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      Meg pushed her hair out of her face while she examined the notes about office expenses. They were down overall. The lighting costs had been cut in half by the environmental light bulbs. She was paying less for the large office than she had been for her smaller space. It seemed like working with Rain might actually be a good deal.

      Meg sighed. Rain McFarland wasn’t someone Meg wanted to work with for a variety of reasons, not the least of which was that the other woman was more well-liked than she ought to be after such a short time in the small town. Everyone liked her. However, the deal Rain gave Meg on rent, in return for joining her business to Meg’s, was really too good to pass up. Mostly Meg chafed at having to be in the same office, but looking at the expenses, and the fact that Rain was out of town, let her appreciate the deal a little more.

      “I have a call,” RaeLynn called from the front.

      Meg pressed the button on her phone to pick up. It was something she and RaeLynn were still getting used to. In the old office, tiny as it was, RaeLynn just called out to let her know she had a call. This office was much too large for that to work. However, neither woman had gotten used to the intercom. Old habits, Meg thought. Or was that old dogs or something, not that she and RaeLynn were old or anything.

      “This is Meg.” Meg’s usual greeting was out before she even considered whether she should say anything more. RaeLynn took care of the rest of the greeting. As she spoke, Meg heard the low hum of the heater switching on. Her office was well insulated with a large picture window that faced a view of trees and parts of the town. Everything was plush and comfortable in a way that made Meg faintly uncomfortable.

      “I’m Jack Kelso. I noticed that you have a new business in town and I specialize in marketing small businesses.”

      “I’m not really the marketing partner,” Meg responded, slightly annoyed that RaeLynn had passed the call back to her.

      “We’re so much more than just marketers. I’d like to invite you to a meeting with a group of small business owners over in the Rec Center and see how we can all help each other. It can be a big help for a new business.”

      Meg was conflicted. Rain might want to go. She was great at networking. Her side of the business was new. Meg, however, had been a private investigator for some time. She didn’t need a marketing meeting. She got plenty of clients through word of mouth. Kyle was working with Joe Running about updating the website. The attorneys in town knew her and she got regular business that way too. From time to time, something unusual might happen in Whisper and the city would contract with her for her investigative services and the writing of a report that made things seem a little more normal.

      “You know, you might want to talk to my office partner, Rain McFarland. She’s not in the office today but I can leave her a message to get back to you.” Meg decided that was the best answer she could give.

      “That’s too bad,” Jack said. “We’re having a meeting tonight and we’d love to have a private investigator there. Not many referral groups have their own PI and it sounds kind of sexy. We’d like to know what you do.”

      “Well maybe at your next meeting,” Meg said.

      “Yeah, maybe.” The man sounded sad, as if he wasn’t sure there would be a next meeting. Meg was tempted to give in but she didn’t really want to drive down to the Rec Center at night to meet with a bunch of people who all owned small businesses, who may or may not use her services anyway.

      “Thanks for your time,” the man said hanging up.

      Meg put the phone in the cradle before standing up. She stretched as she did so, arms raised over her head as she moved slightly to the right and then to the left working out the kinks. The sky from her south facing window was filled with gray clouds that made it look cooler outside than it was. She sighed. She smelled the new carpet smell and the scent of the new wood furniture. Her office had only been set up for a few weeks.

      Meg padded softly down the hall to the reception area. “Why didn’t you just take a message for Rain?” Meg asked.

      “He asked for a PI,” RaeLynn said, looking a little puzzled.

      “He said he wanted me to go to a marketing meeting.”

      “Not what he told me. He said he had work for a PI and he needed someone tonight.”

      Meg shrugged. “He said he wanted someone to come to some marketing meeting for new business owners.”

      “And you said no.” RaeLynn clearly knew her boss. There were papers strewn across her desk and some boxes full of stuff that hadn’t yet been put away. Meg knew a few things were waiting on holders and creative de-clutter organizers before they’d be put away in the store room. Naturally some papers and files would be left up front but that was a decision for RaeLynn.

      The elevator door sounded with the ding. Meg considered whether they ought to ask her father to turn that down, or if it was possible to have the elevator people to do it. It sounded loud in the largely empty office. The office was emptier without Rain, who wasn’t in town. She was down in Portland for an overnight, networking and conferring with security people at some sort of conference she had learned about. RaeLynn was taking care of her cat, Zari A.

      Zari was lying stretched out on the desk watching Meg through half closed eyes.  She flicked an ear when Meg put her hand on the counter.

      “Maybe I should call him back?” Meg wondered out loud.

      “If you want to go,” RaeLynn said.

      “Well I’m not sure, but now I’m intrigued.”

      “And just think, if Rain were here, you never would have talked to him.” RaeLynn pushed a button on the phone and wrote down the number. “Hopefully this will get you through. You probably didn’t get a name did you?”

      “Jack Kelso,” Meg said proudly. “Remember, I did my own reception work before we hired you.”

      RaeLynn gave her a big smile but didn’t say anything. She reached down and rubbed Zari’s head. Zari closed her eyes, still watching Meg.

      Meg sighed, picking up some mail that was on the counter.

      “All Rain’s,” RaeLynn said as Meg shuffled through the information. There were two more bills, an advertising flyer, and some place claiming to get their website into the number one search spot. They were all for Barringer and Associates but Rain was doing most of the administrative tasks. Before Meg and Rain had become partners, RaeLynn would do a lot of the work, passing things on to Meg for approval. Even though Rain was in charge of that part of the business, Meg still did her best to look over everything.

      “It’s hard to get used to,” Meg said putting the mail down. She didn’t need to see everything. She got a spread sheet with profit and loss at the end of each month. Rain was very organized about that. She had even impressed RaeLynn. Meg started back down the hall with the paper on which RaeLynn had written the phone number

      “Control issues.” Meg heard RaeLynn mutter.

      Meg pretended not to hear, passing the large corner office that was Rain’s. She resented the place of prominence in what she thought of as her business, but at the same time, Rain did own the building and she was giving them essentially free rent for the space so a corner office was a little thing. The other woman also had a good idea for a security contracting business which would also feed new clients to Meg. She already had three new businesses using her services to check out employee background and verify references. They weren’t large contracts but it was the sort of thing that RaeLynn or Meg could do in a few minutes and paid well. It could also lead to larger cases.

      Back in her office, Meg picked up her phone to call Jack Kelso. He picked up on the third ring.

      “Jack Kelso.” The voice was more assured than the man on the phone earlier, but Meg recognized the sound of his voice.

      “This is Meg Barringer of Barringer and Associates. We spoke a few minutes ago about the networking meeting,” Meg said.

      “Yeah.” There was the slight shout of the word suggesting surprise particularly when it was followed by a pause. “Can you make it?”

      “I can come. My receptionist said you needed a private investigator. What’s going on?”

      “It’s a little hard to explain and I think it might be best if you came to the meeting,” Jack said.

      “I can come but I’d love a little more information. If you tell me a little now, I can get started researching what I need to know so I can look at whatever is happening more closely.”

      “It’s hard to explain,” Jack hedged.

      “Try me,” Meg said. She had, after all, investigated a haunted house once. And she’d nearly been killed by an earth spirit. She was used to rather unusual cases.

      “I think one of our members is possessed.”

      “Like in demonic possession?” Meg asked.

      “Exactly,” Jack said.

      “Why do you think that?” Meg wondered what the signs of possession were. Too bad her investigative partner Kyle wasn’t around. He was doing some computer fact checking at his Uncle’s law office and Meg was getting paid quite well for him to do it. Kyle loved the unusual cases and Meg thought he’d enjoy talking about the whole possession thing. He might even know the signs of possession.

      “He’s not himself,” Jack said slowly. “I mean really not himself.”

      “Can you be more specific?” Meg asked.

      “He’s wearing dresses. Long flowing Edwardian dresses.”

      Meg tried not to laugh. “And you know for a fact he’s not transgendered?” She hoped that was the right terminology. Later she’d ask her sister who was much more into the politically correct names for certain communities.

      “He’s not,” Jack said. “I mean he might be but he’s never said.”

      “Have you asked?”

      “I haven’t asked. How do you ask a man why he’s wearing an Edwardian gown to a business meeting?”

      “Maybe it’s a stunt,” Meg suggested, wondering why on earth she was being called in about this. It wasn’t an investigation, it was a witch hunt, or maybe a demon hunt.

      “Look. His name is William Childs and he’s a restaurant owner here. He runs the Passionate Steer.”

      Meg tried not to laugh. She had often laughed at the name when she went by it with her friends or with her sister. It wasn’t that the food wasn’t good. It was. They specialized in grass fed beef and pork dishes and some game. The food was very well done and quite spendy. It was the place to go in Whisper if you wanted to eat at a nice place that wasn’t the Old Whisper Inn.  The name may have left much to be desired but the food and atmosphere didn’t.

      It also had all the trappings of an uptight trendy sort of place that wanted to be in Seattle rather than out in Whisper. By Seattle standards, Whisper was pretty much the middle of nowhere. The idea of the owner dressing in Edwardian outfits seemed a bit out of the ordinary.

      “And what is it exactly that you want me to do?” Meg asked.

      “He keeps talking about an old murder, almost as if he were the one murdered. It sounds like it happened about a hundred years ago. I think he wants someone to solve it or something.”

      “And you think I can do that?” Meg said. She decided to leave the comment ‘or something’ alone. After all, it wasn’t very likely that the killer was still alive, so she didn’t imagine she’d be asked to take out the killer.

      “Can’t you?” Jack asked.

      “I can try but that’s a long time ago,” Meg said. “It can be hard enough to solve a cold case that’s two years old. One that’s ten is even harder. I’m not at all certain about one that’s, what, a hundred years old? Or more?”

      “Well come and talk to him at least,” Jack said.

      Meg sighed. They talked about details of the meeting. Meg set down the phone when they had finished and she stood up and stretched. This wasn’t exactly her cup of tea.

      “RaeLynn,” she called even before leaving her office.

      RaeLynn looked up from her computer.

      “Can you look up any murders for this area that happened about a hundred years ago, give
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