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			Chapter 1

			This had to be the worst day of my life. Or, at least, right up there with one of the worst. 

			The man seated behind the desk before me scrutinized my file, and every few minutes, he would look up and give me a little smirk. Being audited was bad enough, but this was downright insulting. 

			“So, you make your living as a ghostbuster?” 

			At least he managed to say it with a straight face. 

			“Paranormal Investigator. Mr. Tarland, do I really need to be here for this? I only came by to drop this stuff off to you. I never expected to come in for a sit down.”

			“Miss Marshall, I would think being here would be in your best interest. I have a lot of questions regarding the deductions you’ve calculated.”

			“What kind of questions? I run a business. I have a home office.” I waved my hand, indicating my files. “These are everyday normal expenses one can expect.”

			“Normal expenses for an abnormal line of work.”

			“Granted, this is an unusual kind of business, but I do offer a legitimate service.”

			“Busting ghosts?”

			“Bringing peace to the dead and closure to the living.”

			“Most businesses have revenue.”

			“There is modest income. I’ve only been up and running for about eighteen months. My website had some problems, and I had to bring in someone to redo it. That costs money. Not to mention the expense of the start-up equipment I needed.”

			“Yes, I can see that.” He lifted a document and perused the contents. “Infra-red camera, motion detectors, video cameras, back-up battery packs, tape recorder. What’s EVP?”

			“Electronic voice phenomenon.”

			“For eavesdropping on ghostly conversations?” 

			I didn’t care for the way he wiggled his fingers about when he said that. “I’m not the only person in this line of work.”

			“I know. Hamilton is full of charlatans telling fortunes and pagan shops selling good luck charms, magic potions, and hex bags.”

			“Not everyone dealing with the paranormal is a fraud. I have a long list of satisfied customers. I’d be more than happy to get signed statements for you.”

			“No need to get upset, Miss Marshall.”

			What a haughty ass he was, sitting there all big, handsome, and pompous behind his desk. I bet he expected me to swoon all over him. Just because he worked for the government, he thought he could get away with his condescending attitude. If he thought he was intimidating me, he was mistaken. Just two nights ago, I’d faced down what felt like the devil himself in a cemetery full of witnesses out on a ghost walk. Gained quite a few customers in the process.

			“Once word gets out, I’m sure business will pick up, and by next year you’ll be more than happy to take half of everything I make.”

			That wiped the smug smile off his face.

			“The government isn’t out to get you, contrary to popular belief.”

			“Now, who’s guilty of peddling bull?”

			He leaned forward suddenly, giving me a deadly glare. With his obvious monstrous height and bulging muscles, I admit, for half a second, I almost felt intimidated. 

			Almost.

			I faced him down. “Are we finished here?”

			Engaged in a stare-off, he finally broke the spell and looked up over my head toward his closed office door. I couldn’t help but wonder if he wanted to pull out the thumbscrews but was afraid the room wasn’t soundproof. 

			“No, not yet,” he said.

			“I don’t know what else you want from me. I could have just mailed this stuff to you, but I went out of my way to drive downtown to drop it off in person. My parking meter is probably expired, and all I have to show for my diligence is insults and probably a parking ticket.”

			“If you feel insulted, that wasn’t my intention.”

			Was that contrition I heard in his voice?

			“And if you have a parking ticket, bring it to me, and I’ll take care of it for you.”

			“Now, isn’t that nice?” I fairly oozed sarcasm.

			“Like I said, I’m not out to get you. I have a job to do. One that’s not nearly as exciting as yours, I’m sure.”

			“Is that a wisecrack?”

			“No. Why are you so defensive?”

			I let out a big sigh and leaned back in my chair. He was right, I was being defensive, but he had been an ass. “Mr. Tarland….”

			“Call me Pete.”

			Oh, so we’re on a first name basis now, are we? “Ok, Pete, then. If you find me defensive, then you and your ghost-busting jokes are the reason why. It’s not just you. I get slack from a lot of people. Nonbelievers, I like to call them.”

			“You can’t expect everyone to believe in ghosts.”

			“I don’t. But can they be disproved?”

			“In many cases, yes, they can. Noisy plumbing, settling houses, wild animals, combined with overactive imaginations, makes for many a ghostly tale.”

			“Sure, plenty of them can be debunked. But just as many of them can’t.”

			“Tell me, Phoebe—may I call you Phoebe?”

			I didn’t like it, but I nodded my head anyway.

			“Have you ever seen a ghost?” he asked. His shoulder-length brown hair brushed against the collar of his black suit jacket. The jacket itself seemed too tight to contain his arms. He steepled his hands beneath his chin while his dazzling blue eyes bore into me, creating an uncomfortable heat in my body.

			“More than I can count.”

			“Really?” 

			He seemed genuinely interested, so I answered him. “Yes, I’ve seen ghosts ever since I was a little girl.”

			“Well, I have a proposition for you.”

			That definitely intrigued me. “A proposition?” Was he going to forgo the audit if I agreed to fool around with him in a spooky mansion? I’d have to give it great consideration before I accepted.

			“I want to come along with you the next time you have a job. I want to see exactly what it is you do.”

			“From a strictly business point of view?” I was fishing, but I couldn’t help it. 

			“Of course.”

			“Then you’ll be satisfied? The government will allow my business expenses for being a paranormal investigator?”

			“I can’t make any guarantees, but it would help your case immensely.”

			I smiled and got to my feet. “Then I accept. The next big case I go on, you can tag along.”

			Pete stood up and reached out his hand for me to shake. His grip was firm, and it wasn’t my imagination that he held me just a little longer than necessary. When he let go, he snapped up one of his business cards off his desk and passed it to me. He took a moment and wrote another number on the back of the card.

			“That’s my home number. If it’s after hours, you can reach me there. Don’t forget to call,” he said as I walked out his office door.

			How ever could I forget?

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Being after seven o’clock on a Friday night, I thought it safe to don my jammies and convalesce on the couch with a huge bowl of popcorn. It’d been the week from hell, and all I wanted was a quiet evening to myself. 

			Since my audit on Monday, the week had steadily declined. Tuesday, my car got a flat tire going out of town to look at a job—a big one—making me arrive almost an hour late and appearing completely unprofessional. Wednesday, I must have gotten twenty calls from the same creep, absolutely determined he had a naked ghost of Marilyn Monroe in his bedroom and that I needed to get her out quick before his mother got home. Thursday, I drove to the edge of town to investigate a dilapidated shed on the back forty of an old woman’s property. It used to serve as her husband’s hidey-hole, and she reported seeing strange lights and hearing country tunes coming from that location late in the evenings. The shed was so run-down I had to measure every step I took to prevent breaking through the rotted wooden floor. When I finally found the poor old ghost-man, I didn’t know who was more shocked, him or me. An hour later, after promising to give messages to all his loved ones, he finally agreed to move on and rest in peace. 

			Which brought me to today. I’d been offered a job, which could be a good thing or a bad thing. The problem was that it was the big old house—the one I was late checking out on Tuesday. I got the call back in the morning. Janet, the woman who owned the house, apparently sold it to some hotshot developer, and when he heard the rumors about it being haunted, he was far from daunted. He loved the idea of it. He was thinking of turning the place into a B&B—a haunted B&B. It was all the rage nowadays, apparently. Janet, who still occupied the property, found out about the man’s intentions and was freaking out. She’s the one who called and hired me. It being near the end of October, Janet must vacate the premises by the end of the month. Until then, I had to get rid of the ghost, or should I say ghosts? Three of them, it seemed. Lovers who died tragically a hundred years ago. It was an unsolved mystery of what had transpired. Possibly, the pair had been murdered by a third party—that being the other ghost on the property. Janet had told me all about the ghosts and the house while she gave me the grand tour on Tuesday. She failed to inform me about the new owner and his plans until this morning after I accepted the job.

			That put me in a pickle.

			The haunted B&B—which the old house is being turned into—would generate business if there were ghosts. Since the place was being touted as such, the developer would be mighty annoyed if he realized he was suddenly minus a few spooks. I dearly wanted to cross the ghosts over, but if the new owner discovered what I was about, it could be very bad for business. What if he threatened to sue for the loss of ghosts?

			I leaned back into the soft cushions of the couch and pulled my blanket up around me. On the TV was a murder mystery movie, and when it flashed to a scene of a big fellow sitting smugly behind a desk, it reminded me of Pete Tarland. Technically, I should have called him when I went out on my next job, which was the one with the old man in the back forty. I’d not been in the mood for company, though, and I’d also been in a bit of a hurry, so the thought hadn’t crossed my mind until I was driving home again. Even if I had invited him along on that job, it wouldn’t have gone a long way in convincing him I was legit. Pete wouldn’t have been able to see the ghost—most people can’t—especially with him being a nonbeliever, so it would have just been him sitting around watching me talk to air. How exciting.

			But perhaps he’d be interested in the haunted B&B job? 

			Janet said there was a lot of goings-on in the house, so if Pete saw some stuff he genuinely couldn’t explain, maybe he’d consider the possibility of ghosts? 

			Yes, I’d take him with me, as long as he was willing to start Monday. It was a big house and could be a big job. I would probably need at least a night or two. Most of my tracking was done between the hours of midnight and three AM. We could sleep in the daytime. Janet had offered to give me a bedroom or two to use as I needed. Just so long as I had things wrapped up by the end of the month.

			Having made my mind up, I climbed off the couch and went to retrieve Pete’s business card. I took it off my fridge, where I’d pinned it with a magnet shaped like a ghost. Grabbing the phone, I sat down at my two-seater kitchen table, not wanting to be curled up on the couch while I talked to Mr. Muscles.

			After I dialed the number on the back of the card, I waited. Three rings, four, five…. When would the darn voicemail pick up? I’d kind of expected him to be home on a Friday night. He didn’t seem the type to loosen up even a little. After seven rings, I was about to give up, irritated that he probably was too cheap to invest in a digital mailbox. Then he surprised me
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