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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      The bells on the door jingled, and I looked up to see perhaps the strangest person who’d ever entered the newspaper office—and in Stirling Mills, Texas, that was really saying something. Well, no, actually they were pretty good at hiding the weirdness here. Everything looked fairly normal. The weird lay beneath the surface of the idyllic little town. This woman, on the other hand, waved her freak flag proudly.

      Her ample figure was draped in layers of black. There was lace, there was tulle, there may have been some silk in there, too. It was as though Miss Havisham had fallen into a vat of black dye. Around her shoulders was draped a velvet cloak that wasn’t really appropriate to the weather. It may have been the end of October, but it was warm and muggy.

      The woman’s hair had fallen victim to the same vat of black dye, and it stood in stark contrast to her white skin. Her pallor probably came from a combination of the parasol she’d furled upon entering the office and the heavy makeup that didn’t do her a lot of favors as it highlighted the lines around her mouth and eyes. Since it was the Friday before Halloween, I couldn’t be sure whether or not the outfit was a costume.

      The visitor paused just inside the doorway while she scanned the office. She then stepped briskly toward the desk across the room from me, apparently assuming that the older woman was the boss and I was a mere assistant. She flicked her wrist, and a business card appeared in her hand, like a playing card in a magic act. “Sirena Midnight, Sirena’s Spirited Sojourns,” she announced, handing the card to Charlene Robinson, my assistant.

      Charlene shot me an amused glance across the office as she took the card. “How may I help you?”

      “I’m here for the opening of the Hilltop House, reviewing it for my site, and since I understand that the house is haunted, I thought I’d stop by the newspaper office on my way there to learn what I can about the house’s history. It’s important to prepare myself. You see, I am quite sensitive to those who are visiting us from the other realm. As part of my lifestyle blogging for the sensitive and spiritual, I review travel destinations for those who are looking to commune with spirits.”

      Both Charlene and I had to struggle to keep from laughing because this supposedly sensitive person didn’t seem to have noticed the ghost that was standing right next to her. “Sensitive, are you?” Jean Jacobs said. She leaned so that her face was inches from Sirena’s and said, “Boo!” The visitor didn’t so much as blink. Charlene had a coughing fit, politely covering her mouth with her hand to hide her grin. I had it easier, since the woman’s back was facing me and she couldn’t see my expression.

      “I don’t know about any hauntings there,” Charlene said with a shrug. “The house hasn’t been occupied full-time in decades.”

      “Because of the ghosts?” Sirena asked hopefully.

      “Because the people who owned that land lived in Dallas and managed the ranch remotely. They only used the house for weekend stays.”

      “That house does have a history,” Jean said, coming over to lean against my desk—well, hover near it, since she didn’t actually touch it. “I covered that story, and I’ll never forget it. There was quite a notorious murder that happened there during the thirties.”

      “I’ve read about a case involving that house in the newspaper archives,” I said. Sirena finally turned to acknowledge me. “Lexie Lincoln, editor,” I said with a sweet smile, probably enjoying Sirena’s moment of discomfort a little too much as she realized that her assumption about who the boss was had been inaccurate. “There was a rather notorious murder that happened there in the thirties.”

      “The family who lived there was murdered by a drifter they’d given food and shelter,” Jean said. I relayed that. “It was a couple and their teenaged daughter. They were known for being generous. There were hobo signs on their gate indicating that this was a place you could get a hot meal and a night’s sleep in the barn, maybe even a job on the ranch. Most of the people who came through were merely down on their luck and grateful for the kindness, until one day someone meaner crossed their path. A ranch hand found the family dead in the parlor, stabbed to death, and a drifter was later found in town, trying to hop a freight train, with a bloody shirt in his knapsack.”

      I had to concentrate to keep telling the tale instead of focusing on Jean because I’d never seen her like this. She usually played the tough girl reporter, right out of an old screwball comedy, but I could see her going back in time to that incident, having to cover what must have been a shocking crime in this seemingly sleepy town.

      “There have been rumors about ghosts out there, of course,” Jean continued. “Some say the family now regrets their hospitality and tries to drive out any visitors. There were several different owners before the people from Dallas bought it.” She paused, allowing me to catch up in telling the story to Sirena. “But that wasn’t the first death associated with that house. It was already rumored to be haunted by then. The couple who built it died in a flash flood when they were washed off the road on their way to town. Their bodies were never found. Their son had stayed home because he hadn’t finished his schoolwork, and he lived the rest of his life in that house, alone except for a guardian while he was still a child, before dying young.” She shook her head sadly. “Poor Arthur. They suspected suicide, but he wasn’t found for a long time, so they couldn’t be sure. Supposedly, he’s still there. Some even said that he was the one who drove the drifter to kill that family. Or he might have scared the drifter away, and that’s why he ran instead of holing up in the house.”

      “Ooh,” Sirena said, shivering with delight. “Well, with my sensitivity, I’m sure I’ll be able to communicate with the ghosts and set the record straight.” Behind her, Charlene had another coughing fit as Jean circled Sirena, waving her arms for attention. “That is, after all, why I was invited.”

      Here, I actually knew something, since I’d interviewed the house’s new owners about their plans to turn the old ranch house outside the town into a bed and breakfast. They were hoping to capitalize on its haunted reputation to draw guests who wanted to stay in a haunted house, which must have been why someone like Sirena had been invited to the grand opening. I thought it was a fairly clever marketing scheme. There weren’t too many reasons why anyone would want to come to the middle of nowhere in north-central Texas, so I doubted there would be a lot of customers for an ordinary inn, but if they played up the haunted angle, then they might attract people who came just for that. Thus the grand opening on Halloween weekend.

      “I do know that the last owners had been planning to turn the house into an inn,” I said, “but their work crews kept quitting because of strange things happening, like their tools and lunches disappearing. The owners ran out of money and sold.”

      “I thank you for the history lesson,” Sirena said. “And now I’m off to experience the inn for myself. I wanted to arrive early to absorb the vibrations before the other guests arrive. Will I be seeing you there this evening?”

      “I’m coming to the party,” I said.

      “Then I bid you good day.” With a flourish and a swirl of her cloak, she swept out.

      When she was out of sight, Charlene finally released the laugh that had been building up all that time. She howled with mirth, then had to catch her breath and dab a tissue at the tears streaming down her face. “Oh my!” she finally gasped. “Wasn’t she something?”

      “So sensitive to spirits that she didn’t notice the one trying to make her notice,” Jean said with a huff. “What a piece of work.”

      Although I was amused by a self-proclaimed “sensitive” who was oblivious to a ghost right in front of her, I couldn’t laugh. I was too troubled for that. It must have shown on my face because Jean said, “What’s up, kiddo? Didn’t you think it was funny?”

      “Yeah, but I’m worried about what this party is going to be like. I’m sure they’ve invited other people who can supposedly see ghosts so they can get on the radar of all the haunting tourists.”

      “So it’ll be that much more entertaining for you, since you really can see ghosts.”

      “But that’s the problem. It means I’ll know who’s a fraud and who isn’t, and I’ll know if the place really is haunted. But I’m not there to expose whether or not the inn is haunted or whether any of these ghost hunters are frauds. I’m just there to cover the opening of a local business that may bring visitors to our area to help support the local economy. I’m afraid that whatever I write is going to end up being a lie. Ironically, if I write the truth, it could destroy my credibility as a journalist. I can’t exactly do a story in which I definitively state that there are or are not any ghosts there without admitting that I see ghosts.” I had a vision of a future in which I was another Sirena, though more genuine, forced to write about ghosts because no one would take me seriously as a reporter.

      “If you’re not there to report on ghosts, then don’t report on them,” Jean said with a shrug. “Write about the people who came to the party, maybe what they experienced. You managed to do that story on the haunted restaurant.”

      That story was what had landed me this job, since being able to talk to ghosts is a job requirement when the person running things is a ghost. I hadn’t known it at the time, but apparently what I’d written had made it obvious to those in the know that I’d really seen ghosts at that restaurant. “That was different,” I said. “I didn’t know I was really seeing ghosts then. And they weren’t as clear to me. Talking to you all the time seems to have made me more sensitive, so I see ghosts a lot more clearly. I can’t just report on hearing strange sounds when I’ve actually had a conversation.”

      “Write it as though you’re not an eyewitness, as though you’re interviewing people who were there and didn’t see anything for yourself.”

      “Maybe,” I said, still not feeling great about it. I couldn’t send Charlene in my place, since she had the same talent. Plus, I’d promised my friend Margarita, who was catering the party, that I’d be there to help her set up.

      “You’ll do fine,” Charlene said with a warm smile. “You’ve managed to write lots of articles about situations involving ghosts.” That was true.

      “And I’ll be editing what you write, so I can help you fix it,” Jean added.

      “Of course,” I said, feeling a bit better. “I just hope they’re not all as bad as that one.”
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        * * *

      

      The second thoughts returned as I waited for Margarita to pick me up later that afternoon. “I hate to leave you here alone to handle Trick-or-Treat on Main,” I told Charlene.

      “I’m not alone,” she said, gesturing toward her husband Royce, who stood on a stepladder, hanging fake spiderwebs. “We’ll be fine. Trust me, we have years of experience in handing out candy to kids.” She was dressed as Princess Leia in a long white gown, with fake buns pinned on the sides of her head. Her husband’s Chewbacca costume lay nearby on a chair. “I just hope the rain holds off until the kids have had a chance to make the rounds.”

      A glance out the window showed a sky that did look a bit threatening. It was still sunny in town, but there were dark clouds to the west.

      “According to the weather report, it should be fine while the little ones are out, but it’ll probably start raining before dark, when the older kids come out,” Royce said, making his way down from the stepladder. “That’s okay by me. The little ones are cuter. The game tonight is the real question mark.”

      “Do they call football games for rain?” I asked.

      “Not for normal rain, but they will if there’s lightning.”

      A van with Margarita’s restaurant logo painted on the side pulled up in front of the newspaper office, and I said, “Well, I’ll leave you to it. Good luck.”

      “Have fun,” Charlene said. “And y’all shouldn’t stay out too late if it rains a lot. The creek out there sometimes runs over the road when there’s a flash flood. Margarita should know better than to drive through water, but you could get stuck out there.”

      “It won’t be that bad, will it?” I asked.

      “Could be,” Royce said with a shrug. “It’s a ninety percent chance of rain, with a possibility of severe weather.”

      “Someone’s addicted to the Weather Channel,” Charlene said, rolling her eyes.

      I couldn’t help but glance at the clouds as I headed out to Margarita’s van. A drastic cold front had stranded me in town for days when I came to interview for the job, so I wasn’t inclined to trust the weather around here. Those clouds were pretty dark. A good thunderstorm would add to the ambience of the party, but I didn’t want to get stuck in the middle of nowhere.

      On the sidewalk in front of the office, I nearly ran into a police officer. Wes Mosby was tall, auburn-haired, and threw me off-balance—and not just physically. Still, I couldn’t resist teasing him. “Oh! A police officer!” I enthused, as though I was talking to a child. “You look like the real thing. If you go in the office, Miss Charlene has some candy for you.”

      He didn’t take the bait. He merely smiled and asked, “The good candy?”

      “For you? Sure.”

      “You’re heading out?” he asked, nodding toward Margarita’s van. “Not sticking around for the event?”

      “Alas, duty calls. I’m covering the grand opening of Hilltop House.”

      “That’s why you’re all spiffed up and not in costume.” He gave me what felt like an appreciative look. I wasn’t too dressed up. I wore a simple “day to evening” type dress with a fitted black blazer over it, but it was a bit nicer than I usually dressed.

      “I guess you’re working this event, doing the Officer Friendly routine,” I said.

      “I wish. We’ve got to transfer someone to the county jail, and as the one without kids, I’m doing it so no one else has to miss going around with their kids. I was just heading to the office to pick up the paperwork.”

      “Your day sounds less fun than mine.”

      “Probably. Well, have fun. And be careful on the drive back if it’s raining. The road out there tends to flood.”

      “So I’ve heard.”

      I waved and went around to the passenger seat of the van, which smelled like enchiladas and chili con queso. I’d be starving by the time we got there. “All set?” Margarita asked as I buckled in. “Josie’s going to meet us there. I appreciate you riding with me and helping out.”

      “I’m glad to help,” I said. “As much time as I spend at your restaurant, I’m practically staff, anyway.”

      She pulled out onto the street, then said, “I’m dying to get a look inside that house. I’ve always been fascinated by it and the way it sits on that hill, looming over the valley. Do you think it really is haunted?”

      “The owners are counting on it.” I told her about the visitor earlier in the day. Margarita was one of the few people who knew about my talent with ghosts. I was glad she’d be there because I could check with her on what other people were hearing and seeing. That would keep me from reacting to things I shouldn’t notice.

      “You don’t sound too enthusiastic.”

      “I’m just a bit worried about how I’m going to handle it all, with me being able to actually see ghosts while I’m surrounded by ghost hunters. If I’m not careful, I could give myself away.”

      “Would that be too bad?”

      “Admitting I could see ghosts would make me sound like a crackpot.”

      “In Stirling Mills? I think most people already assume that.”

      “Not the newcomers. And it would make it impossible for me to get a real reporting job anywhere else if I have a reputation as a weirdo.”

      “Were you planning to leave?”

      “Well, no. But you never know what might happen. I haven’t even been here a year and I’ve already nearly been run out of town because of an investigation.”

      “But then you became the hero of the hour. I don’t think you have anything to worry about.”

      As we drove toward the inn, I could see what they meant about the road flooding. We crossed several creeks—or possibly one really twisty creek several times—and the bridges were barely above the water. It wouldn’t take much rain for the road to become impassible. The clouds didn’t look quite so ominous as they drew nearer, or perhaps there was less contrast between them and the blue sky because it was now somewhat overcast where I was.

      We rounded a bend, and then I could see the house on the hill ahead. It was an old two-story house with a porch across the front and a balcony above over the porch. I could see why Margarita had been fascinated with it. It was the kind of house that stirs imaginations, and it looked like the kind of place you expected to be haunted. “Wow,” I said.

      “See?” she said. “When I was a kid, I liked to imagine I was a grand lady living there and looking out over all my land. I guess a house that size is too big and expensive to just live in, so they had to make it pay off somehow.”

      “I don’t know. I got the impression they have money. This is just something they’ve always wanted to do. They’re escaping from the rat race.”

      “Getting into the hospitality industry isn’t escaping the rat race,” she said with a snort. “I hope they aren’t in for a big disappointment.”

      She turned off the road and crossed a cattle guard to head down a gravel drive that curved up the hill to where the house was. The owners stepped onto the front porch as we pulled up and directed us to go around to the back to unload. We stopped on a paved area near the house’s back door, in front of a detached garage connected to the house by a covered walkway.

      I’d talked to the Wheelers on the phone but hadn’t yet met them in person. My first impression of Rick Wheeler was that he had to have been military at some point in his life. He still carried himself like he was in uniform, and his dark, curly hair was cropped short in a military-style cut. My own father had been in the air force, so I recognized the type from having grown up around men like that. His wife, Paige, looked like a Dallas socialite who’d decided she was done with all that. She still had a trim figure and perfectly styled hair, but the hair was a natural gray instead of Dallas blond, and if she wore makeup, it was so expertly applied that it wasn’t obvious. I was pretty sure, though, that the casual outfit she wore was worth more than I earned in a week.

      They greeted us as we got out of the van. “Thanks so much for being willing to come out all this way,” Paige said.

      “We serve the whole county,” Margarita said. “And I have to admit that I’ve always wanted to see inside this house.”

      “Then come on in. I’ll give you the grand tour once you’ve unloaded,” Paige said. “I’ve got a warming oven if you’d like to use that until you’re ready to set up the buffet. It’s about an hour before I’d like to start serving.”

      “That’ll be great,” Margarita said. We got out of the van, and I came around to approach the Wheelers.

      “Hi, I’m Lexie Lincoln. We spoke on the phone last week.”

      They shook my hand. “You don’t moonlight as a caterer, do you?” Rick asked with a grin.

      “I’m just helping Margarita, since her waitress has a late class and will be joining us later.”

      Margarita opened the back of the van, and we started taking out trays. Rick jumped in to help. “You ladies don’t have to do that,” he said.

      When we had the buffet supplies in the dining room, the cold food in the refrigerator, and the hot food in the warming oven, Paige said, “Now, about that tour. This, obviously, is the kitchen. My concern here was for function rather than style, so the old one was gutted and it doesn’t have any period charm.” It was a thoroughly modern kitchen filled with commercial stainless steel appliances. We passed through swinging doors into the dining room. Now that I had a chance to look instead of just dumping things on the sideboard, I saw that it was arranged more like a restaurant, with a scattering of small tables, than like a family dining room. “We’ll be serving breakfast to our guests here,” Paige said. “The furniture is reproduction, since it was hard to find matching antique tables. The sideboard is original to the house, as is the molding and the chandelier.”

      We crossed the wide foyer to the parlor, which was a feminine room full of delicate antique-looking furniture and potted plants. Sirena and another woman sat on sofas, having tea. Sirena set a teacup on the coffee table and stood, coming over to greet us. “Ah, Lexie, good to see you again,” she said. I introduced Margarita, and Sirena gestured to the other woman who was just coming over to join us. She was older, with gently waving silver hair and skin that didn’t look old enough to go with that hair. I couldn’t help but think that if one of the guests was murdered, I’d have competition solving the case, since she was right out of a British murder mystery, the kind of elderly lady who seemed benign but always managed to catch the killer. “This is Carole Carlton,” Sirena said. “She writes a column for one of the big travel magazines. She specializes in haunted vacation locales, so I suppose you could say we’re competitors. Friendly competitors, of course. Right, Carole?”

      Carole gave her a thin smile, but the smile she gave Margarita and me was more genuine. “Lovely to meet you,” she said. I had to force myself to focus on her because behind her I saw a teenaged girl sitting at a piano, her fingers moving silently over the keyboard. I could see the wallpaper through her, so I figured she wasn’t one of the guests.

      Now I knew for certain that the house was haunted.
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      My ethical dilemma had just become a lot more complicated. If I wrote the truth about what I saw and validated anything the ghost hunters claimed they saw, I’d look like I’d fallen into the trap of tabloid journalism, and I’d have trouble getting anyone to take me seriously. If I didn’t, I’d be writing something I knew wasn’t true. Not that a story about the opening of a new local inn was serious journalism, but I had to be able to live with myself. When I’d written that story about the haunted restaurant, it had been done tongue-in-cheek as a feature. Now I knew too much to approach this situation the same way.

      I’d managed to go for years without consciously seeing ghosts. I did often have the weird sense that there was something there, just past the corner of my eye, but I hadn’t seen anything that looked like actual people since I was a kid. And then I came to Stirling Mills and met Jean. Once I saw her, I started seeing ghosts everywhere. Supposedly, I was capable of blocking them, and those same blocks were what kept Wes Mosby from being able to easily read my thoughts with his mind-reading talent. I wondered if I could put up that kind of block again, just for tonight. Then I wouldn’t have to know whether or not any of the ghost hunters at the party were telling the truth. I could report what they said without my own perspective getting in the way.

      The girl at the piano got up and crossed the room to the front window, where she gazed outside. I concentrated on shutting her out, and she vanished. I couldn’t tell if I’d actually blocked her from my consciousness or if she’d chosen that moment to disappear, but for now I could interact with the others without the distraction.

      I introduced myself and my position to Carole. “I started my career at a newspaper like that,” she said with a smile. “Of course, that was ages ago. I moved to magazines after that because features were my strength, and there’s less of an opportunity to do that kind of writing on a small-town paper.”

      “Sometimes features are all we have on a slow news week,” I said, trying not to cringe. Writing for a respected national magazine wasn’t as scary a potential future as I’d seen with Sirena, but I didn’t want to be the ghost columnist.

      Paige continued her tour once we’d run out of small talk. “This is the parlor, of course. Some of the furniture is original to the house, as is the fireplace.” She led us across the room to a sliding door, which she pulled back to reveal another room at the rear of the house. This one had walls lined in books and heavier, more masculine furniture. “Here’s our library. We can open these up to be one big room for functions, or we can have separate rooms so groups of guests can go to their own areas.” We followed her back to the hall, where she pointed out the powder room under the stairs, then up a grand staircase to a hallway wide enough to serve as a room. There were small tables and chairs scattered about the hall, and one of those pod coffee makers sat on a dresser. There was also a mini refrigerator nearby. “This is a common space for guests, with coffee, and there are drinks in the fridge. Feel free to help yourself. When we have guests, we’ll have cookies and other treats here in the afternoon. This space opens to the balcony.” There were glass French doors with lace curtains at that end of the hall.

      On my way past the dresser, I couldn’t resist turning the spinner rack full of pods. There were a few different kinds of tea—not my brands of choice, but I appreciated that the Wheelers had made the effort. I moved to the French doors to look out at the balcony. The sky was getting darker. It was only late afternoon, but it was almost as dark as night. As though reading my thoughts, Paige flipped a light switch, and the overhead chandelier came on, dispelling some of the gloom.

      “I can’t show you all the guest rooms, since some of them are already occupied,” Paige said, “but you can get an idea from this one.” She led us into a room in the front corner of the house. It had the kind of four-poster bed and floral wallpaper you’d expect in a historic inn.

      “Nice,” I said. I glanced out the front window and saw a cloud of dust stirring on the road, heading up the hill. “Looks like your guests are starting to arrive.”

      “No, I think that’s Josie’s car,” Margarita said, looking over my shoulder. “That’s my waitress. She’s here just in time to help us set up.” To me, she added, “You’re now officially off duty.” She hurried toward the stairs.

      “You’ve done a great job with the place,” I said to Paige.

      “Thanks, but most of the work was already done when we bought it. All that was left for us was the cosmetic stuff, like wallpaper, paint, and furnishings. We got to do the fun part. Some of it was hard work, and we did most of it ourselves, but we didn’t have to deal with the wiring, plumbing, and all that.”

      “Then it sounds like the part I can see was all you, and it’s lovely.”

      I heard a shuffling sound above me and fought not to look up. It seemed my block hadn’t worked, after all.

      But then Paige looked up and sighed. “I think we have squirrels in the attic.” There was a heavier thud. “Or maybe raccoons. The sound comes and goes.” If Paige heard it, it probably wasn’t a ghost, unless it was one that was so active anyone could sense it.

      “How many rooms do you have?” I asked.

      “There are five guest rooms: the four original bedrooms and the old sleeping porch that’s been converted to a bedroom. We live in the caretaker’s apartment above the garage, which used to be a carriage house, so the whole main house is strictly an inn.”

      We got back downstairs to find Josie and Margarita setting up the buffet warmers on a long table. “Is there anything I can do to help?” Paige asked.

      “We’ve got it under control,” Margarita said. “You just enjoy your party. What time do you want to have the food out?”

      Paige checked her watch. “The guests should start arriving any time now. Let’s go with about six, but if everyone’s here by then, you can get it out a little earlier.”

      “Okay. I’ll set out some chips and salsa in case those who are already here want to snack.”

      I looked out the window to see a car pulling up in front, and Jordan Randall got out. He was a tech billionaire who’d left Silicon Valley to return to his hometown and was now its biggest booster, but I was a little surprised to see him here. I’d have thought that this place would have been competition for his
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