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“WHETHER YOU BELIEVE ME or not,” the young woman said. “I know that I saw a ghost in this room last night.”

She snatched her clothes from the drawer and threw them into her suitcase without bothering to fold them.

“You saw a shadow on the wall,” the man said.

Her head snapped up. “I did not see a shadow,” she said. “And I’m not spending my honeymoon in a haunted house.”

Hauling her suitcase out the door, she headed for the top of the stairs.

“Come on, honey, where are you going?” he asked.

“To the Holiday Inn Express,” she shouted over her shoulder. “Are you coming with me?”

Meanwhile, in the kitchen, Kristy Miller ceased her breakfast preparations when she heard a commotion in the foyer. She hurried out to find the occupants of the honeymoon suite arguing on the stairs. The woman fled out the front door before Kristy could speak to her.

“What’s wrong?” she asked the man.

The man shook his head. “I’m embarrassed to tell you, Ms. Miller, but my wife thinks that your B&B is haunted.”

Oh, no. I’ve been afraid of this.

“What happened?” she asked.

“I don’t know for sure. She watches too many of those ghost-hunting shows on TV.”

They both turned toward the open front door at the sound of a car horn honking outside.

“After you finish packing,” she said. “Come down to the office, and I’ll give you a full refund.”

“No, I insist on paying for last night, and you can add extra to that for the canceled reservation,” he said. “This isn’t your fault.”

Kristy returned to the kitchen. An odd chill in the air unsettled her, and the curtains fluttered over the sink. The scent of lavender swirled around her. She shivered. At first, she’d been in denial that her house might be haunted. She had found reasonable explanations for all of the strange occurrences until the incident with the painting. She’d studied every inch of that painting before and after having it restored. Somehow, it had been altered. Where one eagle once soared above the mountain, now two adorned the sky. Her fiancé, Drew, had gone so far as to suggest that one of her guests might have added the extra eagle. She couldn’t believe that anyone would do such a thing.

Perhaps I was too hasty in opening Evergreen to guests.

“Ms. Miller, I can’t talk my wife into staying, so I guess we’ll be checking out,” the man said. “This is a beautiful place. In spite of what’s happened, I’ll still recommend Evergreen to my friends and family.”

“Thank you very much,” Kristy said. “Give me a minute to enter the refund on your credit card.”

He eyed the muffins on the counter and licked his top lip.

“Help yourself,” Kristy said.

He grabbed one and followed her into the office.

“It’s hard to believe this place is over a hundred years old,” he said. “It looks brand new.”

Kristy pulled up his reservation and keyed in the credit on his card. “My aunt oversaw the majority of the renovations,” she said. “But she passed away last year, and I inherited it from her.” She tapped the enter key and turned around to retrieve the receipt from the printer. “All set,” she said and handed him the paper.

Before he turned to leave, he attempted to apologize for his wife again. She waved him away. How could she fault the young woman for being sensitive to spirits? After the front door closed behind him, she made her way through the quiet hall to the room she now called Stephen's Studio. Once inside, she faced the large painting hanging above the fireplace. She’d recently visited a reputable paranormal website, where the expert, Justin Marino, had suggested that owners of haunted houses confront the spirits and assert themselves as the new owners. She took a deep breath and drew back her shoulders.

“I have more guests checking in this morning,” she said. “And I would appreciate it if you would make yourself or yourselves scarce.”

She could have sworn she heard laughter followed by inaudible whispers. Drew would tell her that the wind blew down the chimney and rattled the flue. Yes, that had to be it. She didn’t want to consider the alternative—Evergreen was haunted.
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Two months later

Justin Marino kept watching for the green exit sign on Highway 321. He’d been to Blowing Rock one other time to investigate paranormal activity in an old church cemetery. That visit had been a disappointment with inconclusive results. He hoped for a better outcome with this tip. An email from an old college friend, claiming to have seen a ghost on her honeymoon, had brought him to this small Blue Ridge Mountain town.

There’s my turnoff. As soon as he moved his car into the right lane, he heard the blare of a car horn behind him. Post-traumatic stress from his last auto accident caused his stomach to knot. In his rearview mirror, he saw a woman in a Jeep, communicating with angry sign language. Where did she come from? He shook his head and turned onto Main Street. The woman followed a few feet away from his rear bumper. He turned down a side street next to a sandwich shop and parked in the back. To his surprise, she parked next to him.

Before he could unhook his seatbelt, she exited her Jeep and pounded with her open palm on the passenger side window of his car.

“You cut me off,” she yelled. “I almost flipped my Jeep.”

She’d exaggerated, of course, but he kept his cool and didn’t respond until he had gotten out of the car and walked around to her side.

“My apologies,” he said. “I didn’t see you, and believe me, I looked before I moved over.”

He could have added that she must have been driving like the proverbial bat out of hell, but again, he held his tongue.

She yanked off her sunglasses, revealing the most brilliant blue eyes he’d ever seen.

“Do you know who I am?” she asked.

Oh, crap! he thought. He’d seen her television show, Lisa Ryan, Ghost Finder. Of all the people he could have almost run off the road, why had it been her?

“Hey, I said I’m sorry,” he said. “And we didn’t have an accident. Can we let it go?”

Her face scrunched into a scowl, and she did an about-face. He watched her stomp away and round the corner of the building. He followed her, and for one second, it crossed his mind to offer to buy her lunch, but she didn’t go into the sandwich shop. She went next door to Kristy’s Bakery. We can’t be on the trail of the same ghost, can we? He whipped his smartphone out from his inside jacket pocket and scanned the notes that his research assistant had emailed to him. Kristy Miller, the owner of Kristy’s Bakery, also owned the Evergreen B&B. With any luck, Ms. Miller would be appalled at the idea of having her business exploited on some cheesy reality TV show.

As tempted as he might be to peek into the bakery, he instead entered the small sandwich shop and found an empty table. The server, a petite young woman, brought a glass of water and eating utensils to the table.

“Do you need a minute to look over the menu?” she asked.

“I’m ready to order,” he said. “I’d like hot pastrami on rye bread with mustard and provolone cheese, and you can bring me a cup of coffee.”

“Decaf or regular?” she asked.

“Regular,” he answered. “And make it black.”

The reflection on his smartphone screen drew his attention upward. A large, plastic spider hung over his table suspended in a nylon web. He glanced around at the other typical Halloween decorations. He spotted a skeleton dressed in ragged clothing reclining against a rack of brochures. He got up from the table, walked to the rack, and scanned the selection of local tourists’ attractions. Bingo. He reached for the one advertising the Evergreen B&B. A well-photographed, professional presentation touted Evergreen as a romantic getaway.

He returned to his table when he saw the server carrying his coffee. He took the opportunity to feel her out regarding Evergreen.

“What can you tell me about this Evergreen B&B?” he asked. “Would you recommend it?”

“I’ve never been there,” she said. “But I know the owner. That’s her bakery next door.”

“Have you heard anyone say anything—positive or negative?”

Her eyes darted from side to side.

“I can’t say...I mean no,” she said. “I haven’t heard anything.”

“If you don’t want to answer my question, then I won’t press you,” he said.

She came closer to him and whispered, “Okay, but you didn’t hear it from me.”

“You have my word,” he said. “I won’t repeat what you’ve told me.”

“A friend of mine told me that someone told her that it’s haunted.”

He feigned surprise. “Really?”

Her posture straightened. “Oh, I don’t believe it,” she said. “There are lots of places around here that are supposed to be haunted, but I’ve never seen a ghost. One time, I stayed out all night at Lost Cove Cliffs and never did see those Brown Mountain lights.”

He stirred a spoonful of sugar into his coffee and took a sip.

“You never know,” he said. “Strange things happen all the time.”

A bell rang, and she turned around. “That’s probably your sandwich.”

The young woman went to the counter and retrieved his lunch.

“Hey, don’t pay any attention to what I said concerning Evergreen,” she said. “I’ve heard other people say that it’s a very nice place.”

“Don’t worry,” he said. “I like to judge things like that for myself.”

She smiled, and Justin sensed her relief. Poor girl had probably gotten herself into trouble in the past for spreading gossip.

He had taken one bite of his sandwich when Lisa Ryan stormed through the door and took a seat in a booth to his right. A skinny guy with brown hair sat across from her. She didn't even try to keep her voice down.

“Miss Miller was out,” she said. “So I got her business card and called her cell number. When I told her that I wanted to do a TV spot for Ghost Finder, she hung up on me. Can you believe it, Gary? The nerve of that woman.”

Justin hadn’t meant to laugh out loud, but he couldn’t stop himself. Lisa turned and glared at him.

“You, again.” She turned to Gary. “This guy ran me off the road. I was lucky to get here in one piece.”

“Excuse me,” Justin said. “I didn’t run you off the road. If you hadn’t been exceeding the speed limit, we wouldn’t have had a close call.”

She shrugged her shoulder. “I have a very busy schedule,” she said. “I can’t afford to be a slowpoke.”

“Don’t worry, Lisa,” Gary said. “We’ll find another way to get you into Evergreen. Maybe we could try the free publicity angle.”

Justin finished his sandwich and sipped his coffee. Sure, that’s what I’d like to have, he thought. An hour-long advertisement that my B&B is haunted.

“Yes,” Lisa said. “She should jump at the chance to be featured on a popular TV show.”

He couldn’t resist the temptation. He said, “If I owned a brand new B&B, and you wanted to feature it on a TV show about haunted houses, I’d probably hang up on you, too.”

She folded her arms across her chest. “Do you mind?” she asked. “I’m having a private conversation.”

“No problem,” he said. “I’m mulling over the idea of making a reservation at Evergreen.” He held up the brochure close enough for her to see it. “I hear it’s a cozy, romantic getaway.”

Her jaw dropped. “Evergreen? You’re checking in to Evergreen?”

“Yes, I believe that’s the name of the place,” Justin said. “It was built by an early 20th-century industrialist. It stayed in his family for almost a century until one of the professors at ASU purchased and renovated it. She passed away suddenly last year, and her niece, Kristy Miller inherited the house.”

Lisa’s red lips twisted into a smirk. “Well, what are you, Wikipedia?” she asked.

He swallowed the last of his coffee and picked up his check.

“Nice to have met you,” he said as a parting shot.

He stood and went to the cash register to pay his check. He could feel her staring at his back, but he couldn’t allow Lisa Ryan to deter him from his reason for being in Blowing Rock.

Lisa watched him pay his check and leave. Who is he? A tailored suit, perfectly groomed black hair, dark brown eyes... The server who came to the table to refill Gary’s drink glass interrupted her thoughts.

“Excuse me,” she said. “Who was the man sitting right there?”

The teenager shook her head. “I’ve never seen him before.”

“Could you get a peek at his credit card receipt and get his name for me?”

The young woman took a couple of steps backward. “Oh, no, I wouldn’t be allowed to do anything like...” She paused and pointed her finger at Lisa. “Wait a minute. I know who you are. I’ve seen your show. You’re Lisa Ryan, Ghost Finder.”

Lisa caught sight of her nametag. “It’s always nice to meet a fan, Carly. Will you do that favor for me?”

“I’m not too sure about this,” Carly said. “If I get caught...”

Lisa reached for a twenty-dollar bill from her purse and pushed it toward the edge of the table. “Pretty please?” she asked.

Carly glanced over her shoulder toward the woman working at the cash register. She slid the money off the table and concealed it in her apron pocket. “I’ll see what I can do,” she said.

The whole exchange seemed to amuse Gary.

“So what’s going on?” he asked. “Why do you want that guy’s name?”

“I don’t believe this was a chance meeting, Gary,” Lisa said. She leaned over on her elbows and folded her hands under her chin. “I think I’ve seen him somewhere, but I can’t place him.”

Carly walked past the table and dropped some napkins next to Lisa.

“There’s a name written on the top napkin,” Gary said.

Lisa grabbed it and stared at the name. A nerve in her left jaw twitched.

“I knew it,” she said and wadded the napkin into a ball. “He’s Justin Marino, the so-called paranormal expert. After he proved that The Real Ghost Sleuths of Atlanta were frauds, their show was canceled.”

“Then you should thank him,” Gary said. “For knocking out some of your competition.”

She tapped one of her red fingernails on the table. “He’s not interested in Evergreen as a romantic getaway,” she said. “He’s hunting a ghost.”

“I’m seeing an angle here,” Gary said. “Since this guy is so respected as a paranormal researcher, let’s get him on the show.”

“Please tell me that you’re joking,” she said.

“Now hear me out,” he said. “Getting him in on this deal could boost your credibility and your ratings. From there, you could move on to a bigger network like The Travel Channel or TLC and become a household name.”

“I don’t know, Gary. I have a bad feeling about this guy. I could tell from the few words we exchanged that he has very little respect for what I do.” She nursed the straw in her diet cola. “The fact that I’ve crossed paths with him is a bad omen.”

“Instead of seeing it as a bad omen, consider it an opportunity,” Gary said.

Lisa pushed her drink away. “So what should I do? Go all over town looking for him and then talk him into teaming up with me?”

Gary leaned to his left and gazed out the front window. “You won’t have to go too far,” he said. “He’s talking with someone right outside the door.”

She sat up straight. “Who is he talking to? Is it Kristy Miller?”

“It’s not Ms. Miller unless she’s an elderly gentleman,” Gary said.

Her stomach grew queasy at the thought of Gary’s proposition, but she couldn’t help agreeing with him. Justin Marino might be her only chance to gain entrance to Evergreen.
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