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      Reed McRoy paced his office. He paused intermittently to stare at his computer screen in shock, dismay, and disbelief. He knew what he needed to do, but he was still reeling from the shock of seeing so much evidence of fraud. He’d spent the last weeks perplexed by the duplicate files. Today, he’d finally had time to meticulously compare them and see the real variations between the doctored file and the actual data.

      Looking out at the city view from his office window, he ran a shaking hand through his hair. The skyline was beautifully lit against the night sky. The tall Columbia Center skyscraper was made from dark steel, and its tinted windows were lit with yellow office lights and a rim of glowing lights at the edges of its peaks. In the distance, dense clouds rolled toward the city, intermittently illuminated by lightning.

      I need to report the fraud, he thought miserably.

      Routing to the compliance office wouldn’t suffice. This was big—and might involve or implicate many people at the hospital. If any of those people were in administration, they could seize the files and fire him before any external investigation was mounted. Reed needed a police detective—one he could work with discreetly until a case was fully mounted against those implicated.

      A knock on his office door startled him. When Reed opened the door, his mouth went dry. A hulk of a man, dressed all in black with a snake tattoo running along one forearm, stood menacingly before him.

      “Who are you?”

      “I’m here to collect your files.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Cassie Chase waited with anticipation for tomorrow to come. Just eight more hours would mark the start of a week-long vacation. She would be kicking off her glorious vacation with a date night. Excitement bubbled inside her—the kind she hadn’t felt since her intern year as a surgery resident.

      She felt an undeniable connection to the man who’d asked her out. Although she’d only known him for a few weeks, he’d captured part of Cassie’s emotions and awakened her long-dormant romantic interests. Judging by the way her body sizzled with the simple act of kissing him, tomorrow night promised to be phenomenal.

      First though, Cassie needed to endure this long night of being on call at the hospital. She wore her green surgical scrubs with her pager on her hip. She was prepared for unfortunate events—but hoped she could have a quiet night, during which no major traumas or strokes occurred. Maybe no unfortunate souls would need the services of a neurosurgeon tonight.

      Unable to simply relax until she was needed, Cassie paced the hospital wards. She stopped on the catwalk connecting the east and west wings. Thunderclouds approached in the distance. Their backdrop gave the already-futuristic Space Needle a glow worthy of science fiction. She’d once seen the Needle from one of Seattle’s skyscrapers on a cloudy day. The base had been obscured, and so the top had looked like a UFO hovering in the clouds.

      Her pager buzzed. The ER had a trauma. As she left the call room and walked through the hospital toward the ER, she dialed the call-back number.

      “This is Dr. Chase, neurosurgery.”

      The ER doctor filled her in on the details of the injuries. “I’ve got a thirty-five-year-old male trauma victim. Thrown from the third floor of an office building. CT scan shows a subdural bleed. He’s not herniating—yet. He’s unconscious. We’ve got him intubated and his spine immobilized.”

      By the time Cassie reached the ER, she’d received the details from the ER doctor. She looked over the physician’s shoulder at the patient’s CT head images on the screen. “He needs emergency surgery.”

      As she walked toward the trauma bay, Cassie called the OR charge nurse. “This is Dr. Chase. I need an OR room, stat, for a craniotomy. Trauma Bay Two in the ER.”

      When Cassie reached the patient room, she looked down at the patient on the stretcher and dropped her phone.

      “Oh, my God. Reed!”
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        THREE WEEKS EARLIER

      

      

      Cassie pulled off her scrub hat and sat heavily in the chair in the physician’s lounge. Six hours in the operating room had exhausted her.

      “Another save.”

      She looked up at the ghost of a teenage boy who gave her a thumbs up. She glanced around the room, ensuring she was alone. Of course she was alone—it was two o’clock in the morning.

      “Thanks, Wick.”

      “You didn’t need me for this one.”

      She smiled. Wick had been with her through every surgical case, throughout her entire medical career. Sometimes, he pointed her in the right direction toward fixing extremely complex problems. She didn’t know how the ghost—who’d looked like he was a sixteen-year-old boy for as long as she’d known him—knew neuroanatomy, but she trusted him. Cassie supposed he’d learned medicine side-by-side with her over the years, as he’d studied along with her and even quizzed her before exams.

      She’d trusted Wick all her life. He’d always been there for her—through grade school, college, medical school, and beyond. She attributed much of her success to him because Wick had provided both moral and intellectual support along the way. As the years passed, the ghost had never aged.

      “Calling it a night?” Wick asked.

      “Almost.” She’d already updated the family on the status of their loved one post-operatively. “I need to dictate the procedure report.” She looked down at her green surgical scrubs. “And I need a shower.”

      

      She didn’t make it to her shower. As soon as she’d finished dictating her operative report, the ER paged her for a crash victim on the interstate who’d suffered a head injury with intracranial bleeding. The team of nurses rushed the patient to the OR on Cassie’s orders.

      In short time, Cassie was scrubbed in for the case. Her earlier fatigue had been replaced by the urgency of preserving functional brain tissue at risk from the trauma.

      After she’d removed the patient’s skull cap, she set to work decompressing the bleeding. The scrub tech by her side dutifully handed Cassie the equipment she requested. The quiet beep of the anesthesia machine played in the background.

      She removed the blood from her view and then began looking for the source of the bleeding in order to repair the blood vessels. The CT scan had only vaguely guided her toward the left hemisphere of the patient’s brain.

      She carefully picked her way through the delicate tissue. Although it appeared to be a gelatinous mass, Cassie knew the intricate function of each area as she maneuvered around it—language, sensation, motor function, vision.

      A faint glow emitted from within the brain tissue. She suctioned blood out of her view. “Already on it,” she told Wick. “Laterofrontalorbital artery.”

      Her team of techs, nurses, and nurse anesthetists were accustomed to Cassie’s occasional conversations ‘with herself’ during surgery. When you were one of the preeminent neurosurgeons in the state, you were given grace to be eccentric.

      She repaired the vessel and stopped the bleeding.

      

      After the operation, Cassie showered, walked home, and entered her apartment. She pulled on pajamas and slid under the covers of her bed. Outside was the steady hum of city traffic. Inside, the box beside her bed played the sound of ocean waves and cast a dim blue glow across the ceiling of her bedroom.

      As she lay in bed, she thought about the first time she’d met Wick. She’d been eight-years-old, and in third grade at the time. She was walking home from school when a group of fifth-grade boys cornered her. Jude, the largest of the gang, slapped her library book out of her hand. It fell onto the concrete sidewalk with a clatter.

      Tears had started to well up in Cassie’s eyes, and her cheeks flushed with anger.

      “Sassy Cassie has no daddy,” the boys started to chant.

      Unable to stop them, tears streamed down her face.

      “What’ve you got in the bag? Anything valuable?” Jude reached for Cassie’s backpack.

      She jerked away.

      He gave her a hard stare with pale, soulless blue eyes.

      Behind the gang of boys, off to the right, a shimmer of light preceded the appearance of an unfamiliar teenage boy. He looked transparent; Cassie could see the street and traffic behind him.

      The strange teenager stood with his arms crossed, watching the bullying. “Don't stand there and take that, Cassie. Stomp on his foot!”

      Cassie acted on the command. As hard as she could, she planted the heel of her foot onto Jude's right toe.

      Jude let out a howl.

      “Now, push him aside and run for it.”

      Cassie shoved the fifth grader and saw an opening between the boys. She bolted, leaving her library book behind her on the ground. The heavy footsteps of the fifth graders pounded after her.

      “Faster, Cassie,” the mysterious boy urged her. He guided her to take a series of lefts and rights through the sidewalks of Seattle until directing her to duck into a park.

      “Behind that bench,” the boy ordered.

      She crouched, trying to catch her breath as her heart thudded in her chest.

      The bullies ran past her.

      “Well done.”

      Sniffing, she wiped the tears from her eyes. “Who are you?”

      “My name’s Wick.”

      “What are you?”

      With a lopsided grin, he said, “I’m a ghost.”

      After Wick had given her the all-clear to move from her hiding spot behind the bench, Cassie went and took refuge in the park for the next hour. She’d swung on the playground swing as she’d rambled to Wick about school, her latest science project, her mother, and the loss of her dad. Wick was the first ghost Cassie had ever met. She’d wondered if they were all such good listeners.
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      Reed stood as the slender neurosurgeon entered the conference room. She wore a pantsuit and no white coat. Her long blond hair was pulled severely back into a ponytail, accentuating her full lips and sculpted cheekbones. Thick, dark lashes rimmed Dr. Chase’s blue-green eyes.

      He extended a hand. “Reed McRoy.”

      Dr. Chase politely accepted, although she appeared to be experiencing a mixture of both discomfort and annoyance as she gazed around the conference room. Reed began to understand why most people he’d met who’d interacted with Dr. Chase had called her aloof.

      He shook her hand gently, knowing those long, delicate fingers saved lives. He also knew they were insured for three million dollars.

      “Can I get you anything? Coffee? Tea? Juice?” He gestured to a table along one wall, bearing a row of beverages.

      “I’m fine, thank you.”

      Dr. Chase didn’t seem fine. She seemed like she wanted to bolt—like being in a room with the hospital’s lawyer was the last place on earth she wanted to be. Did she understand that this meeting wasn’t about her? Had she read the details of the email invitation?

      “I appreciate you taking the time to discuss these cases with me,” he said. “I know you’re a busy surgeon.”

      She rolled her shoulders. “What have you got?”

      “I’m new here, so let me take a step back—literally and figuratively—and make sure you’re comfortable.” He took a step back and
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