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      Eddie Cayce was on the edge of setting up her new life in Seattle - including marriage, kids, and a house with a white picket fence. Instead, she found out that her almost fiancé was cheating on her, so she quit her design job over one too many how-to-run-a-copier trainings and moved back home to New Orleans to bury her grandmother.

      She didn’t expect to inherit not only money, but her grandmother’s powers that extended her own abilities to see and talk to the dead. A gift that had been mostly dormant in chilly Seattle came roaring back as soon as the ceremony was performed at the reading of the will. Eddie would like to say she’s settled back in New Orleans, but there’s some issues.

      Like the fact her aunt is threatening to make her life miserable until she gives her the power. And a new neighbor that is mysterious as well as being not quite human. Now Eddie needs to make sure she’s protected as she builds her new life. And maybe decide which man she’s going to date sooner than later. And find out who exactly is Alexander Morgan and the Charming Homes Corporation?
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      My kitchen smells like fresh baked blueberry muffins and wet dog. Dr. Dexter, my Keeshond puppy must have been outside already, playing in the New Orleans morning rain. My house guest, Lilac Hooper, had been up early testing out a new recipe. The girl who had been homeless a few months ago, had blossomed after I’d brought her onto the staff team of Cayce’s Treasures. Well, technically, she worked under the Goldstein’s Antiques section of the business, but I was training her in both sections of the business. The home design department currently only listed Heather King and I listed as employees. The others, including Lilac worked for the retail antique store department. My new accountant had explained the division to me several times, but I thought it was overkill. At least for now.

      I’m Eddie Cayce. Owner of Cayce’s Treasure, Goldstein’s Antiques, and this beautiful townhome where we were currently. I’d snagged the place for two reasons, okay, maybe three. It was perfect. Three bedrooms, an upgraded kitchen, luxury vinyl plank flooring in most of the rooms, and a working fireplace both in the living room and upstairs in the primary bedroom. Did I mention it had a fenced back yard, deck, and a one-car garage?

      Reason two, it was near the streetcar line and easy for me to get into work at my shop on Royal Street.

      And reason three, the place was warded so I didn’t see ghosts while I was on the property. The normal security was strong enough to keep my Aunt Franny away as well, which helped keep me safe.

      What can I say, family is hard.

      Yeah, that’s the other thing about me, besides being named for a deceased famous relative, Edward Cayce? I can talk to the dead. I’m called a medium but it’s not like those guys you see on television. I have actual conversations with ghosts. Like Harry, the ghost that used to own my antique store. And well, there are always others.

      “Good morning, Lilac. Blueberry muffins today?” I sat down and opened my planner, looking at today’s always too full list of things to do.

      Lilac brought me a cup of coffee. “Since I have the day off, I thought I’d take some over to meet up with Skye. She’s so skinny, I think she’s not eating enough.”

      Skye was one of Lilac’s friends. They’d bonded during her time on the streets. I didn’t quite understand that time of her life, but I knew she tried to make it seem at least normal for me. I hadn’t met Skye yet, but from what Lilac said about her, she seemed nice. “How’s she doing?”

      “Good. She’s been staying at the shelter, and I think her case manager has found her an apartment. Or at least a room somewhere. Skye wasn’t sure when she called me on Saturday.” Lilac turned to the oven and took the muffins out to cool on the granite counter. Then she turned off the oven and the buzzer.

      Dr. Dexter smelled the muffins and put his feet up on the counter edge. “Oh, no you don’t,” I reached over and gently pushed him down. “No sweets for you. You’re already so active, I can’t even imagine you on sugar.”

      He barked at me, staring at the place where all the good smells came from.

      “Well, at least Dr. Dexter likes the smell of this recipe.” Lilac leaned on the counter, sipping her coffee. “Annamae said it was your mom’s.”

      Annamae had worked for our family for years and still was housekeeper, chef, and personal assistant for my brother, Nic Ardronic. Yes, he’s the CEO for Ardronic Enterprises and in charge of the family trust. A position that doesn’t set well with our aunts and uncles. Worse, when Grandma Andrews died last year, she’d divided her estate between Nic and I. And gave me her powers to see ghosts. I’d already been dealing with my own talent, and by that, I meant ignoring it. When Nic did the ceremony at the lawyer’s office to transfer Grandma’s powers to me, my talent went from someone playing little league to spiking up to the levels in the hall of fame. To use a baseball analogy. Anyway, we got the inheritance, monetary and supernatural, and our relatives got nothing. So they’re furious.

      “Mom used to bake most mornings.” I smiled at Lilac as she watched my reaction. She worried a lot about overstepping her role in my house. I just wanted the girl to be safe and have somewhere she could finish growing up. The world was a hard place. Lilac just needed somewhere she felt comfortable calling home.

      Besides, I liked having her around.

      “Someone is over cleaning the other condo this morning. I saw them there while I was waiting for Dex to come back inside.” She sipped her coffee. “Do you think Alexander Morgan is arriving soon?”

      I didn’t know much about my neighbor, except for the fact that he worked for the same corporation, Charming Homes Corporation, that had built and later, sold me my townhouse. And that must have warded the entire building. I wasn’t sure what Mr. Morgan did for a living, but I was pretty sure he didn’t work for a run of the mill international real estate agency. I’d only met him once, the night of my housewarming party. He came by to meet me while I was trying to reconnect with my parent’s friends and allies. We needed people we could count on, especially if the elder members of the family decided to form a coup against us. “I haven’t heard anything. Maybe the cleaners just come periodically?”

      “That could be true. Anyway, I better get going. I want to take Skye shopping for some house stuff today.” Lilac leaned down and gave the dog a belly rub. “I can’t take you today, I’m going to be going inside shops and they don’t always love pups as much as I do.”

      I smiled at the exchange between human and canine. Lilac had fallen in love with my dog from the day Bubba had given him to me. Glancing at the clock, I hurried over and fixed me a coffee to go. “I’ve got to get to work. Wrap up one of those muffins and I’ll eat when I get to the store.”

      “Any plans for tonight?” Lilac asked as she wrapped two muffins, then put them in a baggie for me. “You might want to share.”

      “Thanks. I’ll be home about six if not earlier. I want to work on some rough design plans for the Claiborne Estate redesign. Heather and I are going over tomorrow to measure out the place and walk through the mansion. So these will just be from the county building plans I got last week. Who knows if they’ve done massive remodeling or not, but I need somewhere to start.” My mind was already filled with possibilities for the old home.

      “Okay, I’ll cook tonight. I should beat you home.” Lilac opened the fridge. “Chicken Marsala?”

      “Sounds perfect.” I slipped on a light jacket and tucked the muffin into my tote. Then I grabbed my coffee.

      “You say that every time I say I’m cooking.” Lilac held on to Dr. Dexter’s collar. He had a habit of trying to sneak out of house when I left in the mornings. “I think you’re just trying to make me feel useful around here.”

      “You are useful around here.” I turned as I headed to the front door and grinned at her. “Besides, any night I don’t have to cook for myself is a perfect night. See you later.”

      As I hurried down the street toward the cross street where I’d be able to catch a streetcar going into town, I noticed the cleaning car sitting in front of the other side of the house. Maybe we were going to get an impromptu visit from our neighbor this week.

      Alexander Morgan was tall, handsome, and something else I couldn’t quite put my finger on yet. That being said, I wasn’t quite sure that he wasn’t exactly human.  A grey woman stood near the sidewalk watching the house. The ghost turned to me and shook her head. “He’s coming back.”

      “Do you know Alexander?” Talking to ghosts was fairly unreliable, especially ones that looked like they’d been here for quite a while. But like I said, I was curious about my neighbor.

      The ghost looked at me like I’d just appeared in her vision. “He’s seeking something.”

      I was about to ask her what when a car drove down the street and the ghost vanished. I continued my trek toward the streetcar stop. “Well, that was less than helpful.”

      When I got on the trolley, it was nearly empty. My road was near the end of the line, so as we headed back into town, the car would fill up with people heading into work. As I sat, I could still see the house down the street. The ghost had reappeared and was back watching the house.

      I wrote down a note in my planner to have Mel do some research on the street to see if there had been any deaths near or around my condo. I liked to know who I was chatting with. Especially if they are dead.

      When we reached my stop, I still had several blocks to walk to get to my antique shop down Royal Street. I’d bought it last year when I’d arrived home after my failed attempt to live a normal life in Seattle. The nearly constant rain and dreary weather hadn’t sent me home. No, it had taken a boring career, a failed engagement, and the death of my beloved grandmother before I’d given in and came home to New Orleans.

      Now if my brother had his way, I’d be living at the family compound outside the city where Annamae made my meals and Nic could keep an eye on me. As it was, he kept close and if he wasn’t able to check in, he sent one of his corporate security guys. That’s how I met Bubba, or don’t call me Beauregard, King. And, his mother, Heather, who now worked with me as a designer.

      As my shop came into view, I saw my brother’s car parked outside, waiting for me. He opened the door as I approached, finishing a call as he got out of the vehicle. My brother never wasted a minute of time. “Good morning, sister. How was your weekend?”

      “Calm. I read while Dr. Dexter played in the yard and dug up the bulbs that Lilac had just planted. How was your trip to California?” I dug for my keys and when I pulled them out, he reached for them. I dropped them in his hand and he unlocked the door. Inside, I keyed in the alarm code and turned on the lights, then held my hand out for my keys, dropping them back into a side pocket in my tote. A place for everything. Since he hadn’t answered, I added, “When is Esmerelda coming home for a visit?”

      “As the Magic Eight ball would say, ‘That is uncertain at this time.’ She still feels like that little town needs her.” He smiled as he picked up a statue that had been placed on an end table. “She said to tell you hi.”

      “You really should marry her. She’d keep the family in line.” I shut and relocked the door. We didn’t open until ten on Mondays. Mel would be arriving soon, and we’d have a short planning meeting for the week before staff arrived. I nodded to the back of the shop where the break room is. “Do you want some coffee? I have an extra muffin that Lilac put in my bag.”

      “That would be nice. I left the house before breakfast today. Annamae won’t be happy with me when she finds me gone.” He held out an arm, indicating he’d follow her.

      Harry, the building ghost was hanging near the dining room sets, watching them. “Good morning, Eddie. Nice to see you Mr. Ardronic.”

      Nic nodded to the ghost. He had the power as well, just not as intense as mine. “Harry, haven’t I asked you to call me Nic?”

      “Of course, I’m just being polite.” Harry floated over toward the window. “It’s too bad that the city allowed building behind us. We used to get the most marvelous sunrises. I think I’ll head to the roof to check on the weather.”

      And with that, the ghost disappeared. Nic opened the door to the break room and sat at the table while I made a pot of coffee. We’d go through at least three pots by the end of the day. After it was brewing, I sat down and watched my brother scroll through his emails on his phone. I took out the muffins and handed him one with a napkin. “Are you just checking in? Or is something wrong?”

      He sat his phone down. “There’s talk that Uncle Arthur is planning on addressing the board on Friday.”

      “Something that hasn’t been officially run by you?” My father had trained us both in board politics when we reached high school age. The board met annually and basically listened to the report on the state of the business and took their bonus check and left. Oh, and there was a big dinner. All agenda items were run through the CEO, which was Nic.

      “I haven’t heard anything about a new agenda item. I think he’s making his power play. Can I count on your vote?” Nic broke the muffin open. He took a bite and surprise covered his face. “These are like Mom’s.”

      “Lilac got the recipe from Annamae. And of course, you can count on my vote. I was planning on attending the meeting anyway. Since I’m now in town, I decided I needed to be there.” I checked the coffee pot and it had finished brewing. I stood and poured us both a cup. We each drank our coffee black so I didn’t have to mess with anything else. “You really don’t think he’s going to try to oust you.”

      “Yes, I do. There was an incident at one of the fortune telling shops. A break in. Money was taken. Uncle Arthur says it was because we are now allowing our managers to make deposits rather than having a collector each night. He feels like our security standards have loosened.” Nic sipped his coffee. “In a way, he’s right. But sometimes you have to trust the people who work for you.”

      “You did the right thing. I remember when Uncle Arthur used to run the collectors. They were a scary bunch. I even felt like I was being threatened when they came to collect. I didn’t even handle the money in the shop.” I hadn’t thought about my summer job at the fortune tellers shop for years. Dad had made it a condition before he’d pay for my college tuition and room and board. Each summer, Nic and I, came home to New Orleans and worked at one of our retail stores. It hadn’t been my favorite job since the ghosts had surrounded me, asking them to talk to relatives who’d shown up at our shop. But I wasn’t the teller. I just sold the trinkets and scheduled the ‘talent’s’ appointments. I didn’t know if those fortune tellers had power or not, but I did get a lot of complaining from the ghosts who came in with their still living relatives for a reading. I pushed back those memories and turned back to Nic. “We have our supporters in line, right?”

      “Everyone who was at your open house says they’re with us. But you never know until the last vote is cast. We can’t let Uncle Arthur take over the company. All the steps I’ve made to run a clean business will be thrown out the window. And when the hammer falls, we’ll be held accountable for his bad deeds.” His phone went off. “Speak of the devil.”

      He walked out of the breakroom to take the call. I took my planner out of my tote and using a highlighter, blocked out the time for the board meeting as well as the dinner that night. I wasn’t going to let anyone take the company from my brother. Even if it meant a confrontation with my Aunt Franny who would be at the meeting.

      As I reviewed my week, I made notes on my daily pages. It was crazy busy, even not counting the hours I was going to have to waste at the board meeting. Those things were horribly boring. But I’d promised Nic I’d be there. Esmeralda should be here, holding his hand as he went through this. However, she was in sunny California. Hiding, just like I had in Seattle. But since Esmeralda wasn’t an Ardronic, she could get away with it. I finished my muffin and refilled my cup. Still no Nic.

      Finally, I left the break room and went out into the main room. Nic was nowhere to be seen. Mel sat at her desk, working on her computer. I walked over and told her good morning. The I asked, “You haven’t seen my brother, have you?”

      Mel pointed to the front door. “You just missed him. He walked out and got into that black BMW and drove away. You really need to get a car like that.”

      I actually had a car like that. It belonged to Ardronic Family trust but sat in my garage in case I needed it. In the trunk was a suitcase filled with clothes and a tote bag filled with money. Just in case I had to disappear someday. Nic had insisted on the preparation. The money bag also had a paperwork for a new identity. One that the rest of the family would never be able to trace. There was also a gun that I hoped I’d never have to use. I turned back to Mel. “I don’t do a lot of driving. Let me grab my tote and we can get started.”

      I walked back to the break room and texted Nic. You didn’t say goodbye.

      I waited for a minute, watching the little bubbles on my screen. Finally, a response came back. Sorry. I’m sending Bubba over. 24/7.

      The call hadn’t gone well. And worse, Nic thought I needed a full-time bodyguard. I’d have to make sure Bubba’s room at the condo was made up. Oh, the joy of being a member of my family. I wasn’t sure that my parents or my grandparents had done us any favors when they made us the keeper of the business and the power. Giving us the responsibility had just made us targets for the rest of the family.

      I started to put my phone away, then texted one last thought to Nic. Be safe.

      This time, the response came through quickly. Always, little sister. Always. And you as well.
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      I stared at the week on my calendar. Tomorrow, Heather and I were spending the afternoon at the Claiborne Estate. Wednesday, Mel had scheduled me with three interviews for more staff. Thursday, I had an appointment with a new design customer. And Friday, I was with the Ardronic board from nine in the morning until nine at night. I’d gotten a text from Annamae asking if I was staying the weekend at the compound. Probably at Nic’s request, but he knew I’d turn him down. Turning down Annamae was harder. But I didn’t want to drag Lilac and Dr. Dexter with me, just in case the board had issues. Besides, my house was warded and had just as good of a security system as the compound. And now, I’d have Bubba with me as well.

      I turned down the invitation. Saturday, if everything went as planned, I’d be in my home office, happily finishing the designs for the Claiborne Estate so we could get approval to start the project in a few weeks. This was the biggest project I’d taken on since I’d opened my shop here in New Orleans. And if I nailed this one, I’d have tons of new jobs just lining up for the company. If it didn’t, well, we could keep fighting, right?

      Mel came in and set a bottle of water on my desk. We had bottled water brought in and Mel had bought reusable water bottles with our logo on them. I picked up and opened the bottle, taking a long drink. “Thanks. But I know where the water is located.”

      “Yes, I know you do, but it’s already ten and you haven’t had a glass of water all day. If you want to stay hydrated, you need at least eight glasses here at work and two at home.” Mel had been working out with a trainer who harped on water consumption constantly. She returned the favor by harassing me and the rest of the staff. She lived alone so we were the only ones besides her friends that she could harangue. “Just say thank you and actually drink.”
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