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      I’m melting. The thought kept going through my mind like a recording from The Wizard of Oz. Okay, so I’m not technically melting, but the makeup Lilac had carefully applied to my face this morning disappeared hours ago as I tried to keep the sweat from running down my cheeks with the course paper towels from the bathroom. The courthouse might be air-conditioned, but the small room where the prosecutor had stashed me at nine this morning wasn’t keeping up with the day’s heat.

      Now, I’d had lunch delivered along with a gallon of unsweetened iced tea and I was still waiting.

      My Aunt Franny’s trial for attempted murder had been going on for a week now. I’d been locked in this room for two days, waiting for the lawyers to stop arguing about the significance of my testimony.

      I’m not legally trained, but I think since my aunt tried to kill me, I had a feeling that my testimony might be important to the trial. I scanned the small room for the thousandth time that day. Whoever had built this witness holding cell, okay, it was a room, had at least realized that witnesses had bodily needs and a bathroom was attached. The problem was every time I went inside, a bell sounded on the court officer’s phone and when I returned to the room, he was standing inside the larger room’s door, watching. Like right now. At least it let some air into the room from the hallway.

      “Everything okay, miss?” The older man asked. He had to be pushing retirement age and unfortunately for him, he got stuck babysitting me. And probably others like me, day after day. His eyes were kind. “I’m sure Judge Hornet will release the court for the day soon.”

      “It’s just really hot in here.” I poured another glass of tea and noticed I was almost out of ice. Again. “You can call me Eddie, by the way. We’re spending more time together this week than I’ve seen my staff at the antique store.”

      He smiled but didn’t lose his rigid position at the door. “Miss Cayce, I know who you are. My wife loves walking through your store when we come down to the Quarter on Saturdays for coffee and beignets. Stopping at Goldman’s is a family tradition. I’m surprised you didn’t change the name of the store when you purchased it.”

      “I’m working on that.” I had wanted to change the name of the store since I bought it, but my first public relations coordinator had tried to talk me out of it. Then she’d died. Now, I felt bad about making the change. “I’m thinking of calling the store, Cayce’s Treasures.”

      “Sounds like a fun place to shop. Who knows what you’d find in a store with a name like that?” He glanced around the room to make sure I hadn’t snuck someone in while we’d been talking and then left the room.

      I heard the door lock click into place. Sighing, I sat back down in my chair and focused on my notebook. I had an idea for the drawing room at the Clayborn estate. Most of the house had already been completed, but both Heather King and I had been stumped with this one room. It had too much history to just slap a couch and television in it and call it good. Heather was my design assistant and Bubba’s mom. Bubba, or Beauregard King was my sometimes bodyguard and a really good friend. He’d been happy that I’d hired his mom, but I don’t think he’d thought the idea through since at times, she made it her job to embarrass him.

      A voice made me look up.

      “In my day, witnesses weren’t allowed to have paper or books in the waiting room. You could be doing anything.” A man in formal robes hovered next to me, looking over my shoulder at my drawing. “Is that where she tried to kill you?”

      I sighed again. Deeper this time. The other problem with being locked in this hot box was that when I was alone in the room, the courtroom ghosts felt that they needed to keep me company. Judge Elias Cornwall had been on the job one day and as soon as he hit his gavel to close what became his last case, he’d had a heart attack. He’d been floating around the courtroom since 1960.

      “No, this is the Clayborne Estate’s drawing room. I’m an interior designer. I’m trying to figure out what it should look like.” I tried to explain. Again. I’d told the judge this several times. From the way he responded, he should have retired sooner, before he started having issues with his memory.

      “I presided over a case with a Clayborne who’d killed a girl in a car accident. Family money is no gift to young people who don’t need to work for a living. It makes them soft.” Judge Cornwall focused on me. “I’m sorry your aunt tried to kill you. Was it over a man?”

      I blinked as I looked at him. “Why would you say that?”

      He moved over toward the window to look out. “Women typically kill over lost loves. I had a woman who killed her ex-husband’s mistress. She shot her and him in a local hotel where he worked. I guess she talked someone into giving her a key to their love nest.”

      “It wasn’t over a man.” If it had been, it might have been easier to settle our differences. Instead, Aunt Franny was upset that my grandmother, her mother, had bypassed her when she passed on her gift of seeing ghosts. A gift I’d been trying to suppress my entire life. Now, with Grandma Andrew's powers as well as my own abilities, I went from being an AM radio signal to 5G internet streaming on the ghost channel. I couldn’t escape the hordes of ghosts hanging around. The good news was most of them didn’t want to talk. Judge Cornwall was an exception.

      I was just lucky like that.

      He turned to me from the window. “Are you sure?”

      Before I could answer, the attorney from the prosecutor's office, Peter Kennedy, came into the room. “Good news, the trial has been concluded.”

      I stood quickly and tucked my notebook into my tote. “Great, what time do I need to be here tomorrow.”

      Peter half sat on the table, his long leg stretching out beside it. The man was tall, probably six foot and change. And he had that dark hair, dark eyes, a look that made women step just a little closer. The guy had charisma. “You’re misunderstanding me. We’re done. Your aunt took a plea deal.”

      Blinking, I tried to process what he just said. “She pled guilty?”

      Peter picked an imaginary speck of lint off his perfect black suit. He didn’t look like the heat of the room was even phasing him. “Not quite. She will plead no contest and accept a sentence of five years for conspiracy to kidnapping.”

      “She planned the whole thing. She made Will try to grab me. I know she would have had him kill me.” Now I was angry. Will had been arrested and given fifteen years for his part in my attempted kidnapping after he pled guilty. His murder trial for a previous killing was still going on. I’d figured my aunt’s term would be longer.

      “See, that’s the weakness in your testimony. If we were trying the guy who tried to drag you out of the hotel, you’d be a perfect witness. But all you saw was your aunt telling the guy to hurry. She claims she was worried about your safety in a burning building.”

      “A building that was only burning because she set the fire in the basement.” I took a few deep breaths. I wasn’t going to win any argument with Peter Kennedy. The guy had been a champion debater in college and now was looking at bigger prizes, like the governorship if the rumors were true. “At least she’ll be away for a few years.”

      “If we’re lucky. Judge Harper may consider giving her probation, so be willing to testify in the sentencing part next week.” Peter stood and then paused at the door, his hand on the knob. “And please, no woo-woo stuff in court. The judge isn’t a believer in the other side.”

      “Note taken.” I stormed out of the door he now held open.

      Judge Cornwell called after me. “Please be careful on the streets. It’s not safe for a woman to walk alone nowadays.”

      I turned and met the ghost’s gaze. He was just trying to help even if his ideas of women were fifty years old. And besides, he wasn’t the lawyer I was upset with right now. I nodded and turned back to leave. As I hit the outside steps, I heard someone calling my name.

      “Eddie, Eddie Cayce, wait up.”

      I turned to see Boone Charles hurrying after me. Boone and I had gone to high school together and I considered him a friend. Now, instead of being a band geek, Boone was a New Orleans police detective. Something I’d never pictured him doing but he was good at his job. I stopped and stepped into the shade of the building, slipping off the suit jacket I’d worn to impress the jury. The jury I’d never even seen. “Hey Boone, what’s going on?”

      “Eddie, I just heard about the trial. Sorry that Kennedy didn’t push for a harder deal. He’s not a fan of the other side of New Orleans. Especially since he’s planning on running for governor next year.” Boone stepped closer.

      I told myself that he was just sharing the small amount of shade to stay cool. But even I couldn’t deceive myself for long. Boone had asked me out several times, but I’d held off, blaming my hesitancy on my last failed relationship. Sooner or later, I’d have to give him a real answer.

      “If he wants to be governor, he needs to understand what’s going on in his state. Good or bad, New Orleans has its own type of citizens. Ones that don’t always fit into the perfect white picket fence lifestyle.” I leaned against the trunk of the tree. Mostly because I was tired, but Boone’s closeness was bothering me just a bit as well. “If Aunt Franny gets out, she’s going to come after me again.”

      Boone’s eyes softened. “Look, I know things are complicated. The good news is the judge is sympathetic to your more unusual conditions. He’ll understand if you tell him why you’re afraid of her.”

      That was the opposite of what Peter Kennedy had just said. “The judge is a believer?”

      Boone’s mouth made this curl that always happened when he talked about magic or powers or anything he couldn’t quantify. “The judge’s sister is a tarot card reader. She’s independent though and doesn’t work for your brother.”

      “Huh.” I wondered why Kennedy had told me to stay away from letting my real issues and powers out.

      Boone was watching me. I had no poker face at all. “What’s bothering you?”

      I decided to be truthful. “So if the judge has experience with this type of motivation, why would Kennedy tell me to avoid the woo-woo stuff?”

      “He said that?” Now it was Boone’s turn to look surprised. Typically, he held his emotions close to his chest. He turned and looked back at the courthouse. “That doesn’t even make sense.”

      “I know!” Something was going on and I needed to figure it out before my aunt’s trial turned into a circus. And not a fun one.

      “I’ll see what I can find out. The sentencing hearing won’t be until next week. I know the judge’s law clerk. I’ll talk to her and see what I can find out.” Boone’s phone rang. “Sorry, I’ve got to take this. I’ll check in with you in a few days.”

      “Thanks, Boone.” I decided to grab an iced coffee before heading back to the shop. I needed caffeine after a long day of chatting with Judge Cornwell. My mom had warned me that prolonged contact with ghosts could drain my energy, but now that I was more aware of the other side, I felt like I was being drained constantly. I wish I had someone to talk with about maybe finding a spell or solution to my situation. One short of giving up my power to my less-than-sane aunt.

      I dialed the family compound’s number. If anyone knew a solution, it would be our long-term housekeeper, Annamae. She’d been with the family as long as I could remember, and she still worked for my brother Nic Ardronic. Yes, we had different last names. My parents had given him my father’s last name and me, a long-ago ancestor’s last name.

      Yes, I was named after the famous medium, Edward Cayce. My fate was sealed as soon as my parents bestowed me with that name. Not a baby gift you tend to expect.

      “Hello sweet girl, what’s the matter?” As always, Annamae got to the point.

      It made me grin and feel comforted all at the same time. “I’ve got a question. Do you have any idea how to keep ghost contact from draining my energy? It’s been really bad lately.”

      The line was quiet for a while, but then Annamae responded. “Come over for dinner tomorrow night. I’ll have a solution then.”

      “Sounds good. Okay if I bring Lilac?” I ordered my iced coffee with an extra expresso shot as I chatted. “She’d love to see you.”

      “I’d be offended if you didn’t. Your brother will be glad to see you.”

      “If Nic had his way, I’d be living at the compound right now.” My brother worried too much. But since my aunt was under house arrest, his overprotective nature had calmed down a bit. He’d even reassigned Bubba King, my bodyguard, to the corporate security job he’d been hired for.

      If my aunt was released, Bubba and his cat Fluffy would be back living at my new condo around twenty-four-seven.

      I had to admit, that wouldn’t be horrible.
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      When I got to the store, Mel, my store manager and assistant met me at the door. “You have a visitor. I sent him up to your office. Is something going on that I don’t know about?”

      “I’m not sure. Who’s in my office?”

      Jennifer, the other sales associate, stepped near us. “Sorry to interrupt, but Mel, can you help me do a comparison between two dining room sets? The couple over there is ready to buy, but they can’t make up their minds.”

      “Go ahead, I’ll catch up with you later.” I headed to the elevator and my third-floor office. I would have rather have an office on the first floor, but the prior owner had set up offices and an employee break room on the higher floor. I guess he didn’t like to be interrupted by staff or customers.

      When I pushed my office door open, I saw Bubba waving a machine with a long stick around my light fixtures. “What are you doing?”

      He turned and grinned at me. “What, no hi, how are you? What have you been up to for the last few months? Just right to business? I’m hurt.”

      “We’ll get to that. What are you doing right now?” I put my suit jacket on a hanger and then set it on my coat rack. I didn’t often wear a coat in New Orleans so it had a lot of room for jackets. Or would have if I’d actually take one home at the end of the day. I made a note on a stickie to remind myself and slapped it on my desk.

      “I’m checking for bugs. Nic sent me over to do the store again and the house. Especially after Alexander Morgan made that crack.” He checked the reading on the monitor, and then set the machine down on a table. “You look amazing but worried. What’s got you down today?”

      Bubba had been a mostly constant part of my life since I’d moved back from Seattle. And we worked. At least the ‘we’ part that went past the ‘protector/protectee’ roles. I enjoyed spending time with him and even though he didn’t have any special powers, he didn’t judge me for my talents. I sank into my chair and updated him on the trial. “She might not get any jail time at all. Will Marshall got a lot more and he was under a compulsion spell.”

      “You heard Alexander. If he hadn’t had that evil inside, a compulsion spell wouldn’t have made him do anything. I know you liked the guy, but Eddie, he was bad news.” Bubba had sat in one of my visitor chairs while he listened to my story.

      “I know, but my aunt isn’t squeaky clean in this situation and she should get more than a slap on the hand.” I rolled my shoulders. “Anyway, I need to get some work done. When are you checking the house?”

      “After work? It will feel like old times going home on the trolley with you.” Bubba stood and glanced at the ceiling. “Your office is clean by the way. I’ll go check the rest of the building while I’m here. Don’t leave without me.”

      “I’m writing a note, right now.” I held up a second Post-it note that said Bubba on the front. “Lilac’s making eggrolls and kung po chicken for dinner.”

      “Making or ordering.” Bubba paused at the doorway.

      I laughed, “This morning she said making. I guess it depends on how successful she is today.”

      “True.” He smiled at me. “It will be fun seeing you two.”

      As he left the office my heart jerked. I didn’t feel that way about Boone, but then again, he’d never saved me from danger. Bubba, on the other hand, had been there for me. I could count on him. Or I could when he was on Nic’s payroll. The lines were blurry, and I was totally confused. Maybe I felt something for him because he’d been there during some really horrible times.

      Love wasn’t easy. Wasn’t that a song? I opened my laptop and dealt with the morning’s slog of emails.

      When we got home that evening, I smelt the burned oil as soon as I opened the door. Dr. Dexter, my Keeshond, was sitting in the hallway, looking into the kitchen, and posed to run. I rubbed his head and asked if he needed to go outside. He ran to the back door, barking.

      Bubba followed him. “I’ll get this. You talk to Julia Child over there.”

      Sitting at the table was a very dejected-looking Lilac. As I sat down next to her, she pushed a delivery Chinese food menu at me. “Go ahead and choose what you want. I’ll call in the order. Is Bubba staying for dinner?”

      “Yes, he is staying. He’s sweeping the house for bugs.” I pushed back the menu. “Just order what we normally get. It’s fine that your cooking didn’t turn out the first time. Sometimes it takes several tries to get things right.”

      “Eddie, this is my fourth time trying. Every time something distracts me and the egg rolls burn. It’s driving me crazy. At least this time they didn’t explode.” She pushed her now violet hair out of her eyes.

      “See, that’s an improvement. Call in the food and I’ll help you clean up the kitchen.” I looked down and realized I still had the suit on from when I’d gone to work. “As soon as I change clothes. I’ll be right down.”

      I hurried up the stairs before Lilac could argue. I had a feeling Lilac’s name was more a description than her legal name, but she was finally settling in and I wasn’t going to worry about it. Not right now. Lilac had moved in with me after Kirk who lived in the back of the store had found her roaming the streets. He’d realized that she had something extra and had brought her to me. She hadn’t told me about her ability to communicate with ghosts until a newly departed ghost had outed her one day when we’d been talking.

      Since that time, she’d lived with me and was learning to live with and accept her powers. A few people, like Bubba, knew Lilac was special, but I was trying to limit that number as much as possible.

      When I got back downstairs, dressed in sweats and a tank top, Bubba and Lilac were talking. Already her voice sounded less stressed. He had his wand and was checking out the light fixtures. Lilac was washing dishes. “So what happens if the judge doesn’t believe Eddie? They won’t let that aunt of hers out with no jail time, will they?”

      Bubba sighed and set his wand on the table. “Honestly, I don’t know.”

      “You could lie and tell me everything’s going to be all right,” Lilac threw Bubba a grin over her shoulder.

      “Now what kind of big brother role model would I be if I did something like that? I told you when we met that I’d always be straight with you. We have enough people in our lives who see lying as a non-contact sport. We don’t need more.”

      “You’re a good egg, Bubba King.” Lilac squealed as a song came on the small portable radio she’d found in the antique shop and brought home for my kitchen. “I love this song.”

      I unfroze myself and stepped into the kitchen. “So when is food arriving?”

      “In fifteen minutes,” Lilac glanced up at the clock. “And I’m just finishing up the kitchen. You took forever to change.”

      I grinned as I picked up a towel to dry one of the bowls she’d just washed. “I think I took just long enough.”

      After dinner, Bubba declared the house bug-free. He’d already given me a matching report on the shop. As I walked him to the door, he paused. “I’m going to suggest that we do this every few months. At least until everything calms down.”

      I laughed and he looked at me, a question in his eyes. “When has my life ever been calm, besides my time in Seattle? I draw problems to me like a moth to a flame.”

      “I think the saying is problems are drawn to you like a moth to the flame. You’re the flame, Eddie, not the moth.” He met my gaze and held it, just a beat too long. My face started to heat as our gazes met. Finally, he broke the contact first. “Anyway, Fluffy’s probably waiting for her dinner. You know how snippy she gets when I’m late.”

      “Give her a hug for me.” I closed and locked the door behind him, then turned around and almost ran into Lilac. “How long have you been standing there?”

      “You two should just kiss and get it over with. Everyone knows you’re perfect for each other.” She headed up the stairs. “I’ve got another college essay to write. I’m thinking you’re going to regret your offer to pay for my tuition and books.”

      “I don’t.” I watched as she went up the stairs. I was going to regret her going off to another state to go to school. I was beginning to like having another person sharing my house. I watched as my dog followed her upstairs. And Dr. Dexter was going to be heartbroken.

      She could still pick a local school, then she’d stay at the house. I put the thought out to the universe and wondered if normal parents felt this way about sending kids away to college. Maybe if Lilac had been my kid, I’d be ready to push her out of the nest.

      As it was, she’d been pushed out of her mom’s nest way too soon and had a hard life until she’d come to be part of the Cayce’s Treasures family. Everyone at the shop loved the kid and even Annamae was attached to her. I paused at a picture of my mom and dad I’d hung on the hallway wall. My mom was smiling at me. She’d brought home more strays when I was growing up than I could count. People who needed just a hand up or people with gifts that needed help understanding them. I was just continuing the tradition. I met her gaze and asked, “Does it get easier giving them up?”

      But for all my abilities to talk to ghosts, I’d never been able to talk or see my parents. They’d already gone on to whatever afterlife there was. I was just hoping they were together and happy. They deserved it. I headed to my home office to work on the Clayborne Estate project for a few hours.

      The next morning, I had a visit to check on the status of my uncle’s French Quarter home he was remodeling for his Jamaican girlfriend. I’d stopped calling it Uncle Arthur’s house or even the Ardronic project. Now it was the Burgundy Street Project in all my records. It made it easier to see it as something different than a family issue. It was just a job.

      I turned off the lights and headed upstairs soon after eleven. I liked getting to the office early so I had an alarm set for six-thirty. It seemed early but with the trolley ride to the office, I had to be ready to grab the first trolley that came my way, otherwise, I would have to wait thirty minutes for the next one.
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