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Praise for Ghosted


‘A delicious second-chance romance with a ghostly twist. It’s an episode of Paranormal Investigations but with more sass and the Winchester boy of your dreams. A spooky delight!’ Steffanie Holmes, author of Fangs for Nothing

‘Spooky, swoony and sexy, Ghosted made me want to believe (in love).’ Jodi McAlister, author of An Academic Affair

‘Equal parts heart-racing thrills and heartwarming moments, it gave me all the best kinds of chills. Amy Hutton is a master of spooky romance.’ Karina May, author of That Island Feeling

‘A perfect blend of spooky and romantic. Lovers of paranormal romance will devour this.’ Alexandra Almond, author of Thoroughly Disenchanted

‘Spooky, funny and sexy! Ghosted had me guessing – but the romance kept this scaredy-cat from jumping out of her skin. Cosy up, this is the perfect spooky season read.’ Melanie Saward, author of Love Unleashed

‘Atmospheric, spooky, pacy romance… For those who like their romance with a side of adventure, action and eerie haunted houses.’ Clare Fletcher, author of Love Match

‘This book cast a spell on me! Ghosted is a page-turning, genre-bending delight full of sizzling, slow-burn chemistry, second chances, and a mystery that will keep you guessing (and swooning) right to the last page.’ Natalie Murray, author of Lights, Camera, Love
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CHAPTER ONE

Pain sears through my cheek, my shoulder, my back. I’m sprawled across the floor, my face pressed to the boards and my hip lodged painfully against the fireplace. I wince at the pounding in my head, so furious it’s like a tiny person’s inside there, attempting to jackhammer their way out. My eyes cautiously flicker open, and I blink, trying to focus. The last thing I remember is hollering a string of Latin at a pissed-off ghost as it heaved me skyward and tossed me across the room. After that, nothing.

‘Ms Daniels, are you with me?’

The voice oozes into my consciousness as if filtered through pudding. I will my mind to clear, squinting against the stabbing in my eyeballs, and take a quick mental sweep of my body. Feet, legs, arms, hands. It all hurts, but it all seems to be working.

‘I’m fine, Mrs Tyler.’ I wobble as I stand, barely containing a groan. It’s not as if it’s the first time I’ve been thrown into a wall by an angry spirit. You’d think I’d be used to it by now.

Mrs Tyler puts a hand to her heart. ‘For a moment there I thought you were dead.’

‘I’m not that easy to get rid of.’ I offer what I hope is a reassuring smile and not the pain-filled grimace I suspect it is.

‘I’m glad to hear it, dear.’ She grips my arm. ‘But did your spell work? Is the spirit gone?’ Then she whispers, ‘Did you see it? Please tell me it wasn’t my darling Alfred.’

This is the part of the job I hate the most. The part where I lie. The ghost was Mrs Tyler’s darling Alfred; I recognised his leering face from the photo beside the older woman’s bed. His suit was even the same.

Most people think ghosts are vaporous and floaty, or that they glitch like the spirits in horror movies. But for me, that’s not how they present. The ones that I confront, the ones that don’t move on after death, just look like humans. Humans with something a little off about them. Something in their appearance that looks… well… dead.

Mrs Tyler’s husband – or rather, his spirit – has been tormenting her for months. But there’s nothing to be gained by telling her that; it would only break her heart even more. So instead, I squeeze her hand and tell her what she wants to hear.

‘No, it wasn’t him. And yes, it’s gone. I sent it on to the next plane. It’ll be at peace now.’

That’s what I tell all my clients because it seems to comfort them. It could be true; honestly, I don’t know. I have no idea where the spirits I rid the world of are sent. Heaven, hell, outer space – I really don’t care. One less dead person hanging around past their use-by date is all that matters to me.

‘Do you have someone you can call to come and sit with you, Mrs Tyler? You’ve had a bit of a night. Or I can book you an Uber if you’d rather stay somewhere else?’

I pull my phone from the pocket of my backpack. My eyes flutter closed at the text message that greets me. The one that came through just as I was heading out tonight. The one that’s probably responsible for the break in focus that sent me into a wall. The one from Callum Jefferies. Paranormal investigator, podcast host, and – what was he? Ex almost boyfriend? I press my lips together, take a deep breath and turn back to Mrs Tyler with a smile.

‘Don’t worry about me, dear,’ she says, ‘I’ll be fine. There’s no one to call anyway. My family moved upstate some time ago, and my friends are all dead, or so old they wish they were.’ Her face crinkles with a resigned smile.

I study the woman smiling at me. She’s immaculate. Despite everything we’ve just been through, her silver bun is still neat as a pin and her pants as crisp as if they just came off the hanger. Wealth practically drips from her. Her apartment on New York City’s Upper East Side is so large my tiny East Village condo could tuck inside it three times over. But Mrs Tyler doesn’t have a single person she can turn to. Not a living soul.

The shock of realisation hits me so hard I wobble on my feet. This is how I’m going to end up – completely alone.

I try to recall the last time I spoke to someone other than a client, the barista at my favourite coffee spot or the Uber driver who delivers my pho. If I dropped dead tomorrow, would anyone notice? Weeks could pass before my body was discovered rotting on my apartment floor, my bones gnawed on by rats. And that is all on me. What else can I expect when I shut everyone out? I take a breath. If I don’t make a change, my existence will be reduced to… well, this. I’m going to have to rejoin the world of the living, no matter how frightening that prospect might be.

Mrs Tyler clutches my arm again, and I’m so lost in my thoughts I jump.

‘Sorry dear. We’re both a bit jittery.’ She laughs lightly. ‘I just want to confirm that you’re absolutely confident the spirit is gone.’

I pat her hand. ‘I promise it’s gone. That ghost won’t bother you again. Trust me – this is what I do, and I never fail.’



Back at my apartment, I stare at my phone on the coffee table, Callum’s message staring back at me. I need do something about it, because apparently frowning at it won’t make it go away. I could ignore it, I’ve done that before, or I could delete it – I’ve done that too. Or I could be a professional and answer him. It’s not like he’s just saying hi. He’s messaging me about a job.

I press a pack of frozen peas to the bump on my forehead, hoping it’ll quell the jackhammering in my skull, and read the message one more time. My nose scrunches up at his easy tone.



Hi Holly. Hope you’re good. I have a job you might be interested in. Feel like teaming up again? I could do with your help. C





Callum and I haven’t spoken for nearly two years. What could possibly be so compelling that he’d ask for my help after all this time? Especially given how whatever it was between us ended. I sigh. I guess there’s only one way to find out.



What’s the job?





Three dots appear as he types a new message. Then disappear. Then reappear. Then…



Can we discuss over coffee? There’s a lot of detail.





My stomach lurches. Coffee?

Seeing Callum is not something I’d intended to ever do again. Sure, I’ve wondered what it would be like to see him. I’ve rehearsed what I would say to him over and over. I just didn’t think it would happen. At least, I knew I wouldn’t be the one to make it happen, so…

I tap my finger on my phone as I think.

If it’s a real haunting, I should probably look into it. If he’s asked for my help, there must be a good reason. Tap. Tap. Tap. We can meet, talk over the job, then I can decide what to do. Tap. Tap. Tap. And if someone is being harassed by a ghost, I should help, regardless of my feelings about the situation. That’s my job. I nod to myself. Right. I’ll meet with him and see what he has to say.

Anxiety quickly takes hold making my whole body clench. I exhale a breathy groan. I’m being ridiculous. Why am I the nervous one? He’s the one who screwed everything up. I tap out a frustrated message.



Can meet at my office tomorrow, 10 am. Do you need address?





I put my phone on the coffee table and try not to stare at it. When a new ding comes almost immediately, my stomach lurches again.



I’ve got the address.





Another ding.



I’ll bring coffee. See you then.









CHAPTER TWO

I’m in a dimly lit musty room, the earthen scent filling my nostrils. Iron sconces along the wall hold candles that throw long shadows across the rough-hewn beams of the ceiling.

In the middle of the dirt-covered floor, a young girl kneels. She can’t be more than sixteen. The cloth of her simple grey dress is clutched in her fist and blonde hair pokes messily from beneath her white bonnet. Three men tower over her, their faces shrouded by their black wide-brimmed hats.

Her cry rips through the air.

‘Be still,’ the first man says, almost gently. ‘We know what you are.’

The girl’s wail quietens to a whimper. ‘I am nothing, sir. I swear it.’

‘Liar,’ the second man growls. His voice is deeper and filled with contempt. ‘You are an abomination.’

The girl wails again, furiously shaking her head.

‘An abomination which must be struck from this earth,’ the third man adds. He says it so calmly, matter-of-factly, that a shiver runs the length of my spine.

‘No, sir. No.’ She looks up at him, pleading.

He reaches out and touches her cheek, and for a moment I think her entreaties have swayed him. But then a glint of candle-light bounces off a silver dagger, its blade decorated with a strange engraving, its heavy wooden hilt gripped tight in his fist.

I gasp and cry ‘Stop!’, sure of what will happen next. But no one turns, because no one hears me.

The girl calls out too, her eyes widening in terror. ‘Please!’

But the man lifts his arm high in the air and swoops the weapon down.

She screams as the knife plunges into her breast, her hands pawing at the wound, her dress quickly turning scarlet as her life spills out of her, soaking the material and spreading over the floor.

I want to go to her, but my feet won’t move. I’m frozen and mute. All I can do is watch in horror as the girl’s cries slowly become a gurgle.

One last pleading sob slips past her lips, then, with a soft exhale, she slumps to the ground, her terrified eyes now glassy and lifeless.

The men step forward and huddle over the girl’s crumpled form, their heads bowing as they mutter a chant I cannot hear. Then the room darkens, and the men vanish. In the silence that follows, I hear a voice.

‘Holly. Let us in.’



The dream rattles me. I’m used to nightmares, they come with the job – battling ghosts does not bring a peaceful night’s sleep. But something about this one feels different. Like I was there, but not there. A silent audience, bearing witness to something so grisly and real…

I pull on my boots and tie the laces as I try to shake off the dream, but I can’t get the image of the girl out of my mind, nor the voice, and the way it said my name. Holly. Let us in. A disembodied voice that somehow knows me personally? Yeah, that’s not creepy at all.

I rub at my head, still tender from colliding with Mrs Tyler’s wall. And all the muscles that ached last night ache twice as much today. I’m so tired, I could fall asleep standing up. And if that’s not enough to make me edgy, I’m due to meet Callum. Butterflies swarm my stomach as I close my apartment door.

I tug my leather jacket closer to shut out the fall chill as I march along the leaf-strewn sidewalk, it’s golden litter grubby from the city grime swishing around my boots. I need to figure out exactly what I’m going to say to him.

Hi, Callum. Casual, with a smile. Callum. Surly, with a frown. Hello, Callum. Cool and professional. That’s it. This is about a job; the best way to handle it is to be cool and professional, to be at my desk looking busy and one hundred per cent composed when he arrives. Hello Callum, please take a seat.

But he’s early. As I round the corner to my office, he’s already there, leaning against the wall. Well, shit.

He’s scrolling through his phone with one hand while balancing a cardboard tray holding two large coffees in the other. His sunglasses are pushed back over his light brown hair, which he still wears short, and the sun shimmers on the pale skin of his cheeks. I don’t know what I was expecting but he looks the same, dressed head to toe in black, right down to his motorcycle boots – the ones he always wears even though he doesn’t ride a motorcycle – and totally at ease. That was something I always admired in him; he exudes easiness. Always open, cheerful and relaxed. Three things I’m not.

He suddenly shifts his stance, pushing off the wall and rolling his shoulders, and I dart into the closest doorway before he can spot me.

I scrunch my eyes closed. This is not a good start. I considered cancelling my meeting with Callum around three hundred and eighty-two times this morning. Back and forth, back and forth. I just don’t know if it’s a smart move to put myself through this. I guess I could still text him and pull out. Or I could just hide in this doorway until he’s gone. But what if he walks past? That would be awkward.

I tsk at myself. I’m being ridiculous again, and cancelling on him last minute is not who I am and not who I intend to be, no matter the circumstances. We’re only discussing a case. Besides, I face ghosts for a living, I can face Callum Jefferies.

With a deep, steadying breath, I square my shoulders, set my jaw, step onto the pavement and call his name.

Callum glances up, and the most spectacular smile lights up his face.

My butterflies flap wildly.

‘Here she is. My favourite ghostbuster,’ he says, slipping his phone into the back pocket of his jeans.

My butterflies turn into angry bats. ‘Don’t call me that. You know I don’t like it.’

‘Sorry. Let me start that again. Hi, Holly.’ He gives me a cheery wave teamed with an even broader smile.

‘Hello, Callum.’ My cheeks prickle with warmth.

‘I see you’re still wearing your ruby slippers.’ He nods to my cherry-red Doc Marten boots. ‘I always loved the way they perfectly matched your hair. You cut it shorter. It suits you.’

My hair used to fall past my shoulders, but now I have a choppy bob that sits just below my ears.

‘I cut it a while ago.’ I fuss with my windswept bangs, then lift my gaze to meet his eyes. Big mistake. They’re greener than I remember them – vibrant, and strikingly bright, with gold flecks that circle the pupils.

When I first met Callum two years ago, his eyes were the first thing I noticed about him. Not just their extraordinary colour, but their kindness, and the way they danced with humour and mischief. A perfect reflection of who he was. Who I thought he was.

I wiggle past him, easily ducking under his arm, and unlock my office door. I inherited my office from my grandmother. She was my mom’s mom and her name was Jenny. Grandma Jenny was a fortune teller. The kind that dot the streets of downtown New York; neon signs in their windows. Growing up, I didn’t have a lot to do with her. My family didn’t like how she made a living, believing she took money from ‘desperate fools happy to believe her lies’. But they were wrong about her. My grandmother’s abilities were genuine. I was so grateful when I discovered that truth, because that meant I wasn’t the only freak in my family.

Grandma Jenny’s store resembled something from the movies, with crystal balls, runes and smudging wands, and colourful beaded scarves draped over lamps. She always said, ‘Might as well give them bang for their buck.’ When my grandmother suddenly died, her store became mine. The first thing I did was get rid of the kitschy fortune-teller vibe. The people who come to see me are often traumatised. Being haunted can do that to a person. I wanted to make sure my office was calm and peaceful – everything hauntings aren’t. The only thing I kept, besides a few books and a well-worn set of tarot cards, was a red and gold wing-backed chair. I call it my throne. It’s my little piece of Grandma Jenny.

My gaze follows Callum as he wanders around my office, picking things up and breezily commenting on them. He examines one of my grandmother’s books on near death experiences, excitedly telling me he also owns a copy and smiling in a way that makes my stupid stomach flutter. Was he always this tall? Has he been working out?

‘Large and strong enough for you?’ he asks.

I jolt. ‘W-what?’

‘The coffee. Large latte, extra strong. That’s still your order, right?’

‘Oh, yeah. It’s perfect. Really, really… great.’ I trail off, cringing as I take a quick sip.

‘Good,’ he says, apparently oblivious to my awkwardness. He drops into the chair opposite me. ‘This was your grandmother’s place, right?’

I nod. ‘She left me this and her condo when she died. Well, she left the condo to me and my sister. I’m saving up to buy Maggie out. But the store she left to me.’

‘I like it. It’s got a nice feel. Peaceful. Though you could use a plant or two. I know this great place in Chelsea if you ever—’

‘I’m not good with plants,’ I say, shaking my head. ‘I’m not good with anything living.’

He chuckles. ‘Yeah. I remember.’

I can’t stifle my gasp at the sting in his flippant comment.

‘Shit,’ he says, ‘I didn’t mean that how it came out.’ He leans in. ‘I only meant that you’re great with the dead. With ghosts. You’re great at what you do.’

‘Right. Okay.’ I turn away to cover my hurt, open my desk drawer and rummage for some painkillers. I toss back two with another mouthful of coffee.

‘Headache?’ he asks.

‘I had a job last night that turned a bit ugly, then I didn’t sleep very well. Weird dream. It was as if…’ I shudder as the voice rings out in my mind again. Holly. Let us in.

‘Was it a nightmare?’

‘There was a fair bit of blood, so yeah, you could say that.’

‘I get it. Goes with the job, right? Some of my dreams, man. All I can say is I’m glad they’re not my reality.’

His eyes fill with an understanding that catches me off guard. Understanding is not what I was expecting and it’s not what I’m used to. Barely contained horror is the look I normally get.

‘And that?’ He points at the angry red bump on my forehead. ‘Did your ghost do that?’

‘More the wall it threw me against.’ I prod at the bump and wince.

‘Don’t poke at it.’

He reaches across the desk and pulls my hand from my face. Warmth rushes up my arm from his touch, as that intangible thing I felt from the moment we met stutters in my heart. I quickly snatch my hand away.

The realisation of what he just did flashes across his eyes, and he wiggles back in his chair. He clears his throat.

‘So, this dream of yours. What was it about? Last night’s job, or something else?’

‘Not job related. I don’t know what it was, just that it was… different.’

‘Do you think there’s anything to it? I know your magic never worked like that before, but it’s been a while since we’ve seen each other, so I wasn’t sure if—’

‘I’m not comfortable with the term “magic”, it sounds witchy. I just see ghosts and, given the chance, cease their existence. That’s all I can do.’

‘All you can do?’ He chuckles. ‘I still haven’t met anyone else like you, and believe me, I’ve looked. Magic or not, you’ve got to admit you’re something special, Holly Daniels.’

I scowl as I shuffle some papers on my desk. ‘Something special’ was not how he last described me. ‘What’s the job you need help on?’ I ask, bluntly. Time to move this conversation along.

‘Yeah, okay, onto the job. Hang onto your hat. It’s…’ He plays a drumroll on the desk with his fingers. ‘The Western house.’

I blink. The name means nothing to me. ‘Should I know what that is?’

His shoulders droop. ‘It’s only one of the most famous haunted houses in New York State. Possibly America.’ He sits back again.

I shrug.

His eyebrows shoot up. ‘Seriously? The Western house. It’s the holy grail of paranormal investigation, Holly. The holy grail.’

‘Ohhh. Okay.’ I don’t get as excited about ghosts as Callum does. Mainly because I hate them. And I don’t need to go looking for hauntings, they come to me. ‘But as I haven’t heard of it, maybe you could fill me in.’

‘Fine,’ he says with uncontained exasperation. ‘It’s out on Long Island and has reportedly been haunted for generations. But the Western family are notoriously reclusive, so no one knows the truth. They’ve declined every request from every paranormal investigator and ghostbusting show around. The house is currently vacant, has been for a while. I guess the Western who owns it now is too creeped out to live there.’

‘If no one’s living there, there’s not much chance of it being an active haunting.’

‘You don’t know that.’

‘I do know that, and so do you. People always think ghosts haunt buildings, but in my experience, they haunt the people who live there. That’s why most of the places you investigate turn up empty – because they’re deserted buildings. If the people are long gone, the ghosts will be too.’

His eyes narrow as he slumps further into his chair. ‘There are a lot of stories about this house, and in my experience, where there’s smoke, there’s nearly always fire. I know about this shit, Holly. It’s a famous haunting.’

‘Which has never been investigated.’

‘That doesn’t mean the stories aren’t true.’

‘Or that they are.’

‘Which is why they’ve decided they want it investigated.’ He glowers at me. ‘Are you deliberately trying to push my buttons?’

‘I’m giving you my opinion. Isn’t that why you’re here?’

His still-narrowed eyes study me. Then he sighs and relaxes. ‘Yep, of course, sorry.’

A beat of guarded silence hangs between us. I quicky fill it.

‘So, how did you end up talking the family into giving you permission?’

Callum instantly perks back up. ‘That’s the best part – I didn’t. They contacted me. Let me find the email.’ He scrolls through his phone for a second, then hands it to me before snatching it back. ‘Just don’t go looking through my photos. I’d hate for you to see more of me than you bargained for.’

I grab the phone from him. ‘Believe me, Callum, I’d hate that too.’

He chuckles, and it’s deep and husky, and I’m instantly transported back to the times we sat in his office watching YouTube clips, laughing at the hosts of other ghost shows overreacting to every creaky floorboard. Laughing about ghosts. I remember that being a first for me.

The spark of something I’ve tried to convince myself was long extinguished flickers with warmth inside me. A memory of happiness, a tickle of past hope. Then I think about the last time I saw Callum, shove the feelings back down and focus on the email.


Dear Mr Jefferies,

I have been asked to commission you to investigate the disturbances reported at the Western home in East Mill, Long Island. Mr Edward Western, the owner of the property, believes you have the necessary background to assist him, and is eager for you to be involved. Please call me to discuss. We’d like to move forward as soon as possible.

Sincerely,

Albert Rosing, on behalf of Edward Western



‘So this Edward Western man must know you specialise in investigating rumoured hauntings,’ I say. ‘Is he a fan of your podcast?’

‘He’s not a subscriber, I checked, and he’s not on my mailing list. Maybe he’s just heard of me, or came across me on YouTube, did a Google search. I don’t know. Anyway, I called this Rosing dude. He was weirdly evasive for someone who supposedly wants to give me a job. I asked when I could meet with his boss, and all he said was Western is out of town. So, he’ll be the point of contact for now.’

Callum removes the lid of his coffee and licks off the leftover froth on the underside of the plastic, before running his tongue over his lips, gathering a smudge of chocolate. I try not to stare but it’s really hard not to. So I steal a glance at his tattoos instead. Dark ink against pale skin, weaving up the muscles of his forearm. A series of interconnecting Celtic knots he once told me honoured his family. When I look up again, he’s watching me.

I promptly lift my wastepaper basket. ‘Are you quite finished with that coffee?’

He tosses the cup inside. ‘The froth is the best bit, don’t you think?’ One brow quirks.

I look away, drop the basket to the floor, and ignore his question. ‘What do you know about the haunting?’ I ask.

‘Right. Okay so, at least two different ghosts have been reported, sighted multiple times. One is a young woman with long fair hair seen wandering the grounds. She’s never been named, but I assume she must have died on the estate. So maybe staff and not family? She’s said to wear a white dress, and rumour has it she may have taken her own life after being jilted by her lover. But given that no one knows who she is, I’m not sure where that story comes from. The other haunting is more specific. It’s believed to be Margaret Western, who would have been Edward Western’s great-great-grandmother. She would have been alive sometime during the 1800s, likely died in the house. She’s been seen throughout the building, but most often lingering around the staircase.’

‘Are any of these encounters recorded as violent?’

‘That’s something we should ask. There’s not a lot of info out there.’

I note his use of ‘we’ and ignore it. ‘Then where are these stories coming from?’

‘The family and staff who’ve lived and worked in the house, I assume, and local residents of East Mill.’

‘So the family wants you to debunk the stories or confirm they’re true?’

‘Yep, and once I’ve done that, I’ll brief Edward Western and he’ll decide how to move forward. I’ll then be free to discuss the investigation as part of my podcast. I’ve already started teasing it. My subscribers are going crazy. Unfortunately, Western has said no to any video or audio recordings at the property – did I mention they’re reclusive? – so I won’t be taking a crew. It’ll be just you and me.’

‘I haven’t said I’m coming.’

‘Yet.’ He grins. ‘Google the house.’

He lugs his chair around to my side of the desk and wiggles in beside me as I log into my laptop. He’s close, very close, and he smells of chocolate and coffee and something else, a scent I remember as being just him.

‘The most recent info I could find about the family was an obit on Brendin Western,’ Callum says, ‘Edward’s uncle and last resident of the house. There’s also an article in the local paper about the Western house being left vacant after his death. A town committee wanted to take over management of the place, because of its historical significance, but Edward Western refused – I assume because he wants to live there. I couldn’t find much on him, other than the occasional mention of his name. The guy is a ghost. No pun intended.’

‘You didn’t find anything on Edward Western?’

‘Like I said, a mention here and there, but other than that…’ He shrugs. ‘He must keep one hell of a low profile. I’ve asked Rosing to send through any information about the house and the family that might be useful while I wait to interview Western.’

I click on an image of the house and the back of my neck instantly prickles. There’s something oddly familiar about it. The heavy gate and iron fence, the silhouette of the building hunkering down behind it. I feel as if I’ve seen it before. But I’m sure I’ve never been there. I can’t remember a trip out to Long Island while Mom was alive, and there’s no way Dad would have taken me and my sister out there after her death. Family vacations went to the grave with Mom. I click on another photo, then another. The house is two storeys with a rambling wraparound porch and a widow’s walk that rings the pitch of the shingled roof. The windows are shuttered, and the garden beds surrounding the house have been left to go wild. The photo is dated 2019.

‘Have you gone out there to look at it yet?’ I ask.

‘Nope. You can’t see much from the street, and I couldn’t see the point of peering through the fence at the place if there was no chance of getting in there.’

I nod. ‘When was it built?’

‘The Westerns have maintained a house on that parcel of land for close to four hundred years. The original house burnt down. The one you’re looking at now was built in 1872.’

I click on another photo. This one looks to be older. The shutters on the windows are wide open and the garden beds are in full flower. This time the hairs on my arms stand up.

‘Brendin Western passed away seven years ago,’ Callum continues. ‘Died in the house. He was ninety-five. No one’s lived there since. I spoke to Ola Hutchings at the East Mill Historical Society. She said she’s happy to help, and that we’re welcome to go through their collection. Unfortunately, they’re not online yet, though the process is underway. We’re going to have to go old school, head out there and dig through their files, Mulder and Scully style.’ He elbows me playfully.

‘Except we both believe,’ I say.

I’m studying an old grainy newspaper photo when something in the open attic window catches my eye. I zoom in, squinting to see what it is. Suddenly it’s like the air is being squeezed from my lungs. My throat tightens, and fear bubbles inside me as if I’m recalling a memory that isn’t mine. I press at my chest anxiously.

‘What’s happening?’ Callum moves in closer, his breath tickling my cheek. ‘Are you okay? What is it? Are you sensing something?’

The strange feeling vanishes as quickly as it began. I draw in a deep, easy breath.

‘Nothing,’ I say, dropping my hand to my lap.

‘That didn’t look like nothing. You sensed something.’ He grabs the mouse and zooms further into the photo.

‘I don’t sense things from photos. I’m not that kind of psychic.’ I snatch the mouse back and quickly close the image of the house.

I can feel him studying me, his eyes roaming my profile. I turn and face him, hoping he’ll look away. But he holds my gaze steady, his startling green eyes full of suspicion. Then he gives me a small shrug and rocks back in his chair, his focus finally off me.

I blow out a quiet breath. I’m not sure which was more disorientating, the weird sensation from the photo or the intensity of Callum’s stare.

‘Ghost photography is a real thing,’ he says. ‘Not that I’ve ever caught much on camera. But I’ve seen photos that I believe are the real deal. If the photo was taken when the spirit was present, could that be what you were sensing?’ He folds his hands behind his head, his jacket falling open and his T-shirt riding up.

I blink at the glimpse of flat, pale stomach and the thin line of dark hair that runs from his belly button down beneath the waistband of his black jeans. I quickly turn away as my heart starts an annoying tap dance routine in my chest.

‘I said I didn’t sense anything. And… you can move now.’ I point across the desk.

‘Right. Sorry.’ He picks up his chair and plonks it, and himself, back opposite me. ‘So? What do you think?’

I scramble to gather my thoughts, which are split between the sensation I got from the photo and how annoyed I am at these stupid Callum feelings.

‘I think we should wait until Edward Western gets back to town and talk to him in person before we commit to anything.’

‘You said we. Does that mean you’re in?’

‘I never accept a job or even go to the property until I’ve met with the client.’

‘But this isn’t your job, it’s mine.’ He tilts his head.

‘Then why ask me the question? What is it you want from me?’

He stares, his Adam’s apple bobbing, and I suddenly realise how that sounded. That’s not what I meant – or maybe it is. What is he hoping for here? Why, after nearly two years, has he reached out to me? Is it just this job, or is it…

Callum takes a deep breath, letting it go with a heavy sigh. ‘I… ah…’ He stops and clears his throat. ‘I believe in what I do. I believe the sounds on a spirit box and EMF readings can indicate a haunting. But they’re never going to be one hundred per cent. You will be one hundred per cent, and you’ll be able to identify the ghost. This job is a big deal, and it’s been entrusted to me. I need you there. I have to be sure, and you’ll know for sure. If there really are ghosts there, you’ll see them.’ He sighs again. ‘Look, I understand this is not your usual kind of gig, and it’s not how you usually work. I also realise you might not want to team up with me again. If that’s how you feel, that’s cool, just tell me and I’ll be on my way.’ He pauses, his teeth tugging at his bottom lip, his gaze locked to mine. I stay silent.

‘How about this then,’ he says. ‘East Mill is only a few hours’ drive away. Let’s go out there, interview the locals, check out the historical society and get eyes on the house. Maybe you’ll see a ghost standing in the front yard and we can come straight back home again.’ He shrugs, then adds, ‘I should probably mention the job is good money.’

I lean in. ‘Define good.’

He laughs. ‘I’m thinking maybe we see if we can get… 20k.’

‘So 10k each?’

‘Plus expenses covered.’

I’m sure my eyes go so wide they’re the size of my head. ‘Are you serious? That’s a lot of money.’

‘We’re worth it don’t you think? It could go towards paying off your condo. Get you closer to making that apartment your own.’ His brows lift. ‘What do you say, Holly? Aren’t you even a little tempted?’

I’ve never really done my job for the money; it’s more an unwanted calling. That’s not to say I’m not paid and paid well. I offer a specialist service, and my fee reflects that. But that fee also depends on who’s being haunted. I’m never going to turn someone away because they can’t afford me. Pro bono ghost work happens more often than I’d like. $10,000 is a lot of money for me, and it sure would help put a dent in what I owe Maggie.

I turn back to my laptop. Then there’s the Western house. I study the photo again. Something tickles at the edges of my senses. Something I shouldn’t be feeling. I see ghosts and I exorcise ghosts, which is weird enough. But I don’t get strange vibes from photos, and I don’t have dreams with disembodied voices whispering my name, and I don’t know why, but I feel like those two things are connected.

With a slow breath out, I seek the feeling again. It comes quickly – energy rippling across my skin, the sense that I know this house. I must have seen it before; there’s no other answer. Or maybe it’s just because I’m tired and stressed and the guy sitting opposite me is still giving me feels that are just plain irritating and I can’t get my bearings. It’s like I’m being ganged up on by the universe. Am I tempted?

‘I tell you what,’ Callum says, not waiting for my answer. ‘How about we go get some breakfast right now? My treat. As I recall, you like to eat.’ I scowl and he laughs. ‘We can discuss the case some more and then hopefully with a full stomach, you’ll decide to come on board.’

‘Callum, are you bribing me with money and food?’

‘Maybe, or maybe I’m hoping you won’t be able to resist the lure of a spooky getaway with me.’ He grins.

I splutter out an incredulous laugh. ‘Spooky getaway? Really? In your dreams, Jefferies.’

‘My dreams aren’t usually that good, Daniels.’

He unfolds himself from his chair and shakes out his long legs. ‘I remember how surprised I was when Celeste first introduced us. You were nothing like I thought you’d be.’

I prickle. ‘Why, what did you think I’d be like?’

‘I dunno. More like the psychic from Poltergeist, and less—’

‘The eighties Poltergeist? You thought I was going to be a four-foot, fifty-year-old woman?’

‘Possibly.’ His eyes tease. ‘But I was glad you weren’t. Though, I still think you should finish every job with…’ He throws out his arms and says, ‘This is house is clean,’ then grins. ‘You should do that.’

‘I doubt my traumatised clients would appreciate it.’

He shrugs and opens the door for me. ‘I’m glad I reached out to you about this job, and I’m glad you decided to answer. I wasn’t sure you would… after Celeste, and well, everything…’

‘I wasn’t sure I would either,’ I say. ‘To be honest, I’m still not sure why I did.’

He stares down at me, eyes narrowed, teeth jagging his bottom lip. Then he softens, and grins again. ‘Is it because you remembered I was irresistibly charming?’

I don’t answer. I just slip under his arm and out the door.





CHAPTER THREE

Callum leans on the cafe counter as the young woman serving him twists her long blonde hair around her fingers. We’re supposed to be doing research on the Western house. And Callum is supposed to be talking me into going with him. I push a forkful of pancake into my mouth as I watch him laugh with the server, their heads thrown back.

A flirting difficulty of five point five, I think.

I’m always astonished by how effortlessly people can talk to each other. How strangers can strike up a conversation in the supermarket or on the street and connect like it’s the most natural thing in the world. It’s never been that way for me. At least, not since I saw my first ghost, when I was eight. Life got weird after that, and it was easier to withdraw into myself than see the suspicion and doubt in my family’s eyes. Easier to shut myself off than to listen to my classmates calling me names like Holly the Freak. God how I hate that word. Freak. Scrawled across my locker. Whispered behind my back. Freak, freak, freak. I even started calling myself that, the word became so tangled up with my sense of self. Carved into my heart.

When I met Celeste in college, she helped me to see I was more than that word. She became my friend, something I thought I’d never have until I met her. Celeste was a sensitive who couldn’t see spirits but knew when they were around. She told me to stop fighting my gift, to learn to control it and find a way to use it to my benefit. She made me practise shutting my mind to the spirits, until I could open and close it to them at will. When she hefted in a big book of spells one day, I laughed. But we tried some out, mostly for fun, and then one day, boom. I uttered some Latin words neither of us understood, while holding a rosary we’d picked up in a thrift store, and a ghost I’d been struggling to block just vanished. That moment changed everything. I felt like I finally had control of my life.

The satisfaction of watching a spirit leave this plane never gets old. They all exit in a different way – some go quietly, others howl and some just flick off like a light – but each is just as gratifying. On a good day, it feels like a sweet deal watching the things that plague my life vanish from it. But then there are the bad days.

Callum turns and waves at me, giving me a smile. I shake my head at him, look away and concentrate on my pancakes.

I need to be careful here. I’d forgotten how easy it is to be around him. How normal he makes me feel. The memories of what it was like when we worked together keep knocking at my heart, and I find myself wondering if I could bury what happened between us and go back to what we almost were. No confrontations, ugly truths or excuses. No reliving what happened. Which would probably suit me fine, because I’m great at hiding from my feelings and avoiding confrontation, unless it’s with a ghost. Except I can’t do that, because I’ll always have that doubt when I look into his eyes.

I open my photo roll and scroll until I find a selfie of me and Celeste lying on the grass in Central Park, laughing and squinting into the sunshine. That was the day she introduced me to Callum. I’d already heard of his podcast and had checked it out. I liked the idea of this guy who believes in the paranormal so completely that he’s made it his mission to debunk fake hauntings and the fake ghost hunters that promote them. It didn’t hurt that he was witty and charming and wasn’t bad to look at. But watching him on YouTube didn’t prepare me for meeting him in person. I think my chin actually dropped. He just glowed from the inside out.

Callum asked me to join his paranormal investigation team, and I shocked myself by agreeing. His enthusiasm was contagious, and the thought of being around like minds and souls was irresistible to me. I felt the spark between us from the very beginning; the air practically ignited whenever we were around each other. He made me feel a part of the world I’d always felt separate from. We had so many late-night conversations over burgers and fries and Cheetos in the small studio where he recorded his show. About why he loved ghosts and why I didn’t. About my powers and how fascinating he found them, and about his passion and how baffled I was by it. He enjoyed teasing me, and I liked him doing it. He made ghost hunting fun, something I’d never thought possible.

After a couple of months of getting and closer and closer, he asked if I’d like to meet for a drink. I met him at a bar in SoHo and we spent the night laughing and flirting, something he is an expert at. Around him I was the kind of person I’d always wished I could be, relaxed and funny and maybe even brave. That night he told me how much he liked me. He said he was happy to take things slow, that he didn’t want to rush me, he wanted me to feel comfortable. He knew I sometimes struggled around people, I’d told him that much during our late night talks over Cheetos.

And I had said, ‘Maybe don’t take it too slow.’ I couldn’t believe the words came out of my mouth. I still remember how much that had made him laugh. ‘Next time, we’ll go on a real date,’ he’d promised. ‘I’ll take you to dinner, because I know how you like to eat.’ I remember whacking his arm and laughing, and him grabbing my hand and holding it. He made me dare to wonder if I could have a normal-ish life. One that included acceptance and love, unconditional and non-judgemental. At the end of the night, he leant in and pressed a tender kiss to my cheek. I felt the promise of so much more in the warmth of his lips on my skin. But the next day, that promise vanished like the ghosts I exorcise.

I close the photo of Celeste, then watch as the server takes a coffee card off the pile on the counter, scribbles something down and hands it to Callum. He slips the card into his back pocket, draws himself up to his full, impressive height, then saunters back to me.

‘Coffee is on the way,’ he says, sliding into his seat.

‘Did you just arrange a hook-up for later?’

A smirk settles on his lips. ‘Looks like you enjoyed your breakfast.’

I narrow my eyes and stuff the last forkful of pancake into my mouth. ‘I was hungry,’ I mumble through the food.

‘I can tell.’

‘You don’t get to judge me. You can’t resist flirting; I can’t resist pancakes.’

‘I wasn’t judging or flirting.’ He leans back in his seat, piercing eyes still on me.

The server arrives at our table with our coffees. She pushes her hair behind her ear as she gazes down at Callum.

‘So, I might see you there?’ She touches his shoulder and gives him a shy smile.

‘I promise I’ll try, but it depends how long I’m out of town. But hey, break a leg, okay?’

A little nod and another smile and she swishes away.

He stares at me staring daggers at him. ‘What?’ he says, looking affronted.

‘Yeah, no flirting at all.’

‘She invited me to see a play she’s in.’

‘Mm-hmm.’

He picks up his teaspoon and starts stirring his coffee. ‘Ms Daniels, if I didn’t know better, I’d say you were jealous.’

I scoff. ‘Oh please. Don’t be ridiculous.’ I quickly avert my eyes and focus on my cup.



We’ve been in the cafe for a little over an hour, and I’m on my third coffee. I’m buzzing from head to toe, which I’m almost certain is from the caffeine and not from the way Callum keeps looking at me, all intense eyes and quiet smile. We’ve both got our laptops out, and we’ve been sifting through the stories surrounding the house.

‘Here’s one,’ he says. ‘Something about… Oh, it’s just about the town wanting to access the land for historical tours and the family saying no.’

‘It sounds like the Western family aren’t particularly nice people,’ I say. ‘Which is another reason we should wait and talk to Edward Western in person. In my experience, asshole people become asshole ghosts. We need to know what we’re walking into. Not being prepared can get you killed. I shouldn’t have to tell you that.’

‘Holly, what happened to Celeste was an accident. It wasn’t anyone’s fault. You understand that, right?’

‘I know that.’ I pick up my cup, disappointed to find it empty again.

‘It wasn’t anyone’s fault.’ He squints at me.

‘I said I know.’

‘Alright, then… why don’t we just drive out there? We won’t do anything until we’ve spoken to Western or Rosing. We can check out the house – keeping our distance, have a look around East Mill. You never know, it could be fun. We could visit the beach or… I hear the restaurants are pretty good.’

‘Reminder: we are not going on a spooky getaway.’ He chuckles. ‘But okay, fine. I’ll do it. I’ll see if I get anything from the house. From a distance. I mean, 10k is 10k. But before we head out there, make sure you let this Rosing guy know that I’m coming too. He should understand what I do, in case they want me to move their dead relative on.’

‘No need,’ Callum says. ‘He knows what you do.’

‘What?’

‘We talked about you.’

‘I don’t… when did you talk to him about me?’

‘When we were talking about the job. I was told to bring backup. Another ghostbuster. Specifically, a psychic.’

My heart sinks. I had thought he’d reached out because he wanted to. But he only needed me because this Rosing man insisted on him bringing a psychic. Why does this upset me so much? This was always just a job, and that’s all I want it to be. Isn’t it? My breath hitches, and Callum hears it and sits forward.

‘Obviously, if I need a psychic, you’re the first person I’m going to think of.’

‘Obviously, because I’m the only one you know who can actually see ghosts. You already told me that. Were you even going to let me know I was just one half of a package deal?’

‘You’re not just part of the deal, but why would it matter if you were?’

‘Because it matters.’

‘Holly, I didn’t think I’d be telling you anything, I’m shocked you’re even here. I never thought you’d answer my message.’ He rubs his fingers across his forehead, a dark frown hardening his face. ‘You ghosted me for two years. Disappeared without a word. Ignored all my calls. Radio silence.’ He shakes his head and looks down into his empty cup, his knee bouncing so violently it rocks the table.

My pulse pounds in my ears. Of course it was going to come up. Of course there’d be a confrontation. How could I be so stupid? I knew this was a bad idea. I knew I should have deleted his message. He’s blaming me for his behaviour. Like I did something wrong, when he was the reason for… everything. But I don’t want to go there. I don’t care how many times I’ve rehearsed what I want to say, it’s not worth it. I suddenly wish I was at home, alone, where it’s safe.

Callum reaches across the table and touches my hand. ‘Hey.’ His voice is gentle again. ‘I didn’t mean to say any of that… I’m sorry.’

I pull my hand away and fuss with my napkin, folding it into a tiny square. ‘Um… I need to think this over some more.’

He sits back again, his arms across his chest. ‘Which part? The job or me?’

‘You made it seem like you actually wanted to work with me again. But it turns out you just can’t do this job without me.’

He nods, slow and deliberate. ‘Is that right? So, you don’t think I can conduct an investigation on my own? They contacted me because they wanted me. You were just backup.’

My anger flares, quickly replacing the hurt. ‘Oh please. You’ve got book smarts, some useless gadgets, and a YouTube channel, sure but—’ I stop, sucking back a gasp at the bitter tirade that just tumbled from my lips.

‘Fuck.’ He says the word through a mirthless laugh. ‘Tell me what you really think, Holly. Just because I don’t explode ghosts with my mind doesn’t mean I’m not a good investigator.’

‘I don’t explode them with my mind, I use an incantation. And they don’t explode, they… vanish.’

‘Mm-hmm. Still, let me get this straight. What you’re saying is you’re better than me, and I’m basically useless without your…’ He does air quotes. ‘Special gift?’ I flinch. ‘This might come as a complete shock to you, Holly,’ he goes on, ‘but I know what I’m doing. I have an excellent reputation. A hell of a lot of people subscribe to my show and ask for my help.’

‘I wasn’t questioning that. I didn’t say you didn’t have any abilities.’

‘Ah, yeah, you did.’

‘Well, I didn’t mean to. I know you’re good at what you do. It’s just…’ I shake my head. ‘I just think… I can’t.’

He nods. ‘Got it. You don’t have to say anything else.’ His eyes, so soft earlier, are now hard chips of emerald.

My hands tremble. ‘I should go.’ I grab my backpack from under the table.

‘Stay there.’ He runs a hand through his hair. ‘It’s okay, Holly. To be honest, I’m kind of surprised we got as far as we did. I guess I was hoping… I don’t know what I was hoping.’ His chair slides back with a scrape, and he stands and drops some money on the table. ‘I don’t understand what I did to make you ghost me like you did, and I’m not asking you to tell me, though I hope one day you will. I’ll be heading to East Mill to poke around, because that’s how I do my job. If you’d like to come along, the offer stands.’ His teeth graze across his bottom lip as he looks down at me.

‘Callum—’ My voice is so low it’s barely a whisper.

‘It was good seeing you again,’ he says. ‘Take care, okay?’ Spinning on his heel, he stalks away, walking out the door without a backward glance.



I press my pack of frozen peas to the nasty red bump on my head again and flop onto the couch. With last night’s ghost attack and now everything that happened today with Callum, my brain is thumping.

It’s been hours since Callum stormed from the cafe. I didn’t mean to lash out at him. No matter how much he hurt me, I didn’t want to be cruel. That’s not who I am. I didn’t even believe what I was saying. I think he’s a great investigator, I know he is. I was just so disappointed that he only contacted me because he needed a psychic, and not because he wanted to. I’m so mad at myself for feeling like this. I’m even madder about walking away from
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