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  Chapter One

Jack


There’s an abandoned, ivy-covered mansion on the edge of town. According to my mom, who’s privately declared herself Willow Creek’s unofficial historian, it’s been empty for at least seventy-five years. It’s Halloween night - which means someone’s gonna try and break into it. My friends and I used to dare each other to spend the night there, but we always chickened out. 
One of mom’s bunko buddies called the station twenty minutes ago and said she saw flickering in one of the windows and was afraid it was on fire. The rest of the guys are off so they could either take their kids trick or treating or be at the six car pile-up that got called in earlier tonight. So when the call came over dispatch, I was the only one available to check it out. Even though I was home and technically off-duty, I patched in and accepted it. 
When I get there, the only vehicle in the driveway is a banged up older Subaru Outback. Dispatch was right about one thing - there’s someone in there. I’m a big guy, so I can probably run them off if they’re here for a Halloween prank. I take a deep breath and hitch my backpack over my shoulder when I see the light moving past the windows on the first floor. The front door’s ajar, and as I creep closer I can see the wad of paper stuck between it and the frame. I pull it out as I push against the heavy oak and close it. When it slams shut behind me, there’s a gasp and a shadowy figure comes hurtling toward me. I step backward and trip on the edge of a rug.
I go crashing to the floor with the apparition clinging to me. It starts beating my chest with its fists. “Why’d you pull the paper out? Now we’re stuck here until my sister shows up in the morning to get ready for her seance.”
I recoil on the inside, even while the buckles on the backpack are digging into my shoulder, because I recognize that voice. Ophelia Daniels. The only woman who’s ever made me tongue-tied and awkward. The only woman who’s ever ghosted me. The woman who dunked me nineteen times in a row at the ice cream social before she stomped into oblivion. When I caught her a lightning pulse of awareness skittered down my spine. The same one that lit the space between us like a thousand fireworks the first time I saw her in that red dress across a crowded diner.  A spark I lost sight of when she threw her napkin in my face and dumped her glass of sweet tea on my head. A spark I just realized I’ve been missing for six months. Feeling it again, like a solar flare thumping in my chest, makes all the cracked pieces of glass inside me since the cookout conversation with Ian start to mend. It’s almost enough to make me believe I’m enough - that someone finally sees who I am behind the flirting and jokes.
She pushes a pair of goggles to her forehead as I take in her ridiculous costume. She’s wearing a brown jumpsuit that makes me wonder what happens if she has to take an emergency bathroom break. She looks like she walked off the set of some whacked sci-fi movie. And her gear looks like the stuff Melissa McCarthy and her friends hauled around in the Ghostbusters reboot. 
She’s beautiful - even with sweaty hair and the ugliest version of an exterminator uniform I’ve ever seen. I shove down the impulse to tell her everything I’m thinking, and decide to push her away instead. I set my mouth in a sneer and try to sound condescending. “Are you supposed to be a ghostbuster?”
She hops off and skewers me with an evil glare that makes her hazel eyes flare. “Of course your only frame of reference is Hollywood,” she snarls as she fists her hands on her hips. “This isn’t a costume, Jack Montgomery. It’s my job. I’m a ghost-hunter, not a ghostbuster. And you just interrupted the first job I’ve gotten in Willow Creek.”
“If you were so worried about being stuck here, you should’ve told someone this is where you’d be.”
“I did, you idiot! The owner. Because he hired me. He said the door jams and I’d be stuck if I didn’t wedge something in between it and the frame.” 
“Well how was I supposed to know? Somebody called the firehouse because they thought your flashlight was this piece of shit burning down.” Her unreasonable hostility is pissing me off. People usually love me. Especially women. Not only is she immune, I think she hates me. “Trust me, you’re the last person I want to be stuck with on Halloween night. Especially since you acted like I didn’t exist after our date.”
“What else was I supposed to do? You were ridiculous. And insulting.”
I rear back. “No I wasn’t.” And I wasn’t- because I would never insult a woman. Grace Montgomery raised her sons to respect women and their bodies and she’d stick my head on a pike if she thought I was being an asshole.
“Are you for real? The last thing you said to me was, Are you my little toe? Because I’m gonna bang you against every piece of furniture in my house. How is that anything but ridiculous and insulting?”
I push myself to my feet and cross my arms. “It was just some friendly flirting.”
She shakes her head so hard I’m almost afraid she’s going to wring her own neck. “That was not flirting. That was the word vomit of an emotionally unintelligent man child. I would’ve let it slide if you hadn’t talked shit when I didn’t call you afterwards.”
“I just told anyone who asked you were a snob who thought you were too good for Willow Creek. You owed me the courtesy of a phone call.”
She stomps toward me again, waving the periscope of the thing strapped to her back. “I owed you nothing! It was a blind date and we had nothing in common.”
“We had chemistry in common,” I protest. Because from the minute she walked in the door of the diner in that cute retro dress and those adorable cat’s eye glasses, I couldn’t look away. And when she sat down across from me, her eyes lingered too. 
“Chemistry isn’t enough. Especially when one of the elements is an arrogant himbo.”
“I’m not a himbo. I like women and they like me and everything I do is mutual.”
She snorts loudly, and finally stops waving the periscope thing. “Like I said. Arrogant himbo. And I don’t believe in notches on bedposts.”
“That still wasn’t a reason to dunk me so many times.”
“I dunked you because you were spreading malicious gossip about me. We had one date. One. You didn’t even know me. You deserved it.”
Her vehemence gives me pause and makes me re-evaluate how much I should’ve self-reflected before I reacted the way I did. Maybe the way I talked about her hurt just as much as the way she dissed me. Maybe I am the asshole and I should move past it. “Well now we’re stuck here together and there’s nothing we can do about it.”
“Since it’s your fault, you get to help me do my job.”
“I don’t believe in ghosts.” The very thought is laughable. Horror movies are for entertainment because being scared is fun - and they give me the chance to make a move if I’m on a date.
“You should never say that in a haunted house,” she scolds. “It can make them mad and determined to make you believe in them.”
I roll my eyes. “I’ll take my chances and help you because I don’t have anything else to do.”
“I don’t have any extra protective gear, so if we run into something nasty, you’re on your own.”
I resist the urge to roll my eyes again. “Pretty sure I’ll be fine. Where do we start?”
“I was in the middle of setting up recorders in the rooms that registered the highest volume of activity on my ECM equipment.”
“Recorders? If they exist, why would they speak to you?”
She shakes her head in disgust as she turns on her heel. “You really don’t know anything. Most of the time they’re not talking to us specifically- they just have a message for anyone who can hear it.”
Now I’m curious - even though I still think she’s probably making it all up. “What kind of message?”
“Sometimes it’s for someone still living -things they wish they’d told them when they were alive. Sometimes it’s because they died before they expected to and they want to tell someone what happened to them. And sometimes it’s a confession.”
“The confession one sounds ominous. Like confessions from dastardly criminals? Or murderers?”
She shrugs. “Maybe. I’ve had a couple of those I sent to the FBI that ended up being what they needed for a cold case resolution. But most of the time it’s weird, innocuous stuff - like I used green food coloring to dye the hair on my sister’s Barbie.”
“Well that’s disappointing.” My reply comes out more sarcastic than I intended.
“Do you take anything seriously? I hope you never have to save me from a burning building.”
Her dismissal of me and what I do burns even more than the way she ghosted me after our date. “Hey, wait a second.” I step forward and grab her elbow. 
She scowls at me over her shoulder. “Hey, back. Let go of me.”
“Not until you listen to me. I’m sorry if it sounded like I was insulting you.”
She laughs bitterly. “I’m used to people making fun of what I do or calling me weird and crazy.”
“I didn’t mean to offend you. I might not understand it, but I don’t think it’s weird or crazy. Isn’t that Ghost Hunters show in its twentieth season?”
“Thirteenth. Seven years ago, I thought that’s what I wanted too. Commercial success.” She turns to face me. “I’m sorry too. I’ve heard about the rescues you’ve done. I’d trust you to do the same for me. If I needed it.”
The fact she trusts me to rescue her turns the burn of her words into a simmer. Maybe she doesn’t think I’m completely hopeless. “Thank you for acknowledging I’m good at what I do.”
She cocks her head to the side. “You’re probably good at it because you’re as reckless as you are arrogant. But I won’t hold it against you.”
I shrug, because she’s not wrong about all of it. I’m confident, not arrogant. And I guess someone on the outside might think I’m being reckless when I go into a burning building. But I’m not being reckless - I always know how much oxygen I have, how far the hose will reach and usually how soon the fire will make rescue impossible. “You shouldn’t hold it against me - because I’m neither of those things.”
This time, she shrugs. “Sometimes it’s hard to see your own reflection.”
I want to contradict her, but I’m pretty sure anything I say in my defense will be misunderstood or misinterpreted. “Believe what you want.”
“Oh, I’m going to. First impressions don’t lie.” She whirls to face me with her hands on her hips. “But I think we should put our differences aside so we can get through tonight.”
“I agree. Just tell me what I need to do.”
“We need to finish setting up the sound equipment and the night vision cameras synced to them.”
“Okay. But only if you tell me how you got into this field in the first place.”
“I’m not ashamed of my family history. Our mom grew up in Byrd Hollow, about thirty miles from here. Her maiden name was Starr and the women in her family are known as soul catchers. Mom left when she was a teen because she wanted nothing to do with the family legacy.”
“If she turned away, how did you and your sister get into paranormal investigation?”
“I was obsessed with the movie version of Casper growing up, and when I graduated to the television adaptation of Stephen King’s Rose Red, I knew there was nothing else I wanted to do. Olivia and I both started seeing ghosts when we were around three years old, and we can hear and talk to them too. We usually get called in to figure out if a site can be spiritually cleansed. ”
“That’s a thing? Spiritual cleansing?” Movies like The Exorcist have made me skeptical. “If that stuff really exists, don’t we need a priest with one of those huge crosses and holy water?”
Her sigh is full of exasperation. My skepticism clearly aggravates her - just like the fact I’m breathing the same air. “Those things are for casting out demons or slaying blood suckers- not for drawing out ghosts. Don’t ask me any more stupid questions,” she gripes over her shoulder. 






  
  Chapter Two

Ophelia


The first time I saw a ghost, I thought she was a real person. I was three and I liked the fact she’d play dolls with me anytime I wanted. Even if she never wanted to leave my closet. She always wore the same dress and I just thought she was poor. 
I finally told mom about her the summer before I turned five and I didn’t get the reaction I was expecting. Mom’s pale skin turned so translucent the freckles on her cheeks looked like little black specks. I could tell she was scared. 
We moved away two weeks later because she told Olivia and I that she was offered a waitressing job thirty miles away. 
My sister and I both knew better.
She was running away. 
When the ghosts began telling us their stories, we kept their secrets and never confided in our mother again. 
She died when we were nineteen of a drug overdose - because she was always trying to escape. When our grandmother became our only tie to our family besides distant cousins we’d never met, Olivia and I clung to each other. Both of us embraced our gifts because we keep hoping her spirit lingered on. That someday she’ll give one of us one last message. 
That hope is why I don’t like having company on a job. 
Especially company like him.
Especially on the night of my thirty-fifth birthday. I like celebrating my banner years doing the thing I love most - communing with the undead and digging up their secrets. The witching hour this one night a year is when I cross my fingers and toes and hope Mom will finally try to communicate.
What if this is the one time Mom decides to reach out and he does something dumb because he thinks what I do is mumbo jumbo? Or worse, what if she reaches out and she’s not at peace and her message isn’t something I want to hear? And what if I lose my shit and cry in front of this asshole?
By the time we get to the second floor, I’m fuming at myself for asking him to help me set things up. 
He’s right on my heels, and when I whirl to face him on the landing he has to grab the railing to keep his balance.
“On second thought, I don’t need your help. Why don’t you go try all the windows or something and see if there’s another way out?”
He crosses his arms as his brows lower. “You’re trying to get rid of me.”
“No, just trying to spare you from something you clearly think is a waste of time.”
“I never said that.”
“You didn’t have to. Your smug expression spoke a thousand words.”
He shrugs. “You can’t blame me. Look at the way this stuff happens in the movies. And how fake all those reality shows are.” 
When he shoves his hands in his pockets he sounds dejected and I second guess what a hard ass I’m being. 
“Ugh. Fine. If you’re really curious and not just humoring me or trying to flirt again, I could use the help.”
“I want to learn.” 
He sounds so earnest I almost believe him. And then I remember the last time I was hopeful about this man. 
Our disastrous date. My cousin was best friends with his sister and they’d set us up. When I saw him sitting in that booth in the dark green button down he’d told me he’d be wearing, my heart rose from my stomach and started pitter pattering like something from a cartoon. 
I’d slid into the seat across from him and cleared my throat as I held out my hand. “Ophelia Daniels.”
His big, warm hand had wrapped around mine and while I was panicking at the way I was covered in cold sweat, he gave me a slow, gorgeous smile.
“Hi. I’m Jack Montgomery.”
That big, warm hand didn’t let go and I couldn’t think of anything to say. I was too lost in the way his eyes matched his shirt. He was so easy to talk to, by the time we polished off the cheesy fries appetizer, I was telling him all about my most embarrassing moment.
He laughed and then he told me his. 
I turned down the entree choices and went straight to the dessert menu, and so did he with a chuckle. “I agree, life’s too short to eat dessert last.”
We’d grinned across the table at each other like clowns over our double fudge oreo sundaes and 
I was finally relaxed and excited to tell my sister Olivia how amazing Willow Creek was and how brilliant she was for choosing to settle here.
That’s when he’d ruined everything and proved he was nothing more than a womanizing douchebag. 
No self-respecting woman wants to be objectified by a comparison to a piece of furniture, and thinking about it makes me mad all over again. 
I was so annoyed and disappointed by his attempt at inappropriate flirting, I threw my napkin in his face and then stood up so I could pour my full glass of ice tea on him. As he sat there stupefied, with the ice cubes sliding down his shirt, I stood up, grabbed my purse, and left him sitting there. He texted me a half-ass apology I ignored and then he started running his mouth. It was only my second week in Willow Creek, the place my sister and I finally decided we were going to settle and put roots down. I’d been excited and our date and what came after had left a bitter, acrid taste on the back of my tongue. Like sour grapes.
I shake my head to clear it of the memories. “Okay. Like I said, you can help me finish setting up the recorders.”
“Just tell me what to do,” he says as he hitches his backpack higher on his shoulder. 
“You might want to set that down. I have everything we need. What’s in there anyway?”
He flushes. “I’m not going anywhere without this. It has emergency supplies in it. A basic first aid kit, flares, my heavy duty LED flashlight, lightweight emergency blankets, an extra pair of socks.”
I cock my head to the side. “Carry it around if you want to,” I tell him as I shrug. The thought of him being so prepared almost upsets my impression of his character. I set my bag on the floor and rummage through it until I find two of the four recorders left. “Take these and set them up. One in the kitchen and one in the room with the chandelier.”
“Any special instructions?”
“Nope. They’re pretty self-explanatory and they’re fully charged.”
He salutes me before he takes them and slips them into his pack. “Should we meet back up when we’re done?”
I glance down at my watch. “Let’s meet in the chandelier room in forty minutes. At a quarter to midnight. I hope you have a watch, because the electromagnetic activity is already off the charts. It’ll probably mess with your cell phone.”
He digs into his pocket and extracts his phone - like the skeptic he is. Whatever he sees draws a heavy crease between his brows and he gives me a disbelieving look. “That’s never happened before. I know I have service in this area, but it’s not even in SOS mode. Just a blank screen - like it powered itself off.”
I can’t hold back my smug smile. “Told you.”
He holds up an arm so the cuff of his flannel falls back and waves his wrist. He’s wearing a watch with a worn leather strap. “I’ll go by this. It’s an old-fashioned wind-up, so it should be fine.”
“Okay. We’ll meet in forty minutes.” As I head for the stairs, I can feel his gaze drilling into me.

      ***Twenty minutes later, I’m in the last room. It’s completely empty except for a hand-carved wooden cradle in the corner. I ignore it, and start setting up the recorder. I’m almost finished when all the hairs on the back of my neck suddenly stand at attention. I’m afraid to turn around, but whatever it is, it’s better to face it head-on. 
The cradle’s slowly rocking back and forth, creaking quietly. I gulp because I can rule out a stray breeze - there’s only one window in this room, and it’s completely boarded up. Shadows that look like tree branches are moving ominously over the walls, and it looks like they’re pulsing on top of the faded wallpaper. Like the thud of a heart. 
The ECM starts beeping frantically behind me, and I mash the record button. I might be scared to death, but I still need to do my job. This is irrefutable proof there is something in this house, and although Jack and I might be the only living souls besides the spiders and the mice, we’re not alone. 
“I’m not here to disturb you,” I assure whatever presence is lurking in the room with me. “I’m just here to listen.”
The beeps get louder and closer together, and the shadows are moving so fast over the wall it looks like the thrashing branches of a tree caught in a hurricane. One of the shadows separates from the rest and moves sinuously toward the cradle. 
It’s rocking furiously now, like it’s on the verge of tipping over. 
The shadow becomes elongated, until what look like two bony arms stretch towards the cradle. A moonbeam slips through the crack at the top of the window and illuminates a diaphanous fold of fabric sweeping over the floor.
Did a child die here? Is that why the house feels so heavy and sad? Is that why every aura I’ve sensed has been blue or lavender?
The moonlight flits over the form materializing in front of me. It’s still diaphanous, and the wallpaper showing through the bustle of the skirt and the balloon sleeves of the blouse is weird. 
This isn’t the first time I’ve seen an apparition, but it’s the first time I’ve been overwhelmed by sadness and despair so acute it’s like a puncture wound in my chest. 
I ease back one step at a time, treading lightly because it feels like I’m intruding on something.
When I arrive at our meeting point, he’s standing in the middle of the room. His back is to me, and his shoulders are rigid. I think he’s staring at the wall. 
I sidle up beside him. “Do you see shadows too?”
He jumps at least six inches in the air and drops his flashlight. It rolls across the floor and comes to a stop against the wall. He gulps. “Jesus, you scared me,” he whispers hoarsely.
“So you saw something too?”
His nod is brusque. “Yeah. I couldn’t move because I was frozen in place.”
We’re both staring at the wall when the chandelier flickers to life. There’s no electricity, and this time we both gulp. When a tinny-sounding classical song starts playing, he grabs my hand. His grip is clammy, and even though I’m scared too, I resist when he tries to pull me towards the exit. I plant my feet, and when his hold tightens, I topple forward. He catches me before I hit the floor. 
“We should get out of here.”
I glare up at him. “No. I want to see what happens. I’m not leaving - this is my first job in Willow Creek.”
“I didn’t mean leave the house - we’re trapped here, remember? I meant this room. I already set up the recorder so there’s no reason for us to stay..”
“The recorder is only for things you can hear, not for things you can see.”
“Well, I don’t wanna stay and find out why we hear that music. And maybe I want to hold onto my skepticism as long as I can.”
I raise a brow. “I thought you didn’t believe in ghosts?”
He heaves a sigh and sets me upright before he rakes a hand through his tousled hair. “I didn’t think I did. But I don’t know what’s about to happen and I don’t want to stay and find out. Can we go to another room? Please?”
I decide to relent because he looks terrified. “Fine. But don’t think I’ve forgotten about your cowardice.”
“At this point, I don’t even care. I’m brave about a lot of other things and it’s okay if you think I’m chicken shit around supernatural stuff.”
“Let’s convene in the kitchen and talk about what happens next.”
I turn around and head for the galley kitchen, and he’s so close behind me I can almost feel his breath on my nape. He really does sound scared, and I can’t help chuckling at the thought that this man who is at least six foot three and two hundred and forty pounds is this creeped out by a shadow.






  
  Chapter Three

Jack


Once we’re in the kitchen, I lean against the ancient stove and focus on slowing down my racing pulse. “So now you think I should give up my man card,” I grumble. 
She chuckles softly and I wonder if she’s been holding it in since she saw my white knuckles. “It doesn’t exactly fit the tough guy image you’re trying to project.”
I’m not a tough guy, I’m just used to being compared to my older brother. So I’ve learned to grow a thick skin and act like the things people say don’t bother me. That’s a lot to explain to someone I barely know, and I’m afraid peeling back my layers will give her an excuse to sharpen her words again.
I grab two granola bars from my backpack and hand her one. “Let’s eat something. Maybe together we can brainstorm a way out of here.”
“I checked it out before I took the job. All of the windows are sealed shut and the only way into the cellar is from the outside.” She peers at my backpack. “Do you have anything useful in there? Like a hammer or a prybar?”
I usually carry my sledge and window prop on the truck, and I never thought I’d need them outside of an official dispatch. I pop the last bite of oatmeal and chocolate chips in my mouth and flex my hands. “Just these.”
“Well, those are pretty
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