
  
    
      Haunting Casey

      
        SPIRIT HUNTERS (BOOK 4)

      

    

    
      
        TEMPERANCE DAWN

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2026 by Temperance Dawn

      All rights reserved.

      No part of the book may be reproduced, or stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, or otherwise, without the express written permission of the publisher.

      The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book via the internet or other means permission from the author/publisher is illegal and punishable by law. Please purchase only authorized electronic copies and do not participate in or encourage piracy of copyrighted materials. If you are reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return it to your eBook retailer. Thank you for respecting the hard work and rights of this author.

      This book is a work of fiction. All characters, events, and locations portrayed in this book are fictitious and are the figment of the authors imagination. Any similarity to real events, persons, living or dead, is coincidental and not intended by the author. This story is entirely fiction that the author has created for entertainment purposes only.

      Cover design by : Maja Kopunovic

      Edited by: Killing It Write

      Published by: Daring Light Publishing, LLC

      ISBN: 979-8-9858761-9-2 (paperback)

      ISBN: 979-8-234-09695-1 (eBook)

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Trigger Warning

          

        

      

    

    
      This book is intended for mature audiences eighteen (18) years and older. This book does contain discussions of domestic, verbal and physical abuse, mental health, and suicide. This book also contains violence, explicit language, and scenes of sexual content. If these subjects are triggers for you, do not read this book.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Dear Reader

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      It’s been three years in the making, and I am finally ready to share

      Casey and Dave’s story with you! Writing their story truly reminded me of how important it is to follow your heart, always. In 2018, I set out to prove to myself that I could accomplish this dream. I’ve learned so much over the years, most importantly, not to allow any circumstances to divert me from my dreams.

      If you’ve been with me since the beginning, I can’t tell you how much your support has meant over these years. And if you’re new here, welcome! I can’t express how much your willingness to dive into this world I’ve created means to me. You’re about to journey to a fictional town in Northern California, loosely based on Gold Country. Here, the battle of good and evil goes head-to-head. While I was writing, the one goal I wanted to express the most was the theme of never giving up.

      The Universe works in mysterious ways, and we’re not meant to understand it all at first, but there is always a reason why certain paths are laid out in front of us. Remember, every second of every day is a new beginning. Never forget that.

      There is no such thing as a final draft.

      

      With so much love,

      Temperance
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      Nothing was soothing about the tapping of rain against the windowpanes. Casey startled awake and pushed herself up from the living room sofa, now damp from a mist that had crept inside. The sound was sharp, like fingers etching a message into the glass, taunting, as if each droplet held a secret. She didn’t remember falling asleep. She certainly didn’t remember the thick, green mist that hugged the ground and rose to blanket every inch of her surroundings, so thick that it blurred the edges of everything, and she barely recognized her own yard as she stepped outside.

      “Hello?”

      Casey was met with only rustling and the sound of twigs breaking beyond the tree line in the distance. Against her better judgment, she followed the sound into the woods beyond her backyard and out of sight of the house.

      Waterlogged moss covered the trail. It squelched under her bare feet. Cold bubbles rose between her toes, the sensation threatening to suck her down into the earth. As eerie as it all was, she couldn’t break the pull that kept her continuing on the path.

      Once in the woods, she turned to the sound of leaves rustling behind her. Branches hung like extended arms from above, almost as if they pointed in the direction she should go before they came together in a tangled web of spiny wood. Now, closed off from the outside world, the only way to go was forward.

      Just ahead, the faint outline of a person darted from behind another tree. Its shape looked familiar, but she couldn’t put her finger on who it could be.

      “Stop!” She tried to move faster, but the ground held her at a painful, slow pace that made her lungs ache from the thick, humid haze. It was only by the light of the full moon that she was able to see the path that lay in front of her.

      The fog clung densely where the trees and bushes didn’t provide ground cover. A thick tree root, concealed beneath the low-lying cloud, tripped her. When Casey hit the ground, her body stuck to the muck. Mud took the place of slimy moss as it oozed around her fingers. It wasn’t raining, yet everything was saturated. Somehow, the woods of Northern California had turned into a swamp.

      Hot, wet and covered in sticky mud, Casey’s heart thumped loudly when the figure she knew was a man stood motionless in the distance. For the first time since she’d started on this journey, she questioned what she was doing there. It wasn’t like her to go off like this. Although nothing about the present moment seemed normal.

      When she looked back, everything behind her was completely black. For some reason, the moon’s light only illuminated the area in front of her. The only thing she could do was continue on.

      Someone was there with her. Maybe they were lost too?

      “Who’s there?” Is it the same person I followed here?

      A heaviness dropped from the sky that shifted the atmosphere. Suspicion was gone, and the immediate sense of danger replaced her intrigue.

      Without warning, something grasped her ankles beneath the fog. Tight, hard, slender grips pulled, and she began to sink. The fog dissipated like wisps of smoke in the wind, and she watched the roots of the ground tug at her limbs as they disappeared inch by inch.

      “Help!” she yelled in hopes the person standing in the distance would turn around. “Please!” Her cries were laced with desperation, but the figure moved slowly. Too slowly.

      It wasn’t right. Any normal person in an environment as eerie as that forest would turn to see what chaos was taking place. She realized now that the man wasn’t there to help her. He moved with too much ease, too unbothered with the unnatural surroundings and her predicament.

      She struggled against the restraints. Once her hips were beneath the ground, her strength was no match for the tree roots that took hold of her arms. She was going to die like this.

      With the little movement she had, her battle continued. It wasn’t until she noticed the man make his way leisurely toward her that she realized what was happening. He stood in front of her, yet there were no real features to him. Just…nothingness. Blackness. A void that somehow took up space looked upon her.

      Fear squeezed her throat tight. Her body had become numb from being constrained and buried in the ground. All Casey felt were the tears that trickled down her cheeks. When she was buried to her neck, the black figure knelt, and the horror morphed in front of her. Her scream was enough to make her own ears bleed as the realization set in. Shocked, betrayed, and once again, heartbroken, her words drifted into the empty night before the last sliver of moonlight was cast out by the forest floor above her.

      “Mike, no!”

      Casey bolted up, back straight as a board, ready to fight. It took her a few seconds to understand where she was, but when her bed frame squeaked from her movements, she realized she was in her room. In her house.

      Over the past several days, the nightmares had been the same. She didn’t understand them, and there didn’t seem to be a rhyme or reason for them. The nightmares she’d suffered as a kid subsided years ago. Her brother, Liam, experienced terrible dreams well into adulthood. But his were due to past life regression. Casey’s nightly horror had stemmed from the haunted home she lived in as a child.

      These…These were different.

      She’d never dreamt of her ex-husband, not even when they were married. He hadn’t been in touch with her for visitation with the kids in months. The last time she heard from him, he’d concocted the excuse of work, saying he couldn’t visit. Secretly, she didn’t mind. It only gave her more leverage to go back to the judge and have all his supervised visitation rights stripped. She’d uphold her end of the divorce agreement and let him continue fucking up. His choices were no longer her problem.

      Her mouth was like dry cotton when she slipped out of bed. A quick check of her reflection in the mirror above her dresser to be sure there was, in fact, no dirt on her face, settled her nerves a little. The dream was more intense this time. The feeling of the soil in her eyes, nose and mouth felt too real. She vaguely remembered gasping for air as she woke.

      She peeked in on the kids in their bedrooms. She was sure her scream would have woken them, but her little angels slept soundly.

      After she padded to the kitchen for a glass of water, she made her way to the front door. Satisfied that the chain was still in place and the dead bolt turned to the locked position, she turned back to the hallway, but stopped short, her attention pulled into the living room.

      Casey flipped the light switch on the wall and assessed the static in the air. There were no storms in the area as far as she knew. The sky was clear on that fall day in the hills of Gold River Valley. It didn’t make sense for electricity to be in the air. Yet, there she was, in her living room, with all the hairs on her arms standing on end.

      Casey faced the fireplace with her back to the sofa positioned in front of the window. She was sure someone stood behind her, but when her body caught up to the movement of her head, her relief was followed by confusion. In the soft glow of the lamps on either side of the sofa, it was clear she was alone.

      The dream had undoubtedly set her on edge. That’s what she told herself as she shook her head to clear the haze that still hung over her from the nightmare. Her nervous system was on high alert. That was all.

      Still, she flipped the switch on the wall in the hallway, illuminating the front of the house as she made her way back to her bedroom.
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      Monsters don’t exist. Isn’t that what parents teach their kids? That’s how the world is supposed to work. We fight off those scary demons under beds and in closets that keep the kids awake at night until they’re old enough to realize that those scary demons are nothing more than their overactive imagination. If only that were true.

      Casey learned early on that monsters don’t only come in human form. Some—the invisible ones—only make themselves known when you’re at your most vulnerable. They use the fear inside of you like some kind of sick obsession to strengthen themselves. And sometimes, they show themselves so they can feast on your fear even more.

      It took her years to get over her fear of the dark. Even now as an adult, she sometimes found herself flipping the lights or the TV on if she ever woke in the middle of the night. In those wee hours, when the stillness was so quiet that it became loud, and her mind registered every sound as a threat, that little bit of light was enough to calm her nerves.

      Most of the time, she didn’t mind waking in the night. Daytime fatigue far outweighed the exhaustion of reliving those real-life terrors. The nightmares subsided over the years. But every now and again, one would sneak up to torment her. Still, even with the nightmares, most of the fear from her haunted childhood home was gone. And now, with Mike out of the picture for the most part, she focused on living a normal life with her kids. She left the ghost chasing and supernatural world to her older brother, Liam.

      However, more recently, her mother’s words echoed in her head: “People fear the dead too much. It’s the living we should all be more concerned about. The ones we don’t quite trust, who give us an uneasy feeling. When you’re dead, you don’t stop being who you truly are. Your true self is only magnetized, and you’re still you, just in a different form of reality. And when you’re dead, you can’t shield that identity. Makes it easier for us to know who and what we’re dealing with.”

      Casey Wesley, formerly Casey Moore, stared at the photo in her hand. Her mother was right. If only she’d been more cautious, her life would have turned out quite differently. How different her children’s lives would have been. But you can’t change the past, and as much as it haunts your life daily, you have to keep taking one moment at a time. Even still, maybe she had been afraid of the wrong kind of monsters all along. Her ex-husband, Mike, was one, and he was the worst kind.

      The screeching sound of brakes grew and brought her back to the present. She watched as the school bus turned the corner and disappeared from view. On it were the three most precious things in her life. Every school day morning, she watched until the bus was out of sight before returning home a couple of blocks away.

      The photo in her hand burned her palm. It had slipped from Austin’s coat pocket. Her middle child, whose hazel eyes were like his daddy’s, but who had inherited her red, fiery hair, tried to grab it before she’d bent to pick it up.

      It was one of the few photos where Mike was smiling. Though now, she could still pick out the anger and evil intent hiding behind his grin.

      She hated that her children didn’t have a reliable father. Hated that he’d chosen the bottle over their happiness.

      She had long forgotten about her own happiness. The moment she became a mother, everything in her life focused on her kids. She could live without a husband, and her kids deserved more than a drunken father.

      “I’ll make sure it doesn’t get ruined,” she’d told Austin. “I’ll keep it safe.” As much as the photo sickened her, Mike was still their father, and there was nothing in the world that could change that.

      Austin and her youngest, Gretta, were too young to understand what all of the fighting had been about. It was her oldest she worried about the most. Mia called her grandpa the night Mike went on a rampage, and all because he’d found out that Dave had stopped by to check on her and the kids after their earlier fight.

      Of course she hadn’t told Mike that she’d asked Dave to come by, but she thought it was a good way for her to show Mike that someone close by was keeping an eye out for her and the kids. She’d already spoken to a lawyer and was seeking advice on filing for full custody, but Mike’s anger that night was the worst she’d ever seen.

      Mia had taken her little brother and sister and hid in a closet until everything was silent, but not before picking up Casey’s phone and taking it with her while she hid with her siblings. By the time Casey came to, the police were already knocking on the door.

      Following Mia’s phone call, Casey’s father jumped in his car and hurried to her house, calling the police on his way. But it was her older brother, Liam, his two closest friends, Trey and Luke, and Dave who’d arrived first only to find her bloodied and bruised.

      That was a night she only half wished she could change. She would give anything to take back what her brother and father saw. Take back her children’s fear. Take back the horror on Dave’s face. But it was also her breaking point. The moment that snapped the ties Mike had cast around her. They’d been pulled taught for a long time, but that night finally broke them, setting her free of his control, and for that, she was grateful.

      Halfway down the block, she tucked the picture of Mike into the pocket of her oversized sweatshirt, and her mind drifted to thoughts of Dave. It had been a year since that night, and he’d spent a lot of time with her and the kids since. Lately, he’d been coming around more, and all three kids adored him, even going as far as asking each day when he’d be over to visit next. It brought her comfort knowing they liked him, and she was beginning to let the butterflies inside of her flutter freely whenever he crossed her mind.

      Her phone vibrated in her pocket, and a smile stretched across her face when she looked at it. She swiped her finger across the screen. “I thought you couldn’t read minds.”

      “Don’t tell me, you were just thinking of me.” Dave’s voice sent delightful shivers through her. “You’ve been thinking about me a lot, haven’t you?”

      The question didn’t catch her off guard. It was just like Dave to say exactly what he thought. “Perhaps.”

      “I’ve been thinking about you a lot, too, Case. I haven’t seen you in days.” Four days were the longest he’d gone without stopping by in the past year.

      “Well, let’s remedy that. Sheryl said she’d watch the kids this weekend.” Her friend, who was once her next-door neighbor, lived only minutes away.

      “Perfect. Where do you want to go for your birthday?”

      It was a question she hadn’t been asked in years and wasn’t sure how to answer. Dave was always attentive to her, but she was still getting used to it.

      “I—I’m not sure.”

      “Japanese?”

      Of course, he remembered her favorite food. She loved sushi so much that she’d even become good at making it at home. It was fun sitting with the kids and making different types of rolls. But on the rare occasion that she was able to go to an authentic Japanese restaurant, she loved the experience.

      “There’s a new place near me that just opened up,” he continued. “I’ve been a few times. It’s really good. And we’ll catch a movie too.”

      “This sounds like a date.”

      “It is. I’m taking you on a date for your birthday, Case.”

      She paused and let those words sink in, and warm her from the inside out. “That sounds wonderful. I’m heading back to the house. I’ll call you later to confirm.”

      They ended the call, and she continued her walk home. The brisk fall air was refreshing, and when a gust of wind picked up her long curls, she twisted the locks and used the hair tie on her opposite wrist to secure them on top of her head.

      She stepped through the freshly painted picket fence of her front yard. The house was old and needed a lot of work. It was supposed to be a DIY project for her and Mike. They’d talked about buying a fixer-upper and turning it into their dream home. But like so many promises made, he’d broken that one too, leaving her to care for everything on her own. The kids, the house, the bills…him.

      She’d had to start working from home after Austin was born, when Mike’s drinking became too much, and he couldn’t hold a job.

      Over the years, she did her best to maintain the house. But with money tight, it was difficult. Now, with her no longer constantly worried about what each day would bring, she was able to do little projects. Slowly, the house was becoming the dream home she’d always envisioned. And better yet, it was hers. The court granted her the house in the divorce.

      If it weren’t for the kids, she would have sold it the moment the divorce was final. However, it didn’t seem right to uproot them from the only home they knew, and possibly cause them to change schools too. With everything that happened, she felt it best to stay put for a bit. One day, she would sell it. But for now, and with time, she was determined to bring the house back to its mid-century country style glory. She’d already done a lot in the last year. Mostly cosmetic, and it was amazing what only fresh paint could do.

      Open.

      Bright.

      Livable.

      That’s how it felt now that she’d repainted the entry and most of the front portion of the interior. With the dingy, yellowed cream color gone, she was motivated to go bold and painted the built-in, beadboard bookcase a deep blue that gave the living room a cozy vibe in the evenings.

      Inside, Casey walked down the hallway toward the rear of the house. At the far end, she turned into the smallest of the four bedrooms. An addition that the former owners added, and she converted into her office a few years back. It was her space. Her sanctuary with a soft gray-lavender paint. The moment she saw the color chip at the hardware store, she fell in love with the hue. It was calm, happy, and the perfect choice for the small room.

      White, sheer curtains allowed floods of light to stream in. Her senses were inundated with the many scented candles she collected as she entered the room. This day, she chose a scent with notes of cloves, pine, and orange. It wafted through the room within minutes of lighting the wick. Now, she could work.

      At her desk, Casey plugged in her work laptop to a docking station, and pulled up a document that projected on the large monitor. It wasn’t her dream job—a virtual assistant, but she’d been doing it for a long time. The pay was good, and she was lucky enough to make it work around the kids’ school schedule.

      But instead of focusing on the screen, her mind wandered, and she replayed her and David’s conversation, her thoughts moving to the last time he’d come by the house.

      Something had been different that day. The affection between them was a little more apparent, their hug lingering longer than ever before. The depth of his silver-green eyes ran deep, and they held hers in an extended gaze that in turn flipped her stomach in delight. And at the end of the night, when the kids were curled up on the couch watching a movie, and the two of them stood on the front porch talking, for the first time since they were teenagers, Dave came close. The heat from his tall frame radiated toward her, and when he placed his hands on her face, he lowered his lips to meet hers, where they both lingered. Every memory from their teenage years came flooding back in waves of excitement.

      Since that night, she found herself longing to see him more than she had in years. Four more days. Friday evening couldn’t come soon enough.

      Before she could finish typing a response to the email she read, an unknown number lit up on her phone’s screen. After the first ring, it disappeared. Wrong number?

      Seconds later, it rang again with an unknown number, only this time, it kept ringing. It could be a potential new client for work, so she answered.

      “Hello. This is Casey.” Nothing but silence was on the other end.

      She repeated her greeting and paused when the sound of faint breathing sent chills through her. The more she strained her ears, the louder it became, but it was what came next that made her blood run cold.

      The garbled words were too distorted to make out, but they were there. She cringed. It was eerie and disturbing, sending the hairs on the back of her neck on end.

      She attempted to get a response again. If someone needed help, she wanted to try to establish where they were, but the horrible sounds of struggling continued.

      Without a phone number, she had no way of knowing where the call was coming from, so with some reluctance, she ended the call.

      After a deep breath, she opened her eyes and tried to calm herself, but the sound on the other end of the line still played out in her head. She didn’t have time to reach that calm or lessen the pounding in her chest when the unknown number reappeared on the screen. Once again, the unnatural sounds she’d only heard in movies pierced her ears.

      Someone was playing a sick game.

      “Who is this?” she demanded.

      A distorted, distant voice spoke, but Casey couldn’t make out what it was trying to say. It was then that the room took on a static charge. Just like the one she’d felt the night before, except this time, a chill crept around her legs.

      Frozen, her breath stuck in her lungs, yet she trembled as a presence loomed heavy over her, the weight like sandbags on her shoulders. In a desperate attempt to escape the threatening force, she stood and backed away from her desk.

      This couldn’t be happening again. Not since she and her family had lived in a haunted home when she was young had Casey experienced that sense of oppression.

      Her brother, Liam, chased ghosts. He lived for investigating and documenting evidence of hauntings. It was his passion and how he made his living. Sometimes, he and his team needed to call on Dave, who used his psychic abilities to assist them in communicating with spirits. But for Casey, she’d distanced herself as much as possible from the paranormal. That part of her life was so far in the past, she never imagined it would touch her again.

      Then again, it had touched her brother and his wife, Emily, not long ago. And their friends too.

      No. She couldn’t think of that. She was starting her life over with her children. They’d lived through the worst kind of hell for years, and she was only now getting back on her feet. Certainly, this new path in her life wouldn’t put them through more chaos that would threaten them again. She had to believe that.

      But as the static grew, it drew all of the fine hairs on her body up and away from her skin. Each moment passed by with debilitating fear. A fear she knew all too well and wished to never feel again.

      Tears stung the back of her eyes and threatened to spill over. Her palms went to her face to shield her sight. Was it best not to see what might come for her, or face it head-on?

      When she was a child, she never dared look at the unwelcome energies that entered the room in that forsaken house. They were the monsters that showed themselves from time to time—the ones that got a thrill by making the living feel powerless. But she wasn’t a little girl anymore. She’d dealt with monsters before, and she’d survived. And this was her damn house.

      Casey dropped her hands, her focus moving to the monitor on her desk. The screen was now black and lifeless, except for a blurry image. It was her reflection. But there was more. She wasn’t alone.

      A large figure loomed behind her right shoulder. No features. Just blackness, eerily similar to her recent nightmare.

      Her jaw dropped. She fought to scream, but no sound came out. There was nowhere for her to run. The massive shadow blocked the door behind her.

      As she stared straight ahead at the black screen, the figure, darker than a moonless night sky, grew taller. That’s when she let out a horrified, blood-curdling scream. “Get. Out!”

      She didn’t know when she fell to her knees and buried her face in her hands again. Didn’t know how much time had passed before the buzzing against the wood on her desk sent a jolt through her body that threatened to stop her heart.

      Through her fingers, she peered out at her surroundings. Though the oppressive heaviness dissipated, something was still off. The undeniable feeling of being watched surrounded her.

      The buzzing continued, and as hard as she tried, Casey couldn’t move fast enough on her now shaky legs. She used the desk chair to steady herself before sitting in it.

      Her hands trembled uncontrollably, and she struggled to grip her phone. She gulped in air when she saw Dave’s contact ID. With unsteady hands, she swiped her trembling thumb across the screen and hadn’t even brought it to her ear before Dave’s voice came through.

      “What’s happening?” he demanded. Unlike the clip in Mike’s voice with his harsh requests, Dave’s words held concern. She sighed in relief.

      “I’m okay,” she breathed heavily, knowing damn well he wasn’t going to believe her, but she wanted to let him know she was physically unharmed.

      “Tell me the truth. I know something’s wrong.” This time, she picked up on his unease.

      “I’m fine. Scared, yes. But I’m fine.” She heard the annoyance in her response, though she wasn’t sure why. She was relieved that he’d called. Somehow, he knew she needed help. She’d grown up with a protective father. Clayton Wesley’s presence could fill a room. He could be rough around the edges at times, but his love always showed through. Over the years, Mike’s cruelty had overshadowed the memory of her father’s gentle authority. She was still unlearning the survival habits she’d built around herself while married to Mike.

      She heard Dave take a deep breath. “I’m sorry. I just know something happened. Is Mike⁠—”

      “No!” she interrupted. “It’s...” She took a moment to gather her words. “I don’t know how to explain it. I saw something. I think.”

      “Tell me,” he said on a breath that sounded more relaxed than moments ago. Despite the fact that only a cell phone signal connected them, she felt like Dave’s presence surrounded her.

      Casey filled him in on what had happened since she’d sat down to start work.

      “You need to leave the house,” Dave said when she finished.

      “I can’t leave. I’m already late starting work today.”

      “Come over here. Work at my place, and I’ll take you back home before the kids get off the bus.”

      Just then, the door to her office slammed shut. She let out a shriek and leaped to her feet. A menacing wind from the door swinging shut hit her face.

      “What was that?” Dave demanded again, concern echoing in his voice.

      “The door to my office just slammed closed. I don’t understand how.” It was more a question to herself as she spun around and took in every detail of the room. Her thoughts were confirmed. “All of the windows are closed. David, something is here. I can feel it.” Panic rose from deep in her gut.

      “It’s going to be okay. I’m on my way.” The sound of keys rattled over the phone.

      “This can’t be happening,” she said more to herself.

      “I’m calling your brother.”

      “No!” The last time both Liam and Dave were in the same room, the tension was so thick it could be cut with a knife. At times, her brother’s protective side mirrored their father’s. She knew he loved her, but the last thing she needed at the moment was more tension between two of the men she cared about.

      Besides, Liam had enough going on in his life, and she didn’t want to add more to the situation. “I don’t want to bother him. Once you get here, we’ll see if we really need to call him or not. Can you hurry?”

      The sound of his car door closing and the engine coming to life came through the phone. “I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.”
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      Dave made a habit of visiting Casey at least once a week over the past year. However, in the last few months, that number had grown to a few times a week. He’d become closer to both her and the kids. He’d learned the subtle sleepy signs of little Gretta and learned the body language of twelve-year-old Mia that indicated she was feeling overwhelmed and needed to be by herself. And seven-year-old Austin? The two of them bonded quickly over Minecraft games.

      Austin was amazed when he learned Dave’s day job was creating video games. The kid had a knack for game development and was eager to listen to all of Dave’s knowledge. Dave had even introduced Austin to some coding sites and was impressed at how fast the boy caught on. When Dave was with Casey and the kids, it was like being home.

      He knew Casey’s house as well as he knew his own. And yet, he’d never picked up on any telltale energy signature of spirits inside. But after hearing Casey explain what she’d seen, felt, and heard, there was no doubt in his mind as to what was going on.

      A few friendly spirits on the outside of the home made themselves known to him now and again, but they were in the woods at the back of the property. Most of them were miners from the days of the Gold Rush. One was a more recent spirit, who lost his life panning for gold in the river nearby a couple of decades ago. He didn’t even realize people still panned for gold until he came across that particular spirit.

      Dave tried to get more information from him, but the wandering soul was apprehensive about connecting with him, so Dave let him be. If he was ever ready to talk and tell his story, Dave let him know that he would listen.

      Casey was tough as nails. She’d lived a nightmare for years. But even before Mike, she and her family dealt with the trauma of escaping their haunted home, not too far away from where she lived now.

      He’d heard stories from Liam and his dad, but Casey never opened up to him about it. Growing up, she never divulged her personal run-in with the spirits of her childhood home. Even as an early member of their newly formed team in school, Casey always found a way out of the conversation if ever asked. She was more than willing to dive into the research and background of locations, but the minute the guys shared anything personal about their experiences, she found a way to excuse herself from the room. And then she’d had to spend years dealing with the trauma of Mike and his drama.

      Dave sat on the sidelines for many a conversation with one of her children while Casey tried to smooth the blow that Mike once again failed to show for his visitation or call her with an excuse to cancel. Maybe it was a good thing he chose to stay away, because whatever Casey had going on now at the house was bad enough. She didn’t need Mike’s bullshit thrown into the mix.

      Anger boiled deep within him every time he thought about that night. The night Mike became belligerent and violent, and was barely able to stand in front of his own kids. The only thing that saved Dave’s sanity was knowing the man practically disappeared after being released from jail, and the divorce was finalized. But Mike didn’t serve nearly enough time for laying his hands on Casey. If it were up to him, Mike would be in jail for the rest of his life.

      The confusion ate away at Dave while he drove as fast as he could without risking being stopped for a speeding ticket or endangering himself or anyone else on the road.

      When the pits in the old driveway shook his SUV, he refocused. He barely remembered the drive to Casey’s house, but none of that mattered.

      Shoving the SUV in Park, he slid out from behind the wheel and took off toward the front door the instant his feet hit the pavement.

      Small pebbles crunched under his shoes, and looking down, he saw the driveway was littered with holes in the worn-out slabs of concrete, more than he’d noticed before. In fact, as he drew closer, the faded paint on the siding struck him as odd. The shutters, once black to contrast with the white of the rest of the house, were rough and peeling. The house seemed to have aged since he was last there, and an eeriness now hung in the air. It washed over him like a damp fog under his skin, and he didn’t like it.

      When he placed his foot on the first step of the front porch, a vibration of energy surged up his leg and settled in his stomach. It was the first energy signature he’d felt there that indicated things weren’t right.

      The thought of startling Casey by knocking or ringing the bell without warning killed him. After reaching into his pocket for his phone, his fingers flew over the screen as he typed a message that he’d arrived.

      Seconds later, the lock on the interior clicked. The moment Casey pulled the door open, Dave stepped through and placed his hands on her shoulders. She was at least a foot shorter than him, so he bent to look in her eyes. The need to see for himself that she was alright overtook him in an almost animalistic way.

      Her lavender soap filled his nose. The sight of her loose ringlets on top of her head allowed her large, green eyes to pop, and her lips looked fuller. Like the color of her fiery hair, an intense spark lit inside of him. One he’d kept at a low flame for so long, but now, it threatened to burst to life. It took everything in him to settle down.

      He studied her expression. He’d been there only seconds, but it felt like minutes. If eyes could talk, Casey’s certainly did. And they were brilliant. It was like looking through sea glass, and he watched relief flash in them.

      She wrapped her arms around his neck like he’d been away for years, and as soon as he pulled her in close, she melted against him. There was no thinking on his part. His mind knew exactly what they both needed. He lifted her petite body and held her close.

      Dave inhaled. There wasn’t much on this earth that could ease his worry, except for her sweet, floral scent that filled every part of him. “How are you doing?”

      “Glad you’re here,” she whispered into his neck.

      As much as it killed him to lower her feet to the floor, he did, but left his arms enfolded around her. He’d let her decide when she was ready to end their embrace.

      “Anything else happen since we spoke on the phone?”

      “No. But something is weird around here. I don’t know how to explain it. I feel like someone’s watching me. A few minutes before you arrived, it eased up a little.”

      Dave nodded. “I feel something here. But I don’t know what or who it could be. Not yet, at least. I’ve never felt anything like it in here before.”

      “What do we do?” She broke their embrace and looked up at him.

      Dave scanned the area past the kitchen and down the hall that led to the bedrooms. The energy shifted sporadically. Intuitively, he knew something was there, but it kept dodging him.

      Through his third eye, he caught the subtle waves of energy as they moved from side to side around the hallway. He got the sense this spirit knew of his abilities and was toying with him.

      “Nothing right now.” It wasn’t like him to back down from pushing for more information, but whatever was there was intelligent. And if he couldn’t get a sense of what it was, he wasn’t about to push and potentially make things worse. “I won’t chance putting you and the kids in danger by pursuing it just yet. We lay low and let it show itself on its own time.”

      “The kids?” Casey’s voice cracked. “We’ve lived in this house for years. What could be here now?”

      Dave turned back to her. “I don’t know yet. It could be someone passing by. Or maybe something was stirred up with the painting you did.” He didn’t have the heart to tell her that people who’ve been through trauma were more vulnerable to spirits seeking them out. He’d save that information for when, and if, she truly needed to hear it.

      “We won’t do anything that could piss it off,” he told her. “Right now, I think if I push, that’s exactly what will happen. But also…” Dave paused, trying to think of the correct words to match what he was feeling. “It feels like it wants me to push it. Like it’s daring me. So, until I get a better understanding of what it is and what it wants, I’m just going to observe it. Let me walk around and see what I feel, yeah?”

      “Okay. But I’m staying near you. I don’t want to be alone.” She laced her fingers through his extended hand.

      “You were in your office when it all happened?”

      Casey nodded.

      “Let’s take a look.”

      Dave kept his energy open to allow any information in. At the moment, everything felt residual, but that could change, as it often did. As soon as he stepped in front of the doorway to Casey’s office, the electric effects of energy prickled his skin.

      He kept quiet for a moment. Years of experience and his psychic nudge told him that the spirit lurking within the walls of the old home was anything but friendly. He dreaded the words he knew needed to be uttered.

      He turned to her and softly stated, “Case, this isn’t good.”

      Worry clouded the brilliant spark in her eyes. “What do you feel?”

      After a deep breath, he answered, “Whatever is here is capable of physically touching the living. It feels mischievous. It’s hiding, so I can’t get a good read on it, but I feel the energy it left behind.”

      “It fucked with my phone.” Casey’s words held a hint of disgust. He didn’t blame her. Whatever was there had invaded her privacy. It deliberately caused her fear, and that pissed Dave off.

      In all of his years of helping people who were being haunted, he lived by one non-negotiable rule that he held to not only the living, but to all of the spirit world as well. No one has the right to make anyone feel powerless. In the living realm or otherwise. Period.

      “I messaged my clients,” she continued. “I told them I’ll be a bit behind today.”

      He gave her the silence he felt she needed to process whatever feelings she was having after her statement. It wasn’t easy for any homeowner to admit that they were dealing with a haunting. The only difference in this instance was his feelings for Casey and the kids. The personal connection rattled him, and for a moment, he felt lost. Was this how his friends felt when they’d been in similar situations with their girlfriends?

      He reached out and took both her hands in his. “Case⁠—”

      “I know what you’re going to say,” she said while shaking her head.

      “Then please don’t stop me.”

      “The kids have been through too much. I can’t just uproot them.” She looked up. Her fierce stare bore daggers. It was the look a mother would possess when it came to protecting her kids. “Where would I go? Everything I have is tied up in this house.”

      “You know your parents would always open their home to you guys.”

      “I know they would. But it isn’t that simple. The kids are in school. Their friends are here.”

      She was right, and he didn’t press her to explain. Helping haunted victims was always a delicate situation. The easy advice of “just move” was insensitive, and more often than not, a last resort that took time and planning. There was no insurance adjuster to turn to for help and file a claim, no clean-up crew to wipe away the memories. And many times, there were no extra savings tucked away in a bank account to pay for temporary housing or a new home. But most importantly, there was never a guarantee that the spirit wouldn’t follow.

      “This house has been ours for years. It’s the only home my kids know. I’m not going to be scared away because some ghost decided to drop in or doesn’t like the color I chose for my entryway and decided my punishment for the tile I chose in my bathroom should be to scare the shit out of me.” Her voice grew in intensity with each word, becoming more determined as she went on.

      “For once, life feels stable and normal. They’ve never had that before.” She clamped her lips tight before saying anything else.

      He understood her concern about moving. But he couldn’t shake the nagging feeling that something more lurked beneath the surface. He just couldn’t see through the muck that clouded his senses all of a sudden. But now wasn’t the time to push. If he was going to get to the bottom of what was happening, he needed to focus.

      “You know I’ll support you in whatever you decide.”

      “You’re not going to make me leave?”

      “I would never make you do anything,” he emphasized and held her gaze.

      She blinked as if snapping out of a daze, and he understood why she was on guard. He hated that she’d been conditioned to fight for her needs. Fucking Mike.

      “Thank you. We’ll see what happens. If the kids start being affected, then I’ll figure things out.”

      “But what about you?” he asked. “What if it harms you? You saw its reflection standing behind you. From what I see in here, there isn’t anything that looks like it could be misinterpreted as a person.” He scanned the walls again. Only a few pictures hung on them, the kid’s artwork that Casey had framed. It couldn’t have been the curtains either, as the window sat in front of the desk on the opposite wall. “Was it stationary when you saw it reflected in the computer screen?”
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