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      There are some mysteries in the world that will never, ever be solved.

      Oh, we like to fool ourselves into thinking that eventually, given enough time, we’ll know everything there is to know under the sun.  Every puzzle completed.  All the riddles answered.  It’s a nice dream, but the reality is that some things will always remain secret, right up to the end of time.

      Like for instance, what was the real name of Jack the Ripper?  What are those creepy flowers in the Voynich Manuscript all about?  Where did Prime Minister Harold Holt go after his ill-fated swim off the coast of Victoria?  What exactly are those eleven secret herbs and spices in the Kentucky Fried Chicken recipe?

      And why is it, for the love of God, that you always come back from a vacation feeling more exhausted than when you left?

      Home for me is the biggest of the rooms at the Inn I’ve owned and operated for years.  The Pine Lake Inn is my pride and joy.  It’s old, and maybe in need of a few updates, but we nearly fill the rooms season to season with guests coming from far and wide to check out the scenery in Lakeshore.  Although, it’s not just the pretty views of Monterey pines, grassy vistas, and the looming shape of the Hartz Mountains in the distance that bring people to us.  Lakeshore is also famous for its mysteries, and its ghost stories.  People come to the Inn hoping to be scared by a disembodied rattling of chains just as much as they come for the walking trails and boutique shopping.

      See?  Mysteries.  Got more of them than we know what to do with.  Right now, I’m just too tired to solve the mystery of which key opens my door!

      There are no elevators in the Pine Lake Inn—just one more update we need, I suppose.  So that means I just had to walk up one flight of stairs to get to the second floor, and then down the entire length of that hallway to get to the next set of stairs.  Those stairs led me up to the top floor.  Then, I had to walk all the way down this hallway to get to my rooms.  Odd layout, I know, but when I’m not so tired I don’t mind it.  Tonight, after a long drive, I most definitely am tired, and it’s not helping my mood while I fumble through a huge set of keys because I know the one I need is here somewhere!  I mean, it was before I left on vacation with my husband.  It has to still be here…doesn’t it?

      Just what I need.  Another mystery.

      I sigh heavily and just let my baggage drop to the floor.  I take the offending keys in both hands and flip through them one at a time, letting the little metal devices jingle and jangle while I look for the right one.  Just like with the lack of an elevator, the Pine Lake Inn hasn’t been updated to electric key locks with those fancy pass cards.  To tell the truth I’ve taken a lot of effort not to update the place.  I like to keep it as close to the original as I can.  There was another Inn that stood in this place before it burned down over a hundred years ago, and this building has been everything from a plague hospital to an insane asylum, but now it’s been a place for people to find rest for several decades now.  I’m proud of what we’ve built here and I want to keep it the way it’s always been.

      But right now, I sure wouldn’t mind a little fancy if it meant I didn’t have to search for my room key!

      Yeah, I’m definitely beginning to think some updating would be a good thing here.  All I want to do is get inside and flop down on my bed, but I’ve tried three different keys now and each one of them has been the wrong one.  Bad time to wonder why I didn’t think of color coding all these similar-looking keys, I know but why on God’s green Earth didn’t I think of color coding all the—

      My concentration is broken when a hand waves in front of my face.  The next key I was about to try scrapes along the outside of the lock, missing the slot entirely.

      Irritated, I wave an arm at the offending hand of Lachlan Halliburton.  “Get out of the way!” I warn him with a hiss.  “I’ll…I’ll suck you up with the vacuum, see if I don’t!”

      Lachlan laughs at me, holding his hands over his stomach as his sides shake.  Thankfully he’s one of those quiet specters and the laughter is purely visual.  I guess I can’t blame him.  I’m pretty sure vacuums can’t actually do any harm to ghosts.

      Too bad.

      There are other rooms up here, and none of the guests need to hear me shouting.  I keep my voice low as I scold one of the many non-corporeal residents of the Pine Lake Inn.  “Lachlan, so help me, I’m already tired, and it’s late, and I need to catch some sleep before I start work again in the morning.  I had to leave my hubby up in Sydney because his job went longer than we expected, and that’s making me cross, too.”

      He puts a thoughtful hand on his sharp chin, lifting a bristly eyebrow as if he’s asking me why I didn’t just stay up there in Sydney anyway.  Even if he is transparent, I can read him like a book.

      “Because, I’ve already been away for a week, and this place needs my attention, and if you keep me from getting into this room I will find your dead body, and dig it up, and make sure you never have another moment of peace in your whole entire afterlife!”

      He stares at me with those big, goofy eyes of his.  To anyone else, those words would have sounded ridiculous.  To a ghost, it’s a real threat—unlike my quip about the vacuum cleaner.

      Suddenly, he’s not laughing anymore.  There.  Just have to know how to talk to a man, even if they are dead.

      Lachlan—well, his spirit, anyway—has been here at the Inn for a long time.  I only became aware of him, though, after my friend Jess died here and I began seeing her.  Since then he’s been bumbling through my life, same as he bumbled his way through his own.  I’ve warned this fruit loop several times not to annoy me.  Usually he’s a nice guy.  A funny guy.  But, every now and then, he becomes a complete—

      With an offended look twisting up his translucent, ghostly face, he sticks out a finger and points at my key ring.

      At the exact key I need.

      Oh.  He was trying to be helpful.  Trying to grab my attention to point out the right key.

      Well, don’t I feel stupid.

      Lachlan smiles at me and dances from foot to foot, giving me a little bow when he’s done, like the true showman he is.  No worries, he’s telling me.  What’s a little blue between friends?

      In life, he wasn’t a very tall man with a blocky face.  He’s still not a very tall man with a blocky face, because who you were in life carries over in death, more or less.  His is an expressive face, with a blunt nose, under a corona of coppery red hair that’s something of a cross between a Brill-o pad and a bird’s nest.  Or frayed wiring, considering his personality.  He’s still dressed in clothes from the 1800s too, rough brown trousers and a crisp white shirt under leather suspenders.  If he wasn’t transparent he might just pass for an extra in an episode of Downton Abbey.

      I can admit he actually is a pretty good actor, so long as I’m giving him his props.  Back in the day he was a gentleman thief.  He would wear disguises and screw his face up into different expressions until he looked like a completely different person.  If they’d had television and movies in his day he could’ve been the Lon Chaney of his time.  You know, that whole “Man of a Thousand Faces” thing.  Now that he’s a ghost, with abilities from beyond the grave, he can literally make himself look like anyone else he wants to.  It’s kind of creepy.  He’s even mimicked me a few times, right down to my pretty green eyes and my long, deep auburn hair.  Even the gray hairs, much to my dismay.  Being over fifty is an accomplishment to celebrate, but it’s not always fun being reminded of how far you’ve come.

      So I told him to knock it off.  No more imitating me, that’s the rule.  So far he’s stuck to that bargain.  Can’t tell you how much easier that’s made life for me.

      It’s not easy being able to see ghosts.  Kind of sets you apart from most other people because of this huge secret you have to keep.  Just my luck to end up owning the Pine Lake Inn, a place that turns out to be chock full of ‘em.  Lachlan, and my best friend Jess, and Groban Mansell, and the dearly departed nurse Eileen Fitterer, and so many others.  Some of them come and go before I even get to know them by name.  Some of them stay right here like they’re lashed to this place forever with invisible chains that would make Jacob Marley weep.

      Lachlan’s one of our ‘forever ghosts.’  I helped him solve his murder years back and according to every TV show I’ve ever seen, that should’ve been enough to send him on to his reward in the great hereafter.  Instead he’s still hanging about, entertaining me and helping me find the key to my rooms.  The one that was right under my nose the whole time.

      “Thanks, Lachlan,” I tell him earnestly.  I didn’t realize how tired I was until I found myself standing here arguing with a ghost.  “Do me a favor, please?  Go find the other ghosts in the Inn and tell them I really, really don’t want to be disturbed for the next eight hours, right?  No, wait.  Make that ten hours.  Yeah.  Ten uninterrupted hours of sleep.  That’d be great.  Can you do that for me?”

      He puts a finger up against his cheek dramatically, pretending to think it over, then after a moment he nods.  Giving me a military-style salute with his palm facing out, he slaps himself in the head, falls backward, and disappears through the wall.

      “Show off,” I mutter, but I’m smiling as I do it.

      With a sigh of relief, I finally unlock the door, and stumble inside with my luggage.

      Ordinarily when I got back from a trip my husband would be here to greet me.  That would’ve been nice.  James Callahan is super good at foot rubs and I’ve fallen asleep more than once while he was giving me one.  I suppose I shouldn’t complain.  He brought me along to Sydney while he investigated the latest story he was writing for his various news outlets, and we turned it into a mini-vacation for both of us.  A little business with pleasure, as it were.  As an investigative journalist James did all the business.  When we were together…well, that was where the pleasure came in.  There are things the man is good at other than foot rubs.  Too right there is.

      James is my second husband, but that’s a distinction that loses more and more meaning with every year we spend together.  I’ll never forget my first husband, but never forgetting isn’t the same as replacing.  I haven’t replaced my first soulmate.  I just was lucky enough to find myself another.

      My rooms are more spacious than any of the guest rooms at the Inn, but they actually feel empty with just me in them.  I’ve lived in this space ever since I’ve owned the Inn, with its big outer room here that serves as both my bedroom and my living room, and then the smaller en suite bathroom off to the side there.  It’s just enough room for me and James together, and I like it that way.  Oh, we’ve talked about moving to a house, maybe somewhere outside of Lakeshore.  Someplace bigger than our little town.  Maybe in Dover or Geeveston, someplace close enough for me to commute to work but far enough away that we’d be living our own lives.  Thing is, I discovered I really didn’t want to leave.  I love it here.  I can’t imagine being anywhere else.

      And because James loves me, he can’t imagine being anywhere else than where I am.

      He’d be here too, if he wasn’t still off doing his job, and doing it well.  Journalism isn’t dead, as it turns out.  Maybe newspapers no longer land on our doorsteps every morning like they did in our parent’s day, but people still need the news.  There’s just too much going on in the world not to stay informed.  Truths, and lies, and everything in between.  What is it that fool of a lawyer said?  The one from the US.  The bald one that sweats hair dye and used to be mayor of New York…  Oh, right.  “Truth isn’t truth.”

      Spoken like a true liar.  That’s why men like James are so important.  Journalists work hard every day to make sure the truth still has a voice, and fools like that guy from the US can’t hijack it without a fight.

      I miss having my hubby with me, but at the same time I’ve never been so happy to step foot in my rooms in my whole entire life.  Dropping my baggage in the corner I smile and hold my arms out wide.  “Hello, you lovely beaut, you.  Miss me?”

      My bed can’t answer, of course, but that doesn’t dampen my enjoyment at seeing the queen-sized mattress and clean pressed sheets, not even a little.  On the way up the stairs I was toying with the idea of taking a shower first, and unpacking my things, but let’s be honest.  That’s not going to happen.  I’m going to drop into those lovely cotton sheets, and sleep until my alarm goes off tomorrow morning.

      Changing into my pajamas and dropping my other clothes on the floor in a heap, I take a moment and touch the necklace I always wear.  It’s a hand-carved wooden trinket, a unicorn with a flowing mane.  I never take it off.  It reminds me of friendship, and the strength of personal convictions, all the things I liked best about the person who gave it to me.  Tired as I am, I still smile to remember her.

      In the next instant I practically throw myself into bed, and I’m asleep before my head even lands on the nice, comfy, goose-down pillows.

      And just a few minutes later, I’m awake again.

      A shaking rocks me out of the dream I was having where men in three-piece suits were serving me banana splits on a sun-drenched beach.  I throw out my arms on instinct as my bed shakes and the room rattles, trying to stabilize myself against…what?  I have no idea what’s going on.

      My flailing about only manages to get me tangled up tight in the sheets, which makes me panic even more.  I find myself wrapped up tight like a butterfly in a cocoon, trying to break free.  Darn these five-hundred-count sheets!

      When the shaking stops, I take a breath, and then another, waiting for my heart to calm down.  Oh, snap.  What was that?

      Now that I can think straight, I realize whatever that shake up was didn’t last that long.  Here and gone again.  It only seemed longer because I was so scared.  It must’ve shaken the whole entire Inn, too, right down to its foundations.  I’m on the top floor and if I felt it all the way up here, it must’ve been something serious.  An earthquake?  This part of Tassie isn’t known for its seismic activity but it’s not like we never get a good Earth shimmy here.  So much for a good night’s sleep.

      Only…now that I’m not in fight-or-flight mode I can see that there’s sunlight slipping in through my window.  I might still be exhausted but it looks like I actually did get a full night’s sleep.  It’s morning already!  The alarm on the bedside table is due to go off in another few minutes.  Not that it needs to anymore.  I’m awake.  Too right, I am!

      But what woke me up?

      While I’m still puzzling on that, an invisible hand tugs back the blankets, freeing my legs at last.  I shiver when the cooler air brushes my bare feet.  I wear sweatpants and a cotton sleep top most nights when James isn’t here to lend me his body heat.  Might have to go ahead and add socks to my pajamas, if ghosts are going to start helping me out of bed.

      There’s very few of the ghosts here at the Inn that I allow in my rooms.  Don’t even need one hand to count them all but mostly, it’s just Jess.  Now here she stands, at the edge of my bed, holding back my blankets.

      Jess was the one who gave me the unicorn necklace.  I may have already mentioned how much she means to me.

      She was one of my very best friends, and now she’s a ghost.  She died here when she came to visit some years ago and, just like with Lachlan, her murder was solved but she’s still around.  Other than getting to hang out with me, I don’t know why she stays.  There are days when I wonder why anybody would want to stick around on Earth, when they could be headed off to their eternal reward instead.

      Considering the rumbling that just shook me awake, I reckon this is gonna be one of those days.

      Her ghost is gesturing at me frantically with both arms, telling me to get up, get up now, and flapping her hand at the door to emphasize her point.  Her pretty face is creased with worry.  Her periwinkle eyes, translucent and spectral, are flashing brightly.  It’s spooky to see, and it has me up on my bare feet in an instant.

      “Jess, what is it?” I ask her.  “What are you on about?  So we’ve had an earthquake.  You’re a ghost.  It’s not like you can get hurt again!”

      She frowns at me like that was a daft thing to say, and plants a fist against her hip.  Then she thrusts her other hand out toward the door, jabbing her finger in that direction, stomping her foot down hard—even though she’s floating inches above the floor.

      “All right, all right,” I tell her, giving in.  I’m already in a state and now her anxiety is only making it worse.  “I’m up, I’m up.  You lead the way.  Just let me get dressed…where’re my pants?”

      But that idea doesn’t sit well with her at all.  She’s waving her arms like crazy, floating toward the door, and then back to me, flitting back and forth like a hummingbird in a tornado.

      Well, that can’t be good.  Now I’ve gone from a state of panic to being truly scared.  Jess was always a laid-back kind of gal, and she doesn’t get worried easily.  If she’s this upset then whatever just happened must be something really, really bad.

      No time for changing clothes so I pull on my slippers as I stumble toward the door, pulling it open and then closed again in one single motion.  Jess leads me down the hall and to the stairs at the other end that take me down a level.  A few of our guests have their heads stuck out of the doors to their rooms, and they all hurl questions at me as I race by, hoping for some solid answers.  I tell them what I can, which isn’t much.  Or anything at all, really.  I need answers, too!

      Down the stairs to the floor below mine, all the way across the hall and then down the stairs heading for the first floor, too.  Jess isn’t stopping.  What on Earth is going on?

      The stairs open up on the first floor, right into the front room of the Inn where the registration counter stands near the back wall and our decorations greet guests with a homey feel.  Photos line the walls showing people and places of interest in Tasmania and Australia in general.  There’s black-and-white historical photos too, of how things used to look here at the Inn and in the town of Lakeshore.  The large painting of good ol’ Lieutenant Governor David Collins of the First Fleet hangs in its place of honor in the center of them all.  I’ve asked George our handyman to find another place for it, rather than have David staring down disapprovingly at us all like that, but George just keeps putting it back out here.  I figure it’s not worth arguing over, considering all George does for us.

      My eyes go automatically to the big fireplace, but it’s clean and empty in the middle of a Tassie summer—which is when days are warmest for us.  The front doors are closed.  Whatever trouble Jess is trying to lead me to, it’s not here.  The whole place is quiet.

      Too quiet.

      And…smelly.

      Like smoke.  Like something’s burning.

      What on Earth…?

      Jess leans in close, right in front of my eyes where I can’t ignore her.  She taps a finger against her nose, and then she disappears.

      I take the hint, and sniff the air more deeply.  My nose follows the acrid scent of smoke and grease and something worse, and turns me toward the dining room.  It’s still early in the morning, before breakfast, so none of the guests are down here looking to tuck into a meal, thankfully.

      The wait staff and kitchen workers are in early though, here to prep for the upcoming meal…only, they aren’t doing any prep.  They’re standing in a huddle around the nearest tables, as far away from the kitchen doors as they can get.

      Makes sense, considering that’s where the smoke is coming from.  Was that all it was?  Just a kitchen mishap?  Makes me wonder what Jess was hopping about.  This isn’t the first time a dish got burned up in our kitchen.  Not the second time, either.  Not even the hundredth time, for that matter.

      “What in the world happened?” I ask the group of them, my voice pitched high and tight with my mounting concern.

      Although, I don’t know why I can’t shake my anxiety.  Now that I know what made the building shake, I should be relaxing.  Although, I can’t see why Jess would shake me out of bed just for a burnt sweetcorn fritter…

      I suddenly realize my six employees haven’t answered me.  They’re just standing there watching me, as if I’m more interesting than whatever’s going on in the kitchen.  It takes me a minute, but then my cheeks pink up as I remember I’m standing here in trackies and slippers.  Not exactly professional of the boss.

      “What?” I ask them, trying to make my voice not sound embarrassed.  “You’ve never seen a woman in her pajamas before?”

      “I’ve seen women in pj’s before, boss,” Alex Riddell says with a lopsided grin.  “But this is you.”

      I put my hands on my hips and put a little tease into my voice.  “Are you saying I’m not a woman?”

      Alex, a one-hundred-and-ninety centimeter tall bodybuilder who works the weekends here as a waiter, wisely takes a step back and shows me his palms.  He might have a rack of weightlifting trophies on his wall at home, but he knows better than to get on my bad side!

      “No, boss,” he laughs.  “Not saying that at all, boss.”

      I smile at my little victory.  “Too right, you’re not.”

      We’re just clowning each other, of course.  My crew are close as family, which I guess makes me their mother, in a way.  I’m more than twice his age, and I’ve got more than a few
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