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PROLOGUE


	Katherine Carter. The Sixth Sibyl


	 


	My life would end in three weeks’ time.


	I knew this. I’d accepted my fate the moment I first held Apollo’s golden mirror. Just as I held it now and caressed the delicate carvings along the frame. The screaming face of a woman on the back. I had hoped it would give me strength. I had hoped that I would once again feel the warmth of Apollo’s light as I had for so long. Yet, there was nothing. Apollo had abandoned me some twenty-two years ago. The moment my replacement was born into the world. His absence was a cold reminder of the one thing I never should have forgotten.


	 I was nothing more than slave. A servant. One who no longer served a purpose to her god or to the world.


	“Mistress Carter.”


	I snapped my head around as if my keeper had become my executioner. Cyrus Alexius stepped out of the shadows with his head bowed. His hands clasped before his waist. The former soldier did not move until I spoke. His training too great. The centuries spent being an agent of Apollo too long for him to change now.


	“Welcome home, Cyrus.” I placed the golden hand mirror onto the table beside my chair. “You have news for me, I assume.”


	The man nodded. For the fifth time in the past hour, I felt fear strike at my heart. The only news he could bring me this evening would be that of my death. Details of an order passed down from the god himself some six months before.


	“Apollo wished to know if your schemes have proven to be successful.” Cyrus lifted his chin to study my face. “If so, then we should discuss your final preparations.”


	Final preparations. I clutched at the crystal pendant which hung at my throat to keep my hands off the mirror. It had become a crutch. One that I was being forced to relinquish to a child who knew nothing of our world.


	“My life was supposed to be sacred.” I stared past my keeper to the window behind him. “My immortality was supposed to be infinite. A reward for the horrors I have seen. Yet, in a blink of an eye, it is over.”


	“Mistress…”


	“Where have the past two centuries gone, Keeper?” I looked to him with a sad smile. “You once told me that forever was a very long time. Now, I will never know.”


	“Forgive me, but Apollo…”


	“Will want my response presently.” I finished his sentence for him with a wave of my hand. “Tell the Golden One that I have consulted the oracle. All will go as planned.”


	“His agents have confirmed that the girl will be speaking with Elliot Lancaster about the show.” Cyrus confirmed. “It has yet to be seen if she will accept the offer which will put her in contact with you.”


	“If the girl is smart, she will run as far away from Theia Productions as she can.” I sighed. “Alas, she will not. The money will be too great for her to resist.”


	“It always is.”


	“Yes.” I nodded. “Eva McRayne will do as her blood and the Fates decree. If it so pleases them, the girl will accept the offer. She will take my position.”


	“Then we must prepare for our trip to New York.”


	“Of course.” I nodded. “As far as my ‘final preparations’, as you called them, are concerned, well. I wish for my suicide to be quick. Painless. I will decide upon a method before the final hour.”


	Cyrus gave me a look of pity before he stepped back into the shadows. He was gone within seconds and I was once again alone.


	My words to the keeper had been true. I had indeed done the duties demanded of me by my patron god. I collapsed back into the armchair to rest my face in my hands as I considered how I wished to die.


	It was not a consideration I thought I would ever have to make.


	I had orchestrated my own undoing. I knew this. I set it into motion by refusing to expand my reach. I had failed Apollo long before he decided to give my titles to another. A girl who had no idea just how much her life was about to change. I wished to feel pity for her. I had considered reaching out to her to warn her of the god’s intentions.


	Yet, I was too attached to my duty. The orders assigned to me. I would not go against them. No. Eva McRayne would learn as we all did before her. Through fear. Abandonment. And when she ceased to bring followers and power to our god, she would be replaced.


	Just as she was replacing me.


	Perhaps it was for the best. I dropped my hands to watch the sunset fade into darkness. I had suffered greatly over my lifetime. The sadness of the dead had become a burden much too heavy for me to carry. My heart had been shattered more often than not thanks to the blessings Apollo had bestowed upon me when I first took his oath.


	I was tired. Heartsick. And though I appeared young, my soul knew different.


	I picked up the phone beside the mirror and dialed the number sent to me by my agent some six months before. I spoke to a young man who seemed all too eager to secure my spot at Paracon. When we were finished, I disconnected the call with a new sense of determination.


	My time as the Sibyl, Apollo’s messenger of the dead, was over. My replacement had been handpicked by the god himself. The Fates would weave a new string into their tapestry when I confronted the girl. Cut and tie off the string of my life.


	And I would finally be free of the chains holding me to this existence. 


	 




CHAPTER ONE


	Eva McRayne


	 


	No. There was no way in hell I was going to be on television. None. Nada. Never going to happen.


	Elliot Lancaster had lost his mind. That was the only explanation I could come up with. No wonder he had wanted to meet face-to-face. I couldn't hang up on him in person.


	My best friend kept talking as if I wasn't staring at him in utter disbelief. I didn't know whether to laugh or leave, but the more he talked, the more I was banking on leaving.


	When Elliot had said he had found a job for me, this was not what I had expected. Something in an office. Something in a classroom, maybe. But not a television show. See, I was in the middle of an unemployment crisis. We'd graduated from the University of Georgia over three months ago and I was getting desperate.


	But not that desperate.


	“Hold up, Eli.” I waved my hand to interrupt him. “I think you’ve lost me.”


	“Where?” Elliot Lancaster gave me his million-dollar smile as he tore a drink napkin into pieces. “I can’t give you all the details because we haven’t figured them all out yet. Connor wants us to start organizing the show as soon as we sign the contracts.”


	“Who’s Connor again?” I picked up the pieces he had scattered all over the table then piled them between us. “Is he important?”


	“Yes, he’s important. Connor Garrison. He’s going to be our executive producer.” Elliot grabbed my hand across the table. “By god, Eva, have you not heard a single word I’ve said?”


	“No, I’ve been listening.” I squeezed his hand. “You got a gig on television. I think that’s fantastic. But I can’t do this with you.” 


	“Why?” He dropped my hand and folded his arms across his chest. “Give me one good reason as to why you can’t be on the show.”


	“I have no experience being on television. That’s plenty reason enough.”


	“You don’t need experience. You’ll be a presenter. The only experience you need is to know how to talk.”


	“Fine.” I snorted as I mirrored his defensive stance. “In case you haven’t noticed, I am exceptional at making a fool out of myself. And I stutter when I’m nervous.  What makes you think I won’t do that during filming?”


	“We’ll edit out any instances where you make an idiot out of yourself.” Elliot smirked. “And I have never heard you stutter before. When’d you start doing that?”


	He decided to change tactics on me when he reached for his beer. Elliot didn’t take a drink of it though. He began gesturing with it instead.


	 “This isn’t just any gig on television, Eva. Think about it. This could be our chance to travel the world. Make a difference.” 


	“So, let me get this straight.” I snatched the bottle out of his hand and took a swig. “You want to go around to dusty old houses to talk about the scary ghosts who live there. That’s not what I call traveling, Eli. And I’m going to need you to explain to me how you’re going to make a difference doing a reality show.”


	“Documentary series.” He took his nasty beer back. “We will prove that life doesn’t end at death.”


	“Just like every other ghost hunter. Just like every religious fanatic.” I shook my head. “Eli, don’t take this the wrong way. But what do you have that the others don’t?”


	“I got you.”


	I started laughing before I could stop. Here was my dearest friend offering me the chance of a lifetime. A ridiculous chance. I couldn’t be on television. Much less spend my time chasing after tragedies best left forgotten. I managed to stop laughing long enough to take a sip of my tea.


	“Ok, look,” I shook my head. “I’m flattered, truly I am. But I have my concerns.”


	“Which are?”


	“One, you know how bad I am about speaking in front of crowds.” I held up my hand, ticking off my argument with my fingers. “Two, have you seen me? I’m not exactly camera ready. Three…”


	“Eva McRayne, you are far too hard on yourself.” Elliot pushed down each finger I had raised as he outlined his own argument. “First off, you won’t be speaking in front of crowds. It’ll be just me, you, and a cameraman. Second, have you seen yourself? I think you'll be perfect."


	I went back to picking at the small squares of paper in an attempt to ignore him, but it was hard. I was drawn to Elliot. We’d been practically inseparable since our first class at UGA together. In the four years we’d known each other, I never thought I’d be having this conversation with him. And I never thought I’d be able to refuse him anything.


	I was two for two today.


	“Elliot, I just can’t.” I sighed. “There are a million girls who would kill to be having this conversation with you. I’m just not one of them. I want a steady job. Nine-to-five. Not a television show.”


	 “You want boring.”


	“No, I want security.” I pushed my chair away from the table. “And if you’re going to make fun of me for it, then we’re done with this conversation.”


	“I’m not trying to make fun of you.” He reached for my hand again, but I was quicker this time. I snatched it away. “I really do want this to work, and I want this to work with you. Connor was ecstatic when I told him about you. I need you, Evie.”


	“No.” I threw a few dollars down on the table and stood. “I’ll be sure to tune in though. Sounds like a real riot.”


	“The studio is going to provide us with a furnished condo.” Elliot was studying the chair I’d just vacated. “Not to mention the salary. Five figures per show to start.”


	That got my attention. Not the condo, but the money. I crossed my arms over my chest as I stared him down.


	“Per show?”


	Elliot nodded. He tried to look dejected, but I was sure he was resisting the urge to grin. “Yeah. But hey, I understand. If you don’t want to do this, you don’t have to.”


	“You’re not playing fair.” I let my words come out slowly. Carefully. “Besides, I’m sure your dad has more to do with the perks than this Garrison guy.”


	“Now who’s not playing fair?” 


	Elliot’s face lost the neutral look he had conveyed so well. He was right. I wasn’t playing fair. I knew better than most how he hated to be under the shadow of his father. The great Joseph Lancaster of Theia Productions, LLC. I can’t tell you how many times I’d heard him confess his fears of not measuring up to his old man. 


	I considered apologizing, but it was too late. My friend took a final swig of his beer, threw more ones on top of mine, and stood. He linked our arms in one smooth motion to lead us out of the diner.


	“No, Dad has nothing to do with this. Granted, I knew the right people to talk to at his office, but for once this is all me.” Elliot’s dark eyes gleamed as we stepped out into the Georgia sun. “I pitched the show to Connor and his boys myself. They loved the idea. We'll have a blast, Evie. Traveling around the world together to investigate notorious and nefarious places. I’ll document all the paranormal stuff. You’ll make fun of me. It’ll be fun.”


	“Notorious and nefarious?” I smirked. “What century are you in again?”


	“You know what I mean.”


	 “I’m more attracted to the salary than enjoyment.”


	Money was my main concern. I’d spent all of my savings to survive as I went on the job hunt. So far, my prospects were null. Sure, I could have went to my parents for help. But I didn't want them to worry. And I sure as hell didn't want to ask them for money. I knew exactly what kind of lecture I would get if I did that.


	I released his arm to dig through my purse. “I still don’t like the idea of being on national television.”


	“It’ll be on cable, Evie.” Elliot’s smile was back as he realized my resolve was cracking. “It’s not like anyone will actually watch us.”


	I finally found my sunglasses then slipped them on. “I won’t have to talk in front of people at all?”


	“Not unless you count the ghosts we run into.” His amusement was visible when he glanced down at me. “No. I was serious when I said it would just be you, me, and a cameraman.”


	“Alright. I’ll think about it. After I’ve seen the contracts and met this Connor person.”


	Elliot scooped me up in a bear hug right in the middle of downtown Athens. “I knew you’d do it!”


	“Put me down.” I smacked at his shoulder until my feet touched the sidewalk again. “I haven’t said I'd do anything yet.”


	“But you’ve stopped saying no.” Elliot laughed, wiggling his eyebrows. “Tell me. What won you over? My magnetic charm? My dashing good looks?”


	“It certainly wasn’t your modesty.” I grumbled loud enough so he could hear me.


	“Not my style, doll.” Elliot grinned as we turned down the side street leading to my studio apartment. “We fly out to L.A. on Wednesday to meet with Connor and see the new place.”


	“Wednesday?” I squeaked as I came to a halt once more. “You mean I have two days to get myself ready for the biggest interview I’ve ever had?”


	“No. Three.” He had the decency to look puzzled. “We’re scheduled to meet with Connor at nine on Thursday. Why?”


	“Why? Oh my god.” I groaned. “I’ve got so much to do! I have to get my hair done. Figure out what I’m going to wear. Not to mention packing everything.”


	“Since when are you worried about your hair?”


	“Since I found out you want me to be on T.V.” I was glaring again but this time he was shielded thanks to my sunglasses.


	“You’re just being silly.” Elliot pulled his own pair of glasses out of his back pocket. “You look fine.”


	“Women on T.V. don’t look ‘fine’. They look perfect.”


	He didn’t respond, only waved as he took off across the street and I started to panic. Elliot wanted me to fly across the country for a job interview in two days. I took a deep breath, mentally listed everything I needed to do, then turned towards the nearest ATM with a weight in my stomach. I would have to perform miracles if I were ever going to make this happen.


	***


	“No, Daddy. For the tenth time, I’m not crazy.” 


	I tapped my cell phone against the side of my head as my father’s voice filtered through. One of the first items on my ‘To-Do’ list was to call my parents in South Carolina to give them the good news about my impending employment. The problem was my dad didn’t see me flying out to Los Angeles as ‘good news’. He wanted me back home in Charleston so I could spend the rest of my life rearranging the tourist knick knacks in his store.


	“You can’t be serious about this.” Martin McRayne still had a monopoly on our conversation. “That place is dangerous. It’s full of nothing but drugs and crime.”


	“I get it. I can feel the hellfire already.” I was standing in the middle of my apartment, surrounded by a medley of clothes and luggage. “This is a once in a lifetime opportunity. I can’t be on your dime forever.”


	“You’re not ‘on my dime’ now. You keep refusing my offer to hire you on at the store.”


	“Oh, don’t listen to him, honey.” My mom chimed in. Somehow, she’d managed to wrestle the phone away. “Are you excited? When will it be on? What channel?”


	“I’m not hired yet, so I’m not excited. I don’t know, and I don’t know.” I answered her questions as quickly as she threw them out at me. Not that it mattered. My mom wasn’t listening to a single word I’d said.


	“My baby is going to be on television! Martin, can you imagine?”


	I found myself once again holding the phone away from my ear. I rolled my eyes as she dreamed up a premiere party for the show I wasn’t even a part of. I didn’t have the heart to tell her that if this Connor had any sense, he’d replace any notions of hiring me with someone else. I felt a sharp pang in the base of my stomach at the thought of it. 


	Could I really want this job despite my obvious reservations? No, that wasn’t it. I wanted the money, not the position. 


	“Is it that boy?”


	Dad’s voice broke through Mom’s yammering long enough to bring me back to reality. He was referring to Elliot, who had failed to meet my father’s impossible standards the moment he learned of his existence.


	“No, it’s not Elliot. This is for me, Daddy. Surely you can understand that. When will I ever get another chance like this again?”


	“Tonight. Tomorrow if you don’t want to work for me.” His voice shifted from condemnation to honey in a matter of seconds. “You’re such a smart girl. You’ve worked so hard. I’d hate to see your college education go to waste because you want to follow some boy out to California.”


	“I’m not following him. He invited me with the off chance I might be able to land this job.” I frowned at the pile of shoes I had yet to go through. “Whatever happened to you saying I could do whatever I wanted to?”


	“Eva, I’m just worried.” My father sighed as he relinquished the real reason behind his distress. “I don’t want you to go across the country just to get your heart broken. You could end up homeless. Dead. Or worse.”


	Before I could ask what could be worse than dead, my mom was back on the line. She was oblivious to the anxiety in my father’s voice.


	“You said they are going to pay you per episode? And you’ll have your own condo?” She all but squealed. “We’ll come out to get you all settled.”


	“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves.” I picked up two pairs of black heels and tossed them on the couch in the ‘maybe’ pile. “There are still a lot of details to go through.”


	“Baby, don’t do this.” 


	My dad must have picked up on the other line because I could hear each of them separately now. They were such a contradiction. Dad was the planner; the worrier. My mom? Not so much. 


	“Come home. Meet a nice boy who will take care of you instead of hanging onto one who wants to drag you all over the country.”


	“I should be back in Athens on Saturday. Maybe Monday. I don’t have the itinerary for our little trip yet. I’ll have to call you when I know something for certain.”


	I disconnected the call before they could say anything else. I tried to turn my attention back to the mess I’d made but sank down in a pile of pants instead. I had a knot in my stomach I couldn’t explain. My dad didn’t think I could do this. Hell, I didn’t think I could do this. But Elliot did. Somehow, he believed in me enough to want me by his side.


	I couldn’t let him down.


	 




CHAPTER TWO


	 


	“Eva, get on with it.”


	Elliot was sitting on the edge of my hotel bed running his tie through his fingers. I knew he was getting antsy. Just like he knew I was stalling. I couldn’t stop myself. For the hundredth time since we’d arrived in Los Angeles, I asked myself the same question.


	Just what exactly was I doing here?


	“Fine.” 


	I sighed before heading into the oversized bathroom. Even I approved of the reflection that greeted me in the mirror. Black suit, white shirt, low heel pumps. Somehow, I had managed to get my hair to behave. I grabbed my lipstick from my bag when I heard a low moan coming from the other room.


	“Eva, you’re killing me. We’ve got to go.”


	 I dabbed on the lipstick and made sure to smack my lips together loud enough for him to hear me as I walked into the room. Elliot now had his head in his hands.


	“Hey,” I closed the distance between us. “You ok?”


	“Fine.” His voice was muffled as he rubbed his face. “Slowly turning to dust here, but otherwise, fine. You done?”


	“Done.” I took a step back as he stood. Elliot studied me until I was the one fidgeting. “What?”


	When he didn’t answer, I crossed my arms over my chest. “If you don’t say something, I’m going back into the bathroom and locking the door. This wasn’t my idea, Eli. And you only gave me two days.”


	“You look fantastic.” Elliot grinned as he took my hand to spin me around. “I’m just surprised. You clean up good.”


	“Well. I clean up well.” I grumbled. “You’re just saying that so we can get going already.”


	Elliot handed me my purse with a laugh. “Look, I don’t want to be late. You can play in the bathroom later.”


	The hotel Theia Productions had put us up in was one of the fanciest places I’d ever been to. As we walked out into the lobby, bright L.A. sunshine beamed down on us from the open skylights. Living Barbies and buffed up Kens dressed in burgundy hotel uniforms greeted anyone who crossed their paths. It was beautiful. 


	I couldn’t find it in my heart to enjoy the beauty of the surroundings. My stomach had returned to its knot-like state. I knew why. And it wasn’t because of the meeting. 


	I was sure this was the end. Things were changing for Elliot. No matter what he said about me tagging along with him, this was his deal. His meeting.


	His future. One I was sure would be taking place without me.


	A valet was pulling up as we came through the lobby doors in a silver convertible. I know nothing about cars, but I knew this one was impressive. Sleek and shiny despite being parked under the entry way. I was so sure it’s owner would come bounding out behind me that I fell in step behind Elliot to get out of the way. You can imagine my surprise when the valet handed the keys over to my companion.


	“Sinclair dropped it off for you this morning, sir. He said to tell you hello.”


	“Sinclair?” I couldn’t stop myself from staring at Elliot as he tipped the valet. “Who is Sinclair? An intern for your dad?”


	“House manager.” Elliot mumbled as he opened the passenger door. “Ready?”


	“Your daddy has a house manager?” I dropped my purse onto the floorboard then slid into the seat he offered me. “What’s a house manager? Is that like a butler or something?”


	His only response was to close the door. I watched as he came over to the driver’s side and decided to drop it. I knew from experience Elliot didn’t like to talk about his life in California, though God only knew why. So, I turned my attention to the city scenery when he pulled into the street.


	Elliot returned to good spirits two turns and ten minutes of fighting L.A. traffic later. He turned down the radio then glanced over at me.


	“Still scared?”


	“Petrified.” I shifted in the seat to face him. “I know we’ve avoided it, but what can I expect? What should I say?”


	“Say what you want.” He shrugged. “You’ve already got the job, Eva. We’re only here to work out the details.”


	“Ok. That doesn’t help me.” I found a tiny thread on my suit jacket and tugged. “What did you tell them about me?”


	I didn’t miss the flush rising at the tip of his ears. He cleared his throat then changed lanes to make another turn before he responded.


	“I told them the truth.” Elliot kept his eyes on the road. “I told them you studied History at UGA, so you’re a great researcher. Not to mention how quick you pick up new technology.”


	“Why’s that important?” 


	“Come on, Eva, you know how these shows work.” Elliot shook his head. “Research is crucial to understand what you’re dealing with. Not to mention how much audiences love to hear about the gory details.”


	“Yeah, yeah. I get that part.” I released the thread. With my luck, I’d unravel the whole damn thing. “But the technology?”


	“The paranormal field relies on scientific gadgets. It helps us document the existence of spirits.”


	“You never did answer my question.” I tilted my head to study his profile. “What did you say that made them want to fly me out to L.A.?”


	The blush was back. I managed to keep my eyes on him until he gave up.


	“Fine. I told them how attractive you are. Pretty blonde girls going to dark scary places make for good television.”


	“And the truth comes out at last.” I raised an eyebrow. “You only wanted me here because of my looks.”


	“No.” Elliot stopped at a red light and stared at me. “How could you even say that? I think you’re smart. You can handle yourself. And you’re not scared of anything. It has nothing to do with your looks.”


	“Uh huh.” I grinned. “You think I’m pretty.”


	Elliot turned his attention back to the red light and flicked on the turn signal in the process. “We’re here. Can you pass me the badge in the glove compartment?”


	“You’re changing the subject.” 


	I chuckled as I retrieved the badge. Elliot and I were just friends. There was nothing between us. Never would be. But that didn't stop him from flirting every now and then. Which was nice considering my last date had been over a year ago with a marketing major more concerned about his frat house than his future.


	Elliot maneuvered the convertible into the underground garage of an impressive high rise, stopping only to show the badge to a security guard stationed at the entrance. Within minutes, we were parked and walking inside.


	“You’ll do great. I know you will.” Elliot tucked my hand in the crook of his arm. “You can be a real charmer when you want to be.”


	“It's the accent. Everything I say sounds charming."  


	I teased when we came to a stop in front of the elevator. I pressed the button and the doors opened. As we stepped inside, Elliot reached out to choose the floor we were going to.


	“Keep this professional please. I don’t want them to get the wrong impression of you.”


	 I looked up at Elliot when he moved to give the other passengers room.  My fears of not measuring up to his expectations were still very prevalent. They were at the forefront of my mind when the elevator slid to a halt and the other three got out. When the doors closed again, I swallowed the lump in my throat. I wanted to tell him what I was afraid of. I needed to tell him that I wasn't ready for this. The words wouldn’t come as those damned doors opened again.


	“We’re here.”


	 He put his hand at the base of my back to lead me into the hallway. I wanted to grab him. Tell him everything going through my head at that singular moment, but I didn’t. Instead, I let him guide me through the lobby to the receptionist’s desk against the far wall.


	“Mistie!” Elliot exclaimed at the pixie woman who was more interested in her Facebook page than us. She flipped around in her chair with a smile so big, it lit up her entire face. “Where’ve you been hiding?”


	“Turks and Caicos, darling. It’s the only place to go when escaping L.A. these days.” She slid out from around the desk then threw herself into Elliot’s arms for a hug. “You’ve come back home. It’s so good to see you!”


	“Mistie, this is Eva McRayne.” Elliot disentangled himself then turned to me. I bit my lip as I nodded at the woman. “We’re here to see Connor.”


	“Oh, of course you are. The entire office has been talking about the return of the prodigal son.” 


	The woman went back around to her side of the desk and grabbed the phone. She chatted for a few minutes before she disconnected the call.


	“Connor said to come on in. He’s in Conference Room Four.”


	“Thanks.” Elliot awarded her with another smile before returning his hand to my back. “This way, Eva.”


	Elliot led us through an impressive maze of cubicles until we reached a thick wooden door. He stopped, took a deep breath, and knocked.


	“Come in.” 


	A man’s voice filtered through. I had the desire to grab Elliot. Beg him to take me back to Georgia where my life had been simple. I couldn't do this. I wasn't good enough to do this. There was no way in hell I could be on television. Money or no, my father had been right.


	This was crazy. I was crazy for even considering it.


	It was much too late for such protests. Elliot opened the door to the meeting room where my future would change forever. 


	I could do nothing more than follow.


	 




CHAPTER THREE


	 


	Connor Garrison reminded me of every sleazy salesperson to ever appear in a southern car ad. He was all oiled hair and slick smile as he bounded towards us.


	“Elliot! So glad you could make it. Welcome home, son.” He shook Elliot’s hand and clapped him on the back. “We’ve been waiting for this day to come for a long time now.”


	“Have you?” Elliot dropped the man’s hand as two other men approached. “I didn’t realize my homecoming was so imminent.”


	“Of course it was.” Connor’s smile grew even wider. “No one escapes L.A. forever.”


	Elliot gestured at me. “Connor Garrison, meet Eva McRayne. Eva, this is Connor.”


	“Pleasure.” I murmured as the little man turned his unfortunate attentions to me. He reached out to take hold of my arms and turned me around. “Excuse me, but what are you doing?”


	“You’re right, Elliot. She’s fantastic.” Connor stepped away from us. “Petite. Blonde. Athletic. She’ll do nicely.”


	Before I could ask if he wanted to check my teeth and measure my waist, one of the other guys in the room piped up. 


	“Elliot, Eva. Would you like some water? Coffee?” The man waved from behind Connor. “We might be here for a while.”


	“No, I’m good, Joey.” Elliot visibly relaxed. “So are we ready to get this started?”


	“Indeed we are.” 


	Connor ushered us all over to the conference table. They all took seats across from us, and I started to feel outnumbered. It was only then that Connor took the liberty of introducing me to the other two men at the table.


	“Ms. McRayne, it is truly a pleasure to meet you.” He cleared his throat. “I want to introduce you to Joey Lawson and Bryan Trotter. Joey will be your cameraman. Bryan is a member of the Theia Productions’ legal team. He will go over the contracts with you.”


	I gave them a tight smile as Connor took out two separate folders. He placed one in front of me and the other in front of Elliot.


	“Your father’s lawyers have already looked these over.” Connor leaned back in his chair. “All you need to do is sign.”


	“Wait a minute.” I opened the folder to find a document that could rival a small manuscript. “I want to know what’s in this before I commit to anything.”


	“Very well.” Connor gave a small shrug. “You can read the legalese if you wish, but this contract is good for one season of twenty-two episodes. We’ll readdress any further seasons if the show takes off. It states that we will pay you ten thousand dollars an episode, plus the cost of your travel and living arrangements. There is a bonus percentage clause written in to encourage you to do all you can to boost the ratings. In return, you agree to go to the locations we send you to or attend any promotional events we deem appropriate.”


	“That’s it?” 


	I tried to keep my demeanor professional. As if I negotiated contracts worth a quarter of a million dollars every day. I think I succeeded on the outside. On the inside? 


	I was squealing as I calculated up the amount of money I’d make. It was more than I could ever hope for in Georgia. 


	“What about any protections we might need?”


	“I’m sorry?” The little man looked confused. “If you’re asking about the health insurance, I’m sure one of our human resources personal will be glad to answer any questions you may have regarding the benefits.”


	“No.” I shook my head. “That’s not what I mean. I’m assuming the locations you are going to send us to will be dilapidated. I’m also assuming we will be filming at night. What happens if one of us gets hurt? What protections are you going to put in place to make sure that doesn’t happen?”


	Elliot nodded and I could tell he was pleased with my question. Connor paused as if he were considering his response.


	“Unfortunately, Ms. McRayne, there’s not much we can do about your working conditions other than to choose locations that won’t pose a serious hazard to Elliot’s team. In the unlikely event that something does happen, your medical expenses will be completely covered.”


	“How can you be so sure?” I gestured down at the manifesto they called a contract. “Is it listed in here?’


	“I’m sure it is.” Connor waved his hand. “But remember, please. We must do all we can to make this show a success. Otherwise, the time you spend with us will be a complete waste.”


	“Ms. McRayne, if I may,” Bryan spoke up. “I’ll be more than happy to go over these documents with you line by line if it will ease your mind.” 


	“Alright.” I thumbed through the pages where the print seemed to grow smaller and smaller. “I’m ready when you are.”


	The lawyer opened his own folder and began to dictate which passage he was explaining. Elliot followed along like a champ. Me?


	 Even though it was my idea for Bryan Trotter to go through everything we needed to know, my eyes started to glaze over after the third page. Elliot even nudged me a few times to make sure I was still following along, but after only twenty minutes, I was ready to sign my life away if it meant the lawyer would stop talking.


	I knew there were perks. I knew I needed the money. And I had a vague idea of what I was getting into. I mean, who hasn’t tuned into a ghost hunting episode or two? But my decision wasn’t based solely on the benefits. 


	As Bryan went on and on, I tried to envision a life in Georgia. One where I would be stuck to a schedule. Where I would try to carve a career out of nothing. Where I would have to scrape by every day until my parents finally died and I inherited their assets.


	I couldn’t do it. I wanted to be something bigger than what I was. 


	When the lawyer across from us looked up to signal he was finished, I reached into my purse.


	“Very well.” I took out a pen. “The only amendment I would like to see to this contract is for us to be able to choose where we go.”


	“Is that your only condition?” Connor glanced up from the wood grain of the table. “The ability to choose your location?”


	“Yes.” I tapped the pen against the arm of my chair. “I’m sure you have a team of professionals to do the promotional stuff. I just want a choice in which lion’s den you throw us into.”


	“That seems very,” The producer was at a loss of words for a moment but his slick smile was back as he responded. “Very reasonable. Bryan, if you will.”


	The lawyer who had bored me into a stupor retrieved the folders before us. He was gone before I realized it.


	Connor broke the silence which had fallen over the room. “Do you have any other questions? Elliot, you’ve been very quiet.”


	“I’ve got nothing to say.” My companion shrugged. “I’ve seen the paperwork before. I’m here only to make sure Eva is happy.”


	“I do, actually.” I leaned back in my chair, confident after getting my way with the amendment. “As you both know; this is all new to me. Where in the world do we start?”


	“Ah, yes. The beginning. It is always the most tedious part.” Connor stood and began to pace his side of the table. “You and Elliot will have two weeks to get settled in. Then you will be flying out to New York to attend this year’s International Paranormal Convention. I want the two of you announce the project. Drum up the news that there is a new show in the works. These will be the people who tune in first, so you must make a good impression.”


	The little man rubbed his hands together. 


	“You will need to do anything you are capable of to make this show go above and beyond. The field’s getting crowded. You two have got to find a way to stand out.”


	“I’m sure you’ve got plans on that already.” 


	“We’re working on it.” Connor nodded to Bryan who had returned to the room. “Those are details for another time. For now, I need your signatures.”


	“You’re staying?” Elliot looked up from the papers before him. 


	“I’m a witness.” Connor collapsed in his chair as if there were nowhere else he needed to be. “Joey and Bryan, too.”


	“Alright.” I came to the first form with a signature line at the bottom and gave them my word to be an employee of Theia Productions, LLC for the span of twenty-two episodes. There would be even more if this ridiculous idea took off.


	 I should have been excited. Anyone else would have been if they were in my place. Instead, I felt the knot in my stomach tighten as if it were the Devil in front of me instead of a well-versed Hollywood producer. Asking for my soul in exchange for independence and a small fortune.


	I signed my name as fast as I could.


	***


	Elliot’s phone rang the moment we stepped into the hallway, so I didn’t get to ask him how he felt the meeting went. I couldn’t make out much from his side of his conversation, but he didn’t seem happy. In fact, he didn’t seem much like Elliot at all. When we reached the car, he pressed a button on his phone and fished the keys out of his pocket. 


	“You alright?”


	Elliot nodded in my direction. I slid into the car with my own phone in hand. My mom had sent me no less than twenty-five texts while I was in the meeting. I knew she was dying to hear how everything went. I ran my thumb over the screen to unlock it and reply back when Elliot spoke up.


	“That was my dad. He’s going to meet us at the condo.”


	“Really?” I dropped the phone in my purse, my mother temporarily forgotten. “I didn’t think I’d be meeting him.”


	“Yeah.” Elliot fiddled with the keys for a minute before he put them in the ignition. “He wants to take us out to lunch to celebrate.”


	“That’s very sweet of him.” I shifted in my seat. “But do we have to do it today? One earth shattering meeting is enough for one day. I don’t know if I can handle another.”


	“Yeah, well.” Elliot shrugged as maneuvered the small car out of the parking garage. “He’s already there waiting on us.”


	“Great.” I tried to sound enthusiastic, but I couldn’t muster up the strength. This was my first trip to California and I was exhausted. I wanted nothing more than to crawl into the massive bed waiting back at the hotel. But I couldn’t turn down this invitation. “So, details. What should I expect?”


	“From my dad? Or the apartment?” 


	Elliot was concentrating on traffic. At least, I hope he was. The little convertible we were in was flying down the freeway. 


	“Let’s go with your dad.” I shrugged. “You don’t really talk about him.”


	“I don’t have a reason to.” Elliot sighed, letting his foot off the gas and switching lanes. “I don’t like to talk about him.”


	“I know.” I felt my purse vibrate against the side of my leg but I ignored it. “I’m not asking you to divulge any juicy family drama. Just give me an idea.”


	“I don’t know what to say.” Elliot began tapping his fingers against the steering wheel. “He’s conservative and strict. This is exactly why he’s managed to make Theia so successful.”


	“That’s it?” I frowned. “Conservative and strict? Eli, every dad can be described as ‘conservative and strict’.”


	“Like I said, I don’t know how to describe him. He wasn’t around much when I was a kid. I fled to Georgia as soon as I could.”


	“Why Georgia?”


	I’d asked him this same question plenty of times before, but Elliot had deflected me every time. Now, he was stuck in L.A. traffic in a very small car. He wasn’t going to get away so easily.


	“Why not?” Elliot threw me a small smile. “I got to meet you, didn’t I?”


	“Flattering, but that’s not the answer I was looking for. Come on,” I huffed in frustration. “I’ve known you for four years and just flew out to California to do a freaking television show with you. Sometimes, I feel like I don’t know you at all.”


	“Did you sign the papers just for the money?” Elliot tilted his head towards me. “Or did you come out here just to be with me?”


	“The money.” I decided to ignore his last question. “I needed a job, remember?”


	“A boring one, if I recall. Yet here you are in L.A., signed up to do a television show.” Elliot chuckled. “You missed the mark, doll. ‘Boring’ was not in the job description.”


	“You’re deflecting me again.” I crossed my arms over my chest. After a few minutes of tense silence, Elliot started talking. 


	“Fine. I decided on UGA because it’s as far away from California as I could get.” Elliot shrugged. “I thought I could get to be myself in Athens. Not just another spoiled producer's kid.”


	“Did you?” I tilted my head, wondering just how much I actually knew about my best friend. “Get to be yourself, that is.”


	“Yeah. It was very…freeing.”  Elliot pulled into another garage. “Look, that’s in the past, Eva. It doesn’t matter. We’re here about our future. Aren’t you the least bit curious about your new place?”


	I dropped the subject in a heartbeat, looking around the parking garage he’d pulled into as if I’d never seen one before.


	“This is it?”


	Elliot laughed. “Yeah. We’re on the tenth floor, so you’re going to be glad when Connor is arranging a moving company for us. I couldn’t imagine trying to carry your stuff all the way up there.”


	“Oh, please.” I grabbed my purse and hopped out of the car. “I know you. You would have hired movers anyway.”


	“True. Hey, wait.” Elliot grabbed my hand to stop me. “You sure you’re ok with all this?”


	“I’ve already signed the contract. I don’t think I have much of a choice now.” I squeezed his hand. “I may not act like it, but I am grateful to you for this opportunity.”


	“I know you are.” Elliot looked at the elevator ahead of us. “Come on. Let’s go meet my old man and get this over with.”


	***


	I was speechless when Elliot opened the door labeled 1013. This wasn’t like my little one-bedroom place back in Georgia. The foyer was small, but it opened to a great room with floor-to-ceiling windows. The furniture was modern; a mixture of greens and blues that worked well to make the space seem inviting. I looked to Elliot who grinned as he gestured for me to go explore my new surroundings.


	I ran from room to room as if I were a kid instead of a college graduate. The kitchen was just as modern as the great room with appliances that gleamed beneath the recessed lighting. There was a half bath fully stocked and three bedrooms off the hallway. I was exploring the master bedroom when I heard voices filtering down the hallway.


	“Eva’s in here somewhere, Dad. I thought she should take a look around first.”


	“Of course. I heard the meeting went well this morning.” 


	“It did. We’re both signed up and ready to go.”


	I could hear footsteps against the wood floors so I checked myself in the mirror. Hair was still in place. Face was still put together. I took a breath, smiled, then stepped out into the hallway. They were standing by the television and I could see the family resemblance immediately. Both were tall. Both blonde and brooding. 


	The only real difference I could see between them was stature. Joseph Lancaster wore his power like a cloak. Elliot was more casual, slouching despite the expensive suit that fit him so well.


	“Hello.” I extended my hand. “Eva McRayne. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Lancaster.”


	“Same.” Joseph Lancaster clasped my hand in both of his with a smile. “I’ve heard much about you from my son. I’m sure the two of you will do quite well at this little project of yours.”


	“It’s not a project, Dad.” Elliot frowned as his father released my hand. “We’re going to be doing serious research.”


	“Of course, you are.” Joseph extended his arm for me to take. “I hope to hear all about your meeting with Connor. And please, let me know if there is anything you need. My son is quite independent, so I’m counting on you to contact me, Ms. McRayne.”


	I looked back to Elliot as we left the condo and noted how dark his features had become. I wanted to ask him what was wrong. I had questions about why he was so different when his father was around. But I couldn’t ask them. Not here. Not now.


	Instead, I let myself get swept up by Joseph Lancaster as he talked about the television business. Life in Los Angeles. Everything but the son who sat quietly in the background. 


	***


	Our lunch date went surprisingly well. We made small talk through most of it, giving Joseph all the details of the meeting. It wasn’t until Elliot excused himself to go to the bathroom that Joseph asked me the one question no one else had bothered to concern themselves with.


	“Eva, surely you don’t believe in this nonsense. Elliot has always been,” He paused long enough to sip on his wine. “Curious about the afterlife.”


	“I believe it is better to keep an open mind, sir,” I tilted my head to the side as I kept an eye out for Elliot’s return. “There is much more to life than what we can see.”


	“So that is why are you here? Fame and fortune off the backs of the dead?”


	“I don’t want to be famous. But the fortune? I don’t expect to make a mint, Mr. Lancaster. But the money made my decision for me.”


	Joseph chuckled. “It always does. Tell me, have you considered how your life is going to change if this project takes off? You’ll be hounded by the paparazzi at every step.”


	“My reasons for being here are my own, sir.” I folded up my napkin and put it beside my plate. “Elliot is a dear friend of mine, Mr. Lancaster. I want to see him happy. I can deal with hiding from the paparazzi if he’s happy.”


	“Between the two of us, I never would have approved a show like this. If it were anyone but Elliot, I wouldn’t have done it now.” Joseph stabbed at something on his plate. “I want to see my son happy as well. If this is what it takes, then so be it.”


	I started to respond, but Joseph wasn’t finished. He took a bite of his food then leaned across the table.


	“I was serious when I said I am counting on you to keep my son grounded. He has a dislike for me which is unfounded, so he so won’t listen to my advice.”


	“Mr. Lancaster…”


	“And I hear you are going to New York for a conference in a few weeks.” 


	“Yes. Connor said it would help us drum up interest in the show.” I shrugged. “I’m not so sure if a few days talking with the so-called experts are going to help though.”


	 “We shall see.” Joseph shifted his gaze up to the spot behind my shoulder. “Welcome back.”


	“What did I miss?” Elliot squeezed my shoulder as he came up behind me. “You two looked as if you’re discussing the fate of the civilized world over here.”


	“Nothing so frivolous, son.” Joseph signaled for the waitress who appeared beside him in less than a second. He handed her several bills, then shooed her away. “I am afraid I must be getting back to the office.”


	Joseph stood and we joined him. He shook Elliot’s hand then mine. “It was a pleasure to finally meet you, Eva. I’ll be seeing you around the office.”


	“See you later.” Elliot pushed his seat in as his father disappeared from view. “So, what were you two talking about?”


	“Ghosts.” I snagged my purse from its spot on the back of my chair. “Seriously? Your dad seems nice, Eli.”


	“Everyone says that.” Elliot turned away from me. “Too bad I can’t see it.”


	“Do you want to see his good side?” I took his hand. “Or are you determined not to?”


	Elliot gave me a sad smile in return. “One conversation about me is enough for the day. What did you think about the condo?”


	“It’s perfect. I can’t believe we’re actually going to be living there.”


	“It is nice.” He admitted. “I will confess, it’ll be better to pass out in my own bed than on your tiny couch when we’re out too late, McRayne.”


	“What’s wrong with my couch?” I grumbled as we left the restaurant. “You’ve slept on it plenty of times.”


	“My point exactly.” Elliot’s good spirits were restored as he linked his arm with mine. “We’ll head back over to the hotel to get our stuff. Take it over to the condo. No time like the present to get started on our move.”


	 




CHAPTER FOUR


	 


	 


	I will forever remember the two weeks following our meeting with Connor Garrison as a blur. Elliot was right when he said Connor had set up movers to ship my stuff across the country. All I was responsible for was selling the things I didn’t want to take with me and packing the necessities I would need for the two days I would be without my belongings. 


	Once we arrived back in Los Angeles, my days were filled with appointments and studio stylists. I was pampered to the point where it had become annoying. When I wasn’t being transformed, Elliot and I were in training sessions. I learned how to block a scene, where to stand for the best lighting, and how to raise my voice so that the microphones could pick up my words without me shouting. 


	I was exhausted by the time we landed in New York to attend Paracon. Even Elliot, who thrived on deadlines, had dark circles under his eyes. Thankfully, Theia Productions put us up in the same hotel so we didn’t have to drive through New York traffic to get there on time.


	“Are you sure we have to go?” I tugged at Elliot’s sleeve as we entered the area of the hotel where the conference was being held. “We can just make something up. I’ll pretend I’m sick or something. I’m really good at coming up with excuses.”


	Elliot chuckled as we approached the sign in table. “Maybe we could skip out early this afternoon. Be tourists for a while. But only if you behave. No laughing out loud at the psychics.”


	“You know I can’t make any promises.” I managed to smile at the older woman handing out the name badges. “Eva McRayne.”


	“Welcome, Ms. McRayne.” She handed me a manila envelope filled to the brim with papers and pamphlets. “Your name badge is inside as well as the schedule of events. I hope you enjoy yourself.”
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