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      “Surviving Union Grace is an absolute blast of a ghost-hunting tale. A perfect, skin-crawling abandoned hospital setting, intriguing history, and kickass characters, Journey Sloane pulls no punches and plunges their readers into scares from the very beginning. An exciting new voice in horror—I’ll read everything they write.”

      - Laurel Hightower, author of CROSSROADS and THE DAY OF THE DOOR
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        By Journey Sloane

      

      

      

      If there was anything positive about the dead surrounding me, it was the way they drew heat from the air.

      And you, too, can have your own personal, non-polluting, rechargeable air conditioner for the small price of rousing the dead! Unfortunately, side effects include killing the people you love. Still, in this heatwave, who's gonna blame you, really? The booming, playful commentator's voice in her head belonged to her best friend, Emerson. He'd been Jiminy Cricket to her Pinocchio since she was thirteen. Since…

      Eventually, even the peaceful dead responded to Charlie Hawkins' unconscious call. The sheer predictability of it made her sigh even as the grande java chip frappe slid slug-like across the ancient oak study table. Thankfully, the spirit moving the drink was scooting it on the coaster she'd placed it on. Whomever it was, they weren't looking to make a mess. At least not right now. It gave her time to stop it. Stop this one just in time to go do the opposite at Cheswaithe.

      Surrounded by dark tables peppered with a handful of people reading and taking notes, she was leery of making a scene, but she couldn't ignore what was happening. When a spirit did something like this, they wanted attention. If she didn't give them what they wanted, there was a small chance they might escalate. Small, but not something she could ignore. If its activity escalated, people could get hurt. She knew that better than anyone. Keeping her head down, Charlie placed her open hand on the table and whispered, "Have mercy on my uncaffeinated soul, please?"

      The drink stopped sliding, but the spirit lingered. She couldn't see it. It didn't even have enough presence yet to make the air ripple, but she could feel it. Both in the unnatural, but not unwelcome coolness that surrounded her and the way hair on her forearms lifted as if charged with electricity.

      A thud from the aisle on the right side of the library, a book hitting the thin carpet. If they were lingering in a library, they'd likely either been a librarian, or this was a safe space for them. "I hope the book's okay. People should be more careful."

      The spirit left, presumably to go check on the book. One of the nearby patrons shushed her. Charlie accepted the shushing with grace, relieved to have ended the encounter with her drink and peace intact. They wouldn't be able to do much of anything, being several feet away from her. At least for a few more hours. But her time here was up, and that made her sad. Libraries were one of the few places where she could be around people without worry, but even here she couldn't overstay her welcome.

      She turned her attention back to her computer, sweat dampening her forehead as the air returned to a normal temperature. The spirit's continued presence would have wreaked havoc on her laptop battery if nothing else, but it also battled the oppressive heat the library's beleaguered air-conditioning struggled to defeat.

      She bit down hard on the inside of her cheek, almost to the point of drawing blood. Reminding herself to focus, she hunched over her small screen to block out distractions. Cheswaithe Inn, per the anonymous source that had told her about more than a handful of places in the last few months, was an old farmhouse converted to a bed-and-breakfast in the mid-1900s. It had become very popular among certain circles once it got out that a few spirits occupied the inn. However, business had been declining for several years now as the spirits became increasingly less likely to show themselves.

      Her source hinted that the old woman who owned the inn could end up losing it if something didn't change. Nobody should lose their home. She'd done her own research on Cheswaithe before heading out this way, but there was little to find outside of r tame paranormal experiences by a handful of folks. That meant she'd had to come closer. Search the local library and any records they had available to make sure it was safe.

      As far as she could tell, it was. She was free to head out that way, if the owner was up for a visit. No one had turned her down yet. Why would they? It was a win-win situation for everyone. She slept in a comfy bed for a few days in a row without worrying about people freaking out if something happened. In return, they got a boost to their business for a while afterward. Another unseen benefit to her fucked-up curse.

      She wanted to believe in some small way she was balancing the scales.

      A little voice in the back of her head laughed, saying, Don't act like you're doing this out of the goodness of your heart. Just because you get paid to sleep in a bed doesn't mean it's not a business transaction.

      That was her other inner voice, and it was a right bitch. Charlie sighed, and rubbed at the back of her neck, trying to ease the tension setting up in the muscles. Her short brown hair brushed the tops of her fingers, but it wasn't long enough yet to justify taking scissors to it, so she ignored it.

      Business transaction or not, the older she got, the easier it was to convince herself most places deserved a visit. Her standards were getting a little slacker each year. It didn't matter that her camper bed was quite nice. It was still a bed in a camper. One she passed the hours of her life alone in. She was so damned lonely.

      Charlie hated being alone, though it was safest for everyone. She didn't need a crowd around her. Just one person was enough, as life with her dad had proved. But once he'd died, things had gone all to hell, and she'd found herself trapped in this vicious cycle of having to feed her need for peopling as carefully as possible. Which was how she ended up in this situation. Traveling around the country, staying in places like Cheswaithe, trading off an ability that had taken the lives of people she loved for a few nights in a warm bed and people who thought it was cool when weird shit happened.

      It weirded her out if she thought too hard about it. About other people being happy to have ghosts around them. Charlie supposed that was what it was like to be normal. Ghosts were exciting instead of … terrifying.

      Opening the side pocket on her backpack, she pulled out her phone. It took a couple minutes to power on, but then started pinging with notifications. As the surrounding library users shot her dirty looks, she fumbled to turn the sound down, mouthing apologies. She thought she'd put the damned thing on silent. As soon as it was usable, she put the number in her contacts. She didn't dial yet; instead, she slipped her phone in her pocket. Charlie packed away her laptop and miscellaneous items strewn on the table.

      As she headed toward the library doors, a book on the receptionist's desk flipped open. The librarian, a younger woman with rainbow bright hair, gasped. "Oh my god, did you see that? Was that … Edna?" But Charlie didn't let herself look, or even slow down, other than the brief second needed to toss the remains of her drink in the trash can.

      Outside, she leaned against her truck and dialed the number. On the third ring, a frail but cheerful voice answered the phone. Charlie awkwardly introduced herself. She hated making initial contact, even if all she was technically doing was booking a room for a few nights. It was so much easier when she could just book through a website. The owner didn't seem phased by the way she stumbled over her words, though. Instead, she just reassured her that there were rooms available tonight and that she looked forward to seeing her.

      Charlie hung up and pulled up the GPS. Once she was sure she had the directions memorized (thank God for one-stoplight towns where it was almost impossible to get lost), she turned her phone off and stuck it back in her backpack, then tossed the backpack in the larger Faraday cage taking up precious space in the back of her truck. The Faraday cage was an enclosure made to block electromagnetic fields. Using one seemed to extend the life of her devices. And while a Faraday inside of a Faraday felt like overkill, considering how much time the electronic devices spent in her proximity, she figured it couldn't hurt to be safe.

      After closing the back, she opened the door to the 1973 Aqua and White Ford F250 Highboy which had been her constant companion since she turned eighteen. And, for the millionth time, she wished she could paint the damned thing some other color. Unfortunately, keeping it in mint condition made too much sense. Especially if she ever needed to sell it.

      "Cheswaithe Inn, here we come," she muttered as the engine purred to life with a twist of the key. "May your ghosts be benevolent, your pillows be soft, and may there be absolutely no fucking spiders. So help me God, Apollo, Ganesha, and Jizo, Amen."

      She put the truck in reverse and backed out of the library parking lot. Roughly forty minutes of driving past flat fields teeming with knee high corn stalks, she pulled up in front of Cheswaithe. It was a two-story building recently painted a gleaming white. Pots of pretty pink and purple flowers ringed the large wrap-around porch. Near the door, an old woman sat in a rocking chair. A massive Cadillac was the only other car in the parking lot.

      She climbed down out of the truck, small puffs of dust rising from the impact of her shoes on the gravel and got her bag out of the back. The woman stood with a smoothness that surprised Charlie as she got closer. Her grip was firm and dry when Charlie extended her hand. "Charlie Hawkins. We spoke earlier."

      "Margarite Cheswaithe, but you can call me Margie, dear." The woman assessed her with bright blue eyes. "I thought I recognized your name. I'm glad to have you visit the Cheswaithe. We do need your assistance. Things have been a bit too calm around here. Cheswaithe's ghosts need their chains rattled a bit."

      Her consternation must have shown on her face because the woman gave her a small smile. "The dead only have the power we give them, dear."

      Charlie envied her at that moment. That lack of fear meant she'd never witnessed what the dead could truly do. Charlie vowed she'd not stay any longer than she had to. She wouldn't risk powering up the Cheswaithe to the point the lady had anything to fear.

      Instead of saying any of that, she smiled and faked a yawn before asking to be shown her room. Once inside, she collapsed face down on a paisley bed cover reeking of lavender.
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      "Leave me be." The static-laden demand came through the spirit box sitting on a table near Jacques. Though there were smaller, handheld versions available, this box was the size of a small boombox and outfitted with an LED display that simulated voice waves when in use.

      Jacques de Molyneux sucked in a breath and looked into the camera held by Birdie, the tall, heavy-set, bearded main cameraman who had been with him for the past three years. Everyone else wore harnesses with dual mounts for GoPros and flashlights, but Birdie carried a rig that held a high-performance camcorder, a thermal camera, a microphone, and a few other small devices. "You heard that, right?"

      It was impossible Birdie hadn't heard, but the viewers needed the theatrics, the confirmation they hadn't imagined what had just happened.

      "Yeah," Birdie panned over the corner of the room Jacques sat in, "hard not to."

      Resisting the urge to smirk, Jacques cleared his throat and responded. "Am I talking to Miriam Cheswaithe? Is it you, Miriam, who wants to be left alone?"

      "Yes. Leave me be."

      It was incredible how the voices coming through the spirit box could be so different—in gender, accent, et cetera, —and yet the overall feeling those on the team (and, presumably, the viewers) got was undeniably Southern woman. Jacques was aware of the widespread skepticism regarding the device's authenticity, but he believed in it. Many people assumed ghost hunters, including Banshee Investigations, manipulated the box to fake said the responses. It wasn't hard to do. But Banshee prided itself on never faking evidence. They enjoyed going into a "haunted" building and disproving what others had seen.

      It had made them a few enemies, but he didn't care. Ghosts were real, and a respectable investigator either took the time to suss it out, or they didn't investigate at all. Making shit up was mais c'est ridicule, meme pas pour mentionné.

      Birdie snapped his fingers. Jacques realized he'd been silent too long. "Miriam, are you the only spirit who inhabits the Cheswaithe?"

      Silence, yet a chilling breeze encircled him from his left.

      "Temperature drop. Ten degrees. Right on top of you," said Mackenzie Smith, their blonde-haired, golden-voiced investigator. Even as a gay man, he could admit she had a voice that could make the dictionary sound sexy. And that was before he paid her to take lessons. Taking the hard edge off her silky tone had been one hell of a business investment.

      "I can feel it." He shifted in his chair to face the cold. "Miriam, are you standing beside me? Are you the only spirit in Cheswaithe?"

      "No." The word boomed from the speakers on the box. A split second later, a small 5x7 picture that had been on the darkly stained oak mantle over the unlit fireplace rocketed across the room. It slammed into the opposite wall, so close to Jacques' face he could feel the air part with its passing.

      The voice coming from the spirit box was different now. The words dipped in malice the way he dipped his sandwich into Au Jus. "Don't know what you think you're doin', walking around like you own the place. Ain't no room for ni-"

      Jacques grabbed the box and switched it off, cutting the slur off on the first syllable.

      He swallowed the familiar rage down, heat coursing through his body and begging him to rise to action. It was never a surprise when they ran into a spirit who spewed racist rhetoric, but that didn't mean he could control his body's instinctive reaction to it. He wiped damp palms over his khakis and tried to sound perky and upbeat. "Oh, look, old dead white people being racist. Whoever would have thought?"

      Birdie snorted.

      The hair on the back of Jacques' neck bristled. The spirit box screeched to life once more, scanner moving so rapidly that nothing more than incoherent syllables emerged. Jacques' next breath crystallized in front of him.

      Mac stepped back, cursing.

      Kiffer, their man in charge of equipment and assistant director for the episodes, backpedaled until he bumped into the wall behind him. His black-clad, extensively tattooed form looked laughable against the cabbage-rose wallpaper.

      Clamping down hard on his emotions, Jacques held up a hand. "Stop," he shouted over the squeal of the spirit box. "Get yourself under control. We do not fear the dead."

      It was one of the cardinal rules of doing what they did. Fear opened the door for other things. Gave the spirits something to draw from.

      Kiffer straightened, squaring his shoulders. Heat flushed his face and neck, lending his olive skin a rosy hue.

      Mac, long and lean and looking thoroughly pissed off now, nodded almost imperceptibly then flipped the box a defiant middle finger.

      Birdie, who as far as Jacques could tell, hadn't moved an inch, said, 'Bout time we wrap up, boss. Good note to end on."

      His words steadied the emotional ground they all stood on. It tempted Jacques to plant one on the man for it.

      "Sounds like a plan." He lifted his chin at Kiffer. "Start gathering equipment. Mac, give him a hand. Bird, let's grab the newbie out of the van and do an exit interview with Ms. Cheswaithe."

      Their host, a frail-looking woman with an incredibly large bun of blue-tinged hair ruthlessly pinned into submission on top of her head—waited for them in a gorgeous rocking chair that had been in her family since before her birth.

      Jacques took the moment before she noticed him to take a deep, fortifying breath. Then she turned toward him, a friendly smile exposing denture-perfect teeth. Her cornflower blue eyes, still sharp even with her advanced age, swept over him, and the smile faltered. "You look a mite unsettled, Mr. Demolono."

      The butchering of his last name gave him a tickle of amusement, steadied him further as he strolled toward her. Birdie thumped along behind him.

      "A mite," he said, sitting down in a newer-looking (and plainer) rocking chair beside her. As previously discussed, neither acknowledged the cameraman as he moved to find the best angle for filming their conversation. "I was trying to have a pleasant talk with Miss Miriam when we were, ah, rudely interrupted by a gentleman who seemed rather displeased by my presence, trou du cul."

      "Ah, that'd be my grandpappy, I suppose," she said, filling a glass with sweet tea from a pitcher sitting on a tiny round table between them and handing it over. As he took a careful sip, she continued, "Racist sonuvabitch."

      Jacques nearly spewed his tea at the language coming out of the woman's mouth. "Yes," he cleared his throat, "quite."

      The rest of the interview was decidedly more mundane as they reassured her they had found evidence of at least two spirits haunting Cheswaithe Inn. They would mail her digital copies of film and audio once they'd reviewed everything. It was only at the end where things got interesting.

      "Lucky you came by when you did," Ms. Cheswaithe said, rocking idly in her chair. "Things were awful quiet until a week or two ago."

      He got the impression the woman wasn't ready for her company to go. Since a few more minutes didn't matter, he humored her. "What do you think set things off?"

      "That young woman came to visit," she said. "Miss Charlie."

      Jacques scowled.
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      Later, sitting cross-legged on his bed in a dingy hotel room while moisturizer soaked into his shamefully ashy skin, Jacques woke his computer up. Thankfully, the audio from the Digital Audio Recorder finally completed the transfer. He navigated to the DAR file, renamed it, and began the tedious process of listening to hours of ambient sounds to see if they had picked anything up. The spirit box was handy, but sometimes the DAR caught stuff it didn't. Thirty minutes in, he found their first electronic voice phenomenon. The EVP was a familiar voice, repeating a message it had been telling him for over a year now. "Be careful, Squirt."

      Only one person ever called him Squirt. His sister, Ana. Thinking of her brought his mind back to the person he'd been trying not to think about since they'd left the Cheswaithe several hours ago: Charlie Hawkins.

      The last time he'd seen her had been the joint funeral for his siblings, Emerson, and Ana. Pale and unable to quit crying, she'd clung to her father's side as they'd filed past the closed caskets topped with white roses. He'd wanted to say something to her then, and again when they came through the receiving line to pay their respects to the family, but he couldn't find the words. He wanted to scream at her. To yell that it was her fault his family was dead. Wanted to hug her and tell her he was sorry and it wasn't her fault. If they had just listened to him, listened like she had, they'd be alive.

      He had been nine years old, and the storm of emotions and thoughts had glued his mouth shut and numbed his surface. All he could do was squeeze her hand when the time came. Wave when he saw them getting into their Volvo to drive away. After that, there'd been a long stretch of time when he hated her. It had taken years of therapy to find peace. Not with what happened, but with everyone's role in it. Still, it was one thing to accept no one person had been to blame for the Event, another to forgive them for the part they played.

      The thought ignited a familiar anger, so Jacques tabled it and spent the next few hours listening to the day's recording. He found two other EVPs. Both lower in quality than he liked, but audible, nonetheless. Since both EVPS belonged to Cheswaithe, he noted those. Both on the small, leather-bound notebook he took everywhere, and in the evidence file on his laptop.

      He made it halfway through day four of the recordings before exhaustion set in. Carefully, he saved his files, put away the voice recorder, and finished getting ready for bed.

      Sliding between the sheets, he loaded up his Banshee Investigations email. Part of his bedtime ritual was sorting through the multitude of suggestions they got from viewers or property owners on where to go next. He got through the first page of emails, mostly trash, before finding an email from a name he hadn't heard in a few years.

      Frowning, wondering why Grant Erschon was reaching out to him via his business email, Jacques opened the correspondence.

      

      Jacques,

      

      I hope you are well. It has been much too long; I believe since my graduation party, correct? We will have to schedule some time on the links in the near future. I owe you recompense from my last defeat.

      Tell me, is it true your little ghost-hunting hobby has expanded into actually paying dividends? If this is true, I believe I have a mutually beneficial situation.

      As I am sure you well know, there is an abandoned hospital that has been in my family's possession for generations. Unfortunately, it has not always had the most sterling of reputations. After the regrettable gas leak in the 1940s, the decision to distance ourselves from the facility was made. It is difficult to maintain our steadfast support to patient outcomes in the face of so much death. The 1960s were no kinder to us, what with the near constant accidents that plagued the facility. I know my father urged the rest of the family to sell our interests, but he was never able to gain the appropriate traction. Too many of them felt that abandonment of the facility would cause the public perception of the abandonment of our family's causes. You know how fickle public sentiment tends to be. The decision to instead close the facility was made in the late 70s and the building has remained vacant ever since.

      Jacques, I wholeheartedly believe the facility is haunted. I have urged the family to investigate, but they continue to refuse out of fear of a public scandal if my theory was proved correct. Due to this, any potential arrangement will need to remain off the books, so to speak. But I have the utmost confidence this ability remains in your purview.

      I look forward to speaking with you. Note my new contact details below. My last companion and I did not part mutually agreeable.

      

      Regards, Grant Erschon
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      Emerson's charred and cracked face filled her vision; angry pink lines ran where the skin split. His beautiful brown eyes, lids missing, pained and desperate as he begged her to help him, seared into her soul. He needed her to rescue him from the cabin's inferno.

      Charlie wanted to save him, but she couldn't get her feet to move. She was stuck in the thick circle of salt on the floor, heat baking her skin and smoke swirling around her, but safe. So unbelievably safe. Nearby, a window cracked from the heat, and oxygen slipped through the gap, sending the flames roaring higher.

      Charlie couldn't take her eyes off Emerson. Couldn't reach out a hand to him because of the stove knobs filling her hands. She knew they didn't matter now, but still couldn't make herself let go of them. "I'm sorry," she said, tears coursing down her cheeks. "Em, I'm sorry. I'm sorry," she repeated, desperately wishing she could move out of the circle and be with her friend. Even if she couldn't save him, she could die with him. That's what she deserved. To die with her best friend.

      "Charlie." His lips formed her name and for a moment, there was something like acceptance in his eyes before malice filled his expression as he sank to his knees. "Your fault. Your fault."

      All she could do was keep her eyes on him. Watch as life fled his body, listen as the corpse screamed in a high, trilling beep that got louder and louder⁠—

      Charlie jolted awake, grabbing her phone and fumbling for the buttons on the side to turn off the alarm. Then she flopped back against the pillow, swiping angrily at the tears, and stared at the too-close ceiling of the camper. She and Jacques had screamed themselves hoarse, unable to get close to the too-still bodies, before the rapidly spreading flames had forced them to risk the spirits attacking them and flee the cabin.

      She needed to believe that. They were already dead. The injuries they'd received … and she'd screamed for him. Yelled for Emerson to wake up, to roll over and put the flames that seared his skin out. He hadn't moved. Not even a finger twitched. She had not left her best friend to die in the heat of the fire. But that didn't stop her brain from tormenting her with the what-ifs.

      Her phone buzzed beside her. She frowned. It was a text from a number she didn't recognize. She almost dismissed it for being spam, but her filters were decent. Out of curiosity and a desperate need to distract herself from the nightmare, she expanded the text.

      Charlie, my name is Grant Erschon—Erschon — Her mother's maiden name—your first cousin once removed on Madeleine's side. I'd like to call you, if you'd be so kind? (Texting first because I know how I react to numbers I don't know! ;))

      She blinked disbelievingly, gaze going. Her mother hadn't sprung from a well, of course, but her mom's side of the family had never tried to contact her. They disowned her mother when she had married Charlie's father, and as far as Charlie knew, that was the end of the story. So why the hell was this Grant guy reaching out after all these years?

      And more importantly, how had he gotten her phone number?

      She got out of bed and grabbed a bottle of cold brew from inside the small fridge she kept her perishables in. She indulged in several long drinks straight from the container, then snagged a package of wet wipes and scrubbed her face with one. After the shock of the cold helped her feel a little more alert, she texted him back with her permission to call.
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      Grant Erschon rose and opened his arms to Charlie as the hostess escorted her to their table. He was on the shorter side, but his lean frame and tailored suit made him seem taller. So, it surprised her to find when she stepped into his embrace that her head came up to his shoulder. The hug thing was a bit weird, but she was desperate enough for human contact to hug a virtual stranger.

      Grant had thick blond hair and a tan, orange enough she didn't think it was natural. He smelled of some sort of overpowering spice blend that made her eyes want to water, but as he released her, she noted a lingering note of something off. Unpleasant and unidentifiable. It made her uneasy, but she forced a smile and sat without comment after he held out a chair for her and glanced around the room.

      She didn’t often eat at this kind of restaurant. Where tablecloths didn't have a sheet of paper pulled over them, or fresh flowers on every table. She was keenly aware of the small stain on the hem of her green mid-calf dress and the scuff marks on her thrift-store heels.

      A server in a crisp white shirt and black pants appeared before she and Grant said anything to each other beyond hello. She took the menu the woman offered and requested water to drink. Grant ordered a glass of wine older than she was. The menu had no prices on it, and she bit her lip while she studied it. It didn't bode well for her budget.

      "It's my treat," Grant said, startling her.

      She looked up, embarrassed he'd figured out what she was thinking. "No. I mean, it's fine. I can–I have–"

      He pointed a finger at her, one corner of his mouth curling up into a self-assured smirk. "My treat. It's what I like to call … a business expense. Order whatever you like."

      That made her feel a little better even while it pinged home the point that she was way out of her depth having lunch here, with him. She thanked him and turned her attention back to the menu. It was a lot more interesting when she wasn't looking for the cheapest item.

      Steak caught her eye, and it didn't take long to decide after that. Decision made, she put the menu aside and looked at her cousin.

      Menu already on the table, Grant studied her while he played with a large jeweled ring on his right hand. "Let me guess: Steak. Medium rare. Roasted vegetables?"

      Charlie blinked twice in disbelief. "How?"

      He stopped playing with his ring and took a sip of water from a gold-rimmed glass. The lines around the corners of his mouth and eyes deepened a bit, making her think he was laughing at her internally. "It's what I would have ordered if someone else was paying. Never settle for less than the best."

      The statement felt off somehow. Like he had meant to say more, but cut himself short. She considered asking him to finish his thought, but decided she didn't want to hear what he might say. Also, the familiarity was weird, considering they barely knew each other. "So, you said you had a business proposition?"

      He tapped manicured fingernails on the tablecloth. She had cleaned under her nails, but her thumbnails' edges were still ragged. She put her hands on her lap. "I'm a firm believer that business before a meal affects the constitution. Let's set that aside until coffee and dessert. The sugar may help … sweeten our potential deal."

      She didn't want to talk pleasantries. She wanted to ask him about her mom. About why the Erschon family shunned them. Ask if anyone else in the family had special abilities, even if they weren't quite like hers. But all she said was, "Of course." She searched her blank mind for the proper pleasantries. "Uh, did you have a long drive?"

      Grant's nostrils flared and he leaned back in his chair, boredom on his face. "I took my private jet and then my driver brought me the rest of the way. My schedule allows nothing so pedantic as driving time these days. In business, every second needs to … count."

      Nothing so pedantic as driving. What a dickhead, she thought.  A twinge of wistfulness hit her. If things had worked out differently, her life might have been as easy as his was now.

      They passed the next few minutes with small talk that he steered. It made Charlie want to pull her hair out. Luckily, the food came before she got to that point. She was quite happy to lapse into a silence punctuated only by the sounds of cutlery against plates as she dug into her steak. Her small yet tasty steak.

      Neither of them talked much until they'd eaten about half their food. Then Grant said conversationally, "Psychic abilities are not unique to the women in our lineage, though, I grant you, your specific talents are peculiar.".

      Charlie put her fork down. "Did … Did my mom?"

      "Indeed. One could say her specialty was precognitive dreams. Not as specific a gift as some, but enough to save your grandfather's life."

      Her eyebrows went up. Her fork stayed down.

      Grant pursed his lips and stared at her for a moment. She could feel his judgment grating against her skin. Finally, he spoke. "When she was just a child, your mother dreamed of your grandfather's demise while on a business trip across the pond. She became hysterical, so much so that your grandfather postponed his trip because of concerns for her health. Lo-and-behold, the plane he should have been on experienced mechanical failure, resulting in the deaths of all aboard. Your mother, Maddy, was only six years old, if you can believe it."

      Wow. Her mom, Maddy, had saved her grandfather's life. Why couldn't she have a useful ability like that?

      "That's amazing," she said and sighed.

      Grant took a sip of his wine, lifting one shoulder in a blasé shrug. "Of course it is. But your specific talents are even more valuable."

      That depended on your point of view, Charlie thought. And from hers, it was not. But it gave her a chance to ask another question high on her list. "How do you know what I can do? It's not something I go around advertising. And the Erschon family wasn't a part of my life growing up, obviously."

      She didn't mean it to come out as bitter as it had. Over the years, Charlie thought she'd made her peace with the way her mom's family had abandoned them. The way her mom had abandoned her when she was three. Apparently, she was wrong.

      Grant tapped his fingers on the table again. "We'll get to that first part soon. But to answer the second part of your statement: Your grandfather had very specific plans for your mother and the betterment of the family coffers. Madeleine was aware of those expectations and ignored them. While her ousting was, perhaps, regrettable, it was also understandable. Blood is thicker than water, as they say."

      "That's not the actual saying," Charlie said, anger rising at Grant's words. She tried to remind herself that he wasn't responsible for her mother's excommunication from the family, but seriously? How could he talk about it like he was discussing the weather?

      Grant arched a single eyebrow. "Enlighten me, then."

      "The direct quote is 'The blood of the covenant is thicker than the water of the womb.' It means the opposite of the bastardization everyone flings around."

      His lips thinned and his eyes darkened, just for a moment. But then Grant cleared his throat and said, "Well, perhaps that's the public-school interpretation. In other circles, we interpret it … differently."

      Charlie picked up her fork, wondering how much trouble she'd get in for maiming her cousin. She settled for stabbing a piece of steak. Public school interpretation? Pretentious prick. The longer she spent with him, the more she regretted answering his text. Stab him, Emerson told her. Even if you get in trouble, it's worth it. She ignored the thought, tempting as it was, and narrowed her eyes. "Yeah, I can see how people more concerned with bloodline than intelligence and accuracy would favor the other interpretation."

      Grant patted her hand. "My dear, bloodline trumps all else in many cases. You'll learn soon enough." He sat back. "Now, you must try the tiramisu. It's to die for."

      Without waiting for her response, or even acknowledging her still half-full plate, he waved the server over. "Two tiramisu and two cappuccinos."

      He turned back to her and said, "I find the double-dose of caffeine most beneficial this late in the afternoon."

      Charlie popped the bite of steak she'd stabbed into her mouth even as the server was removing her plate. She chewed slowly, hoping to give herself time to calm down. He'd called her there for a reason. One he'd assured her would be profitable. She needed to at least hear him out before she told him to fuck so far off he'd die of old age before making it back to where he sat now.

      Her cousin–first cousin once removed, whatever that meant–seemed content to wait for dessert to arrive before he said anything else. Once the server brought the items out, Grant turned to business. "Earlier, you asked how I knew what your abilities are. With the right people, it's easy to find most things. And I always have the right people. They confirmed what your Erschon blood already alluded: you're very special."

      A slow, shark-like grin spread across his face. "I've tested you several times since, and you've always exceeded my expectations."

      Charlie gaped at him as the pieces fit together, linking him with her anonymous benefactor. "You're the one who has been sending me the emails?"

      "Not me, precisely," he said, looking smug. "But, again, my people."

      She thought about that while she took a bite of her tiramisu. She couldn't identify all the flavors, but she didn't need to. It was delicious. She closed her eyes as she took another bite so that she didn't have her cousin's face ruining the experience. So damned delicious. Too bad the rapidly rising anger upon finding out her cousin had been manipulating the hell out of her for his own purposes left a bad taste in her mouth even the tiramisu couldn't override.

      When she opened her eyes again, a different darkness painted Grant's gaze. The kind that said he'd enjoyed her tiramisu experience, too. It made her uncomfortable and added a sharp edge to her growing anger. They were blood relatives, for Christ's sake. She started to lick her lips but grabbed the napkin from her lap to dab at her mouth instead. "So, rather than introduce yourself and work with me, you chose to move me around like a pawn on a chessboard. Why?"

      One of his shoulders rose and fell in a careless shrug. "You might have said no."

      She almost got up right then. The temptation to fling her cappuccino all over that expensive suit and shove the remains of her tiramisu in his pretty-boy face made her fingers itch. But she needed money, and a small part of her couldn't give up on the hope that somewhere deep inside, her cousin was a decent person.

      Charlie took a long drink from her cup. "So, what do you want me to do?"

      One corner of his mouth ticked up, and she added, "For the job."

      Oh, he's a fucking pervert, her other bitchier internal voice added. I agree with Em. Public maiming is acceptable in these circumstances.

      "There's a hospital in the Erschon portfolio that's been abandoned for quite some time. Terrible backstory. Filled with tragedy. Quite sad." He picked at an invisible piece of lint on his tie, then reached into his suit jacket to remove a small, painted case. Popping it open, with his thumbnail, he tilted the contents into his palm and downed them with a sip of his cappuccino. "It's rumored to be haunted. A rumor that I believe to be true. Unfortunately, a haunted building only adds to the price if you're selling to someone either too rich or too stupid to know better."

      She picked up her cappuccino and watched him over the rim of the mug. "I fail to see why you want me there, considering I'll make the building more haunted."

      "Mm," he held up a finger to pause the conversation and took a large bite of his own dessert before wiping his mouth with his napkin. "I need you to make it more haunted so that my people can make it less haunted."

      Charlie raised her brows. "Riiight."

      Grant sighed, and a line appeared between his eyebrows. "The building has been cleansed. Twice. The first attempt resulted in finding nothing to cleanse. That Union Grace was ghost-free." He scooped another bite of dessert and gestured with it. "The lead investigator then killed himself a week later." He popped the bite into his mouth, undisturbed.

      "Perhaps nothing more than a simple coincidence, but I believe less in coincidence than most people believe in ghosts. So, I sent in a second team. That attempt resulted in declaring ghosts were present, but so faint they could do nothing about them. Whatever that means."

      It wasn't exactly news. Without an active source of psychic energy, if enough time passed, ghosts went dormant. And not everyone had that psychic energy. That was why even places with regular inhabitants, like at Cheswaithe, eventually had issues. But at least it told her where he was going with this. She bit the inside of her cheek as she waited for him to get to the point.

      "And that, my dear Cousin Charlotte, is why I'm coming to you in my hour of need. The building needs to be sold. Good land should not go to waste. But if the building is haunted, I cannot possibly go through with the sale. I can't predict what the buyers might do with the land, and I would feel forever responsible if the ghosts were ever to … cause harm."

      He leaned back in his chair and flashed her an admittedly charming, self-conscious smile. "So, I need your help to ensure the safety of, well, everyone."

      Charlie sipped her cappuccino while her mind churned. While she didn't believe for a second that Grant Erschon gave a single fuck about anyone getting hurt, she did. She did, and he'd dangled an opportunity in front of her that was hard to resist. A chance to use her ability to do something truly good rather than just drumming up business for haunted B&Bs.

      "As gauche as it is to talk money, do the job well and you'll receive $50,000."

      She nearly choked on her cappuccino and ended up coughing hard for a few minutes before she could get her breathing under control.

      After she finished coughing, Grant continued. "It is a business transaction, though, so there are certain expectations." He reached into an inner pocket of his suit jacket and pulled out an envelope. He laid it on the table between them. "Your little visits to those tourist traps typically last three days. Those buildings are small. Union Grace is not. Therefore, you are expected to remain on her premises for a minimum of four days to ensure proper … saturation. After the four days are complete, if you feel she is not haunted or you feel … no longer welcomed, you may leave. But, if the four-day minimum has not been completed, your pay will be prorated by 75%. On the other hand, each day in addition to the original four will earn you $5,000 to ensure her residents are … well fed." She did the math in her head. Almost ten thousand just to show up for a day. And while she wouldn't stay a full seven days under any circumstances, even another day would put her at $55,000. It would be a blessing for her bank account for several years.

      "And after I charge up the ghosts, I leave and you bring in exorcists to lay the spirits to rest?"

      Grant took a sip of his cappuccino and patted his lips with a napkin. "The proper team is already in place. My people will join you the morning of the fourth day. At that point, you will familiarize them with the grounds and
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