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IN THE SPACE BETWEEN one breath and the next, the music stopped, everything slowed, and the only thing Kathleen Canton could hear was the sound of her own heartbeat as she gazed into eyes the color of melted chocolate. She blinked, then blinked again, but nothing changed. 

She could still see him.

Feet dragging, she tried to keep dancing. The music faded to a buzzing noise that vibrated through her head in waves while she fought against panic to take the next breath. Her heart lurched in her chest and then started to race, each beat sounding like a metronome. Face tingling, Kat felt it when the world began to tunnel into the fading distance and caught herself just on the brink of fainting in Zack Roman’s arms.

Another hour, Zack thought. Just one more hour, and then he could slide out the door, go home, and get out of this monkey suit. He glanced around the room, alert to that vague tingle that always warned him of trouble. Sworn to protect and serve, he wore the mantle of responsibility 24/7.

Satisfied all was as it should be, he turned his attention back to the woman in his arms and realized the source of that tingle had been right here all along. Her annoyance was an electric thing, pulsing and sparking at him. 

Nothing like anger to bring out the best in a woman. Like right now, for instance. Head thrown back, shoulders squared off, she prepared to take him down a peg or two. She opened that gorgeous mouth to treat him to a scathing retort for his ill-timed comment about her psychic ability, then snapped it shut again and turned her head away.

Just about to ask her if something was wrong, he felt her body loosen up as, with a sigh, she lowered her head to rest on his shoulder. 

Something was wrong. His cop sense screamed it, and he instinctively gathered her closer. Bending his head to see if he could get a closer look, he inhaled deeply when the scent of her rose up to tickle against his nose. Zack did his best to ignore the spark of interest that flared in him and instead tightened strong arms around her and slowed his steps to give her a chance to regain her composure.

A deluge of thoughts raced through Kat’s mind, but only one seemed to be blinking neon. I can see, I can see, I can see. 

But why now? Did it have something to do with Zack? 

Kat was overwhelmed with the urge to laugh and cry at the same time. She wanted to shout from the rooftops that her vision had returned. But what if it didn’t last? Just in case, she’d better keep quiet. No sense in jinxing herself.

Yes, that would be the best thing. Decision made, she carefully smoothed away the shocked expression on her now pale face and lifted her head again. Fixing her eyes straight ahead, she searched her memory for the topic and then picked up the discussion where they had left off. 

“You don’t believe in the supernatural.” It was more a statement than a question; to her surprise, Zack seemed unaware that anything momentous had happened. 

“In what? Ghosts and crystal balls and ‘I see dead people’?” Zack scoffed.

“What about intuition? Do you believe in that?” Dealing with skeptics went along with the territory when you made a living reading cards and connecting people with the other side.

She had him there. His “cop sense,” as he called it, was legendary. Or it had been until Logan Ellis came along, and there it had failed him miserably. The man had managed to elude arrest ever since Zack’s sister, Gustavia, had helped expose the con Ellis had been trying to run on her best friend, Julie. 

In fact, Zack had only agreed to attend this wedding on the off chance that Ellis might be crazy or stupid enough to try and sneak in while his ex-fiancé was getting married. 

“I follow my gut if that’s what you’re asking, but that’s instinct—finely honed instinct. It doesn’t come from spirits or the ether; it comes from paying attention to body language and subtle clues. It’s a skill.”

“A skill you developed from nothing or one you were born with and honed over the years?” 

Kat already knew the truth just as surely as she could predict his answer. Yet she waited for his confirmation. Most people as intuitive as Zack were born with a heightened level of psychic ability—not on Kat’s level usually—but high enough to notice if they wanted to admit to it.

“I have always had a knack for finding things, people, whatever. Let’s not make more of it than it is.” 

“And I have a knack for talking to dead people. Let’s not make less of that than it is.” Kat refused to be dismissed, “It’s not a lifestyle choice or a fad or a party trick.” There was a trace of bitterness in how she spat out each word. “It’s a gift.” 

That it was a gift she would prefer to return was her own business and none of his.

Continuing this conversation seemed like a waste of time. There was nothing she could say to change his mind; if there were, a tow truck couldn’t drag it out of her. Over the years, she’d learned the most combative of skeptics were often those who most wanted to believe. Unable to ask outright for a reading, they tried to goad her into providing proof that the spirit world existed. 

Determined not to let Zack get past her defenses, Kat just kept dancing to what must have been the longest song ever written and tried to ignore the fact that just being near him made her nervous. 

By choice, her experience with men had been limited to little more than the casual contact that came from reading their cards or contacting lost loved ones.

“You’re not going to go into some kind of trance and connect with one of my old grannies to prove a point, are you?”

And there it is, she thought. The not-very-subtle bid for proof. 

Then, despite vowing to herself that she would keep quiet, Kat heard herself say, “Certainly not. But, if you send someone out to Shanahan’s barn, you’ll find the hockey equipment stolen from the school the day before winter break.” She felt his jolt of surprise through the fingers that rested lightly on his shoulder. “Up in the loft, look for two bags covered with hay.”

Surprise brought his feet to a stop. Kat got one last dig in, “And, what’s more, it wasn’t the Shanahan boy who put the stuff there. When you find it—and you will—make sure you talk to the younger sister.”

She continued when he didn’t speak, “or you can assume I’m just playing you and keep blaming it on the Hastings brothers. Now that the song has ended, I want to return to my seat.

Without another word, he guided her to the head table, where she hoped to spend a moment or two alone with her thoughts. 

As he walked away, her vision dimmed but stopped short of fading to total blackness. Ironic, really, she thought, that fear of seeing ghosts caused my blindness, and now everyone looks ghostly. 

Still, it was an improvement, and the timing confirmed that proximity to Zack played a part in the change. Kat sighed. Getting her vision back should make her life less complicated, not more. 

The background of wedding sounds, rustling dresses, happy laughter, and music were a distraction from the volume of spirits vying for her attention. For this reason, Kat found it easier to avoid large crowds. Family members understandably wanted to contact their non-living loved ones when they saw an opportunity, whether it was appropriate to the occasion or not. A wedding was not the time to approach a skeptic with the knowledge that the spirit of his dog was barking around her ankles or even to reassure a mother that her son was safe and happy on the other side. 

Moreover, being blind complicated any method she could use to provide those connections with any dignity. Yelling out names to the crowd or having someone guide her around the room and—well—that was a spectacle she refused to create. Of course, given what had just happened, that might all be about to change.

So why wasn’t she more excited? She’d been able to see clearly without having to channel Estelle. That was huge.

Amazing.

But—and it was a big but—it had involved close proximity to the major complication named Zack Roman. 
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WITH KAT SAFELY ESCORTED to her table, Zack stepped outside. He needed a moment to cool off and maybe make a phone call. Or not. 

Did he really want to know if that hockey equipment was concealed in Shanahan’s barn? If it was, he might have to change his dinner order for the reception and have the crow entree. And, if it wasn’t—well, he would be right. Nothing wrong with that. 

Nothing except some small part of him wanted her to be right. Not because he wanted to believe she actually was psychic but because she seemed to fit perfectly in his arms while they were dancing. She smelled nice. Not flowery. Fresh like a summer day. And when was the last time he had noticed how a woman smelled?

The late December chill initially felt nice after the warmth and closeness created by the wedding guests inside. Zack preferred smaller crowds—less jangling to the nerves. Any large group of people automatically put him on alert. Watchful for any signs of trouble. 

Thankfully, the guests at this wedding seemed well-behaved, though the night was still young, so he intended to reserve judgment on that. 

Once the brisk wind had blown away the last remnants of party-generated heat, Zack stepped back into a more sheltered area of the porch, pulled out his phone, and with a few terse words, sent a deputy on what he assumed was an expedition in search of the undomesticated goose. 

On the one hand, it would be nice to find the equipment and put an end to the mystery. On the other, he had a distinct mental image of picking his way across a floor littered with the worms that would surely have flown out of the can he would have opened by depending on a psychic prediction. 

Either way, in half an hour or less, he would know. Whichever way it went—goose or crow—he would own it. That was his job and the way he chose to live his life. 

Zack slipped back inside while shrugging off the tiny voice in the back of his mind that kept insisting he could dance with her some more if she were right. 

Twenty minutes later, Zack was thankful when his phone rang. Somehow, he had gotten caught up in a conversation with Tyler’s great aunt Tilly that involved his looking at numerous pictures of her latest grandson. 

“Sorry, official business, I need to take this.” He breathed a sigh of relief and slipped back outside to the frigid porch. 

“Roman’s famous gut strikes again. It was all there, right where you said it would be—and get this—the daughter was the culprit, not the Shanahan boy. Says she was mad because Coach wouldn’t let her on the team. The girl was already having second thoughts and planned to return everything before the storm hit, and then it was too late. You want me to take her in or let the principal and her folks hash it out?” 

“Give Slater a call; see if he wants to press charges. I’d bet he won’t. What does your gut tell you about her? Does she need more?”

“Nah, she’s a good kid who got mad enough to do something stupid, then regretted it immediately and tried to make it right before anyone noticed. My instincts say she’s not a troublemaker, and it was just an impulsive act.”

“Okay. I’ll let you take care of it and get back to the party.”

Zack hung up but did not return to the reception right away. He needed to think over what he was going to say to Kat. There must be some diplomatic way to save face while admitting he had been wrong. Too bad nothing came to mind.

Unless she’d had inside knowledge and used it for gain. But what would be the benefit of that? Pacing to keep warm, steam from his breath clouded the air as Zack huffed his way to a conclusion. 

No benefit at all.

Kat had asked for nothing in return for the information—neither money nor admiration. Her tone of voice had made the latter quite clear. Accusing one of her best friends of colluding with a criminal would not win him any points with Gustavia either. 

Nevertheless, it was the only thing that made any sense.

A white gust of frozen breath plumed from his nose while Zack paced. Since twenty more measured steps back and forth across the porch had changed nothing, Zack swung the big door open and stalked back to where Kat sat quietly amid the celebration.

She heard him coming—the slap of each footfall, sure and purposeful, mingled in with the sounds of dancing but was still distinct enough for her to pick up their cadence. She smelled him before he got close—subtle cologne mixed with soap and the cold scent of winter. That last sent a shot of tension up her spine. Was there trouble? Had Logan returned?

Julius, resident ghost and great-grandfather to the bride, had been tracking Julie’s ex-fiancé for the past few days and assured them that Logan was well away and not in a position to cause trouble at the wedding. Still, she reached out to Julius with just a tendril of thought. 

“All is well,” was the faint reply. Kat breathed a sigh of relief before lifting her head toward where Zack loomed over. 

“How did you know?” His voice sounded like steel coated with a thick layer of scorn. Gradually, everything around her came again into focus. Now she had no doubt her returning vision was somehow tied to him.

“I could answer, but we both already know the explanation will make you cranky.” 

He snorted. Cranky? 

For some reason, the snort amused Kat. Instead of treating him to a scathing retort, she let her smirk tell the tale and was rewarded with a groan of frustration. 

“Did someone tell you? The girl?” There were limits to her patience, which he was pushing past with all the finesse of a bulldozer.

Now that she could take a closer look at him, there was some small amount of pleasure in seeing the frustrated expression on his handsome face. Eyes that could crinkle when he laughed but go hard and flat when he went into cop mode blazed with indignation—one eyebrow raised as he anticipated her answer. Of course, he did not want to hear what she had to say.

“Sure,” she infused the word with sarcasm. “That must be it because I’m a hack, a charlatan. Psychic confessor to confused adolescents everywhere. I see all. I know all. Come. Tell me your secrets, and I’ll rat you out to the cops the first chance I get. Keeps the clients coming back, and you know I can’t think of anything more fun than taking allowance money from thirteen-year-old girls. You can’t see it, but in my head, I’m presenting you with a rude hand gesture that is greatly inappropriate for a wedding.”

“If it wasn’t the girl, then the mother?”

“That gesture? With both hands and before you ask, it wasn’t her brother, or her father, or the family dog.”

“Then how?” Zack settled in the chair beside her and gentled his voice while maintaining a sense of skepticism, which did not fool Kat.

Kat countered, “How does your “cop sense” work?”

Her question surprised him into an effort to articulate the experience, something he had never done before. 

“I’m not sure I can explain.”

“Try me.” The words dropped from her lips as dry as desert sand. 

“There’s no voice in my head, no spirit whispering in my ear. I look at the evidence, talk to the victims, the suspects, read the reports, and get a tingle, see the pattern, the balance.” 

“Tingle?”

“When all the pieces of a case slide into place, it just..it feels right. Until then, I am compelled to keep looking. Nothing psychic, just my instincts.”

“And your instincts about me? What are they telling you?” Kat was curious. 

“That you don’t lie,” he admitted. 

“Trust your gut,” and hearing the unmistakable sounds of Gustavia making her way to the table, that was the last she said on the subject before being whisked away to perform bridesmaid duties.
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Chapter Three
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BACK IN HER ROOM, KAT shucked off the bridesmaid dress and pulled on probably the rattiest pair of sweatpants in the world. Getting the pins out of her hair took her comfort level up another notch, and she happily rubbed her nails over a few spots where the updo had pulled against her scalp, then went into the bathroom to scrub off the makeup. 

Finally, feeling more like herself than she had all day, Kat switched on the gas fireplace, huddled on the sofa with her knees drawn up to her chest, and began to sort through the thoughts and impressions that threatened to overwhelm her. 

Julie had been a radiant, beautiful bride. Channeling Estelle’s thoughts and feelings had only enhanced her own emotions at having the privilege of seeing Julie and Tyler speak their vows. Kat got a bit teary just thinking about it again. 

Being in a large group of people was something Kat found exhausting on both a spiritual and physical level. She often had to fight to keep her expression from reflecting things that spirit whispered in her ear. Just tonight, for instance, Tyler’s great-grandmother had told her a story about a nephew who just happened to be attending the wedding, a camp outhouse, and a handful of firecrackers that was hilariously inappropriate. All while she was being introduced to the man in question. 

She’d just congratulated herself for getting through the experience without triggering any verbal landmines when Gustavia had practically forced Zack to dance with her. He had said something that made her instinctively turn her face up to his, and BAM, her life had been turned upside down again, and now she had questions. Questions that may not have answers and no one available to ask—unless...

“Estelle?” Kat whispered into the darkness, hoping Julie’s grandmother’s spirit had had enough time to regenerate just enough energy to communicate. 

“Here,” came the faint reply though Kat sensed the spirit harbored some reluctance about addressing the topic she knew Kat would be raising.

“Do you know what happened tonight?”

“Yes. Blue eyes met brown.”

“But, it only lasted a little while, then everything faded back to black. I thought...I mean...was it just a passing thing?” The hope she had felt in those moments of clear vision now felt as substantial as a puff of smoke. Until it was gone, she hadn’t known how strongly that hope had built inside her. 

“Or will I only be able to see if he is in the room?” Please let that not be the case. He seemed nice enough, and looking at him was no hardship. Tall but not lanky, honey blond hair, expressive brown eyes that could go from warm to flat in an instant, kissable lips, and an adorable little cleft in his chin.  

Still, when Estelle had said she would regain her sight, she had assumed the effect would not be conditional on his presence. Now she felt all churned up inside.

“Have faith, young Kathleen. That it happened once should generate confidence that it will happen again. Be your own catalyst.” Estelle’s voice faded from Kat’s mind. 

Instead of answers, Kat was now left with more questions. Why did spirits always feel the need to be cagey? All this subterfuge was beyond annoying. 

When she finally climbed into it, the bed felt warm and inviting, but sleep did not come easily, and when it did, it brought a series of dreams that left Kat unsettled. 

She woke several times during the night to touch the button on her talking alarm clock, thinking it must be nearly morning, only to find that a bare handful of minutes had passed. Each time, a softly slurred whisper faded as she came awake. The muted voice wasn’t distinct enough to make out words, but she thought she heard, “I’m sorry.”  It could have been an odd wind flirting with the eaves or an actual voice speaking to her nearly every night.

Eventually, unseen by Kat, a beautiful sunrise was nearing the peak of its colors when the tiredness of her body finally pulled her mind under, and she slept dreamlessly until mid-morning. 

With a cup of tea held in both hands, Gustavia sat at the kitchen table and watched Fritzie and Lola out the window. The dogs raced and played in the mounded snow liberally blanketing the backyard of Hayward House, her temporary home. The sight of the much larger Lola letting little bitty Fritzie break a trail to their favorite stand of bushes brought a smile to her face. 

Fritzie might be on the large side for a Jack Russell terrier, but it seemed no one had ever sent him the memo that he was not Lola-sized, so even though the boxer towered over the smaller dog, he was always the leader of the pack. 

Since neither dog loved wallowing through deep snow, they quickly did their business and raced back toward the deck. Gustavia hurried to open the sliding glass door just in time for both dogs to flash past her in a flurry of cold air and flying snow. 

The two dogs made a quick circuit around the room to sniff out whether anything had changed during their brief time outside, then settled down on the floor around Gustavia’s feet. 

Hayward House had been passed down to Julie, but her great-grandfather Julius had had the biggest impact on the place. An inventor, one of his works made a small fortune, some of which he spent putting his unique stamp on his home. 

By the time he was finished, both wings of his once-perfect example of a large Greek revival home had been modified to add Gothic buttresses and spired rooflines. For the interior, he had wheeled deals with the owner of a large furniture store and a prominent designer. He gave them carte blanch to decorate the bedrooms and other living areas in a variety of styles and take photographs for their brochures and other publicity purposes. 

As a result, every one of the bedroom suites was tightly themed. Rococo, Art Deco, American Craftsman, and more. At one point, the house had been used as a boarding home for war-widowed women. Eventually, to save on maintenance, most of the furniture had been piled into a couple of large storage areas, and parts of the house had been closed up. Over the past few months, Julie and Tyler had been systematically restoring the suites to serve as backdrops for the fashion photography that was quickly becoming Julie’s stock in trade. 

Convinced that his ne’er do well son would squander everything passed down to him, Julius devised a complicated series of clues as a treasure hunt he felt only a worthy descendant could solve. Then, he’d promptly died before passing those clues on to his next of kin. 

By the time Julie ended up sole owner, Hayward House desperately needed windows and a new roof, and she was playing beat the clock to come up with the money for the repairs. 

When Gustavia had dragged Julie off to see Kat for a Tarot reading last spring, Julius and Estelle had used the psychic medium to reconnect with their granddaughter, provide her with those clues and a warning about Logan Ellis, to whom she had recently become engaged. 

Less than a year later, Julie had shaken off that vile con man of a fiancé and married Tyler Kingsley, the love of her life. Three of the four caches Julius had hidden were already found, and Hayward House sat safely under its new roof.

It hadn’t been only Julie’s life that changed, either. Gustavia had met a long-lost aunt, reunited with her family, and found Finn—the man she hoped to start a new family with someday. Of course, she had also been targeted and kidnapped by Julie’s crazy ex, who blamed her for every bad thing that had happened to him. 

That’s how she ended up living here—temporarily—at Hayward House. After banding together to pull off a spectacular rescue mission led by Amethyst and her tracking abilities, the little group of friends had all gotten together and decided it wasn’t safe for Gustavia to live alone in her little cottage home. And much as she hated to admit it, they were probably right. Logan had grabbed her in broad daylight from a public place, and she did feel more protected now, even if she missed being in her own space. 

Kat felt the same way, Gustavia knew, because they’d talked about it. Still, the psychic had also been installed in a lovely suite of rooms here because, being blind, she was doubly vulnerable if Logan ever decided to set his sights on anyone other than Julie and Gustavia. 

With a sigh, Gustavia moved around the kitchen, tidying up. Content to leave the rest of the house alone, Estelle had redecorated only two rooms turning one into a studio space and updating the kitchen, which now carried a heavy sixties vibe mixed with a bit of farmhouse flair. 

Estelle had left the brick fireplace area and the heavy oak trestle table that took up one end of the room and went perfectly with the still-existing slate sink that spanned a four-foot wide area under the window. Everything else had received a face-lift. 

Most of the budget had gone into installing new appliances, the rest into replacing doors and drawer fronts, resulting in a dazzling blend of clean white cabinetry set off by a range, double wall oven, and refrigerator in blush pink. 

The finished room was so totally Estelle that Gustavia could still picture the tiny woman’s birdlike movements as she baked a batch of light and fluffy biscuits. In the short time she’d known Grams—Estelle insisted on the nickname—Gustavia had soaked up every bit of knowledge she could about cooking and running a home. 

A batch of those biscuits currently baked in the top oven while the scent of a perfectly constructed frittata wafted from the bottom. 

Lola perked up just before Gustavia heard the sound of footsteps on the upstairs landing. Kat must have been tired after the wedding celebration because she rarely slept this late. Gustavia couldn’t help but smile as Lola dashed from the room with her usual graceless abandon the minute she heard the first step on the stair.

From day one, the big dog had taken a liking to the blind woman and felt it was her duty to play guide. Right now, she would be at Kat’s side, using her body to nudge a change of direction around any barrier she perceived might be a problem.

Knowing her friend’s preferences, Gustavia reached over and punched the button on the coffeemaker. Kat would drink tea, but given the option, she preferred coffee. And from the look of her this morning, probably a double shot.

“Bad dreams?” Gustavia asked with concern after studying the shadows under Kat’s eyes, so dark they stood out in her pale face. 

Voice dry, Kat replied, “You’d have to sleep to have dreams.”

Counting her steps as always, Kat slid into a chair and leaned an elbow on the table to rest her head against her hand.

“Want to tell me about it?” Gustavia placed a warm hand over Kat’s where it lay on the table. A bubbling gurgle preceded the coffee maker’s beeping to let them know the pot was finished brewing. Kat started to rise, but Gustavia insisted, “I’ll pour you a cup. I need to check on breakfast anyway,” and went to pick out a novelty mug with all the coffee in the world won’t make me a morning person printed on it. “Want me to fix you a plate?”

Kat had that echoing hollow feeling in the pit of her stomach, the one that always followed a night without sleep. Maybe some food would ease the clawing ache. 

“Smells good in here, biscuits and something egg-based?”

“Nail on the head. Frittata with mushrooms and peppers.” Gustavia set the coffee down next to Kat’s hand and placed the sugar bowl and creamer nearby, knowing that the sound of the dishes making contact with the table would be enough of a guide for Kat to find them easily.

Then, with one eye on Kat, she bustled around the kitchen grabbing plates and setting food on the table while leaving some in the oven to stay warm for Julie and Tyler. 
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