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‘I don’t believe this. Where is it again?’

Hannah Swan chewed her lip as Daniel Harper stared at the photo on the phone, shaking his head while the others in the room – Charlie, Noah, Reenie and Audrey Benson, orchestrator of the night’s ghost hunt – gathered round him. 

The snug at the Crystal Waters Spa Hotel looked stark with all the lights blazing instead of the usual mood lighting, as if they were all craving brightness after spending so long sitting in the dark. The Christmas tree twinkled gently in the corner, and every time Hannah glanced at it, it lifted her spirits. 

‘Down by the outdoor swimming pool.’ Noah answered Daniel’s question. He was Hannah’s colleague, a local freelancer working with her on transforming Crystal Waters into an eco-hotel. Things had been going well between them until that moment, that kiss, mid-ghost hunt. Not that Hannah hadn’t wanted to, but Noah had a girlfriend. ‘On one of those pieces of rock that borders the flowerbeds,’ Noah continued. ‘Hannah and I thought you’d probably used some of the stones from the demolished Clifftop Hotel in the gardens.’ 

‘I did, but …’ Daniel exhaled. ‘I would have noticed. It’s not exactly subtle, is it?’ He gestured to the phone, which was showing the photo Noah had taken of the scrawled graffiti they had found. Or, rather, Spirit the stray dog had led them to.

‘But if you weren’t looking for it,’ Hannah said, ‘you might well have missed it.’ 

‘You didn’t oversee the placement of every single pebble when the garden was constructed, did you?’ Reenie arched an eyebrow. 

‘I wish you’d mentioned there were still pieces of the original hotel in the grounds,’ Audrey said. ‘This is a fantastic discovery.’ 

Daniel ignored the comments. ‘So this proves the story is right? H telling Anna that she has his heart and he’ll see her again. It could be anyone.’ 

‘It fits so neatly,’ Charlie said. ‘And if it’s true, then it’s heartbreaking. It clearly wasn’t just a fling for him: he loved her.’ 

‘And we’re absolutely sure that Jonah Kerr doesn’t know about this story?’ Daniel asked. ‘Because if he does, if you’ve told him about the Pursers and the fisherman, Reenie, and he knew we were doing the investigation tonight, then I can easily see him planting something like this. He’s far too creative for his own good.’ 

‘I’m sure Jonah didn’t do this,’ Charlie said softly. ‘It doesn’t look freshly carved, and it would take some serious strength and patience to gouge the rock this deeply. It’s not like it’s sandstone or anything.’ 

‘No, you’re right.’ Daniel ran a hand through his dark hair. ‘Bloody hell.’ 

‘And it was Spirit who found it,’ Hannah reminded him, shooting Noah a look. ‘He went straight to it.’ 

‘Not a chance,’ Daniel said quickly. ‘That was a coincidence. I am not having psychic dogs as well as ghosts. He was looking for the most sheltered spot, end of discussion.’ 

‘Did anyone else see or hear anything?’ Charlie asked. ‘Daniel and I saw zilch in the pool room, apart from a couple of the solar lights flickering outside, but I’m sure that was the storm.’ 

‘It got cold at one point,’ Daniel admitted. ‘There was an icy blast that we couldn’t explain. No vents nearby, nothing else that might have caused it.’ 

‘Oh yes – there was!’ Charlie nodded. ‘That was so strange.’ 

‘We had a bit of luck, actually,’ Audrey said. Hannah saw that she was only just containing her excitement. ‘But then I had, very selfishly, positioned us in the spot where activity had already been reported.’ 

‘You heard the footsteps?’ Hannah asked. 

Reenie folded her arms. ‘I’m not one for flights of fancy, but these were bold as brass. From the corner by the Christmas tree over to the desk. They faded when they reached Daniel’s office.’ 

‘Bloody hell,’ Noah murmured. He was standing beside Hannah, their bodies close, and her hand tingled traitorously at the proximity. 

‘What were they like?’ Charlie asked. ‘Did they just sound like normal footsteps?’ 

‘They were fast and determined,’ Reenie said. ‘Not someone who was worried about being overheard. It was peculiar listening to them, when Audrey and I were standing stock still and there was nobody else nearby. No wonder people find ghosts unnerving.’ 

Audrey smiled. ‘It was someone with purpose, and it sounded as if they were wearing boots; something hard-soled. I haven’t had a chance to check the recording device, but if they’re on there – and there’s no reason they shouldn’t be – then it will be incredible evidence. I’ll go through all the recordings tomorrow.’ She pressed a hand to her chest. ‘Right this moment, I feel quite giddy!’ 

‘And I feel exhausted,’ Reenie added. ‘I’m off to bed, if none of you minds? It’s already way beyond my bedtime, and I’ve had more excitement today than I’ve had in a long time.’ 

‘Of course. Night, Reenie.’ Charlie hugged her, and everyone wished her goodnight. 

‘What about you two?’ Charlie asked, once Reenie had gone. ‘Any strange things happen down in the spa?’ 

The silence held for a moment longer than was comfortable, before Noah answered. ‘We heard a crash coming from one of the treatment rooms, but when we went to see what might have caused it, there was nothing.’ 

‘Nothing,’ Hannah repeated hurriedly. ‘Nothing at all. But the recorder could have picked something up, couldn’t it?’

‘It might have done,’ Noah said quietly, holding her gaze. 

When Hannah tore hers away, Charlie was watching them curiously. 

‘I’m eager to have a listen,’ Audrey said. ‘Thank you so much, everyone, for taking the time to help me with this. I’ve got lots to work with, and finding that message is hugely exciting – I can’t wait to look at the stone myself in the daylight. Now I suggest we all get off to bed. These investigations can be tiring.’ 

Goodnights were said and Noah picked up Spirit, who had stayed close at their heels since he’d come back from his enlightening foray into the gardens. Noah and Hannah went with Audrey to the lower floor, then stopped outside their adjacent rooms. Spirit scrabbled to be put down. 

‘I’d better …’ Noah pointed at his door. 

‘Sure.’ Hannah put her key in the lock, then looked up at him. ‘I had fun tonight,’ she said, giving him a warm smile. ‘I’m glad I got to investigate with you.’ 

The look on his face was pure relief. ‘Me too, Hannah. Goodnight.’

She went inside her room and closed the door, hoping she could put what had happened out of her mind and get some sleep. 

The first thing Hannah noticed when she woke was the crack of light peeking through the gap in the curtains. She leapt out of bed and pulled back the heavy material. The sun was trying to assert itself, with patches of blue between clouds that were sparser, and less angry, than they had been during the night. The sea still danced and tumbled, the wind was still strong, but the storm was definitely abating. 

She opened the Trainline app, knowing she couldn’t take advantage of Daniel and Charlie’s hospitality, or the Green Futures business account, any longer than was necessary. Having gone through every step of planning her trip home, however, she couldn’t help feeling relieved when she discovered that, because of the Dawlish collapse and slower track speeds, the journey to Edinburgh would take two long days. She closed the app and put thoughts of going home to the back of her mind. 

Even though it was late, the restaurant was still serving breakfast, and she hovered in the doorway, wondering which table to choose when she saw Audrey waving her over. 

‘Come and join me.’ 

‘If you’re sure?’ Hannah sat down and browsed the menu, knowing Audrey’s choice of muesli wouldn’t cut it. She decided on scrambled eggs and bacon, figuring she could use the protein. She wasn’t used to staying up into the small hours, and exhaustion was tugging at her from all sides. 

‘Are you happy with how last night went?’ she asked, once she’d given her order to the waiter. 

‘Very,’ Audrey said. ‘I can’t thank you enough for your contribution. For Daniel to put his uncertainty aside and embrace what I’m doing is one thing, but for him to have allowed the investigation to go ahead, and recruited his friends and family to help, was beyond anything I deserved. I’m like a cat with an extra nine lives!’ 

‘Have you listened to the recordings yet?’ 

‘No, that’s my task for today. I need to document everything, and with Reenie and me hearing the footsteps, and the discovery of H’s message to Anna in the gardens, I doubt it could have gone better. If I can back up our experience with solid evidence then this will be a thrilling chapter of the book.’ 

‘What will you do after that?’ Hannah asked, wondering if she could add any more pieces to her own puzzle: the photograph, the strange feeling she had that Porthgolow was special, and the flash of a memory she’d had in the Seven Stars.

‘I’m going into Truro to look at the local records,’ Audrey said. ‘Richard hadn’t got round to making the trip down here, and there could be more to find.’ 

‘Does it feel sad following in his footsteps, knowing that he never got to complete his last project?’ Hannah poured coffee, and then milk, into a mug. 

Audrey’s gaze flitted to the window, then back to Hannah. ‘I am terribly sad that he died. He had a long-term condition that affected his immune system, and he knew he was on borrowed time for the last few years of his life. But, as you would expect from someone who was fascinated by what happens after you die, he wasn’t scared of it. He was a brilliant man, a breath of fresh air, and I miss him very much. But,’ she continued, her smile lighting up her eyes, ‘I feel very proud to be continuing his work. It’s a huge privilege
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