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      Dan Retsler ripped the packing tape from the tape gun and tossed the thing aside. Useless. Completely useless. He was better off using fingers and teeth to put tape on his boxes. The tape gun jammed and twisted every time he tried to use it.

      He sealed the box on his desk, got his finger wrapped in tape, and finally reached across the box to grab the scissors. He managed to cut himself free, then he cursed and tossed the tape in the same direction as the tape gun.

      Outside his office, in the front reception area, Lucy swiveled her seat so that she could look at him through the glass window. The police station had once been a retail store and still looked like it. The only office had a large window so that the retail manager could keep an eye on the stock. The last thing Retsler, Whale Rock’s police chief for another three weeks, wanted was his staff laughing at his attempts to pack. He stepped over a pile of boxes, walked to the window, and pulled the blinds closed.

      Then he sank onto the pile, hearing the cardboard groan beneath his weight. He hated packing almost as much as he hated moving. But he had been excited about the new job and still was, despite the pain-in-the-ass transition.

      He was going to be police chief in a Montana town not much bigger than Whale Rock. Only his new police station had a view of the Bitterroot Mountains, not Highway 101, and the police logs were filled with nothing more severe than shoplifting. It would be a relief to go to a place where the dispatcher hadn’t known him since he was in diapers, where the only people who came to town were the occasional hunter instead of hordes of tourists determined to see the Pacific Ocean, and where there were no supernatural occurrences.

      Retsler sighed and scanned his office. Maybe he didn’t need all this junk. Maybe he’d just leave it for his successor. Jaclyn Tadero was an extremely capable woman who had been hired over his protests. The female city council members had accused him of sexism, but he hadn’t opposed Tadero because she was a woman.

      He had opposed her because she had never lived in a small town. She had never worked on a small force. She didn’t understand the politics or the dynamics, and no matter what the city council said, it was politics and dynamics that made this job work, not experience with high-powered murder investigations.

      Outside, the dispatch rang and Lucy answered. He could hear her voice but not what she was saying. Still he strained to catch a word or two. Old habits die hard.

      When the murmur of her voice stopped, he stood. He didn’t want Lucy to catch him moping. He walked over to the corner to pick up the tape gun. He was trying to shove the tape roll back on it as Lucy pushed open his door.

      She had looked the same since he was a little boy, her curly gray hair worn in a short cap over her grandmotherly face. Despite her all-American cuteness, she was ex-military and tough, with a voice so deep that it growled.

      “Where’s Jaclyn?” she asked.

      Retsler shrugged. “Eddie was going to take her to the outlying areas, but that was hours ago. I have no idea where they are now. Why?”

      “We just got a call. We got a dead body at the lighthouse.”

      Retsler set down his tape gun. “I’ll take it.”

      “She needs to go.”

      He glared at Lucy. “I still have three weeks on the payroll. No matter what anyone says, I haven’t lost my abilities to do the job.”

      “I wasn’t questioning your abilities. You just need to take her with you.”

      This was why he had to leave. Technically Lucy worked for him, but it never turned out that way. She still had an adult’s authority over him, as if he were a child instead a middle-aged man.

      “Why do I need to take her along?” Retsler asked.

      “Because she has to learn this part of her job now.”

      “What part?” he asked.

      Lucy raised her eyebrows. “You don’t know?”

      “Obviously not,” he said, straining to keep his frustration under control.

      “Whale Cove Lighthouse is haunted.”
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      The first winter storm of the season was blowing in. Retsler’s car was old and heavy, but not up to the gale force winds cutting across the highway. Rain came down in horizontal sheets and his windshield wipers, set on high, barely cleared the water enough for him to see. It was midday but the sky was black.

      He hadn’t seen a storm like this since the Dee flooded eleven months ago. He had hoped to be gone before the storm season hit, but he had promised to stay and train Tadero, and she hadn’t been able to leave the Chicago force until the middle of November. She had driven across the country alone and arrived here on Thanksgiving.

      The car slid sideways on the road, and he twisted the wheel to return to his lane. He slowed down. He hadn’t been paying enough attention. There was at least three inches of water on the road. At the speed he’d been going, he was probably hydroplaning.

      He wondered what Tadero thought of the storm. She had said nothing could be worse than a Chicago cold snap, but she’d never experienced a winter on the Oregon Coast. Winters here usually drove people back to where they had come from, vowing they would never return.

      The road dipped. Waves crested over the guardrail, covering his windshield with spray. He slowed down even more. With the spray, the darkness, and the driving rain, he couldn’t even see the headland, jutting out into the Pacific. Usually, Evergreen Cliff was the most prominent feature of this part of the coast, and the old lighthouse on top of it looked like a beacon, even though its beacon had been dark for nearly half a century.

      On a day like this, the light would actually be a blessing.

      With some difficulty—surprising considering he’d grown up here—he found the road that led to the lighthouse. The road had been rebuilt during the summer so that the construction crews would have no trouble getting their heavy vehicles onto Evergreen Cliff.

      The lighthouse, which was on the National Register of Historic Places, was being put back into service. After the dedication ceremony on December 15th, its light would once again steer ships safely into Whale Rock’s harbor.

      Apparently it had taken a lot of internal work to get the lighthouse functioning again. And the work wasn’t done yet. There was some talk among council members that the light wouldn’t be ready for the ceremony, which was only two short weeks away.

      Lighthouse Road was even more treacherous than the highway had been. The new asphalt was black and almost impossible to see. He hugged the cliffside as he drove, trying to stay as far away from the guardrail on his left as possible.

      It was with great relief that he finally reached the Visitor’s Center on the south side of the hill. But the Center was dark and obviously empty. A van was parked behind the dumpster, obviously in employee parking. A decrepit one-ton pickup, covered with rust and missing its back fender, was parked haphazardly near the path.

      Apparently, the coroner, Hamilton Denne, had already arrived.

      Retsler pulled up next to the pickup and got out of his car, yanking his dark green rain slicker hood over his head. The rain pelted him, big thick drops made lethal by the wind. His slicker flapped around him and his face was raw within seconds.

      He glanced at the path, which wound around the mountainside, and shook his head slightly. He knew the state had paved the path and put a stone railing along the side, but it still didn’t look safe, especially in this weather. But he couldn’t turn back now, not after snapping at Lucy and telling her he could still do his job.

      The asphalt path looked like wet tar. He stepped on it, clutching the railing attached to the stone side, his hand slipping on the cold metal surface. The wind howled around him, and the surf exploded against the rocks below. The path shook beneath him.

      The first storm of the season and he had to be on a headland, heading toward the lighthouse. He’d rather be walking through a Montana blizzard right now than be this close to the sea.

      Over the whistle of the wind, he thought he heard a voice and a car door. He turned, saw Eddie’s police car parked near his and dark shapes at the head of the path. An arm waved at him, probably asking him to wait, but he turned away.

      Jaclyn Tadero could learn her business the same way he learned his—through experience. He wasn’t going to coddle her. He didn’t want her to get used to him. He was leaving no matter how she felt about storms or the Oregon Coast or haunted lighthouses.

      Damn that Lucy, putting that idea in his head.

      He rounded the corner and saw the lighthouse ahead. It was an old building—one of the oldest on the Central Coast. It had been a working lighthouse until the 1920s, when the state finally shut it down. They’d let it rot for years, then the feds declared it an historical site and someone got the bright idea of making the lighthouse a working lighthouse once again.

      He made his way up the stone steps to the lighthouse proper, noting a newly built ramp on the side. As if someone in a wheelchair was going to come to this desolate place. But regulations were regulations were regulations and the Lighthouse Board had been assiduous in following them.

      He ran the last few steps to the main door, and pushed it open, resisting the urge to shake himself off like a dog. Water dripping off his slicker might destroy the potential crime scene. He pulled off the slicker and set it near Denne’s, on a metal chair near the door. Denne’s shoes were also there—loafers, their shine still evident despite the mud and water beading on the leather surface.

      Retsler removed his own shoes, a battered pair of tennies, and set them beside Denne’s. Then Retsler wiped his hands on his thighs and headed inside.

      The base of the lighthouse was wide. Windows facing the sea let in some light, although not enough on a gray day like this one. The entry had flyers and brochures, as well as the standard tourist information. Two tables and a chair were pushed off to the side, as well as a small booth with a phone and emergency equipment.

      Farther inside were the stairs, reinforced metal now, but curving like they had been in the original plans, disappearing toward the lighthouse’s narrow top.

      Voices echoed down them, speaking softly, the words indistinguishable thanks to the overlap of the echo. It almost sounded as if dozens of people were whispering all at once.

      A shiver ran down Retsler’s back and he concentrated on the one voice he recognized—Denne’s. Retsler went to the base of the stairs and looked up. They curved all the way to the top, but the state had built several landings so that the tourists who visited this place could rest. The light was at the very top on a level all its own. He couldn’t see that, only the white painted metal protecting it.

      An arm hung off one of the landings. Shadows indicated Denne’s presence and possibly that of one other person.

      Then the door blew open and a woman stepped in. Jaclyn Tadero, slight, muscular, her hair plastered to her face. Her raincoat was soaked through, as were her jeans and tennis shoes. Her dark eyes met his, daring him to comment.

      He looked away.

      Eddie staggered in, his rain slicker almost an obscene yellow. He had to push hard to get the door to close, and when it did, he leaned against it.

      “Why can’t people die on sunny days?” he said.

      Tadero glared at him, but Retsler nodded. The levity was necessary, especially given the tension inherent in the situation.

      “Where’s the body?” Her voice was a rich soprano. It would have been beautiful if it weren’t for her accent. Hers was a thick Chicago accent, a mixture of Norwegian consonants and Polish vowels, flat and almost nasal.

      It grated on Retsler as much as her glare had.

      “Don’t know,” he said, working at nonchalance. “Just got here myself.”

      She started forward and he held out a hand to stop her.

      “You’ll drip on the crime scene.”

      She cursed and stopped moving. “What do you suggest?  I’m soaked.”

      “Give me a minute,” he said. “Let’s see how far down the scene extends.”

      “I thought your crime scene unit was already here. They probably have everything they need.”

      “The crime scene unit,” he said as patiently as he could, “is composed of you, me, Eddie, and the coroner who is upstairs now. We don’t have enough people on the force to do all that fancy work.”

      He had explained that to her during her interview and he had thought she understood. But apparently she hadn’t.

      “I thought we had use of the state’s criminologists.”

      “We do,” he said, “if we request them in time. We have no idea what we’re facing here, so I haven’t requested anyone. Have you?”

      That last was more sarcastic than he wanted it to be. She frowned at him and turned away, wiping at her face with the back of her hand. Eddie was pulling off his rain slicker. He was dry underneath.

      Retsler didn’t wait for them. He mounted the metal stairs, examining each one before he put his foot down, so that he didn’t contaminate more than necessary.

      “I hope to God that’s you, Dan.” Denne’s voice, stronger this time, floated down to him.

      “It’s me,” Retsler said. “Have you done the stairs?”

      “No,” Denne said. “I just got here a few minutes ago.”

      Retsler sighed softly and continued to curve up the circular staircase. As he got closer to Denne’s voice, he saw more of the arm, pale and limp, hanging over the edge as if it were reaching for something below.

      “You alone?” Retsler asked.
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