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      The knock on the door startled Meg. Peter, already stood and looked towards the entrance. The door opened, as if whoever was out there had a key—or perhaps Peter, an earth spirit, had made sure they could access the house. Normally, Meg knew that he’d have walked over to the door and opened it, as if he were human. Clearly something was going on.

      “I need help.” Marcus, Meg’s sister’s boyfriend, sounded breathless, even as he came in through the door. That would explain Peter’s reaction. Marcus was half air spirit and had been working with Peter to control his powers. Peter would have known that he needed help.

      It took Meg a moment to realize that Marcus was carrying a woman. It was another heartbeat before she realized it was her sister, Amy, and that she didn’t seem to be moving normally.

      “What is it?” Meg asked. She was standing now, poised to do something as soon as she figured out what needed to be done.

      Peter gestured to the silver and blue sofa. Marcus took three or four long strides to get there and lay his burden down. Even as he moved, Peter was reaching out and touching Amy. He flickered as he did so. Meg knew that he was moving in and out of his physical forms he kept up with Marcus.

      “She collapsed,” Marcus said. “She’d been complaining of another headache. I went to get some of the herbs she had made up for herself. When I came back she was lying on her side on the sofa and I couldn’t wake her.”

      Peter nodded. Meg wrung her hands. Normal people would wonder why Marcus hadn’t called an ambulance to take Amy to the hospital. But Meg, like the others in the room, knew that Amy’s illness wouldn’t be cured there. About a week after New Year’s, she’d been possessed by a recently deceased girl with way too much power. Ever since the spirit had been driven from her, she’d been subject to headaches. Minimal at first, they were growing worse.

      Meg wondered at what point her life had become so strange. As a member of the Old Families of Whisper, Peter had always had an influence. She took certain talents, like her ability to know when someone was lying, or her friend Kyle’s ability to talk to animals, as normal. Marcus, a half air spirit had come into her life about a year ago and that had challenged her, but she understood that spirits existed. After all, Peter was one. What threw her was Rain’s cat, Zari A, who was an alien. Meg didn’t know what to do with that information.

      Possession was also beyond her understanding. Earth spirits and air spirits were creatures. They had their places. Ghostly spirits that took over other bodies, well that was also new to Meg and she hoped she never had to deal with that again. And here was Amy, still dealing with it.

      Peter made a gesture with his hand as if flinging something off it. Amy groaned but didn’t wake.

      Marcus hovered with Meg, both of them watching Peter, although he seemed only to be touching Amy lightly. A one point he appeared to make an invisible clay mountain over her head. Meg thought that perhaps Marcus could see more than she could, but she wasn’t at all certain. She rested her hip against the soft edge of the sofa and watched while Marcus moved back behind Amy’s head and Peter worked from his place near Amy’s face. His feet, when they were there, were planted wide on the carpet that covered the hardwood floor.

      Meg let her mind touch Peter’s.

      “No,” Peter’s thought came to her like a word. “Don’t get tangled in this.”

      Meg pulled back into her own body. It was a testament to how much she adored her sister that she wasn’t arguing with him about what she might do to help. Certainly he’d tried to keep her out of his mind in other situations, but she’d always ignored his wishes.

      “Can you see anything?” Meg whispered to Marcus. She knew that Peter would hear her through their telepathic bond, but she didn’t want to distract him more than necessary.

      Marcus shook his head. “Once, when we were driving up here, I thought I saw a spirit trying to get into her mind, but there’s nothing now.”

      “I have closed the entry,” Peter said quietly, not looking at them. “And I have removed the spirit. The fact that there has been an entry at all after this amount of time concerns me.”

      “What do you mean? I thought she was okay?” Meg demanded. Peter had helped to heal her sister shortly after the possession, and both Peter and Amy, who had a very strong healing talent herself, thought she was okay.

      “Apparently I was wrong,” Peter responded. There was no inflection in his voice. He flickered out of existence. Amy groaned. Peter reappeared. This, too, was unusual for him. When in human form, Peter did his best to act as if he actually was human. He would become spirit only when walking into another room, appearing at a doorway as if he had walked in from another part of the house. On very rare occasions, he might just pop in or out, but this was very different.

      “She can’t stand it when you’re in spirit form,” Marcus breathed. “It was like part of you was reaching in to take her own spirit with you.”

      “I was reaching out to close the wound that I see on that plane. It is her own spirit that reaches out as if to grasp mine,” Peter said. “It may be that she doesn’t recognize what is hers and what belongs to others. So long as that’s the case, she’ll be in grave danger.”

      “What do we do?” Meg asked.

      Peter gave her a long look. “She needs to heal, but I am not at all certain how to go about helping her do that. She can’t stay here—I can’t remain in physical form for very long. Still, I am loath to let her off the mountain where I can’t monitor her.”

      “We’re not that far from Whisper proper,” Marcus said. The words sounded funny coming from him, a newcomer to the area. Only the Old Families really used the term Whisper Proper, although the common variations, Old Whisper and New Whisper, were being used more and more, even by people who had just moved to the area. Marcus had not always lived in the town. In fact, he’d come to investigate and archaeological find just outside the boundaries of Whisper. It was there that he’d learned of his half-air-spirit nature, an anomaly in the world of elemental spirits.

      “In the time it takes you to get to me, many things might happen,” Peter responded. He continued to stare at Amy, as if by looking at her long enough and hard enough, she would awaken.

      “Can you create stitches?” Meg asked. “You described it as a wound. Can you put in psychic stitches?” Meg did her best to picture the sutures she’d had on her forehead from falling down as a child. She didn’t remember the whole process, but Peter could go through her memories and find them.

      “They would stay only as long as I focused on them.” Peter said, though he seemed willing to try. However, as soon as he became spirit again, his momentary lack of attention would then let them open. Meg hoped that even a short time might help the psychic wound to heal so Amy’s psychic body could begin the process of reintegrating itself.
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      I was almost out the door when my cell phone rang.

      “This is Rain,” I said.

      Zari waited for me, while I stood at the door. I had my bag and was ready to go downstairs to work. Zari A, my cat-who-is-not-really-a-cat, would join me as she always did. Zari, of course, was an alien. She and her people are studying our planet through the eyes of those creatures that may be the apex species. It says something about how we treat cats that she was betting on them. As to why me, well I happened to be driving at the right time in the right place to find her. Okay, yeah, I thought I was just becoming a little crazy when I thought I could hear her speak in my mind, but then I learned she was telepathic. At first it was a relief. Now, sometimes I think I would have been better off just being crazy.

      “Hi Rain. How are you?”

      I didn’t quite recognize the voice. I mean, I did; but I couldn’t place it. I hadn’t yet had my coffee, although I was reasonably awake.

      “Fine?” I was tentative about that last response. After all, I wasn’t quite sure who I was talking to.

      “Good to hear. This is Helen, from Whisper Acupuncture.”

      That put the pieces in place. I had an appointment with Amy in a few hours. I hoped that I hadn’t gotten the times wrong—although even if I had, Amy didn’t take appointments before eight.

      “What’s up?” I asked.

      “Amy’s not able to work today, so I’m calling patients to cancel,” Helen said. “She’ll probably be out at least through the end of the week.”

      “Oh no!” I was shocked. I liked Amy. When I’d first moved to Whisper and didn’t know anyone, Amy had been very nice to me. It had hit home to me many times that she did that despite knowing how much her sister disliked me. It wasn’t really my fault Meg didn’t like me, but still.

      Since then, Meg and I had a truce in order to work together. I was under no illusions that Meg was ever going to forgive me for having lived up at Peter’s when I came to town. It wasn’t like Peter and I had ever been a couple, heaven forbid, but that didn’t stop Meg from being jealous.

      “Can I call you next week, when I know more, and can reschedule you?” Helen asked.

      “It’s that bad?”

      “You know about the ghost?” Helen asked.

      “Yes.” I said.

      Of course I did. When the authorities tried to arrest Peter for the death of the girl who was haunting us and then possessed Amy, I had been involved in the investigation. Zari A, my cat-who-is-not-a-cat, is quite close to Peter. I mostly work security, but in this case, Meg was prevented from investigating due to a conflict of interest. Well, actually, she didn’t want to investigate because she’d been pissed off at Peter when he admitted to killing the girl. Clearly my moral compass is misguided, because I thought he had a good reason. I mean, I had no desire to have the entire Pacific Northwest, where I happened to live, be destroyed by an unstable teenager.

      “I guess it has something to do with that possession,” Helen said. “I’m scheduling the people who won’t understand out about three weeks. The rest of you, I’m just putting on a list.” I could image that. Helen loved to gossip, and I often wondered how she kept straight who she could say things to and who she couldn’t. Considering that Peter was very strict on what we said to outsiders, and the penalty for breaking rules was pretty harsh, she clearly managed to keep her stories straight.

      “Let me know if there’s anything more we can do,” I said. I had no idea what I could do, but perhaps Zari would be able to help.

      “I do not know,” Zari said. “I asked Peter. Amy is not on the mountain right now. He’s quite concerned about her. Perhaps I can go and examine her later on?”

      “Maybe,” I thought to her. I would want to talk directly to Peter about that. Amy knew about Zari A. The car ride wouldn’t be long, but I didn’t want to intrude and bother Amy if we weren’t able to help. Still, if there were some way Zari or I could be of assistance, it would be worth it.

      “Thanks so much,” Helen said ringing off. Naturally she hadn’t heard my exchange with Zari, which was all telepathic.

      I opened the door, and Zari and I walked out to the little entry area where we waited for the elevator that would take us down two floors.

      “Peter says he was not able to help her last night. In fact, as a spirit, he could easily have made things worse. He’s concerned that Marcus may even be causing some of the problems, but he has no one else he can trust to be with her.”

      “Do you think that’s something you and I could fix?” I asked.

      “Well, I am in touch with Peter telepathically,” Zari said, “So we could work together. You could stay at Amy’s with us in case we needed to get to Peter right away. Marcus could stay at your place. It would all work out.”

      “This assumes that Marcus and Peter agree with you and Amy is willing to have me as a live-in. And not just willing, but excited. After all, Meg is not going to like it.”

      “Meg does not have my talents. She could not help Amy if she needs healing. Perhaps I can.”

      “You know that won’t matter to Meg, right?” I asked.

      Zari said nothing as the elevator doors opened. I own the building where I live and work. On the ground floor are shops and the next floor is offices. The offices of Barringer and Associates, of which I’m an associate, are split between the third floor and the basement. The fourth floor is apartments, and my penthouse apartment is on the fifth. It makes a great morning commute, not that traffic is ever bad in Whisper.

      Zari A trotted in ahead of me, her tail high. It flicked just a little and I knew that I’d have to pursue this idea further, perhaps even go along with it. But I wanted to talk to Peter, Marcus, and Amy myself. Zari had a lot of very cat-like traits, and her certainty of her own importance was one such trait. She could very well be right, but I didn’t want to make a nuisance of myself on her say-so. I could do that well enough all on my own.
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      The next morning was rainy, but surprisingly warm. Meg rode up the elevator in only a light jacket, despite the fact that it was February. There wouldn’t be snow this week. In fact, it was shaping up to be a warm February. That was too bad. She liked skiing. Whisper was close enough to both Steven’s Pass and Snoqualmie Pass that Meg often enjoyed day trips to ski. She wasn’t at all certain that would happen this year.

      Amy wouldn’t be able to go with her unless she started feeling better. That wasn’t something Meg wanted to think about too closely. She loved her sister and didn’t want to lose her. She didn’t even want to think about the fact that Amy wasn’t feeling very well. Amy was a healer, and she always seemed calm and in control. The pain that rolled off her sister now in waves, and kept her from making even the least bit of conversation was more than Meg could bear. But she knew that she might have to if things didn’t turn around.

      Marcus had taken Amy home after Peter had finished his healing. Peter had disappeared on Meg after that. He said he was looking for information, although Meg wasn’t sure where he’d look. She considered that he might ask the gods, but Peter had always been reluctant to take anything from them that wasn’t absolutely necessary, worried that there would be strings. She could hardly imagine him taking information from Pele.

      Months ago, before Meg and Peter had gotten together, Pele had lost her dog, and hired Meg to help her find it. Because the goddess had thought Meg might need some help, Peter had also been conscripted to the duty. It was during this case that Meg learned that Peter had only been waiting on her permission to pursue a very different sort of relationship. It had also taught her that her grandmother, whom she adored, was less than trustworthy.

      Just recently, Emma had once again gotten involved in Meg and Peter’s lives. Her interference had brought authorities in to investigate Peter. It meant she had broken a cardinal rule of not telling outsiders about the earth spirit, a secret Peter insisted they keep. As a result, she was being sent off the mountain. Her age, and Meg knew, her own stubbornness, meant her gram was being placed in an assisted living facility.

      Meg shrugged off her thoughts as she pushed open the frosted glass door with the stylized writing that said Barringer and Associates.

      “Morning,” Rain greeted from near the reception desk where she was standing.

      “You’re here early,” Meg said.

      Rain shrugged. “It’s easy to just come downstairs.” Rain’s cat, Zari, was sitting on the rounded counter, her red and brown Abyssinian coloring a contrast to the beige and blush marble counter top that wrapped around the main desk. Behind it was a large sign in gold letters that once again spelled out Barringer and Associates. Meg had always wondered if they needed two such signs, but Rain had insisted and Rain took care of the administration and marketing, two jobs Meg had hated until forced to let go of them.

      “I heard about Amy,” Rain said as Meg was almost past the front desk.

      “She’s at home today,” Meg said. She wasn’t sure what she ought to say.

      “I’m sorry,” Rain continued. “I hope she gets better.” Meg thought Rain seemed about to say something else, but she stopped at that.

      “Me too,” Meg said. “Kaitlyn’s not here yet?”

      Rain made a face. “I know this is a horrible time to bring it up, but we really, really need to do something about her. I can’t even get a hold of her on her phone.”

      “I know.” Meg sighed then. She had hired Kaitlyn because she was related to her friend Lacey, who had died over a year ago. But Kaitlyn hadn’t been working out. She’d be a great receptionist for a month or two and then she’d be horrible. She often showed up late. Sometimes, even when she was there, her mind wasn’t on her work. At first, Meg had thought she’d been spoiled by RaeLynn’s efficiency, but then even she began to notice that Kaitlyn just wasn’t always reliable for even the easiest of tasks.

      “I wish we could clone RaeLynn,” Rain said. RaeLynn had moved to doing more computer investigation services, which was where her real talents lay. Meg knew it was a good move, but missed having a reliable receptionist.

      “Put another ad in the paper,” Meg said. “Let’s find someone who wants to work as a receptionist. I’ll stay out of it this time. No favors to friends.” Admittedly that was easier said than done, since Meg was related to nearly half of Whisper. Everyone would expect that she’d hire a friend rather than an outsider, but she could always hide behind Rain and RaeLynn’s decision. RaeLynn would be in on it because she’d need to train someone new.

      “I was wondering, if, since Amy is out, we could get her office phone forwarded to a cell and have Helen come up here for a few days?” Rain pressed.

      Meg raised an eyebrow. Helen was definitely good at her job, although she tended to gossip a bit. However, her gossip wasn’t the sort that kept her from work. In fact, it seemed to draw people in.

      “Call her and see if she’s willing. Oh, and talk to Kyle. I’m not sure how he’ll feel about having his mom in the front office.”

      Rain nodded and made a note.

      “RaeLynn was here when I got in, and she was putting messages on the desks. I think you have a couple—that might mean appointments,” Rain finished. She was now sitting in the receptionist’s chair, picking up the phone.

      “I’ll get to it. Are you going to tell Kaitlyn she’s fired or am I?”

      “I guess I’m in personnel, so I should do it—unless you want to?” Rain asked.

      Zari was watching Meg quietly, her golden eyes narrowed and interested.

      Meg shook her head. “Not at all.”

      Rain made a note and started looking through the files for numbers as Meg left the reception area. Meg passed Kyle’s empty office. He’d be there shortly. He liked to run first thing and then showered. He’d been coming in earlier than usual, often beating Meg. But since the weather turned cooler, he’d been arriving a little later, probably wanting to let the day warm up before he ran. At least Kyle would show up if he was supposed to be there at a certain time. She heard movement on the other side of the office, which meant RaeLynn was already there, working.

      In her office, Meg saw the neat pile of notes on her desk. These were things her coworker had pulled off the message machine, left for them after hours. Meg looked through the notes. There was one from Evans, Priory and DeCaire, although RaeLynn had added a note saying she would call them. No doubt they needed background for a case. RaeLynn would do the computer work. She’d gotten very fast at that.

      Beneath that one was a note from someone named Brin Sandlin. Looked like a potential client. RaeLynn left only a number and said the message just asked that someone call her back and that it was urgent. Everything for an investigator was urgent, Meg thought. If someone else had called earlier, she’d probably lose the case. Unless it was something unusual, Meg thought. But who knew? She sat down at her desk to dial.
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      I was hunting up phone number for Helen while Meg walked back to her office to make her own calls. I wasn’t pushing myself to find Kaitlyn. I could fire her when—or if—she bothered to come in. This had gone on long enough. I was thrilled that Meg had finally agreed that the girl didn’t belong here.

      “Why would Kyle mind working with his mother?” Zari asked, as I started to dial the number to Amy’s office.

      “He won’t,” I thought back at her. “But some people might.”

      “I think it is a very good idea to bring her here. Maybe she could be our new receptionist.”

      “I doubt it,” I thought back, as the phone rang. “She loves working for Amy, and Amy would kill us if she lost her amazing receptionist. Besides, Helen only works there when she wants to. We have set hours.”

      “She likes working there during the same hours you like having someone here, so that would work,” Zari pressed. Clearly she missed the part about Amy not wanting to lose a receptionist or else, like most cats, she didn’t particularly care about how someone else would feel.

      “Whisper Acupuncture,” the voice on the other said.

      “Hey Helen, how’s it going?” I asked.

      “Fine. But I really don’t know when Amy is coming back yet,” Helen said.

      “Not why I’m calling. From what Meg said, it sounds like she’ll be out for a while.”

      “I hate to think that. Her patients love her. What will the business do if she’s not around?”

      “I hope she gets back sooner rather than later, too, but in the meantime I have an offer for you,” I said.

      “What?” Helen sounded hesitant.

      “Can you work up here as well as cover for Amy for a few days? Kaitlyn just isn’t working out at all. She hasn’t even bothered to show up today…” I began.

      “Oh I heard about that,” Helen said.

      “What?” I asked, wondering if we were talking about our receptionist behind her back far too often, or if Helen had something to say.

      “She and her on-again off-again boyfriend are in Hawaii. They left this morning. Do you really mean to tell me she said nothing? From what I heard it had been in the plans for the last two weeks.”

      “She said nothing,” I told her. “So she shouldn’t be surprised when her job isn’t waiting when she gets back.”

      “She’ll be surprised. I can call her mother, though, and let her know. It will soften the blow. Kaitlyn’s not very responsible. I think she’s hoping that this trip to Hawaii will end up in an elopement, but no one is holding their breath for it except her.”

      “So she’ll be really bummed when she gets back,” I said. I hated to hear that. But I needed a worker.

      “No one will blame you. She’s worked for three other Whisper businesses before, you know, and all of them shudder at the thought of having to give a reference.”

      “Not that we called any of her references,” I said. “Meg was willing to hire her because of her connection to Lacey.”

      “Lacey would have been the first to warn her about Kaitlyn. She’s always been terribly unreliable. Lacey would be sitting there in the office now giving Meg and ‘I told you so,’ lecture,” Helen said. “But you know Meg. You can’t tell her anything once she’s got her mind set on something.”

      I laughed a little. Kyle walked in and I waved.

      “I would really like to help out, but even with Amy gone, we’ll get calls.”

      “Do you have to be there to take the calls? We can forward them to a cell phone and you could keep up Amy’s schedule from here.”

      “Well,” Helen said. “You know I might be able to do that. I’d love to see more of my boy. He thinks now that he’s an adult he doesn’t have to talk to me so much.”

      “I’m sure. Not that he’ll be talking all that much here. He does work,” I warned. Kyle paused crossing the office and gave me a puzzled look. I smiled at him.

      “Let me check in with Marcus. I’ll see if he can ask Amy what she thinks—or what he thinks now that she’s not available for a few days.”

      “Great,” I said, hanging up the phone.

      “What?” Kyle asked.

      “Just talking to your mom about working here while Amy recovers.”

      “What happened?” Kyle asked. Typical man. Everyone else on Whisper was probably gossiping about it, but he didn’t know a thing. I told him about the headaches and the fact that she wouldn’t be working.

      “Not my ideal set up,” he said. “You do know my mom manages things? And I mean manages things. She got the job at Amy’s because she wouldn’t leave her alone. You don’t want that here. We have a system and she’ll create her own.”

      “Just a few days until we can replace Kaitlyn. I can’t believe I didn’t hear that she was off to Hawaii.”

      “When did that happen?” Kyle asked.

      I explained what his mom said about that as well.

      “Maybe I ought to go see her more often like she says. I never hear any of this. Heck, I could just talk to her next time I have a case. She probably has all the answers already.”

      I laughed at that then went to talk to RaeLynn about her schedule for interviews before placing an ad for a receptionist.
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      Meg set up an appointment to see Brin in an hour. She used her waiting time to check her email correspondence. RaeLynn had sent a copy of the information she was sending to Evans, Priory and DeCaire on a background check they requested two days ago. Another email was a cc on her timesheet for the same case, which was also sent to Rain.

      Meg nodded. RaeLynn was getting faster. She’d been double-checking the work, but she no longer felt that was necessary. RaeLynn was very accurate as well as fast. She moved the messages to a folder titled “RaeLynn,” in case she needed that information later.

      Meg pulled up a case she was working on for her father, doing a trace on the ownership history of a piece of property just outside Whisper. She had the name of an owner, but was having trouble tracking an address. The owner of record was no longer at the address specified, and there didn’t seem to be anything as far as a forwarding, at least not in the usual places.

      Meg started looking through her databases for all the information she could find about Lauren Smithson White, the owner of record. Time passed quickly as she hit one dead end after another, moving through her choices of databases. She might have to pass this on to RaeLynn for a more thorough search, if nothing else turned up.

      The phone buzzed. Meg picked it up.

      “Your appointment is here,” Rain said.

      “I’ll be right out,” Meg said. She didn’t ask why Rain was manning the front desk, but she supposed it made sense. RaeLynn had cases to work on in the back. Rain just needed a regular computer where she could work on spreadsheets. RaeLynn’s computer was anything but regular. While it looked ordinary enough, hidden inside a normal PC case, the innards were made to Zari A’s specifications. The programming, too, was to Zari’s specifications, based on the programming that her people did, and allowed RaeLynn to open backdoors into databases that they shouldn’t have had access to. RaeLynn was continually gaining confidence in her ability to utilize the system, although Zari was always willing to lend a paw should that be needed.

      Meg put away her papers and got out a lined yellow pad to take notes. She also pulled out a form that she filled out for new clients, which showed the services she would be offering. Normally the receptionist would go over the fees and get a retainer, but Meg thought she should probably do that, unless Rain was going to be working the front all day.

      Kyle waved from his desk, phone to his ear as Meg passed his office. She tried to remember what he was working on. Nick Montana had lost his nephew. The boy had been the son of Nick’s wife Angela’s only brother. Because of that, Nick was trying to track down his own family. He’d left and changed his name to something he felt represented his personality better than his given name years ago. He hadn’t intended to disappear, but it had just happened. Now, he wanted to try and reconnect. Kyle was tracking down family members for the man. Meg had given him a discount. It seemed only fair to do so since Angela had often given Meg advice at no charge.

      “Brin?” Meg said, as she came around the corner. Brin was short and wide. Her jeans fit poorly through her hips and belly. Even her legs were short enough that the jeans were turned up at the hem so they didn’t drag on the ground. Her face was round with at least three chins, four when she smiled.

      “Yes.” She had been standing by one of their wood and cloth chairs looking at magazine. Meg waited for her to walk back.

      “I’m Meg Barringer.” Meg held out her hand when Brin got closer. The hand that shook hers was warm and dry and surprisingly firm. Meg had expected a sweaty palm, as if the very act of existence made Brin work harder than most, but clearly that wasn’t the case.

      The two walked down the hall. Brin stayed on Meg’s heels, letting her know she didn’t have to wait on her. Perhaps others saw Brin’s size and expected that she wouldn’t be able to keep up.

      Meg gestured to a cherry wood chair that was more comfortable than it looked. The gray skies let no sun into the office, so it was looking a bit more drab than usual. Meg reminded herself that at least she had a space with a table to meet with someone and really the whole office was comfortable and welcoming. Brin looked at the chair and then sat on the edge. The arms clearly kept her from sliding farther back. Meg tried to remember if the chairs in the conference room had arms.

      “How can I help you?” she asked, sitting in her own chair, amazed at the space between the arms of her own chair. Was Brin’s narrower than hers? It seemed like it.

      “I heard you take unusual cases,” Brin said.

      “We do.”

      “My mother is missing,” Brin said.

      Meg waited.

      “My mother has been dead for three years.”

      Meg raised an eyebrow, wondering why Brin would say her mother was missing if she knew she was dead.

      Brin sighed. “My brother was estranged from the family for years. He got in touch with us a few months ago. At any rate, while all seemed okay at first, he decided that I didn’t do enough for our mother at the end–she had ovarian cancer. Quick, but not pleasant.”

      Meg nodded, waiting.

      “My brother, Larry, thinks I should have done more, and maybe she’d still be here. No matter what has been said, he’s saying I was lazy and shouldn’t have gotten everything, although that was stipulated in Mother’s will. She left him nothing because he left us when my father died, about ten years ago. He blamed us for Dad’s death as well—it’s a pattern with him—although my father died in a hospital from a heart attack. So now, finding that our mom is dead, he thinks I was negligent. Somehow, he was able to get a judge to sign off on exhuming her to see what they can find. But there’s no body.”

      “Is that normal? I mean, getting an order for exhumation?” Meg tried to remember if she’d heard anything about that, but she had the vague sense that it was pretty unusual.

      Brin shrugged. “Larry has ways of getting things done that don’t always make sense. I wouldn’t be surprised if someone in the courts owed him a favor for some reason.”

      “And the police? A missing body is a crime, isn’t it?” Meg asked, hating the uncertainty. Who stole bodies after they were buried?

      “Oh they’re looking. The funeral home and cemetery have all the necessary paperwork. The casket is there, so it’s not likely to be a problem for the cemetery. The funeral director certified that my mother was in the casket when he locked it. I saw her there just before he closed the casket so I can verify that, too. Of course, my brother is trying to say I took her, but the police are pretty skeptical. Still, I’m not sure they’re looking as hard as they should. I want to know what happened to my mother’s body.”

      “She was buried how long ago?” Meg asked.

      “We had her funeral three years ago on August twenty-third.”

      Meg made a note and verified the year. “Did you visit her right after she was buried? Do you know if there was any delay between the time the funeral director closed the casket for the last time and she was buried?”

      Brin shook her head. “None at all. We closed it at the funeral home and then we all drove over to the cemetery. My aunts were there with their families. I had about twenty cousins at the funeral. There were plenty of little ones running around. I was with several of my close friends and most of Mom’s neighborhood. My mom lived in town most of her life. She did a lot of sewing and mending, just because she enjoyed that kind of thing, so there was a pretty big turnout for her funeral.”

      Meg nodded. It sounded like a typical Whisper funeral, where everyone turned out. Lacey’s had been standing room only at the Unitarian Church in Whisper proper. It was something she remembered all too well.

      “The name of the funeral director?”

      “His name is James Cosper, of Cosper Family Funeral Home,” Brin said. The name rang a bell but Meg couldn’t place it at first. Then she got it. It was a small funeral home out towards Lake Joy and the Duvall area. They’d been there for as long as Meg could remember. Of course, most of the Old Families used Meg’s Aunt Donna, but the people of New Whisper might chose Cosper’s, particularly if they commuted out of town to work. They’d see the home all the time.

      Meg nodded. She was pretty sure Cosper’s was where her aunt had interned. She’d be well placed to know if there were any potential problems.

      “Is there any reason you can think that someone would want to take your mom’s body?” Meg asked. She hoped she wasn’t being indelicate, but there wasn’t another way to put it.

      Brin shook her head. If she was bothered by Meg’s language, she didn’t show it.

      Meg asked some other questions about the brother, about Brin, and the family. The woman in front of her was being truthful. There was no evasion and her concern about her mom was genuine. Meg could always tell when someone was lying. Everyone in the Old Families on Whisper had some sort of talent. The ability to tell if someone was lying was Meg’s.

      “Contact information for you?” Meg asked, making notes.

      Brin recited a phone number.

      “Address?” Meg asked.

      Brin hesitated and then recited an address in Snoqualmie. It was a long drive from there.

      “You said your mother was from Whisper?” Meg asked.

      Brin hesitated again. Meg sensed there was a story there, but Brin wasn’t sure how to begin.

      “We’ve always lived in Whisper. But I just couldn’t take living so close to my brother. I’ve moved in with my boyfriend for now, but I’d love to come back here.”

      “Where did you live when you lived in Whisper?” Meg was mostly curious.

      Brin gave her an address up the mountain on Whisper. Then she said when her mom had died, she’d rented a condo not far from Amy’s. She still rented it, but her brother came by and harassed her enough that she’d moved to her boyfriend’s.

      “Work?” Meg asked.

      “I’m a professional sports blogger,” Brin said. “I work from home. It’s the main reason my brother harassing me was so frustrating. I called the Whisper PD and they had me fill out some forms, but still they have to catch him. Naturally, he doesn’t stick around.”

      Meg nodded. She was certain Rain, who had had a stalker when she’d first come to Whisper, could attest to the difficulties of harassment. In fact, several months ago, both Meg and Rain had almost been killed working with a woman who wanted their help getting away from a stalker.

      “What sports do you blog about?” Meg asked.

      “Anything local. I’m a huge fan of sports, both playing and watching, so I started blogging about it. Turned out, my voice is popular on the internet. I got out there early enough that I have a ton of readers. I get paid by advertisers and sometimes I do reviews on sports equipment or things like that. It’s been more lucrative than I thought it would be. Sometimes I get paid for articles for the newspapers, especially when I write about some of the smaller colleges. I used to be a veterinary technician but I get paid more to blog about sports than doing that sort of work. I tried doing a pet blog, but that doesn’t pay nearly as well.”

      “Sounds fascinating,” Meg said.

      “You ought to do a P.I. blog. You know, what it’s like to be a P.I. I bet no one else has ever done that.”

      “Writing really isn’t my thing,” Meg said even as she stood up. She made a few notes.

      Brin shrugged, not saying anything more.

      “I’m not sure how much time this will take,” Meg said. “I’ve never had this type of case. I’ll get a retainer for three full days and we can go from there if more is needed.”

      “Don’t worry,” Brin said. “I have a small inheritance, too. I need to know what happened. After all, if I leave it up to Larry, he’ll start telling tales about me making her disappear.”

      Meg led Brin back out to the front, where Rain was still manning the desk. “Can you take care of this?” Meg asked, handing the paper to Rain.

      “Absolutely,” Rain said.

      “Oh are you new?” Brin asked pleasantly.

      Rain shook her head. “Nope. We’re just between receptionists right now.”

      Brin nodded and prepared to pull out a credit card while Rain explained the charges. Meg walked slowly back to her office, listening as Rain professionally explained everything and took a deposit from Brin. She had to admire her partner’s ability to handle the financial side of things. She was almost as good as RaeLynn.
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