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CHAPTER ONE
4L

In the time it took Kiley Brigham to submerge her head, rinse out the shampoo and sit up again, the
temperature in the bathroom had plummeted from "steamy sauna" to somewhere around "clutch your
arms and shiver." Sitting up straighter, with rivulets fleeing her skin for warmer climes, Kiley frowned. Her
skin sprouted goose bumps. She muttered, "Well, what the hell is t4is?" and then frowned harder
because she could see her breath when she spoke.

Had late Halloween week in Burnt Hills, New York, turned suddenly bitterly cold? There hadn't been
any warning on the weather report. And even if there had been a sudden cold snap, the furnace would
have kicked on. According to the overall-wearing, toolbox-carrying guy she'd hired to inspect the
hundred-year-old house before agreeing to buy it, the heating system was in great shape. True, she hadn't
run it much in the three days since she'd moved into her dream house, just once or twice during the late
October nights when the mercury dipped outside. But it had been working fine.
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She tilted her head, listening for the telltale rattle of hot water being forced through aging radiators, but
she heard nothing. The furnace wasn't running.

Sighing, she rose from the water, stepped over the side of the tub onto the plush powder-blue bath mat
and reached for the matching towel. Her new shell-pink-and-white ceramic tiles might look great, but
they definitely added to the chill, she decided, peering at the completely fogged-up mirror and then
scurrying quickly through the door and into her bedroom for the biggest, warmest robe she could find.

As soon as she stepped into the bedroom, the chill was gone. She stood there wondering what the hell
to make of that. Leaning back through the bathroom door, she felt that iciness hanging in the air. It was
like stepping into a meat cooler, she thought. Leaning back out into the bedroom, she felt the same cozy
warmth she always felt there.

Kiley shrugged, pulled the bathroom door closed and battled a delayed-reaction shiver. She closed her
eyes briefly, just to tamp down the notion that the shiver was caused by something beyond the
temperature, then turned to face her bedroom with its hardwood wainscoting so dark it looked like
ebony, its crown molding the same, its freshly applied antique ivory paint in between. Her bedroom suite
came close to matching: deep black cherry wood that bore the barest hint of bloodred. The bedding and
curtains in the tall, narrow windows were the color of French cream, as were the throw rugs on the dark
hardwood floor. Ebony and ivory had been her notion for this room, and it worked.

"I love my new house," she said aloud, even as she sent a troubled glance back toward the bathroom.
"And I'm going to stop looking for deep, dark secrets to explain the bargain-basement asking price. So
my bathroom has a draft. So what?"

Nodding in resolve, she moved to the closet, opened the door, then paused, staring. One of the dresses
was moving, just slightly, the hanger rocking back and forth mere millimeters, as if someone had jostled it.

Only, no one had.

She could have kicked herself for the little shiver that ran up her spine. She didn't even believe in the
sorts of things that were whispering through her brain right now. And had been ever since she'd moved
in.

1 jerked open the door, it caused a breeze, the dress moved a little. Big deal.

In spite of her internal scolding, her eyes felt wider than she would have liked as she perused the closet's
interior. Her handyman-slash-house-inspector had asked if she'd like a light installed in there. She'd said
no. Now she was thinking about calling him tomorrow morning to change her answer. Meanwhile, she
spotted her robe and snatched it off its hanger with the speed of a cobra snatching a field mouse. She
back-stepped, slammed the closet door, and felt her heart start to pound in her chest.

B-r-e-a-t-h-e, she thought. And then she did, a long, deep, slow inhalation that filled her lungs to
bursting, a brief delay while she counted to four, and a thorough, cleansing exhalation that emptied her
lungs entirely. She repeated it several times, got a grip on herself and then felt stupid.

She did not believe in closet-dwelling bogeymen. Hell, she'd made her career debunking nonsense like
that. More precisely, putting phony psychics, gurus and ghost busters out of business in this spooky little
tourist town. And no one liked it. Not the town supervisor,the town council, the tourism bureau, and least
of all, the phony psychics, gums and ghost busters.



But thanks to the Constitution, freedom of the press couldn't be banned on the grounds that it was bad
for tourism.

She pulled her bathrobe on, relishing the feel of plush fabric on her skin, and then drew a breath of
courage and turned to face the bathroom again. Her hairbrush was in there, along with her skin lotions,
cuticle trimmer and toothbrush. And she still had to tug the plug and let the water run out of the bathtub.
She was going back in. A cold draft was nothing to be afraid of.

Crossing the room, one foot in front of the other, she moved firmly to the door, closed her hand on its
oval, antique porcelain doorknob, and opened it. The air that greeted her was no longer icy. In fact it was
as warm as the air in the bedroom.

She sighed in relief as she stepped into the room. But her relief died and the chill returned to her soul
when she saw the mirror, no longer coated in fog, but something else. Something far, far worse.

Written across the damp glass surface, in something scarlet that trickled in streams from the bottom of
each letter, were the words "House of Death."

Someone screamed. It wasn't until she was down the stairs, out the door and about fifteen yards up the
heaving, cracked sidewalk, that Kiley realized the scream had been her own.

She stood there in the dead of night, barefoot, clutching her robe against the whipping October wind and
staring back at her dream house with its turrets and gables and its widow's walk at the top. Such a
beautiful place, old and solid. And framed right now by the scarlet and shimmering yellow of the sugar
maples and poplar trees at the peak of their fall color.

Swallowing hard, she lowered her gaze, focusing on her car in the driveway beside the house. Leaping
Lana was an '87 Buick Regal—a four-door sedan in rust-brown that ate gas like M&Ms and sounded
like a tank.

Kiley squared her shoulders and forced herself to march over there—even though it meant moving
toward her house when every cell in her body was itching to move away from it instead. She opened
Lana's door and climbed in. She couldn't quite keep herself from checking the back seat first, the second
the interior light came on. It was clear. The keys were in the switch, because if someone was brave
enough to steal Kiley Brigham's car, she'd always thought she would enjoy the vengeance she'd be
forced to wreak on their pathetic asses, and besides, who would steal an '87 Buick, anyway?

She turned the key. Lana growled in protest at being bothered at such an ungodly hour, but finally came
around and cooperatively backed her boat-size backside out into the street. As Kiley shifted into Drive,
she glanced up at her house again.

There was someone standing in her bedroom window looking back at her.

And then there wasn't. She squinted, rubbed her eyes. The image hadn't moved, hadn't turned away.
The dark silhouette she knew she had seen simply vanished. Faded. Like mist.

"Fuck this," she muttered, and she stomped on Lana's pedal and didn't let off until they'd reached the
offices of the Burnt Hills Gazette, and her own office there, which held three things Kiley dearly needed
just then: a change of clothes, a telephone and a spare pack of smokes.



She was so together by the time the police arrived that they actually seemed skeptical. At least until they
headed back to her recently acquired house and saw the message on the mirror for themselves. Kiley
preferred to stay out in the bedroom—and even that gave her the creeps—while the cops clustered
around her bathroom sink debating whether the substance on her mirror was blood. One opined that it
looked like barbecue sauce, and another said it was cherry syrup. At that point the conversation turned
to previous cases where what was thought to be blood turned out to be something else entirely, like corn
syrup with red food coloring added—a tale that the officers found laugh-worthy.

She interrupted their fun by standing as close to her bathroom door as she wanted to get, and clearing
her throat. The laughter stopped, the cops looked up.

"Excuse me, but shouldn't one of you be taking a sample of that? And maybe checking my house for
signs of forced entry?"

"Did that, ma' am," one cop said, sending a long-suffering look toward another. "No signs of a break-in.
You sure the place was locked?"

"Of course I'm sure the place was... " She stopped, pursed her lips, thought it over with brutal honesty.
"Actually, I forget to lock up as often as I remember."

"Mmm-hmm. Well, at least you're aware this was the work of an intruder."
She frowned at him. "Well, of course it was an intruder. What else could it have been?"

"You know how folks get around here. Half the time we get a call like this, the homeowner insists some
kind of ghost was responsible."

"Especially at this time of year," another cop said, and they all nodded or shook their heads or rolled
their eyes with "isn't that ridiculous" looks at one another.

"Well, I don't believe in ghosts," she managed to say, rubbing her arms against the chill that came from
within. "As to how the intruder got in, I'm not even sure it's all that important. The fact is that he did get
in. And I know that because I saw him."

"You saw him? Excellent." Cop number one—his name tag read Hanlon—pulled out a notepad and pen.
"Okay, where and when did you see the intruder?"

"He was standing right there, in that window, looking down at me when I backed the car out."
"So you didn't see anyone while you were inside. Only after you'd left?"

"Right."

"And can you describe him?"

She licked her lips, recalling the misty silhouette behind the veil of her curtains. "Uh, no."

"But you're sure it was a male," Hanlon said.

She narrowed her eyes and searched her memory. "No. No, I can't even be sure of that much. It was
dark. It was just a shadow, a dark silhouette in the window." She sighed in frustration. "Has there been a



rash of break-ins that I should know about, anything like this at all?" she asked, almost hoping the answer
would be yes.

Hanlon shook his head. "We've got hardly any crime around here, Ms. Brigham. Little enough so you'd
be reading about it if there had been anything like that."

She nodded. "We're so hungry for stories we've been covering the missing prostitutes from Albany."
"You work for the press?" he asked.

"Yeah. Burnt Hills Gazette." More people came in. Suits, instead of uniforms. They carried cases and
headed for her bathroom. She watched them, her gaze unfocused. One swabbed a sample of the stuff
from the mirror, dropped it into a vial and capped it. Another snapped photos. A third started coating her

pretty shell-pink-and-white bathroom in what looked like fireplace soot in search of fingerprints.

The guy with the swabs took out an aerosol can of something—the label read Luminol—and sprayed it
at the mirror, then he turned off the lights.

Kiley sucked in a breath when the grisly message glowed in the darkness.
"It's blood, all right," the guy said, flipping the light back on.

Officer Hanlon moved up beside Kiley and put a hand on her shoulder, as if he thought she might be
close to losing it. "We'd probably better start thinking about who your enemies are, Ms. Brigham."

She swallowed hard. "It would be easier to tell you who they aren't, and it would make a far shorter list."
The cop frowned. Another one nodded, coming out of the bathroom. "That's probably true."

Hanlon sent him a questioning look and he went on. "Don't you recognize the name? She's the chick who
writes those columns discrediting all the mumbo-jumbo types in town."

"Aah, right. Kiley Brigham. It didn't click at first." Hanlon eyed her. "Is this the first death threat you've
received, Ms. Brigham?"

"You think that's what it is? A threat?"

He shrugged. "Reads that way to me."

Kiley sighed. "Yeah, it would be my first."

"Wow." His brows arched high, as if he were surprised she didn't get threatened on a daily basis.

"Look, I'm not a demon here. I don't eat babies or kick puppies. I just tell the truth." She shrugged.
"Can I help it if that makes the liars of the world angry?"

"Can you think of anyone in particular who could have taken their anger this far?"
"Yeah, I can think of several. Most of them hold public office, though."

Hanlon looked alarmed by that. "I hope you're kidding."



"Maybe. Half. So what should I do?"

"Get yourself a security system," the officer said. "Something that's not going to let you get away with
forgetting to lock up. In the meantime, is there someone who could stay with you tonight? A friend,
relative, something like that?"

The question made her stomach ache, though she didn't know why. It wasn't as if she gave a damn that
she didn't have any friends or family, that she was, in fact, utterly alone in the world. She could care less.
Hell, if friends were what she wanted, she'd be out making them, instead of pissing off as many people as
possible on a weekly basis. Screw friends.

"Ma'am?"

She shrugged. "I'll spend the night at my office.There's security there. Tomorrow I'll see about that
system. Thanks for coming out."

He nodded. "We'll be another hour here," he told her. "You can go, if you want. We'll lock up when we
leave."

"Yeah, like that's gonna do any good," she muttered as she headed out of the room. And then she
stopped in the hallway and wondered just what the hell she had meant by that. She shook it off, told
herself it didn't matter.

She had a major day tomorrow. Major.

Tomorrow she was going to bust the one New Age fraud who had eluded her ever since she'd begun
her weekly series of exposes. She'd planned for this, prepared for it, set up an elaborate scheme to make
it happen. And nothing as mundane as a death threat written in blood on her bathroom mirror while she
was standing a few feet away wearing nothing but a towel was going to stop her from seeing it through.

CHAPTER TWO
4L

When she was around, the hair on the back of his neck bristled the way a cat's will in the presence of a
killer dog. He always tensed up the instant before he saw her. It was not a case of extrasensory
perception, no matter what his harebrained assistant might like to believe. More likely a case of instinctive
self-preservation.

She was nearby, all right. It wasn't a scent, exactly, though now that he was alert, he could just detect a
faint whiff of that aroma that always floated around her. Not a powerful fragrance—not even a perfume
or cologne. Maybe it was the soap she used or something. He only knew it was unique, an aroma he
equated with his biggest headache. It shouldn't seem like a sexy scent to him. But it did.

Jack lifted his head and scanned the dim room, but he couldn't see her. Candles flickered from the
shelves that lined the walls. Their dancing light was refracted in the slow-turning crystal prisms suspended
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from the ceiling, and transformed into living rainbows that crept over the walls and floor. The purple
curtains that separated this room from the rest of the shop were closed, and revealed nothing.

She was out there, though. No doubt about it. The persistent little pain in the ass.

Finally, Jack refocused on the nervous woman who sat across from him, fidgeting with her purse straps.
Really on edge, this one. Even more than most people were their first time. At least now he knew why;
she was just another weapon in Kiley Brigham's one-woman crusade against charlatans like him.

He barely restrained himself from cussing loud and long—not a good quality in one who purported to be
in touch with the spirit world—and forced a serene smile for his new client.

"I'm sorry, Martha. I just can't seem to get a response from your dear departed husband."
"You can't?"

He shook his head sadly. "It's odd. Feels almost as if he—" Jack pinned her with his gaze "—doesn't
exist," he said. "It's as if you made him up, just to—I don't know—test me or something."

She blinked twice, gaping, and Jack saw just enough guilt in her eyes to confirm his guess.

"That's impossible, of course," he went on. "You wouldn't do something like that to me, would you,
Martha?"

"Of course not!"
"Maybe you'll have better luck with another medium. I could give you some names."
"No, thank you. I'll just... " She let her voice trail off as she rose.

Her small wooden chair scraped over the marble tiles, a growl of discord breaking the spell of the
haunting New Age music that whispered in magical Gaelic of fairies and poisoned glens and other such
nonsense.

"Don't rush off," Jack told her, rising as well. "I insist on refunding your money. I'm not a thief, you
know."

She took a step backward, toward the curtain, clearly itching to get out of there. She actually leaned
toward the curtain as she moved, actually reached behind her for it long before she was close enough to
touch it. "You, uh, you can mail it to me," she rushed on, her feet shuffling away from him, slowly but
steadily.

"All right, I'll do that. Do you want to give me your address, Martha, or shall I just save time and send
the money to Kiley Brigham?"

The purple curtain flew open even as Martha kept groping for it, and he was not surprised to see Kiley
herself on the other side, mad as hell, judging by the way her face was screwed up. "Damn you to hell,
McCain!" Her hands were braced on her hips and she was breathing a little too fast. She did the
heaving-bosom thing well. She certainly had the bosoms for it. Candlelight illuminated the hot-pink spots
on her cheeks and the fire in her green eyes. Cat's eyes, she had, and hair blacker than ink. Hell, she
ought to be the one running this scam. Her exotic looks would attract customers like moths to the porch



light.

Well, she'd have to dress the part, of course. Those tight-fitting, faded jeans and that T-shirt that read
"Keep Your Opinions Out of My Uterus" would never cut it.

But Kiley Brigham, girl columnist, wasn't interested in taking up his line of work. Instead, she was intent
on ruining what he'd built into an incredibly lucrative business.

Martha, he realized, was long gone. Must have darted out of the room while he'd been perusing his
nemesis, who, he realized, had been perusing him right back.

"Tell me something, Brigham," he said, relaxing back into his chair. "Were you mauled by a pack of
mediums as a child?"

She sent him a smirk that should have burned holes through him, but said nothing. Her probing green
eyes were busy now, scanning the room: narrow, suspicious, searching. He hated to admit it made him a

little nervous to have her looking around his place so closely.

"So what do you want?" he asked to break her concentration. "You come for a reading? Want me to tell
your future, Brigham? Read your palm? What?"

As planned, her gaze returned to him. "How the hell did you know I was here?"
He rolled his eyes, shook his head. "I'm clairvoyant, remember?"
"And I'm a Republican."

A grin tugged at the corners of his lips. He battled it and finally won. "So what do I have to do? Slap you
with a restraining order?"

"You really think it would help?"
"Couldn't hurt," he said.

She bristled, but only for a moment. It seemed to him, the wind left her sails far more quickly than usual.
She heaved a sigh and sank into the chair the other woman had occupied.

"Did you have to scare her like that, McCain? You know how tough it is to find out-of-work actresses
who come as cheap as that one?"

He did smile now. It seemed safe. Her rage was ebbing, and in record time. It made him wonder what
was wrong. 'Y ou want something to drink?"

"Not if you're gonna try to foist some herbal, trance-inducing tea on me, I don't."
"Guess you're outta luck, then."

She rolled her eyes. "You don't really drink that crap. You can fool everyone else in this town, including
the tourists, but you can't fool me. Why don't you drop the act?"

He pursed his lips as if thinking it over, then said, "Nah. Business is booming these days." He narrowed



his eyes at her and leaned forward, flattening his palms to the table. "Largely thanks to that nasty little
column of yours discrediting my competitors one by one on a weekly basis."

She leaned over the table, too, her palms on the gleaming hardwood surface like his, her face only inches
away. "You make a living by feeding innocent victims a line of bull. They hand over their hard-earned
money for the privilege of being duped.”

"I make a living by giving people who might not listen to a therapist psychologically sound advice. I'm
good at what I do. I help people. You, on the other hand, make a living putting hard-working people like

me out of business. I'll take my karma over yours anytime."

"Karma, schmarma." She sat back, her palms gliding in tight circles on the small round table. "You know
as well as I do that there's no such thing. No psychics, no ghosts, no magic."

"No God?" He asked the question idly, as if he could care less.

She was silent for a long moment, so preoccupied she didn't even notice him looking at her. Her eyes
looked a little pufty, as if she hadn't slept. There was a tautness to her face that suggested worry.

Then, her gaze still focused inward, she said, "I don't get it, McCain."
"Don't get what?"

She shrugged. "Look at this picture. It's skewed, don't you think? You're the crook. I'm the crusader.
So how come you get the adulation and I get the hate mail?"

"It's adulation you want, huh, Brigham? The love of your fellow man?"

"I don't want anyone to love me. I've scraped by without it for this long, haven't I?" She said it lightly and
rushed on before he could identify the emotion that came and went in her eyes. "I'd be happy if they'd
just stop with the death threats."

Jack started to laugh, but it died in his throat when he looked into her eyes. There had been no lightness
in her tone this time, no laughter in her eyes. She wasn't kidding.

"You've been getting death threats?"

"Just the one, actually. You wouldn't happen to know anything about it, would you? Quaint little love
note on my bathroom mirror, written in what the police department tells me is blood. Human blood, I
learned this morning. Cute, huh?"

It wasn't his imagination. She shuddered when she said it, though the way she gritted her teeth made it
obvious she was trying real hard not to show the slightest hint of upset. Hell, her face had gone a full
shade whiter. It was as he was studying the pallor of her skin that Jack noticed his own new position.
Now, just when the hell had he come out of his chair and around to her side of the table? She rose as he
stared down at her, as if she didn't like having to look up at him. Or maybe it was that she didn't want
him to see her teetering.

Too late for that, though.

"When did this happen?"



She shrugged, avoiding his eyes. "I was soaking in the tub last night. I got up and went into the bedroom
for my robe, and when I came back it was there on the bathroom mirror. For all I know they could have
been right on the other side of the shower curtain from me at some point." Her lower lip quivered, but she
bit it hard and quick, then gave her head a shake. "Bastard's lucky I didn't see him."

"This isn't funny, Kiley. Jesus, have you got the police on this?"
She nodded. "Look, don't trouble yourself over it. I didn't come here for sympathy."

He wanted the animosity back. He wanted to fight with her, wanted her back to insulting his moral fiber
instead of making him feel sick on her behalf. "No, you just dropped in to chat, ruin my business and
accuse me of threatening your life. I love these little visits of yours." As an attempt to rekindle the banter,
it was sadly lacking. But it worked all the same.

"Drop dead, McCain," she said.
Ah, that was more like it. "Same to you, Brigham."
Her head came up fast, green eyes meeting his, wider than he'd ever seen them. "You mean that?"

He felt as if she'd punched him in the gut. But she just stood there, waiting for an answer, probing his
eyes with hers and looking madder than hell, capable of murder and as vulnerable as a wet kitten all at
the same time. His hands came up to grasp her shoulders, never bothering to ask his permission on the
way. "I didn't leave you any death threat, Brigham. Whenever I get the urge to tell you to drop
dead—which is often—I say it right to your pretty little face. And if I'd been lurking on the other side of
the curtain while you were soaking in the tub, the worst thing I'd have done is cop a peek. And I think
you know it."

She blinked, swallowed audibly and nodded. "I didn't really figure a message in blood was your style."
"Because I'm such a swell guy?"

She smirked, a little of the old mischief backlighting the fear in her eyes. "Because you know me well
enough to know I'd kick your ass if I ever found out."

"Any time you wanna try, Brigham."

No comeback. Hell, he couldn't remember the last time he'd sparred with her and she'd run out of back
talk. It made him uncomfortable to know just how upset she must be to let it affect her acid tongue. And
he had to change the subject, right now, before he started getting some stupid urge to help her out or
something.

He cleared his throat, realized his hands were still on her shoulders, and lowered them to his sides while
searching his brain for a safer topic. "So, uh, how did you manage to get in? I would have thought Chris
would have noticed you lurking outside the curtain."

"You-mean the scrawny kid with the quartz earring and the bright yellow dust mop on his head?"

"That's his hair."



"No shit?" She shrugged. ""Anyway, he was busy humming along with whatever flaky music you have
playing out there. What is that, some new Gaelic tranquilizer or what?"

"You know, if you could manage to stop being so damned pleasant all the time, you might attract more
friendly fans." He felt his lips thin as he tried to find a way to give her some free advice without imparting
the impression that he actually gave a damn. "And you might try being a little less controversial, while
you're at it."

"And how would you suggest I do that, McCain? You want me to put in for a personality transplant?"

"Maybe you should try toning down your columns for a while? Find a new subject for a few weeks, give
this a chance to blow over?"

Sighing, she dug a pack from the bottom of the denim backpack she carried and shook a cigarette
loose, catching it between her lips. Normally, Jack would have forbidden her to light up inside the shop.
It was against state law, anyway. In fact, he opened his mouth to do just that. But then he noticed the
way her fingers trembled as she fumbled with her lighter, and for some reason he couldn't get the words
out. Instead, he grabbed a candle from the nearest shelf and held it up to her.

She sent him a quick, surprised look. Then she bent her head to the flame and the flickering amber glow
painted her eyes with mysterious light It made her raven hair gleam. And when she straightened, her full,
moist lips parted, puckered... and blew a stream of smoke in his face.

Jack stepped out of the carcinogenic cloud and replaced the candle. "On second thought, maybe the
personality transplant wouldn't be a bad idea after all."

"Not possible," she said. "No more than backing off from my work is possible. That would be letting the
bastard win." She hauled her backpack onto her shoulder. "I gotta go."

"T'll walk you out." He walked her through the shop to the front door.

She looked around his shop, those piercing eyes of hers searching for secrets, tricks. She wouldn't find
any. Jack's tricks were all in the minds of his customers. This crap was real to them.

Brigham stopped at front door, turning to face him. For a very brief moment he had the feeling she didn't
want to leave any more than he wanted her to. Damn. He must be overworked or something. They
couldn't stand each other. They detested each other. If someone had asked Jack to name his number
one enemy, he'd have named her without batting an eye. And he had no doubt she would name him if
asked the same question. She knew damned well he had about as much clairvoyance as her ancient,
smoketbelching boat of a Buick. She knew it, and he knew she knew it. He reveled in rubbing her nose
in it, and that drove her nuts!

It was strange, the relationship they'd developed over the past few years. She, always trying to trip him
up. He, always struggling to stay a half step ahead of her. It was an ongoing contest with no clear winner
in sight. He'd gotten kind of used to it... maybe was even beginning to enjoy her irritating persistence?

Nabh.

He looked down at her and then he flinched at the size of the knot that formed in his stomach. For a
second, he'd seen it in her face, just as plain as day: cold, dark fear. She hid it quickly, covering it up with
the stubborn determination he was used to seeing there. But not fast enough. Not before he'd spotted it



peering out of those sparkling emerald eyes of hers. It wasn't an emotion he'd ever seen there before.
She was probably the gutsiest loudmouth he'd ever known.

She cleared her throat, reached for the door handle. "Well... "

"Yeah."

She nodded once, stepped outside into the normal world again. And he winced inwardly, because he
had the feeling someone was about to drop a piano on her.

He caught the door before it could swing closed. "Brigham?"
"What?"
Jack licked his lip. "Watch your back, okay?"

"You bet your amethysts, I will. And I pity the son of a bitch who left me that message, once I find him."
She sent him a wink and strode away as if she wasn't terrified of being alone.

CHAPTER THREE
A

Jack McCain might be the lowest form of pond slime, Kiley thought as she sat at her desk back in her
office at the Burnt Hills Gazette, staring at her empty computer screen. But he wasn't the kind who
would leave messages in human blood on a bathroom mirror.

She'd known that before she'd asked him, but hadn't been able to resist asking all the,same. Just to
gauge his reaction.

There was a tap on her office door before it opened, and her boss, the most gorgeous woman in town if
Kiley was any judge, stepped inside. "Did you get anything on McCain?"

Sighing, Kiley shook her head. "He knew it was a setup. Smelled it like a rat smells cheese."

Barbara Benedict laughed softly, raking a hand through her pixie-cut ash-blond hair. "You ever wonder
about that, Kiley?"

"About what? Whether he's part rat?"
"Whether he. .. maybe really 4as something. Some kind of... you know."

Kiley pursed her lips. "God, it would be one warped universe if it handed out gifts like that to guys like
him."

"Yeah, he's already got the looks, the charm—you're right, it would be unfair."
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Kiley hadn't been referring to his looks or his charm, but she didn't bother to correct her employer.

"So did you ask him about the, uh—the incident?"

"Uh-huh."

" And?"

"Oh, hell, you should have seen it. It was the performance of a lifetime, Barb. The hint of worry in his
eyes. The concerned knit in his brow. The hand on my shoulder. It was perfect. He almost had me
believing he was worried about me." ,

"You... you don't really think he did it?"

Kitey lowered her head. "No, it's not his style."

"Then why—"

"Because Jack McCain doesn't worry about anybody or anything, other than himself and his financial
well-being. If he's concerned at all, it's that I'll try to pin this on him and disrupt his livelihood in the
process. No, Jack is a con man. I've dealt with men like him before. I know 'em when I see 'em."
Barbara tipped her head to one side. "You talking about your ex now?"

"They're so much alike it's tough not to compare."

"What did that guy do to you, anyway? You haven't talked about it since you moved out here, and you
have to know I' in dying of curiosity."

Kiley pushed her hair behind one ear, rising from her chair and grabbing her shoulder bag from the desk.
"I gotta go find a subject for this week's column. I've got a bear for a boss and she'll skin me alive if 1
don't" She sent Barbara a wink, then moved past her and out of the office.

Kiley walked out through the parking lot, trying to let the slanting October sunshine lift her spirits. She
inhaled the scent of dying leaves, tasted late autumn on the breeze, told herself the alarm system would be
all installed by the time she went to bed tonight, and that all was right with the world. But it wasn't easy to
shake off the chill that had settled into her bones last night.

At her car, she ran a hand over the warm fender. "You up for a ride, Lana?"

The car sat there, silent, ready. Her trusty steed. It was way better than the Porsche she used to drive.
Lana had character. She unlocked the driver's door, checked the back seat and got in. Then she drove
into town to have her lunch in the park, as she did every day, weather permitting. People knew where to
find her. Up to now, she'd always considered that a good thing.

Now, though, maybe she should reconsider.

Still, she needed a tip, and this was her best shot at landing one. She walked to the corner hot dog
stand. "Hey, Bernie. Gimme the usual."

Smiling, the compact, muscular, utterly bald vendor began putting her foot-long-with-the-works



together. "Heard you had a break-in last night," he said as he heaped on the sauerkraut.
Her brows rose. "Where'd you hear that?"

"Around."

Bernie's son was on the town's police force. But she wouldn't rat him out for spreading gossip. It was a
small town. Everyone knew everyone's business.

"So you okay?"
"Yeah. Got a whole new security system being installed tonight."

"Smart." He put her dog in a cardboard boat, set it aside and fished an icy diet cola from his cooler.
"Three ninety-five, same as always."

She slid a five dollar bill across the top of his shiny stand. "Keep the change, same as always." She took
her dog and drink and started to tarn away.

"So you sure it was someone that broke in, not someone who was already there?"

She turned back to face the hot dog vendor again. "What do you mean, Bernie? There was no one there
but me."

"Well, yeah, but you know the stories about that place. It's got a history."
She blinked three times. "What kind of history?"

His face changed; he looked suddenly... different. Worried, and maybe regretting his words. "I, uh—I
figured you knew. Then again, it's old stuff. You've only been in town a year."

"Two years," she corrected him. "And I've only been in the house for a few days, Bernie. So if there's
something I should know, then I'd appreciate you telling me."

He grinned at her suddenly and waved a hand. "I'm just picking on you, kid. You know this town, it's full
of ghost stories."

"My house has ghost stories attached to it?"
"I told you, I was kidding. Go on, get outta here."

She wasn't going to get anything out of Bernie. Not that a ghost had anything to do with what had
happened in her house last night. Even if her stomach did tighten up at the word, and even if it was the
same theory her imagination kept posing. But if there were things she hadn't known about the place,
things the real estate folks had failed to disclose, they were liable to find themselves the next topic of one
of her columns.

She walked to her favorite bench, the one near the fountain, sat down and proceeded to share scraps of
hot dog bun with the pigeons while she opened a notebook and dashed a note to herself to do some
research on her house.



Someone sat down, right beside her. And she knew just by the way her skin prickled who it was.
Without looking up, she said, "Hello, McCain. What, you didn't get enough of me this morning?"

"Don't be nasty, Brigham. I come bearing gifts."

She finally looked up at him. He had a foot-long hot dog with the works, and a diet cola. She said,
"You're going to give me your lunch?"

"You telling me you could eat two of these pups?"
"I could eat three. And still have room for dessert."
He smiled. "I like a woman with an appetite."

"You like a woman with a pulse."

"Well, yeah. A pulse is good, too." He leaned back on the bench and took a big bite of the hot dog,

giving her the perfect opportunity to do the same. God, she loved them. Probably unhealthy as all hell,
but damn, so worth it.

He washed his bite down with a gulp of the cola. "I felt sorry for getting the best of you yet again this
morning."

"Oh, I'm sure."
"Hated leaving you without a column this week."

"Mmm-hmm." She kept eating, pretending to be only barely listening, but in truth, she was rapt. Was her
arch rival going to give her a tip? It sure seemed to be what he was getting around to.

"Anyway, I'm no more fond of frauds who cause more harm than good than you are."

"So how do you sleep at night?"

"Hell, Brigham, you wanna shut up and listen, or should I take my information and go home?"

She faced him, a serene smile on her lips, batting her eyes in mock innocence.

He rolled his in response, then brought his napkin to the corner of her mouth to dab something away.
Ketchup or relish, she guessed. "There's a new player in town. He's rented out that little brick box on
Main and Oak that's been vacant for so long."

"The one that used to be the barber shop?"

He nodded.

"So what's his game?"

"Oh, he starts out small. Tells people he had a dream about them, specifically, and that he has
information for them. Then he gives them some cock-and-bull story about staying out of traffic on a
certain day, and asks them to make an appointment for a more in-depth session. That first bit is free, but



when they come back he starts really soaking them."

"How badly?"

"Fifty bucks for the first session. Then there end up being all these charms and talismans they have to buy
in order to avoid disaster, and those start at a hundred and go up from there. He's calling these people at
home, claiming to have urgent messages that they have to hear, convincing them to come back for
another fifty-dollar session. It's all older folks. One of my regulars said her mother had laid out more than
a thousand dollars in the past month. The guy's ruthless."

"The guy's a bastard." She nodded. "Okay, I'll get on. Thanks for the tip."

He smiled. "Can't have people like him giving us legitimate psychic counselors a bad name."

"You're as legitimate as this hot dog is health food, McCain."

"Hey, if | were a fake, you'd have had me by now. You're too good not to."

"Yeah, and flattery will win me right over."

He shrugged. "Have it your way." He got to his feet, popped the last bite of his hot dog into his mouth.

"McCain?"

Still chewing, he looked at her.

"You know anything about my house?" Her brows bent together.

He swallowed, swiped his mouth with the napkin. "Like what?"

"I don't know. I heard it had. .. a history."

His brows rose. "What kind of history?"

"T got the feeling it was the kind that was right up your alley."

"You mean it's haunted or something?" He covered the stunned expression he wore with a grin. "Hell, I
didn't think you believed in any of that stuff, Brigham."

"Oh, I haven't given up on the possibility. Just my faith in my fellow humans, and my chances of ever
finding proof that there's... something more out there." She watched his face, because frankly, she had
trouble swallowing that /e really believed in the nonsense he was selling.

He swallowed hard. "Tell you the truth, Brigham, I only came to this town about six months before you
did. I wouldn't know much of its history."

"[ figured you probably would have mentioned it if you had."
"You're not thinking your little break-in and that death threat were the actions of some kind of ghost or

demon or something, are you? Because that kind of thinking could make you careless. It could get you
killed."



She licked her lips, thought about how icy cold it had become in the bathroom just before the message
had appeared on her mirror. She thought about the clothes moving in the closet and the shadowy shape
in her window. She almost told him about all of that. But then she pursed her lips, shook her had. "Nah. I
don't think any such thing. See you later, McCain."

"Yeah. See you."

Kiley watched him walk away as she finished her hot dog and her cola. Then she headed to the library
and asked for help from the librarian. The woman promptly produced a book titled The Haunted
History of Burnt Hills. It was a local author, self-published, but amazingly, exactly what she needed.

She took the volume with her when she went to stake out the little brick building on the corner of Main
and Oak Streets.

CHAPTER FOUR
4L

Jack sat in his teenage employee's rusted-out pickup truck around the corner from where Kiley
Brigham's car was parked. She wasn't in it, not now, anyway. She'd sat there for a long time, with the
overhead light on, reading something and smoking. Then, when Randeaux de Loup, as he called himself,
had left his little brick shop, she'd gone over there.

"You think she's going to break in?" Chris asked, pushing his mop of yellow hair off his forehead.

"[ imagine she's going through the garbage."

"Why do you think that?"

"Because it's what [ would do. Scoot over to her car, Chris, and see if you can get a look at what she's
been reading."

Chris licked his lips and sent Jack a scared look. Sighing, Jack pulled a twenty out of his pocket and
handed it to him. Chris snatched it and was out of the car a heartbeat later. The kid kept to the shadows,
crouching low as he ran. Moments later he was back, getting into his pickup and handing Jack a book.
"Jesus, kid, I said see what it was, not steal it!"

"Oh. Uh. Sorry. You want me to put it back?"

Jack looked up, didn't see any sign of Kiley returning to her car. "In a minute." The book had a page
folded over. He flipped it open to see what Kiley had been reading.

"Why are you following her, anyway, boss?"

"To make sure no one murders her," he said.
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"You like her. [ knew it."

"I can't stand her. I just know damn well I'd be on top of the list of suspects if something should happen
to the irritating little—hell, this is what I was afraid of."

"What?" Chris leaned over, trying to get a look at the pages Jack was reading.

Jack turned the book so the kid could see the black-and-white snapshot of the house, looking slightly
newer than it did now.

"Hey, isn't that where Miss Brigham lives?"
"Yeah, and according to this, it's haunted."
"Well, yeah. Everyone knows that."

Jack just sat there staring at the kid in disbelief. "You knew she was living in a haunted house and you
didn't tell me?"'

"Didn't know why you'd be interested." He shrugged. "I thought you didn't believe in that stuft."

"I don't. But if you haven't learned another thing from me after all this time, Chris, you should have
learned that it's not what I believe that matters." Something moved over by the brick building. Jack
shoved the book back into Chris's hands. "Go put it back. Right where you found it. And don't let her
see you."

"Right." Chris slid out of the vehicle again and managed to get the job done.

It was as he was heading back to the pickup that Jack heard the tap on his window and turned to see
Brigham standing there, looking at him. Telling himself to think fast, he rolled the window down.

"You following me, McCain?"

"Saw your car. Thought I'd pull over for a sec. Just to watch your back."

"So you're my bodyguard now?"

"Hell, you wish, Brigham." She rolled her eyes, but he kept speaking. "Find anything?"

"Client list," she said with a smile. "Jackpot."

"Yeah? What are you going to do with it?"

"Y ou really wanna know? Then buy the Sunday paper and find out with the rest of Burnt Hills."
"That's gratitude for you. See if I ever give you another scoop."

"Hey, did I say I wasn't grateful?"

He shrugged, glanced around. "It's getting dark earlier, isn't it?"



"It's fall, Jack. That's what happens."
"You get your locks changed yet?"

She glanced at her watch. "The workers arrived a half hour ago. They're probably still there. I really
have to get home."

Something changed in her voice when she said that.

He cleared his throat, told himself to shut the hell up, but the words came tumbling out, anyway. "You
want me to come along? Just to... you know, take a look around?"

She fixed her eyes on him, brows pulling together as her head tipped slowly to one side. "You really are
playing bodyguard, aren't you."

He shrugged. "It's not a bad body. It'd be a shame if something happened to it."
"I didn't think you liked me, McCain."
"I never said I liked you, Brigham."

She smiled at him. "Actually, I would like you to come with me. There's something I want to talk to you
about." . -

His throat went a little dry, because he thought he knew what it was. And he'd walked right into it, hadn't
he?

"Y ou wanna ride with me?" she asked.

"Sure." He glanced up, saw Chris frozen on the sidewalk, looking panicky. But Jack was certain Kiley
hadn't seen the kid messing around near her car. He got out of the truck, waved at the kid.

"What's he doing wandering around?" Kiley asked.

"Had to take a leak," Jack said. "I'm riding with Ms. Brigham, kid. See you at the store tomorrow."
Chris said something that emerged as an indecipherable squeak and hurried to his pickup, passing them
on the sidewalk as they walked to Kiley's car. Jack smiled down at Kiley. "We go for pie sometimes
after work. I let him drive once in a while."

"That's nice of you."

He shrugged. As explanations went, it was full of holes, but he wasn't sure it mattered at this point. He
slid into the passenger side of her car. She got behind the wheel. "Lana, this is Jack. Jack, Lana."

Frowning, Jack swung his head around, half expecting to see someone in the back seat. But no one was
there. "Uh, I'm not following you, Brigham."

"What, your car doesn't have a name?"



"Oh. The car. Right. Funny."

She shrugged, started the motor and drove them through the curving lanes of Burnt Hills, beneath the
canopy of autumn colors, fallen leaves stirring on the roadsides as they passed.

"So what is it you wanted to talk to me about?" Jack asked. "Finally ready to admit I'm the only
legitimate psychic in town and call a truce?"

"Maybe [ am."

He gaped in surprise. She only blinked at him, then glanced down at the book that lay on the seat in
between them. "Have you read this book?"

He looked at it. "No."

"Well, according to it, my house has been considered one of the most haunted in the county for the past

thirty years."
He closed his eyes. God, he'd had no idea it was that bad.

"I need a ghost buster, Jack. I need one that even I can't prove is a fraud. And the only one I've tried
and tried to discredit, and failed to discredit... is you."

Jack swallowed the huge lump in his throat. This wasn't happening. It couldn't be happening.

"So," she went on, "I'm forced to admit the faint, extremely small possibility that you might actually be
legitimate. And even more distasteful, I'm forced to ask for your help."

"My... help?" It was happening.

She was turning the car into the driveway now. There was a white minivan parked there with Gates
Security Systems painted on the side. The old house rose up before him like a guardian at the gate of a
treasure, daring him to bring it on. He could almost hear it laughing, asking him, "Just what are you gonna
do now, Slick?"

He licked his lips, wished for something to drink.

"I know there's no love lost between the two of us, Jack. But do you think you could put that aside for a
little while?"

He met her eyes, saw the hope in them, and the fear. "Yeah, I could do that. What do you want me to
do?"

"Just come inside. Feel the place. See if you... pick up on anything."

Jack nodded, as if he'd be more than happy to help her out. But he'd already made up his mind what his
diagnosis would be. He was not going to find any hint of any "presence" in Kiley Brigham's house. Not
even if Casper himself performed an Irish jig in the living room. No way. Because if she thought there
were ghosts in her house, she would ask him to get rid of them. And if she asked him to get rid of them,
he would have to fake his way through it. Otherwise, she would have exactly what she had always
wanted—yproof that he was a fraud. Far easier not to find anything at all.



Hell, he didn't believe in this crap, anyway.
"Lead the way."
"Thanks, Jack. I appreciate it."

And he thought she really meant it. Guilt pricked his conscience. She got out of the car, then waited for
him to come around to her side before moving to the sidewalk and up to the front door. It stood open,
the light from inside spilling out. Men in overalls were on the other side, mostly standing around, though
one of them was twisting a screwdriver, tightening a box near the door.

"How's it going?" she asked, leading Jack inside, past the men.

The worker nodded. "Just fine. We're all finished." He straightened from his task, dropping the
screwdriver into a loop on his belt. Then he pulled a fat envelope from his pocket and handed it to her.

"This is your manual and your invoice."
"You're not going to show me how to work this thing?"

"Oh, it's real simple. Once you set it up with your personal security code, you just hit the code, press the
green button to unlock, the red one to lock. It's all in the manual. We got the whole place wired, just like

you asked. Every outside door and window."

She took the thick instruction booklet from the envelope, then eyed the panel on the wall.

"You have a good night now, ma'am."

The man nodded to the others, and they gathered up their various toolboxes and filed out the front door.
She watched them go, then sighing, closed the door. "It'll be morning before I get this thing figured out."

"It looks like the same system that's on my shop," Jack said. "I can probably walk you through it. If you
don't mind my knowing your security code."

"Hell, if I can't trust my worst enemy, who can I trust?"

He shrugged, looking around the house, absently rubbing his arms. "So what makes you think there's
anything otherworldly going on here?"

She walked on through to the kitchen, and he followed. "You want coffee?"

"Love some."
"Sit."

He took a seat at the square table. It was topped in white ceramic tiles with green ivy leaves on them.
She put a clean filter into the coffeemaker's basket, then opened a canister and scooped out some coftee.

And she talked.

"I was soaking in the tub last night when it happened," she said softly. "The shower curtain was closed.
To keep the steam in there with me." She patted her cheeks. "Good for the skin, you know."



”Rigl’lt."
She slid the basket into the maker, then carried the carafe to the sink and ran water into it. "So I'm
soaking in the tub, and all of the sudden the temperature in the bathroom just plummets. Just like that. [

had goose bumps. I could see my breath, Jack."

Okay, she could see her breath. He couldn't chalk it up to her imagination, then, could he? Not if she
could see her breath.

"So I got out of the tub, wondering what the hell was going on. The furnace wasn't running. It should
have been if it had suddenly become that cold outside. But nothing. I... I felt something. I don't know
how to describe it, it's just... " She gave her head a shake. "So I went to the bedroom for my robe, but it
wasn't cold in there. Just in the bathroom. And when I went back in there, those words were on the
mirror."

He frowned. "So whoever left you that message did it while you were in the next room."

She nodded. "But I never heard anything. Not a footstep, not a breath. Not the door opening—and the
hinges squeak, Jack. I should have heard something."

He nodded slowly. "I'm not. .. feeling anything now."

"No. No, neither am 1." She rolled her eyes. "It's probably ridiculous. I mean, it's almost certainly some
human asshole who left me that message. It's just. .. well, when I read the reports from other people
who've lived here over the past thirty years. I figured it wouldn't hurt to make sure."

"Reports? You mean in that book you had?" She nodded. "What's in them?" he asked.

"Noises, lights going on and off by themselves, doors opening, furniture being moved. Burners turned on
without warning. Music, footsteps. You name it, it's in there. The most common occurrence is the
weeping."

"Weeping?" He got a chill at that word.

She nodded. "I haven't heard it. It's usually heard in the basement, and I can't quite bring myself to go
down there, so that may be why. So? What do you think?"

"Like I said, I'm not sensing anything. Not at the moment, anyway."

She licked her lips. "Maybe if you stay awhile. Maybe. .. if you come up to my bedroom—"
He looked up so fast he nearly wrenched his neck.

"And the bathroom. Where it happened."

Slowly, he nodded. "Sure. But first, let's have that coffee, hmm?"

She seemed to relax just a little, smiling, nodding.

Then there was a sound from upstairs—something like shattering glass. Jack shot to his feet and,



amazingly enough, Kiley shot into his arms.

CHAPTER FIVE
4L

Jack could have kicked himself. What the hell was he doing? His hands were buried in her hair and her
nose was crushed in the fabric of his shirt, not an altogether unpleasant experience. Dammit. She went to
pull back, but his arms slid lower, hands cradling her shoulders, almost as if he wanted to keep her there,
pressed against him, body to body.

"You can let go now," she said. Or at least, that was what he thought she said. It sounded more like a
series of grunts with her face mashed to his chest the way it was. And frankly, the heat of her breath
penetrating the fabric and bathing his chest was a little distracting.

He let her go and looked down at her, and he hoped he didn't look as confused as he felt. Because,
damn, there had been a moment there. ..

He squelched the thought. Figuratively licked his thumb and forefinger and snuffed that little sucker right
out. So what if it burned a little and he thought he heard the hiss? "You okay?" he asked, just so he could
fill the silence and stop falling into her eyes.

"I'm fine. I'm right here in front of you, you can see I'm fine."

"I meant—"

"What the hell was that, anyway?" she asked, glancing toward the living room where the stairs were.

"I don't know."

She drew herself another step away from him. He let his hands fall from her shoulders to his sides. He
hesitated only a moment before he realized she was probably waiting for him to do something. Then,
before he could act on the realization, she said, "Well, I'm damned if I'm too aftraid to go up there and
find out."

She ought to be, he thought. But then he was ashamed of himself, because she was stomping off through
the house toward the staircase, all alone. He followed her, caught up to her. Even put a hand on her
again. He didn't plan to, it just sort of happened. His hands seemed to feel now that the ice had been
broken, it was okay to touch her at will. Which, of course, it wasn't. Still, he put a hand on her shoulder,
and she stopped at the bottom of the staircase and glanced over her shoulder at his face, looking mildly
irritated.

"What?" she snapped.

"'l go," he said. It came out in a deep tone that sounded rather heroic, he thought.

She rolled her eyes. "I'm going. But you can come with me if you want."
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He nodded, stepped around her and started up the stairs. As if he were the big brave warrior, and she
were the innocent virgin in need of his protection. What bull.

Still, he went up the stairs, down the hall. Then he stopped, uncertain which way to go.
"My bedroom is that one," she whispered, leaning closer and pointing.
"You think that's where the noise came from?" he whispered back.

She nodded, her wide eyes fixed on the bedroom door. She was scared to death and determined not to
show it.

Then again, so was he. He moved toward the door, reached for the knob, put his hand on it and sucked
in a breath at the iciness of the brass. Twisting all the same, he pushed the door open, stepped
through—and that took some major willpower—and flipped on the light switch.

The first thing he saw was his breath forming little clouds in the air in front of him. He could see them.
There was no mistaking it, the bedroom was that cold.

"Hell, here we go again," she whispered.
He stood very still, vaguely aware that Kiley was gripping his arm now, maybe a little less concerned

about hiding her fear. He felt wind hitting him in the face and glanced toward the windows, relieved to
realize there might be a very simple explanation for the cold—but the windows were shut tight.

Then where was that icy wind coming from?
"What the... ?"

Suddenly, there was rattling, shaking. The lamp on the bedstand trembled, and the light fixture in the
ceiling began to swing. The room exploded in sound and motion. Dresser drawers flew open one after
the other, one of them so hard it wrenched itself out of the dresser and onto the floor, scattering its
contents. The closet door flew open at the same time, as did the bathroom door, towels sailing through it
as if hurled at them by unseen hands. The curtains were whipping like vipers.

Then—just as suddenly—the wind died and everything went still. Utterly, perfectly still. The curtains fell
limply, the stands and fixtures stopped trembling, the room was silent again.

Jack breathed. Maybe for the first time since turning on the light. No steam emerged from his lips now. It
was over, whatever the hell it had been.

And Kiley was still clutching his arm, with both hands this time, and her body was pressed tight to his
side. Given that she'd sooner cling to a spraying skunk or a rabid badger—or both—he figured she must
be pretty shaken.

"I don't like you, Jack," she said. "You know that, right?"

"Right. No more than I like you, Brigham."

"And I'm not afraid of this thing. I'm not afraid of anything. You know that, too, right?"



He shrugged. "T've never seen you scared. I can give you that." Till now, he thought, but he didn't say
that part aloud, mostly because it would piss her off and he was dying to see where the hell she was
going with this.

"Good, just so we're clear on it. I wouldn't want you to take it the wrong way when I ask you to spend
the night with me."

He swallowed hard, about to tell her she couldn't pay him enough to spend the night in this fucked-up
house. But before he could speak, she went on.

"You're used to this, after all," she said. "You talk to the spirit world all the time, right? So you've seen
this kind of shit before."

He probed those big eyes of hers, wondering for one brief moment if she could have possibly engineered
this entire event, special effects and all, just to finally trip him up. And all of a sudden, he realized he had
to be very, very careful.

"Right," he said. "Not that you ever really get used to it, but yeah, I've seen it before."

The relief on her face was so intense that he thought she was close to tears.

"I don't know why the hell that should make me feel any better, especially when I still don't believe
you're for real."

"But it does?" he asked.

She pursed her lips. "Will you stay? Spend the night?"

He would rather stick hot needles into his own eyes, he thought. But aloud, he said, "Sure."
She sighed, lowering her head, eyes, shoulders, all at once. "Good."

"Hey, I'll expect suitable compensation for this. Don't think I'm doing it as a favor or anything."

"No, not on your life." She met his eyes again, hers hiding just a hint of a smile this time. "So do you think
you can... get rid of it?"

He didn't even know what the hell if was. He was clueless. He'd never been within a hundred miles of a
real ghost, so far as he knew. Didn't even believe in them—or hadn't, up until five minutes ago. Now he
wasn't sure what to believe. "If this thing can be... banished, then I'm the guy who can do it." He was
lying through his teeth.

Her shaky smile widened a little. "T'll tell you one thing, I'm not sleeping in here."

"Don't blame you there."

"Do you want to?"

"Huh?" He thought his eyeballs might have come close to popping out of his head.



She shrugged. "To get a better feel fo—for whatever it is we're dealing with."
He pursed his lips. "Oh. No, there's... no need."
"Then you already know what it is?"

He nodded, deciding to say anything that came to mind, so long as it kept him from having to sleep in
this room. He still had goose bumps, even though the chill had fled. "[t—uh—seems like a pretty
straightforward case of poltergeist activity. It's not that unusual. Not a big deal."

"Maybe not to you."

He shrugged. The genuine-looking gratitude gleaming up at him from her eyes gave him the cojones to
move farther into the bedroom, where he bent to pick up a drawer, along with several of the items that
had been flung from it. His nonchalance fled, though, when he realized he was holding a pair of thong
panties in his hand. Something tightened in his nether regions, and he stuffed them back into the drawer
and hoped she hadn't noticed.

"So is there a guest room or something?" he asked as he replaced the drawer in the dresser and closed
all the others.

"Not furnished. We can sleep downstairs. There's a sofa bed."

He shot her a questioning look. She ignored it, swallowing something he took to be her pride when she
said, "Will you wait here while I grab a nightgown?"

He nodded. "You, um... wanna shower?"
"Not in there."

He felt sorry when he saw the shudder that worked through her. "Hell, Brigham, why don't you just
come back to my place with me, spend the night there? This is insane."

She met his eyes and shook her head just once, left then right. "I'm not letting this thing chase me out of
my house." Then she took her gaze off him and looked around the room. "You hear that, spook? This is
my goddamn house now. I've sunk every penny I have into it, and I couldn't leave if I wanted to. So you
and I are just gonna have to come to terms! Got it?"

Jack half expected the house to reply, even found himself looking around at the empty space, as she had
been doing. But the house said nothing.

Sighing, she strode past him to the dresser, yanking open a drawer and plucking a nightie from a stack of
silky fabrics without even looking down. "You have got to get rid of it for me, Jack. You do this for me,
and I swear, I'll lay off you forever."

He shook his head, his gaze stuck on the nightie she held. It was emerald-green, like her eyes. Satiny
and smooth. Indecently short, with spaghetti straps and lace in the deep V of the neckline. He was
actually curious to see how she was going to look in that thing.

If he were being honest with her, he supposed he might admit that he would actually miss it if she
stopped bugging him all the time, trying to get the best of him. But he wasn't being honest with her. Far



from it.

And he was about to begin living the lie of a lifetime.

She hurried out of the bedroom into the hall. He followed, pulling the bedroom door closed behind
him,wishing he could lock it, wondering if locks could keep ghosts incarcerated and guessing probably
not. He followed her down the hall to the stairs. On the way she opened a closet and tugged out a stack
of sheets and blankets. Back downstairs, in the living room, she yanked the cushions off her sofa, and
Jack assisted her in pulling it out. Then he stood there watching in some kind of surreal trance while she
made up the bed. For two.

"Turn your back."

"What?"

"I want to get undressed and I'm aftraid to leave the room by myself. Pathetic and stupid, I know, but
there it is. So turn around."

He turned around. "And what am I supposed to sleep in?"

"Your shorts?" she asked.

He could hear her peeling off her clothes, the fabric brushing over her skin. It was interesting, trying to
guess what she was taking off, what remained. He chided himself for having impure thoughts about his
worst enemy, but then decided he was sleeping with her, so it was only natural.

She finally said, "Okay," and he turned again.

Then he saw her in the green nightie, the way it hung from her shoulders, flowing like a satin river over
her skin, except for where it tripped over her breasts. He could see them clearly through the fabric,
nipples and all. He found himself licking his lips and told himself to knock it the hell off.

"What?" she asked.

He jerked his gaze upward, to her eyes again. "You do realize you've left nearly every light in the house
on?"

"And you think I want to sleep in the dark after that little exhibition upstairs?"
He shrugged. "You don't even want to brush your teeth?"

"Planning to kiss me before morning, Jack?"

"Not if you begged me, sweetie."

"Then why are you worried about it?"

"Because you might roll over and breathe on me."

She rolled her eyes. "My breath is fine. And I showered this morning. But if you need to, you can use the
shower in the downstairs bathroom."



"I think I will."

"Good." She came to him, taking his hand as if he were a child being led to the school bus for the first
time. "This way." She led him through the living room, down a hallway and in through the third door on
the left. "Here we go."

"Great. Thanks."

He stood there for a minute, waiting. She leaned back against the countertop, also waiting.

"Uh, were you planning to stay for this?" he asked at length.

She licked her lips. "Figured I could brush my teeth while you were washing up."

She didn't wait for an answer, just turned to face the sink, opened the medicine cabinet and located a
tooth-brush that was still in its wrapper. "I always keep extras around. There's one for you, too." She
took out a second toothbrush and laid it on the counter. Then she glanced over her shoulder with a
frown. "Well, go on, fake your shower. I'm not going to look at you."

"You're looking at me now."

"That's because you weren't moving." She turned to face the sink again, cranked on the water.

Sighing in resignation, Jack turned on the taps, adjusted the temperature and began stripping off his
clothes.

CHAPTER SIX
A

She kept her eyes lowered, everything in her focused on brushing her teeth, as he peeled off his clothes.
The mirror was dead ahead. She could catch a glimpse of him if she wanted to, but she didn't want to.
Hell, she couldn't think of anything she wanted less. Besides, by the time the thought had time to pass
through her mind, he was under the spray. She heard him yank the curtain shut, heard the way the flow of
water changed when he stepped underneath it.

From the shower he called, "I can't believe you're too scared to even go into the bathroom by yourself."

She frowned, her eyes rising to the mirror, where she could see very little—just his shadow on the
shower curtain. "I am not scared."

HNO?H
"No. I just want to make sure you're close by in case anything weird happens again."

"So I can protect you from the bogeyman?"
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"So you can witness it. You're my ghost buster, after all."
"Uh‘hll}l."

"So I figure you need access to this thing—so you can figure out how best to deal with it. So you'll know
which rattles to shake and which weeds to burn, that kind of shit."

"Helpful of you."

"I do what I can." She rinsed her mouth, spit, gargled, spit again. "Don't let it fool you, though. I'm no
more convinced than I've ever been that you're for real."

"Then why ask for my help?"

She thought on that for a long moment, then sighed. "You're the best shot I have. There's not really
anyone else."

"So it's one of those 'last man on earth' situations?"

"More like one of those 'any port in a storm' situations."

"I see."

She sighed. "So, have you?"

"Have [ what?"

"Figured out which rattles to shake and which weeds to burn?"

He was quiet for a moment. "I have some ideas."

"Good. How much longer are you going to be?"

"Two minutes, why?"

She glanced at the toilet, decided not to risk it, reached for a clean washcloth and turned on the taps.

"Hey!"

She looked up fast at the exclamation, realized her blasting hot water into the basin must have given him
a shot of cold. "Sorry." She shut the water off. Then she smeared some of her facial cleanser on, dipped
the cloth into the basin and washed her face. She was applying moisturizing night cream when she
glimpsed his long, tanned arm snaking out of the shower, groping for a towel. She handed him one.

"Thanks."

"You're wel—" Before she could finish, he yanked back the curtain and stepped out of the shower. And
then she was stuck there. She couldn't force her errant gaze to move from his body. Good God, it was

incredible. Who would have thought such a jerk would have a body like that? Muscular shoulders,
smooth and hard. Sculpted chest, and abs—oh, hell, his abs belonged in Play-girl. She could wash



laundry on those abs.

"I'm wel... ?" he asked.

"Built," she said.

"Compliments, from you?"

"More like an expression of surprise."

"Shock and awe?"

"Shock, yeah. Not so much of the awe."

He shrugged. "And what would it take to up your awe factor? Just out of curiosity, mind you."

She shrugged right back. "Hell, I don't know. Maybe if you lost the towel?"

He gaped. She grinned, and then he relaxed. "Funny," he said. He reached for his clothes, which he'd
draped over the towel bar. The briefs he tugged free were small, dark blue and clingy. She finally worked
up the willpower to stop gawking at him and turned around again. But she was all too aware that he was
dropping the towel and pulling those briefs on, and some little devil inside was trying to talk her into
peeking.

She resisted. Barely.

"You want to stay while I drain the snake?"

"Drain the... ? Oh. That's the tackiest thing I've ever heard."

He shrugged and moved toward the toilet.

She darted out of the bathroom at the speed of light.

But she didn't go far. After closing the door behind her, she remained right there, just outside it Hell, it
pissed her off to no end that she was afraid to be alone in her own house. But damn.

She heard the flush, the water running in the sink. Then he finally stepped out of the bathroom. He didn't
close the door, just held it open. And stood there looking at her.

"What?'
"Oh, come on. You know you have to. Go on, I'll wait right out here."

She thinned her lips, thought about snapping at him. But hell, he was right She did have to go, and as a
matter of fact it was borderline decent of him to offer to stay close by while she did.

"I don't need you to wait out here for me," she said as she went into the bathroom.

"No, [ know you don't But I'll wait here, anyway."



If she didn't dislike him so much, she'd have been grateful. As it was, she could only wonder if he was
storing up all these weaknesses he was discovering in her for future use in the unending battle between
them.

When she came out again, she noticed him looking at her body, and decided she wasn't the only one
with weaknesses. He looked often, every time he thought she might not notice. Could her nemesis be
attracted to her? Damn, she would never let him hear the end of it if he admitted that one!

She led the way back to the living room, flung back the covers and crawled into bed. She really hadn't
been worried about spending the night with Jack. Now, though...

"You aren't going to put on a shirt?" she asked.
"Wasn't wearing a T-shirt," he said. "Can't very well sleep in my button-down."
"I don't know why not. I could."

His eyes changed just a little, lowering slowly. And she got the distinct impression he was picturing her
sleeping in his button-down shirt, and liking the image.

"This isn't going to be a problem, is it, Jack?" she asked, sliding to one side to make room for him.

He got into the bed beside her, pulled the covers over them both and lay back on the pillows with his
hands folded behind his head. "What isn't?"

The attraction, She thought. The fact that his body turned her on like nobody's business and the feeling
she got that he was having the same reaction to hers. But she wasn't going to be the one to admit it!
"Nothing," she said. "Never mind."

He nodded. ""Night, Brigham."

""Night, Jack."

She closed her eyes, knowing good and damned well she would never sleep.

He did not seem to have the same problem. In fact, he was snoring softly within ten minutes. And five
minutes after that, he rolled over, and before she knew what to expect, he had wrapped her up tight
against him, imprisoning her there with one arm and one leg. Her face was pressed ; to his utterly
unclothed chest, one arm caught between his belly and hers, and her pelvis was mashed to his groin.

"Oh, great," she whispered.

"Mmm," he replied. And then one of his big hands burrowed into her hair, stroking just a little before
setftling down.

Something in her stomach turned a somersault. She tried to tug her arm from where it was trapped
between them, but in the process her hand brushed over his abs, and she stopped what she was doing as
her heart skipped a beat. Lifting her head away from his chest, just a little, she peered up at his face. His
eyes were closed, his breaths deep and steady. Sound asleep. So...

She let her palm rest lightly on his abdomen, and when he didn't stir or react, she moved it just a little, up



and down over the rippling muscles there. God, he must work out like a man driven to have a belly like
this. She'd never touched anything so perfect. So arousing. Too bad it was attached to a man she didn't
like.

"Hey, Kiley?"

She froze, her hand going still.

"You awake?"

That was it, that was it. Just pretend to be asleep. Perfect. She tried to breathe the way a sleeper
breathed, but gradually, so he wouldn't notice the sudden change.

"Kiley?"
She didn't respond, just kept breathing, kept still.

He drew his arm from around her, eased her from her side onto her back so slowly she knew he was
trying not to wake her. She guessed he didn't want her to realize he'd been holding her so... intimately.

But no, that wasn't it. A second later, she knew that wasn't it, because he was sitting up, just a little, and
she felt his hand pushing her hair away from her face, slowly, softly. The warmth of his touch trailed over
her jaw to her neck, to her shoulder, and slowly, slowly, lower, drifted over her satin-covered breast,
making her want to slap him and arch closer all at the same time. But he kept going, sliding his hand to
her belly, sideways to trace the curve of her waist, and back again to her abdomen.

Enough. Hell, it was enough. He was making her hot without even trying, and if he kept it up she was
going to have an orgasm right in front of him.

She made a little noise in her throat and slowly rolled onto her side, facing away from him, just so he'd
get the idea that, even asleep, she was rejecting him.

He went still for a moment. And then he was touching her again. His hands, both of them now, on the
small of her back and sliding lower, boldly, right to her buttocks, cupping her cheeks and squeezing.

Furious and more turned on than she could believe, she jerked onto her other side, facing him, and said,
"Just what the hell do you think you're doing?"

He smiled slowly. "Same thing you were doing to me a few minutes ago, Kiley. Fair is fair."
"I don't have a due what you're talking about. I wasn't doing anything but sleeping a few minutes ago."

"Liar." His hand closed on her wrist, and he put her hand on his abdomen again, held it there with his
hand over it. "Go on, touch to your heart's content. It's not like I mind."

"You damn well should mind. You don't even like me."

He shrugged. "I'm a guy. Liking you doesn't have to enter into it. Go on, satisfy your curiosity. Feel me
up."

She slid her hand upward over those rock-hard abs even as she pulled it away. "You are so full of



yourself."

"I'd far prefer you to be full of me."

She blinked hard and fast. "What?"

He shrugged. "We're both adults. Unmarried, uncommitted."
"One of us ought to be committed, though."

He smiled slowly, pushing her hair away from her face. "If we're not gonna be enemies anymore—are, in
fact, becoming allies in the war against your spooks—then there's really no reason we shouldn't."

"There are a million reasons we shouldn't."
"You want to. I want to. It's surprising, I admit that, but—"
"I do not want to."

"No?" He ran the back of his hand over her breast again, and then again as her nipple grew hard and
tight. "Gee, Kiley, your body says otherwise."

She narrowed her eyes on him. "I hate you."

"You want me, though. I want you, too."

"You son of a—"

His hand slid down over her belly, and she felt herself wanting it to keep going, wanting him to touch her.
"Tell me to stop," he whispered.

She didn't. And he was right, liking didn't even enter into it.

His fingers touched the top of her panties. He slid them inside. "You can tell me to stop anytime, you
know," he whispered again. He was leaning over her now, his face very, very close to hers. "But I hope

you don't."

She told herself to tell him to stop, and then tell him to go away. But instead, she felt her thighs ease a
little farther apart, her hips push against his hand, just a little.

He moved his hand farther, sliding his fingers between her moist lips, parting them, and rubbing against
the softness they hid. "Damn, woman. I haven't been this hot for anyone in ten years. Why the hell did it
have to be you?"

She tried to answer, but all that came out was a soft moan, and that just made him rub her harder,
exploring new places, probing to new depths. Shameless, she opened up to him and moved against his
hand, and her breaths came faster. She reached for him, desperate to know this was hitting him as hard
as it was hitting her, and her hand closed around him, thick and hard and pulsing with need. So she
rubbed, teased him the way he was teasing her.



He drew his hand away, got up onto his hands and knees, above her. She felt cold, empty, ached to be
in his arms again. But he was kneeling over her, stripping away her panties, peeling off her nightgown,
staring down at her naked body. "God, Brigham. You never told me you were a goddamn goddess." He
closed his hands on her breasts, squeezing, kneading them.

She wanted him as naked and vulnerable as she was, so she tugged at his briefs until they came down
and she had complete access to his erection.

He slid off the foot of the bed, grabbed her ankles and dragged her lower on the mattress until her butt
was at the very edge. He slid his hands up her legs to her knees and bent them up, back, wide. She was
aching for him by now. Squirming and pleading in soft whimpers for him to do it, already. Holding her like
that, he pushed himself slowly, deeply inside her, farther, and still farther.

"Oh, yes," she moaned, her eyes falling closed.

He buried himself inside her, filled her to her very depths. And then, for some reason, he went still and
swore softly under his breath.

CHAPTER SEVEN
4L

The lights were out. He was kneeling between her warm, firm thighs, buried inside her, every nerve
ending in his body electrified. And every single light in the place had just gone out, making Jack wonder if
someone had come in. Or maybe the storm going on inside him was actually happening outside, and the
power had gone out.

He stopped moving, and she whimpered in protest. Then he wondered what the hell demon lived in this
house, that it would possess him to do something as stupid as to sleep with his worst enemy. And yet,
when he looked at her, lying beneath him, squirming against him, head moving side to side, eyes closed,
he wanted to ignore the sudden blackout and keep up what he was doing. It would be a mistake, but
damn, what a pleasant mistake to make.

He hovered there, deep inside her, debating, mind against body. He drove himself just a little deeper,
loving the sounds she made as she took him. And then the light in the stairway flashed on, flickered, went
off again. "Hell," he muttered.

"What?"

Her eyes blinked open, just as the TV set flashed on,its volume full throttle, blasting a hard rock video.
The surprise of that blast of noise sent her eyes flying wider. He withdrew from her fast, as startled as she
was.

She blinked at the TV screen, then at the flickering stairway light. "Jack?"

"T'll shut it off." He went to turn off the television. The volume was deafening.
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"Wait." She said it loud, then reached out and grabbed the remote from the end table beside the sofa
bed. She hit the power button on the TV, and it went dark, silent. The stair light flicked again, then stayed
on. One by one the other lights came back on as well.

She pursed her lips, drawing the sheet up to her chest as if suddenly embarrassed to be naked in front of
him. "Maybe my ghost is the jealous type."

He smiled, not because she was funny, but because she was making jokes when she must be frightened
half out of her mind. Kiley was a tough one, but then again, he'd always known that. "Maybe it's just as

well," he said, and couldn't believe he was saying it.

"I was thinking the same thing. Sex probably isn't the best idea we ever had. We don't even like each
other."

"Oh, I don't know. You're growing on me, Brigham."

"Yeah, and us being naked in the same bed has nothing to do with that whatsoever?"

"I didn't say that."

She shook her head. "Whatever just happened here—"

"Almost happened," he corrected her.

"Almost?" She pursed her lips. "We didn't finish, Jack, but we definitely got started."

"It was a goddamn good start, too."

She averted her eyes. "It wasn't based on affection. Or caring. Or any tender feelings whatsoever."

"Oh, come on. Don't pretend you can speak for me on that."

"Jack, we didn't even kiss first."

He mulled that over, realized she was right. So no kissing, to a female, equaled no caring, no tenderness.
Good to know. "Okay, so there was no kissing. So if this thing that almost happened—that started to
happen—wasn't based on affection, then what was it based on?"

She shrugged. "Libido? Fear? Chemistry?"

"And those are the wrong reasons to have sex?" he asked.

"All the wrong reasons. But it's okay. The ghost caught us in time."

"Gives me even more motivation to help you get rid of it," he said, sending her an evil grin.

She smiled back, and a lump formed in his throat as he watched the movement of her lips, and he
realized he wanted to kiss her. He regretted not taking his time, before. Just as well, though. Hell, what

would she have read into it then? Still, the thought persisted.

"Think you can sleep?" she asked. She was getting out of the bed, tugging the covers with her. He



glimpsed as much of her as possible, figuring it would be his last chance for a while.

He surprised himself by answering honestly. "Not next to you, no."

She picked up her nightie, pulled it on over her head, letting the covers go only when she was concealed.
Didn't matter. He'd seen her and the image was burned into his mind. He almost groaned aloud when she

stepped into the panties and pulled them up.

Then she tossed him his briefs, because he was sitting there on the bed with a pillow over his privates.
"Good," she said.

"Good what? That I'm not going to be able to sleep?"

"Exactly. I won't sleep, either. Between almost jumping your bones and the damn ghost, I'll be lucky if 1
can sleep again for a week."

"You sound like you have a plan—something we can do instead."

She nodded, padding across the room and taking the book she'd had in her car earlier from the fireplace
mantel. He used the opportunity to pull on his underwear and prop the pillow behind his head. She said,
"We can read. I already got started, but nothing that really explains any of this has shown up so far."

She handed him the book. He looked at it and nodded.

"There's an entire chapter on this house, in fact." She climbed back into the bed beside him. "I think I
might have a case against the real estate agency. Do you?"

"Failure to disclose ghosts. Yeah, it's probably in the law books, right in the same section where they
have to disclose termites and leaky roofs."

She smiled again. "Go on, open to the chapter. We may as well read it together, though I'm not
altogether sure I want to know any more than I already do."

He nodded, flipped to the chapter that opened with a photo of her house and started reading.

By the time they finished the chapter it was nearly dawn. The "ghost" or whatever was raising hell in
Kiley's new home had been quiet for the rest of the night, and she was starved.

She closed the cover. "Well, that was helpful."

"Not."

She stretched and got to her feet. "Hungry?"

"Don't tell me you're offering to cook me breakfast?"

"What are you, insane? You're taking me to IHOP."

He glanced at his watch. "They won't be open for an hour and a half."

She pouted. "Oh, hell. Well, I can scramble an egg, but the whites might be runny. I never seem to get



them quite—"

"How about if I make breakfast?"

She raised her eyebrows.

"Yeah, I can cook. Just don't let it get around." He got up, pulled on his jeans.

She led the way to the kitchen, showed him where things were, put on a pot of coffee, then sat at the
table and watched him work. He knew his way around a kitchen, whisking eggs in a large bowl, adding
milk, cinnamon, nutmeg, soaking slices of bread in the concoction, and dropping them onto a sizzling
griddle.

"Wow," she said.

"I'm a man of many talents." He glanced at her. "As you would have found out last night, had we not
been so rudely interrupted.”

She let herself grin back. This was something new, this flirting going on between them. She wasn't sure
how to react to it. Was this going to be the new nature of their relationship, now that she'd vowed to stop
trying to discredit him and put him out of business? How odd it would be not to be his worst nightmare.
Shewasn't sure how to deal with it, or whether she even liked it. She'd enjoyed tormenting him, hounding
him.

So she decided to change the subject. "Let's nutshell this, shall we?"

"Sure." He expertly flipped the French toast.

"What do we know about this house that we didn't know before?" she asked.

"Well, the last couple who lived here moved out within six months, but refused to cite a reason or be
interviewed by the book's author," Jack said.

"The couple before that claimed that the place was haunted. Talked about lights and things going on and
off, items being moved around, footsteps in the middle of the night."

"Nothing as drastic as what's been happening to you, though."

She nodded. "Same as the family who lived here before them. They actually liked the ghost, said it
watched out for them. I wonder why. I mean, the ghost has never seemed hostile to anyone else—"

"That we know of," he said.
She nodded. "But prior to that, there was nothing—not until the suicide."

"Yeah. You know, I had no idea Phil Miller had ever lived in this house, much less that his first wife had
committed suicide."

"You mean you know him?"

He nodded. "He's a music teacher in a neighboring school district. Must be close to retirement age by



now. But I've seen him around."

"He comes into your shop? Seems interested in the spiritual?"

"Nab. We eat in the same diner a lot."

"Ob." She was disappointed. For a moment there, she thought she might be onto something. Then she
brightened again. "Still, it was right after her death that the haunting began. Do you think it's Sharon
Miller, Jack? Do you think she's the ghost?"

He shrugged. "Need a plate, here."

She hopped up, got two plates from the cupboard and handed him one. He stacked three slices of the
toast onto it, handed it back to her and threw in three more. "Go ahead and start without me."

She set her plate on the table, went to the fridge for margarine, maple syrup and got out a bottle of
orange juice while she was at it. Then she got silverware and glasses for them, and when that was done,
poured two mugs full of coffee and set the creamer and sugar on the table.

"There."

By then he was flipping his three slices onto his plate and joining her. He sat down. She said, "So where
should we begin?"

"Well, you can tell me what your life was like before you came to Burnt Hills," he said.

She looked up quickly. "I meant with the ghost. Can you just exorcise this thing, or do you need to
know more about it, first?"

He seemed to be taking his time, thinking it over while adding syrup to his toast, cream to his coffee.
"Well," he said at length. "The more information we have, the more effective the exorcism will be."

"That's what I figured. So what's the plan?"

"Right now, eating breakfast. And talking. Where are you from, Kiley?"

She sighed. "You really wanna know?"

"Yeah. I know, it seems odd to me, too."

She shrugged, took a bite and moaned in ecstasy. When she'd swallowed, she said, "This is incredible."
"T know."

She licked her lips. "I was a spoiled little rich girl from Richmond, Virginia. Inherited my parents' entire
fortune. Fell for a con man who married me, took me for every red cent, and then left me high and dry."

She felt his eyes on her, realized he'd stopped eating. Slowly she looked up at him.

"That's why you're so down on people you perceive to be hucksters?"



She nodded. "It's why I stopped believing anything I couldn't find proof of." She shrugged. "Maybe I've
been wrong. Maybe my own bitterness has warped my vision."

"Maybe." He wasn't quite meeting her eyes anymore, and he dug back into his breakfast as if it were the
most important thing he would do all day.

When she finished and was sipping her coffee, she leaned back in her chair. "God, I feel like patting my
belly. That was delicious."

"Glad I managed to satisfy at least one of your physical cravings."

She smirked at him. "Oh, I don't think you'd have had any trouble with the other."

"No?"

She didn't answer. Since when did she stroke this man's ego? Not that that's what she was doing. He'd
been good. God, it would have been mind-blowing. But it didn't pay to think about that now. It hadn't
happened. It wasn't going to.

"Okay, so here's what I'm thinking," she said.

"About what?"

"About the ghost. I think we should contact the last couple who lived here."

"The ones who wouldn't talk to the author?"

She nodded. "They might be more willing to talk to me. I mean, I'm living here, after all."

"You're also a journalist who enjoys exposing people as frauds. They might be suspicious of you."

"Hmm, you have a point. Okay, so you'll have to help me talk to them. Meanwhile, we'll do a little
investigative digging into Mr. Miller. See if we can find out anything more about his wife's death."

"Like what?"

"Like how she killed herself, and why. And what she might want from me." She licked her lips. "Maybe
you could consult the Ouija board or whatever the hell you use, see if you can get any answers from her
directly."

"Naturally. That was going to be my first move."

She nodded, swallowed more coffee. Outside the sun was coming up, its orange-yellow rays beaming in
through the kitchen windows. "I suppose I should take a shower."

He nodded. "Yeah. I should wash up and shave, myself. You want me to stand in the bathroom while
you shower?"

She licked her lips. That would be a bad idea. Very bad. She would be all too tempted to reach out and
yank him into the water with her. "I think I'll be okay, now that it's light outside. So long as I use the
downstairs bathroom."



He lifted his chin, cleared his throat. "Tell you what, I'll go use the upstairs one. Just to see what
happens."

"You're a better man than I am," she told him. He was either very brave or very foolish, she wasn't sure
which. "Let's both leave the doors open, okay?"

"Deal."

Gathering her nerve, she cleared the table and tossed the dishes into the dishwasher, just as a delaying
tactic. Then she went to her bathroom, listening to Jack's footsteps on the stairs as he went to his.

It wasn't freezing cold. That was a good sign. The sun was beaming in through the window, higher now
than before. The lights were working. She opened the cabinet, taking out her body wash, bath oil,
shampoo, conditioner, loofah. Then, with all those items loaded in her arms, she turned to face the tub.

And then she dropped everything on the floor and screamed at the top of her lungs.
The tub was full to the brim, water sloshing over the top onto the floor. And lying there, beneath the

clear, warm water, was a woman. Her blond hair floated like a nest of yellow snakes around her head.
Her mouth was slightly agape. And her eyes were wide open, focused on Kiley's, and pleading.

CHAPTER EIGHT
< 4L

The sound of her scream split his mind wide open and let a slew of nightmarish images flow in, each more

horrific than the one before. Even though he was running before the sound died, he couldn't seem to get
to her fast enough.

And then he did.

She was backed into the farthest corner of the downstairs bathroom, with one hand fisted near her
mouth and the other one pointing, trembling, at the tub.

He looked at the bathtub, half afraid to. But there was nothing there.

"Kiley ?" He moved closer to her. "What, what is it?"

When he stood right in front of her, blocking her view of the tub, her glazed eyes focused on him. "It was
there. Jack, it was there, in the tub, she was—"

"Wait, wait, hold up a sec." The tempo, pitch and decibel levels of her voice had been rising steadily,
and he sensed she was close to panic, so he closed his hands on her shoulders, intending to lead her out
of the bathroom, into something more nearly resembling safe ground. As soon as he touched her, she fell

into his arms, sliding her arms around his back, burying her face in his chest and holding on so tight he
thought she might crack his ribs.
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He buried a hand in her hair, snapped the other around her waist and tried to keep holding her that way
while maneuvering them both out of the bathroom. He took her all the way through the house, and
outside, to her car—she in her nightgown, and he in his jeans. He paused only long enough to snag her
key ring from the hook by the door.

"Jack, what are we... ?"

"Screw this. You need to get the hell out of that house. For now, just for now."

"T haven't even showered."

"You can shower at my place."

"But my clothes—"

"T'll come back and get you some."

"Alone?"

"Not on your life." He put her in her car, shut the door, went around to the driver's side and got behind
the wheel. Only when they were heading down the road did he turn to face her, to ask her, "What did

you see in the bathtub, Kiley?"

She licked her lips, sat a little straighter in the seat. "I think I know how Mrs. Miller killed herself," she
said softly.

He lifted his brows. "How?"
"Drowning. In the bathtub, I think."
"And you think this because?" He was almost afraid to ask.

"Because I saw her. That tub was full of water. Overtflowing, even, and she was there, lying there on the
bottom. Her eyes were open and she was looking right at me."

The last few words came out in a whisper. He ached for her, literally felt pangs in his belly for her pain.
She sent him a searching look. "She was there. She was really there."
"I believe you."

"She was young, beautiful, when she died. Long honey-blond hair. Green eyes. She could've been a
model."

He nodded. "We're here," he said, pulling her car into his driveway. He lived in a modest-size log home,
one story with a loft. Just big enough for him. He liked it, maybe more now than ever. No history, no
ghosts. Not that he believed in the damn things, anyway. He stopped the car. The look of relief on
Kiley's face was something to see. He got out, went to open her door for her, but she beat him to it.

He led her inside, unlocking the place, holding the door. "I'd show you around, but it would be a short



trip. Kitchen's in there. Bedroom's up in the loft. Bathroom's through there, and there's a den in back.
"And this is the living room."

He nodded. "Go on, go take your shower. And then sack out in my bed for a while. You're dead on
your feet."

"I should go in to work."
"Call 'em. Phone's in the kitchen."

"Okay. Yeah. Okay, I can rest here." She looked around, sighed. "This is a nice place, Jack. It feels
good here."

"And not a ghost in sight," he said.

She smiled. "Thanks for this."

He nodded. "I need to go to the shop, see Chris, and then I'll head back to your place and pick you up
a few things. Okay?"

"Don't go there alone, Jack."

"I won't. But I will bring you back some clothes and stuff. I'll be a couple of hours. No more. And if you
need me, my cell phone number is programmed into the phone. Number nine."

She nodded. "I really do owe you for all of this."

He sent her an evil smile. "And I fully intend to collect, Brigham. So don't fret about it too much."

Chris was already turning the Closed sign around to the Open side when Jack walked up to the door of
the shop. The kid stepped aside to let him in, but before Jack could so much as say "good morning" the

questions were pouring out.

"So? What happened last night? You didn't go home. I know, 'cause I called six times. Did you spend
the night with her? Did anything happen? I thought you hated each other. What's going on, Jack?"

Jack held up two hands and hurried through the shop toward the section in the back that was devoted
entirely to books. Then he stood there, perusing the rack.

"Jack?" Chris asked. "C'mon, aren't you going to tell me anything?"
Sighing, Jack looked down at the kid. "It's not good, I'll tell you that."
"No? Not even... ?"

"No, not even. And don't ask again, kid. That's none of your business. Besides, it has nothing to do with
whatever the hell is haunting Kiley Brigham's house."

Chris licked his lips. "I, uh—thought you didn't believe in ghosts, Jack."



"Didn't. Not until last night."

Ctais widened his eyes. "You saw it?"

He shook his head. "Lights flashing, drawers flying around the bedroom, doors slamming."

Chris licked his lips. "So you were in her bedroom."

He sent the kid a glare. "Part of the job, kid."

"Job?" Then Chris went pale. "You don't mean—"

"The lady has hired me to get rid of her ghost."

"B-but... you—"

"Believe me, [ know. So now I'm in one hell of a predicament. I either admit to her that I'm a fake, or I
fake my way through this, fail, and then she'll know I'm a fake, anyway." He lowered his head. "And
she's been burned by a fraud like me before, Chris. Hell, when she finds out the truth—" He made
himself stop there, before he gave away more than he wanted to. Not that he had a clue what he'd be

giving away. He was confused as hell right now.

Chris shrugged. "One way to solve the whole mess," he said. ""You just have to get rid of the ghost for
her."

"Oh, come on, kid."
"It's not like you haven't done it before. You've cleared a dozen houses right in Burnt Hills alone."

"That wasn't real and you know it. I read a few books, went through the motions and eased the minds of
some extremely nervous people with vivid imaginations."

"You helped them. None of them had any visitations after you finished."

"None of them had any visitations before I started."

"How can you be so sure of that?"

Jack didn't reply.

"And what about all the readings, Jack? The advice you give these people, the way it helps them?"
"It's not hard to give people good advice."

"As good as yours, and all the time? Jack, did you ever stop to think that maybe the reason Kiley
Brigham can't prove you're a fraud is because you aren't?"

He rolled his eyes.

"You knew that client was a fake the other day. You knew Ms. Brigham was in the shop. Hell, I'll bet
you knew there was something in her house the second you walked through the door, if not sooner."



Jack thinned his lips. "Listen, none of this matters, anyway. We've got work to do here. I need to find
the last people who lived in that house, and see if they're willing to talk to us, and I need to figure out how
the hell to get rid of a ghost. A real ghost."

The kid shrugged. "The first part's easy. Brad and Cindy Stark moved to Saratoga Springs."

"Y ou know how to reach them?"

The kid shrugged, walked to the checkout counter and pulled a telephone directory from underneath.
Flipping it open, he ran his fingers along a list of names, and said, "Here you go."

Jack turned the book around, saw the listing, couldn't believe it was this easy. Then he picked up the
phone.

Kiley had showered, dressed in one of Jack's clean T-shirts, and then crawled into his bed and slept like
a log. She only woke when something touched her cheek, gentle as a breeze, making her eyes flutter
open. Jack was crouching beside the bed, looking at her oddly. "Oh. Hi again," she said.

"I hated to wake you, but we have a date."

She blinked sleepily. "A date?"

"Yeah. Here, I brought you some clothes." He nodded toward the stack of neatly folded garments he'd
placed on the nightstand.

She sat up in the bed, raking her hair with one hand. "You went back to the house?"
"Yep."

"Alone?"

He smiled sheepishly. "Hell, no. Took Chris along."

She laughed, shaking her head.

"What? That's funny?"

"Just that a guy built like you are would drag scrawny little Chris along for protection."

"I didn't take him for protection—I took him as a witness, in case something too odd to believe
happened to go down, and—" He stopped there. "A body like mine, huh?"

She pursed her lips, threw back the covers and got out of the bed, though she had to slide by him to do
it. He was still sitting on the edge. "So did anything happen?"

"What? Uh, no. Nothing. Just grabbed you some clothes—although, I kind of wish I hadn't."

Frowning, she swung her gaze his way. But his eyes weren't on hers; they were sliding up and down her
body instead.



He said, "You look so damn good in my T-shirt it's a shame you have to change."
"Oh, yeah. And what is it you're hoping to accomplish with that line of bull?"

He shook his head slowly. "It's not a line, Kiley. I'd have said something sooner—I just. .. never thought
of you that way. Till last night, at least." He gave a little shrug, met her eyes with a teasing light appearing
in his own. "Guess it took sleeping with you to open my eyes."

"Yeah, that'll do it every time." She held her clothes to her chest and headed into the bathroom,
muttering, "Men." Then she closed the door behind her. She tried to put his words out of her mind as she
dressed. It was only his libido talking. He didn't like her, much less give a damn about her. This was all
based on the heat that had flared up between them last night, and that had been based on nothing more
than pure idiocy, combined with bowstring-taut tension and bone-chilling fear. All that adrenaline
pumping. All that unbelievable shit happening in her house. Sure, they'd reacted. Why the hell wouldn't
they?

It was a mistake, and it meant nothing. And God, she wanted to do it again—and not be interrupted this
time.

The look in his eyes had been so intense just now. She'd felt an answering heat rise up under her skin
everywhere his gaze lingered. His voice had gone all soft and throaty and it felt like a touch when he said
her name.

"Knock it off, Brigham." She said it to her reflection, and she said it firmly.

Her reflection looked back at her, wearing the tight, low-slung jeans he'd picked out, with a tiny T-shirt
that hugged every curve. She wondered if he'd done it on purpose.

"Did you say something?" he asked from beyond the door.

"Uh—what's this date you mentioned?" It was the only thing she could think of on short notice. Besides
wondering how he would react when he saw her in these jeans, and then chiding herself for wondering.
Still, her tummy tightened in anticipation.

"I found the people who lived in the house before you. Turns out Chris knew who they were. Moved out
to Saratoga Springs."

She went to the bathroom door, a hairbrush in her hand, and yanked the door open. "You called them?"
He nodded.

"And they agreed to meet us?"

"For lunch today at—Holy shit. I take it back."

"You take what back?" But she already knew. She knew by the way his eyes were wandering down her
body, even before he reached out to clasp her arm and draw her farther into the room, so he could walk

around behind her.

"I take back wishing I hadn't brought you any clothes. How come I've never seen you in those jeans
before?"



She shrugged. "You wouldn't have noticed if you had."
"A dead man would have noticed you in those, lady."
She sighed, turned to face him and looked him square in the eye. "Jack, what the hell are you doing?"

He looked surprised, but not confused. He knew exactly what she meant, and he didn't pretend
otherwise. Sighing, he lowered his eyes. "Damned if | know."

"Well, do you think you could knock it off?"

"You really want me to?"

She licked her lips. "I don't know. But I do know it keeps me so off balance I can't think straight. It's
goddamn surreal to have my worst enemy flirting with me like this. Almost as fucked up as the ghost in

my house."

"Yeah. Okay, I get that. Although I think we're way past that "worst enemy" stage. It's bull and we both
know it."

She lowered her head. "Okays, it's bull."

"I never hated you as much as I pretended to."

"Me, neither," she admitted.

"It feels odd to me, Kiley, to be so into you all of a sudden. But [ am."
She looked at him, questioning him with her eyes.

"I'm still not sure if you really want me to rein it in."

Kiley sighed, looking away. "Hell, Jack, neither am 1."

He lifted his brows, tipped his head to one side. "Maybe if we just did it, got it out of our systems... '

She looked at the clock on the nightstand. "That's such a freakin' brilliant idea, it's a crying shame we
don't have time."

He eyed her. "You're being sarcastic."

"No, I mean it. I'd bang you right here if it wasn't already twenty to twelve. 'Cause God knows that
would fix everything."

"I never said it would fix everything."
"Jerk."

"Bitch."



She held his gaze, then smiled slowly. "Now, that feels normal." Then she preceded him out of the
bedroom and down to the car.

CHAPTER NINE
A

Jack sat across from the couple he couldn't stop thinking of as Ken and Barbie, and watched their eyes
as they spoke.

"I really don't know why we agreed to this. It's kind of silly," Cindy Stark said.

"You agreed because I told you there was a perfectly nice, innocent woman living in that house now, and
that she was going through hell," Jack said.. "You agreed because I laid a big guilt trip on you."

The woman pursed her lips and met her husband's eyes. "Still, that's got nothing to do with us." She
slanted her gaze toward Kiley. "Whatever you're going through, it's got nothing to do with us."

"I know that," Kiley said. "But if you could just tell me what happened to drive you out of that house. ..
?H

"Nothing drove us out," her husband, Brad, said with a nervous laugh, "We found a great place in the
Springs."

"Oh, it's gorgeous," Cindy beamed. "Totally restored Victorian. We did it in shamrock, with three
shades of maroon in the trim."

Jack nodded, translating their words. ""You have a nice, clean, spook-free life now, and you don't want
to pollute it with thoughts about the trouble you left behind. It's almost as if you might accidentally conjure
the same trouble in the new place if you admit to what happened in the old."

Cindy widened her eyes. "How can you—how does he... ?"

"Don't be silly, dear," Brad said, silencing her by covering her hand with his own. "He's taking shots in
the dark."

"No," she whispered. "He's reading my mind."

Kiley shot Jack a look, surprise or something like it in her eyes. Then she drew her gaze back to
Cindy's. "He's going to help me clear the house."

"It's not going to work. We had three different people come in and try to clear it, but nothing worked."
"Maybe not, but if anyone can clear this place, Jack can," Kiley went on. "The thing is, our chances of

success are much better if we can figure out what's really going on, what's causing this. To do that, I need
to know what happened. What did you see, what did you hear, what did you feel in that house?"
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Brad looked at Cindy, willing her not to say a word.

Jack said, "Knock it off, pal. If you don't want to help us, that's your choice. Don't try to make her
responsible for your bad karma."

Brad rolled his eyes and looked away. "I don't believe in karma."

"I do," Cindy said. "I believe in a lot of things I never did before." She licked her lips. "There's more than
one ghost in that house, Ms. Brigham. There's the woman in the tub, she's the main one."

"You mean you saw her, too?" Kiley asked.

Cindy nodded. "Once in the upstairs bath, once in the downstairs one. But there are others. So many
others. And some of them are angry. Some of them—Iash out."

"Where have you seen these others?"

"We never saw them." Brad was speaking now. "But there were—incidents. Mostly in the cellar, but
once in a while they'd come into the main parts of the house. Threaten us. Shit like that."

"Not us," Cindy said. "Just you, Brad. They never tried to harm or frighten me the way they did you."

"What did they do to you?" Jack asked the other man.

Brad pursed his lips, lowered his head, shook it.

"There was the time he was going down the cellar stairs to check a circuit breaker, and the light bulb
exploded. He was in total darkness, and when he turned to come back up for a flashlight, there was a
wound-up piece of wire on the stairs."

"I'd have sworn it wasn't there when I went down," he said.

"You fell?" Kiley asked.

He nodded. "Broke a leg and two ribs."

"And there was the incident with the water heater. The way the pilot kept going out; the matches kept
blowing out, the gas was running into the cellar. And when Brad tried to come up the stairs, the door was
jammed. Wouldn't open."

"My God, how did you get out?" Kiley asked.

"I don't know. Eventually they just... let me."

"They didn't want you dead," Jack said. "They just wanted you to pay attention. What do you do for a
living?"

The man looked up slowly. "I'm a cop."

Kiley spent the afternoon at her office, trying to at least look as if she were working on a story. But the
pages she keyed into her computer were not work. Not the kind she was paid to do, at least. Instead,



she filled screen after screen with a detailed account of everything that had been happening in her house,
everything she had learned and everything she feared.

It accomplished little, she decided later on. In fact, it accomplished nothing, except to keep her mind
focused on her fear. She supposed that was better than leaving it focused on the change in her
relationship with Jack McCain, which was something that scared her more than any ghost ever could.
What the hell was up with that, anyway?

Sighing, she glanced at the clock, realized the day was spent and thought it was time to go home. Then
she shivered. Damn, but she didn't want to go back there. And yet, her spine straightened and she got to
her feet. She was not going to let anything scare her out of her home. She was not going to become so
needy that she couldn't go into her own house without a chaperone. No way in hell.

She shut down her computer, shouldered her purse and picked up her keys. Fifteen minutes later, she
was standing beside her car, staring at the house. The lights were still on. She'd never turned them off.
She was glad of that now, even though it wasn't completely dark yet. Taking a breath, she marched up to
the door, punched in her access code and went inside. And then she stood there, with the door wide
open and the entire house spread out before her. Empty, she told herself. But it didn't feel empty. It felt
as if there were eyes on her, watching her, waiting.

Kiley looked around the empty house. "Listen up, okay?" She said the words loudly, and felt like an
idiot for standing in her open doorway talking to herself. "I don't even know if you can hear me, but if you
can I have something to say, so pay attention."

She felt something. Or maybe it was her imagination. Whatever, her courage rose a notch, and she found
herself stepping farther inside. "I know you're here. I know there's something wrong, something you want
me to understand. I know that now. And I'm going to find out what it is. I'm going to do everything I can
to figure it out and make it right. I'm going to dig until I uncover the truth, and—"

She stopped there, because a vase tipped right off a stand and shattered on the floor.

Kiley jerked backward, almost turned and fled right back through the door, but then she stopped
herself. "What?" she asked. "Something I said?"

Nothing. No sound.
"Okay, then. Okay. I just... wanted to let you know I'm on your side, here. All right?"
She listened, half expecting the ghost or whatever the hell it was to reply. But it didn't.

"Of course, if you hurt me, or scare me out of the house, the deal's off. So how about you give it a rest
for a while, give me a few days to get to the bottom of this?"

Again, there was no reply. Then again, she hadn't really expected one. She sighed and moved through to
the living room, sinking into a chair and sighing again. "I'll be fine here by myself," she muttered. "Until I
have to use the bathroom. What the hell am I going to do then?"

"Kiley?"

She lifted her head, startled by the voice calling her name, but only for a brief instant. It was only Jack.
He stood in the doorway, a large pizza box balanced on one aand, a brown paper bag in the other.



Hell, she thought. She shouldn't be so damned glad to see him. And yet she had to fight to keep herself
from smiling ear to ear and running to him.

"I stopped by the office, but you'd already left."
"Figured I had to face it sooner or later. You didn't have to come, Jack."

"I couldn't have slept a wink with you out here alone. Besides, I've been doing some research, and |
think I've come up with an idea."

"Yeah?"
He nodded, striding through the formal dining room and into the cozier kitchen. She followed him.

"Sit," he said. "I brought dinner." He put the pizza box on the table, set down the bag, and then went to
the cupboards for plates and tall glasses.

"Health food, I see."
"Hell, yeah."

She peeked inside the bag, found a six-pack of cola and a large bag of potato chips, and smiled. "What,
no tofu? No herbal tea?"

He put the plates on the table, went to the fridge and filled both glasses with ice. He glanced her way,
seemed a little nervous.

"What is it, Jack? What's wrong?"

He sighed. "I... don't really eat tofu and bean sprouts or drink herbal tea. You were right about that
stuff. And I'm telling you this now, because it's suddenly very important to me that you not think of me as
some garden variety con man. So I figure honesty is the best policy."

She tipped her head to one side. "So... the flaky fake diet is just to go with the image?"

"Exactly."

She sighed, flipped open the pizza box, pulled out a gooey slice and put it onto her plate.

"You're... disappointed," he said.

"No. Actually, I'm relieved. Just... worried."

"Relieved?"

She almost told him she couldn't imagine herself being with a man who subsisted On nuts and twigs, but
she bit her tongue in time. "Never mind why I'm relieved. It's why I'm worried that's important here."

"Okay, then why are you worried?"



She looked across the table at him. "I'm worried about whether the rest of your claims are just as false.
Tell me the truth, Jack. Can you help me, or are you just playing along to keep me from finally getting the
goods on you?"

He licked his lips, lowered his head. "If I can't help you, Kiley, then I don't know who can." Then he met
her eyes again. "To be honest, I've never dealt with anything like what's going on here in this house
before.. I really don't know if I can do it. After tonight, though, maybe you and I will both know."

She sighed, nodding. "What happens tonight, Jack?"

He studied her, looking a little relieved. "You aren't throwing me out?"

She smiled a little, shook her head. "I appreciate you being straight with me. Now, will you tell me what
you have planned for tonight?"

He seemed to relax, took a bite of his slice of pizza,then chewed while pouring cola into both their
glasses. He said, "Tonight, Ms. Brigham, we are going to hold a seance."

Kiley blinked and held his gaze. "A seance," she repeated. "Like, where you conjure up spirits from the
other side?"

"Exactly."

She blinked twice. "Jack, we already have spirits from the other side. What we need to do is boot them
out, not call them in."

He nodded, smiling a little, an act that made his lips far more attractive than they should have been.
"When we figure out what the ghosts are trying to tell us, we'll know how to get rid of them, right?"

"[... guess."
"So, we hold the seance, give them the perfect way to try to tell us."
"And we're going to do this ourselves? Just the two of us?"

He averted his eyes. "Well, I tried to get some of the local mediums to help us out, but seeing as how
they've all been the subjects of your columns at one point or another, they all said thanks, but no thanks."

She thinned her lips, lowered her head. "They didn't put it quite that nicely, did they?"

"No. I think one of the more memorable phrases was, I hope the ghost eats her skinny white ass."

She pursed her lips. "Well, I can't blame them, I suppose. But then again, why would I want any of
them? I caught each and every one of them faking, otherwise they wouldn't have made my column in the

first place."

Jack caught her chin, lifted it and held her gaze. "Just because they weren't one hundred percent genuine,
Brigham, that doesn't mean they were one hundred percent phony."

HNO?H
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"No. This isn't black and white. There are shades of gray. All kinds of them, apparently.
"You sound surprised by that."
He pursed his lips. "I never used to believe it. Then again, until recently, I'd never—"

He stopped himself. She could almost see him stomping on a mental brake pedal. "You'd never what?"
she asked.

Jack shook his head. "Nothing. Never mind, it doesn't matter. What matters is that we make this work."
"You think it will?"
" think neither of us has any better ideas. Do we?"

She gnawed her lower lip. "I tried to contact Mr. Miller today, but he wouldn't take my call, much less
return it. He wants nothing to do with this place."

"Then we're left with the ghosts. We can't solve this unless they tell us what it's about. No one else will."

She pursed her lips, lowered her head. Then raised it again when she felt his hand sliding over hers
where it rested on the table.

"I know you're scared," he said.

"I'm not—"

"The hell you're not. I'm scared too, Kiley. And not just about the damn ghosts."

A frown tugged at her brow and she stared down at their hands. Then, jittery for reasons beyond her
understanding, she got up from the table, slipping her hand from beneath his, turned and began pacing

across the room.

Jack got up, came to stand behind her, very close behind her. "I want this thing solved as badly as you
do," he whispered. "I want it out of the way, so I can see what's left when it's gone."

"I don't know what you mean," she said, turning to face him as she spoke.

"Yeah, you do." He lifted a hand and gently pushed her hair away from her face, tucking it behind her
ear. Then, slowly, he lowered his head, brushed her lips with his. Once, then again.

Kiley's heart fluttered and her stomach tied itself in knots. The soft, tender kisses went on, until,
trembling, she slid her hands up his chest, over his shoulders, and then linked her arms around his neck.
His arms closed around her waist, and he pulled her tight to him and kissed her long and deeply. She let
her lips part, tasting him, loving it.

Finally, he lifted his head away, and when she opened her eyes she found his probing them. Kiley licked
her lips, tasting him on them. She sought for words, and heard herself muttering, "B-but I don't even like

you."

He smiled, and it made her want to kiss him all over again. "Yeah, you keep telling yourself that, Kiley.



But trust me, it isn't gonna change a thing. It didn't for me, anyway." He leaned in, nibbling at her mouth
again. "And you can get rid of that notion that there's no affection involved here, lady. We kissed this
time."

"Is that why you kissed me? To prove it's not just physical so you can get me into bed?"

"No. I kissed you because I wanted to. I'd like to keep on kissing you all night. But we've got other
things to worry about, unfortunately."

Kiley wanted him. She wanted to make love to him,now, tonight. She pushed her hands through her hair.

"This is so much to deal with. And with everything else going on—ghosts and hauntings and dead
women in my bathtub—"

He nodded, sliding his arms from around her waist.

"I know. I'm sorry, Kiley, I shouldn't have—no. Hell,I'm not sorry."

She smiled up at him. "I'm not, either."

"Good. So now maybe you understand why I'm in such a hurry to get all that other stuff out of the way."
She nodded. "Yeah. Okay. So... we'll have the seance."
"Great. I've got everything we need out in the car." He turned as if to go out and fetch his props. "No,
Jack," she said, stopping him in his tracks.

He turned to face her. "Don't tell me you've changed your mind?"

She shook her head. "We're not doing anything," she told him, "until I've finished my pizza."

CHAPTER TEN
4L

Jack was setting up the table in the formal dining room, feeling more nervous than he'd ever been in his
life, when the doorbell chimed. Kiley was in the kitchen, putting away the leftover pizza, stacking the
dishes in the dishwasher. So he went to the door and pulled it open.

Chris stood there, smiling. Behind him were two of the psychics Kiley had nailed in her column over the
past year. Maya, a thirty something witch, blond, blue-eyed and petite, nodded hello to him as he
stepped aside to let them in. She wore jeans, a cozy-looking sweater, and a pentacle around her neck.
Right behind her was John Redhawk, a shaman. Aside from the turquoise beads and ponytail, he, too,
was dressed casually, jeans and a green polo shirt under a denim jacket.

Jack heard Kiley come in from the kitchen. She started to say something, then stopped in her tracks.
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To break the awkward silence, Jack said, "I, uh—thought you two couldn't make it."

John sent a tight look at Kiley. "If there are spirits trapped here, they need help to get across."
Maya nodded. "We can't punish them for her actions."

"Great," Kiley said. "They're on the goddamn ghosts' side."

"Fortunately your interests and theirs are the same," John said, moving farther into the room. "As are
your goals and ours—to free them, so they can move on."

Jack turned to Kiley, knowing she was about to roll her eyes or make some sarcastic comment. But he
caught her in time.

"No doubt, Ms. Brigham, you think we can't be of any help anyway," Maya said.
Kiley pursed her lips. "I did catch you faking."
"You caught us being inaccurate," John explained. "There's a very big difference."

"You totally ignored all the times we were dead on target with our work," Maya added, "and focused
only on the times when we missed the mark."

Chris nodded hard, then put his own two cents in. "You failed to take into account all the people they
helped. And the fact that no one was ever harmed by what they did."

Kiley pursed her lips, lowered her head. "I get it, Chris." Then she lifted her eyes again, took a breath.
"You two just admitted you're not always right. I suppose I need to do the same."

John nodded slowly. "Some of the people you condemned in your column were frauds, Ms. Brigham.
Some of them were doing harm, and were sorely in need of exposure. I was glad to see them go. They
just make the rest of us look bad. But it's a mistake to paint all psychics with the same brush. And it's just
as bad to hold us up to standards that are impossible for anyone short of a god to meet."

She nodded. "I'm starting to realize that." Then she frowned. "But if you're not batting a thousand, then
how the hell can an outsider ever tell the difference?"

"They can't," Maya said. "But we can. We know who's for real and who's just running a scam to make a
buck. Maybe in the future, you could work with us, instead of against us."

Kiley blinked, clearly stunned. "You... would do that? Work with me? My God, I never thought—"

"Because you never asked," John said. "But believe me, we'd love to help you put the frauds out of
business."

Kiley shook her head in something that looked like wonder.
"Chris filled us in on the details," Maya said, changing the subject. "So where are we doing this?"

"I'm setting up in the dining room." Jack led the way, looking with hypercritical eyes at the stuff he'd set



up. Candles around the room in holders, lots of them, all white. Charcoal tablets, already lit and turning
slowly white with heat, filled censers in various spots, each with a small dish of herbs beside it.

"Anything else you want to have in here?" he asked.
John lifted a dish of the herbs. "What are you using?"
"Dandelion, sweetgrass and thistle," Jack said.

"Mmm." John tugged a pouch from his jacket pocket. "I'll add a little tobacco. I've had good results with
it"

"And vervain," Maya said, adding a pinch of something from her own knapsack. "To make it go." She
looked around the room. "I'd feel better if we did this within a circle and if we marked the boundary with
salt, and placed representations of the elements in the quarters."

John nodded his agreement.

Chris looked at Kiley. "C'mon, I'll tell you what we need and you can help me find it." The two of them
went into the kitchen.

Jack sighed, turning to the others. "Thanks for coming. I mean it, I'm in way over my head here."
"Why?" Maya asked. "It's not as if you haven't done this before."

Jack glanced toward the kitchen. "I always assumed the problem was in the minds of the clients. That's
where I solved it. Hell, I went through the motions, but I wasn't really doing anything. You know that,

you just finished saying you could tell the real psychics from the frauds."

They looked at each other, then slowly back at him. John said, "We can, Jack. And you're one of the
real ones."

Jack stood there gaping, even as Kiley and Chris returned. She carried a bowl of water, and he had a
box of salt.

"Good," Maya said. "Set the bowl in the west—that would be over here." She pointed. "Move one of
those censers so it sits opposite it, in the east, and put one of the taper candles in the south." She took the
salt from Chris, and poured a small pile of it in the north position.

"Ready, everyone?" she asked.

Kiley looked at Jack. He found himself moving closer, taking her hand. "We're ready."

John was moving around the room, lighting each candle, and adding pinches of the herbal mixture to
each censer. Chris shut off the lights. Then they took their seats around the table, as Maya walked in a
large circle around them, pouring a boundary line of salt as she moved. When it was all poured, she set
the salt box down and walked the perimeter again, moving her hands like a mime as she created a circle

of protection and power.

When she took her seat at the table, all was silent.



John looked at Jack. "Take the lead, my friend. This is your project, we're just here for backup."

Jack almost refused, but then he realized how that would look to Kiley. Even though he thought things
had changed between them, he wasn't ready to admit to her that he was a fraud. He was terrified—not
that she would expose him. Hell, he didn't even care about that anymore. No, his greatest fear was that
she would turn away from him. And he didn't think he could stand that.

So much more than his business was at stake now. He cared what she thought of him now.

He took a breath, tried to remember all the usual mumbo jumbo, and said, "Join hands." Beside him,
Kiley slid her hand into his. Impulsively, he drew it to his lips, and pressed a kiss there. She squeezed a
reply. He closed his eyes and instructed everyone through several deep breaths in an effort to relax them.
Finally, he addressed the spirits.

"Those of us here at this table call out to those of you elsewhere in this house. We know you're here.
We know you have something you want to tell us. We've created this sacred space and we invite you in.
You are welcome here, provided you mean us no harm. You are welcome here, so long as your
intentions are for the highest good. Come now, join us."

A door slammed.

Jack's head came up, eyes flying open and he saw the others on high alert as well. They met each other's
eyes around the room, in the flickering candle glow. And then, suddenly a gust of icy wind blew through,
and every candle in the room went out.

Jack felt himself sinking, as if his chair had dissolved

beneath him. He fought it, tried to cling more tightly to the hands on either side of him, but it was no use.
They fell away and he plummeted downward, right through the floorboards, hitting the basement floor so
hard it knocked the wind out of him.

He swore and got up, brushing himself off, rubbing his tailbone gingerly. Looking up, he expected to see
the hole above him, but the ceiling was perfect. Flawless.

And then he heard someone speaking softly, and he turned to look.

There in the corner was a man of perhaps thirty. His slicked-back hair and dated glasses made him look
like something out of a '70s sitcom. Knife-sharp crease on his plaid pants, thick belt with an oversized
buckle and a tie so wide it was almost funny.

Jack said, "Hey. Who the hell are you and what are you doing down here?"

But the man didn't hear him. He went right on with what he was doing. And what he was doing, Jack
realized, was smoothing new concrete over a portion of the floor. He knelt there, moving a trowel over
the smooth, slick gray mush.

Jack strode across to him. "What the hell are you doing?" he demanded. And when the man didn't
answer, he reached for him, to spin him around and make him talk. But his hand moved right through the

guy.

"Jack?"



The voice was Kiley's. It was coming from above.
"Jack, are you all right? Come on, Jack, wake up!"

He felt her hands on his face, her breath on his skin. And then he was rising again, rising as if on an
elevator at top speed, leaving his stomach somewhere below.

He jerked his head up, opened his eyes. Kiley was standing over him. The lights were on. Maya, John
and Chris surrounded him. "Jesus, what happened?"

"You passed out," Kiley said.

"He went into a trance," Maya corrected.

"He left his body, journeyed into the realm of the spirits," John put in.

"Well? Which is it, Jack? What happened to you?"

He sat up straighter in the chair, rubbed his forehead. "How long was I out?"
"Fifteen minutes or so," Kiiey said.

"It felt like about fifteen seconds."

She stroked his face. "Are you okay? I knew this was a bad idea. I just knew it."
Jack licked his lips. "No. No, it was a good idea. I... I saw something."

She frowned, staring at him. "What?"

"[ think it was Mr. Miller. He was spreading concrete in the cellar."

CHAPTER ELEVEN
4L

Kiley stood over the sofa, where she'd made Jack lie down. John, Maya and Chris had left, at Jack's
insistence. He swore he knew what he needed to know now, thanked them for their help and told them
to go.

"I'm not sure what happened back there, Jack."

He closed his eyes and pressed a hand to his forehead. "Neither am I." He held her gaze. "Only thing I
am sure of; is that I need to see that basement."

An icy shiver rippled through her entire being. "I don't know if that's such a good idea."
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"[ think it's the only way to end this thing, Kiley."

She pursed her lips. "It's not safe down there."

"You stay up here. I just need to take a look."

Firming her jaw, she shook her head. "No. Not alone. If you're going down there, I'm going with you."
He studied her face for a moment. "You sure?"

She nodded.

Sighing, Jack reached out to cup her cheek. It was a touch that seemed tender, protective in some
strange way. "You're braver than you look, you know that?"

"Is that supposed to pass for a compliment?"

"Just a fact." He got to his feet.

"Oh," she said. "Y ou meant, right now?"

"No. No, not right yet. There's something else, first."
"Is there?"

He smiled softly, reached for her and pulled her to him. "This." He cupped her face and tipped it, so that
he could kiss her the way it suited him. He took his time, probed and licked, tasted and explored. Kiley
felt herself melting for him.

"Jack," she whispered.
"I know. This is no time for—but God, Kiley, I can't stop thinking about how it felt when we—"
"T know. I know."

He slid his hands down to her waist, then up again, raising her little T-shirt with them. She lifted her arms
overhead, so he could take it off her. No bra. He hadn't brought her one when he brought her clothes,
and she had no doubt that was deliberate. His hands covered her breasts, then he bent her backward
and used his mouth instead, tasting, suckling. She let her head fall backward and stopped fighting the
moans of pleasure. He was wrestling her jeans free now, shoving them off her hips and driving a hand
down the front of her panties, cupping her there. He held her, arched backward over one arm, mouth
attacking a breast, hand attacking her center. It was almost too good.

"Jack, please... "

He laid her on the sofa, tugged the jeans off the rest of the way, stripped away her panties. Then he
yanked off his own jeans, frenzied now in his rush. She was on fire, gripping him, pulling him to her even
before he had his jeans off. And then he was there, sliding inside her, filling her just as he had before. But
this time he didn't stop. He drove into her, and when she clutched his buttocks and dug her nails into his
firm flesh he did it again, harder and deeper with every thrust. She twisted her legs around him, tilted her



hips to take him, cried out his name with every breath he forced from her lungs. His hands held her butt,
pulling her hard to him so he could plunge even deeper. His mouth took her nipple, and he used his teeth
now, in gentle bites and nibbles that made her cry out in sweet anguish. He moved faster, harder, driving
her to the edge of what she could bear, and finally, beyond that edge, into sweet oblivion. The orgasm
broke like a tidal wave, and she shrieked his name as her entire body shuddered in spasms of release.
And then he was there, too, groaning deep in his throat as he drove more deeply than ever, and held her
to him as he poured into her. She felt the rhythmic pulse in him, the milking contractions in herself, and
she clung to it, rode it out, until slowly the waves receded and her muscles relaxed.

He slid onto his side, pulling her close, wrapping her in his arms. "That was incredible."
"It was supernatural,” she agreed. "Why did we waste so much time hating each other?"

He leaned up, kissed her earlobe and held her for another ten minutes while their heart rates returned to
normal. And then, finally, she sighed and got to her feet. "Shall we get this over with?" she asked.

"It's as good a time as any." He got up, found their clothes, helped her to dress, sliding her panties over
her feet and pulling them slowly up for her. Every touch was a caress. He repeated the process with the
T-shirt. She took the jeans from him, because if he kept this up he was going to make her decide to do
something else besides explore the basement.

Hell, what was this now? Were they casual sex partners, or something more?

She looked past him at the darkened windows, heard the wind picking up outside. Branches moved,
scraping gnarled limbs over the sides of the house, like demons trying to claw their way in. She shivered,
all the fears he'd made her forget returning in force.

Jack slid an arm around her shoulders. "Don't worry, Kiley. I'm not going to let anything happen to you.
Especially not now."

The way his voice thickened on those words made her look up at him quickly. "Don't wax mushy on me,
Jack. That would be scarier than the basement."

"Come on."

She walked with him, wished he couldn't feel her shaking, but not so much that she would give up the
reassuring arm around her. In fact, she walked as close beside him as she could. At the basement door,
she drew a breath.

Jack reached out, closed his hand on the knob and opened the door. She stared into a rectangle of utter
blackness. Then she reached past him, into the inky dark, which felt like a physical thing, cold and dense.
She found the light switch, flicked it.

Light flooded the stairway. She swallowed her fear. "We're coming down here to keep our promise,
ghost. We're checking out the things you've been trying to tell us, but I'll tell you right now, at the first sign
you're fucking with us, we're out of here. Understood?"

There was no sound, no sign of any reply.

She looked at Jack. He nodded. "Let's go, then." Still holding her near his side, he started down the
stairway.



It was a solid stairway, modern, obviously not the original set. They walked down, thirteen stairs, to the
bottom, a smooth concrete floor.

"So?" she asked. "Where was it you saw in this... vision?"

He looked at the ceiling, evenly spaced studs, with cross-pieces in between them. Steel pipe ran along
the edges of some boards, laying a hot-and-cold running trail from the basement to the bathrooms and
the kitchen. Then he lowered his gaze, scanning the basement. "Over here, I think."

She walked with him across the basement. He moved slowly, and Kiley wondered if he was feeling the
same things she was. It seemed to grow colder with every step they took. And there was something else
in the air. Something electric and alive.

He stopped, and seemed to be staring at the floor.

"Is this it?"

He nodded. "Yeah. I think so."

"What do you think we should do about it, Jack?"

He sighed, looking around the room. She followed his gaze. There were some old tools hanging from
hooks in the wall. Hoe, rake, shovel. They were old, battered, dusty. They'd been here when she bought
the place, and she hadn't bothered to get rid of them. She hadn't even touched them. Hell, she'd only
been in the basement once, with the real estate agent. For some reason she hadn't been able to come
back down here since she'd moved in.

He seemed about to answer her, when a loud clattering sound made Kiley jump six inches and clutch
her chest. Her heart racing, she scanned the basement to find the source of the sound. The old shovel lay
on the concrete floor. It had fallen off its hook. She swallowed her fear, took a calming breath and
looked up at Jack.

He said, "I think we need to dig up the floor."

"Yeah. I kind of picked up on that."

He nodded. "We'll need something stronger than a shovel to break through concrete." Taking her hand,
he turned and started back toward the stairway.

From the corner of her eye, Kiley saw something flying toward them. She swung a hand to the back of
Jack's head, pushing him forward and down, ducking along with him, and the thing whizzed over their
heads so fast and so close that she felt the breeze it caused, heard the sound of it passing. It slammed into
the wall on the other side of them and stayed there.

"Holy Christ," Jack muttered, straightening and staring.

She stared, too. The rounded end of the shovel was embedded in the wall, its handle sticking straight
out, still quivering from the impact.

"That could have taken off your head," Kiley whispered.



"Yeah." He was staring behind him, eyes wide and watchful.

"Goddamn it!" Kiley turned and shouted. "What are you, stupid or something? We can't dig the effing
floor up with a shovel. It's concrete, you blithering idiot. We're going to need a jackhammer or
something. So unless you've got one of those to hurl at us, knock it the hell off!"

Jack stared at her, then looked around the basement.
"You think it got the message?"
"Hell, you scared me. Should've worked on the ghost."

She searched his eyes, suddenly, acutely aware of how ridiculously much he had come to mean to her.
"It better have," she said. She ran a hand through his hair, kissed his chin.

Then, turning, they took another step toward the stairs. Nothing happened, so they started up them.
They made it almost all the way to the top, before the creaking, splitting, cracking sounds alerted them to
trouble. Jack grabbed her waist and shoved her ahead of him and through the open doorway. Then he
vanished behind her. Kiley shrieked, and spun around in time to see the entire staircase collapsing and
taking Jack with it. "Jack!" She shouted his name, reaching for him. But the door slammed in her face.

Jack hit the floor hard, then curled into a protective ball as debris rained down on him. He was
pummeled, his head, back, shoulders, his hands and arms where he clutched them around his face like a
makeshift helmet, pounded by falling debris. He thought he heard Kiley screaming his name, but he
couldn't be sure with the roar around him. And then, suddenly, there was just silence.

Swallowing hard, Jack tried to move. It hurt when he straightened. Boards fell off his body, clattering to
the floor around him. He got upright, brushed some of the dust from his shoulders and tried to take stock.
His shoulder throbbed. Lower back wasn't feeling too pleasant, either. Above him, he. could hear Kiley,
pounding on the door, shouting and swearing.

He cupped his hands and hollered in her direction. It took two or three tries before she heard him and
stopped her own shouting to listen. "Jack?" she called.

"Yeah. I'm okay."

"Thank God." He lowered his head, smiling a little at the level of relief that came through in that one
simple declaration. "Jack, I can't get the door open." But he was looking at the floor now, frowning at the
way the debris had come to rest on the other side of the basement. Broken boards formed a rectangle,
framing the area where he'd seen the man laying concrete. He walked over there, bending low, moving
the boards away. Frowning, he looked more closely.

"Jack?"
"Just a sec!" he called.
He bent closer, noticing now the way the dust had gathered into a tiny crevice, which, like the broken

boards, formed a rectangle in the floor. He brushed at the dust, running his fingers along the fissure,
realizing this piece of concrete was separate from the rest, not a part of the floor, but something else.



He looked across the room then, at the forgotten tools in the corner. Spotted a crowbar. "Okay, I get
it," he said softly. "We don't need a jackhammer."

He heard a soft creaking sound and turned to see the cellar door swinging slowly open. On the other
side, Kiley stood with a baseball bat in her hands, and it was raised up as if she'd been about to pound
the door with it. She blinked down at him.

He said, "Is there another way in and out of here?"

She nodded. "A hatchway door that leads outside."

He nodded.

"You going to come out that way, Jack?"

He thinned his lips. "I'm afraid if I try, that exit will get annihilated, too. No, I think we need to dig this
thing up now."

HBut_H
"The cement's sectioned here. I think I can pry it up."

She stared at him, then at the area around him. "What, you couldn't just say so? You had to risk killing
him?"

The lights flickered off, then on again. Jack said, "Maybe you should stop yelling at them, Kiley?"
"Fuck them. I'm coming back down. See you in a minute."

She vanished from the doorway. Jack went to the corner to grab the crowbar, then tugged the shovel
from where it was embedded in the wall and carried both back to the spot with him.

A few minutes later, Kiley arrived at his side. She had found another crowbar and knelt on the basement
floor beside him. "Are you really okay?"

"Yeah. I'll be a little sore, but nothing serious." He was jamming the flat end of the bar into the crack,
moving it back and forth. The crack grew wider with every movement.

She did what he was doing, working in the other direction, and they made their way around the entire
rectangle. She said, "You have a little blood on your face."

"A few of the boards landed on me when the stairs collapsed."

She pursed her lips, frowning hard. He smiled at her. "It does my ego a world of good to know you
care, Kiley."

"[t's not by choice, Jack."
The edge he was prying rose up a little. "Here, quick, get your bar over here," he said. Kiley hurried to

his side and jammed her bar underneath, helping him pry the slab of concrete upward. Jack dropped his
own bar,gripping the edge with his hands, pushing and lifting. Kiley used her bar to help him, until finally



they managed to overturn the slab. It hit the floor and split into several pieces.
Jack looked at Kiley and she licked her lips as if she was nervous before handing him the shovel. He
eyed the dirt, began scraping it aside with the shovel blade, felt something underneath. "It's shallow," he

said.

She nodded. "It's cold again. Hell, Jack, I can see your breath." She rubbed her arms."We must be
close."

He nodded and continued scraping away the soil, revealing a square of metal, two feet by two feet.
"What is it? A box, is it some kind of box, Jack?"

He ran his hands over the thing, tracing its edges. "I feel... hinges." He lifted his gaze to meet hers.
"Jesus, Kiley, I think it's some kind of a... a door."

"A door?"
He nodded.
"A door to what?"

Goddamn good question. The word hell popped into his mind, but he decided not to share that with her.

CHAPTER TWELVE
4L

"Jack, I'm afraid." For once Kiley didn't mind admitting it, as she stood there staring down into
pitch-black darkness.

"Me, too."

"I think it's time we call the police. Don't you?"

He shrugged. "No proof a crime's been committed." He glanced down into the darkness. "Though I'd
bet the farm on it."

She gripped his arm, as if she could convince him by squeezing her words into him. "Let's at least try. If
the police won't come out here, then we'll do it ourselves."

He tipped his head to one side, started to speak, but then seemed to decide against it.
"Come on, Jack. We'll call the police, we'll do it right now."

He nodded, so she tugged him away from that inky maw and toward the shallow concrete steps that led
up out of the cellar to an angled hatchway door. She pressed her palms to it, to push it open. But it
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wouldn't budge. "Hell, I know it's not locked. I thought I left it wide open, but—" She pushed again.
Jack said, "I was afraid of something like this."

She frowned at him, then she understood. "They won't let us out, will they? Not even if'it's to tell their
story?"

"They don't trust us, Kiley. What's to stop us from getting out of here and running like hell? Never
looking back? God knows that's what everyone else who's lived here has done."

She licked her lips, and turned slowly to face the now-open metal trapdoor in the floor. "I don't want to
go down there, Jack."

"I know, honey. I know. Neither do I."
"Do we even have a light?"

"Yeah." He pulled a flashlight from somewhere. "I remembered about the lights going out before.
Brought backup."

"Good thinking."
He drew a breath. "Stay up here, kid. As close to the hatchway door as you can."

She shook her head. "I'm more afraid to be here alone than I am to go down there with you. We do this
together."

"If you're sure... "
She gave a firm nod.

"Okay, then." He put her behind him, drawing her hands to his waist just above his hips, and she knew it
was because there wasn't enough room for them to go side by side down the concrete steps that led
deep into the earth. "Stay close."

"No problem there," she said.

He flicked on the flashlight, holding it in front of them as they moved slowly down the steep, narrow
stairs. He kept his free hand over one of hers on his waist. The darkness closed in around them. She
knew there was light behind her from the cellar, but without turning she couldn't see it. And knowing it
was there wasn't nearly reassuring enough. Feeling Jack's warmth suffusing her hand helped more. But it
didn't dispel the chill of foreboding that gripped her more thoroughly with every step. It was more than
blinding darkness that surrounded her. It was physical, real. It hugged her with cold dampness. She
smelled it—dank and sour. She tasted its bitter, stale, putrid air. She even heard it, containing and
muftling every sound.

"God, there's a smell."
"I know."

At the bottom of the stairs, the floor leveled oft. Concrete, perfectly rectangular, just tall enough for an



adult to walk upright, and only wide enough for one to pass through. Jack's shoulders brushed the walls if
he leaned even slightly to one side or the other. It was a concrete tunnel, with only the occasional
cobweb blocking the way.

And at its end, the darkness widened.

Jack paused, shining the flashlight's beam around. "It's a room, I think." He traced three walls, then
examined the fourth, the one with the doorway in which they stood. "I don't see any other exits. This is
the only way in."

"Or out," she whispered. "Jack, do you feel that? We're not alone."

He pulled her up beside him, now that there was room to stand two abreast, sliding an arm around her
and holding her close, even as he moved the flashlight beam around the room again, lower this time,

tracing the floor from end to end. The light beam stopped when it hit the body.

Kiley yelped and turned her head into Jack's chest. But then she forced herself to look again.
Trembling,straining against her own will to turn her head once more, she looked.

The darkly stained bones and leatherlike flesh slumped against the wall. Tangled blond hair clung in
patches to the skull.

"There are chains," Jack said. "Look."

She followed the beam of light to the manacles on the wrists and the chains mounted to the walls behind.
"This is a nightmare."

"It was for her," Jack said.

And suddenly, the gut-wrenching, bone-numbing fear she had been feeling vanished replaced by a wave
of grief as it hit her that this scary, smelly, partially decomposed body had been a person. A woman, or
even a girl. Brought down here, chained up and...

"Oh, God, there are more," Jack said.

She opened her eyes and saw the light moving around the floor, illuminating another corpse, and then
another, and another. "Sweet Jesus," she whispered. Tears were welling in her eyes. "It's over, I promise
you. God, no wonder you can't rest. No wonder. I promise you, all of this is coming to light. Now."

No.

The word was spoken, she heard it, and yet it felt as if it were not a word at all, but a feeling. A
powerful emotion. She heard the trapdoor slam down, behind and above them.

"The spirits of this place aren't ready to let us leave," Jack whispered.
"Maybe they never will be," Kiley said.
Jack touched her shoulders. "Don't think that way."

"How can I not? God, Jack, we could be trapped down here. We could die the same horrible way they



did." Pulling away from him, she started back along the tunnel, hurrying through the darkness to the
stairway, and seeing just what she had expected to see. The closed door at the top. She went up, pushed
at it, but nothing.

Jack was behind her, his arms around her, and she turned into them, let him hold her. Eventually she
calmed enough to sink onto a step, and he handed her the flashlight and tried to open the door himself,
but it was no use.

Sighing, he sank down beside her. "It's going to be all right. Chris knows we're here, he knows we were
planning to dig."

"You think anyone will find us if these ghosts don't want them to?"

He sighed. "I think they do want us to be found. Just as they wanted to be found themselves. We just
have to wait until they're ready."

"Why the delay? What could they hope to gain?"

He pulled her closer, held her beside him. They sat there on the second step from the bottom, the

terrible stench of death permeating the air. And slowly, Kiley realized that Jack was shivering. At first it
was just a mild ripple, but then it seemed to grow until his entire body vibrated with it. Kiley pulled free of
his embrace to look at him. She lifted the flashlight and he shielded his eyes, averted his face.

"What is it, Jack? What's wrong?"
"I don't... know."

Kiley swallowed hard. He'd been shaking earlier, during the seance, too. Just like this. No, not this bad.
"What should I do?"

The shaking stopped suddenly, and Jack went very still. His head fell forward, and the rest of his body
tried to follow. Kiley gripped his shoulders and kept him from toppling to the floor. She eased him
backward instead, lowering his head carefully until it rested on a stair, wishing for a pillow. "Jack? Jack,
can you hear me?"

His eyes flashed open then. So suddenly, with such an unnatural look in them that she jerked away from
him.

Blinking, calming herself, she leaned closer again. "Jack?"

She was dizzy as she studied his face. He wasn't responding, but at least he'd stopped shaking. God, she
had to sit down. She sank onto the step again, let her head fall forward. If she could just rest her eyes for
a moment.

But when she lifted her head again she wasn't in the basement anymore. She was upstairs, running herself
a hot bath, alone again, and sad at being always so alone.

Her husband was always going on business trips, and he must think she was pretty stupid if he thought
she didn't realize something more than business was going on. She felt tears hot on her cheeks and
glanced into the mirror.



The face of a beautiful woman looked back at her. Buttery blond hair, piercing, sad eyes. "He doesn't
love me anymore," Sharon Miller whispered through Kiley's lips. "He never touches me. Something's
terribly wrong. There's a coldness in his eyes that wasn't there before."

She turned at the sound of an engine in the driveway. Phil was home early. He would expect her to be
asleep, not up weeping. But she had to confront him, now, tonight, before she lost her courage.

She padded downstairs in her nightgown. Only—he didn't come inside. Why wasn't he coming inside?

She moved to the window to peer out at his car in the driveway, and then she noticed that the hatchway
door was open. "What is he doing in the cellar?" she asked herself.

Turning from the window, Sharon went down into the basement. There was a trapdoor in the floor. One
she never knew was there. Oh, God, she could hear a woman crying. Distant, echoing.

Sharon's heart was beating fast. Somewhere deep inside, Kiley was begging her not to go down there.
But she went. She knew she was Kiley, not Sharon, and she knew this was something like being trapped
in someone else's nightmare. But she couldn't wake up and she couldn't make it stop.

Turning, she walked the length of the tunnel, ending in the room of horror, where the young wife of long
ago had no doubt ended up. And then Kiley saw them, through Sharon's eyes, or was it Sharon reliving it
through Kiley's? Women, beautiful young women, chained to the walls. They were dirty, their hair in
tangles. They were naked. One hung limply, dead or close to it, but the others were alive and terrified.
And her husband, the man she had loved, was forcing the new one to her knees, fastening the chains
around her wrists, hitting her when she whimpered and pleaded. "God, what is this?"

Jack—no, not Jack—Phil spun around and saw her there.
"Help me," the girl he'd been chaining up begged. "Please, get out and help me!"

Sharon turned to run, but Phil was too fast for her. He caught her before she made it out, flung her to the
floor.

She was frightened. God, she had never been frightened like this. She couldn't believe this was her
husband.

He bent over her, clutched her head between his palms. "You have to understand, Sharon. I have needs.
Dirty, secret needs. You're too fine a woman for me. I could never use you the way I can these filthy
sluts."

"Phillip, they're girls! They're only girls!"

"Whores. I pick them up in the city, bring them here to satisfy my needs. No one misses them, Sharon.
It's just as well I take them out of the world."

"You... kill them?"

"They don't last well, those whores. Get sickly, weak. Eventually they die on their own, or I take mercy
on them, put them out of their misery."

She clutched her stomach, doubling over and fighting the urge to vomit. When she got it under control,



she tried to straighten again. "How—m-many?" Tears were flowing from her eyes now, she could barely
see, despite the lights he had strung through the place, trouble lights like they used on construction sites.

He smiled slowly. "Oh, many. Lots and lots of them." He drew a breath, sighed. "Come on, my love. |
promise, nothing so unpleasant is going to happen to you."

He slid his arm around her shoulders. She shivered, wondering what he would do to her now.

"L... won't tell your secret, darling. I would wish things were different. I would ask that you stop this and
let them go, but I would never betray you."

"No, of course you wouldn't. Not to your mother, nor your priest. Good Christian that you are. You'll
stay with me, continue loving me, though you think me a rapist and murderer."

The trapdoor was open as he led her up the stairs. Somewhere down deep inside her, Kiley thought that
was odd. It had been closed before. Somehow, she was aware that she and Jack were being used as
puppets, as the play unfurled again. And she wondered how far it would go.

But then the other overtook her again. Behind her she could hear the moans and weeping, pleading
voices. "Get away from him. Run. Tell someone!"

Ahead of her, she saw light. Her husband yanked the plug from the wall, and the trouble lights went
black. The women sobbed, growing hysterical as they were plunged into darkness, but he didn't care. He
slammed the steel door down again, never releasing the death grip he had on her arm.

"You're hurting me."

"Not for much longer, love. I promise. Come along now." He took her up the stairs. She felt his grip on
her arm relax and she pulled free, racing as fast as she could through the house, toward the door. But he
beat her there, blocking her escape. Turning, her heart pounding in her chest, she ran upstairs, seeking
the safety of a room with a door she could bolt against him, and a telephone. She went into the bedroom,
pushing the door shut.

He slammed into it, but she braced with all her strength, then slid the bolt home. Slowly, she backed
away. But he was pounding the door, howling with rage. Bang! Bang! Bang!

"Stay away!" she cried, grabbing the telephone, dialing O.

The door crashed open, and he surged toward her. She heard the line ringing, but he was too close. She
dropped the phone, racing into the bathroom and slamming the door.

He kicked it in so fast and hard it hit her full in the chest, knocking her off balance, and she hit the floor.
Her head cracked against the porcelain tub. And then it swam. She was dizzy, darkness creeping in
around the edges of her vision.

"There, now. You won't die dirty, buried alive, as they do. No, nothing so horrible for my lady." He
smiled down at her as he bent over her. "And you've already run the water. That was thoughtful of you."
He picked her up, lowered her into the bathtub. His palm to her face, he pushed it beneath the water.

She wouldn't breathe! Her arms flailed, legs kicked, but he held firm. And then the water rushed into her
lungs. It was gentle, cleansing, soothing. Her body calmed, relaxed. And darkness crept over her.



And then she was standing there, in the bathroom, watching him. He was still leaning over the tub, she
realized, puzzled. Then she looked past him and saw her own face in the water.

"He's killed you," a woman said. "He killed us, too."

Sharon turned and saw them. Women, beautiful women, all around her. So many faces and soulful eyes.
"I'm so sorry," she said.

"We have to tell someone. He'll keep on doing it until we make someone stop him."
She nodded and turned to look at her husband again.
He was sitting on the floor beside the tub, his head lowered, sobbing.

And then he wasn't her husband, and they weren't in the bathroom. He was Jack McCain, sitting on the
bottom steps in the hidden basement bunker, his head in his hands.

Kiley went to him, knelt in front of him. "Jack, it's okay. It's okay, it wasn't real."
He lifted his head slowly, blinked the confusion from his eyes. "Kiley?"

She nodded, and he pressed her face between his palms, pulled her to his face, kissed her lips over and
over. "Jesus, you're okay. I thought I—I thought I'd—"

"I'm okay. So are you, and you're not Phillip Miller. You're Jack. All that was—I don't know, it was...
it was someone else. It was the past coming in. Sharon Miller reliving it through us, so we'd finally
understand.”

He nodded, holding her closer.

"It wasn't real, Jack," she told him.

"You're right about everything but that." He brought his head up, looking past her, into the darkness. "It
was very real."

She turned to follow his gaze, and she saw them. Faint wisps in the shapes of women. Some were more
defined than others, mists shaping into faces and limbs and hands. Others were just vague shapes,
silhouettes of light in the darkness. "God, there are so many of them," she whispered. "But there were
only four in the room."

Jack rose, clasping her shoulder. "They're buried in the back lawn."

She closed her eyes. "Oh, God."

"It gets worse," he said softly. "He's still doing it."

Her head came up fast. "What?"

"Phillip Miller isn't dead, Kiley. He's alive and well and living not far from here. And he's still murdering
women."



And then she remembered. "The missing prostitutes from Albany. Oh, my God, Jack! We have to get
out of here, we have to stop him and—"

There was a groaning sound, and a powerful crash, followed by light spilling in from behind. The
trapdoor lay open, the way to the cellar clear.

Kiley met Jack's eyes. "I am so sorry I ever called you a fraud, Jack. You're—you're so amazing it's
scary."

He shook his head slowly. "Remind me to tell you later why you're dead wrong about that."

She frowned at him. But then she turned to look back at those shapes, the spirits of women, all of them.
"It's over. We'll stop him. We promise. And then you can rest in peace."

EPILOGUE
d A

Kiley's entire house was surrounded in yellow police tape. Police cars, SUVs and vans lined the street,
and heavy equipment growled and belched in the back yard. News crews were everywhere, but Kiley
wasn't giving any interviews. She'd written what she could about all of this in her latest column, and the

rest was going into a book.

She stood on the sidewalk, watching the bodies being exhumed and carried in plastic bags out to waiting
vehicles, one by one. Jack sat on the curb close beside her, fallen leaves in brilliant colors carpeting the
sidewalk around him, reading the paper.

Officer Hanlon came over to where she stood. "They've arrested Phillip Miller. There were three women
in his basement when they arrived."

Jack looked up from the newspaper. Kiley's throat tightened up. "Alive?"

"Yes. Thanks to you."
She swallowed hard. "Thanks for telling me."
Hanlon nodded and headed back to the house. Kiley looked down at Jack. "Well?"

He met her eyes, then refocused on the page and began reading aloud from her latest column. "'So to
sum it up, I've learned that not everything I don't understand or believe in is necessarily make-believe.
There are good psychics, and there are bad ones. And the only way to judge which is which is by how
they make you feel. If their advice helps you, heals you, answers a need you have, then they are as
genuine as any minister, priest, pastor or shrink. I'm retiring from my former career of debunking
everything I don't happen to believe in. After what I've seen in my house, I know now that there is far
more in this world than I will ever understand. And it humbles me to admit that the extraordinary and
genuine skills and gifts of three psychics I called fakes—two of them in this very column—were what
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enabled me to find the truth about the women who were murdered and buried on my property, and to
stop a killer at the end of a thirty-year spree. Those psychics were for real, even though I claimed to have
proven otherwise. I will never question what I don't understand again.""

Jack folded the newspaper and got to his feet. "It's wonderful. Your best column ever."

She shrugged. "If a psychic as gifted as you are doesn't know whether he's a fraud or not, how the hell
can | pretend to?" She shook her head. "I can't believe you were as convinced you were a fake as [ was,
all this time. How can you have a gift like that and not know?"

Jack shrugged. "Chris knew. He knew all along. I guess it just took a case I cared this much about to
make me aware of it."

"Yeah? And what was it about this case that made you care so much?"

He gave her a slow, sexy smile, reached out to clasp her nape and pulled her to him for a long, lingering
kiss. His lips moved against hers when he said, "I think you know."

"No way," she whispered back. "You're the one who's psychic, remember?"
"Right. So I suppose I have to spell it out for you."
She sent him a smile and nodded. "Please."

"I'm nuts about you, Kiley. I don't know when I went from hating you to loving you—maybe it was from
the very start. But [ know I do."

She nodded. "I was hoping you'd say that."

"Why?"

"Well, I'm going to need a place to crash for a while, for one thing."

He made a face at her. She smiled fully. "And you know, there is that pesky fact that I love you, too."
"Do you?"

"Mmm-hmm."

He kissed her once more, tucked her under his arm and led her back down the sidewalk toward the car.
"When the police have finished here, we should have the other psychics in town come back here, do a
cleansing ritual, make sure those spirits have made it across to the other side. They deserve to be at
peace. God knows they've suffered long enough," Jack said.

"T agree. But I have a feeling they made it just fine. I think they're at peace now, Jack."

"Yeah, | feel as if they are, too."

They reached the car, and he opened her door for her.

"Where are we going?"



"My place, or I guess I should say our place now."
She shot him a loving look. "You mean I can move in?"
"Yeah. Just one rule, Kiley."

"What?"

"You can't bring any ghosts with you."




