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Author’s Note

While this book is set at the University of Texas at Austin, all of the characters, including undergraduates, graduate students, teaching assistants, professors, and other support staff, associated with the university are fictional. Any resemblance to any real persons, situations, or scenarios is entirely unintentional and purely coincidental. Although street names and certain buildings mentioned on campus may be real, the dorm around which this story centers is fictional. The dorm had to be placed somewhere on the campus map, so it is described in the story as being located on the site of a real dorm. No one from the real dorm is associated with this story. In Britain, collegiate mysteries comprise an entire subgenre of mystery fiction. As with those books set at Oxford and Cambridge, while the university exists, the people and the story are fictional.

 


Chapter 1

Dr. Jenny Tremayne, a professor of European history who specialized in the ancient Celts, ushered Lea and Kamika into her office in Garrison Hall on the University of Texas campus. She turned to Lea with mild concern. “Lea, how does my office feel to you? I’m guessing you haven’t seen any ghosts, or you would have mentioned it to me.”

Lea grinned at her. As a graduate student in history studying ancient civilizations, she’d visited Dr. Tremayne’s office regularly for months, ever since one of her thesis advisors had died and Dr. Tremayne stepped into his place. Dr. Tremayne was aware of Lea’s unusual ability to see ghosts. “No. No ghosts in here. It is claustrophobic, though. That sensation is imprinted on the space, which compounds the fact that the room is small and cramped.” Lea began to unpack her infusing equipment and glanced around the familiar office space.

Though small, the office was well organized, reflecting Dr. Tremayne’s working habits. Books on a shallow bookshelf filled one wall. The rest of the space was taken up by a wooden desk with two chairs placed in front of it for visitors and another chair behind it for Dr. Tremayne. The desk was free of clutter, holding only a picture frame, a laptop computer, and a mug on a coaster.

Dr. Tremayne smiled, her anxiety relieved. She leaned against her desk and tucked her pageboy-cut, dark hair behind one ear. “Can you infuse something happy into the walls for me?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Kamika said in a cheerful voice. “All bad vibes shall be removed and the atmosphere improved as you request.” She stood with her hands on her hips and studied the office. “I can make some interior decorating suggestions too, if you’d like. A brighter color on one wall would really cheer this space up.”

“I wish I could paint, but I’m not allowed to,” said Dr. Tremayne with a rueful smile. “However, I do like the feeling of history in this building. It dates back to 1926.”

Kamika pursed her lips thoughtfully. “How about if we don’t use paint? What if I get you a ten-by-ten sheet of sunflower yellow paper or, even better, cloth to tack up on the wall? You’re allowed to hang pictures, aren’t you? If you can hang pictures, you can tack up colored paper or cloth!”

Dr. Tremayne looked at Kamika in delighted surprise. “I hadn’t thought of that. That would be perfect.”

“Great. I’ll send the material with Lea next time she’s on campus to meet with you about her thesis.”

“That will be Thursday,” Lea said, her mind darting to the work she needed to do before the meeting. The previous spring, Dr. Tremayne came to Lea’s rescue when her primary advisor, Dr. Mortimer Richardson, had published part of Lea’s thesis, claiming it as his own work. Dr. Tremayne had filed a complaint against Dr. Richardson with the research integrity officer on Lea’s behalf. The results of the investigation into the theft of her work were due soon, and Lea had been worrying about the research integrity committee’s findings. Accusing Dr. Richardson, a tenured professor who was well liked and respected, of stealing her work had been difficult. Some professors on the Graduate Studies Committee, of which Dr. Richardson was a member, still doubted her, making her visits to the history department tense at times.

Dr. Tremayne’s eyes traveled around her office. “Until I met Montgomery and learned about the work you do for him at Bad Vibes Removal Services, it hadn’t occurred to me that the claustrophobic sensation I get in my office might not be entirely from the fact that it’s small. Maybe the emotional history of the room is weighing on me. Since I have to be in here for office hours, I’ve decided to try to make it as comfortable as possible. That starts with neutralizing the absorbed emotional history in the walls.”

Kamika nodded approvingly. “I could add a calming scent like lavender in a diffuser or a small fountain for water noises too.”

“I have music I can play, so I don’t need the fountain, but lavender might help,” Dr. Tremayne said.

Kamika stepped over to the window. “At least you have a window with a view. That’s good.”

Dr. Tremayne joined her looking outside. “I get natural light and a view. I’m lucky compared to some. A few professors I know have offices on campus that are below ground level. That would drive me crazy. By the way, I’m so glad you two came on a Saturday. Thank you. Montgomery told me it’s your usual day off.” She peered at Lea’s long black hair, which was twisted into a knot on one side of her head, drooping down slightly in a loop of intertwined strands. “I’ve been trying to place your hairstyle since you arrived, Lea. I’ve finally remembered where it’s from. Is that a Suebian knot?”

“Yes.” Lea patted her hair. “Germanic tribes, Iron Age to Roman period. I copied it from the bog heads found in Europe, though really my bangs should be in it too.”

Dr. Tremayne nodded her understanding, impressed with the results. “Was it difficult?”

“A little. I have thicker hair than was typical in the men who wore their hair like this.” Lea frequently tried out hairstyles, clothing styles, and makeup from the various ancient cultures she was studying. Her eyes flicked to the empty walls and neatly arranged books. “You cleared the walls, and you have no piles for us to trip over and almost no furniture. If we move the guest chairs and desk chair into the hall, we’ll be done infusing some joy into these walls in no time.”

Dr. Tremayne grabbed the desk chair and rolled it to the hall. Lea picked up a guest chair while Kamika lifted the other from in front of the desk.

In fifteen minutes, Lea and Kamika finished infusing the walls of the office with a sense of joy. Kamika plugged a lavender scent diffuser into the wall. As Lea and Kamika packed up their equipment, Dr. Tremayne returned the chairs to her office.

A knock sounded on the doorframe. Lea, Kamika, and Dr. Tremayne turned around to find a young woman wearing calf-length yoga pants and a burnt orange UT t-shirt standing in the open doorway of the office.

“I’m sorry to interrupt, Dr. Tremayne. I see you’re busy. Could I make an appointment to come see you another time?”

“You’re, let me think, um . . . Evie, aren’t you?” Dr. Tremayne said with a welcoming smile.

“Yes, ma’am. From your Celtic history elective course.” The girl nodded jerkily. She didn’t smile, and her eyes were underlined with dark shadows. She stepped awkwardly into the office, clasping her hands nervously in front of her.

“Is it about the twenty-page paper due Tuesday?” Dr. Tremayne asked.

“Yes, ma’am.” The girl’s face flushed with embarrassment. Suddenly, her eyes filled with tears and her face crumbled in distress. She put her hands up and covered her face. “I’m sorry, so sorry. I’ll come back later.” She turned hurriedly to leave, slamming the side of her face into the doorframe. “Ouch!” she cried as blood began to ooze from a gash on her temple.


Chapter 2

Evie stumbled and would have fallen had Lea not grabbed one of her arms.

“Sit down, sit down. It’s okay, dear. Take a deep breath,” Dr. Tremayne said as she helped Lea lead Evie to one of the office chairs.

Kamika pulled several tissues from her equipment bag and handed them to the girl. “Put this on your temple and apply pressure.”

Tears were sliding down Evie’s face. A red welt with a gash in the center had appeared on her temple near her eye. She dabbed at the wound with the tissues, as blood dripped down the side of her face.

Kamika bent over Evie to examine the wound. “That’s going to need a bandage and an ice pack for the swelling. Is there an ice machine in the building?”

Dr. Tremayne nodded. “Yes. It’s upstairs.”

“Tell me where, and I’ll go get it,” Kamika said.

Dr. Tremayne shook her head. “I’ll go. Keep Evie company until I get back.” She hurried out of the office and down the hall.

The instant Dr. Tremayne’s footsteps had faded from hearing, Evie stumbled out of the chair to her feet and looked at Lea and Kamika with fearful eyes. “I’m making a fool of myself. I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to cause a scene. I’ll leave.” She started toward the door with one hand holding the tissues to the bruised and bloody side of her face.

Lea grabbed Evie’s arm to stop her. “You’re hurt. Sit down. Dr. Tremayne isn’t going to fail you for bumping into a doorframe. Although, she will be annoyed with you if you leave before she comes back.”

Kamika blocked the door, shaking her head, which caused her bronze, corkscrew curls to dance above her shoulders. “Uh-uh. Hon, you need to sit down. That bump had to hurt. I’d still be cursing if I banged into something that hard.”

“Who are you? Are you teaching assistants of Dr. Tremayne’s?” Evie asked, taking in Kamika’s fashionable, coral-colored blouse and pale green leggings and Lea’s hairdo before surrendering and allowing Lea to push her back into the chair.

Lea patted Evie’s shoulder. “I’m Lea, and this is Kamika. I’m a graduate student, and Dr. Tremayne is my advisor.”

“Actually,” Kamika said winking one green eye conspiratorially, “our boss is dating Dr. Tremayne.” She nodded at Evie, who was looking at her in surprise. “He sent us here to do some work for her.”

“Kamika, this isn’t the time for gossip,” Lea said, rolling her dark eyes. She turned to Evie. “I’m studying ancient cultures and civilizations for a master’s degree.”

“So you’re a student, but you’re in Dr. Tremayne’s office for your job.” Evie looked from Lea to Kamika. “Are you a student too?”

“I’m not a student,” Kamika said with aplomb. “I’m an interior designer. Lea and I are here to make sure Dr. Tremayne’s office is free of ghosts and negativity. We work for Bad Vibes Removal Services.”

Evie’s eyes widened. “Ghosts! I’ve heard commercials for Bad Vibes Removal Services, but they don’t say anything about ghosts! Of course, the whole service sounds fake to me, but—” She broke off suddenly, and her face flushed even redder.

“We aren’t fakers!” Kamika said defensively, hitching one hip onto Dr. Tremayne’s desk, her voice rising as she spoke. “Would Dr. Tremayne have us come here to improve the atmosphere in her office if we were frauds? Would she date our boss if she thought his inventions were bogus?” Her flawless, mocha face became the perfect mask of affronted beauty.

Evie shrank into her chair with downcast eyes. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to be rude. I’m so tired that I keep saying the wrong things and tripping over myself. Could you tell me about what you do?”

Lea shot Kamika an exasperated look and replied in a calm, even tone. “It’s okay. A lot of people are skeptical about what we do. Our boss, Mr. Montgomery, is a private detective. He owns Montgomery Investigations. He’s also an inventor. He discovered a way to detect changes in wall board or wood at the molecular level, changes that are caused when sound waves move through the wall. At the same time, he discovered he could detect patterns left by bursts of emotional energy or even long-term, sustained emotion. He built scanners to detect and analyze those sound and emotional patterns to aid in solving crimes.”

Evie checked the bloody tissues she was holding to her temple, folded them to expose a fresh area, and put them back. “Okay, that makes sense, I guess. But that’s for investigations. You aren’t here to investigate anything.”

“Some of our assignments end up as investigations, but not all,” Kamika said with a laugh.

Lea ignored Kamika. “Mr. Montgomery couldn’t get the law enforcement community to accept his equipment for use in crime scenes because it hasn’t been acknowledged by the courts yet as a valid method of evidence collection. So he thought of a way to get his work in the public eye. You see, once he figured out how to read the patterns, Montgomery also realized how to eliminate them. He decided to start a second company, and Bad Vibes Removal Services was born. We eliminate the old sound and emotional histories from rooms.”

“And you do interior design too?” Evie asked. “The commercials mention that.”

“That’s my specialty,” Kamika said, waving her hand. “I know how to place furniture to make the best use of space and to entice people into an area. I can use color to make a room happy or exciting or inspiring or calming. Then, with scent diffusers, I can arouse emotion through the nose, like some apartments use the smell of baking cookies to make people feel at home. Then, with sound—music, flowing water, waves, bird song—I can add to the whole experience. On top of that, we can infuse different feelings into the wall. We just blocked the claustrophobia in this room and added joy.”

“Who hires you for all that?” Evie asked.

“Everyone,” Kamika said with a satisfied smirk.

“Well,” Lea interposed, “spas want to be relaxing. Car dealerships and casinos want to inspire risk-taking. Medical centers want calm and happiness to inspire faster healing and fewer medical errors, and they want to eliminate any sensations of panic or pain. Regular people want the previous residents’ stresses erased from their houses and apartments. We keep busy.”

Evie gave them both a curious look. “None of that has anything to do with ghosts. Were you speaking metaphorically, like the old history was a ghost in the room?”

“Yes, and no,” Lea said, glancing at Kamika. She knew what Kamika would say.

Kamika elbowed Lea. “Lea’s being modest. Sometimes she finds rooms haunted by more than emotion and sound history. Sometimes the room really is haunted by a previous resident. Usually Lea is the only one who can see ghosts. I saw a screaming ghost once, and it scared the pants off me. So I prefer that Lea is the only one to see them. She sees ghosts a lot.”

Evie stared at Lea, “So you weren’t kidding about the ghosts.” Evie bit her lip and looked at her shoes.

Lea wasn’t sure if Evie was in pain or if she wanted to say something else. “Is something wrong? Does your head hurt?”

“My head does hurt,” Evie said. She looked at Lea with hesitance in her posture but speculation in her eyes and glanced quickly away.

Lea didn’t want to pressure the girl. Then, quite suddenly, she got the impression that Evie was pleading for help with every fiber of her being. As Lea was about to ask Evie again if something was wrong, Dr. Tremayne returned. She entered the office carrying a plastic cup filled with ice.

“I’m glad I didn’t send you in search of the ice, Kamika,” Dr. Tremayne said as she handed the cup to Evie. “I was wrong about the location of the machine and had to search for it.”

“Thank you, Dr. Tremayne,” Evie said as she held the side of the cup to her injured face.

Lea caught Dr. Tremayne’s eye over Evie’s downturned head. She shot Dr. Tremayne a worried look, nodding toward Evie.

Dr. Tremayne raised one eyebrow, which vanished under her straight fringe of heavy bangs, and glanced at Evie. She sat down in the second office chair next to the injured student. Dr. Tremayne eyed the young woman sitting in front of her critically. “You’re a freshman, aren’t you, Evie? About eighteen years old?”

“Yes.”

“I’m going to take a look at your wound. How many hours are you taking this semester?” Dr. Tremayne gently moved Evie’s hand with the cup of ice away from the wound and examined the gash.

“Sixteen.” Evie turned her head slightly to give Dr. Tremayne a better view of the injury.

“Hmm. Are you working anywhere? I mean other than doing classwork?” Dr. Tremayne got up, walked around her desk, and began rummaging in a drawer. She pulled out a first aid kit and put on a pair of disposable gloves.

Evie fingered the cup of ice nervously. “No, ma’am. My counselor reviewed my schedule with me. He said it wasn’t physically possible to do my schedule this year and work too. At least, not if I wanted to get more than three hours’ sleep a night.”

Dr. Tremayne sat down next to Evie and opened a packet of gauze. “Where do you live, Evie?”

“In the dorms, in Dellonmarsh.” She ran her free hand through her wavy brown hair, which frizzed more than smoothed it.

Dr. Tremayne raised the gauze and looked Evie in the eye. “Hold still while I clean the wound a bit. Evie, I know it’s hard to leave family behind and come to school. Do you think you’re adjusting okay?” Dr. Tremayne wiped the small gash with the gauze, cleaning away blood.

Evie sucked in her breath through her teeth as the gauze met the wound. “I’m fine. I call and text my family all the time. I enjoy my classes.”

“Were you coming to request an extension on your paper?” asked Dr. Tremayne in a neutral voice as she opened the bandage and some clean gauze.

Evie watched her fold the gauze, then answered softly, “Yes, ma’am. How did you know?”

“You’re a freshman, and you look exhausted. I see a lot of that. Are you having trouble sleeping, Evie? Or are you involved in too many extracurricular activities? Are you having trouble keeping up with your work?”

Evie hesitated. “Extracurricular activities aren’t the problem. I’m keeping up with my work.”

“Here comes the bandage and some gauze for padding and pressure. The wound isn’t too deep, so it shouldn’t need stitches, but it is still bleeding. Head wounds do tend to keep bleeding. I’m going to use the bandage to tape the gauze in place. Hold still.” Dr. Tremayne carefully applied the bandage and gauze to the cut. “So are you having trouble sleeping?” she asked again.

Evie sighed softly. “Not exactly.”

“What’s going on?”

“We’ve had problems in the dorm. Vandalism and pranks. Someone broke into a few of the rooms and spilled shampoo on the beds. A bunch of people had rude notes shoved under their doors. Then my whole hallway was awakened by loud noises three different times this week. When the resident assistant investigated, she didn’t find anything to explain the noises. And last night, there was a really loud explosion in the bathroom. Water went everywhere, we think from one of the bathtubs, but nothing else was damaged. The residents are getting worried and scared.” 

Kamika nudged Lea and whispered, “What’s a resident assistant?”

Lea leaned toward Kamika and said in her ear, “Resident assistants are students who are paid to live on a floor in a dorm on campus. They keep peace, enforce rules, and deal with roommate conflicts and other problems.”

Evie looked at Dr. Tremayne with tears in her eyes again. “I only got four hours of sleep four nights in a row. I’m having trouble concentrating. I’m so tired. I tried to nap, but during the daytime, it’s too loud. My window overlooks the café, which is always full of people. I’ve tried to write my paper, but I’m only halfway done, and I don’t know if I’ll be able to finish it.”

Dr. Tremayne pressed her lips together in a flat line as she collected the used tissue, gauze, and bandage wrapper, folded it all into her disposable gloves, and rose to throw it away in a trash can behind her desk. “Have the authorities been notified about all this trouble in the dorm?”

“The UT police came when someone broke in and spilled shampoo on the beds, but they didn’t do anything but take down information,” Evie said as her fingers traced the outline of the bandage on her temple.

Lea detected a note of fear under the exhaustion in Evie’s voice. “Evie, did you get a note under your door?”

Evie nodded with a pained look on her face.

“What did it say?” Dr. Tremayne asked as she sat back down next to Evie.

Evie’s red-rimmed eyes teared up. “Nothing important. It was just rude.”

“Please tell me, Evie,” Dr. Tremayne said, gently patting Evie’s knee.

Evie shrugged. “It said that I was stupid and talked too loudly. It said that everyone knows I’m not smart enough to be in the honors dorms because I get lost coming out of the bathroom.” Evie cringed, deflating before their eyes.

“You know that’s not true,” Dr. Tremayne said. “You’re a very good student.”

“The note was right, though. I got lost several times during the first week of class. If I have to meet someone in a building that I haven’t been to before, I leave early in case I get lost on the way. I have to refer to my map of the campus all the time.”

Lea looked at Kamika with concern and then looked back at Evie. “Do you think the person who wrote the note knows you?”

“They must.” Tears leaked out of the girl’s eyes again. “They knew that I got asked to keep my voice down by the RA. I was practicing a skit for Spanish with my partner from class, and we got a little loud. Only someone in the dorm would know about that.”

“No wonder you aren’t sleeping,” said Dr. Tremayne, giving Evie a sympathetic glance.

Evie shuddered. “On top of that, everyone says the dorm is haunted, and I’m beginning to believe them.”


Chapter 3

“Why do they think the dorm is haunted?” Lea asked. “Did someone see a ghost?”

“I haven’t seen any ghosts. But when we all moved into the dorms, we were given a tour and told the history of the dorm: how it was built in 1927, and how the Dellonmarsh family had it built for female freshmen. They told us that Olive Dellonmarsh was rumored to haunt the dorm, benevolently looking out for the girls, like she had for the nieces and nephews she helped put through the university when she was alive. They said she was a friendly ghost who loved students. One of the girls said Olive likes to move books. That she’d seen it happen.”

Lea smiled. “They’ve probably been telling that story to the girls each year since Olive Dellonmarsh died. I know friends of mine were told the same thing years ago.”

Dr. Tremayne nodded in agreement. “As far as I know, that tradition goes back a long way.”

Evie started to shake her head, winced, and rubbed the side of her face. “Yes, but then all the trouble started. The girls began calling the vandal a ghost. It started as a joke. Someone suggested that maybe Olive was annoyed. But everyone stopped laughing after that explosion in the bathroom last night. No one was in there, and we didn’t find any evidence of what caused it.”

“Someone probably set it up as a prank,” Kamika said. “I never lived in dorms, but back at my high school, the boys were always making something explode in the toilets.”

Evie looked unconvinced. “But they probably left evidence. This ghost didn’t. And it wasn’t in the toilets. The water came from a bathtub.”

Dr. Tremayne smiled suddenly. “I can think of ways to make small explosions in water without leaving evidence. Chemistry students take pride in knowing that kind of thing. I know a chemistry professor who enjoys waking his class up by dropping bits of sodium metal into water on the first day of class. A tiny amount would make noise and splash the water everywhere. No visible evidence would be found either.”

Lea chuckled and said, “I think I had that class! The sodium reacts on contact with water.” She paused in thought. “All the vandal would have to do is delay the reaction by putting the sodium in oil inside something that would eventually dissolve, like a pill capsule. That would prevent the water from touching the sodium for a little while, giving the vandal a chance to escape before the explosion occurred.”

Kamika pursed her lips, thinking. “That would mean taking a big risk. Someone could have come into the bathroom after the prank was set up but before it went off! Depending on how they set up the explosion, someone could have gotten hurt.”

“Sodium metal in water probably wouldn’t have hurt anyone. But still, you’re right. Somebody’s willing to take risks to scare the others in the dorm. Why? What could they possibly gain from that?” Lea asked.

“Well, it’s exam time,” Dr. Tremayne said, sitting down in her desk chair. “Someone chose a week when the majority of the students have exams or projects or papers due that are worth a third of their final grades. Upsetting people and making them sleep deprived this week could affect grades for the semester.”

Kamika crossed her arms over her chest and made a derisive noise. “What kind of perverse idiot gets his kicks from making people get bad grades? Sounds like a sadistic psychopath with a sick sense of humor!” 

Evie looked at Kamika in shock. “You mean someone could be doing this for fun?”

Kamika gave her a perplexed look. “Haven’t you watched enough television or YouTube to know that a certain percentage of the people in this world are pretty twisted? Why do you think our boss has such a booming investigation business?”

Evie paused, considering the idea with dawning understanding, “Oh. Now I’m mad!”

“Our boss could probably figure out who’s behind the problems.” Lea glanced at Kamika for agreement. “Montgomery Investigations handles all sorts of situations that the police can’t solve.”

“I wish he would come solve this!” Evie said wistfully. “This horrible person needs to be stopped. I won’t let whoever it is bother me anymore, even if I have to go sleep at a friend’s place for a few nights to get past the sleep deprivation.”

“Good,” said Dr. Tremayne. “Mad is much better than scared and worried. You have today, tomorrow, and Monday to finish your paper. I could give you an extension, but I’ll bet you can finish it with time to spare.”

“I’ll get the paper done. Thank you!” She rose from her chair too quickly and winced. “Ugh. First, I’m going to get some ibuprofen for my head. Goodbye, Dr. Tremayne.” Evie waved to Lea and Kamika and left the office.

As the sound of her student’s footsteps receded, Dr. Tremayne turned to Lea and Kamika with a troubled look on her face. “Let’s hope that situation doesn’t escalate. That sort of harassment can drive a troubled student to the edge, if not over it.”

“Is there anything else we can do?” Lea asked.

Dr. Tremayne pulled her phone from her pocket. “If memory serves, one of my graduate students lives in Dellonmarsh as the head resident in charge of all the resident assistants. I’ll make some inquiries and see what else I can find out about this situation.” She selected and called a number on her phone.

Lea and Kamika gathered their equipment bags while Dr. Tremayne talked on the phone.

“Dr. Tremayne doesn’t look happy,” Kamika said, observing the progression of the phone call.

“We’ll find out soon enough,” Lea said, watching Dr. Tremayne hang up the phone with a concerned look on her face.

“What’s up?” Lea asked, sensing a growing level of tension coming from the professor.

Dr. Tremayne leaned back in her chair and said in a grim voice, “Evie doesn’t know the whole of the problem. Apparently, some incidents were hushed up so most of the girls in the house didn’t hear about them. My grad student who is the head resident at Dellonmarsh is quite concerned. She thinks the problem has been escalating since school started. The dorm residents are on edge.”

Lea lifted her packed equipment bag up onto her shoulder. “Would the university allow a private investigation? The UT Police Department might only see it all as a series of pranks. I’m sure they’re investigating the vandalism, but if they haven’t arrested anyone or come up with any leads, maybe they could use Montgomery’s help.”

Kamika looked at Dr. Tremayne. “Would Montgomery be allowed to investigate?”

Dr. Tremayne drummed her fingers on her desk. “Well, if we go through proper channels and ask the housing department for permission, we might get an answer next semester. I have to make a few discreet calls. This might be a case where the residents themselves will have some latitude in handling the matter.” She smiled at them and gestured for them to follow her out of her office. “You girls don’t need to waste your Saturday sitting around. Go home. What I have to do could take days. You’ll hear from me or Montgomery if I make any progress on the matter. Thanks for helping me with my office.”

“Come on, Kamika,” Lea said. “Let’s go home.”

“Fine by me.” Kamika followed Lea down the hall and out of the building.

As they walked away from the building, Lea heard a voice calling after her. Turning, she saw Dr. Tremayne waving to her from the entry door. “Lea, wait. I forgot to tell you something about your thesis.”

Kamika dumped her equipment bag onto the sidewalk. “You can go talk to her. I’ll wait here.”

Lea walked back to Dr. Tremayne. 

“Lea, I reviewed your thesis. Because of the work you did this summer to prove that Dr. Richardson stole your thesis, you are ahead of schedule. Once the research integrity committee issues their findings in your favor, and I have no doubt that they will find in your favor, you will have almost nothing left to do but a final draft and your defense of your thesis. Everything else is done. You could graduate this semester instead of waiting until next semester.”

Lea looked at Dr. Tremayne in surprise. “Finish this fall instead of in the spring? I hadn’t realized.” She was flabbergasted. “Will I be ready in time?”

“Yes! You’ve done a beautiful job of researching and putting together a cohesive theory on an ancient civilization based on the new archeological findings. You’ve provided a brand-new picture of the daily lives of the people who built geoglyphs and mounds in Kazakhstan eight thousand years ago. It’s an excellent and eloquently expressed scholarly contribution to the field. Besides, if you graduate early, you would save money and time.” Dr. Tremayne studied Lea’s face. “I see I’ve surprised you, but I’m not sure it was a pleasant surprise. Is something wrong?”

“Wrong? Oh no.” Lea bit her lip. “I had fixed in my mind to start looking for a new position, a job that uses my degree, in the spring before graduation. If I’m graduating early, I’ll need to start now. I have to readjust my planning.” Lea’s brain was awhirl. The future where she stopped working with Kamika at Bad Vibes Removal Services had seemed so far away. Now it wasn’t the future anymore. Changes were coming sooner than she expected.

Dr. Tremayne smiled at her. “I understand. This has always been your plan, though. You’ve done amazing work in the face of a terrible betrayal by your supervisor. It’s time for you to reach for your dreams.”

Lea nodded. “I guess.” She glanced at Kamika, waiting for her on the sidewalk. “I should go.”

“Okay,” Dr. Tremayne patted her shoulder. “I’ll see you this week for our thesis meeting. You’ll see then how very little is left to do. I should have the research integrity committee’s report by then too.”

“Right. See you then.” Lea hurried to join her friend. Her thoughts turned to the people she needed to tell about her early graduation: besides Kamika, there was her boss, Montgomery, and her boyfriend, Patrick. I’ll have to break the news to Kamika and Montgomery soon. But not today. I’ll call and tell Patrick. He’ll be surprised without being sad about it.

Lea and Kamika began walking the few blocks down Guadalupe Street to where they had left their van in the San Antonio Parking Garage. Sweat was beginning to roll down Lea’s neck as they approached the garage.

“Dang humidity,” Kamika said, shifting her bag from one shoulder to the other for the third time. “I feel like I’ve been lifting weights in a sauna. Fall is taking its sweet time coming this year. Someone needs to tell Mother Nature that Halloween is coming.”

“I can see the garage entrance. We’re almost there,” Lea said, brushing sweat from her eye.

“Thank goodness,” Kamika said.

Lea’s phone began to ring in her pocket. She stopped walking and put down her bag.

“That’d better not be Montgomery with another job for us.” Kamika leaned wearily against the side wall of the parking garage with her equipment bag between her feet. “It’s Saturday, and I want to go home and shower, or jump in a pool, or swim in an ice bath. And I need to work on my blog.”

Lea looked at her phone as she answered it. “It’s Montgomery, all right.” She raised the phone to her ear. “Hello?”

Montgomery’s voice came through, loud and vibrant. “Lea, you and Kamika haven’t left the university yet, have you?”

“No, we’re standing outside the parking garage where we left the van. Why?”

“Don’t go anywhere. I spoke to Jenny—Dr. Tremayne, that is—and she said she might need you to stay there.”

“Stay here?” Lea glanced at Kamika, who raised her eyebrows in query.

“Yes. Grab lunch, or coffee, or a snack on me. My tablet has the van parked near 25th and Guadalupe. It that where you are?”

“Yes.”

“Good. That’s not far from the Dellonmarsh Residence Hall. Tell Kamika I know she hates to work Saturdays, but that I’ll pay you both double for working an investigation today.”

Lea grinned at Kamika, who was looking at her with annoyance. “Does that mean someone wants us to investigate the incidents at the dorm?”

“The head resident wants us. I’m working with Jenny on the permissions. It shouldn’t take too long,” Montgomery said confidently. Montgomery’s persistence and persuasive abilities were legendary.

“Okay. Call us when you’re ready.” She ended the call. 

Kamika tilted her head to one side. “Well, now what?” she asked in a resigned tone.

“Now we go to lunch on Montgomery. He is going to persuade someone to let him investigate Evie’s dorm’s problems. And he said to tell you he’ll pay us double for working an investigation today.”

“He’d better! He knows this is my day off.” She picked up her equipment bag. “Come on. Knowing Montgomery, persuading someone to let him investigate won’t take long. He can talk his way into almost anything. We might not have time to eat. Let’s dump these bags and grab some food. I saw plenty of places to eat down the street.”

Lea picked up her bag and followed Kamika into the garage.

Half an hour later, as they were finishing pitas with a side of hummus, Lea’s phone rang again.

“It’s Montgomery,” she said to Kamika as she answered the phone. “Hello?”

“Lea, once you finish lunch, walk over to the Dellonmarsh dorm on Dean Keeton Street. I’ll meet you there shortly. Bring the scanning equipment.”

“I take it you talked them into letting us investigate,” Lea said, not the least surprised.

“Not exactly. You and Kamika are going to help me do that right now.”

“What?”

“The hall government is going to meet, and you two are going to talk to them. I’ll be there as soon as I can. See you soon.” He disconnected the call.

“What’s wrong?” Kamika asked, seeing the puzzled look on Lea’s face.

“Montgomery says we have to help him convince the hall government to let us investigate.”

“What? He wants me to convince someone to let me work on my day off? Has he lost his mind?” Kamika picked up the remains of her lunch and tossed it in the trash. “Montgomery better think twice before he asks me to speak.”

Lea laughed as she collected her own trash, knowing Kamika would change her mind. “I’d better do the talking then. We’re meeting Montgomery at the dorm.” She nudged Kamika as they walked toward the trash can by the exit to the restaurant. “Now we get to see for ourselves if the dorm is haunted.”


Chapter 4

After retrieving their equipment bags, Lea and Kamika walked several blocks and arrived at the back of the dorm. A drop-off driveway and stairs leading up to a door on the second floor were visible. Montgomery was nowhere in sight.

“That can’t be the main entrance,” Kamika said as Lea pointed out the building to her. “I don’t see Montgomery yet. Where did he want us to meet him?”

“Let’s go to the front of the building, inside the quad.” Lea led the way past an outdoor café filled with students sitting at umbrella-shaded tables, eating, studying, and talking. “This is the Dellonmarsh Café. It operates out of the lower level of the dorm.”

They followed the path to enter a green space surrounded by dormitory buildings on four sides, creating an enclosed, rectangular courtyard. Three of the four buildings were connected to each other. Only the Dellonmarsh Residence Hall stood independently, with wide sidewalks separating it from its neighbors.

Lea pointed at a tall, black, iron fence as they passed through it. “This gate and one on the other side are closed and locked at night, limiting access to the quad inside and to the buildings. Residents need access cards to get into the buildings. Given the security around here, whoever is causing trouble in the dorm must be a resident. The other buildings in the quad are also dormitories: Andrews, Blanton, and Carothers.”

Kamika gazed around the courtyard. Unlike the crowded café, only a
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