    “I might buy one of those do-it-yourself alarms.” I rubbed the back of my neck. “You ladies have me a little freaked out.”


    “Everyone is freaked out. Mayor Spears even held a press
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