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Chapter One

 


"You may be a predator but I'm not prey," I
think to myself as I feel the weight of eyes on me. "But it's okay
if you want to think that for a while." I know what he sees as he
watches me from the dark edges of the alley. A young woman with
short, glossy black hair, carrying a large purse and limping
slightly as she cuts through the dimly lit alley. It's late and the
New England moon is a sliver in the sky; not enough to give comfort
or disturb cover. I also know what he won't see--the ghost of the
young man with flames in his eyes walking beside me. The ghost
seems solid to me but I know he isn't. His hair is as red as mine
is black; the kind of red you see in commercials for Scotland. His
skin is pale while mine bears the mark of my part Chinese heritage;
giving me the look of someone who is always slightly tanned. I
swivel my head; looking behind me like a nervous woman might while
walking alone.

I'm not sure which of their three possible
forms this ghost has chosen to take other than it not being his
death form. It could be how he looked before his death or it could
be how he thinks he should look.

I feel the weight of someone's attention
grow stronger as I reach the middle of the alley and I don't need
my ghostly friend's hissing, "Here he comes," to know a man has
stepped out of the shadows and now walks quickly and quietly toward
me. He makes little sound in the alley; just small skittering
noises like the rat he is. I fight not to let a smile cross my face
as I pivot to face him.

"What do you want?" I demand.

He stands a few inches taller than me with
brown hair. I'd say he's in his fifties but it's too dark to tell
for certain. His skin and clothes are dirty and old and even in the
faint light I can catch the glitter of the gun in his hand. I
clutch my purse tight against me; pulling it in. A look passes over
his face I can't make out in the dim light but I know it isn't
good.

"Give me your purse," he says; gesturing at
it with the gun.

"Fine," I tell him. I put the purse down on
the ground with the end facing him and start backing away. "Take it
and I'll just go," I say as I move.

He smiles and moves the gun around again.
"Stop there," he says and walks toward the purse. I keep backing
away; limping a little as I do. "I said stop," he says holding the
gun further out toward me. "You're already limping. There is no way
you can out run me." He gets to the purse and crouches down. He
looks away from me; already dismissing me as a scared school girl.
As he goes to reach into my purse, I speak again.

"Are you the one who killed that man in this
alley last month? His name was Ben Hamilton," I say. The man looks
up at me with surprise clear on his face.

"If you know a man died here, then you are a
dumb little girl to come walking through here alone at night," he
sneers; looking me up and down.

"Did you try to rob him? Is that it? Did he
refuse to give you his wallet?" I say. The ghost next to me looks
at me in outrage and the flames in his eyes grow stronger.

"I told you I gave him the wallet. I did
exactly what he said. He said if I cooperated everything would be
fine and he shot me anyway. He lied to me," the ghost of Ben
Hamilton says to me in outrage.

I wave my hand at him and mutter, "I
know."

The robber looks up at me with a frown.
"What difference is it to you?" he demands standing up. "Was he
your boyfriend or brother or something?"

I shake my head. "I only met him once."

"Then what difference does it make to you?"
he asks again belligerently.

"If you killed him for not cooperating, then
by cooperating, it means I should be fine. If you killed him for
fun, then I guess I should be worried," I tell him.

He smiles at this and a look of what could
only be pure pleasure crosses his face. "I guess that's true," he
says, "and I guess you should be worried."

"So you did kill him?" I demand.

He laughs now. "Yes, I killed him and yes,
he cooperated. Gave me his wallet like a good boy. Hardly worth
robbing. I think he had fourteen dollars."

"You should be careful about confessing like
that. I am recording this you know," I tell him stepping slightly
to the side as if inching my way out.

He laughs at me. "Of course you are and the
police will be here any minute."

"Actually, they will," I tell him. "At least
one of them. If Ben cooperated, then why kill him?" I continue,
still inching. "Were you mad that it was such a small amount?" I
say loudly.

The man looks truly delighted now. "I didn't
even count the money until I was long gone from here. I killed him
because I could. I would have done it if he had a thousand on him.
Because as long as I have this," he waves the gun around again,
"I'm in charge. This alley is mine." He moves toward me and I jump
over my purse and make as if to run past him. He grabs me and spins
me around. He pulls me up toward him with the gun moving toward my
head. At this point, I strike at the arm holding the gun, stomp on
the instep of his foot and twist around to face the arm with the
gun. I grab his wrist with one hand and with the other arm, I
strike up and into his elbow. I hear the snap as his arm breaks.
The man clutches his arm and howls in pain as the gun clatters to
the ground. I smile now as I look at him. "I'm not prey," I tell
him very softly and even I can tell my smile has taken on a feral
edge. "You are."

I hear footsteps running toward me and I
stumble away from the man as I hear a voice holler, "Police.
Freeze." I hold my hands up and step away from the would be
mugger/murderer and face Officer Murphy as he comes running down
the alley. His gun is out in his hand and he slows as he approaches
us.

Officer Murphy is close to six feet tall. He
has short gray hair sticking out under his hat and while I can not
see them now, what I know are impressive green eyes. He and my
father were on the police force together before my father died
about six months ago and Office Murphy recognizes me right away.
"Jenny Chang," he says as he reaches us. "Damn it. What have you
done?"

"She broke my arm," the mugger yells;
clutching it toward him. "She was trying to rob me or
something."

I laugh as I look down at him. "Me, rob you?
Do you think anyone is going to believe that?"

"You haven't got any proof otherwise. I say
she tried to rob me," he says, turning to Officer Murphy.

"Everybody calm down," Officer Murphy says,
shooting me a reproachful look. "Let's all go to the station and
get this straightened out." He uses one hand to work the radio
attached to his shoulder. He turns his head to speak into it and
request assistance but his eyes never leave us.

"We should check for cameras," I tell him in
an easy voice, "so you can see for yourself."

The mugger sneers at me. "There aren't any
cameras here."

"How would you know?" I ask
conversationally. "Spend a lot of time in this dark alley do you?"
I turn toward Officer Murphy. "Hey, perhaps he has information
about the murder here last month? Since he is so familiar with this
alley," I say.

The mugger shakes his head. "I don't know
what she's talking about. The girl is crazy. Lured me in here and
then turned on me when I didn't have any money."

"Oh, wow," I say. "Now I'm some sort of
prostitute who was going to roll you for your pitiful wallet?" I
gesture at his outfit with one hand. "A dumb one who can't tell a
guy like you wouldn't have ten bucks without blowing it?"

"Hey. That's not right. I've got problems,"
he says his voice dipping. "I've had traumas." He looks again at
Officer Murphy. "But that doesn't mean I did anything wrong. It's
her word against mine and I'm the one with the broken arm."

I turn and look at Officer Murphy. "He's
right. I did break his arm but I can prove it was self
defense."

Officer Murphy looks at me with more than a
little disapproval. "And how can you do that?"

I gesture toward my purse sitting on the
alley floor. "I have the whole thing on camera." My would-be mugger
jerks up and lunges toward my purse. I smile as I snatch it away
from him. The good officer is on him in a minute and soon the man
is cuffed awkwardly and sitting on the alley floor as we all hear
the sounds of sirens approaching.

Behind me I hear the ghostly laughter of Ben
Hamilton. I look over and see him delightedly jumping in place; the
flames gone from his eyes.

"Thank you, Protector," he says as he starts
to fade.

"For the last time, call me Jenny; Ghost
Protector sounds so stupid," I murmur in quiet exasperation but he
is already gone.


Chapter Two

 


"I'm not pleased with you, young lady,"
Officer Murphy says as he walks into the small room where I've been
stashed to wait for him. I put my phone down and look at him.

"I don't suppose you are," I say turning and
sitting so I'm facing him as he sits down on the chair at the
opposite side of the table. He puts a can of soda down in front of
me with one hand and the other drops a folder onto the table. He
opens the folder to show a picture of my would-be mugger. He turns
the folder to face me and jabs at the photo with his finger.

"He could have killed you. I could be having
this conversation with your corpse," Officer Murphy says. I snicker
but this only aggravates him. He stands up and leans over the table
at me. "What would your father say if he knew you were taking these
kinds of chances?"

I remain silent as my father knew very well
what I was doing. My father may be dead but his spirit is my
part-time mentor in my role as Ghost Protector. He held the title
when he was alive and he teaches me still in death but I don't
think Officer Murphy would appreciate hearing it. My phone beeps
and I look down and see a text from my best friend Beth asking,
"What's up, Jenny?" I reach for the phone but I see the look on
Officer Murphy's face so I let it go for now.

"Listen, I worked with your father for a
long time. I can't help feeling a little responsible for you. He
was a good cop which is why I agreed to meet you at that alley.
Next time you call me with some dumb stunt like that, I'm not
coming so don't even try it."

I sigh. The lecture continues but I've tuned
him out. With my best friend and honorary sidekick Beth off at
college, it was nice to have the backup in case something went
wrong. I'll have to be careful about using Officer Murphy for
awhile. I shrug. What are the chances I'll need to face another
murderer in the near future anyway?

"Don't just shrug it off." Officer Murphy's
voice cuts through my thoughts. "This is serious. You aren't a cop
and you shouldn't be playing amateur detective. You could've been
seriously hurt. I don't want you playing any more of these games.
Leave it for the professionals. Do you understand me?"

"Yes, Officer," I tell him meekly. "I
understand." I don't promise to behave but he doesn't seem to
notice.


Chapter Three

 


I end up spending more time at the police
station than I had planned but I still consider it a good night's
work. The murderer of Ben Hamilton will be spending a decent chunk
of time in prison. I probably won't even have to testify since I
suspect the guy will just plea down. The video may not even be
admissible in court but I don't think he's brave enough to test
that. I get into my old Chevy sedan in the parking lot of the
police station and debate about heading home. It's late but I can't
help but feel energized. If Beth was home from school, I would text
her to come out but Beth won't be back until the end of November
and it is barely late September.

At least I don't have to work tomorrow. I
had planned my little adventure with the alley sicko so I would
have the next day to myself in case things went badly. They seldom
do but my father's ghost--who is also my trainer and mentor in my
role as the Protector--likes me to be prepared.

My name is Jenny Chang and I'm eighteen
years old. My father's side of my family is descended from the
mortal family of the immortal Zhong Kui. He is the Chinese king of
ghosts and the vanquisher of demons. He works for the Hell King;
keeping demons from entering our world. One got in with the help of
my Aunt Ann. It had killed my father and caused all kinds of
trouble before we were able to contain it. It is not an experience
I want to repeat.

My grandfather, my aunt and my father all
worked for Zhong Kui as the Ghost Protector; his representative
here on Earth. And now since my father's death, it's my job. I act
as counselor, babysitter, personal assistant and gofer in what ever
way I can to bring peace to the spirits so they may cross over and
find their eternal rest. The spirit of my father lingers;
alternating his time between training me and helping Zhong Kui. My
mother was unable to handle the stress and she took my baby brother
and left. I tried to find her but she is simply gone and it has
been six months since I have spoken to her or seen my little
brother Tommy.

I sigh as I realize where my thoughts have
gone. There is no point in wishing for things like my mother
returning. She made it very clear she has no interest in being part
of my life. I just wish it didn't hurt so much. And Tommy probably
doesn't even remember me. He was little more than a toddler the
last time he saw me. God I miss him. The only good thing about this
past spring was I finally got to meet my grandmother. I smile and
start the car; heading toward her apartment at the active adults
community. Grandmother is always ready for a visit and she will be
thrilled to hear about a happy ending for one of my charges. Plus
she usually has cookies.


Chapter Four

 


I let myself into my grandmother's apartment
with the spare key she gave me. I quietly open the door and stick
my head in. I can see the glow of the television coming from her
bedroom so I quietly step in; closing the door softly behind me so
as not to wake her if she is sleeping. I slip my shoes off and
leave my purse and coat by the door after locking it up behind
me.

"Grandmother?" I call softly and I
immediately hear her voice.

"In the bedroom, dear," she calls and I hear
her bed creak as she shifts. "What are you doing out so late?"

I come to her bedroom door and look inside.
I smile as I see her sitting up and swinging her legs over the bed.
Her shiny blue pajamas are as casually elegant as she is. My
grandmother, Suzy Chang, is in great shape for her age; well, for
most ages, really. She is slightly taller than me with gray hair;
cut short. Her Chinese heritage is obvious in her skin color and
the shape of her eyes. She remains active with Tai Chi and exercise
classes in her over-fifty-five apartment complex. Sometimes we go
out in the courtyard and she helps me work on my Tai Chi. My family
has been using it to stay flexible and active for generations and
it also has the benefit of helping to teach the basics you can use
for many martial arts practices.

I walk over and lean down to hug her. "I was
out helping one of my spirits. I'm too keyed up to go home so I
thought I would take a chance that you weren't in bed."

"Oh, I went to bed but it is hard for me to
get to sleep these last few years. I like to watch old movies in
bed until I do fall asleep. I think the sleep timer on the
television is one of the greatest inventions ever made."
Grandmother hugs me back before holding me away and smiling at me.
Since my mother left, Grandmother has become my closest family and
I wouldn't trade her for anything.

"I'm sorry you're having trouble sleeping
but I am glad you are awake." I sit down on the bed next to her and
give her a smile. "Do you mind if I stick around awhile and visit?
I know it's late."

"Of course not, child. I'm always happy to
see you." She pats my hand and stands up. "I spent far too many
years without you in my life to take any time with you for granted.
Come into the living room. I'll make us some nice hot cocoa and you
can tell me about your latest spirit. You can always choose to
sleep on the couch if you would prefer not to go home."

Soon we find ourselves ensconced in the
living room; hot drinks in hand and a plate of cookies on the
coffee table. Grandmother is in her favorite chair and I'm on the
couch as I tell her about Benjamin.

"You take such chances, child," Grandmother
says to me with an indulgent smile. "Are you careful enough?"

I smile back at her, our relationship still
new enough that having her worry about me gives me a warm glow.
"Yes Grandmother, I'm careful. I had Officer Murphy meeting me
there so I knew I would have backup if things went wrong." I put my
now empty mug down on the table. "I will have to be cautious about
him though. He is not pleased with me for going after a murderer
alone. I think having worked with Father makes Officer Murphy feel
responsible for me somehow."

"A good policeman will always feel
responsible for those around him," Grandmother says, waving one
hand. "Your father was the same. He knew the people on his beat and
learned to watch out for them. Knew when the convenience store
clerk closed the store so he could question it if the door was ever
locked at the wrong time."

I smile at her though I see the sadness in
her eyes. To her, my father is dead and gone. For me, I just
trained with him the day before in the hidden dojo we have set up
in the family basement. It is not as good as having a live father
to hug but it helps to see him; speak with him.

I speak quickly to keep Grandmother from
lapsing into sad thoughts. "The spirit was a guy named Ben who was
absolutely livid that the mugger promised everything would be fine
if he cooperated and then shot him anyway. I honestly think Ben was
more upset the guy broke his word than he was at being shot."

Grandmother laughs and reaches over to pat
my knee where my legs are pulled up on the sofa. I smile at her
glad to see the shadows leave her eyes again. I reach down and pick
up another cookie. "I really shouldn't," I tell her. "I don't need
to eat like this so close to bed time but you make the best
cookies."

"Well, there will always be more cookies, my
dear. I will keep making them as long as you keep coming
around."

I suddenly think to myself she is in her
nineties and I may not have many more chances to come around. I
believe she sees it in my face because she gives my knee a
squeeze.

"So tell me more about your Ben," she says
to me, changing the subject. "Is he settled?"

I love how she says settled instead of gone
or resting. As though he is not gone but merely relocated to
another state. It makes me think maybe they are all in some luxury
apartment complex now or on some grand vacation just waiting for us
to finish work for the week and come up and join them.

"I believe so. I did everything he wanted me
to do," I tell her; biting into my cookie. "He was my only spirit
at the moment. Things are still relatively quiet. Father tells me
it is unusual for so few spirits to need help. They should be drawn
to me like a bonfire in the winter." I shift in my seat. "He thinks
it is left over from the trouble Ann caused when she fed the ghosts
to the Shadow Spirit." I don't look at my grandmother as I mention
her deceased daughter. Silence falls and we sit without speaking
for several minutes; both unsure what to say. Finally I break it
saying, "I'm enjoying the peace while I can as I'm sure things will
get busier. After all, people die every day and a good chunk of
them probably have unresolved issues, right?" I finish lamely. I
look up at my grandmother from under my lashes and see her
straighten as if composing herself.

"Of course, dear," she says. "A slow start
is exactly what a Protector needs to get themselves some
experience. Things always get busy again. Something always comes
up."

I have a terrible feeling in my stomach and
I put down what is left of the cookie. "You know, Grandmother. I
think you may be right. Something is coming."

"Gut feeling," Grandmother asks me quietly,
"or are you feeling jumpy from tonight's adrenaline rush?"

I smile at her as I pick my cookie back up.
"I'm probably just being melodramatic."

"Well, you are still a teenager dear. You
are allowed to be." Grandmother stands up and picks up the cups and
plates. I immediately jump up to help her with them and we bring
them to the kitchen to pile them by the sink.

"I will wash them for you, Grandmother," I
tell her.

"Why don't you come in and watch an old
movie with me, dear and I can worry about the dishes in the
morning?"

"That sounds like fun." I lean over and give
her a quick kiss on her weathered check. We head into the bedroom
and both pile into her bed and pull the covers over us. We snuggle
down and watch Cary Grant until we fall asleep.


Chapter Five

 


I leave Grandmother's apartment the next
morning after she makes me breakfast of eggs and bacon and I help
her clean up. Pleasantly full, I walk into my house. Despite the
early hour, I don't bother to be quiet as there is no one there.
The house came to me when my father died and my mother left and I
continue to be its only inhabitant. "Maybe I should get a cat," I
say out loud to the empty room as I put my bag down on the island
in the kitchen. "They're pretty self sufficient and can be left
alone with a litter box if I stay out over night. Hmmm. Maybe."

"Cats don't really care for ghosts," says
the voice from behind me. I jump at the sound of the voice and turn
to find my father's spirit standing there. "They hiss and sputter
at us. Although it can be amusing to watch your vanilla mortals
trying to figure out what the cat is so upset about." He shrugs.
"They usually decide it is a small bug of some kind."

"Father," I admonish him, "you scared
me."

"I know. I've decided to take up scaring
you," he says with a noticeable lack of repentance. "I don't have
enough to do between training you and helping Zhong Kui and his
demon army so I thought I needed a hobby."

I shake my head at him and find myself
overwhelmed with the urge to hug him. I know I can't; not in this
realm although I can in the gray realm between but it seems silly
to ask him to transition there for a simple hug.

Father smiles at me. "Are you ready for some
training, little Tiger?" He begins to tick things off on his
fingers. "You still can't block a spirit, you need more practice in
being able to tell which of their three forms a ghost is appearing
to you in and you can never have too much practice in your
karate."

"Okay, Okay." I hold up my hands. "I have a
lot to learn yet. I've only been doing this for a little while.
Just let me change my clothes," I tell him. "I will meet you down
in the dojo."

I head up to my room and change into a pair
of loose pants and a fitted teeshirt. My black hair is cut to
barely even chin length and while not long, it is long enough to
block my vision when moving quickly so I grab a small hair tie and
make myself the world's smallest pony tail. Mere minutes have
passed and I am heading down the stairs to meet my father in the
dojo.


Chapter Six

 


The dojo is probably too fancy a term for
it. It isn't like we are a karate school but walk down into my
basement and there is a book case at the bottom of the stairs on
the left. If you know the trick, this bookcase swings open to
reveal my workout room.

The room is about ten by thirty feet. It has
a wall of mirrors so I can see myself as I practice and hopefully
correct my mistakes. It also has a wall of weapons on the opposite
side. Mostly Father tells me not to touch them--that I am not ready
yet--but we do play with the long wooden sticks called bos and some
of the smaller blades. It is hard for Father to show me how to
defend against a blade since he can't actually pick one up and
attack me but we try to simulate as best we can with his spirit
attacking me, arm out. Of course, he just goes through me so it
isn't a perfect substitute. I should get Beth or Grandmother down
here some day to practice with me. Maybe I'll start them with a
butter knife though.

On the far end of the room, there is a
bookcase filled with old books and diaries from past Ghost
Protectors. Maybe some day I'll learn Chinese so I can read the
older ones. The bookcase has reference materials on Chinese culture
and myths and the legends of Zhong Kui--my boss--and one of his
ancient enemies, the Shadow Spirit.

My father's spirit stands in the center of
the room in his police uniform. His black hair is cut short under
his hat and his brown eyes regard me. This is how he always appears
to me. I believe it is the form of how he thinks he should look;
although it could also be his form prior to death as he was killed
while in uniform. I have yet to perfect my ability to tell the
difference but I can't imagine it's a skill I'll need often. Oddly
he never manifests with a gun on his hip which I know he was
wearing when he died and carried every day as an officer of the
law. I'm not sure if it is difficult for his spirit to display a
metal object like that or if he just did not see the gun as being
part of his true self. One of these days I will ask him but for
now, I hate to bring up anything that will remind him of his
death.

Father turns and sees me hovering in the
door and raises his eyebrow in a way that says, "Well, come on
then. Stop dawdling." I step into the room and walk toward him not
bothering to close the door behind me. I can hear it squeak
slightly as it swings. He points to a spot in the middle of the
floor and I go and stand on it. I face the mirror and take several
long slow deep breathes to start our practice. We move into a
preset Tai Chi routine we always use to warm up; our hands and feet
moving in tandem in the mirror in front of me. It is some how
peaceful to move without thought and soon I am relaxed, my muscles
have warmed and I am ready to begin. When we stop, I ask him, "When
are we going to work on making one of those blue energy balls like
I accidentally hit Tommy with?"

Father looks crossly at me. "You could have
done some serious harm to your little brother with that. There are
more useful and less potentially dangerous things to learn first.
Today we are going to practice temporarily blocking a spirit."

I make a face at his comment but say only,
"Blocking is one of the things Zhong Kui mentioned I need to learn.
I can't say it has been a problem so far," I say, "as there have
been so few spirits around."

"They are slowly returning now that Ann is
not here to use them for demon bait," Father says with a shake of
his head. "I'm sure in a few years you will have more than you can
handle."

"I'm sure you can help out with some of
them," I say as I shake out my arms and legs a little. "The ones
that need more of a counselor and less real world help anyway."

"Jenny, I can't promise I will be here," my
father warns me. "I may have to leave at any time to go to Zhong
Kui. Things have been fairly quiet amongst the realms but the
demons could launch an attack at any time. There is no guarantee I
will be able to continue your training let alone taking on the role
as your resident psychiatric assistant."

I wave him off with a flip of my hand; not
wanting to dwell on the thought of him leaving. "For this blocking
stuff, what should I do?" I ask him.

He sighs and looks like he wants to press
the point but with a shake of his head, continues, "This might take
some time. Have a seat and make yourself as comfortable as you
can." I do as he says; sitting down on the mats on the dojo floor.
I settle myself as comfortably as I can with my feet under me and
look up at him expectantly.

"Close your eyes," he tells me and I do.
"Now I want you to picture a bubble forming around you. Try not to
make it too large as it will take energy to keep it going. Once you
learn the skill, it will become easier. You will be able to
activate it and have it going in the back of your mind without
conscious thought. I would recommend you not try to maintain it for
too long for two reasons. One, it does take a lot of energy and
two, it will block the spirits and if you do that for long you will
get a very unpleasant visit from Zhong Kui."

"Can I block Zhong Kui?" I ask him, eyes
still closed.

"No," he tells me firmly. "There is no way
to block Zhong Kui and attempting to do so will only make him very
angry. Now concentrate," he admonishes me.

I give my body a little shake and try to do
as he says. I picture a bubble of air surrounding me again and
again but I can't seem to hold the image in my mind. I let it go
and try again.

"I picture it as a giant bubble gum bubble,"
my father says, his voice echoing through my head. "Picture blowing
the bubble. Picture it growing and growing as you pump it full of
small bursts of air. Let the bubble grow and expand." His voice has
become soothing and I focus on it and my bubble and nothing else. I
visualize myself blowing it bigger and bigger. I picture it
expanding to surround me until I feel as though I am standing
inside a giant room of bubble gum.

Father's voice continues, "Try not to let it
get."

As the bubble encloses the room, Father's
voice is gone. Startled I jerk up out of my concentration and jump
to my feet and my mental bubble bursts. Father is standing right
where I had last seen him. He smiles at me as I struggle to
balance.

"Well done," he tells me. "You stopped
hearing me because you successfully closed your bubble. Now sit
down and do it again and this time make sure you keep your bubble
small. It should be almost skin tight so as not to be too draining
for you."

I'm not sure how much later it is when we
stop but it feels like hours. I am so exhausted I head straight up
to my room to rest. I remember that Beth had texted last night but
I am too tired to talk now and vow to call her back later. I've
learned to call the bubble around me but I can't maintain it for
more than a few minutes. Still, I'm satisfied with my morning's
work. I set my phone to wake me in an hour and I fall asleep
exhausted but pleased.


Chapter Seven

 


My beeping phone jars me awake after what
feels like seconds. I'm tempted to roll over and go back to sleep
but instead I pull myself up and reach for my phone. I turn off the
alarm and take a minute to send Beth a text letting her know I have
started working on the blocking spirits part. We have barely spoken
since she left for college. Beth became my sidekick after I
realized what I am. We spent the summer practically inseparable;
helping the spirits that came to me in between days spent at the
beach and working our day jobs. I have a job as a barista at a
coffee shop now and I miss the days where I went to the used
bookstore and wore what ever I pleased. Keeping a house together is
not cheap even with the family trust helping out and so I was
forced to leave my part time minimum wage job for a full-time
slightly-above-minimum wage job. At least I get some tips out of
it. I have no idea what I am going to do now that college is out of
the question. When my mother left, she took the promised help with
my college tuition with her. I had planned to be a psychiatrist but
now I put double pumps in lattes.

I try to shake off feeling sorry for myself
and get up and go do something useful. There are always things to
be cleaned and I should wash my uniform for tomorrow.


Chapter Eight

 


I'm on the early shift at the coffee shop so
five AM finds me standing at the counter organizing for the
upcoming morning rush. It didn't take me long at this job to find
out being prepared goes a long way to making the shift go by
smoothly. I have finished my set up and my coworker Terri has just
unlocked the door when the door opens. I look up at the sound of
the bell and see a guy about my age--maybe a little older, say
early twenties--with long, black hair and the distinctive look of a
Native American. He is wearing jeans and a teeshirt with the name
of a local landscaper on it. I take a moment to admire the ripple
of his biceps peeking out from the shirt sleeves as he walks toward
me.

He smiles as he reaches me and greets me by
name. "Good morning, Jenny."

"Good morning. What can I get you today?" I
ask.

"I'm Gary," he says, "and I need an ice
coffee. I'm heading out to a long, sweaty day outside and I could
use the frost."

"You're a landscaper?" I say; looking at his
shirt.

"Yep. Best crew in town," he says. "In fact,
I think I've seen you near a place I work. Over on Oak?"

"Yes. Wow, good memory," I say. "Yes. I live
on Oak."

"You're easy to remember. Maybe I'll see you
next time I'm over there," Gary says with a smile as
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