


[image: Looking for Love in All the Haunted Places by Claire Kann]






Looking for Love in All the Haunted Places

[image: ]
CLAIRE KANN

[image: ]






Copyright © 2024 Annie Camill Clark

The right of Claire Kann to be identified as the Author of The Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

Published by arrangement with Berkley

An imprint of Penguin Random House LLC.

First published in the United States in 2024

First published in this eBook edition in 2024

by HEADLINE ETERNAL

An imprint of HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.

All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library

eISBN 978 1 0354 1943 2

Book design by Katy Riegel

Art Direction by Rita Frangie Batour.

Cover illustrations and hand lettering by Saskia Bueno

HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

An Hachette UK Company

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

www.headlineeternal.com

www.headline.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk




Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

About the Author

By Claire Kann

Praise for Claire Kann

About the Book

Dedication

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Epilogue

Acknowledgments

Discover more from Headline Eternal




About the Author
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Praise for Claire Kann

‘Explores the nuances of friendship and the ace spectrum in a romance novel unlike any other, with characters that feel so real and lines that sound like poetry’

Ali Hazelwood, New York Times bestselling author

‘Sparkling with emotion and humor, The Romantic Agenda reminds readers that the best parts about life can often be found in the unexpected. A story about letting go and celebrating who you are, Kann’s adult debut is a must-read for anyone who’s ever loved, lost, and embraced love yet again’

Ashley Herring Blake

‘Joy is a character who personifies her namesake to a T, and I’m here for it! The definition of a comfort read, The Romantic Agenda puts front and center underrepresented voices, and [has] an engaging plot that belongs on every romance reader’s shelf. Claire is a powerhouse author to watch’

Kosoko Jackson

‘The heroine is, well, a joy, and Kann admirably portrays a distinctively asexual experience of attraction, dating, and romance on a deep level. This is a love story of a different and important type’

Publishers Weekly

‘It’s a testament to Kann’s storytelling that readers root for Joy’s Relationship with Fox – even if it does begin as a ruse to make Malcolm jealous’

USA Today

‘Fake dating, friends-to-maybe-lovers, and an asexual #OwnVoices novel? This rom-com truly has it all’

Betches




About the Book

Lucky Hart has always had an affinity for the supernatural even if almost no one takes parapsychology seriously, and she’s finally getting her big break! Hearing that there’s a new show where every actor mysteriously quits after spending three nights inside Hennessee House, an old Victorian house with a notorious reputation, Lucky knows that this could be her moment.

Having schemed her way onto the show to investigate, Lucky meets Maverick Phillips and chemistry instantly crackles between them. He challenges, supports, and sees her in ways no one ever has and their connection is so palpable, everyone notices it . . . including Hennesee House.

It may be early days, but their new romance soon has a challenger: the lonely, sentient house, desperate for Lucky’s undivided attention. And when all of Lucky’s plans start to backfire, she realizes that if she wants to have it all, she’ll have to risk everything. After all, everyone deserves a happily ever after, even lonesome old houses with haunted hearts.




Because if they wanted to, they would.
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Voluntarily choosing to live in a haunted house took an extraordinary amount of desperation. Or perhaps determination was the better word. Either way, Lucky Hart possessed an ample supply of both.

“Next.” The receptionist—Gayle, according to her nameplate—signaled her forward. “I need to see your ID. Glasses off, please.”

“I have an appointment. Lucky Hart.” She removed her dark sunglasses as requested.

Gayle’s hair had been cut into a severely angled bob that framed her equally sharp jawline. She dressed as if she’d walked right off the page of a high fashion editorial spread with her glowing, sun-kissed skin and svelte figure. Her eyes and smile were kind, but unfortunately also betrayed precisely who she was. She lived with an insidious type of exhaustion that no amount of sleep could remedy. It burrowed into her bones, hollowed them out, until she had nothing left and yet somehow continued on. She relied heavily on ambition to keep from collapsing. No matter how many times she crossed that line of living to survive, her endless desire for more, for better, for everything, would never allow her to fail.

Interesting.

That was the thing about Lucky—she had an uncanny knack for first impressions. Looking at someone’s eyes told her nearly everything she needed to know about them.

After completing a visitor’s sheet, Gayle escorted Lucky to a back office and then excused herself.

“Ah, Miss Hart. Please have a seat.”

Three people sat around a table inside the room and, well, that was two too many new windows for Lucky’s liking. She couldn’t control her ability, so she swiftly slipped her dark sunglasses back on. They managed to block her first impression readings a solid ninety-five percent of the time.

“Thank you,” she said as she sat down.

“My name is Castor Paulson.” He was a white man with a round body and chubby cheeks, and he wore a suit that fit him like a dream. His most distinguishing feature was a walrus mustache—brown sprinkled with salt and pepper, same as his hair.

“Castor doubles as our casting director and HR manager. I’m Stephen. We spoke on the phone.” Also a white man, except he was bald with a muscular build and could double as Bruce Willis’s The Fifth Element tethered.

“That’s quite the face you have,” she joked.

“I’m aware.” His indulgent, welcoming smile made her like him instantly. She didn’t need to know anything else, which was saying something considering what she could do. “And this is my business partner, Xander Hennessee.”

“Hello, Ms. Hart.” Even though he was sitting she knew he was a giant—long limbs, strong bone structure, and lean muscle. His hazel eyes warmed his pale skin, and he also wore a suit, deep cerulean in color with shining gold cuff links. “Is it too bright in here?”

“No.”

“Is there a particular reason why you’ve chosen to wear sunglasses indoors?”

“There is.”

“Do you plan to share that reason?”

Lucky considered her answer. Point-blank, her career hinged on this meeting being a success. She needed to keep a clear head and some readings were harder to shake than others.

A firm, undeniable feeling told her that grief clung to Xander like an old, tattered coat in a snowstorm—useless but better than nothing. He needed to eat something delicious, warm, and home-cooked, and get a good fortnight’s sleep . . . and there she was, channeling again. Delaying reading someone’s first impression, and choosing to stay near them, occasionally resulted in their surface feelings seeping through. As if her brain were impatient and needed a snack.

Those suspected grief-filled feelings might not be a part of his core personality, but if they were strong enough to punch through her defenses? Before a reading? Odds were good they had begun to alter his being in a significant way, which rarely happened because people didn’t fundamentally change. Evolve and grow, yes. But change? Almost never. Over the years, she’d learned there was a very clear and very distinct difference between the two concepts.

Lucky tossed him her most playful grin. “Only if I get the job. Make me an offer and I’ll take them right off.” She leaned toward him, stage-whispering, “I promise it’ll be worth your while.”

Stephen laughed softly and Castor’s glorious whiskers twitched as he tried to hide his smile. Xander, however, remained unmoved. He checked his watch and said, “Why don’t we get started? I have another meeting in an hour.”

Tough crowd. Unfazed, she continued smiling at him, mentally vowing to find a way to win him over.

“All right,” Stephen began. “As you know, we’re looking for someone to star in our latest production, centered around a haunted house. If chosen, your role would be that of the caretaker. While acting experience isn’t necessary, we did hope to find someone with some retail or property management experience, which you also don’t have.”

Xander frowned. “According to your résumé, you don’t have any work experience.”

She grinned. “According to my résumé, that’s correct.”

“You’re twenty-five and you’ve never had a job?”

“That happens more often than you’d think.” Not to her, but that was beside the point. “Trust-fund babies, perpetual and professional students, SoundCloud rappers—I mean the list could go on and on.”

Xander narrowed his eyes but kept his thoughts to himself. She suspected he was on to her schtick. Giving him a non-answer wouldn’t work again. “Why did you apply for this position?”

“I need a job and I need housing. Isn’t it incredible how this is the answer to all my problems?” She paused for a beat, slouching slightly with a little sigh. They couldn’t see her eyes—making sure they could easily read her body language and interpret her tone was crucial. “I was . . . a student. A really, really good student. I dedicated almost twenty years of my life to my education. Yes, I count kindergarten because that’s when I learned how to read, and reading is one of the single greatest joys in my life. I wasn’t prepared to not be a student. My whole identity had to shift when I got my degree. And now I’m here. Hoping to try something new and exciting. To use my skills in an unexpected way.”

It had taken two days to revise and perfect that speech. A taut balance between meticulously selected facts from her life and a little something she liked to call earnest lies. She decided it’d be best to pretend to be an almost-blank slate. She wanted them to project their casting hopes and dreams onto her.

If they thought she was an overqualified know-it-all, they’d reject her. If they misread her confidence for arrogance, they’d reject her. They might not do it on purpose, but the second they unconsciously assumed she was uppity, they’d definitely reject her. But fate was smiling on her that day, because Stephen’s eyes hadn’t stopped twinkling since she walked in. He saw something special in her. He wanted to give her a chance.

“I’ll be honest with you. You’re sitting here right now solely based on the strength of your audition tape,” Stephen said. “We agreed that we needed to meet you in person before making a decision. Something we rarely do.”

Xander continued to stare her down, unconvinced. “There are plenty of jobs that provide housing. Why do you want this one? Please be specific.”

For the briefest of moments, Lucky considered how this scene might look to outsiders. Three white men hiring a Black woman to be the caretaker for a found-footage haunted-house TV show. It was the ominous opening sequence to a horror film before the real final girl showed up. A bonus scene rescued from the cutting room floor to be used as teaser marketing. She was being set up to die, or if they were culturally competent and subversive, scared shitless and traumatized for life.

But what they didn’t know was Lucky was the furthest thing from a naive college graduate willing to work anywhere to land on her feet. She’d done her research. Her next steps absolutely involved forming an alliance with No Qualms Productions. They had a diverse workforce both on and behind the camera, had a great insurance policy, and treated their employees well, and once she’d read them, she’d know if she was in good hands or not.

To be fair, bad hands wouldn’t stop her from making this deal. Unless they were murderers. Fun fact: she could read that in someone too. True murderous intentions had an unmistakable stench to them.

Under the table, she discreetly rubbed her increasingly clammy palms on her pants. She had to be careful here. “Because it’s mutually beneficial. I get what I want, and you get the novelty of me. I’m here for my community. Black people are largely underrepresented in the supernatural industry. You know there’s an eager and dedicated audience waiting for good content. I know because I’m part of it. I’m here because you’re looking for the next Maverick Phillips, your big breakout star. And while no, I don’t believe I’m destined for stardom, I do believe you will not find someone better than me for this project specifically.”

“What makes you so confident about that?” Xander. Again.

Shit. Him using the c-word meant she’d accidentally gone too far. Should she backpedal or lean into it? Which option would be best for the show? She licked her lips, nerves beginning to get to her. Instinctively, she wanted to lean into the truth . . . and to give them a hint. They might not catch it, but—

“Almost nothing scares me. I can rationalize my way through anything. And now that I’ve said that, I know you’re feeling eager to prove me wrong. It’s too tempting. Too perfect.” She shrugged—mostly to appear nonchalant but also because Stephen’s enthusiasm was beginning to burn through her glasses. She used the movement as an excuse to coyly look away. “Besides, I’m here, aren’t I? You said it yourself: I’ve mostly won you over with a five-minute audition tape. Now that you’ve met me, please use this moment to imagine what I could do for your show and company.” She held her breath, hoping, praying, and wishing for the best.

Xander exchanged a look and an entire silent conversation with Stephen in under ten seconds. Those two must’ve known each other extremely well. However, it was Castor who decided for them by sliding a manila folder across the table and opening it for her.

Lucky exhaled into a dazzling, triumphant smile as she flipped through the glossy pictures of a three-story Victorian house with a large front driveway, an incredible yard, and beautifully decorated, fully furnished rooms. Castor used phrases she’d never heard before like “pediment porch” and “polygonal towers” and pointed out the turrets, gables, and cupolas. She picked up a photo of a bedroom with the largest bed she’d ever seen, complete with a four-poster frame and canopy. Beautiful rugs complemented the gossamer drapes that glowed from the sunlight.

If they were going to try to scare the unholy hell out of her, at least it would be in the height of luxury.

“This is the haunted house?” A pile of paper, several sheets thick, was stacked under the photos. “Is this the contract?”

Stephen answered, “Yes. It details everything of importance for both the show and your stay in Hennessee House.”

“Will I have to sign an NDA?”

Xander said, “Failure to keep the details of production confidential will result in the immediate forfeiture of your wages.”

Honestly, she’d be willing to be on the show for free. Hell, she’d pay them to get unrestricted access to the house.

He continued, “The exterior is thoroughly monitored. You’ll be given a layout of the security system for your safety. Conversely, the interior is not. There are no permanent cameras, mounted or otherwise, anywhere.”

“Well, that seems odd and not at all like an interesting premise for a setup.” She laughed, happy to play along. “If there are no cameras in the house, and no one there to record it, do the spooky shenanigans actually happen?”

“They do.” Xander’s tone was unyielding, reinforced with concrete.

Stephen said, “For the first week, you’ll be required to give interviews every morning about your experience in the house and must agree to be filmed throughout the day by production. However, you will be alone at night. Every night from sundown to sunrise.” He leaned forward, placing his forearms on the table and clasping his hands together. “We live in an era of special effects and deep fakes, and yet, nothing is more horrifying than someone’s imagination. Nothing we capture on film will be half as compelling as the way you tell your story. We want to hear what happens to you, from you. You’re welcome to film on your phone or camera and share that footage with us, but we’re content to take you at your word.”

“The house must be booby-trapped, then. It’s set up to scare me?”

“No. That defeats the purpose of the show.” Xander placed a tablet in front of her. A digital résumé and photo for someone named Eunice Choi was on the screen. “Swipe through. You’re actually caretaker number four. Those are your predecessors. No one has lasted longer than three nights.”

“Four is my favorite number. Imagine that,” she said absently. Most of her focus remained on reading the profiles. “Can I have copies of these? Their videos too?”

“Why?”

Oops.

They had actual footage of subjects recounting their supernatural experiences! Of course, she needed to watch them. Alas, it was way too early to give herself away. She needed to be patient. Slipping back into character, she said, “Referencing previous caretakers could create a sense of continuity. Might be interesting for the show.”

“We’ll take that into consideration,” Stephen answered. “But your primary objective will be to live in the house for thirty days. You are free to quit anytime. We will not stop you. We will not attempt to convince you to stay. The shoot and you residing within Hennessee House are and always will be completely voluntary.”

“So, what’s Hennessee House’s story? Did someone die there? Did a lot of people die there?” she asked.

Thanks to a contact within NQP she already knew the answer but figured it would seem strange if she didn’t bring it up. Asking also provided her an opportunity to pretend to be surprised.

Xander answered, “Not that I know of.”

“Former cemetery?”

“Not that I know of. However, it is the last Victorian house in the area. All the others were torn down and a gated community was built around it. My family refused to sell to the developers.”

“Good. I’m honestly not a fan of ghosts. What about séances? Headquarters for a top secret supernatural cult? Those were prolific in the early 1900s.”

“There’s no record of that. Public or that I know of.”

“Built on a veil? Portal to the other side in the basement? Attic?”

He considered his answer. “If there is, I haven’t found it.”

Lucky skillfully pretended to hide the frustration in her voice. “Okay . . . so what’s the deal? Just general spooky business? What kind of a haunting is it?”

“The best way to describe it is that Hennessee House has a personality, and it isn’t always friendly.”

“Is that the show’s angle? A haunted house, not sane and unfriendly?”

Stephen looked impressed. The fact that he’d most likely picked up on her reference was a sign she was absolutely in the right place. Her plan would work.

Xander said, “The only angle is the human one.”

Castor, who had noticeably remained silent for some time, said, “I must say, I’m curious. Do you really believe in ghosts, Ms. Hart?”

“As the great Winston Zeddemore once said, ‘If there’s a steady paycheck in it, I’ll believe anything you say.’” She smiled at him. “Mainly, I believe ghosts don’t need us to believe in them to be real, so anything is possible. And please, call me Lucky.”
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Hennessee House stuck out like a Victorian sore thumb trapped in suburbia.

It was three stories including the attic, painted dark brown with cream trim, and had a startling number of windows and a short but wide set of stairs that led up to the front door. Most of the cul-de-sac sidewalk framed the expansive front gate, which blocked the entrance to the half-circle driveway.

Up close it loomed much larger than Lucky thought it should. She’d known it was the biggest house on the block by far, but taking in its perfectly green grass, expertly trimmed hedges, and blooming red rose bushes felt strangely intimidating. A quickening in the pit of her stomach warned her to leave while simultaneously daring her to enter.

“Relax.” She made the command through gritted teeth, hands white-knuckling the steering wheel for dear life. Her sense of self-preservation was too damn strong. More than once she’d ended up fist-fighting it in abandoned mines and the like. Ignoring her gut often came at her own peril. But Hennessee House would be worth the risk. Eventually.

The truth was Lucky didn’t get into her graduate school of choice. Twice. It was small, exclusive, and the only accredited program specializing in parapsychology in the entire country. One school. One program. Zero slots.

To make her lifelong dream of legitimizing the supernatural come true, she’d been forced to take matters into her own hands. Two years of self-funded investigations—everything ranging from harmless interviews to dangerous overnight expeditions—making acquaintances, establishing trusted contacts, and getting her name out there within the community had all led to this moment.

Lucky had given up the security of her day job as a nanny to become . . . a reality TV actress. In her defense, it seemed like a great plan when she mapped it out in her journal.

Her phone chimed in the front pocket of her purse—a new number with the correct area code appeared on the screen.

“Hello?”

“Hi, is this Lucky?”

Melodic and smooth, the caller’s voice resonated with her like a tuning fork. She sat up straighter, immediately searching her memories for a match as she looked out the window. “Are you watching Hennessee House remotely?” she asked after spotting three of the many exterior cameras Xander promised.

“No?”

“Then how did you know I was here?”

He paused. “I didn’t.”

“So, you just happened to call me at the exact moment I pulled up?” Give or take ten panicked minutes. “Sure.”

“You’re there? Right now?”

“I am.” She glanced at Hennessee House’s front door, thoroughly committed to ignoring the resulting chill that ran through her. “Xander told me to expect a call from production with this area code. He’s an extremely surly man. Must be lovely to work with.”

“Haven’t had any issues so far.” He laughed. “I mostly work with Stephen.”

“Huh. This might sound odd, but why do I know your laugh? You sound so familiar. Who is this?”

He laughed again and she swore she felt something in her chest flutter.

“Well, my name’s Maverick.”

Lucky gasped softly, then whispered, “Phillips?”

He whispered back, “Yes.”

The phone slid clean out of her hand, bouncing off the seat and onto the floor. “Shit.” She leaned down, face smooshed against the wheel, still hush-swearing. Her fingertips brushed the sides and the stupid thing flipped over. She sat up quickly, pushing the seat back and picking the phone up just as Maverick said, “Hello? Are you still there?”

“Yes! Hi! Hello! Sorry! I—um— Sorry!” She squeezed her eyes shut. Stop apologizing!

She thought she’d meet Maverick Phillips someday because they shared a production company now. But she didn’t think, not in a million haunted years, that he’d be the one to call.

He asked, “Is everything okay?”

Her heart hammered against her rib cage, temples pulsing with the start of an adrenaline headache. She squeezed her free hand into a fist until her knuckles hurt to get her splintered focus under control. If she could survive the hell week after listening to a “cursed” audio recording, talking to Maverick Phillips paled in comparison.

“Yes! Um.” She cleared her throat to get her pitch back from distressed territory. “I’m fine. Everything’s fine.”

“I have no choice other than to believe you, but you can tell me if it isn’t.”

“Walking and talking is truly an advanced skill for my clumsy ass. I tripped and dropped my phone. That’s all,” she lied, smooth as butter. If they were watching, he’d know she was lying and then she’d know he lied. “So, Maverick Phillips. Hi, I’ve seen your show. Which you obviously guessed by now. I don’t know why I told you that.”

She’d been following his career for years. His show Beyond a Reasonable Doubt was No Qualms Productions’ flagship project—a paranormal investigative series focused on interviews rather than spectacle. Its popularity had been what encouraged NQP to branch out and create The Caretaker in the first place.

He laughed again, this time soft and breathy. “I’m calling to introduce myself anyway and confirm you received the email with our production schedule.”

Our?! Lucky’s entire being froze from shock. The hell did he mean our?! Was he part of the crew assigned to The Caretaker? Yes, using Maverick to ensure some audience crossover made perfect sense, but they could’ve given her a heads-up about it. Rude.

He continued, “We didn’t get a reply.”

“I did get it. Yes, sorry. I’m the worst. I’ll read something and think I responded, but really, it’s been sitting there unsent the whole time—wow, you really didn’t need to know all that.”

What is wrong with me?! She wanted to rip her hair out. Could she stop making insipid comments for five seconds?

“Context is always helpful,” he said kindly. “Have you gone inside yet?”

“Not yet, no.”

He paused. “Are you all right?”

“Yeah, totally. Trying to psych myself up, say a couple of prayers, you know, the usual,” she joked. “Not every day you get to meet a haunted house. I want to make a good first impression. Have you been here before?”

“Yes.”

“Right, yeah, I knew that. I’m caretaker number four. Of course, you’ve been here.” Her eyes nearly rolled back into her head because she was absolutely sick of herself. She planned to be earnest and endearing, not empty-headed! And of all the people to lose her shit around, why did it have to be him?

“Lucky?”

“Maverick?”

“Don’t be nervous. You’re going to be fine.”

“I’m not nervous,” she said and then added, “About the house.”

“Hennessee House is particular, but nothing ever happens the first night. It likes to take a day or so to assess you before deciding the best way to scare you off.”

“You think the house wants to scare me?”

“I think Hennessee likes to test people, and everyone keeps failing.”

“Good thing I’ve never failed anything in my life.”

“Oh, really?”

“Straight As since kindergarten. If I think of this as a massive practical exam, it’ll be a cakewalk.”

“Nothing will happen tonight but don’t underestimate Hennessee,” he said, sounding worried. “I shouldn’t even be telling you this now. We’ll talk more about it tomorrow. Stephen is convinced you’re exactly what the show’s been missing. Everyone in production is excited to meet you.”

Tomorrow. Tomorrow. Talking to him on the phone had scrambled her brain like eggs in a hot skillet. Meeting him might put her in an embarrassment-induced coma. She asked, “Just curious, how many people does production translate to?”

“Four including myself. Oh—plus an intern.” He laughed lightly. “We have a young but very talented intern on the team now.”

She pinched the bridge of her nose. “That sounds great.” Except it didn’t!

Reading five people in rapid succession had the potential to put her out of commission for half the morning. The first impressions had to go somewhere, so they formed a queue in her face. Her sinuses to be exact. They seemingly clustered there, clogging up her ducts like a backed-up sink while waiting to be filed away in her memory palace.

When she was younger, every doctor her parents had taken her to swore up and down she suffered from sinus headaches. Some had even upped the ante to chronic sinusitis. The medicine never worked, and no one had any real idea what was making her head hurt so badly she routinely blacked out. The doctors had done their best to give her family answers, but she didn’t have a medical condition. She had ESP and needed to learn how to live with it.

Lucky owed her life to Mr. Alm, her third-grade teacher. One day he led the class through an enrichment exercise called the method of loci—visualization techniques to help store and recall information. By high school Lucky had gotten so good at it, she’d created small, automated workers who retrieved, archived, and stored the first impressions for her. She didn’t have to think about anything except retrieval, which was as fast as any thought took. But reading too many people in a row still remained a tricky feat. She’d have to be careful.

“Great,” Maverick repeated. “Well, I’ll let you get on with your afternoon, then.”

Lucky got out of the car and hauled her suitcases up the stairs, one at a time. A green envelope with her name on it had been taped to the door. She pulled it off and held it in her hands. This was really it—her big break finally come to fruition.

She refused to build a platform by making videos of her reading “real” scary stories lifted from the internet or theorizing about “unexplainable” videos. Paranormal investigation shows had become a dime a dozen. While some were more earnest than clearly staged others, finding ghosts and hunting cryptids didn’t interest her.

Lucky’s heart belonged to the supernatural—the extraordinary side of reality shimmering right under the surface for humans. Growing up with ESP, extrasensory perception, all but sealed her passionate interest in it. She believed things like magic and miracles existed as such because science hadn’t caught up yet.

Of course, not everything needed to be explained. She respected faith and the solace it provided the human brain and soul. But a lot of things could be explained if someone worked hard enough.

Unfortunately, funding streams for supernatural researchers were bone-dry. The legitimate investors she managed to find rarely returned her emails because she lacked experience. They were usually millionaires-plus, searching for the key to eternal life, interested in harnessing mysticism to increase their power, seeking proof of the great beyond to begin securing their future over there. As outlandish (and self-serving) as they sounded, they were typically reasonable. They’d want to work with her once she proved herself.

Investigating a haunted house that had no known record of tragedy would be novel enough to get everyone’s attention. Something made this place different, and she planned to find out exactly what that was.

“Okay, Hennessee House,” she said. “Let’s do this.”
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Lucky—

Welcome to Hennessee House. Upon entering you agree to follow five rules:


1. Walk straight into the kitchen.

2. Retrieve your picnic basket.

3. Go upstairs, turn left, and enter the primary bedroom suite on the right.

4. Stay in your suite until sunrise.

5. Do not explore the house for any reason.



—Xander
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Three different kinds of dead bolts stood between Lucky and her goals. That felt excessive. Xander must have been worried about break-ins, but . . . why? The maintenance schedule ensured someone would be on-site at least once a day, every day of the week, not to mention the installed over-the-top security system.

Motion detectors guarded the house’s exterior and both yards. Cameras recorded every entrance and window. Xander had spent a solid half hour going over the location of each one, hammering it home that there wasn’t a single unmonitored spot outside of the house.

She’d laughed and asked, “Why stop there? Why not have cameras in the house too?”

He’d pursed his lips into the unhappy grimace she’d come to know, love, and openly mock during preproduction. “Because they all mysteriously stop working within a week.”

“Maybe someone is breaking them.”

“No one has lived there as a permanent resident in years. Because of its unfortunate location and . . . proclivities, the most my family has ever used it for were temporary getaways. Every repair tech reports the cameras are functional during tests and for the first six days post-installation. Something makes them go offline on the seventh.”

She’d begun vibrating with excitement by that point, barely able to hide her fascination. “Wow. How long has that been happening?”

“We made the decision to stop trying a few years ago.”

As soon as Lucky opened the door, the alarm began beeping directly on her left. She entered the code on the first try, brought her suitcases inside, and shut the door, pushing firmly against the old wood despite the latch sliding home without resistance.

Not a creak, not a groan, not a hint of warped wood to be found.

She’d read somewhere that dogs understood everything their people said, and relatedly, that plants responded to warm, soothing voices. An alleged haunted house might appreciate the effort as well.

“Hello, Hennessee House.” She smiled. “My name is Lucky Hart.”

Every curtain had been closed. She surveyed the foyer, the stairs directly in front of her, the rooms on either side, and the hall to the right of the stairs that led farther into the house.

Temperature—warm, almost perfect.

Notable smells—hints of a pine-scented cleaner and fresh laundry.

Appearance—identical to the pictures.

Her instructions said to go straight. She assumed that meant the hall next to the stairs.

No rugs on the aged hardwood floor. No paintings or pictures on the walls. One lone table rested in the middle of the hallway with a flowered vase on top. The same exact purple flowers dotted along the light brown and cream wallpaper.

“At least it’s not yellow,” she mumbled absently.

After passing the length of the stairs, and the intriguing door in the wall underneath it, the hall suddenly split into two. On her left, a short perpendicular offshoot led to a dead-end window with a door on each side.

Her eye twitched in defiance. She wanted to go that way. She needed to go there.

Xander could’ve lied about the cameras not working in the house as a test to see how well she followed directions. They absolutely had some method of keeping tabs on her—she didn’t believe for a second they didn’t. Alternatively, her forced first night imprisonment could’ve been to ensure the mechanisms designed to make the house moan, the doors slam, and the vents whisper her name in the night stayed a secret.

Her palms began to sweat. Temptation was a real bitch sometimes.

She also had to at least consider Xander’s rules might belong to Hennessee itself. Wandering might be unsafe. Maverick said he’d explain more in the morning, but in the next breath claimed nothing happened on the first night. The implication being she’d be protected only if she did as instructed.

If one wanted to rob a bank, the inside man couldn’t immediately begin casing the safe and interrogating the manager on their first day of work. They mastered their job while keeping their eyes and ears on everyone else’s. Their patience would pay off eventually, organically through trust.

Logic won that afternoon. She’d follow their damn rules for as long as her patience would allow.

Half against her will, she marched forward into the kitchen. A large brown picnic basket with a red gingham trim sat on the center island. The room was decently sized, filled with colorful retro-style appliances, a small round dining table for four, gorgeous windows, and a Dutch door to the backyard.

Her jaw dropped. A large white gazebo partially blocked the view of what had to be an orchard—an actual, honest-to-God orchard thriving with flowering bushes and gloriously colorful fruit trees. She grabbed the counter to stop herself from sprinting outside. That wasn’t in the pictures! Even from where she stood its allure curled around her sweet as smoke, nearly overwhelming, as if it were calling to her, inviting her to walk along its paths, pick its fruit, take naps in its shade—

“Go upstairs. Go upstairs. Go upstairs.” She continued chanting under her breath as she picked up the picnic basket. Eyes narrowed into slits, she flew like a bat out of hell straight to the foyer.

Her abysmal self-control wouldn’t last much longer! She didn’t want to see anything else! It took two painful trips to get all her stuff upstairs. Curiosity pawed at her like a mischievous cat, begging her to break the rules the entire time, but she made it.

Unlike the orchard, the bedroom was the very same she’d seen in the pictures, all dark wooden furniture with rich plum-colored bedding and curtains. She put her clothes away in the walk-in closet and decorated the room with a stack of books on the nightstand, comforting pictures and a jewelry case on the dresser, and a hot pink stuffed lion and her laptop on the bed.

Now this was the part where Lucky was supposed to call someone to let them know she’d arrived safely and gush over the beautiful house.

Except she had no one. No point in scrolling through her contacts pretending she did.

Someone somewhere would care if she died. Probably her brother. He’d do the right thing and claim her remains. Until then he, and the rest of them, cared very little about her day-to-day life. Thinking of her family hurt like a recurring muscle twinge, easy enough to massage away. She’d stopped being sad about it a long time ago.

Having friends required dedicating time to cultivating a social life. Her messages used to be filled with all kinds of check-ins and invites. She’d decline—choosing to spend her time researching instead, going on expeditions, conducting interviews, writing papers, and publishing anonymous blog posts with her findings. She made time for her dreams by sacrificing everything, and everyone, else.

And now she was in Hennessee House. Right where she wanted to be with no room for regret.

The attached bathroom was wonderfully equal in size with a clawfoot tub and a separate shower. Drawing perfect baths was as delicate a science as her supernatural research. She’d been forced to master it after years of nannying. She was a hands-on—playtime, cartwheel competitions, trampoline, hide-and-seek—active kind of nanny. Dollar store bubble bath, lavender baby oil, and a sprinkle of Epsom salt hadn’t failed her aching body yet. Carefully, she lowered herself into the hot water, groaning with pleasure as she went. Her feet barely brushed the drain at the head of the tub, and she reclined her head on the rim.

“I could get used to this,” she said to absolutely no one.

Lucky had never lived anywhere with a tub big enough to fit her entire body with room to spare. She always had to bend her knees, or it was so shallow the water barely passed her waist. She’d punch a ghost, unprovoked, dead in the face for this tub alone.

Perhaps that was the thought that caused the bedroom door to slowly drift open wider.

She pretended to not notice, humming as she casually reached into her toiletries bag to get her nail brush and spare switchblade. Under the water, she dropped one and flipped the other open. She might die, but she was sure as shit taking her attacker with her.

A merciless, relaxed calm flooded her taut muscles with purpose. She cleared her mind of everything except her self-defense training. Xander promised there’d be no people running around in sheets or special effects makeup to scare her. She’d warned him she knew how to fight if there were. Learning how had become a necessity after a group expedition in a condemned basement laboratory went sideways. Her self-defense instructor taught her “you don’t have to get ready if you stay ready.” A lesson she took to heart.

But instead of an intruder, a gust of wind blew toward her as if she were standing directly in front of an air conditioner. It cut straight through her, making her shiver, and instantly cooling her bathwater.

It disappeared as quickly as it had arrived but left something behind.

In the bedroom, a mason jar with a purple flower inside sat on top of the old chest directly at the foot of the bed—the same kind of purple flower as on the wallpaper downstairs.

She grabbed her towel, thinking quickly as she headed into the bedroom. That jar hadn’t been there before. She would’ve noticed.

A welcome gift?

A warning gift? No different than an abusive partner trying to soften her up for the blows to come later.

Her hand stalled with hesitation before ultimately reaching out to pick the jar up. She’d started with respect and would see that plan through. “Thank you.” She swallowed hard, forcing her uncertainty back down. “This is so nice. I’ll put it on the dresser for now.”

Bath ruined, she dressed and unpacked her picnic basket, ate dinner, and swapped the cotton pillowcases on the bed for her satin ones to protect her hair. She’d always been a light, restless sleeper. Bonnets, scarves, wraps, you name it, never lasted longer than an hour on her head because she tossed and turned so much.

Her eyes had begun to drift closed as she read a book in bed when her phone rang.

“Hello?”

“Hi, Lucky? It’s Maverick.”

She sat bolt upright instantly, stomach somersaulting into oblivion. “Oh. Hi.”

He laughed, a husky and amused staccato chuckle. “You sound disappointed.”

“I’m not. It’s a defense mechanism. Can’t be let down if your hopes are never up,” she answered without thinking and squeezed her eyes shut in regret. “Sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.”

“No, that’s fine and smart. Although, I don’t know if I could live like that. For me, having hope makes life worth living.”

She smiled, lowering her head as if she wanted to hide the sudden burst of expression. Unexpectedly, though, her brain betrayed her by deciding to answer his honesty with nihilism. “The only thing that makes life worth living is the fact that I’m not dead. It’s like I’m being forced to survive.”

He laughed again, softer that time. “I definitely have questions about that, but I think I’ll save them for tomorrow’s interview.”

“Will you really be here at sunrise?”

“That’s the deal. How are you settling in? Still nervous?”

“All settled and tucked into bed.” Nerves got to her all the time. She’d felt them in the car, but so far, not at all in the house. Creepy or unsettling feelings weren’t following her like a threatening shroud. Getting the flower was . . . strange, at most. Fighting against her desire to do as she pleased had been the most distressing part. “The house hasn’t gobbled me up yet.”

“I told you nothing happens on the first night.”

She glanced at the mason jar. “You sure about that?”

“Did something happen? Wait, no, you can’t tell me. I shouldn’t even be calling you right now.”

“Then why did you?”

“Honestly?” He exhaled into a sigh. “I was . . . worried.”

“You . . . you were worried about me?” After three hopeful beats of silence, common sense kicked in. He didn’t mean that personally. “Oh, because I’m number four, right? I know my predecessors didn’t last long.”

“No,” he said matter-of-factly. No room for anything else. “I didn’t call them. I didn’t even think to. Earlier, you sounded a little panicked and I honestly haven’t stopped thinking about it.”

“Shit, sorry. I promise that wasn’t because of the house. I’m fine here. I don’t feel unsafe. I don’t feel scared. It’s a little jarring being somewhere with so much space and no one to share it with because I’m used to my tiny room in my tiny apartment, but other than that I’m okay.”

“If it wasn’t the house, what made you so nervous?”

She sat stuck in the moment, struggling to find her next words. How could she explain to him that her dreams, plural, were literally coming true without giving herself away?

NQP hired a struggling and aimless not-quite-young-adult who was supposed to learn that she’d bitten off more than she could chew. Telling the truth to reassure Maverick had been a rookie mistake. So, why did she do it? Why did she keep doing it?

A small, purple dot moved in her peripheral vision. She turned toward it, watching as the flower in the mason jar spun quickly in a circle at the bottom, moving faster and faster as if caught in a twister.

The hairs on the back of Lucky’s neck stood up. “Maverick,” she said with perfect, practiced calm. “I’m not afraid, but for the sake of the show, I think I need to hang up now.”

A beat of silence on his end, then, “Is something happening?”

Stephen wanted a story. As much as it pained her, this would have to be a part of that. “Good night. Don’t worry about me, okay?”

“We all live about an hour away,” he said quickly. “Promise you’ll call me or even Stephen if you need to?”

“I promise.”

“I’m choosing to believe you again.” He paused. “Good night.”

Lucky smiled softly. “I’ll see you at sunrise.”

The purple flower began to levitate.
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To Lucky’s eternal disappointment, nothing more happened in Hennessee House.

She’d slid off the bed, hurrying to the dresser only to watch with complete devastation as the flower drifted back to the bottom of the jar. She’d stood there willing it to move, concentrating so hard she gave herself a headache. Confirming, once again, that telekinesis would continue to be her great white whale.

Eventually, she’d fallen into a dreamless sleep with her phone clutched in her hand. Hennessee House wouldn’t catch her slacking again, but the only action the phone saw was ringing.

“Lucky?”

It took a full three seconds before she remembered where she was, why she was there, and realized who was calling. “Maverick. Hi.” She buried her sleepy smile into her pillow.

“You’re okay?”

“I am. Wait, hold on, let me actually check.” Her full-body stretch ended in a yawn. “My muscles are in working order, I can wiggle my toes and fingers, and I have all my senses. I think I just might have survived my first night.”

“Good. I wasn’t worried. Not even a little bit. Didn’t think about calling you again at all.”

She snickered. “That’s very sweet. Thank you.”

“Yeah. Well.” He cleared his throat. “We’ll be there in about an hour. Don’t leave your room until you hear the doorbell.”

Lucky glanced at the window. The first colors of rising dawn had barely crested over the horizon. Great. More waiting. She’d planned to use at least a few minutes of her sunrise-provided freedom checking things out solo. So much for that.

She started getting ready, from her usual morning journal session to agonizing over what to wear. Her picnic basket provided an assortment of snacks and prepackaged breakfast foods because they really didn’t want her leaving the room a millisecond before she had to. With time to spare, she ended up sitting on the bed, bored and all but twiddling her thumbs while waiting to meet Maverick Phillips.

Beyond a Reasonable Doubt, BARD for short, was entertaining, thoughtful, well written, award-winning, et cetera, et cetera. On the show, Maverick interviewed people claiming to have had paranormal experiences. Whether they’d been haunted, tormented, or comforted by their encounters, he gave them the space to exist free of judgment or ridicule. He asked questions that expertly exposed the hearts of their stories, allowing their truths to finally be seen. Afterward he attempted to investigate their claims with his team to support a larger narrative based around his character, but that was neither here nor there.

Those interviews with Maverick’s empathy, compassion, and respect on full display were what captivated viewers. Lucky could easily binge-watch it for hours on end if she had a day off or was too sad to move. It honestly didn’t matter. She was always in the mood for it. But that was the show.

Maverick was a very real person whom she’d already seen up close, in night vision, being alternately pensive and playful, and even scared and seconds away from screaming. He exuded a protector kind of confidence and there was a keen, seeking intelligence behind his dark brown eyes—alert and focused, driven by his curiosity, and with an open mind constantly spinning with ideas to explain the unexplainable.

Lucky hoped he’d be like that in real life too.

She gnawed on her thumbnail as anxiety acted like a hook crocheting her organs together in disgusting knots. Getting overexcited and making mistakes was forbidden. No matter what or whom she encountered, she vowed to be the epitome of focused. She refused to let a celebrity disappointing her change that.

The doorbell rang and Lucky shot out of that suite like a runner at the start of the race. Common sense kicked in right as she touched the first dead bolt. She slid on her ability-blocking dark sunglasses in record time.

“Hi, good morning.” Lucky stepped to the side, gesturing for him to enter. “Welcome to my haunted house. Please come in.”

Amazingly, Maverick was even more attractive in person.

Nothing surprised her about how lean and muscular his body was, his cool brown skin, or his closely cropped beard. While his hair had grown out some, he was exactly as tall as she’d thought he’d be. With the right pair of heels, they’d stand eye to eye. All of that she expected, but there was . . . more. She couldn’t quite put her finger on the difference. Almost as if the camera only caught a fraction of his radiance, enough to draw the viewer in, and gave up on capturing the rest because it couldn’t. With no filters or lenses, he was just . . . more. Whole and mesmerizing.

Her brain felt empty. No thoughts. No words except more.

More to him. More of him. More Maverick in her life, please and thank you.

Getting starstruck apparently existed in her emotional wheelhouse. Who knew? She sure didn’t!

“Everything okay?” Maverick remained on the porch. A large black bag rested at his feet.

“Why wouldn’t it be?”

“You’re wearing sunglasses.”

“Yeah, because I’m not ready to take them off yet.”

He eyed her carefully, as if he were searching for something. “You also seem a little . . . flustered.”

“Impossible. That’s something that happens to other people. Not me.” She glanced outside, spotting Stephen and two others near the back of a black van. “Are they not coming in?”

“The team is reshooting some exterior shots. Stephen is directing under the guise of producing. They’ll join us once they’re done.”

“Oh, perfect,” she said, genuinely relieved. “Are you going to come in? Unless you planned to interview me here?”

Maverick stared at her for a beat, face unreadable. “Let’s do it in the library.”

“I love libraries.” She cringed so hard she almost bit her cheek. Shit, she did sound flustered. And breathless. And starstruck.

“Perfect. Follow me.” Maverick smiled, clearly amused.

As he led the way, she gestured to his camera bag. “Are we filming right away? I was only able to change my outfit six times. I’m not sure if I want to make my Caretaker debut looking like a long-lost Super Mario sibling.”

Pointing out her blue overalls and purple sweatshirt seemed like a cute way to make a joke. Hopefully he’d think she’d been acting funny on purpose instead of being betrayed by her brain on the biggest day of her career so far.

“We can go audio only if that’s what you prefer. You look fine, by the way.”

“Fine?”

“Yeah. Very . . . wholesome.”

She laughed at that. “I’m not, though.” Her thoughts were growing darker by the second. If she embarrassed herself one more time, she was going to throw herself down a well.

“Film and TV are all smoke and mirrors. You’ll fit right in.” He shrugged, seemingly not noticing her despair, and turned left at the previous night’s perpendicular temptation.

Lucky had no idea Hennessee House had a library. Stephen wanted her to discover the home layout gradually and wouldn’t let Xander tell her much. Even the map he’d used to show her the security cameras used generic labels like downstairs room three.

“Ooh,” she breathed.

Fully stocked bookshelves wrapped around the entire room with breaks only for the door and windows. Non-matching armchairs draped with decorative
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