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About This Book


Romantic Comedy Ghost Novella

On the first day of Ninna’s new employment at a local animal shelter, she’s thinking only that she desperately needs this job. That one of the dogs might talk to her is the farthest thing from her mind. Is the basset hound, Mosey, a fat old smart aleck or is Ninna going nuts?

It’s not as if she doesn’t have plenty of other things to worry about—such as the fact that a rash of break-ins have happened in the neighborhood, plus she feels as if she’s being watched all the time. The only bright spot seems to be the gorgeous male veterinarian who happens to live in the big mansion across the street from her tiny house—and his home is big enough to hold quite a few animals, including the impudent motor-mouth Mosey.

Ninna jumps at the chance to dog-sit for her cute neighbor and coworker, insisting it’s all part of her weekend trial as a pet owner. If she gains romantic points with the vet in the process, more the better. Mosey looks forward to getting to know Ninna better. For the stalker tracking Ninna’s every movement, her weekend getaway spells nefarious opportunity…

Sign up to be notified of all Dale’s releases here!


Dedication


This book is dedicated to my mother. It’s the perfect story forher.


Prologue
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Wind whistled through the open door of the garage. Moonlight danced across the broken lock. Troy loved it when people took off for holidays and left their houses wide open and inviting—like this. Sure, a lock had been on the door, if that’s what you’d call it. He hadn’t even needed to tinker; his crowbar popped it in seconds.

The owners had been gone exactly three days. Idiots. They’d forgotten to stop the newspaper. He’d be in and out in no time. If they had some good stuff, he’d come back a second time.

Great neighborhood. Rural and small. It worked for him. He’d been working this ten-block square for two months now. The next couple blocks were a gold mine of opportunity. Easy pickings.

Hadn’t these people heard of alarm systems? Not that he couldn’t deal with those too. But tonight’s job was a joke. No dog, no alarm, no locks worth a crap. In and out and then on to the next one.

Hard times had struck the small town. Not only were the regular owners of this house absent but many deserted houses were all around it. People who couldn’t make their payments, who couldn’t sell their houses, had walked into the bank and had handed over the keys. Only the bank couldn’t get their money back because they couldn’t sell the places either. No one came out ahead on those deals—except Troy. He did some demo work and stripped out what he could. Always a market for scrap.

Tonight, though, he was looking for the good stuff. The easy-money stuff. Cash, collectibles, electronics, jewelry,… anything and everything he could carry out and could sell fast.

The neighbors had a dog. Yet it didn’t seem to give a damn. If he crossed into its yard, then maybe.… As it was, Troy had enough to keep busy for tonight and maybe tomorrow night, without going close to the indifferent dog.

A tiny one-bedroom bungalow was in the next block. The cutie lived there. Troy didn’t know her name, but he’d caught sight of her one night, while casing the houses beside hers.

Small and slim, not skinny,… she curved where women were meant to curve. She also lived alone. Something he couldn’t forget. He was no lowlife Peeping Tom, but this girl? Well,… she’d caught his attention something fierce.

Maybe he’d swing by for a quick look to see if she was home. Who knows? He might get lucky.


Chapter 1
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The Lost for Options Animal Center reminded her of a beehive. People and dogs swarmed toward the sprawling building at the front, while another group appeared to be overtaking the neighboring field.

Ninna Bradford pressed a hand to her temple, wishing the pounding would go away. She could handle crowds, just not stampedes. Animals were everywhere. The place had been calm when she’d been interviewed several weeks ago.

She grew up without pets and didn’t even have friends with dogs. She had nothing against them. She liked them well enough. She just had no experience with them. Zip, zilch, nada. Not that she’d told her interviewer that. She could do the job, which was clerical. And this was the only company in six months to offer her a position.

She closed her eyes and stood on the walkway for a few seconds, nervous to go farther. Breathe. Her yoga instructor’s voice whispered through her mind. Remember to breathe, Ninna. Take a deep breath.… Now release. Good.

Good, my ass. Fat ass too. Damn her stupid self to hell for that second muffin this morning. She shouldn’t have eaten anything on the first day of her new job. Of course a bad case of nerves was the reason she’d given in. And she’d had another bad night before that. With the rash of neighborhood break-ins lately, it was hard to relax enough to sleep. She couldn’t shake the feeling of being watched. Then again, any excuse for a banana-chocolate-chip muffin worked for her.

“Hey, are you all right?”

Spinning around, Ninna smiled sheepishly at the tall redheaded male moving steadily toward her. He was dressed in black jeans and a gray knit shirt that fit his lean frame perfectly. She had trouble focusing on anything but him.

Why was it some men caused no reaction when they walked by, and then some other guys just made her eyes pop open and her mind turn to mush? Pulling herself together, she said, “Yes, I’m fine. Sorry. I didn’t mean to stand in the way.”

“No problem.” He gazed at her curiously. “You looked lost, that’s all.”

She was, but that wasn’t something to share with a stranger, regardless of his stunning green eyes and thick black lashes. Damn, he must be Irish. Stumbling over her words slightly, she explained, “I’m starting a new job here this morning, so I’m dragging my heels a little.”

The look in his eye sharpened, then warmed with male appreciation. “Ninna, right?”

She widened her gaze, barely holding back a flush at his blatant appraising look. “Uhm, yes. Do you work here too?”

He grinned, his face lighting up and his eyes sparkling. “I’m Stuart MacIntosh, the resident vet and animal health instructor for the center. You’ll see me coming and going at all hours. Come on. I’ll show you around.”

“Oh, wow, thank you.” Without really understanding how, she found herself walking up the last couple steps to the center’s front door. She shot a glance around her, but the vet opened the door and nudged her through.

“There. That wasn’t so bad, was it?” She blinked owlishly, and something in her expression made him laugh. “You’ll be fine. Everyone here is very nice.”

“Sure they are,” she muttered. They would be, unless they found out about her weirdness. But that was all better now. At least she hoped so. She would never have tried for this job otherwise. Still, applying for a job was a whole different issue than actually starting a new job. How many other people had grown up without being around animals? Any animal. Ever. How would the animals react to her? Would they sense her inexperience?

“Come this way. Trina is here already, and Stacey, my sister, will most likely be in the back. She usually opens the center and gets people organized. Even so, it’s chaos this morning, isn’t it?”

Ninna barely heard what he said, overwhelmed by all the people here with their dogs. “I can’t imagine that this many people own dogs. Bentley is a small town. Does everyone come here at the same time?”

The waiting area was full. An ordinary day or not, it was standing room only for both dogs and handlers. This center served as a vet clinic, shelter for lost animals, and an dog obedience training facility. And those were just the services Ninna knew about. The room they’d entered also looked as if it was intended as a community center, with a coffee corner,… even tables and chairs for lounging. And was that a water fountain close to the floor?

Willing to follow his lead, yet still a bit bewildered, she followed the vet forward, until they’d reached a large group, who were talking… or barking.

Good thing she liked animals. At least she hoped she’d like them—if she had a chance to get to know any.

Damn good thing actually.

“What?” she asked Stuart, placing a tentative hand on his arm to get his attention. “Sorry. I missed what you just said.”

“I didn’t say anything.” He motioned to the crowd. “It’s hard to hear anything right now. Let’s get up to the counter.”

“Oh, sorry.” Confused, Ninna looked around at the people beside her, seeing if one of them had spoken to her. No one even looked in her direction.

Following Stuart deeper into the crowd, she came out the other side at a large counter. It was tight, but she managed to squeeze up beside him. The female staff helped customers sign in their dogs for obedience classes. The other half of the crowd appeared to be here for the clinic side of the center.

Stuart caught the first woman’s eye. “Hey, Trina. This is our newest employee. She’s a little lost.”

Dead silence.

Ninna gulped, as dozens of faces turned toward her. Putting on a brave smile, she lifted her hand in a small finger wave. “Uhm, hi.”

The noise resumed but at a lower level, as people returned to their own conversations. A cheerful-looking blonde, who Ninna thought was Trina, leaned forward and grinned. “Hey, welcome to the zoo!” Trina’s grin was wide and authentic, and Ninna couldn’t help but smile back.

“That’s definitely my first impression of the place.” She laughed. “Where do you want me?”

“I’d say back here. I have some paperwork for you to fill out, but things are a bit nuts right now. Grab a coffee, find a chair, sit down, and let me work through this crowd. It will ease up in…” She glanced over at the clock. “In about ten minutes when class starts.”

With that, Trina turned to someone else and answered a question for him.

Dismissed, and with Stuart disappearing down a hallway, Ninna squeezed away from the crowd. She decided against the coffee and managed to find a comfortable chair by the fireplace. Summertime in the Pacific Northwest was hot, wet, or hot plus wet. Either way, she was glad the fireplace wasn’t on. Now in wintertime, that might be a nice touch. Settled and out of the way, she finally breathed easy.

I wouldn’t get too comfortable, if I were you.

Frowning, she looked around, sure someone had spoken to her. Only no one was close enough. And that was just wrong—not to mention scary. This certainly wasn’t the time for her old problem to reappear.

You don’t listen very well, do you?

“I would if there was anyone to listen to,” she muttered. No one was speaking to her, at least no one within ten feet. That meant only one thing, and she was reluctant to admit it. She was hearing voices again. So not what she needed. Trying to keep her words at a whisper, she couldn’t resist snapping back at her disembodied speaker, “What is your problem? Go away.”

Me? I don’t have a problem. You’re the one who’s too stuck up to talk to me.

The voice was clear and full of attitude. The person should be in her field of vision. Somewhere.

I’m right here.

She shuddered. She couldn’t see anyone talking to her. She tugged the neck of her soft blue cotton shirt away from her throat, as her panic settled in.

Ease up, will you? You’ll figure it out—eventually. Harrumph.

Even as she listened to the voice in her head, she searched the large room. No one was near her. No one was speaking to her. Her glance bounced off a nervous-looking dog, then upon a huge basset hound, who did a boneless slide down to the wood floor at the far side of the room. When his chest hit the floor, a heavy sigh gusted out of his mouth
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Apache License
                           Version 2.0, January 2004
                        http://www.apache.org/licenses/

   TERMS AND CONDITIONS FOR USE, REPRODUCTION, AND DISTRIBUTION

   1. Definitions.

      "License" shall mean the terms and conditions for use, reproduction,
      and distribution as defined by Sections 1 through 9 of this document.

      "Licensor" shall mean the copyright owner or entity authorized by
      the copyright owner that is granting the License.

      "Legal Entity" shall mean the union of the acting entity and all
      other entities that control, are controlled by, or are under common
      control with that entity. For the purposes of this definition,
      "control" means (i) the power, direct or indirect, to cause the
      direction or management of such entity, whether by contract or
      otherwise, or (ii) ownership of fifty percent (50%) or more of the
      outstanding shares, or (iii) beneficial ownership of such entity.

      "You" (or "Your") shall mean an individual or Legal Entity
      exercising permissions granted by this License.

      "Source" form shall mean the preferred form for making modifications,
      including but not limited to software source code, documentation
      source, and configuration files.

      "Object" form shall mean any form resulting from mechanical
      transformation or translation of a Source form, including but
      not limited to compiled object code, generated documentation,
      and conversions to other media types.

      "Work" shall mean the work of authorship, whether in Source or
      Object form, made available under the License, as indicated by a
      copyright notice that is included in or attached to the work
      (an example is provided in the Appendix below).

      "Derivative Works" shall mean any work, whether in Source or Object
      form, that is based on (or derived from) the Work and for which the
      editorial revisions, annotations, elaborations, or other modifications
      represent, as a whole, an original work of authorship. For the purposes
      of this License, Derivative Works shall not include works that remain
      separable from, or merely link (or bind by name) to the interfaces of,
      the Work and Derivative Works thereof.

      "Contribution" shall mean any work of authorship, including
      the original version of the Work and any modifications or additions
      to that Work or Derivative Works thereof, that is intentionally
      submitted to Licensor for inclusion in the Work by the copyright owner
      or by an individual or Legal Entity authorized to submit on behalf of
      the copyright owner. For the purposes of this definition, "submitted"
      means any form of electronic, verbal, or written communication sent
      to the Licensor or its representatives, including but not limited to
      communication on electronic mailing lists, source code control systems,
      and issue tracking systems that are managed by, or on behalf of, the
      Licensor for the purpose of discussing and improving the Work, but
      excluding communication that is conspicuously marked or otherwise
      designated in writing by the copyright owner as "Not a Contribution."

      "Contributor" shall mean Licensor and any individual or Legal Entity
      on behalf of whom a Contribution has been received by Licensor and
      subsequently incorporated within the Work.

   2. Grant of Copyright License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      copyright license to reproduce, prepare Derivative Works of,
      publicly display, publicly perform, sublicense, and distribute the
      Work and such Derivative Works in Source or Object form.

   3. Grant of Patent License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      (except as stated in this section) patent license to make, have made,
      use, offer to sell, sell, import, and otherwise transfer the Work,
      where such license applies only to those patent claims licensable
      by such Contributor that are necessarily infringed by their
      Contribution(s) alone or by combination of their Contribution(s)
      with the Work to which such Contribution(s) was submitted. If You
      institute patent litigation against any entity (including a
      cross-claim or counterclaim in a lawsuit) alleging that the Work
      or a Contribution incorporated within the Work constitutes direct
      or contributory patent infringement, then any patent licenses
      granted to You under this License for that Work shall terminate
      as of the date such litigation is filed.

   4. Redistribution. You may reproduce and distribute copies of the
      Work or Derivative Works thereof in any medium, with or without
      modifications, and in Source or Object form, provided that You
      meet the following conditions:

      (a) You must give any other recipients of the Work or
          Derivative Works a copy of this License; and

      (b) You must cause any modified files to carry prominent notices
          stating that You changed the files; and

      (c) You must retain, in the Source form of any Derivative Works
          that You distribute, all copyright, patent, trademark, and
          attribution notices from the Source form of the Work,
          excluding those notices that do not pertain to any part of
          the Derivative Works; and

      (d) If the Work includes a "NOTICE" text file as part of its
          distribution, then any Derivative Works that You distribute must
          include a readable copy of the attribution notices contained
          within such NOTICE file, excluding those notices that do not
          pertain to any part of the Derivative Works, in at least one
          of the following places: within a NOTICE text file distributed
          as part of the Derivative Works; within the Source form or
          documentation, if provided along with the Derivative Works; or,
          within a display generated by the Derivative Works, if and
          wherever such third-party notices normally appear. The contents
          of the NOTICE file are for informational purposes only and
          do not modify the License. You may add Your own attribution
          notices within Derivative Works that You distribute, alongside
          or as an addendum to the NOTICE text from the Work, provided
          that such additional attribution notices cannot be construed
          as modifying the License.

      You may add Your own copyright statement to Your modifications and
      may provide additional or different license terms and conditions
      for use, reproduction, or distribution of Your modifications, or
      for any such Derivative Works as a whole, provided Your use,
      reproduction, and distribution of the Work otherwise complies with
      the conditions stated in this License.

   5. Submission of Contributions. Unless You explicitly state otherwise,
      any Contribution intentionally submitted for inclusion in the Work
      by You to the Licensor shall be under the terms and conditions of
      this License, without any additional terms or conditions.
      Notwithstanding the above, nothing herein shall supersede or modify
      the terms of any separate license agreement you may have executed
      with Licensor regarding such Contributions.

   6. Trademarks. This License does not grant permission to use the trade
      names, trademarks, service marks, or product names of the Licensor,
      except as required for reasonable and customary use in describing the
      origin of the Work and reproducing the content of the NOTICE file.

   7. Disclaimer of Warranty. Unless required by applicable law or
      agreed to in writing, Licensor provides the Work (and each
      Contributor provides its Contributions) on an "AS IS" BASIS,
      WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or
      implied, including, without limitation, any warranties or conditions
      of TITLE, NON-INFRINGEMENT, MERCHANTABILITY, or FITNESS FOR A
      PARTICULAR PURPOSE. You are solely responsible for determining the
      appropriateness of using or redistributing the Work and assume any
      risks associated with Your exercise of permissions under this License.

   8. Limitation of Liability. In no event and under no legal theory,
      whether in tort (including negligence), contract, or otherwise,
      unless required by applicable law (such as deliberate and grossly
      negligent acts) or agreed to in writing, shall any Contributor be
      liable to You for damages, including any direct, indirect, special,
      incidental, or consequential damages of any character arising as a
      result of this License or out of the use or inability to use the
      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,
      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all
      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor
      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing
      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,
      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,
      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this
      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only
      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf
      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,
      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability
      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason
      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.

   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS

   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.

      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following
      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"
      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include
      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate
      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a
      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the
      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier
      identification within third-party archives.

   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]

   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");
   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.
   You may obtain a copy of the License at

       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0

   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software
   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,
   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.
   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and
   limitations under the License.
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