





“Okay, Ms. Scott, show me what you've got.”
Assuming the ready position, he held his hand before him
slapping it open and shut, giving her a curt signal to come
at him and attack.

“No problem, sir.”

Rising to the challenge, she warily crept toward him
and they began circling each other. She managed to get in
a few darn good kicks, parries, blocks and what she
thought were a couple of convincingly threatening shouts,
not to mention an impressive defensive roll before he
knocked her flat on her butt.

Special Agent West pinned her to the floor, once
again, straddling her prone body. For a moment, Aubrey
couldn’t catch her breath, initially from the jolt of being
knocked to the ground, but then because of the weight
and heat of Nate on the middle of her body and her body’s
lightning fast and traitorous response.

His blue eyes pierced her, reminding her of a white
tiger’s eyes every bit the predator stalking his prey, and
she guessed that made her the gazelle at the watering
hole. Like prey stunned into paralysis, she stared at him
immobilized with a wide-eyed, fixed gaze.

He vaulted up and reached down to give her a hand
up. The force of his tug to pull her up propelled her
forward and she fell hard against him. He caught her in
his arms. She gulped audibly, looking up into his face, her
body once again pressed against his. She found herself
unable to catch her breath as she felt hard evidence that
told her his body was responding to hers in a big way as
well.

“If you keep throwing yourself at me like this,” Nate
said in a guttural purr, his hot breath mingling with hers,
“'m going to think you want my body and—" his smile
was wicked with promise as he moved his mouth closer to
her ear, “I'm going to give it to you.” His breath tickled
her ear, sending shivers down her spine that traveled to
her lower extremities.
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CHAPTER 1
TALK TO A DEAD GUY?

Saturday, April 9th, 0500 Hours Eastern Daylight
Time

“So that’s it?” Special Agent in Charge Nathan West
roared in frustration. “Our only option is to talk to a dead
guy?”

FBI Assistant Director Jack Boyd moved to the front
of his desk, leaning on the edge as he looked at Nate with
puffy, bloodshot eyes. “Yeah.” Jack sighed. “I guess that’s
all that’s left.”

“What now? We call in Shirley MacLaine?” Nate’s
fingernails bit into his palms as he fisted his hands,
fighting against the pull of rage gnawing at his gut. He
needed cold, hard logic, not this mind-paralyzing fury.

“No, we call Special Unit 33.” Jack gave him an
unblinking look. “I've made the call. They're sending
someone from the D.C. Division.”

Closing his eyes, Nate let his head drop backwards as
he lost the battle with his rage. Opening his eyes, he saw
red superimposed over the ceiling tiles. “God, no, Jack!
Unit 33, from down the street? The spook squad!” This
was insane. Acid burned at the back of his throat as he
reached for the ever-present bottle of Tums on Jack’s
desk. He poured a few tablets into his palm; tossing them
to the back of his throat, he swallowed them dry.
Resisting the urge to throw the bottle, he contemplated
what the hell and hurled the bottle against the wall. He
watched with satisfaction as hundreds of multicolored
tablets rained down.

“Do you feel better now?”

Nate didn’t respond. His temples throbbed as he
remembered a recent family cookout in his mom’s
backyard with his rambunctious, laughing mob of
nephews and nieces zigzagging around playing touch
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football. Statistically, this terrorist-initiated pandemic
could kill six out of the seven children. He was in the
middle of his worst nightmare. They had the best of FBI
technology and intel at their fingertips and Jack had
called the freakin’ psychic hotline.

“The Paranormal Unit?” He shook his head, glaring
at Jack. “You know that every case where we've resorted
to consulting a psychic has been a complete waste of man-
hours.” He paused, willing Jack to see reason. “We do not
have time for this, Jack.” Nate slapped his hand against
his forehead. “You've gotta be shittin’ me.”

Jack shook his head and looked out the window. “I
really wish I was, son, I really do.”

“Damn it, there’s got to be something we’re missing.
We've been up for forty-eight hours straight. We just need
to bring in someone fresh.”

“There—isn’t—anyone—fresh,” Jack shot back in
machine gun staccato. “We’ve followed every lead, along
with the military, the CIA, the NSA, Homeland Security
and every other agency known to God and man. The
president has his cabinet and all possible resources
working on this around the clock.”

Jack walked over to the window, taking a long look
out as he pulled in a deep raspy breath. “Nate, you know
as well as I do that every piece of intel says Huong is
dead. He was the one and only person who knew the
locations of the virus delivery devices and their
deactivation codes.”

Nate jerked his fingers through his hair. “I just can’t
accept that millions of lives could depend on some wacko
who thinks he can talk to dead people!”

“If you’ve got something else, then tell me what the
hell it is?” Jack threw his hands up. “Because I damn sure
don’t.”

Nate shook his head as he paced across the large
expanse of the office, sensing Jack’s eyes on him as he
moved back and forth, pumped up on heart-racing
adrenaline. What could he do to make Jack see reason?
He racked his brain but couldn’t think of a single damn
thing.

Nate heard Jack pull in a deep breath. “We've
brought in all of Huong’s men and we’ve questioned them
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using every means available—physical and chemical,
legal and illegal—we got less than nada and you damn
well know it. The only consistent thread is that someone
took out Huong two nights ago.”

“Jack,” Nate took a steadying breath. “We only have
a little more than forty-eight hours until Huong’s devices
release a virus across the U.S. that’'ll make Ebola look like
the common cold. This germ will take out eighty percent
of the population before it burns itself out. And you're
telling me we're calling in a spirit medium to have a chat
with Huong’s ghost?” Nate wanted to punch a wall. He
wanted to wring the life out of Huong but someone had
already beaten him to the punch.

“Look, I need you to give this a shot.” Jack sounded
as exhausted as Nate felt. “You know I'm not thrilled with
this course of action but within the last couple of months,
this psychic consulted for the FBI and helped solve three
murder cases including the White Rose serial murder
case. The Bureau kept a lid on it like they do with
anything that hints of paranormal activity, but this
psychic handed over the perp’s description, narrowed his
location down to a city block and even knew about his
souvenir stash in the basement—the whole freakin’
enchilada. They nabbed the murderer just in the nick of
time and managed to rescue the last woman he
kidnapped. We're going to play this out and see what this
psychic can do. For now, it’s the only option we’ve got.” He
gave Nate a grim stare. “And you’d better damn well go
along with it.”

*kkk

Aubrey Scott dropped her phone back into the cradle.
She shot out of bed, momentarily blinding herself as she
turned on her bedside lamp.

“This is it, Aldo. We're on! Look alive, kitty. That was
the FBI and we have to get going, buddy.” Her call to
arms was as much to shake off her early morning
fuzziness as it was to get him moving. “We’ve got to get
you down to Meg’s right now!”

Aldo, her plump orange marmalade cat, continued to
groom one of his paws while lounging, sprawled at the
foot of Aubrey’s quilt-covered bed. Obviously not sharing
her sense of urgency, he continued to lick his paw with
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complete and unruffled nonchalance as Aubrey dashed
over to her closet.

“Oh, gosh. What should I wear to fit in with a bunch
of FBI special agents?” It was way too early to think
clearly or to waste time trying to decide. Aubrey didn’t
generally worry much about how she dressed but in this
case, simple was best. It wasn’t in keeping with her
preferred gypsy style but in consideration of the situation,
Aubrey threw on one of her most conservative outfits, a
tailored pale yellow silk blouse and a pair of taupe linen
slacks. She fluffed her hair and grabbed her packed
suitcase, the one that had been waiting for this very
moment. Picking up Aldo, she scurried out of her
apartment and down the hall to her best friend’s
apartment, Aldo yowling in complaint with every step.

Aubrey banged on the door, fervently hoping her
friend, a notoriously sound sleeper, would wake up. “Meg,
it’s me, open up quick!” After the muffled sound of feet
trudging across the floor and a pause where Aubrey
smiled sweetly at her friend through the peephole, she
heard the click of several deadbolts turning and the
release of multiple safety chains. The door finally opened
to reveal a blurry-eyed Meg in a fluffy pink robe and
house slippers in the shape of Godzilla claws.

“Bree, is everything okay?” Rubbing her eyes, Meg
looked down at Aubrey’s suitcase and then her eyes
widened with dawning realization. “Oh, is it time for your
first real mission?”

“Yes, this is it! The whole cloak and dagger thing, top
secret and all that,” Aubrey shared with wide eyes and
wiggling eyebrows. “I think it’s a really big case, not like
the other ones where they took me to crime scenes and
morgues, post-facto. I'll actually be working with a top
team on a live case involving national security. They're
sending a car to pick me up. I'm flying out in forty-five
minutes and I'll be, and I quote, ‘briefed en route.”

“Wow, this is unbelievable!” Meg exclaimed.

“Yeah, I can’t believe it either.” Aubrey shook her
head and then cautioned her friend, “You realize, none of
that really tells you anything and once I know anything, I
can’t tell anyone anything, you know?” Aubrey took a
deep breath, trying to calm her racing heart.
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Meg giggled.

“That didn’t make any sense. Did it?”

“I understood what you meant and I'll try my best
not to pry when you get back.”

“You're the best, Meg. Oh, yeah, I almost forgot why
I'm here. Can you take Aldo?”

“Of course. I, Margaret ‘Meg’ O’Brien, patriot
extraordinaire, stand ready to cat-sit so you can do your
duty for God and your country!” Meg executed an
exceptionally smart salute after which she took the
grumpy, yowling ball of orange fur from Aubrey’s arms.

“Thanks so much, but I've gotta run!” Aubrey did just
that after giving a quick hug to her friend and to Aldo,
who was already ignoring her in preparation for her
upcoming desertion.

Meg stepped out into the hall and called after her
friend, “Knock ‘em dead! No, scratch that. Go save the
world, Bree!”

Aubrey dashed to the elevators, riding down and
bursting out into the apartment building lobby. In her
wake-up call from FBI headquarters, they informed her a
car would be waiting in front of her building in precisely
fifteen minutes. According to her watch, she had exactly
two minutes to spare.

“Where are you running off to at this early hour,
little girl?” Benjamin, the elderly doorman, asked in a
voice so deep and rumbly that the resonance of his
baritone words rolled through her. It was like holding a
conversation with James Earl Jones.

Someone else might choose to be offended by
Benjamin’s term of affection but she knew he used the
same pet name for their mutual friend, Mrs. Gladys
Kirby, on the eighth floor and that “little girl” had turned
sixty-two years young on her last birthday.

“Don’t tell anyone, Ben, but I think it’s my first big
mission.”

“Mum’s the word, but you be careful and let those
FBI agents do the heavy lifting. Ya hear me?”

Benjamin’s sincere concern reminded her of her
parents, whom she missed dearly. She dropped her bag
and gave him a quick hug, then looked up at her tall
friend, solemnly meeting his chocolate brown eyes. “I will.
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I promise.”

Smiling serenely, he looked down at her and winked.
“Then I'll be seeing you soon and I'll put in a good word
with the big man upstairs to keep you safe and sound.”

“Who, Mr. Blumberg on the seventh floor?” she
teased as he held the door open for her.

“You know exactly who I mean, little girl.”

“Yeah. I do. And thanks.” Her smile widened. “It
couldn’t hurt to put in a good word.”

She stepped out into the dark of the early morning to
face a suit-clad man striding toward her, closing the gap
fast.

“Aubrey Scott?”

“That’s me.” Her heart beat faster.

“Special Agent Caulfield.” He flashed his badge. “We
need to get going.” He looked her up and down, a groove
forming between his brows. “Get in the backseat,” he
ordered as he turned away from her, dashing around to
the driver-side door of the sleek black Lincoln Continental
town car.

She heaved her suitcase into the car a millisecond
before Caulfield floored the gas pedal and pulled the car
from the curb, squealing the tires in the process. “Is there
anything you need to explain to me on the way?”

“No. You’ll be briefed at HQ. My only job is to get you
there—quick.” That was all he said, but his indifferent
tone spoke volumes.

Aubrey contemplated the frown Caulfield had worn
when he’d assessed her. To him, she must have appeared
to be a stark contrast to his own stiff, professional veneer.
He was clearly all business—short military-style brown
hair, solid build and dark suit—whereas her pants outfit
was light and soft, her hair its usual wild, unruly red
spikes and curls. To top it off, he had practically smirked
at her suitcase.

Her hard-sided rolling suitcase sported dozens of
brightly colored stickers from the places around the world
she had traveled to with her globetrotting parents. Maybe
the suitcase didn’t look expensive or professional, but it
was a cherished symbol of her life with her parents. The
pain of their loss in a car accident a year ago remained a
fresh wound in her heart. Her parents left her financially
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secure with a substantial trust fund and she could well
afford nice luggage, but she would pull the darn suitcase
around until it fell apart and no amount of duct tape
could hold it together.

Wistfully, she looked out of the car’s dark tinted
windows, watching the passing blur of Washington, D.C.’s
historic buildings, smiling to herself as a parade of fond
memories of her parents floated through her mind.
Growing up, they had pampered and sheltered her,
making her feel special, precious and most importantly,
normal. At a very young age, Aubrey discovered her
ability to interact with spirits. For a while, she assumed
everyone could do the same. Her parents were there to
comfort her when she discovered the truth.

As the only consultant ever to be recruited by the
spirit of a former FBI Special Agent, she had only
reported in a few times to the FBI Paranormal Unit and
tagged along to crime scenes and morgues, making
contact with the spirits of murder victims. Contact with
those tormented souls jarred her to the core and each
time, she felt their anguish, indignation, loneliness and
deep sorrow as if it were her own.

She wasn’t sure how many times she would have the
stamina to endure the assault on her emotions and her
body, but as she drove through the streets of Washington,
she felt a profound awareness of duty. The death of her
parents had left a deep chasm in Aubrey’s heart and she
decided helping others was the best way to fill that aching
void. She knew her beliefs might be considered naive, but
patriotism and a desire to help had become the driving
forces in her life. As she looked out at the monuments to
those heroes who had given so courageously and
unselfishly to their country, she knew she could do no less
than to use the talents God had given her to make a
difference and to save lives.

*kkk

Aubrey felt weak in the knees as Special Agent
Caulfield escorted her into the expansive office of FBI
Assistant Director Jack Boyd.

“Aubrey Scott?” the man she assumed to be Jack
Boyd called from across the room as he looked up at her,
muffling his phone receiver against his shoulder. She
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nodded.

“T'll be with you in a moment. Please come in.” He
continued his phone conversation and she glanced around
the imposingly massive walnut-paneled office. From the
wall towering above the director’s oversized desk, the
gold-plated insignia of the Federal Bureau of
Investigation caught the rising sun and blazed across the
room at her, branding Aubrey with the enormity of the
moment. Six daunting suits of both genders stood or sat
across the confines of the spacious office, all silent and
looking alert but wary, some openly scowling. Tension
hung heavy in the room, a stifling miasma in the air.

Aubrey shifted from one foot to another as she
waited. Taking in the glowers aimed at her, she bit her lip
as negative emotions hit her in psychic waves. It wasn’t
hard to figure out this group resented the presence of a
psychic on their case. She’d run into cynicism every day of
her adult life, but this felt like missiles launched against
her emotional and psychic defenses. She knew she would
most likely turn them into believers, but in the meantime,
it wasn’t going to be a walk in the park.

To bolster herself, she silently chanted reassurances,
a continuous mantra of I am a confident, mature
professional. My talent is useful. I help people. I won’t
make a fool of myself AND I am good enough, smart
enough and doggone it, people like me! She barely
managed to stifle a nervous giggle.

The man behind the desk hung up the phone and
rose from his chair in greeting. “I'm Jack Boyd.”

Conscious that all eyes were on her, Aubrey felt her
heart pound as she squared her shoulders and walked
across the room toward the man behind the desk. Those
few steps felt as though she were traversing the long,
lonely expanse of a football field in a crowded stadium of
spectators, all singlemindedly focused on her and her
alone.

Jack Boyd thankfully didn't look quite as
intimidating as she’d feared. Despite the dark circles
under his bloodshot eyes, he appeared calm, paternal, and
even reminiscent in manner and appearance to the
quintessential coach, Tom Landry—a man who evoked
trust and loyalty. She focused on his face in an attempt to
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steady her racing pulse.

In contrast to Jack, she noted the disturbing
presence of a large, dark man leaning against the front of
Jack’s desk in a posture of deceptive nonchalance. Aubrey
knew his indifference was a thin veneer attempting to
cover the waves of negative energy she sensed coming
from him in a turbulent and loud mental broadcast.

As she reached the desk and started to extend her
hand to Jack, the man to her side observed flatly, “You're
a woman.”

Aubrey, startled by the deep, growling rumble of his
voice, pivoted in his direction. Facing him head-on was
like turning around to the sight of a powerful car
barreling down the road at you full speed.

With a pull of air into her lungs, she feigned a smile
of confidence and finding her voice, she replied, “Why, yes,
I am a woman. Now that I think about it, I have been my
whole life.” She paused for effect, trying hard to sound
calm and sure of herself. “And you must be,” Aubrey
raised her left eyebrow, tilting her head to the side and
blurting out the first thing that popped into her head, “a
man.” She pasted a broad, forced smile on her face while
simultaneously aghast at her own audacity.

The muscle along his jaw flexed. “Most of the remote
viewers are men.”

Aubrey was sure this man seldom, if ever, attempted
to explain himself, so the words came from him with the
grind of a rusty hinge. “Well, I'm not.” She turned back to
Assistant Director Boyd who looked at her with a weary
mix of humor and a healthy dose of understandable
impatience in his eyes.

Aubrey gave herself a mnanosecond to Dbask
emotionally in her apparent but unexpected victory over
the brooding man beside her. As she stepped forward the
few inches to shake Jack’s hand, she stumbled over her
own feet, falling sideways against the hard, immoveable
body of the obstinate man to her side.

And the most embarrassing moment of her life was
unavoidably drawn out, as she had no choice but to use an
unmentionable part of his anatomy as leverage to push
herself back upright. She knew her mantra had not
worked, particularly the parts where she had assured
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herself she would not make a fool of herself. Maybe next
time she would use reverse psychology in her mantra.

He didn’t even flinch. His only reaction was an arch
of his left brow as he continued to peer at her with
disdain.

“As I was saying before you two got sidetracked, I'm
Jack Boyd,” the Assistant Director commanded Aubrey’s
focus to return to him.

Aubrey turned to Jack as she felt the heat of a
furious blush move up her face. “It’s good to meet you,
sir.”

“You may not feel that way in a few minutes, Ms.
Scott.”

Aubrey wasn’t sure how to respond so she shook his
hand with a firm grip. “Most people call me Bree.”

She turned to the disquieting man at her side. She
forced herself to be professional and reaching out her
hand to him, she predicted the outcome as she did it. He
didn’t return the gesture so she casually lowered her
hand. He looked her up and down and said in a gruff
whisper, “I think we've had about enough physical
contact.” He tilted his head to the side. “Don’t you?”

She felt the now very familiar heat of her blush
intensify. Would beet-red become the permanent color of
her face? Some days it just didn’t pay to be a fair-skinned
redhead. He continued in an ambivalent tone. “I'm Special
Agent Nathan West. My friends call me Nate.” His eyes
bore into hers. “But you can call me Special Agent West or
sir.”

She’d call him rude if she dared. At least the budding
heat of her anger burned away some of her mortification.
She embraced her anger, feeding it. No doubt, she would
be working closely with this pompous, chauvinistic and
infuriating stud-muffin. Now where the heck had that
thought come from?

Aubrey possessed a strong sense of self. She had
faced much tougher challenges in her life than
overcoming one ornery man’s bad attitude. Gathering her
courage, she replied to his directive, “Charmed, sir?” She
offered him a saccharine smile feeling like her injured
psyche was on the rebound in round two of this
unfortunate boxing match.
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Jack cleared his throat and Aubrey turned to him,
somewhat disconcerted. What had come over her? How
could she, someone who prided herself in her ability to be
at peace with the world and those around her, she, who
regularly meditated, let this impossible man get to her?
Special Agent Nathan West in Charge of a Stupendously
Bad Attitude was getting under her skin and she needed
to put a stop to it.

Assistant Director Boyd waved toward Aubrey’s new
adversary. “Nate will be leading the team in San
Francisco. You, Ms. Scott, will be working very closely
with him.” Strong emphasis was placed on the words very
closely as he looked from Nate to Aubrey.

Aubrey looked back at Special Agent West as he
leaned against the desk, not more than two feet from her.
His eyes pierced her with suspicion and some other
emotion she couldn’t quite pinpoint. An uneasy knot
formed in the pit of her stomach.

Jack’s phone rang. He picked up the wireless handset
and walked from the room, leaving behind an awkward
silence. Aubrey, finding a chair and sitting down, left
Special Agent West to stew in his own juices.
Contemplating her reaction to the man, she reluctantly
acknowledged to herself that something was pulling her
focus to him.

Was it more than his inexplicably forceful disdain or
was she susceptible to the powerful life force blazing in
his aura? It burned bright red to indicate high emotion,
anger and passion in a hue of intense crimson, which
conveyed the spirit of a champion or warrior. Oddest of all
were the intriguing shots of silver, which usually meant a
person had experienced a great spiritual awakening, but
in his case, she wasn’t falling for that explanation. With
him, it had to mean something else, like some type of
spiritual protection.

Perhaps she wasn’t drawn to him for those reasons at
all; maybe it was a more simple and primal reason,
having to do with her susceptibility to his blatant
abundance of testosterone.

Aubrey grudgingly admitted to herself that he was
attractive in a dark, ominous, Clive Owens, Neanderthal
kind of way.
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His face was made up of hard, masculine angles with
a dark, brooding brow and a chin that was a bit too
square to be called handsome. His tanned skin
complemented his startling crystal blue eyes, which were
currently skewering her with the intensity of a laser
beam.

Oh, double darn it! He had caught Aubrey staring at
him and his dratted eyebrow had raised another annoying
notch. Could it rise any higher and could this meeting
possibly get any worse?

Jack returned to his office and sat down in a chair
next to hers. “Ms. Scott, were all on edge,” Jack
interjected, breaking Aubrey’s fixation on Nate. Jack
looked pointedly at Nate and then back at Aubrey. “We've
called you in because we've run out of options. The
Paranormal Unit Chief says you're the only one who has a
chance of pulling this off. To put it simply, millions of
lives depend on our success.”

“Which is why I'm here,” Aubrey squeaked, the words
becoming broken glass, catching in her throat as the
weight of the situation descended upon her.

“Yes.?’

Whatever the reason she had been pulled into this
case, it was undeniably more desperate than she had ever
imagined and she momentarily forgot how to breathe. To
date, she had visited crime scenes or gone to morgues, but
had never been called in to save millions of lives.

“We're facing a massive terrorism threat and the key
person to interrogate, the one who instigated the threat
and the only person who can stop it, has just been
murdered. So you can see why you’ll be playing a central
role in the case. I've initiated Operation: After-Life
effective this morning.”

She briefly gasped for air. “You must understand
there are no guarantees with my particular...skills.”

“Yeah, probably about as good as taking a piss into
the wind,” Nate muttered under his breath.

Jack paused a moment and closing his eyes, he
pinched the bridge of his nose. When he looked up at her,
the intensity of his brown eyes bore into her soul. “We
need you to come through for us on this one, Ms. Scott.
We're facing a bioterrorism threat of biblical proportions
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and you’re our only angle.”

Aubrey momentarily shut down like a stalled hard
drive. The situation didn’t compute. She couldn’t find any
words to respond.

“We’ll bring you up to speed on the helicopter and
then on the flight to San Francisco.” He turned to the
room at large. “Okay people, let’s get to the chopper.”
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CHAPTER 2
DEAD MEN DO TELL SECRETS

Saturday, April 9th, 0600 Hours Eastern Daylight
Time

The FBI team herded Aubrey toward the roof to
board the chopper. On the way up the stairs, Aubrey
found herself making a continuous effort to resist digging
in her heels and calling out, Hey, guys! Thanks but no
thanks! I've changed my mind about this whole FBI
consulting thing. I'll just head on back to grad school and
dig right back into that good old art history because lives
just don’t hang in the balance with art history. So good
luck and all with that whole “lots of lives at stake” thing.

Then, she thought of her promise to the spirit of
Special Agent Frank Cooper, who had originally
convinced her to aid the FBI, and to her spirit mentor,
Master Jiang. She had promised them both she would use
her gift to help save lives, so she forced one foot in front of
the other.

Jack distracted her with a technical explanation
about how they would be able to hold a conversation
without headsets aboard the chopper. Apparently, the
Sikorsky S-76+, on which they would be flying, was
equipped with a quiet zone gearbox, whatever that was,
but Jack was right. Amazingly enough, Aubrey heard only
a muffled roar from the engine as they took off.

dkkd

Aboard the chopper, Nate intentionally sat across
from Aubrey. He planned to watch her like a hawk,
dissect her every word and action. She would not catch
him off guard a second time.

As he waited for the chopper to take off and for Jack
to start the briefing, Nate’s mind once again shifted, as it
had many times in the last few hours, to the need to
protect his family. He had a contact in Romania who owed
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him a big favor. He could arrange to have his mom,
sisters, brothers-in-law and the kids stashed away inside
a secluded fortress located in the remote mountain ranges
of Romania and then bring them home when this bug
burned itself out.

To hell with that! Millions of families, just like his
own, depended on the U.S. government to keep them safe,
so stopping this virus in its tracks by preventing the
detonation of the delivery devices was all that mattered.
He looked across at Aubrey. She was the single biggest
impediment to achieving his objective because, in his
opinion, she was a dead end and they needed to find real
leads to follow instead of this useless psychic detour.

Nate needed to know what made Aubrey tick and
prove to Jack she was a colossal waste of time so they
could get this spirit medium bunk out of the way and get
down to the real business at hand.

Nate watched as Jack sat down next to Aubrey and
started questioning her.

“Listen, Ms. Scott, after I make a call, we really need
some reassurances from you that these, um, skills of
yours can actually help us out. On the way to the airfield,
I want you to make us believers.”

“Yeah, and monkeys will fly out of my ass, Jack,”
Nate fumed as Jack placed his call, a call most likely to
the Oval Office. Nate watched Aubrey bite her lower lip,
betraying her stress. She sure as hell should be stressed,
stressed enough to run back to wherever she came from.
He knew there was nothing this “paranormal consultant”
could say or do to convince him she could help in any
conceivable way. She would have to show them a hell of a
lot more than her too-cute-for-her-own-damn-good looks.

He mentally reviewed their initial encounter in
Jack’s office. His mom and three sisters would get a hell
of a big kick out of the fact that he’d managed to come
across as the male chauvinist pig of the year. It was a
good thing it was all classified and they would never hear
about it because if they did, they would never let him live
it down.

Aubrey had thrown him off-kilter when she had
walked in all fresh and perky, eagerness written all over
her from head to toe. He realized she didn’t know the
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magnitude of what she’d walked into, but her naiveté
coupled with the impossible role she was expected to play
came crashing together for Nate in the form of one big
honking gut-burning knot of anger and aggravation aimed
directly at her.

He worked to tamp down his anger so he could study
Aubrey with the cool objectivity that made him good at
his job.

It was clear from their verbal exchange that she had
some spunk to go with that halo of fiery red hair. With
those big green eyes and her heart-shaped face she
reminded him of a fairy or a nymph.

Damn it all to hell and back, I don’t have time for this
crap! He was the antithesis to whimsical. His mind hadn’t
wandered like that since he was a little kid. Nate needed
to work beyond his sleep deprivation and focus.

Jack snapped shut his cell phone and turned to
Aubrey, giving her a penetrating stare. “Okay. Go ahead,
Ms. Scott,” he nodded.

“Yes, sir,” she replied crisply, her hands crossed
demurely in her lap. “I understand and I hope I can give
you the reassurance you need, but as I said earlier, there
are no guarantees with what I do. I realize what’s like
breathing to me is outside of most people’s reality, so I'm
very used to skepticism.” Aubrey pointedly glanced
toward Nate but he sensed her vulnerability. Her calm
delivery was a facade and she was working hard to
maintain it.

“Good. Talk to me. I don’t have time to spare your
feelings. I need for you to convince me and convince me
fast.” Jack leaned back into his seat.

“Understood, sir.” Aubrey pushed an errant strand of
her unruly red hair behind her ear, which proved a futile
effort as it immediately escaped. Her cheeks colored pink
as she squared her shoulders. “I was told that my bureau
chief had my case files delivered to you. I've only been
with the FBI for a short time as a consultant. I've helped
solve three murder cases in the past few months. The last
case was the White Rose serial murders.” She clasped her
hands together on her knees, her knuckles whitening
under the tension.

“According to your records, you identified and all but
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gift-wrapped the killer, Keith Blackwell, although that
information didn’t get out to the press.”

“Right,” Aubrey agreed. “I was the ‘anonymous
source.”

“And,” Jack continued, “you identified the killer
through a conversation with the ghost of his last murder
victim, Cheryl Taylor, is that correct?”

“Yes, sir, that’s correct. That’s how I also found out
where he lived. After that, they apprehended him.”

Nate found this information damn hard to buy. The
White Rose case received a lot of attention throughout the
bureau. They’d found DNA evidence on the last murder
vic so they must have been damn close to solving it
without her help. He wanted to grill her on it but he
refrained. It was Jack’s game right now and Nate would
have his shot at her.

“It sounds impressive but it’s all pretty farfetched.
Says here,” Jack pointed to a folder, “that Special Agent
Frank Cooper brought you to the agency four months ago.
I happen to know,” Jack stroked his chin, “that Frank was
killed six months ago on assignment.”

“Yes, sir.” She paused. “I realize that,” she answered
softly as she looked down at her clasped hands, leaving a
pause rife with implication.

Nate watched the almost imperceptive widening of
Jack’s eyes as they shared an incredulous look. He
wanted to launch out of his seat and shake this woman
until her teeth rattled and she told the truth, but he held
himself back. Nate would personally see to it that Aubrey
Scott would live to regret bringing Frank into this shit.
Fury built inside him, burning like battery acid in his
stomach. He watched Jack as he closed his eyes, took a
deep breath and then turned his glare onto Aubrey.

“You're not actually telling me that you talked to
Frank’s ghost? That he brought you to the agency after he
died?” Jack schooled his features, but Nate had known
Jack his entire life and he recognized the signs. The tops
of Jack’s ears turned red and the vein at his right temple
bulged, pulsing visibly. Jack was as pissed off as Nate.

Nate sat unmoving as he fought to rein in his rage.
Aubrey was a fraud with a hell of a lot of nerve to imply
she was in “spiritual” contact with Coop. Was she actually

17



Angela Cavener

trying to get them to believe she’d been recruited by the
man who’d been more a father and mentor to Nate than
his own father had?

“Well, yes, sir, I don’t really use the term ‘ghost.” I
prefer spirit, or—’

“I don’t give a damn what you call it. You're telling
me that you talked to Frank Cooper?” Nate bellowed.

“Yes.” Aubrey glanced at Nate and then fixed her
sights back on Jack. “I did and still do talk to Frank every
day. I know you were both close to Frank so this must
seem like a cruel joke and I'm really very sorry for that,
but I'm telling you the truth. I do talk to Frank Cooper.”

Nate watched for the telltale signs that she was
lying, dilating pupils, looking off to the left, but she was
too good for that. She was quickly pushing him past the
point of no return and she really didn’t want to do that.
He was close to going off on her in a very big way.

“I'm sorry for being blunt.” She swallowed and took a
breath, turning to look at Jack. “I can only presume that
my ability to speak to people who've passed away is the
reason you've brought me in on this case.”

“Okay.” Jack rubbed his hand over his chin as he
nodded at her. “Go ahead.” He ran his hand over the top
of his balding head. “Talk.”

“Four months ago, when Frank located me, I was an
art history grad student at Loyola. Frank must have been
good at what he did in life because he certainly managed
to find me, someone alive who he could communicate
with. And he was very persistent about getting my help.
Frank had what we call unfinished business and he
wanted my help to finish it. A few days before he was
killed, he found out he had a daughter.” Nate exchanged a
hard look with Jack as she continued. “Before Frank died,
his ex-wife, Sheila, called him from the hospital. She was
terminally ill with only a matter of days to live and
admitted to Frank when they divorced twenty-five years
ago, she’d been pregnant with his child. At the time, she
was so angry at Frank’s singleminded dedication to his
job that she decided he wouldn’t make a good father. She
kept her secret for twenty-five long years, but as she faced
her own death, she realized she’d been unfair and wanted
to set things right.
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“Frank was about to go on assignment. He wrote a
letter to his daughter and placed important documents in
his safety deposit box along with the letter. When his
mission was complete, he planned for his first contact
with his daughter to be in person. He planned to take
some vacation time but he never got the chance.”

“Okay,” Nate growled. “So what exactly does that
load of bull prove?”

“I just wanted you to understand my connection to
Frank because I know that you were both part of his life.
He’s the reason I'm at the agency. I told him I would help
find his daughter and personally deliver his letter to her.
Frank also wanted me to assist the agency by using my
abilities to help solve cases, to help save lives.”

“This is such a load of crap, lady,” Nate shook his
head, giving her a cruel smile.

She avoided eye contact with Nate. He decided she
was doing her level best to ignore him as she stared
unflinchingly at Jack, not even glancing Nate’s way.

“Do you have anything more substantial, Ms. Scott?”
Jack’s jaw clenched. He appeared to be struggling to
regain his legendary control.

“As you can see in my file, I went through a rigorous
interview process where my skills were tested. On
numerous occaslons, I was able to share information that
I couldn’t possibly have had access to or have known.
Approval for me to consult for the agency went all the way
to FBI Director Stewart. My bureau chief told me he’s
very pleased with my results to date.”

“Yes,” Jack agreed. “This is all very remarkable. You
are credited with cracking a number of high profile cases
in a relatively short period of time.”

“It wasn’t pleasant work.” A grimace passed across
her face. “I'm dealing with it because I know I'm helping
take murderers off the streets, but I think you both need
something more from me to be convinced, so I'll start with
you, Assistant Director Boyd.

“Frank has some things he wants to share with you.
He says, quite emphatically, for you to ‘Let it go, Jack!”
She paused a moment and then continued. “Just because
you put him into that last operation does not mean his
death is on your shoulders.
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“Frank wasn’t focused on his mission. He says to let
you know he was distracted, thinking about his daughter
when he should have been thinking about the operation.
He was preoccupied at the wrong time and the wrong
place. He says that, as his friend, he wants you to let go of
the guilt.”

Jack’s eyes narrowed but he remained silent as Nate
saw a flicker of something like surprise in Jack’s eyes and
he nodded for her to continue.

“On the lighter side, Frank says that, on a coin toss,
you won away from him the best thing that ever came
along. I'm not sure what that’s about but he’s chuckling
and says you know exactly what that means.”

Jack’s eyebrows drew together but one side of his
mouth reluctantly turned upward.

“He means Eva.” Wearing a bemused expression, he
glanced at Nate and then back to Aubrey. “Eva’s my wife,”
he explained to Aubrey. “We all started out at the agency
together; me, Frank and Bradley West, Nate’s father. Eva
was placed on our team and Frank and I both fell for her
and we both fell hard. Being friends, we decided on the
only fair way to handle it. We tossed a coin to see who got
to ask her out on a date first. We never told anyone,
because if Eva had ever found out, there would have been
pure hell to pay. I won the coin toss and took Eva out. She
and I were engaged a month later and Frank never even
got a shot.”

“Frank wants to add,” she continued with a shy grin,
“that the best man won. He says that you and Eva were
meant to be together.”

Jack slowly nodded his head, his hand on his chin in
contemplation. “Tell me what Frank’s code name was.”

She closed her eyes for a moment, then opened her
eyes and responded, “Orion.”

“What did I always call him?”

Again, she concentrated for a moment. “Coop.”

“Yep,” Jack acknowledged as he leaned his chin
against his steepled fingers.

“And he says you called him ‘wise-ass’ almost as
much.” She laughed.

A terse bark of laughter escaped from Jack, taking
Nate by surprise. “Tell me the name of his dog.”
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She smiled slyly. “Frank says to tell you that you
aren’t playing nice. He says you know he never had a dog.
In fact, he was mildly allergic to dogs and he says you're
being the wise-ass now.”

Jack’s eyebrow rose and she apologized. “Sorry, I was
just relaying the message as given.”

Jack conceded the point with a lopsided grin, but his
eyes squinted in consideration.

“As for you, Special Agent Nathan West, sir,” she
turned to look at Nate as she rolled the “r” in “sir” with
exaggerated emphasis. “Frank is telling me there’s a lot to
say to you but most of it will have to wait for another
time. Apparently, youll be a hard nut to crack which, I
must admit, is not coming as any big surprise to me.
Frank told me that your dad, Bradley, was his close friend
and he says that you were like the son he never had.”

Nate swallowed hard. He had to admit, she was
damn good. Maybe she even believed everything she was
dishing out. If not, she was the best little actress he’d ever
laid eyes on. It looked like she might have melted through
Jack’s defenses which he’d thought wasn’t even a remote
possibility. Maybe she was conceivably a little psychic,
picking up on emotions that were close to the surface. He
could have sworn that he had done the same thing in a
few tight situations where he’d acted on pure gut instinct,
saving his life and the lives of his team members.

Apparently, it was his turn now to be convinced and
Nate was curious about how Aubrey would try to play
him.

“Frank says that the time for ‘Nate-Bait’ is over and I
have absolutely no idea what that means.” She shrugged
and fell silent waiting for him to process the comment.

Nate cleared his throat and tugged at his collar,
which was feeling a little tight. He had taken a lot of
ribbing about that phrase, coined by Coop to describe
Nate’s particular taste in women including such traits as
bleached blonde hair, voluptuous curves, with or without
brains, but always looking for a good time with no strings
attached. There could be no complications because Nate
had one priority and that was the job and only the job.

He was the job. He did not have time for anything or
anyone else, which meant no messy commitments or
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emotional entanglements.

As he thought about how to respond, Nate looked at
Aubrey. Now, that was a woman who could be the poster
child for complications. She was just the kind of woman
Nate had successfully avoided his whole life. He
reluctantly had to admit she was cute, had incredible eyes
and an unmistakable air of vulnerability. The instinct to
protect her was already bubbling up inside him. Talk
about complications, not to mention her so-called psychic
abilities, and Aubrey was a woman that he wouldn’t touch
with a ten-foot pole on a full moon in a leap year.

Jack’s loud chuckle brought Nate back to the
conversation.

“I'm afraid that moniker is not exactly a secret. Quite
a few of us know ‘Nate-Bait’ refers to Nate’s, shall we say,
proclivity for dating a certain type of woman.”

“Oh.” Aubrey swallowed. Nate watched the blush
move up her face. “Um...there’s a story that Frank wants
me to share with you, Special Agent West. He says that
the two of you are the only people in the world who know
this.”

She looked toward him and he nodded his consent for
her to proceed.

“You were about nine years old at the time you
decided to borrow your father’s Bronze Star.”

Nate froze motionless in his seat. Only years of
practice controlling his expression kept Nate from
betraying the astonishment he felt at her words. He
hadn’t thought about that incident in years. He and
Frank had taken a solemn oath to keep that little secret
between them and he was positive neither of them had
ever broken that oath. It had been many years since he’'d
even thought about losing his father’s medal for bravery
in battle.

“You rode your bicycle to your friend’s house to show
him your dad’s medal. On your ride home, somewhere
along the way, you dropped it. Frank, driving by on his
way to your house, found you riding up and down the
street frantically searching for your father’s medal. You
two walked up and down the street and all over the field.
Afterwards when the medal was nowhere to be found, you
two had a long talk and Frank knew you would punish
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yourself more than he or your dad ever -could.
Nevertheless, he says, being the only son, your dad was
pretty strict with you, so Frank used his connections to
replace the Bronze Star before anyone noticed. Neither of
you ever brought it up again.”

Nate didn’t think there was anyone in the world
besides himself and Frank who knew that story.

“It’s true, and I don’t know how in the hell you knew
about it but I just can’t buy what you're selling.”

“'m used to that reaction, Special Agent West. I
know this is hard to believe but there’s something else
Frank wants to say to you. He knows that you didn’t get
to say goodbye to your father and he wants you to know
that your dad is very proud of you and that he loves you
very much. He says your father regrets he didn’t tell you
he loved you as often as he should have. Frank says your
dad wants you to know one more important thing. He
says there is more to life than work and it’s high time you
found that out, Bud.”

“Amen to that,” Jack chuckled. “I've been trying to
get Bradley’s boy to think of more than work for years. I
can barely get him to take a vacation, which is exactly
what T'll expect him to do after this is all over. God
willing.”

She had taken it too far. If he could storm out of the
room, he would, but they were in a damned chopper. He
was trapped in here with her. Nate seethed at being
emotionally flayed for her entertainment and was angrier
still that she had the power to pull it off and convince
Jack to boot.

He looked away from Jack and Aubrey and didn’t feel
one bit convinced. If anything, he was more angered by
the cheap attempt at emotional manipulation. It was no
big secret his dad was gone and that he was driven in his
career. It was not a huge leap of logic. It was a trick to
play on his emotions like those bogus television spirit
mediums and he wasn’t falling for it—not for one damn
minute.

Nate turned his eyes away from the infuriating,
crazy woman across from him and looked out the windows
of the chopper for several minutes. As he worked to regain
his control, he watched the clouds floating in the sky and,
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for one moment, let himself contemplate the possibility
that there really was something after death.

He thought about his dad’s Bronze Star. How had she
known? He couldn’t figure that one out, but he would. His
dad had called him “Bud” but weren’t there a lot of
fathers that called their sons Bud?

Was it actually possible that she might be able to
help them? He just could not afford to buy into it. They
couldn’t waste any time on false hopes. The fate of too
many rested on one quirky woman and her song and
dance about talking to spirits. There had to be other
options. He had to find them. Because the clock was still
ticking...
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