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One



Seattle, Washington

If she’d only had the right type of psychic abilities, Megan Barrows thought later that day, she would have sensed her doom when Case Lambert stepped through the doorway to Antique Fancies. Instead, when the bell over the door dinged and she looked up and saw him, her hands ceased work on the alabaster lamp she was rewiring, and her heart seized in her chest.

“Hello,” she said, an uncertain smile on her lips, attraction turning her shy.

A tight smile briefly graced the man’s face. “Hello.” His gaze took a long trip over her tall body, and a frown formed between his brows as his gaze lingered on her chest. She moved sideways a few inches, hoping to hide her A-cups behind the inadequate lamp, her attraction to him fading as quickly as it had come. So he was one of those.

The man looked away, turning his attention to the late-Victorian tea table beside him, its top loaded with silver candlesticks. He picked one up and turned it over to examine the hallmarks on the bottom, then flipped it around, eyes narrowing as he scrutinized the plating where it had begun, ever so slightly, to wear off the copper core.

Megan pretended to turn her attention back to rewiring the lamp, just as the man pretended to examine candlesticks. He was a big guy: six-foot-three according to the height markings on the edge of her door, and with a solid broadness that hinted at years of laboring muscle; no youthful lankiness here. His squarely masculine face showed signs of weathering, and his short brown hair was mussed. She had a brief flash of him driving his pickup with the window down, elbow resting on the sill, wind in his hair, howling along to a country song about the cheatin’ woman who done him wrong. His jeans and battered leather shoes, and the faded polo shirt with a breast pocket made lumpy by some object, all hinted at someone in one of the trades.

One thing for sure: he wasn’t a cubicle monkey from Microsoft.

He set down the candlestick and wandered farther into the shop, pausing to stare into a lighted glass case full of small bits and pieces: thimbles, lorgnettes, spoons, figurines, vases. Perhaps he was looking for a gift for his wife.

She glanced at his left hand. No ring.

A gift for his girlfriend, then? Mother? Aunt Esmeralda?

He left the glass case and wandered closer to where she stood at her worktable/cashier’s counter, his big frame feeling oversized in the crowded, feminine confines of her shop. The natural assurance of his stance, the silent assumption that he was master of his domain—master of her domain—grated on her, reminding her of the womanizing dolt she’d worked for while putting herself through college.

He made a show of casting his gaze over her shop. “You’ve got a nice place here—nicer than I expected. Judging from the outside, I thought it would be full of the usual thrift-store crap that passes for antiques these days.”

Megan narrowed her eyes.

“I must have driven by a hundred times but never stopped,” he went on, and ran a fingertip over the gracefully carved line of a chair back near the counter. He met her gaze, his gray eyes direct. “I should have. There are beautiful things here.”

Attraction shot through her again despite her every thought against it. She blushed and looked down at the lamp beneath her hands, then away, not sure where to set her gaze, afraid he might see that his words had affected her. “The shop belonged to my mother. She started it when I was a child.”

“ ‘Belonged.’ Did she retire?”

She glanced up at him. “She died. Two years ago.”

In his eyes, she saw empathy, the tightness around his mouth loosening. “I’m sorry. I lost my mother a few years ago, too.”

She nodded, acknowledging the shared pain. “But I have the shop, so in some ways it feels like I see her every day.”

He raised a brow and looked as if he were about to say something, then shook his head. A moment later, he asked, “So, can you make a living at this business? Doesn’t sound like it pays too well, especially not in this economy. Haven’t most of your colleagues gone out of business?”

She forced a smile. “I get by. Can I help you find something? Were you looking for something in particular?”

He ignored her question and made a show of again gazing around the shop. “You ever wonder what the long-dead owners of this stuff must be thinking, to see their things for sale?”

She rolled her eyes. The guy had one great question after another, didn’t he? “I suspect the dead have better things to do than watch over their chipped teacups and sprung chairs.”

His brows rose, and then he laughed, the loudness of it startling her, the whole room seeming to shake with the vibrations of his mirth. “What do you think the dead are doing with their time?” he asked when the storm had settled.

A wisp of suspicion floated into Megan’s mind. A man like this, discussing the dead with her, of all people? “I’m sure they’re fighting over the best dark hallways and attics to haunt, debating the merits of cemeteries on Halloween, et cetera, et cetera.”

“You don’t take it seriously?”

“Do you want me to?”

The small frown reappeared between his brows. “You must have been in a lot of old houses. You ever see a ghost?”

She tugged at the fresh wires coming out of the top of the lamp and began attaching them to a new socket. “In most cases, ghosts can be explained away rationally.”

“So you’ve never seen one?”

She glanced at him. His expression was serious. “Have you?” she asked back.

He looked away from her, toward the front picture window and its display tableau of desk, chair, and leather library books, a bust of Dante on the floor. When he spoke, his voice was quiet. “Maybe I’ve experienced something. But nothing I’d swear to.”

Megan felt the lure of the bait he’d just trailed before her, and with it, the small seed of suspicion that had been planted in her mind sprouted leaves. He’d heard something about her that made him come in and expect her to want to talk about ghosts.

His statement begged for follow-up questions, for her to lean forward and say, “Really? What happened?” But did she want to get involved in his problems? No, although he was shockingly good-looking for a dunderheaded brute. And there was always curiosity to satisfy.

She parted her lips to speak, and then caution laid hold of her tongue, forbidding her to take the tempting bait. “Was there something special you were looking for?” she asked, nodding toward the shop at large.

He stood straighter, her answer clearly not the one he was expecting. Then he shook his head and laughed again, the sound softer this time and strangely warming.

He dug into his breast pocket. “Would you be able to give me an appraisal on this, and maybe tell me something about it?” he asked, pulling a small gold pocket watch out of his shirt and handing it to her.

“I think so,” she said, surprised he had a legitimate reason for visiting her shop. She’d convinced herself he wanted to pick her brain about ghosts. That’s what she got for thinking too much of herself and her talents!

Megan took the watch and let it lie flat in her palm, feeling its heavy weight, the gold warm from his body. She ran her finger over the small dents along one edge and smiled.

“It’s a lady’s watch, meant to be pinned to her bodice. English—1910, 1915, I think.” She wound it a few turns and heard the soft, regular ticking begin. “Still works. It’s a lovely little thing.” She started to hand it back to him.

“How much would you give me for it?”

She pushed her hand at him again, offering the watch. “You don’t want to sell this.”

“Sure I do.”

She shook her head. “Someday you’ll have a daughter who’d love to have a piece of family history like this.”

“Family history?”

“I assume it belonged to your grandmother. Or a great-aunt,” she added, wanting to make the ownership sound more like a guess than it was.

He stared at her a long moment, then nodded. “It was my maternal grandmother’s. But I have no use for it, and I’m not one for holding on to something just for the sake of it. It’s just a watch. And it’s dented.”

“But you know what those dents are from, don’t you?”

He shook his head.

“They’re the marks of a teething baby. Your teeth, perhaps? While your grandmother held you? You—or someone—used her watch as a teething ring.” She shrugged, knowing she had sounded too certain. And she wasn’t that certain. Her imagination often led her down the wrong path. “It’s an educated guess. She must have been a doting grandmother to allow it, if I’m right.”

“Just a guess, huh? A pretty damn good guess!”

Megan crossed her arms over her chest. “You knew they were your teeth marks.”

“You’re the first antique ‘expert’ to know what those dents were from.”

“You were testing me?”

“Just like to know who I’m dealing with,” he said, grinning. “What else can you tell me about the watch?”

“What do you want to know?”

“I don’t know. Surprise me. Do some Sherlock Holmes–like deducing.”

“Sherlock Holmes?”

“Yeah.”

“I’m not a detective.”

“Come on. Try.

“He was fiction.”

“You surprised me with the teeth marks. Do it again.”

Was he serious?

Well, what the hell.

She enclosed the watch between her palms and closed her eyes. The trick was to let the images and snatches of sound come to her, not to force them. Not to think. She made her mind into a blank silver screen.

Bit by bit, a vague story began to emerge.

“I can tell you what anyone else might guess, given the probabilities,” she said, opening her eyes. “Your grandmother’s family emigrated to the U.S. She was moderately well-off, and she valued her family. She cared for people, both emotionally and physically.”

That was what she said aloud, but in her mind a much fuller picture of a woman had emerged: a girl of thirteen coming across the ocean with her mother; the girl growing into a young woman who took up nursing and married a doctor; the young woman becoming a middle-aged widow who held her family together with every last ounce of her love.

“That’s it?” he said. “‘They were immigrants’ and ‘she valued family’? Anyone could have guessed that.”

“Which is what I told you before I spoke, in case you’ve forgotten.” She stared at him in silent challenge.

After a long moment, he reached out and took the watch back. “Sure you don’t want to buy it?” he asked quietly. “A hundred bucks?”

“I wouldn’t take it for five cents. Please keep it; I’m sure your grandmother would have wanted you to pass it down. Someday you’ll be glad you still have it.”

“Is that a prediction?”

“It’s experience.”

“My grandmother didn’t…say that to you?”

Suspicion grew a bud and bloomed. “How could she?”

“I was told that you might have access to…the Other Side,” he said, hunching close to her, his eyes widening.

She stared at him.

He stared back. Then an easygoing smile cracked his composure, and he stood straight. “I call it that for lack of a better term. You probably call it the Sixth Plane of Ethereal Existence or something.”

She set her jaw. “Just what is it that you want, Mr.—?”

“Lambert. Case Lambert,” he said, sticking out his hand. “And you’re Megan Barrows?”

She frowned at him.

“You aren’t Megan Barrows?” His expression lightened, delight sparking the gray depths of his eyes.

“I’m afraid I am.” She shook his hand, watching with her own delight as disappointment pulled at his features. Her amusement faded as she felt the warmth and strength of his hand surrounding her own, his calluses rough against her skin. A zing of a different delight shot straight down to her core. How long had it been since she’d been with a man, his body warming hers through the night? Too long.

His grip was firm but gentle, showing he knew it was a woman’s hand he held, with finer bones than the meaty paws of men. No sixth-sense information came to her from his touch; it was not the way her gift worked. The living kept their secrets from her. However, if she could touch a frequently used personal object of his, she might get somewhere.

He released her hand. “What is it you’re looking for, Mr. Lambert?” Megan asked, cradling her own hand against her stomach as if she could hold the warmth of his touch.

“I’m looking for you.”

Her heart fluttered, and then reason reasserted itself. “Why were you looking for me?”

“I have a bit of a problem and was told you might be of help. I have to warn you, though, I’m a confirmed skeptic.”

It was Megan’s turn to laugh. “That’s what everyone says.”

He scowled. “I am not everyone.”

“Of course not.”

“I’m not. I really don’t believe in ghosts.”

“I never said you did.”

“So, are you going to help me?”

“Given all you’ve said, I don’t see how I can, unless it’s an appraisal of antiques that you want. Is that what you want, Mr. Lambert?”

“You know it’s not,” he growled. “You’re making this difficult.”

“I am?”

“Eric said you were a piece of work, but—”

“Who told you about me?” she interrupted, laughter gone.

“Let’s discuss that afterward. First, I’ll take you to the house and see what you can make of it, if anything.”

“Did you say Eric?”

He sighed. “Eric Ramsey told me about you.”

“Ramsey! I should have known!” Rage suffused her mind, blocking out all else. “Good day, Mr. Lambert!” she barked, and turned her back to him. She yanked a book off the shelf behind her worktable and opened it, pretending to look for some valuable piece of information. Her hands were shaking, and she could hear her heart pounding in her ears. Eric Ramsey. Anger shuddered through her.

“He warned me not to mention his name,” Case said to her back, sounding annoyed. “I take it there’s some bad history between you. He insists we need your help, though. He seems to think you’re the only”—he paused and seemed to gag on his words—“real medium in the state.”

With trembling fingers, she turned a page. “I said good day, Mr. Lambert!”

“Look, I’m willing to”—again the begrudging tone, as if forcing the words out went against every fiber of his being—“willing to pay you for your time. Not much, but enough to cover your lost hours here.”

“Good day!” she screeched, and slammed the book shut. She jammed it back on the shelf and whirled around. “I don’t want anything to do with Eric Ramsey or any of his crazy experiments!”

The bell over the door rang, and her friend Tracie, owner of the boutique next door, stuck her head in, face worried. “Megan, are you okay?”

“I’m fine.” Megan flashed a strained smile to her friend.

Tracie stepped into the shop, her eyes running over Case’s looming figure, his red face and tight jaw. “You sure? I heard raised voices.”

“Case Lambert,” Case said, turning to Tracie and holding out his hand.

Eyes still wary, Tracie shook it. “Tracie Thomas, Thomasina Designs.”

“I was trying to hire your friend here, but she’s having none of it.”

“No? Why, did you ask her to do her famous go-go dance for you or something? She’s trying to get out of that line of work, you know.”

“Tracie!” Megan hissed.

An uncertain smile twitched at Case’s mouth, as if he might believe she moonlighted as a dancer. “I want her to come look at a supposedly haunted house.”

“Really? Cool! Can I come?”

“Tracie!”

“So, what’s the problem?” Tracie asked them both.

“Eric Ramsey sent him,” Megan said.

“Oh.” Tracie made a duck bill of her lips and squinted her eyes at Case. “This is going to cost you.”

“No, it won’t,” Megan said. “I won’t do it.”

“Sure she will,” Tracie said to Case. “You’ve just got to pay her well enough to forget about Ramsey.”

A cynical look settled over Case’s features. “How much is well enough?”

Megan opened her mouth to answer, but Tracie’s words were in the air first. “Three hundred an hour.”

Megan gasped.

Case’s breath burst from him. “That’s criminal!”

Tracie shrugged. “You get what you pay for.”

“He’s not getting anything,” Megan said. “Mr. Lambert, please be so kind as to leave. Now.”

“Three hundred bucks, that’s what you charge for an hour of your mumbo jumbo?”

“My mumbo jumbo? Why did you come in here if you’re so convinced it’s nonsense?”

“It wasn’t my idea, believe me! It was Ramsey’s. He insisted he needed you in order to do a thorough investigation, but he said you wouldn’t come if you knew he was going to be there.”

“Smart man! Although if you don’t believe in my mumbo jumbo, why did you hire Eric?”

“I didn’t. He’s doing this for free.”

“But why call a parapsychologist to look at a house if you don’t believe in ghosts?”

“Because I don’t think it’s haunted. Something is going on there, but I’m sure there’s a scientific explanation for it.”

“And you think Ramsey will find that for you.”

“With all that equipment he has? Yes.”

Megan laughed. “A tool is only as good as the brain that uses it.”

“His seems plenty sharp to me. He said he’d never once come across a supposed haunting that didn’t turn out to be something completely rational.”

“Did he, now.”

“You saying he’s lying?”

She arched a brow. “Yes.”

“That’s not kind repayment for his faith in you.”

“I don’t lie.”

“Ah. So you’re one of the ones who believe their own gibberish.”

“Gibberish!” Tracie blurted. “Megan—”

“Don’t bother, Tracie,” Megan said. “A ghost could climb into bed with him, and he still wouldn’t take it as proof.”

Case’s face went pale. “I’d assume it was a dream.”

Megan cocked her head. “Would you, now.”

“Hypano-, hypannia-”

“Hypnagogic,” Megan supplied. “The hypnagogic state right before sleep, when the brain plays naughty tricks on you—a feeling of presence in the room, paralysis, inability to breathe. Eric’s been explaining things, I see.”

“You don’t believe that theory?”

“I believe it. But it’s not the explanation each and every time.”

“How could you tell any difference?”

“I use my magic fairy dust.”

His lips tightened.

“I assume Eric sent you here because I’m the only person he knows who can tell the difference. His sensors and infrared cameras can’t detect everything.”

“So how much are you going to pay her?” Tracie piped up. “Megan, you are going to do it, aren’t you?”

Megan felt her determination slipping, pulled down by curiosity and a perverse attraction to the very things that scared her the most. How long had it been since she’d investigated a house? Two years? She’d sworn off doing it since that last disaster, but she wasn’t immune to the lure. It was like an addiction, the promise of things that go bump in the night, pulling her toward an experience she knew to be dangerous. “I’ll come look at the house if, and only if, Eric isn’t there.”

“How much?” he asked.

“Five hundred,” Tracie said.

“Shush,” Megan scolded her friend. “I’ll do it for nothing.”

Case looked suspicious. “And then you’ll tell me that there are a dozen ghosts and I’ll need to hire you for a six-month ‘cleansing ritual’?”

“Fine. Never mind my offer. Good day, Mr. Lambert.” She went back to work on the lamp.

Tracie scowled at Case and kicked his shoe. “What’s the matter with you?”

Megan waited, watching from the corner of her eye as Case shifted his weight, distrust and indecision spelled out in every muscle of his body.

“You won’t let me pay you?” he asked again. “Just for lost time at the shop?”

“No money. This will be a one-time thing, just to give you my impressions, and then that’s it. No more. No ‘cleansing rituals’ or séances or sitting up all night waiting for ghosts to molest you.”

“I’d feel better about it if I paid you,” Case said.

“So you don’t have to stop thinking of me as a fraud who fleeces the innocent?”

He chuckled. “Yeah.”

“Sorry.”

“Will you accept dinner, then?” he asked, his voice dropping to a seductive rumble. “I’d love to take you out.” The look in his eye said that wasn’t all he’d love to do.

Megan blinked.

Tracie’s jaw dropped open.

“N-no, I-” Megan stammered.

Tracie punched her arm.

“Ow!”

“Don’t be an idiot,” Tracie whispered. “Look at his ass!”

Case’s mouth twitched.

Megan spoke through gritted teeth covered by a smile. “I can’t see his ass from here.”

“It’s mighty damn fine!” Tracie punched her again. “For God’s sake, say yes, you moron.”

Megan’s heart thumped. Dinner, with him? He might be a closed-minded jerk, but he wasn’t like any of the other men—no, boys—she had gone out with in the past. Case Lambert was a man, full-grown and sure of himself, and that scared her. This was one man she would not be able to control.

But as with the dead, what scared her also lured her.

“Okay,” she said finally.

“Okay?” Case repeated, surprised.

“Dinner. Okay.”

Tracie clapped her hands in delight and did a boxing dance, faux-punching Megan’s arm.

“Stop it,” Megan said.

“I’ve got an appointment now, but I can be back at four to pick you up. We’ll go to the house first, then eat,” Case said.

“Wait, you mean today?”

“Yeah, why not? You’ve got plans?”

“But…” Didn’t he understand that a woman needed more warning for a dinner date?

But that was just it. This wasn’t a dinner date. No need to shave her legs or fuss with her hair.

“Okay, fine, four o’clock,” she grumbled.

“See you then.” He held out his hand to her.

She slipped hers into his broad palm. As he released her hand, he let his fingertips graze against the inside of her wrist. Her eyes met his, and he smiled, his gray eyes intent.

“Ms. Thomas,” he said, turning to Tracie and shaking her hand. And then he was gone, the ringing of the bell marking his passage.

Megan sank down onto a stool. Her thoughts were scattered, her emotions a jumpy blend of fear and anger and arousal, all of it tinged with surprise at the scene she’d created. She could count on one hand the number of times she’d had as angry an exchange as the one she’d just had with Case Lambert. She was usually calm and collected.

She touched her upper lip, feeling the dew of nervous sweat. How had Case Lambert managed to have that strong an effect on her?

“Whooeee!” Tracie said, plopping down onto a Victorian fainting couch and throwing her arm over her brow. “What a piece of man-beef! I wouldn’t mind getting a slice of that.”

“Be my guest.”

Tracie shook her head, smiling. “No, he’s got the hots for you.”

“He does not. He can barely stand me. He thinks I’m a charlatan.”

“Like a guy cares about that? He wants to jump your bones, I’m telling you.”

“Delightful.” Megan was silent a moment. “Do you really think so?”

“He wants you to take a ride on the ol’ bucking bronco.”

Megan rolled her eyes, a small traitorous part of her hoping it was true. “I don’t care what he wants.”

“Megan,” Tracie said, her tone changing, “don’t shut him down. Don’t treat him like you treat all the other guys.”

“How’s that?”

Tracie waggled her head. “You know.”

“I don’t know!”

“You make yourself so unapproachable. No guy thinks you’ll give him the time of day.”

“I’ve had boyfriends!”

“Wimpy little guys looking for a mother figure to be their backbone for them.”

“They’ve been smart men! Intellectuals! Artists! Scientists! And they’ve been empathetic and sensitive. Philosophical. Spiritual. Unlike that Neanderthal.”

“They’ve been low-testosterone flakes, and you know it. Stop being a ball breaker, and give this one a chance.”

Megan set her jaw. “That’s the impression I give? A ball breaker?”

Tracie nodded.

“Well, never mind. It’s not going to matter today.”

“Heh. Right. You want to borrow a dress from the shop? I’ve got something that would look great on you.”

Megan bit her upper lip. “I have no interest in Case Lambert.”

“The dress looks innocent, but it’s really very sexy. He’ll have a hard-on the whole time he’s with you.”

“You’re so crude.”

Tracie grinned.

Megan sighed. “Do you have it in my size?”

 

Case headed across the street to his car, confounded by Megan Barrows. She had seemed so rational at first; so wry and levelheaded, and so unexpectedly sexy in her plain white blouse that showed the bumps of her nipples. He’d caught himself staring at them—a juvenile mistake he hadn’t made in years.

But then he’d mentioned Eric Ramsey’s name, and she’d turned into a hyperventilating banshee.

Which was what he’d initially expected of her: dramatics and hair tearing. From what he’d seen, “sensitives” came in limited varieties: you had your overly emotional hair tearers, you had your grandmotherly muumuu-wearing earth mothers, and then you had your foreign-accented black candle crowd. A pretty young woman like Megan was most likely going to be a hair tearer.

He’d seen plenty of frauds as his mother bankrupted herself by hiring them. It was beyond ironic that he’d now been put in a position where he had to hire one himself.

He opened the door to his old BMW and got in, welcomed by the familiar smell of spilled coffee. The leather on the driver’s seat was splitting, and the car hadn’t been detailed in at least two years, but Case never missed a tune-up. He sat behind the wheel now and stared at the glass windows fronting Antique Fancies.

Megan was either as loopy as the rest of her colleagues in the mediumship arts, or Eric Ramsey had done something to her that deserved her wrath. But what could Ramsey have done to so distress her?

It was hard to imagine. Megan was five-foot-ten if she was an inch, with a slim athletic build and a sharp attitude. It was difficult to imagine that Ramsey could, by force of either will or sluggish body, do anything to harm her.

Which left “flake and drama queen” as his explanation for her behavior. Not that that meant they couldn’t enjoy a little time together, given the chance. Just the thought of those long legs wrapped around him…

He shifted in his seat and took a deep breath. His eyes roved over the facades of Megan’s and Tracie’s shops, then to the left of Antique Fancies to the hole-in-the-wall grocery. All three businesses were lodged in the same decrepit building, a single-story, flat-roofed, stuccoed rectangle entirely unsuited to the rainy climate or to the up-and-coming neighborhood. High up on the wall of the building was a For Sale sign.

Case turned in his seat and looked at the other shops nearby: an Irish pub, two popular restaurants, a quaint coffee shop, a pet grooming store, and an upscale hair salon. He looked back at the ugly stucco building and programmed the number of the real estate agent into his cell phone.

He glanced at the time. He was late for a meeting at one of his job sites. He started the car and pulled out into traffic, his mind ticking over the possibilities presented both by Megan Barrows and by the building that housed her shop.








Two



“He’ll know I changed clothes,” Megan said, pulling at the low neckline of the sea-green halter top. It was edged with white eyelet lace, the bodice falling to an A-line skirt of thin cotton.

“Stop fussing with it,” Tracie said. “You look divine, except for that cardigan you insist on covering yourself with.”

“I’m cold,” Megan lied.

“You’re afraid to show your bare back.”

“It’s not appropriate ghost-busting attire.”

“Yeah, yeah.”

“Are you sure you don’t want to come along?” Megan asked.

“And get between the two of you? No. I’ll see the place the next time you go.”

“There won’t be a next time.”

“Sure there will, and you’ll make him pay for it, too.”

“Tracie, you know how I feel about taking money for this type of thing.”

“And I know how badly you need money right now. You’re going to need a second source of income if you hope to pull off your big dream of buying the building.”

Megan buttoned the cardigan. “I know, but there are safer ways to make a buck.”

“You can’t let one bad experience dictate your life.”

“Can’t I?”

A dirty BMW pulled up to the curb outside, and Case got out. Megan shut off the lights and locked up her shop, ushering Tracie out before her.

“Now, you keep your hands off her,” Tracie said to Case. “At least until you’ve bought her a drink.”

“Ah, come on, I’m a gentleman. I’ll let her get through the appetizers.” They both laughed, and Megan rolled her eyes.

Tracie winked and said her good-byes as Case came around the car and opened the passenger door. Megan started to get in, anxious to get away before Tracie did something else to embarrass her, but Case suddenly stopped her.

“Oh, jeez, wait a second. Sorry!” he said, slipping past her and bending down into the car. Loose papers and notebooks began flying into the backseat. “There!” He stood aside.

Megan gave him an uncertain look and got in, using her foot to nudge aside a thermos and a wadded-up Dick’s Drive-In bag. Dirt and stains covered the floor mat, and the console between the seats had dust, fir needles, and sticky, fuzz-collecting spills embedded in every nook and cranny. The car smelled of old coffee and honey.

Case shut her door, and as he jogged around the car, she took the brief moment of privacy to close her eyes and let her mind take in what it could from the vehicle around her.

Stress. Always busy. On the move, no time to relax.

She opened her eyes as he got in, the atmosphere of the car filling with his vibrant presence. She watched him buckle up and start the car, his quick, efficient movements echoing what she felt from the vehicle.

“When’s the last time you had a vacation?” Megan asked.

“Vacation? I don’t take vacations. Why?”

“Just curious.”

Curious, too, why a man who seemed as busy and hardheaded as Case Lambert should be so desperate as to call on paranormal investigators. She’d been so caught up in her troubling attraction to Case that she had barely spared a thought for that. Numerous dark possibilities began to fill her mind, and with them came a slowly growing sense of dread.

She tucked her hands under her thighs and crossed her fingers. She hoped Case Lambert was worried about something benign, like a noisy haunting that merely made a house difficult to sell and sent one’s hairs standing on end. The last thing she wanted to face was a conscious spirit intent on harm.

She’d faced that once before and come out the loser.

Case snuck a glance at Megan as they cruised along Greenlake Way. The sun was fighting its way out from behind late-spring clouds, sending sparkling light across the surface of Green Lake to their right. The light highlighted Megan’s delicate profile and turned her shoulder-length hair to spun gold.

Her beauty wasn’t of the lush Victoria’s Secret variety, nor was it the cold hauteur of a runway model. She reminded him of early-Renaissance portraits he had seen of fine-boned women painted in profile, their hair in braids twisted with pearls, their shoulders weighed down with gold chains, their breasts covered in scarlet velvet and fine gatherings of lace. As pampered as the portraits would imply the women were, there was nonetheless always a dark glint of intelligence in their eyes, a set to the jaw that hinted at the will behind the pretty face.

A hum of attraction buzzed in his blood, making his hands tighten on the steering wheel, his foot press a little harder on the gas pedal. She had turned her face toward the window, watching the lake go by, and he suddenly had the sense that there was more sadness behind her features than he had recognized.

Was it the death of her mother, which he knew would still feel recent even at two years? It wasn’t the type of question she’d answer, he suspected.

If he were honest with himself, the question he truly wanted answered was whether or not the two of them would end up in bed tonight. He didn’t think she’d be in the car with him now—or that she would have changed clothes—if that thought wasn’t also on her mind.

“Why don’t you take money for what you do?” he asked. “I do hear of people spending three, four hundred dollars for an hour with a medium. Seems like it would be a lucrative career, if you’re legitimate, or at least make a good show of it.”

She shot him a frown, then looked back out the window. “I don’t do consultations anymore.”

“Why not? Help grieving people and such.”

She turned away from the window and looked at him. “It doesn’t help people. It does quite the opposite.”

He thought about it. “What, do they hear their loved ones are suffering the fires of hell?”

A smile quirked her lips. “No. I’ve never gotten the least whiff of sulfur during a reading.”

“Then what? My only guess is that it might make it harder for people to let go.”

“Bingo.”

He shrugged. “Maybe people aren’t ready to let go.” He thought about her and her shop, and the connection it must give her to her mother.

“No one is ever ready,” she said, sitting forward. “It’s only the utter, inescapable finality of death that pushes people to let go and move on with their lives. If they think there’s a chance of talking to the dead person, they’ll obsess on that instead of on grieving. They’ll get stuck. They’ll forget that they’re here to live their own lives.

“A lot of the people who want a consultation with a medium are exactly the people who would be better off without one,” she continued. “It’s just not good for them.” She made a wry face. “And it’s not too good for the dead person, either.”

Case blinked, struck by the image of ghosts being tortured by the grieving of their loved ones. “Well, how about helping the police solve murders?” he tried.

She waved her hand, dismissing the idea as she sat back, seeming to relax as she talked. “I’ve never had any information that would be of use to them. It goes against everything you see in movies or hear in ghost stories, but the dead care more about how they lived than how they died. The act of dying ceases to matter, once you’ve done it.”

He smiled. “I kind of like that idea. Takes the pressure off. ‘Dying? Aah, it’s nothing. Not as bad as they say.’”

“Well, not so bad afterward,” she said with dry humor.

He laughed. “Fair enough.”

They drove in silence a few minutes, crossing the bridge over the ship canal and turning off the main road to take a route up the back of Queen Anne Hill.

“You haven’t given me much information about this house we’re going to,” she said before he could think of another question. “You own it?”

He nodded. “I didn’t know how much I should tell you about it, if anything. I didn’t know if you’d prefer not to be influenced beforehand.”

“Or was it that you didn’t want me making up stories to fit what you’d told me?”

“It’s not that.” He glanced at her. “Or, at least, I wouldn’t expect you to do that intentionally. But the imagination can play its tricks.” He paused. “Do you need to know something about the house or what’s been going on?”

She shook her head. “No. But I warn you, there’s a good chance I won’t be able to give you more than a few impressions of your house. And they might be wildly inaccurate. I don’t know what Eric told you, but for all I know, I’m just making up most of what I ‘see.’ It’s rare to get concrete confirmation of my impressions.”

“I’m not expecting much.”

She snorted. “I don’t suppose you are.”

“You were right about the dents on my grandmother’s watch.”

“Are you trying to flatter me now?”

“Believe me, I could find better things to flatter you about than that.”

She crossed her arms over her chest. “I’m not going to take that bait.”

“You don’t want to hear what I’ve been thinking about the curve of your lips?”

Her chin rose, and she gave him a dark look. “Case Johannsen Lambert, you will not be rude in the presence of ladies!” she said with the creaky voice of age, a tinge of England in her accent. “There’ll be no chocolates for you, my good man, if you keep this up!”

Case gaped at her, a chill running down the back of his neck. He looked back at the street just in time to see a yellow light turn red and hit the brakes, skidding to a stop. His heart was pounding. “How the hell—”

Megan winked at him.

He swore under his breath.

“Sometimes the truth seems clear,” she said in her normal voice. “Most of the time, no. As far as your house is concerned, a bit of vagueness won’t matter if there’s a scientific explanation for whatever is going on, or if all you have is a passive haunting. No danger there. And active hauntings are extremely rare, so you don’t need to worry about that.”

“Active? Passive? What’s the difference?” he asked as the light turned green.

“A passive haunting is a recording of events, embedded somehow in the environment. It plays over and over, seen or heard by some people, undetectable to others. There’s no consciousness behind it, and it never varies.”

“Like what? Give me an example.”

“Okay, a lady in white who walks down a hallway every night at ten p.m. Ladies in white are pretty popular.” She grinned. “The lady doesn’t look at anyone, doesn’t respond to voices. She’s just a moving picture. Maybe she disappears into the wall where once upon a time there was a doorway. People see her, and a legend develops, but over the years fewer and fewer people encounter her. The recording fades. Eventually, no one sees the ghost at all.

“An active haunting is where true ghosts come in. Spirits of the dead, conscious of their environment and able to interact. Those are the ones that try to communicate or cause a bit of mischief. Make the lights flicker. Pinch women’s behinds in bars.”

He smiled, because it was expected, but he began to feel worried despite his disbelief. Hadn’t she implied that active hauntings were trouble?

“And then sometimes a ghost isn’t human; sometimes it’s something else entirely.”

Goose bumps rose on his skin. “What kind of something else?”

“I don’t know. And I don’t want to know any more than I do.” She pulled the open neck of her cardigan closed, as if she were cold.

“You think you’ve seen such a thing?” he asked.

She gave him a quick, false smile. “Don’t worry, I’m sure that’s not what’s going on here.”

“Why don’t I feel reassured?”

She shrugged, and a hint of impishness gleamed in her eyes. “Maybe I don’t want you to be. Maybe this is part of my scheme to defraud you of your money.”

“Good luck.” He tried to sound tough, but Megan had freaked him out when his grandmother’s voice had seemed to come out of her mouth. He even remembered when his grandmother had said those exact same words, when he’d misbehaved during one of her ladies’ bridge club meetings.

And how did she know his middle name?

“So, what do you do in your free time?” he asked, moving back to firmer ground.

“Hang out at graveyards. Read the obituaries. Dust my collection of Victorian mourning wear. You know, the usual.”

“Very funny. Seriously, though, do you have any hobbies?”

“That’s such a strange word, don’t you think? It’s almost gone out of the lexicon. People have ‘activities’ now. ‘Hobbies’ always makes me think of middle-aged men in their basements building model airplanes.”

“You’re not going to answer, are you?”

“I don’t really like to talk about myself.”

“That makes you an anomaly of the human race.”

“Just another part of the weirdness that is Megan Barrows,” she said lightly.

“You think you’re weird?”

“Don’t you?”

“Not in any way that matters.”

“Gee, thanks.”

“I mean, you do everything else a woman your age does, right? You date, you go out with friends, you see movies. Don’t you?”

She looked out the passenger window again, and some of the sadness seemed to have returned to her profile. “Are we almost there?”

Frustration surged inside him. The possibility of a night in her bed seemed more remote by the minute.

Maybe she was too troubled, and he should lay off. A pretty face wasn’t everything.

He made the last turn to get to his house. “This is the start of the property, at this corner,” he said, and slowed the car to a crawl. Enormous maples on either side shaded the street. His property was surrounded by a high stone wall overgrown with ivy, with a wrought-iron fence atop the wall.

“It’s the whole block?” she asked, turning to him with her eyes opened wide in disbelief.

Proud, he nodded.

“It must have cost a fortune! Who can afford an entire block on top of Queen Anne?”

“I couldn’t believe it was in my price range, either,” he said, and turned into the driveway. He stopped the car with the nose barely inside the gate. Overhead, the iron fence atop the wall continued, making a massive arch over the drive, a coat of arms wrought in its center. The iron gates were propped open with rocks.

“That’s it.” He nodded toward the house.

She was silent, staring, then spoke under her breath: “Oh, Christ.”

“Yeah, I know. I really hope you can help me.”
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