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To my team, my crew, my dreamers, thank you all for sticking by me. You’ve helped me through some tough times, and you’ve shown me that no matter how dark life gets, there’s always light at the end of the tunnel. I love you all. 
XOXO,
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Dear Reader, 
You deserve to be loved.
~TD
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One


Echoes pounded the tile floor as they chased Francis Walker. 
She ran down the cold, sterile hallway of the top floor that lacked life. 
Dark.
Quiet.
She’d only seen this hallway twice before. The rest of the time, she’d been confined to her room.
The halls mirrored the lower levels she remembered from the days prior to being moved to the fifth floor. Except now, every door she tried to open was locked. 
Living in a sanitarium, one became used to the constant pleas of others. Being alone felt unnerving. Alone, she was forced to live in solitary confinement, where her screams went unheard. No one knew she had been locked away, and no one knew she was being chased. 
But then, it wasn’t like the others would be able to help her anyway. They were all under his control. 
Francis tried another door and then the next with no luck. She fought against the burn in her muscles—no longer used to moving and being worked. She’d been tied up for months, confined to her room, the restraints only long enough to allow her to use the latrine and basin. Otherwise, she had been restricted to the bed. 
She’d only been free of the restraints for the last few days. The doctor was kind enough to free her while she screamed as the pain of labor ripped open her heart. She knew what the doctor had planned, and with every scream, she prayed it wouldn’t come true. 
Panic surged through her as she came upon yet another locked door, and the echoing footsteps grew closer. She forced her legs to keep moving and find a way out.
She had pushed the nurse who’d come to administer her nightly concoction of drugs. A mix that would send her into a deep sleep—keeping her quiet.
Using all her strength, Francis had slammed the woman’s head into the wall. She’d heard the crack of the woman’s skull and fleetingly wondered if she’d killed her. It didn’t matter, though. Served the woman right for stealing her baby while she was drugged and for hiding the things that happened in that god-awful place. 
The sour woman told Francis the following morning, while she screamed in agony at her loss, that the baby had been taken away and placed with a “normal” mother. There was no remorse from the nurse. Just a cold, heartless explanation. Francis felt no pity when the nurse hit the floor. She was already living in hell, so what did it matter?
Every lift of her leg and pump of her arm was excruciating. She wheezed as her lungs struggled to take in more oxygen, forcing herself to keep moving and not look back, even without knowing where she would go or if she’d make it out. But she had to try. They hadn’t yet chained her up again. This was her chance. She had to get out. Even if it meant her death, she had to let someone know what was happening behind those walls.
Her heart ached for the child ripped from her arms. She needed to find her baby. She didn’t know what the doctor had done with her daughter, but Francis would do whatever it took to find her child. 
Her hands slammed against frigid walls, searching for an unlocked door in the darkness. She couldn’t go downstairs. The night orderlies would stop her and pump her full of drugs that would fog her brain with confusion, ultimately silencing her. Then, she’d be tied up again, and she couldn’t let herself fall back into that state where she had no control—no voice. 
“Francis…” His words were mocking and evil. “You won’t survive without me.” The doctor’s voice bounced off of every surface in the hallway, surrounding her as she navigated the dark, musty corridors. The only bit of light streamed through dirty windows from the few streetlights below. They cast gray shadows of the large tree branches from outside over the walls. Only slightly brighter than the blackness of the night that surrounded her, they hovered like dozens of spindly arms reaching for her.  
Her nightgown dragged across the floor like a weight behind her while she ran, threatening to pull her down. But Francis fought and willed her legs to keep running.
Nearing the end of the hallway, the next door she tried opened at the twist of the handle, allowing her to fall inward. She softly closed the door behind her and realized that there was no lock. She turned to the empty room and rushed to a broken window. Damp chilly-night air rushed in. She hoped the doctor was far enough down the hallway not to have seen her retreat. 
There were no bars outside the glass here, unlike the rest of the hospital, where they covered every window as constant reminders to everyone within. They were more like prisoners than patients.
She scanned the nearby houses, dark and no doubt filled with sleeping occupants, the residents oblivious to the atrocities taking place behind the walls of the sanitarium that stood on their street. The gate surrounding the property provided an adequate boundary between the neighborhood and the hospital that sat at the bottom of a steep hill. Tall cypress trees and a lush lawn leading to the building were aesthetically pleasing. It was a stark contrast to the horrors that took place within. 
One doctor. 
One hospital. 
Countless patients and endless suffering.
And a secret that had the power to put a stop to the doctor’s madness. If only she could reach the outside.
Francis lifted the window, carefully inching it up. The remaining broken glass in the frame wobbled, threatening to dislodge and shatter at her feet. She ducked her head and lifted her leg, then stepped out onto the thin ledge of the building. Molding her body to the cold stucco at her back, she put as much distance between herself and the edge as possible before she sidestepped along the narrow ledge.
The drop seemed to go on forever, with nothing but the ground to break her fall. Each movement of her feet sent shock waves of pain through her aching legs. But she couldn’t stop. She would use every last bit of strength she had to escape the confines of the hell she’d been trapped in. 
She moved along the edge of the building hoping for an escape route around the corner. Maybe an open window she could sneak back into and find a safe way out. 
“Get back in here!” the doctor seethed. Francis glanced in the direction of his voice. His dark eyes radiated with hatred.
She inched further away but pressed her question. “Where is my baby?”
He didn’t answer and only stepped out onto the ledge too. Francis caught the sharp bobble in his throat when he stood upright against the building and glanced down. Perhaps there was an element of humanity in him after all. She liked seeing him scared. 
“You’re in no condition to leave the hospital. Certainly, no condition to be out here. You’re weak and need medical attention,” his voice cut through the wind like ice. 
“I don’t need your care!” Peeking to her other side, Francis noticed that the ledge wrapped around the building. She could scream for help and hope that someone would hear. She glanced around, seeking the best direction to orient her voice. “Help me!” But the blustery night muffled her cry.
“Go ahead. The police will come. They’ll find out you’re a patient of mine. I’ll tell them the truth, that you tried to escape, but you’re not well.” The evil in the doctor’s eyes convinced her that hell took up residence on these grounds. All of the warmth left in her seeped away when he spoke again. “That’s why you’re here.”
He was evil, but he was right. There was no way to prove that she’d been kept against her will. Her parents had left her in the hands of the hospital ten years earlier. Her depression and anxiety had become too much for them to handle. They dropped her off one day and never returned. She’d been forgotten and now was the property of a madman. Her home was this hospital. 
“Please let me go,” she pleaded, prepared now to make a deal. “I won’t tell anyone.” Her vision blurred from the tears pooling in them over the realization that there may not be any escape for her. “You can just forget about me. I’ll disappear, and you’ll never hear from me. It will be like I never existed.” 
“I’m afraid I can’t do that.”
Hands gripped her arm. She pulled away, but they kept their hold, and she was hauled back inside the place of her worst nightmares. Two orderlies lifted her and dragged her into another room through the window she stood closest to. 
“Let me go!” she pleaded, looking into the eyes of the men who had her restrained by the arms. But she was met with cold, emotionless stares. “He’s mad. I shouldn’t be here. He stole my baby,” Francis screamed, using all her energy to fight, but she was too weak to fight against them. 
Footsteps, slow, deliberate and magnified as his shoes crunched on the dirty floor, alerted her that he was near. Her knees ached from the hard, unforgiving tiles. The chill seeped upward, straight to her bones.
He came close and knelt to look into her bowed face. She struggled, unsuccessful at freeing herself. “Pennington,” she bit out with disgust, “you can’t keep this secret forever. Someone will find out.” Rage worked itself forward as she met his eyes. He stared back, showing no emotion. “In this life or the next, the truth about you will get out.”
His lip curled like a wolf ready to attack. “We’ll see,” he sneered like she was a piece of garbage. “Take her downstairs. I’ll shut her up, once and for all.”
“No!” Francis screamed. Desperate, her legs entangled in her hospital gown as she flailed against the men’s grasps, knowing what would come next. He’d threatened her before but had never followed through. As long as she remained compliant, she was safe from his wrath. But she’d broken the rules by running, and like anyone who broke the rules in the doctor’s hospital, she would be punished. 


Francis blinked while staring out of the window, haunted by the memories of her life before the hospital. The life that was stolen from her. 
She watched endlessly, wishing to be free of her prison. She watched the passersby, envying their existence. They could feel the breeze against their skin. Taste the salt in the city’s air. Smell the flowers…
What she wouldn’t give to leave these walls and tell the world what went on inside. 
Now, only the ghostly echoes of the past vibrated through the empty space. Sounds audible to only herself and the others who remained. Maybe she could figure out a way to leave. Maybe someday. 
Decades passed, and Francis still feared the doctor’s maliciousness, his tantrums and his control. She didn’t dare fight him. No one did. 
Could a ghost suffer through death twice? She certainly didn’t want to find out. And so, she remained compliant, a puppet under his control. 
The one bit of hope she held onto dwindled more as time passed. The prospect of finding out what happened to her long-forgotten child seemed out of reach. Trapped within the walls of the place that held her captive in life still bound her in short, unforgiving chains in death. So, she held on to the memory of the baby with rosy cheeks and wisps of sandy hair. And the intent to find a way to put a stop to the doctor’s wrath remained her number one goal. She’d free herself and the others. Somehow. Someway.  
Someday, she would be free. 
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Two

Present Day


Change is a funny thing. Crucial to life but often never liked.  
Most people feared change—tiptoeing around its sharp edges like it would jump out and slice them. Others, like Tessa Brown, embraced it. 
The exhilarating excitement of change breathed new ambition into her. Living a mundane life was never her calling. Though that’s what her life had been like until recently. 
It wasn’t until Tessa took that leap and left Seattle that she felt a release of the anxiety that had bogged her down for so long. 
She’d never been afraid of change. Change meant growth. It was an expansion of oneself, moving from one place to the next. New experiences were on the horizon, and now that she was free of a home that restricted her progress, she’d promised herself she would jump into any new and uncharted waters that flowed her way. 
Living in San Francisco and doing the work she loved were her first steps in taking full charge of her life. 
There was nothing to fear when life was trying to move you forward. That was her daily mantra. Except the hourglass blinking and rotating in front of her now awoke tremors so deep she’d swear her bones rattled. 
Waiting for the results of the digital pregnancy test was like waiting for a rogue wave to hit. She knew what was coming, and no matter which way her mind pivoted, there was no escaping what she knew to be true. Fear gripped her in ways she didn’t think were possible. Not about having a baby. She’d always known she wanted to be a mother someday. The timing was just off. The fear that washed over her involved Luke.
Her secret nights with Luke Collins were always exciting. Time stopped in the hours she spent alone with him. He had a way of washing away any worries that plagued her and those memories that haunted her. Her mind was free to shut out the opinions and noise of the world about her and her life choices and drift to a place where only the two of them existed. Only she caught the little glimpses Luke cast her way while they were around their friends. Those nights out for dinner with the entire group were casual and cool. He was her thrilling secret she held on to tightly. 
And now a baby? She didn’t know anything about Luke’s family. Only that he preferred never to talk about them, and he’d stated many times he wasn’t built to be a family man. What would he say? What would he think when she told him? 
It wasn’t like the word now displayed on the test screen came out of a purposeful encounter. They’d always been careful. Only once had they gotten so carried away that the moments of passion overtook their thinking. Both had brushed off the thought the next morning. What were the odds it would only take that one time? 
Pretty good, apparently. That was over two months ago, and she’d been so caught up in work she’d missed the fact that her period was late. It wasn’t until fatigue hit her, and then nausea that wouldn’t go away, that she checked her calendar.
What if Luke didn’t want anything to do with her when she told him? Would his talk about him never wanting a family or being tied down still hold true? Their relationship was based on the two of them remaining free. No strings whatsoever. 
No, he wasn’t that kind of guy. But there was always the possibility, and she had to consider it. Would Theo let her out of her lease? Would he allow her to continue living there with a baby? 
She blinked, her thoughts pulling away when Theo called for her, his voice slightly muffled coming from downstairs. Her one roommate, Theo, who was more of a live-in landlord, was almost never around as he worked nights while finishing his residency and slept like the dead during the day. But Theo was fun, and the two had become good friends since she’d rented her room. It was normal for them to catch up when they were both home. 
She put the cap on the end of the stick and slipped it into the pocket of her jeans. Brushing her wavy, chestnut hair back from her face, she took a few deep breaths to ease her nerves and walked out of the bathroom. At the bottom of the stairs, she heard Theo rustling around nearby. With her hands in the pockets of her open-front cardigan, she turned the corner and entered the kitchen. 
“Hey, love.” His friendly tone always carried a sweet, melodic tune. “Kyle and I are heading out of town this weekend.”
“It’s about time,” she said with a smile. He’d had a crush on a fellow intern at the hospital for a while now. She’d listened to him for months go on and on about how he wanted to go on a date. Finally, she convinced him to ask. Now, the two were almost inseparable when they weren’t working. “You two are really hitting it off. Where are you going?” She wiggled her eyebrows.
Theo faced her as he turned from the refrigerator and mimicked her brow motions. His dark glasses framed his hazel eyes. He ran his hand through his dark, slicked-back hair. “Just down to L.A. I’m meeting his family.” 
“Already?” 
“I know. It’s so soon.” 
“No, it’s not. If you guys think it’s right and you’re comfortable, then do it. Have a wonderful trip.”
He lifted his backpack and walked to her, wrapping her in a bear hug. “You’re a doll.” He walked to the front door, looked back, winked, and said, “I won’t be home tonight. We’re hitting the road as soon as our shifts are over in the morning.”
“Okay. Drive safe.”
“Tell Luke I said hi.”
The door closed behind Theo, and she froze at his words. Luke. Theo was the only one who knew the extent of their relationship. He’d come home early one morning and run into the two of them making breakfast. Theo didn’t so much as bat an eye. When she asked him later about what his thoughts were on having friends with benefits, he responded, “Honey, the only people who should care are the two of you. And if anyone else is going to have an issue, then they don’t deserve to be in your sweet life. Do what makes you happy, and don’t let society run your life.” 
She loved his honesty. And he was right. Deep down, the one thing she questioned the most was keeping Luke a secret from her sister. Lexi would only be concerned for her happiness. But what if things didn’t work out between them? She didn’t want any hard feelings within the group of friends. 
The pregnancy test in her pocket burned hot. She pulled it out and stared at the results again. Her entire body shook. That had been happening more frequently lately. A chill so deep came through the room that her bones ached. 
She checked the thermostat. It was set to seventy degrees, like always. Up until recently, that seemed to keep the old Victorian house comfortable. 
Tessa was lucky enough to work from home. She’d finished her college courses a few months ago and now worked solely as a graphic designer. She’d worked hard all through college to build up a clientele, and most of them kept her on retainer. Her chosen career gave her the freedom to work from anywhere she wanted and an income that afforded her the opportunity to rent a spacious room in a historic home. 
She was alone most days and enjoyed the solitude. She’d always felt safe and comfortable in the house. However, a recent shift in the energy of the place had her uneasy. Still, she brushed it off as being overworked. 
She ignored it. Even when the sense of unseen eyes watching her increased over the last few days, she buried her head in work. But now, chills ran down her spine. 
The doorbell peeled, and she jumped, releasing a shriek.
Fuck. Get a grip, Tess.
She hurried to the front door and caught the delivery driver pulling away. She picked up the package, then walked down the steps, stopping at the wrought iron gate that separated the sidewalk from the property. An older woman who lived up the street and passed by each day with her dog, a chocolate lab that had arthritis in his rear legs but still had the energy of a puppy, stopped and waited while Tessa walked over. The dog’s tail wagged in a frenzy, and his tongue hung out the side of his mouth in a happy pant. She leaned over the low gate, scratched the dog’s head and made small talk with the older woman. They were strangers, really, yet paused every time they saw one another to say hi. 
When Tessa turned back to the house a few minutes later, her feet halted before she reached the first step. A strange energy pulled at her, coaxing her gaze to the top of the house. The home was magnificent. An old Queen Ann Victorian. Theo’s grandparents bought it decades ago, and he was now living there to maintain it. 
Her gaze followed the lines of the house as she looked up to where the steep slant of the roof came together at a point. Just below, the attic window sat dark. Only a cream-colored curtain was visible. Though that wasn’t what caught Tessa’s eye. It was the way the curtain moved, just enough to make her heart race as if someone was behind it, and they’d darted away before anyone could see them.
She squinted, trying to pick up any movement, but as quick as the fabric shifted, it stilled like it had never even happened. Maybe her mind was playing tricks on her. Lack of sleep and the stunning news she’d just confirmed had her senses heightened and her mind seeing things. 
Shaking her head, she walked up the steps, crossed the threshold of the front door, and locked it behind her. Rest is what she needed. 
In her room, she removed the pregnancy test from her pocket and placed it under the glass top of the jewelry box on the antique dresser. In the mirror, she caught her reflection and sighed at the heavy bags that brought out the exhaustion in her eyes. 
Pulling her hair to the side, she twisted the strands into a loose braid. Tying the ends with a hair band, she climbed onto her bed, took some deep breaths, and within minutes, the tiredness that had plagued her for days won over her mind’s racing thoughts, and she fell asleep.
Hours later, her eyes fluttered open. She lay on top of her covers, still in her clothes from the day. The room was dark. She shivered from a chill that gripped her. She rolled onto her back and lay still. The feeling that had woken her was apparent. 
Her muscles froze, and her heart pounded in her chest. Moving only her eyes, she scanned the room, seeking out what was watching her. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary, but she couldn’t shake the feeling that she wasn’t alone. 
With her arms, she pushed herself into a sitting position halfway on the bed. She swung her legs over the side and listened, her ears straining to hear anything out of the ordinary.
Cold seeped through her feet when they touched the floor. Not even the area rug under the bed could cut the chill that enveloped the room. 
She crept toward the door, reached out and turned the knob. The wood creaked as she pulled it open a few inches. Her unsteady breathing was the only other sound. 
Tessa opened it further and peeked out into the hallway. Taking a step out of the room, she called, “Theo. Is that you?” 
No answer came. 
A swirling electrical current stood static in the hall. For the first time ever, Tessa was uncomfortable beyond comprehension. Still standing within the threshold, she flipped the light switch in her room. The ceiling fixture illuminated, and with light now flooding the area, she padded across the space and flipped the switch on the wall in the hallway, casting out the night. 
The relief was short-lived, however, as a flickering of the lights drew her attention to the end of the narrow hallway, where a tall man in an old-fashioned three-buttoned suit with disheveled hair stood. An eerie gleam in his eye spoke for his silence. There was nothing kind about him. 
Tessa’s blood froze, awakening every cautious fiber in her body. A ghastly stench filled the air. When his lips curled into a crooked smile, he took on more of an ominous look. 
Is he real? Was he the one in the attic playing with the curtain? How did he get in the house? Who is he? 
The words she tried to speak stuck in her throat. She knew the man in front of her was not living. He emanated death as the lights around him continued to flicker. She’d heard tales of the encounters that both her sister Lexi and best friend Emily had with spirits, but never did Tessa think she would have her own run-in with a ghost. Yet, there was no denying what she was witnessing. 
His image sparked in and out, and the few seconds that passed felt like an eternity until she finally found her voice. “Who—” She swallowed the lump of fear in her throat and tried again. “Who are you?” 
A laugh so chilling echoed like it was traveling through distant chambers. His eyes flashed with malice. Whatever was with her was meant to be feared. 
She didn’t understand the spirit world—had never dealt with it—and she wasn’t even sure if she truly believed in ghosts. What she did know was if the devil were real, he stood in front of her now. 
“Leave me alone.” Her voice shook, but if there was one thing she’d learned growing up, it was to always stand your ground. She had her sister to thank for that. 
In slow motion, she watched as the man backed toward the window behind him. In an instant, he was gone, traveling through the glass and wall like wind through a screen. 
Frozen in shock, seconds ticked by before she managed to move. Once she reached her room, she slammed the door and turned the lock on the knob. Her hands quaked, but she fumbled for her phone. He answered on the third ring.
“Hey, darlin’.” Luke’s words were said on a breath that usually sent her head spinning with desire. 
She stuttered for a moment before he interrupted. “What’s wrong?”
“I need you to come over.” She made no attempt to hide her fear.
The sound of keys and rustling came through the phone. “I’m on my way. Tell me what happened?” 
“There was someone in the house.”
“Call the police.”
“No.” She swallowed the knot in her throat. “This was different. The police can’t help.”
“What are you saying?” She heard the engine of his SUV fire up.
There was no denying what she’d seen. Tessa was a realist, but even she couldn’t explain what had happened. A human couldn’t turn the house into an icy hell. And a human sure as fuck couldn’t pass through walls. 
“The lights are still flickering,” she said, trying to gather the right words to convey what she wanted to say.
“Tess, calm down. I can tell you’re scared. I’m heading to you now. Tell me, are you okay?”
She took a quick breath. “Yes.”
“Where are you in the house?”
“In my room. The door is locked.”
“Good. I’ll use the door code for the front lock. I’ll let myself in. You stay where you are.” 
“Okay.” She sucked in another breath and willed herself to calm down. “Luke. I don’t know what I saw. All I know is it was real. He was real, and he was there one second and then gone. He looked so evil.” She knew she was rambling but couldn’t stop the words from coming.
“It’s going to be okay,” Luke soothed in his calm, deep voice. “I’m coming.”
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Three


Luke’s fingers punched the code into the keyless lock. He peeked his head in, then entered the house, closing the door behind him but leaving it unlocked.  
He spoke loud enough for Tessa to hear him. “Tess, I’m here. I’m going to look around and then come up to you.”
“Okay.” Her voice was muffled coming from behind her door upstairs, and yet he still caught the uncertainty in it. 
He searched the living room and kitchen, turning on the lights as he went. Nothing seemed out of place. He’d been to her house plenty of times. He wouldn’t know if the smallest item had been tampered with or moved, but he would notice a significant change. 
He looked for footprints on the hardwood and smudges on the light switches, but nothing visible to his eye said that anyone had entered the house. Everything seemed just as it always did when he visited. 
It wasn’t until he exited the kitchen and entered the formal dining room that the small hairs on the back of his neck stood on end.
Shit. He knew that sensation. That uneasy feeling when energy that isn’t your own invades your space. But this wasn’t just any kind of energy. He’d been in the field of paranormal investigation long enough to know that whatever was present was no ordinary kind spirit just passing by. 
With his stomach in a knot, he stalked out of the dining room and up the dark wooden stairs. The old wood creaked under his weight. The varnish on the banister was worn away in spots. For the first time, he felt the historic house’s century-old age. 
He’d spent many nights with Tessa and never heard the kind of panic in her voice as he did a few minutes ago. She was clearly frightened on the phone. The confident, soft-spoken woman he’d come to know had been fraught and at a loss for words. 
He’d never felt uneasy in her house before. Never questioned the threat of paranormal activity here. Something had changed that, and he needed to find out what.
He knocked on her door. “It’s me.”
She opened it, and he only had a second to look her over before she threw her trembling body at him. When she pulled away, he placed his hands on her shoulders, taking a moment to scan her delicate features. He’d known her for over a year, and during that time, Luke had never seen fear take over her stunning green eyes the way it had then. “Tell me exactly what happened.”
A moment of hesitation flashed over her. She blinked as if she were looking for the right words to speak. “Earlier today, I was out in the front, talking to a neighbor. I thought I saw something in the attic window. The curtain moved just slightly, but I didn’t see anyone.” 
“How long were you outside?”
“Not long. I never opened the gate at the bottom of the steps. I stood behind it the whole time. So no one could have snuck by me. I’ve been home since yesterday, finishing up projects for clients. So I know no one except Theo and I have been here, and he left this afternoon for his shift. I watched him leave. Shortly after that, I went outside to bring in a package. That’s when I stopped to talk to the older woman from up the street. When I was about to walk up the stairs, I looked up at the attic window. I thought I was just tired. I haven’t been sleeping much. So I came back inside and up here to lay down.” She paused, taking a breath that shook on her exhale. 
“I fell asleep, and when I woke up, it felt like someone was in the room with me. I didn’t see anyone, but I could feel it. I stepped into the hallway and saw a man standing at the other end. Right by the window.” She blew out another shaky breath. Luke didn’t miss the tear that traveled down her pale cheek. 
“It’s okay.” He guided her to the bed, where she lowered to the mattress. He knelt in front of her. “Was he solid looking?” 
“At first. But then he started to flicker, just like the lights. They were going crazy until right before you got here.” 
“Anything else strange about him that you remember?”
“He was dressed in an old-fashioned suit, maybe from the 1950s. It looked like the suit Ricky Ricardo often wore on I Love Lucy. You know, where the suit jackets and pants are loosely fitted?”
Luke nodded. “I know what you’re talking about.”
“I told him to leave me alone, and he laughed,” she said in a cold tone. “The only way I can describe it is evil. Like he was here for trouble. I felt so vulnerable.” She rubbed her upper arms with her hands. Luke continued the gesture for her when she stopped to finish her story. “Then he stepped backward and disappeared through the window. He just vanished as if he wasn’t even there.”
“This is the first time you’ve experienced anything in the house? Has Theo ever mentioned anything?”
“No. Never. And he’s never said anything strange has ever happened to him. Theo grew up here. His grandparents bought this place decades ago. And I haven’t seen anything until today.” She paused. Her brows pulled together. “Why would I all of a sudden start seeing things here? It doesn’t make any sense.”
She was right. Hauntings weren’t known to start at random. There was always a reason for the activity to begin—something to wake them up. And the fact that what Tessa saw seemed malicious lent even more confusion to the situation. 
“Have you guys made any changes around here? Painted walls, updated fixtures?”
“No.” She looked perplexed.
Still in a kneeling position, Luke placed his elbow on his thigh and rubbed his chin. “Hmm… Sometimes, even the smallest changes to a building can wake up activity that has been dormant.”
Tessa dropped her head. Her shoulders followed. She played with her fingers in her lap. “We haven’t done anything around here. Theo is on shift tonight, and then he’s heading to Los Angeles with his boyfriend in the morning.”
Sensing her worry, he brought his hands to rest on her hips. He gently massaged them in a circular motion while he studied her. He couldn’t help feeling like there was something amiss. A secret that hung like a thick cloud in the room. But he didn’t press the matter. He had no intention of leaving her alone for the night, which meant he couldn’t run home and grab any of his investigative equipment. So there was time for her to open up and tell him the rest of the story later. 
He stood and bent at the waist so his eyes were level with hers. “I’ll be right back.”
“Will you stay tonight? I don’t want to be alone.”
“There’s not a chance in hell I’m leaving you tonight.” He leaned in, placed his lips on hers and drank in the sweetness of her mouth. When he pulled back, he felt heat in his belly stir at the color that bloomed on her cheeks. “Stay right here.”
He went straight downstairs. When he reached the door, he locked it and did one last sweep of the first level just to be sure he hadn’t missed anything. 
Tessa’s description of her encounter, along with his own uneasiness from earlier, was enough to convince him that a spirit was present. He’d need his teammates to help him figure out what was going on. 
He pulled his cell phone from his back pocket and typed out a text:
Luke: Tessa saw something in the house. Staying here tonight. 
We need to talk first thing in the morning.
Liam: Do you need me to come by now?
Trey: What did she see? 
Luke: I don’t think so, but I’ll let you know if anything else happens. She saw an apparition, and from the sounds of it, it isn’t friendly. Her roommate is out tonight, and I’m not leaving her alone.
Trey: Is she okay?
Luke: Yeah. Just shaken up. She hasn’t experienced anything since living here and said her roommate hasn’t ever mentioned anything. When I got here, the place was charged. I didn’t have anything on me to document what I felt. But something is going on here. 
Liam: Stay with her. We’ll meet at headquarters first thing tomorrow. If you need anything, I can be there fast. Something sparked the activity, and we’ll get to the bottom of it.
Trey: You
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