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      A woman seeking solace. A ghost hunter seeking the truth. And the storm that threatens both their lives.
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      Gray autumn clouds rolled across a high sun, framing the three-story beach house with faded wood paneling. Porch steps led up to a weathered, baby-blue door. Behind the house, sand dunes stretched to the ocean with beach grass swaying in the salty breeze.

      The secluded bed and breakfast made a pleasant vacation spot. Too bad Grant Dalton wasn’t visiting for vacation. He had a job to do, but he would wait to move his equipment discreetly inside after he toured the house and met the owner.

      With his suitcase by his side, he knocked on the door. No answer. He checked his watch, noting he’d arrived forty-five minutes early. He fished in his pocket, withdrew his phone, and checked his email. The rental instructions included the key code in case he came early or if the owner was out of the vicinity.

      He punched in the code, which unlocked a key holder. With the key, he let himself inside the house.

      “Hello?”

      No answer came, but the chandelier in the dining room to his left shuddered as if opening the door had created a stiff breeze.

      Curious, he thought.

      No lights were on, but sunlight shone through the windows on either side. Yet the house still felt shadowy—dim and a bit lonely. The dark, stained floors and wood wall paneling made the foyer seem small, but the aged wood looked restored.

      He’d spent time in creepy, dilapidated houses. This one was cared for, though he’d expected as much based on the online photos. Still, the decor lacked warmth or personal touches—pictures, paintings, or even a bouquet of flowers. So, it neither felt warm and cozy like a beach rental house, nor appeared decrepit and worn like a haunted house.

      Grant carried his luggage up the stairs, first door on the left, to his rented room. Now this was a bed and breakfast room. Oak framed paintings of beaches and ships at sea hung on sky-blue walls.

      One acrylic in particular caught his eye—a ship with an albatross soaring overhead. He wondered if it had been inspired by The Rime of the Ancient Mariner. He knew the poem well from a paper he’d written ten years ago in college English.

      
        
        
        The ship was cheered, the harbour cleared,

        Merrily did we drop

        Below the kirk, below the hill,

        Below the lighthouse top.

      

      

      

      The bedspread was forest green with compasses and nautical ropes. A dozen plump, decorative pillows lay at the head of the bed.

      Interesting. Maybe the owner had some type of pillow fetish.

      A desk and chair against one wall held a small envelope. He opened it and read the note.

      
        
        Thank you for staying at Oceanside Bed and Breakfast. Breakfast is served daily at eight am and dinner at six pm. Please give me a day’s advance notice if you need different meal times. Clean towels are in the bathroom. The desk can be moved onto the balcony during the day for writing inspiration.

        Sincerely, your host,

        Sabrina Morningstar

      

      

      He admired the penmanship and personal touch. She’d remembered he’d listed the purpose of his ‘vacation’ as writing time. He hadn’t lied—he did need time to write. He hoped to put pen to paper (or fingers to keyboard) while he was here, but personal writing wasn’t his primary objective.

      Sabrina wouldn’t know his true purpose until the opportune time—on camera. On that note, he needed to get his video equipment out of his vehicle discretely while no one else was there. But maybe he could take a moment to enjoy the balcony view. One of the joys of his job was traveling, so he was sure to enjoy the scenery. Few places he’d visited had such a splendid view as this.

      He stepped outside to a pleasant October ocean breeze. Beneath a now completely overcast sky, the water was a choppy sapphire. The beach sloped up toward the house, and a sun-bleached gray walkway bridged the erosion dune to connect house and beach. In the backyard, a raised garden grew squash, cauliflower, lettuce, and Brussel sprouts.

      With the wind in his hair and salt on his tongue, Grant realized this was probably the nicest ‘haunted’ house he’d ever stayed in. Too bad he’d never stay again. Once he revealed peoples’ fraudulent claims of their tourist-trap houses harboring ghosts, people tended to want to never see him again. Some even went as far as restraining orders and threats. He wasn’t sure why—he wasn’t the criminal in these scenarios.

      The beach had been deserted until Grant noticed a jogger. A woman with short platinum blonde hair kept close to the surf, running in the compact sand but still leaving a trail of prints. She appeared to be close to his age, about thirty. She stopped at the beach parallel to the house and began to strip.

      He took a step back and glanced nervously around. He wasn’t voyeuristic, and this woman obviously thought she was relaxing alone. When he glanced back in her direction, his tension eased as he noticed her white swimsuit against tan skin. She had an hour-glass figure, drawing his eyes to a narrow waist and muscular thighs.

      She pulled a kayak from the beach into the surf. After wading hip deep into the water, she climbed in the boat and began paddling. He shuddered for her—the water was probably sixty-five degrees, but maybe the coolness felt refreshing after a long run.

      Had it been a long run? He looked up and down the beach, wondering where she’d come from and if she lived nearby or visited on vacation.

      Didn’t matter. He wasn’t here to meet a woman. Not exactly. He was here to expose a fraud—Sabrina Morningstar.
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        * * *

      

      Sabrina toweled off and sat on the beach after her paddling. The waves had given her a robust workout. Resting back on her elbows, she watched the slate clouds moving briskly overhead. The vast Atlantic Ocean churned before her. She loved the expanse of it—water as far as the eye could see with no buildings obstructing the view.

      She could look into the ocean for hours and feel small and insignificant. Doing so made her problems feel small and insignificant as well. When she mentally shrank them to a manageable size in this way, they fit nicely into something the size of a small jewelry box she could lock away until they outgrew their prison once again.

      When her phone rang, she fished it out of her shorts pocket in the pile of clothes beside her. “Hi, Lee Ann.”

      “Sabrina, how are you?” her sister asked.

      “I’m good. What’s up?”

      Sabrina recognized her sister’s familiar patterns. If she launched into her day at work, then Sabrina knew she wanted casual conversation. If Lee Ann opened with a question, then she was all business.

      “It’s mid-October. We haven’t heard if you’re coming to Thanksgiving this year.”

      “I’m not sure. I might get a late renter.” Truthfully, Sabrina wasn’t sure she possessed the emotional fortitude for a large family gathering. Half of them would know what happened—or some version of a passed around story. They’d give her wide berth with looks of pity. The other half wouldn’t know her story and so would ask her how a job she didn’t have any more was treating her.

      Not good. Not good at all.

      “Well, Mom’s up my butt to find out if you’re coming. What do you want me to tell her?”

      Her mom would set her younger sister to pester her.

      “Tell her I don’t yet know.” Sabrina could know. She could simply mark the dates on the online rental calendar as ‘unavailable.’ But since she kept dumping money into the beach house repairs, she needed rentals.

      Maybe the writer coming today would find inspiration and stay longer. After all, he’d insisted on renting all three bedrooms so he could have the peace and quiet he desired. Odd, since peace and quiet waited a short walk away at the beach, but because he was paying, she wasn’t going to tell him what to do. Also, one person meant smaller meals to fix, and therefore a smaller grocery bill for the ‘all-inclusive’ meal part of her bed and breakfast.

      “Sabrina?”

      “Yeah?”

      “You have to let it go.” Lee Ann’s voice was part pleading, part demanding.

      If only letting go of the past was so simple. “I’m trying.”

      “Just decide to let it go, and then it will be gone.”

      “Like flipping a switch?” Sabrina’s question came out harsher than she’d intended.

      “It’s been over a year,” her sister pressed.

      Three hundred seventy-two days to be exact. Three hundred seventy-two days Sabrina had stolen from Patrick’s life.

      “I’m trying,” she repeated.

      She said goodbye, disconnected the call, and headed back toward the house, carrying her kayak and paddle.
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        * * *

      

      Grant enjoyed the sea breeze until a sudden grating noise behind him had him spinning around. The glass balcony door slid shut.

      “What the—?” He tried to pull it back open, but the latch wouldn’t budge. He looked through the glass into the room but saw no one.

      His heart pounded until he took a few deep breaths to steady himself. He’d been trapped inside spooky rooms more times than he could count. No cause for alarm. He tugged on the door again. This was a convincing trick—no doubt engineered to maintain the illusion of a haunted house.

      He banged on the door a few times, feeling his irritation mount. But unleashing his frustration on the glass door wasn’t going to budge the lock, so he reined in his temper.

      Moving away from the sliding door, he looked over the balcony. He could climb the rail and lower himself down to the first-floor balcony, but he wasn’t certain the rail would hold his weight as he clung to it. He was stuck waiting for the hostess to return home.

      “Please don’t jump. You’ll only hurt yourself,” a female voice said.

      He whirled around to the open balcony door where a woman stood—the same woman from the beach. She had a round face with dark blue eyes, like stormy waters, rimmed in dark mascara. She wore a silver necklace and the same running clothes he’d seen her in on the beach. Her choppy blond hair stopped at her ears and was still damp.

      “Mr. Dalton?” she asked.

      He cleared his throat. “Yes. And you are?”

      “Sabrina Morningstar.” She extended a hand.

      He blinked as he shook it. This was Sabrina? He’d imagined an old, withered widow running this beach-based bed and breakfast.

      “I see you found your room.” Her smile was positively disarming.

      “Yes.” He took his hand back and straightened.

      Good looks aside, he was here on the job. He was here to debunk the claims that this was a haunted house, and this little stunt she’d just pulled with the door only strengthened his resolve.

      He eyed her before inspecting the door, sliding it back and forth. “The door shut on its own.”

      Her mouth formed a surprised oh, and he instantly disliked the way the fullness of her lips drew his gaze toward them.

      “I’m sorry.” She began inspecting the base. “I checked with a level to see if there’s a slant to the house which might have caused this, but it’s even. Then, I replaced the door two months ago. I don’t know why this keeps happening.”

      “I’m not the first?”

      “No.”

      “What about the lock?” he asked.

      When she gave him a confused look, he explained, “I was locked outside.” He kept his voice firm, perhaps a bit accusatory, as he leveled his gaze at her.

      She looked up at him with a quirk of her lips. “I’m afraid that’s impossible, Mr. Dalton.” She glanced down at the door handle. “There is no lock.”

      Grant stared at her, a cold prickle climbing his spine.

      If there was no lock, then what the hell had trapped him out there?
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      Sabrina showered, dressed in a simple, pale-green dress, and set to work making dinner—pan seared black sea bass with a Ponchartrain shrimp sauce, roasted potatoes, and broccoli.

      Aside from the balcony view, her favorite part of the house was the kitchen with its light oak wood cabinets in a distressed pattern and an island with chopping block and sliding spice racks. She was working on replacing outdated appliances one by one as her bank account allowed.

      She seasoned potato wedges with herbs from the garden and roasted them in the oven. Perhaps a good meal would get Grant Dalton’s rocky first hour back on track.

      He’d looked flustered, with anger sizzling below the surface when she’d opened the door for him. He’d overreacted, or maybe he harbored a fear of being trapped—on an open balcony with a beautiful view. She had no explanation for why his door had stuck, but this old house had more peculiarities than she could fix.

      “That smells delicious.”

      “Oh!” She startled and turned to see her guest standing against the wall between the kitchen and dining room. In her distraction, her forearm bumped the broiling pan as she was transferring it from the oven to the stove.

      She hissed as she roughly set down the pan. Guests didn’t usually drop into the kitchen before a meal.

      “I’m sorry. Are you okay?” Grant moved toward her.

      She stuck her arm under the faucet and ran cold water over the quickly reddening surface. “I’m fine.”

      “No. You’re burned. Because of me.” He opened the freezer and pulled out an ice cube. “Let me see it.”

      When she didn’t immediately surrender her arm, he took her hand, pulling her arm toward him. He placed the ice cube over the reddened skin.

      She barely felt the cold over the warmth of his touch. She stared down at his hand, watching the ice melt against her skin. How long since a man had touched her other than the occasional handshake? Too long.

      The contact felt comforting and disconcerting all at once. Certainly, part of the thrill was Grant’s attractiveness. He had straight brown hair, combed to one side. Faint sideburns trailed down to a three-day stubble over a strong, defined jaw. He was medium build, medium height, and wore slacks with an off-white, button-down shirt. The sleeves were rolled to his elbows.

      No wedding ring.

      Yet, he was a guest who’d come here for peace and quiet. She wouldn’t ruin his experience by trying to explore the attraction she felt for him.

      Finally, she surrendered to the urge to see if he was enjoying their proximity as much as she was, but when she looked into his face, she saw only a scowl.

      Embarrassed and dismayed, she pulled her arm back. “It’ll be fine, thank you. If you want to take your seat, I’ll have your plate on the table momentarily.”

      He turned and busied himself uncorking the bottle of pinot grigio she’d set aside for dinner.

      “I can get that,” she told him. The point of a bed and breakfast was to relax and be waited on.

      “I’ve got it.” He poured a glass and carried it to the table in the other room.

      She watched him go as something gnawed at the back of her mind. His face and his movements—had she seen Grant somewhere before?

      She prepared his plate, poured the Ponchartrain sauce over the fish, and added a sprig of parsley for color. When she carried the plate to the dining room, she found Grant with his back to her as he stared out the window at the ocean view.

      She loved that view.

      Rather than disturb his tranquil moment, she quietly set down his plate of food and left.

      She took her own meal and glass of wine to the balcony for the ocean view. Since the deck extended along the length of the house facing the beach, she went out the kitchen door and sat on the deck furniture off to the end where Grant couldn’t see her from the dining room. She didn’t want to interfere with his relaxing view. She liked to make her guests feel at ease as if they weren’t sharing the space with someone else.

      She ate, sipped her wine, and contemplated Thanksgiving with her family.

      Could she endure it?

      

      Grant stared out the window as the crisp flavor of the wine lingered on his lips. The smell of seasoned seafood and roasted potatoes wafted toward him.

      
        
        
        The guests are met, the feast is set:

        May’st hear the merry din.’

      

      

      

      Was he going to have Coleridge’s poem stuck in his head for the rest of his stay here after seeing the painting with the albatross?

      Except this was no merry din’. And he wasn’t off to a great start—locked out of his room by a door which had no lock. Then, he’d startled Sabrina, and she’d suffered a burn because of it.

      And how long had he stood there holding her arm like a moron? Long enough to smell the ocean and citrus scent on her hair. Long enough to envision the bikini top she’d kayaked in earlier. His behavior irritated him, so he’d scowled, which she seemed to have interpreted as directed toward her.

      He couldn’t possibly be attracted to a woman he hardly knew anything about—his analytical brain forbade impulses. She ran a bed and breakfast at a beach home rumored to be haunted, for crying out loud. They didn’t come much more unstable than that.

      Still, the warmth from her skin lingered on his fingertips.

      The sound of a sliding door from another room brought his attention back to the present. When he turned around, he noticed the plate of food with a wisp of steam coming off the fish. He sat down and took a bite.

      Well, she sure could cook. He sloshed wine in his glass. Was she eating right now too? Seemed silly for two adults to be eating the same meal in the same house in two different places. He almost called her name, almost invited her to sit. But he couldn’t  share a table with someone he might have to publicly humiliate on national TV.

      A rush of cool air blew past him, rustling the petals of the lily canberra on the table as a faint the ceiling faintly groaned. He listened but heard no telling noise—no hum of an air conditioning unit, no opening of a window. Where had the breeze originated?

      Independent of any other motion, the pale golden liquid in Grant’s wine glass rippled. The hair on the back of his neck stood on end.

      “Sabrina?”

      No answer.

      The wine rippled again.

      Grant pushed back from the table and stood. She wanted to play games? Fine. He’d catch her in the act.

      He started toward the kitchen but caught a glimpse of her radiant blonde hair outside in the garden. She was kneeling in the rich dirt, pulling weeds with a gaze focused only on her task.

      If she wasn’t behind the strange events in her house, who was? And was Sabrina ignorant of them or a willing accomplice?

      Or were the events the result of something stranger? Something as eerie as the what the Ancient Mariner had witnessed?

      
        
        
        And some in dreams assurèd were

        Of the Spirit that plagued us so;

        Nine fathom deep he had followed us

        From the land of mist and snow.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, Sabrina drove to the nearest grocery store where she bought three days’ worth of meals. Next, she stopped at Harold’s—the hodgepodge mom-and-pop corner store had groceries, bait, fresh fish, convenience store amenities, and hardware store products all under one roof.

      She picked up new sanding strips and water sealant for the porch. With the weather cooler, she could do more outside work on the house.

      “Harold, how are you?” Sabrina set her purchases on the check-out counter.

      “Well, hey there.” His weathered, brown face crinkled with his smile.

      Some of the locals continued to treat Sabrina as an outsider—the city girl who’d bought that old, abandoned beach house—but Harold never had.

      “How is your fall garden lookin’?” He rang up her items as he talked.

      “Good. Squash is almost ready. I’ll bring you some.” She handed him cash. “What’s the weather doing this evening?”

      He liked to tell people his aching joints predicted rain more accurately than any meteorologist. And darn if he wasn’t right most of the time.

      “Should be a fine evening for a moonlit stroll on the beach. You got any renters this week?”

      “Just one. A writer.”

      “A man?” He handed her the bag.

      “Yeah, a man.” She gave him an amused grin.

      “You be careful out there alone with a stranger.” He shook his head.

      “It’s okay. I give my guest contact information to my sister, and I have a cell phone and alarm system.”

      He scratched a few wiry gray hairs on his chin and looked like he wanted to pick her argument apart but decided better of it. “You take care of yourself.”

      “Always.”

      Sabrina drove home thinking of Harold’s comment. Grant didn’t seem threatening, especially the way he’d fussed over her burn. But her guest was guarded. A man with secrets. Well, everyone was entitled to their own pile of secrets.

      She had hers—packed into that jewelry sized box. A pang of sorrow struck her gut.

      Grant had pre-paid for a week to himself at her bed and breakfast. He could keep those secrets to himself.
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        * * *

      

      Grant used the opportunity Sabrina’s outing afforded him to plant his cameras. He kept them to communal areas—hallways, kitchen, dining room, and living room. He wasn’t here to spy on Sabrina, just the house and anything she may be doing to make it seem haunted. Bedrooms and bathrooms were off limits.

      Back in his room, he opened his laptop and fit all six camera images simultaneously visible on his screen to check the angles. So far, so good. And they were all small enough his hostess wouldn’t notice.

      When his phone rang, he jumped. “Norm, hey. How are you?”

      “Grant, what do you have so far?”

      “Geez, Norm. I’ve been here less than twenty-four hours.”

      His producer could be unbelievably impatient.

      “So? Any vibes?”

      “Yeah—part vacation retreat, part spooky house. A few strange things, but I haven’t found the gimmicks yet. I just got the cameras up.”

      The expensive gizmos had audio and video and automatically transitioned to night vision.

      The silence ensuing on the phone was telling, and Grant felt his palms sweat. “It’s going to be a good story,” he assured Norman. “The owner’s a single woman. The house is sixty-years old. Even when I stopped to fill my gas tank and buy snacks, the attendant reported having heard rumors about the house being haunted.”

      Norman sighed. “I need better than good. Ratings are slipping. I need great. I need an on-camera confession about faking the hauntings.”

      “Sure, no problem.”

      Grant ended the call and stared at the six little squares on his laptop screen—the dining room, the hall, the kitchen, the empty foyer.

      He pictured Sabrina’s face if he forced a confession out of her, imagined those storm-blue eyes red from crying, that bright hair falling over her cheeks. His stomach soured.

      If she’d rigged this house to seem haunted, she’d brought the fallout on herself. He told himself that twice.

      Then, on the dining-room feed, his untouched wineglass gave a tiny, solitary ripple.

      And no one was in the room at all.
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      Sabrina stood outside Grant’s door holding a tray of food. “Knock. Knock. I brought some snacks. I don’t want to bother you. I can leave them outside your door.”

      Grant opened the door looking haggard in blue jeans and a t-shirt. He stared down at the tray she carried with brows crinkled. He looked exhausted—shadowed eyes, creased shirt. Had she woken him? Or was something else wearing him thin?

      “I’m sorry if I woke you.”

      “No, you didn’t. I was just researching.”

      Was writing so stressful? Perhaps he had personal issues he also wrestled with on this retreat. She tried not to think of Harold’s words of caution about her being home alone with a stranger.

      “Thank you.” He plucked the tray from her grasp—a colorfully arranged mix of meat and cheese with three different beverages—as if it weighed nothing.

      “How’s your writing going?” She glanced at his laptop on the desk which he’d moved out onto the porch as she’d suggested.

      He set the tray down in his room and turned back toward her, the scowl vanished, and his features softened. “Ah. Slow. I haven’t been very focused.”

      “There’s a full moon tonight,” she began hopefully. “You could take a stroll along the shore. Maybe find some inspiration.”

      She needed Grant to have a positive experience—maybe leave a nice review of her bed and breakfast or tell a friend. His gaze lightened further, like moonlight itself, as he seemed to genuinely appreciate her suggestion.

      No, this man posed no threat to her. He was... he was lonely. Again, her mind tried to identify where she’d seen him before. Years ago, perhaps? But he didn’t know her, so she must be imagining the familiarity.

      If she asked him, how could that not sound like a pick-up line?

      ‘Have we met before?’ she asks in a husky voice, followed by awkward silence between them.

      Nope. Not happening.

      “A moonlit stroll sounds perfect,” Grant said.

      She backed away from him, stuffing her hands in the back pockets of her blue jean shorts. “Dinner will be ready at six. Blue crab soup. If you come early, please announce your arrival so we can avoid any more self-inflicted injuries.”

      The corner of his mouth tilted slightly upward. “I’ll be sure to thud down the stairs so you know I’m on my way.”

      “Excellent. See you then.” She retreated down the stairs and returned to the kitchen feeling like their interaction had been oddly strained. Probably her fault. She liked looking at Grant’s handsome facial features, strong jaw, and smoldering gaze. Next time, she would just leave the snack tray at the door.
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        * * *

      

      Later that evening, Grant finished his dinner in the dining room, alone again, and returned to his room to work on his manuscript as the sun set. He propped up in bed on a half dozen mini-pillows as he typed a new scene of his book, incorporating interview notes he’d taken.

      People’s reported interactions with ghosts were vastly different and seem to vary based on both the medium’s ability and the ghost’s spiritual strength. There was a mix of auditory and visual encounters—often both but sometimes only one or the other. Age of onset of a person seeing or hearing ghosts was also different. Some only saw a ghost, or ghosts, after an injury or traumatic event. Most ghosts acted helpful in some way to the medium. Rarely did they seem to have any malicious intent. The more research Grant did, the more a recurring pattern emerged: mosts ghosts seemed to have a purpose and often departed from the world of the living when that purpose had been fulfilled.

      Part of why he felt driven to do this reality show was because he did believe in the paranormal and found it offensive when people tried to pray on believers by creating make-believe haunted places. Most of the show was exposing fakes, but he’d found a few legitimate places where the paranormal dwelled.

      When Grant paused to take a break, he stepped out on the deck under the night sky, careful to put a book in the door to prevent being locked out again. The salt breeze felt instantly refreshing.

      He spotted Sabrina as her flashlight danced along the sand. A walk would be nice.

      After descending the stairs, he stepped outside onto the lower deck. Using his phone’s flashlight, he walked across the wooden bridge and onto the beach.

      He wanted to openly announce his arrival because she’d regarded him with strange apprehension at one point as she dropped off his tray. No wonder, he’d realized when he’d looked in the mirror after she’d left. His hair was a mess and his clothes wrinkled. He didn’t normally take afternoon catnaps, but the house had been quiet and peaceful as the sound of the ocean drifted through his open balcony door.

      And stress bore down on him.

      Five years and one hundred episodes later, and his show teetered on the brink of being shut down. The first three seasons had been a smash hit. When their ratings declined during season four, they’d been given one last shot to resurrect their show.

      “Good advice about the moon walk,” Grant said as Sabrina approached.

      “I’m glad you’re enjoying it. It’s better with the flashlights off. I was using mine to watch the crabs scurry about the sand.” She cut off her light.

      Grant followed her lead. They turned toward the ocean, and he admired the view—silver crested waves lapping the shore. He glimpsed Sabrina out of the corner of his eye. Soft moonlight haloed her tan skin.

      
        
        
        The moving Moon went up the sky,

        And no where did abide:

        Softly she was going up,

        And a star or two beside⁠—

      

      

      

      “What are you writing about?” Sabrina asked. “That is, if you’re comfortable sharing.”

      “A book about ghosts.”

      Her eyes narrowed as her gaze flickered back to the ocean. “You need to work on your pitch.”

      He elaborated, “The unseen threads that binds us—exploring the supernatural world of ghosts.”

      “It’s a novel?” she asked, brow furrowed slightly in confusion.

      “No.” He could have lied. He thought about it briefly, making up an alter ego so he could see where a moonlit stroll with Sabrina might lead. But he wasn’t the type of man to play make-believe—not for his own motives or to spare someone else discomfort.

      “You’re really writing about ghosts?”

      He tried to gauge her expression. She clearly didn’t believe in ghosts.

      “Yes. I have a collection of stories from a few mediums who have seen them. Some paranormal detectives, a few physicians, and a museum curator.”

      “You believe them?”

      “I do.”

      She remained silent a while. He’d obviously made her uncomfortable, but that had been the bitter point—force her in the opposite direction he wanted her to go because if she didn’t like him when the truth reared its ugly head, the ‘big reveal’ of his reality show would be easier.

      “Do you believe in ghosts?” he asked.

      “I believe in people being haunted by grief or despair or loneliness. Do I think Casper floats around scaring people? No.”

      “Which of the things you listed is haunting you?”

      Something was—evident by her dark gaze and sad smile.

      She turned her eyes from the ocean to look at him. “I used to be a nurse. I had fulfillment helping other people.”

      He waited quietly for her to continue.

      “One day, I couldn’t help people anymore.”

      He wanted to know more but didn’t press—the same way she hadn’t pressed about his belief in ghosts. Some information couldn’t be shared in a few days of knowing someone.

      She rubbed at her arms. “Anyway, I should get inside and let you enjoy your walk of inspiration.”

      “Walk with me.” The words tumbled out of his mouth, surprising even himself.

      “Okay.” Her tone echoed more of quiet surrender than eager engagement.

      “Tell me about the house. What’s it like to run a bed and breakfast?”

      They walked down the beach as Sabrina described her beach life. She worked every day on home improvements and admitted not knowing a house could be a full-time job. When she had renters, she explained, she enjoyed ensuring they had a comfortable and relaxing experience.

      She asked about his career, and he talked about travel as research for his books, omitting mentioning his haunted house show. Conversation moved to lighter topics—favorites shows, favorite books, favorite foods, favorite pastimes. He was pleased to learn they had more than a few of these overlapping.

      When they arrived back at the house, he felt drunk on moonlight and easy conversation with an interesting woman. He bid Sabrina goodnight and took the stairs two at a time to his room.

      Spotting his open laptop and the grayscale video feed, his heart sank. He was here to do a job—one likely to destroy Sabrina’s peaceful beach getaway home.

      His gaze fell on the painting with the albatross over the ship.

      
        
        
        And I had done a hellish thing,

        And it would work ’em woe:

        For all averred, I had killed the bird

        That made the breeze to blow.

      

      

      

      Feeling like a jerk, he started the shower, stripped, and tried to melt his guilt away under the hot water. After washing, he stepped into the steam-filled room and began to towel off.

      A sudden, strange squeaking noise had his pulse racing.

      He turned to the source of the noise. In the mirror above the sink, an unseen fingertip drew letters on the moisture-dense surface. His pulse beat rapidly as he stared at the word.
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      Grant backed up until his shoulders hit the cold tile wall.

      This wasn’t Sabrina.

      And it sure as hell wasn’t a trick.
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      For the next three days, Grant avoided Sabrina. He arrived for meals only after they’d been placed on the table, kept out of the kitchen and main level balcony when he heard her working in these spaces, and waited to go to the beach when she wasn’t there.

      Spending time in her presence had only further revealed a sweet, enticing disposition. However, drifting into casual, relaxed conversation and exploring the attraction he felt was an indulgence he couldn’t afford.

      He was under pressure to create a sensational show episode which was likely to infuriate her and shatter any trust they’d been building.

      He stared at his laptop and the photo he’d taken of the words on his bathroom mirror.

      
        
        LEAVE

      

      

      A chill spread through him, as it had every time he looked at the image. Ironically, the very word would ensure he stayed. This was no trick. He saw the writing of the word as it appeared. He’d tried talking to the spirit every evening since it had delivered its message but received no response. He added a camera to his bathroom, directed only at the mirror.

      Three days passed, and no sign of the ghost in his mirror. He had, however, recorded flickering lights in the dining room. He hoped the apparition showed itself. He desperately didn’t want to resort to a seance.

      His phone rang, and he answered it. “Hi, Norm. How are you?”

      “Grant, do you have anything else? I saw the footage you sent me yesterday.”

      Grant stood and paced the porch. “The footage is intriguing. I think we may be dealing with the real thing here. I was hoping we could take an angle like we did with the Cane Plantation in the third season—sort of a cliffhanger that this could be a truly haunted house.”

      Norm let out a huff. “I looked at the footage you sent me. Flashing lights? Not real impressive. While the photo of the mirror is creepy, you don’t have any video of it happening so the audience will be as unconvinced as I am. We’ll need more than this.”

      “I’m working on it. I still have time.”

      There was a moment of awkward silence which was quite unusual for Norm. “Just to be clear, you’re not avoiding calling this case a fraud because of that Sabrina woman, right?”

      “What is that supposed to mean?” A flush spread up Grant’s neck.

      “I looked at the raw footage. You’ve got a couple clips of her walking through the dining room. She’s a looker. You’d do good to get her to consent to be on screen.”

      Grant’s jaw tightened. He looked out over the wide spread of ocean. The waves, sloshing and chopping at one another mimicked his own unease.

      Sabrina came jogging down the beach, heading toward her kayak just as he’d seen on his first day at the beach house. He enjoyed her company and felt bad for avoiding her.

      “Okay. Brutal honesty. She’s a pretty woman, and I’m attracted to her. But that doesn’t change the fact a ghost is haunting this place. I’ve found no evidence fraudulent behavior, and I will make a phenomenal story from this paranormal encounter.” Attraction was one thing. Compromising the show was another. He wasn’t that guy.

      “Good. I like the determination I’m hearing. Also, watch the weather radar. There's a tropical storm brewing. Weathermen are bickering over a few different projected trajectories. If it does come close to you, get some dramatic footage of storm clouds and lightning over the beach.”

      “Yeah, I can do that with the drone.”

      “I like that. Be careful with the drone if the storm gets too close. That little rascal cost a fair chunk of change.”

      “It’s going to be a great episode, Norm,” Grant assured him.

      “We’re all counting on it.”

      We.

      People’s jobs were dependent on him getting more footage on this ghost. The cast consisted of the production crew, editors, and a musician composing the score. Grant needed to discover the spirit’s purpose and make it a story worth sharing.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Sabrina knelt in the dirt, ferociously pulling weeds from her garden. Several days had passed since her moonlit stroll with Grant, and he’d been emitting a cool vibe. In fact, he’d been completely avoiding her.

      She suspected she knew why. He had seemed familiar to her those first few days of his arrival, but she couldn't place him. Then, the night of their beach walk, when he was spouting about ghosts being real, her memory began to click into place.

      At first, she had her doubts, but after their walk, she went to her computer and did an internet search. Her stomach had dropped when his headshot and show logo filled the screen. He was the Grant Dalton—star of a reality show about haunted places.

      She knew what people said about this place. This was no writing retreat for him. She’d bet the house that his entire presence at her bed and breakfast was a sham. That night, she’d wanted to confront him and throw it all back in his face. Instead, she bottled her emotions and channeled her frustration into housework.

      The phone in her pocket buzzed. She retrieved it, smearing dirt on her shorts and phone. “Hello?”

      “Hi, Sabrina, just calling to check on you,” Lee Ann said.

      “I’m fine. Pissed off, but I’m fine.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “My guest writer wanting a beach getaway for inspiration turns out to be none other than the Grant Dalton of the haunted house reality show. No way he’s here to work on a book. He’s here about the house and the rumors of it being haunted … rumors I had nothing to do with. He’s here to put me on camera and accuse me of inventing reports of ghosts. Like all of the other victims on his show.”

      “Oh, I know that show. Oh man, some people are made to look really manipulative.”

      Sabrina stood and brushed the dirt off her knees. “Well, he’s the manipulative one.”

      “What will you do?” her sister asked.

      “I want to expose him and tell him to get the hell off my property." Truthfully, part of her wanted to kick him out, and part of her wanted to believe he genuinely liked her. In reality, she’d probably been played. He’d been trying to get her defenses down by talking about some make-believe ghost book he was writing, all the while angling to trip her up so she’d start talking about her house. Maybe he was even recording the entire conversation.

      “You could hold it in. Spring his own trap back on him when he tries to expose you. Play his game.”

      Sabrina considered this as she walked down to the beach to rinse off. Grant had already pre-paid for his stay, and there’d be no getting a good review from him about her bed and breakfast—hence, there were no disadvantages to biding her time and letting things play out against him.

      She hadn’t concocted a fake haunted house, and Grant Dalton would bury himself in his own deceit.
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        * * *

      

      Grant lounged on the balcony attached to his room and stared out over the ocean. He hadn't written many words that day. He was distracted thinking about the moonlight stroll with Sabrina.

      The woman had an amazing work ethic. She was always in motion—gardening, food preparation, cleaning. He might have been using brain power for his book writing, but he began to feel like a sloth in comparison to her.

      Then, there was this ghost issue. A real ghost. Would that be sensational enough if they took the right angle on the show? They could unfold Grant’s uncovered pieces of evidence. But without direct visualization of the ghost—which was highly unlikely based on what Grant knew of the paranormal—how sensational could it be? Every story needed a beginning a middle and an end to enthrall viewers.

      He needed to know the ghost’s purpose.

      What’s the story here?

      So far, he had the photograph of the mirror and a few bizarre pieces of footage from the dining room camera. Not enough.

      He needed great, according to his producer.

      He needed a miracle.

      He walked downstairs and followed the sound of a low electric hum and found Sabrina on her hands and knees sanding the porch. Not wanting to say anything and startle her as she wielded an electric power tool, he didn’t venture out onto the deck.

      Instead, he went to the kitchen where he found her meal plan tacked to the refrigerator. Taco night.

      If he couldn’t alter the trajectory of his show or his need to unravel the mystery of the ghost, he could at least brown some meat and pretend, for one evening, that they were just two normal people having dinner.
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        * * *

      

      Covered in sawdust and sweat, Sabrina made her way to the beach. She stripped to her swimsuit and waded into the crisp ocean water. She’d still need to shower, but at least the ocean would wash away a layer of grime. The deck was half sanded now, and she loved seeing the evolution of her work successfully restoring the old house.

      When she returned home—towel dried and dressed—the scent of chili powder and Cayenne pepper filled the air. In the kitchen, she found Grant stirring ground beef as it simmered on the stove.

      A sudden strange sensation of intimacy struck her at the sight of a man in her kitchen cooking. “What are you doing?”

      Grant turned and flashed a disarming smile. “Cooking. I needed to get my nose out of my writing and computer screen and feel useful. I saw your note on the refrigerator—taco night.” He wore slacks and his shirt rolled at the sleeves again.

      She washed her hands. “Yes, but you’re here to relax as a guest, not cook.” Her gaze fell to the lettuce, tomatoes, and onions already chopped and ready for the tacos.

      Drying her hands, she turned toward the kitchen table, set for two.

      “Have dinner with me?” His back was to her as he scooped the seasoned ground beef into a serving dish. “Some company would be nice for a change.”

      She almost said no. “Okay.” She spoke the word hesitantly.

      This was an invitation from the man who’d been a recluse the last three days after long lingering gazes on a moonlit beach. What was his new angle? Is this how he would reveal his true purpose? Was this her chance to spring her own trap?

      “I’ll grab the avocados and cilantro.” She reached for the fridge.

      “I had to use all of your cilantro.”

      “For what?” But she saw in the refrigerator a beautiful bowl brimming with chunky guacamole. “Homemade,” she said in awe. She pulled it out along with the salsa she’d made earlier and put them on the table.

      When all of the taco components adorned the table, Sabrina sat.

      “Oh. Almost forgot.” Grant retrieved two glasses from the freezer. “Margaritas—on the rocks since I gave up looking for a blender.” He stirred the drinks before setting them down on the table.

      “I’m amazed you found as much as you did. This looks wonderful.” She dipped a chip in the guacamole and her taste buds sprang to life—cilantro, jalapeno, tomato, onion, lime, and salt. She groaned her delight. “Wow.”

      Grant layered his tacos. “I’m glad you like it.”

      “It is perfect. It’s especially perfect after a day of outdoor manual labor.” She used the fresh table ingredients to make a taco salad.

      “How are the renovations coming?” he asked.

      She swallowed another bite of guacamole, not letting her guard down. He wanted small talk? She could do small talk. “Good. I power washed the porch and then started sanding. Another day of sanding and I can seal it. Oh, I should have considered the noise. Did the sander disrupt your tranquility?”

      “No, no. It’s fine. Tell me about the house.”

      She took a long drink of the margarita before giving him a narrowed gaze. “I was wondering when you were going to ask.”

      He blinked at her.

      “A man writing a book about ghosts doesn’t just happen to spend the week at a place rumored to be haunted.”

      “Busted.” He leaned back in his chair.

      “Has your time spent here satisfied your curiosity?”

      “Your house is haunted.”

      Despite his earnest declaration, she couldn’t keep a straight face.

      “You’re amused,” he said.

      She arched an eyebrow. “Should I be scared? People have been calling this house haunted even before I moved in here. Apparently, the lady I purchased it from told the locals it was haunted. Then, a few guests commented on strange happenings and even went so far as to post about them on social media. I find this place cozy, not spooky.”

      “You shouldn’t be afraid. Ghosts usually linger to help themselves or help the living. I’ve rarely heard of anything malicious on their part.” He ate his taco.

      Half-way through her taco salad, she set her fork down. “What makes you think—after a few days visiting—I have ghosts?”

      “Just one, I think. And I’ve seen activity inexplicable except by paranormal standards.”

      “I haven’t seen anything, and I’ve been here a year.”

      “Some people are more receptive to seeing and interacting with ghosts. My abilities are modest at best. But I believe the real reason you don’t see any strange activity is because of the necklace you wear.”

      She reached up and touched the silver pendant. “The previous owner gave this to me. For luck.”

      “It’s a symbol of life and a protective medallion. In ancient Egyptian, the ankh symbolized protection, like the Christian cross. The spirit can’t come near you.” He drank his margarita.

      “You’re saying if I stop wearing this, I’d start seeing ghosts?”

      “No. But the ghost haunting this place may be able to communicate with you in other ways.”

      She leaned back as she drank the last of her margarita.

      “You don’t believe a word I’m saying.” When he spoke his words in a wistful tone, she knew he wasn’t surprised. He was probably accustomed to people’s disbelief.

      “You’re a grown man, Grant, telling me you see ghosts.”

      Looking troubled, he moved his plate away and wiped his mouth with a napkin. “I have another confession to make. I am a writer, but I also host a show called Your Haunted House. I came here to see if the rumors were true.”

      “I was wondering if you would tell me what you’re up to or just spring the news on me with a camera in my face.” Her cheeks grew hot.

      He looked stricken. “You knew who I was? All this time?”

      “Not at first.” She stood and began clearing the table. Irritation flaring through her.

      She’d planned to the savor the moment when she exposed him and taught him a lesson in humility. But she felt no victory gloat. She had only warring emotions about a man she wanted to like, his strange belief in the supernatural, and his plan to make a fool of her on his show. She’d watched enough shows to know the outcomes—people’s lies exposed on camera with confessions through teary-eyed agony. He’d get none of that from her.

      Grant moved around her, clearing the table as she began storing leftovers.

      “I should have told you.” His voice was low, anguished.

      “That’s not how the show works though, right? You have to be secretive to catch someone in a lie. Well, now you’re caught in your own.”

      “I never lied.”

      “True. Deceit, then.”

      He winced at her hurtful words, though it gave her no satisfaction to shame him.

      They moved to washing dishes, working side by side. She tried not to admire how he hadn’t slunk away to his room once his identity and intentions were brought to light.

      “Why didn’t you kick me out when you deduced who I was?” He dried the now clean margarita glasses and shelved them.

      “You’re a paying customer. Besides, part of me wanted to know what you’d find. I wanted to know what made people think this place was haunted. Of course, I never expected you to tell me it is actually haunted. I was hoping for a rational, scientific explanation.”

      He extended the towel and turned toward her. “I’m sorry, Sabrina. For not being honest with you.”

      When she took the towel, their hands brushed briefly, sending a jolt of warmth through her. She dried her hands, not making eye contact.

      She tried to cling to her anger toward him, but it drained through her like water through her fingers. He had told her the truth, but not at a time or in a way to attempt to publicly humiliate her. His actions held dignity.

      “I can honestly tell you that everyone who has been on the show has financially benefited from it. Even the ones caught in lies.”

      “Has anyone ever sued?” she asked.

      He pursed his lips. “Yes. Twice. And we settled.”

      “I’m not asking because I want to sue. I don’t know why I asked. I guess to get a sense of how manipulated people were made to feel.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “And I thought we shared chemistry on the beach.” She kept the vulnerability out of her voice. “Perhaps that was my imagination. Or maybe that’s just how you get people to let their guard down.”

      “It wasn’t your imagination. And I’ve never taken a moonlit stroll as a tool of deception.” He turned and faced her with a pleading expression. “Forgive me?”

      A long moment of silence stretched between them.

      “I’m thinking about it.” For now, that was the most she could give.

      He gave her a boyish grin. “While you’re thinking about forgiving me, let me show you something remarkable.”

      “Show me what?”

      “Proof.” His gaze flicked toward the stairs. “Of what’s really in this house.”

      “Wait here,” Grant said. “I’ll bring my laptop down.”

      “Okay. Mysterious much?” She watched him go, the echo of his footsteps on the stairs.

      “You have no idea,” he said, voice trailing.

      Proof. Of a ghost?

      A chill feathered down her spine—half fear, half curiosity.
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      Grant returned with his laptop and sat beside Sabrina on the couch. She wore shorts and a pink T-shirt over her swimsuit and smelled like salt water from her beach swim and tequila from the margarita.

      He’d been part ashamed, part relieved she’d called him out on his dishonesty. After her initial flare of anger, she seemed more curious than upset. She had every right to throw him out of her house, but for some reason she hadn’t done so.

      He rarely confessed to people that he could sense ghosts. There simply weren’t enough people in the world like him or enough proof. He would lose all credibility as a show host. Hosting a debunking show while secretly believing made him feel like a fraud on both sides of the camera.

      This probably explained why his book progressed at a snail’s pace. How could he reveal real ghost stories to a critical public who’d ridicule and debase him?

      Tonight, he would see if he could make a believer out of just one person. Start small with one skeptic.

      “I’m sorry about the cameras. I installed them in public places only and none of these feeds would be used in the documentary without loads of legal documents and your written permission.” He continued despite her reproachful glance and flare of her nostrils, “But the cameras captured something incredible. I’ve got these little video snippets, recording the overhead light glowing brighter. And it occurs six times each day.”

      She leaned forward, watching the flicker of light. “What’s this one?” She pointed to the single jpg image of the bathroom mirror.

      “Ah.” He chuckled. “This is a picture of your ghost telling me to leave.”

      “The ghost left that message for you?” Her eyebrows shot up.

      “Wrote it right before my eyes.”

      “And you didn’t run away screaming?”

      “I’m not afraid of ghosts. And there’s often a reason they’re still lingering. Running away screaming benefits no one,” Grant said.

      “If the ghost has a purpose, why tell you to leave?” she asked.

      “Maybe he or she is protecting you.”

      “From you?” She laughed.

      “From strangers putting cameras in your home.”

      “Hmm. Point taken. I should be thanking it, then.” She scowled before her eyes darted back to his screen. “Slow it down. Frame by frame.”

      He smiled at her enthusiasm, interest, and cleverness. He moved it frame by frame, pausing at the frame where the glowing light appeared most defined.

      He held his breath, waiting to see if she could identify what was hidden there. Coleridge’s poem sprang to his mind again.

      
        
        
        A speck, a mist, a shape, I wist!

        And still it neared and neared:

        As if it dodged a water-sprite,

        It plunged and tacked and veered.

      

      

      

      “It’s a symbol,” she said.

      “Yes. Each flicker captures a symbol.” He brought up another image.

      “These six today.”
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      She stared for a long moment. “They’re numbers, just rotated the wrong way. See? That’s a 2 upside down. And that one’s a 0, just flipped.”

      “You’re right. If I rotate them correctly in order of when they appeared, we get 011828.” He showed her the new image.
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      “An address? Winning lottery numbers?” she asked.

      “Let me line this up with previous days, and then tell me your thoughts.”

      Sabrina ran a hand through her hair. “And we’re sure this isn’t just an electrical anomaly?”

      He showed her the numbers in rows.
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      “They’re getting smaller.” She gasped her realization. “Zero days, eleven hours, twenty-eight minutes,” she murmured. “Grant … it’s counting down in real time.“

      “Exactly. I just figured this out today.” He rested a hand on her shoulder.

      “A countdown to what?”

      “I need to ask the ghost that question.”

      She made a slight motion to move back from him, but he set down the laptop and took her hands. Soft and warm, but no stranger to manual labor with their small calluses.

      “Do this with me, please,” he implored. “If nothing happens, you can throw me out and dismiss it as a ruse. If we communicate, then you’ll be the first person I’ve shared all of this with, and maybe you’ll believe me as we learn what the ghost thinks will happen when the countdown is finished.”

      Sabrina’s lips quirked. “My negative, skeptical energy isn’t going to drive the ghost away?”

      “No. That’s just fake psychic mumbo jumbo. But I do need you to leave your necklace off for this.”
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        * * *

      

      Sabrina sat across from Grant at the dining room table. She’d removed her necklace per his request and left it on her dresser and felt oddly exposed without it.

      He’d arranged candles around the room and incense on the table surface between them. The cinnamon smell wafted through the air.

      She might have been unnerved by the idea of summoning a ghost, but Grant appeared adorably flummoxed. He consulted one of his books on how to arrange the candles and incense. His discomfort and absence of any rehearsed motions with the preparations actually set her at ease.

      With her permission, he angled his camera to capture the center of the table, excluding a view of Sabrina. She had no desire to make an appearance on any of Grant’s footage, legal permission or not.

      Grant rubbed his hands together. “Ready?” His voice held an excited, nervous energy.

      “You’re the captain of this ship. I’m only a spectator.” She couldn’t help but be amused and entertained by his enthusiasm.

      “Spirit of this house,” Grant closed his eyes and lifted his hands into the air, “I call upon you to reveal yourself.”

      Sabrina watched the lazy smoke from the incense drift upward. They sat in silence for a good sixty seconds.

      “Is it me?” she asked. “Maybe I’m not a believer, and I’m messing it up.” He’d said that couldn’t happen, but did he really know?

      Grant shook his head. “Spirit, commune with us,” he commanded.

      After thirty seconds of no response, he dropped his hands to his side. “Well, I feel like an idiot. I’ve no idea what I’m doing.” He sounded more like a boy at his first audition than a jaded host a hundred episodes in.

      “If it is any consolation, you looked good doing it.”

      He gave her a lopsided grin which sent her heart fluttering.

      Between them, the incense smoke began to twist unnaturally. It thickened and congregated a foot above the table, behaving more like bloated clouds than smoke. The temperature in the room seemed to drop a few degrees. The gray streams swirled in a circle as wisps tentacled outward, forming the word SABRINA.
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      After a minute, the cloud-like smoke dissipated, and the incense extinguished.

      Sabrina swallowed, feeling a little breathless at having seen her name materialized out of smoke. “That was creepy. I think I’ll put my necklace back on now if this is what I’ve been missing.”

      Grant rested his hands on the table, staring at the center of the table. “I don’t understand. The ghost tells me to leave, then we uncover a countdown, and it finishes with your name. What’s the point of lingering as a spirit, if you can’t more clearly express yourself?”

      “I’m sorry it’s frustrating for you.”

      “I’m more frustrated with myself than anything.” He ran a hand through his hair. “I’m not much of a medium.”

      “Oh, I don’t know. I’ve only known you for less than a week, and already I’ve seen more paranormal activity from you than during my lifetime before your arrival.”

      He looked up at her with a pair of grateful brown eyes.

      She turned away and stood. “But I don’t know what to make of cryptic messages, and it’s late.” She was too wound to be tired.

      All the talk of paranormal activity had her head spinning. And the more time she spent with Grant, the more she liked him. She couldn’t let herself become too attached to a man who’d be moving on soon to the next haunted house.

      “I’ll see you in the morning,” she said.

      Grant remained seated at the table. A droop of disappointment tugging the corners of his mouth created a slight pouty dejection, like a teenager denied the keys to borrow the car.

      Sabrina kept her smile to herself and patted his shoulder in a measure of comfort before going upstairs.
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        * * *

      

      Grant woke with a start, sitting up in bed. He listened, trying to figure out what had dragged him from sleep. He slung off the covers, intending to check the bathroom since that was the only place in his room the ghost had previously revealed itself.

      “Grant?” A tentative woman’s voice at his door.

      “Sabrina?” In three quick strides, he arrived at the door and pulled it open.

      “Are you okay?” she asked. She wore pink cotton pajamas, revealing bare legs and arms.

      Grant was reminded of the first day he saw her—white swimsuit against tan skin.

      He cleared his throat. “I was going to ask you the same thing.”

      She glanced around him into his room. “I thought I heard noises.” She chuckled nervously. “I’m probably hearing things or overreacting to the normal squeaks and moans of this old house.” She wrapped her arms around herself. “All this ghost talk. I guess I’m having trouble sleeping.”

      “Me too. Every time I close my eyes, I see the countdown—glowing letters in swirling smoke. How about this?” He opened the door wider, walked to the bed, and smoothed the comforter over the top. “We’ll watch a show on my laptop as a distraction.” He piled the pillows against the headboard. “And with a thousand decorative pillows, it will feel like we’re on a sofa.” He began moving the pillows he’d stacked in one corner back onto the bed.

      He wouldn’t normally invite a potential show guest into his room, but there was nothing normal about this house or his interaction with its owner.

      She stepped tentatively into the room.

      “I’m open to other suggestions,” he said, “but you don’t have a living room set up to watch shows. And this spot is more comfortable than the couch downstairs.”

      “You don’t like my pillows?”

      “I like your pillows. I’ve just never slept in a bed where the pillows occupied more space than I do.”

      She sat and leaned back on the mound of pillows. “What are we watching?”

      “How about anything but ghost stories or horror?” He brought his laptop over and placed it between them on the bed to let her know his intentions were purely platonic.

      He’d crossed enough lines by invading her home with his cameras, summoning ghosts in her dining room, and stealing small moments of physical contact with her. Anything more was unconscionable.

      She crossed her legs as she scrunched her face in contemplation. “Something with action.”

      “The world needs saving and only one man can do it?”

      She smiled. “Yes. Or one woman.”

      “Hmm. How about Tomb Raider?”

      “Yes! Tomb Raider. Good idea.”

      He logged into his computer and found the movie online. To his relief, the ghost didn’t make another appearance that night. Grant’s cameras still filmed the light flickering in the dining room downstairs, but he would follow up on those recordings tomorrow. For now, he enjoyed the show and the proximity to Sabrina.

      He noticed she’d put the necklace back on.
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        * * *

      

      Half-way through the movie, Sabrina and Grant laughed at themselves for picking a show with a count-down to catastrophic doom.

      They turned off the movie, and Grant closed his laptop.

      It was after midnight, and Sabrina knew she should go back to her own room. Yet, something of Grant’s transition tonight to friendly behavior had her wanting to linger longer.

      She ran a finger over the healing burn on her forearm, remembering what his initial touch had felt like—gentle yet strong, simultaneously grounding her and carrying her into the lightness of floating, as if on glassy, tranquil sea water.

      Grant copied her, touching a tender finger to her skin. “I still feel bad about that.”

      Before she could speak, his finger trailed down to her hand where his hand settled gently.

      “Why do you isolate yourself out here? Why did you leave nursing?” he asked.

      She stiffened, but he kept hold of her hand, stroking it lazily with his thumb in soothing motions. She wondered if he’d looked her up on the internet after she told him she was a nurse. She couldn’t fault him. She’d done the same when she’d realized who he was, only to discover he was quite the celebrity in some circles.

      What would her confession to a stranger matter? He could judge her and leave. Was he a stranger? They’d shared a meal, he’d watched her name appear in smoke, and held her hand in a séance. Talking with him would buy her a little more time by his side—an unfamiliar place which surprisingly offered security and peace of mind.

      “I caused the death of a patient.” She paused, anticipating repulsion from him, but he didn’t shrink back from her. “He was seventeen and had
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