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PROLOGUE

 

 

Stamford, Connecticut

 

“PIZZA, MEXICAN, OR THAI?”

Presley Kincaid looked up from the pile of mail she was flipping through to see her roommate Darla Warren holding up a handful of takeout menus. Petite with shoulder-length curly red hair and freckles, they’d been friends since college.

Presley tossed the mail on the table in the entryway and walked into the kitchen. “Why don’t we go out for dinner instead?”

Darla frowned, but didn’t answer. Since dumping her asshole boyfriend two weeks ago, she hadn’t left the apartment for anything except to go to work and back. But that was going to change tonight. Presley was getting Darla out of the apartment if she had to drag her kicking and screaming.

“Come on,” Presley said. “After the past couple of weeks, we could both use a night out. We can go to Jimmy’s Bar and Grill and flirt with the hot waiters. Maybe even check out a club afterward. How about it?”

Darla still didn’t say anything, but Presley could tell from the thoughtful look in her friend’s hazel eyes that she was wavering. The hunky servers at Jimmy’s could do that to a girl. Presley was about to remind her of one particularly tall, blond Adonis who worked there when the doorbell rang.

“I’ll get it,” Darla said, hurrying past Presley and over to the door.

“Saved by the bell,” Presley muttered.

Darla put her eye to the peephole, only to immediately jerk back, panic on her face. “Crap. It’s Carson.”

Presley cursed silently. Carson Del Vecchio was Darla’s ex-boyfriend. He’d seemed nice enough when they first started going out, but after a few months he’d become possessive and abusive. Presley would have dumped him right away, but Darla made excuses for his behavior, saying he was stressed or having a hard time at work. After the a-hole had grabbed Darla’s wrist hard enough to give her a bruise, Presley finally convinced her to kick his ass to the curb. Unfortunately, Del Vecchio didn’t take the break-up well and had been stalking Darla ever since. Presley would have to talk to her about getting a restraining order against him.

She and Darla stared at each other and Presley could tell her friend was thinking the same thing she was. Maybe he’d leave if he thought they weren’t home.

“I know you’re in there, Darla.” Del Vecchio pounded on the door with his fist. “Open the damn door.”

Presley put a finger to her lips, silently urging Darla to keep quiet. “I’ll get rid of him,” she whispered. Taking a deep breath, she walked over to the door, but didn’t open it. “Darla isn’t here.”

“Bullshit! I saw her come home,” Del Vecchio said. “Let me in.”

“Go away, Carson.”

On the other side of the door, he muttered something Presley couldn’t make out. When he spoke again, his voice was calmer. “Look, I only want to talk to her.”

“Well, she doesn’t want to talk to you.”

Silence met her words and for a moment Presley thought Del Vecchio left, but when she put her eye to the peephole to check, she saw him standing in the hallway, a determined look on his face.

Crap.

“Come on, Presley. Let me in so I can talk to Darla. It’ll only take a minute.”

Presley clenched her jaw. What part of go away didn’t that jackass understand? Reaching for the knob with a curse, she yanked open the door. 

“I told you, Darla doesn’t want to talk—”

Del Vecchio didn’t let her finish. Grabbing her arm, he shoved her back from the doorway. Presley barely had time to wonder what the hell he was doing, much less open her mouth to ask, when he lifted a butcher knife and plunged it into her chest. She heard a scream but didn’t know if it came from her or Darla. All she could focus on was the white-hot pain searing through her body.

As suddenly as he’d attacked her, Del Vecchio yanked out the knife and threw her to the floor. Presley landed hard on her left shoulder, but the discomfort that came with it was nothing compared to the agony in her chest. She pressed her hand to the wound, hoping to stop the pain along with the flow of blood, but it didn’t do much good, at least not when it came to the pain part of the equation. It hurt so much she thought she might throw up.

From somewhere, an anguished cry of terror pierced her suddenly fuzzy consciousness.

Darla.

Gritting her teeth against the pain, Presley pushed herself up on an elbow and looked around for her friend. Darla was on the floor, Del Vecchio crouching down beside her, the knife to her throat. He ripped open Darla’s blouse and drew the blade down her chest, leaving a trail of blood. Darla opened her mouth to scream, but Del Vecchio put his hand over her mouth, silencing her.

Fear gripped Presley. She had to get help or that psychopath was going to kill both of them.

Ignoring the blackness threatening to engulf her, Presley dug in the pocket of her jeans for her cell phone.  Gritting her teeth against the pain in her chest, she pulled it out and dialed 9-1-1.

“9-1-1, what’s your emergency?”

Presley opened her mouth, but all that came out was a groan.

“Hello?” the woman on the other end of the line said. “Is someone there?”

Presley swallowed hard and tried again. “Help… We need help… He’s trying to kill…”

That was all she could manage before a fit of coughing overtook her. Blood filled her mouth and she cringed at the metallic taste.

“Ma’am? Are you okay? If you can hear me, say something.”

But all Presley could do was lay there. As she stared up at the living room ceiling, it occurred to her that except for the voice coming from the phone, the apartment was eerily quiet. Presley turned her head to see Darla lying in a pool of blood, staring back at her with unseeing eyes.

Tears welled in Presley’s eyes and she choked back a sob. Del Vecchio spun around to look at her, blood dripping from the knife in his hand. His lip curled into a sneer.

“I’ll be damned. I thought for sure you were already dead. Can’t say I’m sorry you aren’t. Now, I can pay you back for talking Darla into dumping me.”

Snickering, he wiped the knife on his pant leg and started toward her.

Blood pounding in her ears, Presley dragged herself across the floor. She expected Del Vecchio to catch up with her within a few feet, but when she looked over her shoulder, she found him following at a ridiculously leisurely pace. He was toying with her, the sick bastard.

Stifling another sob, Presley turned and crawled toward the sliding glass door that led to the balcony. There was nowhere to go out there except fifteen floors down, but it was too late to change direction now. Besides, she might be able to scream for help. Of course, by the time someone came to her rescue, she would probably be dead.

Stop it. You’re going to get out of this alive.

She repeated that over and over in her head as she inched the rest of the way to the sliding door. Using the handle for leverage, she slowly pulled herself to her feet. She closed her eyes, praying she wouldn’t pass out as everything went black around her. When she opened them again, she saw Del Vecchio’s reflection coming closer in the glass and she fumbled desperately with the latch. It unlocked easily, but she had to put all her weight into the door to push it open. Dammit, she was so weak.

She staggered onto the balcony but didn’t get more than a few steps before Del Vecchio caught her arm and roughly spun her around, slamming her back against the stone wall.

“Where the hell did you think you were going to go out here, bitch?”

She stared into Del Vecchio’s soulless eyes, wondering if he would take pity on her and kill her quickly. But from the evil grin he gave her as he pressed the knife to her throat, she knew he was going to make her death as painful as he had undoubtedly made Darla’s.

The image of her friend lying dead in a pool of blood fueled Presley’s determination and she raked her nails across his face before he could stop her. Del Vecchio cursed, lifting a hand to his eye even as blood ran down his face. Seizing the opportunity, Presley shoved him away from her as hard as she could. He stumbled back, arms windmilling as he tried to keep his balance, but he slipped anyway, and she watched in shock as he tumbled backward over the railing with a terrified yell.

Presley wanted to check to make sure Del Vecchio had fallen to his death and wasn’t hanging from the railing waiting to pull himself up so he could come after her again, but she didn’t trust her trembling legs anywhere near the edge. Weaker now than she’d been before, she turned and stumbled back into the apartment.

She barely made it inside the door before collapsing. She lay there, willing herself to move, but nothing on her body seemed to work. It was all she could do to breathe. Even that seemed to be more trouble than it was worth. She thought about simply closing her eyes and giving up, but then she caught sight of Darla’s body and knew she didn’t want to die. She forced herself to take one more breath, then another one after that.

And another.

And another.

The next thing she knew, two paramedics were at her side.

“She’s coming to,” one of them said. He leaned closer, his voice reassuring. “You’re going to be okay. Just hang on.”

She opened her mouth to reply but couldn’t speak. Suddenly, she couldn’t seem to get enough air. The more she struggled, the harder it was to breathe.

“Shit, we’re losing her,” the paramedic said. “Stay with me. Just stay with me.”

Presley tried, but the darkness that threatened to engulf her earlier was too strong to fight anymore and she finally gave in and let it take her.


 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ONE

 

 

Five Weeks Later

 

PRESLEY BOLTED UPRIGHT in bed, her screams echoing in the small room. She sat there trembling, her breath coming in huge gasps. She swallowed hard, wincing at how her throat felt. Damn nightmares. The psychiatrist at the hospital assured her they were normal after an event as traumatic as the one she’d gone through and that they’d go away with time. She wasn’t so sure. Not when she saw Carson Del Vecchio’s face every time she closed her eyes. A shiver ran down her back at the memory of that asshole and what he’d done to Darla—and to her.

Blinking back tears, she glanced at the clock on the bedside table and saw that it was a little after five A.M. She considered trying to go back to sleep but decided not to bother. She’d only end up staring at the ceiling and thinking about Darla and what her deranged ex-boyfriend had done to her. Or start looking over her shoulder for things that couldn’t possibly be there. Things she shouldn’t possibly be able to see.

Shuddering, Presley pushed back the blanket and got out of bed, then padded barefoot into the adjoining bathroom. She stared at her reflection in the mirror above the vanity with a frown. Her long, blond hair was a wild tangle and there were dark circles under her blue eyes. In a word, she looked like crap.

She debated whether to do some yoga or not, but then decided to skip her usual morning workout and, head straight for the shower instead. While she loved yoga, there was something about water that never failed to relax her. Besides, liked to do yoga to music and she didn’t want to wake her sister up.

Taking off her tank top and shorts, she twisted her hair up and secured it with a clip, then stepped into the tub and turned on the shower. The warm water immediately relaxed her and she stood under the spray, letting it wash over her shoulders and down her back for a long time, refusing to let her mind go where it  always wanted to lately, instead focusing on all the things she needed to when she finally went back to work. If she should ever get her crap together. She was a school counselor. How could she help her high school students when she couldn’t even help herself?

Sighing, she turned off the water and grabbed a towel off the rack. As she dried off on the bathmat in front of the tub, she deliberately avoided looking at the scar on her chest in the mirror. She was glad to see the dark circles under her eyes had almost completely disappeared. With the help of some beauty products, a little makeup, and a straight iron, no one would ever know she’d spent the night tossing and turning.

Throwing on a pair of jeans and a T-shirt, she walked into the kitchen a little while later to find a note waiting for her on the table.

 

Presley,

One of the flight attendants on the London route called in sick, so I’m going to fill in. I’ll be gone for a few days, maybe more. I would have woken you before I left, but you looked like you were finally getting some sleep. I’ll call you later. If you don’t like being in the apartment alone, go stay with Mom and Dad, okay?

Jennifer

 

Presley cringed. While she loved her parents, if she stayed with them, her mom would give new meaning to the word hover. She could handle staying by herself until her sister got back.

Dropping the note back on the table, she dumped oatmeal in a bowl, then added sweetener and cinnamon and stuck it in the microwave. While she waited for it to heat, she opened her laptop and checked her email. Even though she’d talked to her parents on the phone last night, there was one from her mom, saying she knew Jennifer was working and asking if Presley wanted to come stay with them. Presley smiled despite herself. If her parents had their way, she’d have moved back home after Del Vecchio nearly killed her. She sent a reply, letting her mom and dad, thanking them for the offer and saying she was fine. She loved them for their concern, but she’d moved out when she left for college twelve years ago and was too set in her ways to ever consider moving back in. She might be a little traumatized after what Del Vecchio did to her, but that a-hole hadn’t succeeded in taking her life from her that night and she wasn’t going to let him take it from her now.

That all sounded well and good, but while Del Vecchio might not have succeeded in murdering her, he’d definitely screwed her up so much she wasn't sure she'd ever be the same. Regardless of what the psychiatrist at the hospital thought, she was pretty sure her brush with death had driven her insane.

She started to think there was something wrong with her when she’d woken up in the hospital to find Darla sitting in a chair by the window. Presley had tried to jump out of bed and run over to her best friend, but she had so many wires and tubes coming out of her that she could barely push herself into a sitting position. Then there had been the pain in her chest so severe she thought she might pass out again. By the time she’d looked over at her friend, Darla was gone.

Presley had been wondering if Darla left to get the nurse as her family rushed in. When she asked where Darla was, they told her she was dead.

“Dead?” Presley stared at them. “What are you talking about? She was here a few minutes ago.”

Her mother and father had exchanged looks with each other, then Jennifer before her parents each took one of her hands and told her it would be okay.

“It was just a dream,” her mom said. “Everything is okay. You’re safe now.”

But everything hadn’t been okay, and it still wasn’t. Hardly a night passed in the hospital when she didn’t see something weird, something she refused to believe she actually saw. When she told her psychiatrist she sometimes saw things that…disturbed her, the woman frowned and asked for detail even as she wrote out prescriptions for one powerful psychotropic drug after another. That was the last time she’d ever said anything to anyone about the people she saw that no one else did. While she refused to accept what she might be seeing because she was sure it wasn’t possible, she’d left the hospital as soon as they would release her. There’d simply been too many…things to see there.  

On the upside, she hadn’t seen anything since leaving the hospital three days ago, but that didn’t mean much. She hadn’t left Jennifer's apartment since coming there.  

Grabbing a bottle of Vitamin Water from the fridge, she set it down on the table along with the oatmeal so she could have breakfast while she wrote in her journal she’d started at the urging of her shrink. Writing down her thoughts wasn’t her thing, but if it helped keep her from completely losing her marbles, she was all for it. Of course, if anyone ever looked on her laptop and saw her journal, they’d probably commit her for psychiatric evaluation. For her own protection, of course.

She wrote a few quick thoughts about the most recent dream she had, then noted she hadn’t seen any…people since she’d left the hospital.

 People.

That wasn’t the right word for them. But she couldn’t bring herself to call them what they were. Because if she did, it would mean she believed they were real. 

But those things didn’t exist, right?

Presley ate her oatmeal slowly as she typed that very question in her journal. The problem with her assumption was that, if these…things…didn't exist, then she truly was insane. And according to her shrink, that would mean a lifetime of drugs and therapy.

The idea made her groan.

She’d already had more than enough therapy already. Dealing with Darla’s death—and her own near death—had more than taken care of that. She sure didn’t need more therapy to deal with imaginary people. And she for double sure didn’t want to lug around a basket full of pharmaceuticals for the rest of her life. 

Because she wasn’t crazy.

But if she wasn’t crazy, that meant the people…the ghosts—okay, there, she’d said it—she was seeing were real.

The only problem with that—besides the fact that she didn’t believe in ghosts—meant none of the drugs her psychiatrist wanted to prescribe would help.

She finished her oatmeal and put the bowl in the dishwasher, then sat down on the couch with her laptop. But instead of typing anything else in her journal, she opened Google and typed the word ghosts in the search bar. She felt ridiculous even as she hit the enter button, but if there was something out there that’d help them leave her alone, she didn’t care how absurd it was.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

 

 

Four hours later, she was still parked on the couch. To say she’d gone down the proverbial rabbit hole was putting it mildly. She hadn’t confirmed the existence of ghosts, but she’d sure as hell had learned a lot about them. Most importantly, she knew what to do about her problem—she was going to find a group of ghost hunting experts and let them prove, or disprove, the existence of ghosts to her. If ghosts weren’t real, she’d tell her shrink everything and take whatever medications the woman prescribed. If ghosts did exist, she’d ask the ghost hunters to help her stop seeing them.

The plan seemed like a good one. Unfortunately, finding ghost hunters who were willing to let her tag along with them was proving more difficult than she’d thought it would be. While there were a lot of ghost hunters in the Connecticut-New York metropolitan area, the first half dozen had hung up on her the moment she told them she was seeing ghosts. You’d think people who supposedly made a living in the supernatural world would be a bit more understanding of the whole I-see-dead-people thing. Maybe they were phonies or maybe she’d sounded like a lunatic.

That was when she decided to lie and tell the next several she called that she was writing a book and wanted to do some research for it. She still didn’t get an immediate yes, but at least they didn’t hang up on her the second she started talking. Half of them thought she was making up the whole thing about being an author and was instead a reporter looking to expose them as fakes, while the rest told her their work was too dangerous to involve an “untrained” civilian.

Riiiiight.

She’d survived an attack from a psycho killer with a knife, but going out with them to chase after Casper was too dangerous? She’d almost laughed.

Presley scrolled down to the next one on the list—Paranormal Investigations Unlimited—and saw that they were located in the little village of Sleepy Hollow, New York. No way could she resist giving them a call.

“Paranormal Investigations Unlimited,” the man answered. “Robert speaking.”

“Hi, this is Presley Kincaid,” she said, quickly launching into her spiel about writing a book and researching ghosts, adding, “I’m hoping I can do some actual ghost hunting with you.”

On the other end of the line, Robert hesitated. “Um, we don’t usually take people on location with us, and if we agreed, we’d have to charge you.”

She sat up straighter. “That’s fine. I’d be happy to pay you. Just tell me how much.”

“Seven fifty.”

Presley did a double take. “Seven-hundred-and-fifty dollars?”

“I know it sounds like a lot of money, but for that amount, you can tag along with us for the whole weekend.”

It was her turn to hesitate. The price was steep for sure, but she needed to figure out if she was actually seeing ghosts or going nuts.

“Okay,” she said. “Tell me where and when to meet you.”

After hanging up, Presley sent him the money using PayPal, then wrote down everything in her journal, including why she thought hanging out with ghost hunters for the weekend would work. Seeing all of it in writing made her wonder if she was seriously messed up in the head. Was she honestly going to put her mental health in the hands of a bunch of ghost hunters from Sleepy Hollow?

She glanced at the clock on the bottom right-hand corner of her laptop, surprised to see it was almost three o’clock. Shutting down her computer, she grabbed another bottle of water and a granola bar, then picked up her purse and headed out to her car. She didn’t want to be late for her first day of ghost hunting.

Fortunately, Sleepy Hollow was only about thirty minutes from the city of Stamford, so it didn’t take long to get there. When she pulled up outside Paranormal Investigations Unlimited, she was disappointed to discover it didn’t look anything at all like she’d pictured. She expected guys who made their living investigating the paranormal to have some kind of creepy, old Victorian mansion with a beat-up hearse outside painted like the one in Ghostbusters, but the brick building was boringly nondescript. With its metal garage door and storefront windows, it blended in with all the other small businesses along the street. At least it would have if it wasn’t for the bright red paint on the front door.

The interior was as unremarkable as the outside and she tried not to let her shoulders slump as she looked around the large room. In addition to a conference table and chairs in the center, there was a topographical map of the northeast section of the United States on one wall and a road map of the same area on the other. Damn, she’d been hoping for an X-Files poster or two, maybe a life-size statue of Beetlejuice in the corner.

“Can I help you?”

Presley turned to see a man coming out of one of the two offices in the back. About her height, he had unruly blond hair and wore wire-rimmed glasses that he pushed up higher on his nose as he walked toward her. The building might not be what she expected, but he looked exactly as she imagined a ghost hunter would look.

“I hope so,” she said. “I’m looking for Robert Reynolds.”

“I’m Robert. What can I do for…?” His voice trailed off as his hazel eyes went wide. “You must be Presley Kincaid, aren’t you? Of course you are. I didn’t expect you until five.”

She gave him an apologetic look. “I know I’m a little early. Sorry about that.”

He shook his head. “No, no. That’s fine. I just didn’t expect you to get here yet.” The garage door opened and he darted a quick glance in the direction of the sound, then looked back at her. “Can I get you a drink? We have a break room in the back. I think there might be some soda in the fridge. Or bottled water. Or…or something.”

Presley frowned. This guy hunted ghosts for a living? He looked like he was about ready to jump out of his skin at the sound of a garage door opening. “Thanks, but I’m fine.”

Robert nodded and pushed his glasses up on his nose again. “Here, why don’t you have a seat and…”

He stopped as a door opened behind him.

“Oh man,” he muttered. “Um…I’ll be right back.”

He didn’t wait for an answer, but turned and practically ran over to the door as two men and a woman walked in.

Robert came to a halt before the trio and shoved his glasses up even higher. “You’re back. That was fast.”

“We only went up to Tarrytown to get some batteries,” one of the men said. He glanced at Presley, his golden-brown eyes sizing her up. “Who’s our guest? A new client?”

Client.

Presley blinked in surprise as the word registered. This gorgeous guy was a ghost hunter? She took in his chiseled jaw with its hint of stubble and wide, sensuous mouth before letting her gaze move lower to admire the broad shoulders and long legs that completed the package. No way was he a ghost hunter, not with those looks and that body. More like Sleepy Hollow’s resident model.

Robert did that nervous thing with the glasses again. “Not exactly.”

The man folded his arms across his chest, the movement making his well-muscled biceps flex. “What do you mean, not exactly?”

“Um…” Robert glanced at Presley, then turned back to the other man. “Maybe we should talk in your office.”

Dark eyes narrowed, then went from Robert to Presley before going back to Robert again. “This better be good.”

Presley stared after the two ghost hunters in bewilderment as they disappeared into an office on the far side of the room. The way Robert almost had to run to keep up with the other man’s long strides would have been comical if the situation wasn’t so awkward. She got the feeling Robert hadn’t told his partner about her tagging along with them. While she could still see them through the glass wall, she couldn’t hear what they were saying since they’d closed the door. She glanced at the man and woman standing beside her, hoping they would shed some light on things, but they looked as curious about what was going on as she was.

“You did what?” the hunk demanded, his deep voice so loud the glass actually vibrated.

Okay, so maybe she’d be able to listen in on their conversation after all.

Robert pushed his glasses up on his nose. “Just calm down and hear me out on this. I overheard you talking to Mav about bringing in some more money and…”

“And?” the other man prompted when Robert hesitated.

“And I found a way to do that. Presley Kincaid is an author. She’s writing a book about ghosts and needed to do some research, so I invited her to come with us this weekend.”

The hunk looked at Robert as if he’d told him Presley was an alien from another planet there to turn them all into mindless slaves. “You invited her to come along? Are you out of your damn mind? What we do isn’t a spectator sport. You should know that better than anyone.”

“I know,” Robert said. “But we could use the money and I figured it wouldn’t hurt to bring her on some of the simple home inspections, maybe a low-level smudging. Nothing dangerous. We can control the risk of exposure—”

“Control it, huh? How the hell are you going to do that? You suddenly turn into a psychic or something?”

“No, but—”

“But nothing,” the hunk growled. “You never know when it’s all going to go to shit, so you don’t involve civilians. Ever. That’s the number one rule of this job. Which means she isn’t coming with us tonight or any other night. Give her money back, say it was all a big misunderstanding and send her on her way.”

Through the windows that separated the office from the main room, Presley saw the dark-haired guy pick up the stack of mail on his desk and flip through it. Clearly that was his way of putting an end to the conversation. He sounded no different than those other ghost hunters she’d talked to, the ones who hadn’t wanted to involve her in their dangerous work. What a bunch of crap.

Robert was silent for so long Presley thought he was going to follow the other man’s orders without so much as a peep, but then he shook his head. “I can’t give her money back because we already spent it.”

His partner looked up from the mail with a frown. “Spent it on what?”

Robert sighed. “The repairs on the Hummer. What else?”

The good looking guy cursed loud enough to make Presley jump. He looked so angry she half expected him to put his fist though the wall. Or punch Robert in the nose. Instead, he threw the stack of envelopes down on the desk and turned to stare out the window, his back rigid.

Presley was wondering if maybe she should come back some other time when the woman beside her spoke.

“You’re an author, huh? Written anything I might have read?”

Presley tore her gaze away from the two men to look at the other woman. Presley wondered if she was asking because she wanted to make an uncomfortable situation a little less uncomfortable or whether she was genuinely interested.

“I don’t have anything published yet,” Presley explained. “This is my first book.”

The woman’s dark eyes lit up. “Oh. Cool. What’s it about?”

Presley opened her mouth to reply when the office door suddenly swung open and banged against the wall. The hunk stormed past them without so much as a glance in their direction and disappeared through the same door he and the others had entered earlier.

Robert followed at a much slower pace. He gave Presley a small smile. “Okay, we’re all set.”

Presley lifted a brow. “Are you sure? He seemed pretty pissed.”

It was the dark-haired woman who answered. “That’s just Logan being his charming self. He’s always a little intense.”

“Hurry the hell up!” came a shout from the other room. “We don’t have all fucking night.”

“He’s a little socially maladjusted, too,” the woman added. “Come on, we’d better get going before he really blows a gasket.”

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

 

Presley opened her mouth to make some smart-alecky comment but closed it again when the man and woman started toward the door Logan and Robert had gone through.

“You’re ghost hunters, too?” she asked as she fell into step beside them.

“He is,” the woman said, gesturing to the good-looking man ahead of them. “I just help out sometimes. My name is Brielle Casey, by the way. You already met Logan Malone. And this is Mav Walker.”

Mav gave her a nod over his shoulder as he walked through the door. Tall and seriously fit looking, he had dark blond hair, blue eyes, and a decidedly California surfer look about him, along with a southern drawl. “Nice to meet you.”

“You, too. I’m Presley Kincaid.”

Brielle laughed. “Yeah, we heard.”

Besides the big, black Hummer dominating the garage, there was a long worktable against one wall as well as several storage lockers and shelves filled with lots of different gadgets and tools, none of which she recognized.

Logan, the socially maladjusted hunk, was already in the front passenger seat of the Hummer. Robert was getting in the back. Presley climbed in the back seat along with Brielle while Mav slipped behind the wheel.

“Where are we heading?” Mav asked as he turned on the engine.

“Seventy-Five Sunset Drive, Moores Mill,” Robert said.

Mav punched the address into the GPS on the dash, then pulled out of the garage and turned right. As they drove down the street, Presley waited for him to ask what kind of job they were going on, but he didn’t. In fact, no one said anything. She wondered if they were always so quiet or whether they didn’t want to talk because she was there.

“Are we going to a haunted house?” she asked.

To her surprise, it was Logan who answered. “It’s a house, but it probably isn’t haunted.”

She frowned. “We’re going to a house that isn’t haunted?”

“I said we’re going to a house that probably isn’t haunted.”

That didn’t make sense. “Let me get this straight. I’m crammed into an SUV with a team of ghost hunters so we can drive for an hour to check out a house that probably isn’t even haunted? What’s the point of that?”

Logan shrugged. “Well, we could have gone to the nearest unhaunted house down the street, but I want you to feel as if you’re getting your money’s worth so an hour-long drive seems about right. I’m throwing in the crowded SUV for free.”

Presley stared at the back of his head, speechless. She leaned forward. “Wait a minute. If you think I paid seven-hundred-and-fifty dollars to have you drive me around for the weekend and show me an old unhaunted house or two, then I want my money back right now.”

“He’s kidding, Presley.”

“And if you don’t give me a refund, then I’ll…” she trailed off as Brielle’s words registered. She looked over her shoulder at the woman. “What?”

Brielle smiled. “He’s kidding.”

Presley jerked her head around to look at Logan. She thought she saw his mouth quirk, but it disappeared too quickly for her to be sure.

Beside her, Brielle leaned forward to whisper in her ear. “Remember what I said about him being socially maladjusted?”

“I heard that,” Logan said.

“Good. That way I won’t have to repeat it.” Brielle flopped back in the seat. “You can be a real jerk sometimes, you know that, Logan?”

He shrugged. “I was telling her the truth when I said the house we’re going to probably isn’t haunted.”

“Give it a rest, Logan,” Mav muttered. “You’re only going to get her spun up again.” He glanced at Presley in the rearview mirror. “What Logan meant to say in his socially maladjusted way is that we’re being paid to see if the house is haunted or not. Given the odds involved in these types of situations, it probably isn’t.”

“Isn’t that what I just said?” Logan asked. “With a hell of a lot less words, I might add.”

Presley ignored Logan and sat back in the seat, her brow furrowing. “Why would people pay you to tell them their house isn’t haunted? Wouldn’t they already know if it is or isn’t?”

“Actually, the house is for sale, so there isn’t anyone living there at the moment,” Robert said. “But someone recently purchased it and we’ve been hired by the real estate agency to make sure the place is ghost-free prior to the new owners moving in.”

Wait. What?

“Real estate agencies pay for that?”

“Sometimes. Actually, they pay for it a lot more than you think, especially here in the Northeast where there are so many old houses. With the home market being as slow as it is around here right now, the real estate agency doesn’t want to lose a prospective buyer because there’s a spook hanging around that likes to clank about the kitchen in the middle of the night. Once a home gets a reputation for being haunted, it’s never going to sell.”

Presley tried to wrap her head around that but couldn’t. “So, what, you walk around the house, check under the bed for Casper, then collect your money when he doesn’t jump out and say boo?”

Logan’s mouth quirked. “It’s a little more technical than that, but you’ve got the basic idea.”

Presley wondered if he was teasing her again. “That seems like a sort of shady way to make a living, don’t you think? Taking money to tell someone their house isn’t haunted.”

Logan shrugged. “I don’t disagree with you there.”

She wanted to ask why they did it then, but Robert spoke before she could get the words out.

“It’s not as shady as it sounds, Presley.” He squirmed in the seat and pushed his glasses up. “I mean, it’s no different than a home inspector checking a house for leaky pipes or bad wiring, and not finding any. They use their particular skills. We use ours. Besides, we wouldn’t be getting paid for our services if there wasn’t a demand for them.”

“If it sounds as if Robert is defensive, it’s because he’s the one who talked Logan and me into doing these demonic home-inspections,” Mav said.

“In his defense, business has been better than we thought it would be,” Brielle pointed out. “There actually is a need for it.”

“Just because there’s a need, that doesn’t mean we have to charge people for it,” Logan grumbled.

Presley blinked in surprise. She’d thought a socially maladjusted guy like him would appreciate ripping off honest people.

“That’s the same kind of thinking that put your little save-the-world endeavor so deep in debt,” Robert said to Logan. “I’m simply trying to show you that you can help people and still make a little money on the side. Letting people owe you favors now and then is fine, but it doesn’t put gas in the Hummer. There’s nothing wrong with making a little profit from helping people. Especially if the only reason you charge money anyway is so you can help more people. Right, Presley?”

“Um…” Presley hesitated. She hated it when people put her on the spot. “Well, when you put it that way, I suppose not.”

Logan snorted.

Presley stifled a groan. Well, that comment certainly wasn’t going to win her any brownie points from him. Not that she wanted to win any, of course. She didn’t care what he thought of her. It was just that she was already a source of contention between him and Robert. She didn’t like the idea of adding to it, especially since she wanted to learn as much as she could from them in the three days she going to be with them. Her sanity depended on it.

She let out a sigh as an uncomfortable silence descended on the SUV again. While she knew asking about ghost hunting was probably going to be a bad way to start up another conversation, particularly with Logan, she couldn’t think of anything else to talk about. Besides, she was supposed to be there to do research for her book and that meant finding out what made the average ghost hunter tick. If she didn't ask them anything, they’d get suspicious at some point.

“How did you guys get into hunting ghosts?” she asked, trying to sound casual. “Do you do it full time or is it more of a part-time thing?”

When no one answered right away, Presley thought they were going to ignore her, but then Robert spoke.

“Logan and Mav do it full time, but Brielle and I just help out now and then, mostly on the weekends.”

Presley was a little surprised to hear Robert didn’t hunt ghosts on a full-time basis. From the way he talked, she assumed he was partners with the other two men. “That isn’t a bad way to make a little extra money, I guess.”

Brielle shook her head. “We don’t get paid. We help out Logan and Mav because they helped both of us.”

Presley remembered what Robert had said about Logan and Mav letting people owe them favors. “Did Logan and Mav get rid of a ghost for you?”

“Something like that,” was all Brielle said.

Beside Presley, Robert shook his head. “I wish it had been as simple as a ghost. My situation was a little stickier than that. Trust me when I tell you there are a lot worse things than ghosts out there, Presley. If it wasn’t for Logan, my wife and kids would be—”

“Robert,” Logan said warningly.

Robert flushed. “Oh, right. Sorry.”

Presley frowned as he turned to look out the side window, wondering what the heck that had been about. Robert had obviously been going to reveal something huge, something Logan clearly didn’t want her to hear. She wanted to press Robert for details but decided it would be better to ask him later, preferably when Logan wasn’t around. The guy was a walking, talking conversation killer.

“Tell us about the book you’re writing,” Brielle said brightly.

Presley felt a moment of panic. Brielle had probably only asked because she wanted to defuse the situation, but they’d still expect her to answer—she was supposed to be writing a book. But of course, there really wasn’t a book, and she hadn't even given any thought to one. The idea that they’d ask her questions about it hadn’t even entered her mind.

They were all looking at her expectedly, so she’d better think of something—quick.

“I only just started the book, so I’m still working out all the particulars. But basically, it’s about a ghost hunter who falls in love with this ghost he discovers in a haunted house,” she explained. “For some reason—and I haven’t quite figured this part out yet—the ghost can materialize into a real woman whenever he’s around. Of course, he’s the only person who can see or touch her, and she can only materialize in the old, dilapidated house she’s trapped in, which poses all sorts of problems.”

Logan let out a snort. “That’s supposed to be a romance?”

“Sounds more like a horror story to me,” Mav said.

Presley felt her face color. Yeah, okay, the story sounded like crap, but what did either of them knew about romance?  She was about to ask them that question, but Brielle put a hand on her arm.

“Ignore them, Presley,” Brielle said. “Not only are they both men, but they’re also both horribly unromantic ones. I think your story sounds very romantic. It also explains why you want to hang out with us. So you can get the ghost hunter stuff authentic, right?”

Presley nodded. “I want the tools and techniques the ghost hunter uses in my book to be believable. I also want to learn some general stuff about ghosts, too. Not that I expect to really see any. But regardless, I’d like to get a feel for what would they look like, how they act, and how you’d make them go away.” That last part was obviously the most important to her, if in fact any of this turned out to be real. But figuring she should keep going so she wouldn't raise any suspicions, she added, “I hope you guys don’t mind if I take a little literary license with some parts of your job. I know you don’t deal with life and death situations as part of your daily routine, but I’ll have to put that kind of stuff in the story to make it exciting.”

In the front of the SUV, Logan and Mav exchanged looks, the hint of smiles playing around the corners of their mouths. Presley didn’t know what she said that was so funny, but even Brielle and Robert seemed to find it amusing.

Now that they knew she was interested in the type of equipment ghost hunters used, Brielle and Robert kept up a steady stream of conversation all the way to Moores Mill. While the information they gave her would have been nice if she was actually writing a ghost hunter romance book, it didn’t really help her know if ghosts were real—other than the fact that Logan, Mav, Brielle, and Robert obviously thought they were. 

When she tried to steer the conversation around to any ghost encounters they’d had, both Brielle and Robert confessed they hadn’t seen much more than shadows. Presley was surprised. She’d expected them to regale her with one scary story after another. Made-up stuff, of course, but still good stories.

“More substantial sightings are pretty rare,” Robert admitted as they turned into a subdivision. “Logan and Mav have seen a lot more than we have.”

Presley glanced at Logan and Mav, hoping they would elaborate, but to her annoyance, neither one did. She should have known. Deciding it was useless to try to pry anything out of either man, she looked out the window and was amazed when Mav pulled into a driveway in front of a two-story house on a cul-de-sac. After hearing Robert talk, she’d expected the place to be old, decrepit and creepy looking. Even in the gathering darkness, she could see it was well-kept with a manicured lawn and a fresh coat of paint. No self-respecting ghost would be caught dead in a house like this. Or should the expression be caught alive in a house like this?

She made no comment as she got out of the Hummer, especially since everyone else looked quite serious as they grabbed duffel bags out of the back. Deciding to go along with it, Presley followed them up the front walk. Maybe she’d make an appointment to see her shrink tomorrow. Something told her she was going to be taking a lot of drugs in the very near future.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

 

 

Presley looked around as she walked into the entryway of the house, but she couldn’t see much without a light. She waited for someone to turn one on, but instead they pulled out small flashlights.

Brielle held one out to her. “Regular lights can create an electromagnetic field and give us a false positive on our EMF meters. Appliances can do it, too, so we’ll shut off the power before we start.”

Taking the flashlight from Brielle, she turned it on, frowning when she saw the meager light it put out. How the heck was she supposed to see anything with this?

Robert must have noticed the look on her face because he said, “It’s LED so it doesn’t put out a lot of light, but because it uses an extremely small watch battery, it’s as close as we can get to a zero electromagnetic field signature and still be able to see.”

Presley nodded even though she had no idea what he was talking about. She wanted to ask, but Logan was already barking orders.

“Robert, Brielle, you’ve got the first floor. Mav, you take the basement. I’ll cover the upstairs.”

Had he left her out on purpose? “What about me?”

Logan turned that impenetrable golden-brown gaze on her. “It was Robert’s idea to have you tag along with us, so you can go with him and Brielle. And try not to get in their way.”

He didn’t wait for an answer but turned and headed up the steps. Presley clenched her jaw as she watched him go. Brielle was right. He was a jerk.

“Don’t pay attention to him,” Brielle said. “Come on. Robert and I will show you the tools of the trade.”

Taking Brielle’s advice, Presley put the surly ghost hunter from her mind and instead turned her attention to Robert and the strange looking stuff he was pulling out of the duffel bag. If Logan didn’t want to play nice, that was fine with her. She’d go to Mav with any paranormal questions Brielle and Robert couldn’t answer. He seemed like the nicer of the two men.

“This is the EMF meter we were telling you about,” Robert said as he stood up. “There are several different varieties, but this one is called a Tri-Field Meter. They’re more expensive than the other kinds, but Logan and Mav like it because they think it gives more accurate readings. Brielle and I like it because it’s simple to use.” He held it out to Presley. “You can go ahead and take a closer look at it if you want.”

She took the EMF meter and shined her flashlight on it. The unit was rectangular in shape with a knob on the bottom that switched between magnetic, electric and radio fields. The top half was made up of a scale with a needle that measured the amount of energy coming from each of the fields. It looked pretty high-tech, but it could be a Geiger counter for all she knew.

“If the needle moves, does that mean there’s a ghost in the house?” she asked as she handed it back to Robert.

“Not necessarily,” he said. “It picks up electromagnetic fields, which can come from anything electrical. You need to be able to differentiate between those and the ones put off by ghosts. That’s where the real talent of the ghost hunter comes in, being able to tell a false positive from the real thing.”

“It’s also why we turn off the power and use other detectors, like thermal scanners,” Brielle put in.

“What are those?” Presley asked.

“They’re basically a regular digital thermometer, only they measure the temperature of the air.” Robert crouched down to rummage in the duffel bag. A moment later, he held out a thermometer that looked a lot like the one the nurses in the hospital had used to check her temperature. “Like this.”

She nodded. “Why is it important to take the air temperature?”

“It lets you know if there are any cold spots in the room.”

“Cold spots?”

“Air pockets that feel colder than the rest of the room,” Brielle explained. “Ghosts are nothing more than coherent energy fields. The energy they use to materialize is pulled right out of the environment. When you pull that energy out of a room with no electricity, you get cold spots. They’re literally sucking the heat out of the room to exist.”

Presley nodded again. She had no idea ghost hunting was so complicated, especially since it wasn’t as if it was an actual science. On the other hand, it made it obvious Brielle and Robert genuinely believed this stuff.  Remembering she was supposed to be doing research, she handed the thermometer back to Robert. “Maybe I should be taking notes.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Brielle said. “We can go over everything again tomorrow at the office, if you want.”

Presley smiled. “That’d be great. Thanks.”

Even though she didn’t expect to see a ghost, Presley’s pulse quickened as she followed the two part-time ghost hunters from room to room. Now that her eyes had adjusted to the darkness, she could see fairly well with the little flashlight and she found herself looking around eagerly for signs of the paranormal. She kept waiting for their detectors to go off at any minute, but to her dismay neither the EMF meter nor the thermal scanner so much as even beeped.

When Mav met back up with them in the entryway ten minutes later to report he’d come up empty-handed as well, she had to fight to hide her disappointment. She’d already concluded she wasn’t going to see a real ghost or anything, but she’d been hoping the needle on the EMF meter would have at least tremored a little. Clearly, being a ghost hunter wasn’t as exciting as the television shows made it out to be. 

“Did you get anything?” Mav asked when Logan came downstairs a few minutes later.

“I picked up some readings in the master bedroom.”

Of course he did. The big, bad ghost hunter didn’t want the new girl to think he wasn’t fully qualified hero material.

“Can you show me?” she asked.

His eyes narrowed. “Show you?”

“Yeah. That’s what I’m paying you for. Besides, I want to see the ghost for myself.” She lifted a brow. “Unless you’re making it up to impress me.”

Logan clenched his jaw, but whether it was in response to her words or the amused chuckle from Mav, she wasn’t sure.

“Fine,” he said. “Let’s go.”

Presley followed him up the steps, as did the rest of Paranormal Investigations Unlimited. She didn’t know why she kept butting heads with Logan, but she couldn’t help it. His attitude was so damn infuriating. He could at least try to act civil. She was paying him two-hundred-and-fifty dollars a day, after all, not to mention fixed his damn gas-guzzling Hummer.

Once they got to the bedroom, Logan pulled out his EMF meter and turned it on. Presley leaned closer to get a better look and was surprised when the needle barely moved a quarter of an inch.

“That’s it?” she asked. “That’s your big ghost. How scary.”

Logan slanted her a hard look. “Yeah, I know. You could always go wait in the Hummer if you’re too afraid.”

She gave him a sweet smile. “I think I can keep it together.”

“Suit yourself.”

Presley ignored his sarcastic tone and looked around the room. “If the EMF meter is picking up a ghost, where is it?”
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