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Summary
 

Christina swore she’d never return to her hometown of Hidden Creek, Georgia. Not after the hell she’d been raised in. She’d spent most of her adult life trying to mentally escape what her parents had done to her in the privacy of their home, the home that had haunted all of her dreams and still does. But now that both of her parents have died, someone needs to come back to take care of her grandmother, the only family that was ever kind to her.

Michael spent years in the military and police force and thought of himself as a rational adult. He didn’t believe in crazy things like ghosts or spirits. But damn if he can figure out why he keeps seeing one standing above his bed each night. After three years as lead detective on the force in Atlanta and the incident that left him almost dead, he decides to retire to the smallest and safest town he can find. What he didn’t expect was to be scared out of his mind by something he couldn’t explain, or to fall for the beautiful raven-haired medium who moves in next door.
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Chapter One
 

 

X
tina hated the short drive from the small town of Hidden Creek to the older home on the hill where she’d grown up. It was a drive she’d taken many times in her twenty-five years, but one that still haunted her. The roads were slick from the new rainfall and since it was outside of the town limits, there were no streetlights to guide the way.

She passed by a dozen homes, all spaced out with multiple acres in between. Neighbors that weren’t really neighbors, just people whose land bordered each other’s. She’d known all too well that keeping people at bay had been a priority for her parents. Her heart sank at the thought of attending their funeral tomorrow afternoon, even as other darker thoughts about them crept into her mind.

When she approached the sharp bend in the road where her father had apparently lost control of his truck a few days ago, she slowed. She saw the large gash in the trees and felt a shiver run up her spine. It was a normal reaction to seeing a place where people had died unexpectedly. It was something most people overlooked, but Xtina knew better.

Punching the gas pedal, she continued on the road until she finally turned into the long dirt lane that led to the two-story historical mansion her family had called home since the bricks had been laid by slaves in the early 1800s. It was too dark to see the house from here, but she stopped at the entrance anyway. Even in the darkness, she could feel the eeriness of the place. Moss hung in long strings like spider webs from the thick branches of the tall oaks that lined the driveway. Memories flooded back in her mind and caused her to shiver once more.

Her body ached in places where her father’s belt had connected or where her mother’s hand had slapped at her. Her heart hurt at the emotional scars they’d inflicted. All the names, all the horrible things they’d said about her, to her. Even as a child, she’d known what they were saying was wrong. She wasn’t a devil child.

Shaking off the bad mood, she rolled her hybrid car slowly down the drive. When the house finally did come into view of her headlights, she braced for another onslaught of shivers, but this time, none came.

“Interesting,” she murmured to herself as she continued all the way to the end of the bumpy lane and parked behind her mother’s old sedan. Turning off her car, she sat in the darkness and listened to the silence, letting her feelings wash over her.

Nothing. Absolutely nothing. She didn’t feel… anything. None of the hurt or fear or anger she’d expected.

It was probably due to her weariness from the day’s travel. It had been a long drive from the mountains of Colorado to the Southeast. She’d taken her time getting there. After all, what could she do that her grandmother hadn’t already taken care of?

Sighing, she thought about her grandmother. The woman was approaching eighty. She was the only one in her family to ever show her kindness, though she had turned a deaf ear to her pleas to move in with her. Her grandmother had probably assumed that Christina was just a normal adolescent child who hated her parents. She wished her grandmother would have listened to her more closely.

Getting out of the car, she opened the back door and pulled out one of her many bags. She’d learned to travel light a few years back, so she could fit everything she owned into four large bags and a small overnight bag.

She only needed the one bag for the night so she left the other bags to bring inside in the daylight tomorrow. After all, it wasn’t as if she was going anywhere anytime soon.

She held her breath as she took the first step onto the wide wood porch, waiting for the feelings and emotions to flood in. Once more, nothing happened. Taking another step, she reached the top stair and turned to look down towards the swing. She’d spent countless hours as a child hiding out on that very spot. Hoping, dreaming, talking to whoever would listen to her plight.

Now, the old swing hung in the darkness of the porch, empty of everything she’d once held dear.

Reaching into her pocket, she grabbed her keyring and flipped to the old house key she’d never had the heart to remove. The silver key slid into the lock like a hot knife in butter.

When the door opened, a wave of scented air hit her, causing memories to surface, forcing her to take a step back and drop her bag at her feet. Here were the old feelings she’d been expecting. Holding her breath, she rushed into the room, keeping the front door open wide as she raced across the room to the large windows along the front. She opened every one, along with the back door. By the time she finally settled down, the house was as cold as it was outside.

Finally, she felt like she could breathe freely. She picked up the bag she’d dropped outside and turned to head back inside, but she paused when she saw a light coming from the old McCullen place. No one had lived in the home next door since Christina was six. She remembered the night the last person had moved out of the small place like it was yesterday.

Another shiver ran down her spine. This time she didn’t ignore it. Setting her bag inside the door, she tucked her keys deep in her pocket and started across the side yard. The place was smaller than her family’s place. Her family had owned one of the largest plantations south of Atlanta, so all of the neighboring homes paled next to theirs.

The McCullen place was the nearest neighbor, a modest three-bedroom ranch home. Seeing a light come from the window was cause to investigate. The house had sat empty her entire childhood for a good reason.

***

It wasn’t a noise that woke Michael from his deep sleep. It was the lack of noises that had his eyes sliding open in the middle of the night. The same lack of noise that had woken him every single night for almost an entire year.

When he’d first chosen to relocate to the small town of Hidden Creek, he’d thought he’d found his little slice of paradise. The town seemed to be just what he needed. Small, quaint, and—a big bonus—it had a low crime rate. The old ranch house he’d snatched up in an auction had been reasonably priced and, with a few repairs, exactly what he needed. Something to keep his mind off the dreadful night that had caused him so much pain, both physically and mentally.

Instead, what he’d gained was a different kind of nightmare, one that he could find no explanation for.

Since he was still seeing a shrink from his time on the Atlanta force, he’d opened up to the woman about what he was experiencing, only to be ridiculed and told he was having some sort of PTSD moment. After she’d written him a stack of new prescriptions and upped their visits to twice a week, he’d decided to start keeping things to himself.

After a few months of hitting a brick wall, he stopped seeing the psychiatrist and started his own deeper research into his unique problem. He’d come up with nothing more than crackpots and hearsay accounts. Nothing solid.

He’d spent years on the force as a detective, three as lead after their last head of the department retired. He knew how to dig deep to find answers, but when it came to ghost hunting, he was stumped.

Switching on the light, he blinked a few times, letting his eyes adjust to the brightness. He knew what was going to happen next.

Even though every window in his house was sealed tight when he’d gone to bed, a blast of cold air hit him full force, almost taking his breath away.

There she stood, at the foot of his bed. Her long frail arms were stretched out towards him, as if asking him for help. The yellow gown was draped over her thin body, as if she’d hastily pulled it on. It flew around her as if floating in water, as did her hair. One side of the gown had fallen, exposing the creamy whiteness of her shoulder. The woman was young and beautiful, if you didn’t look into her eyes and see the complete look of horror on her face.

He tried each night to notice more about her, but all he could see was the emptiness of those dark spots where her eyes should have been and the silent plea of her outstretched arms. He could never see far enough down to notice how long the gown was or if she was wearing shoes, but something inside him told him that she wasn’t.

As the wind whirled around him, his eyes locked with hers. Her mouth opened in a silent scream, which always caused the air to almost freeze over his skin.

He’d tried many times to snap a picture or a video of her, but each time, the electronics would freeze up or just stop working until after she was gone. He’d even spent a few hundred dollars on an old camera, one without microchips or batteries. Still, nothing had shown up. Only darkness.

He watched in silent horror as she took a step closer to him, knowing she was moments away from dissipating. This time, he was shocked to see her head jerk to the left, towards the bedroom window.

She’d never done that before. She took a step towards the window, and the darkness in her eyes retreated until only sadness remained. Her arms reached towards the window as the sheer curtains billowed softly. Michael’s eyes traveled to the spot where her eyes were locked, and his heart kicked when he noticed a pale face staring back in. A beautiful face. The woman’s green eyes weren’t on him, but zeroed in on the figure standing at the end of his bed.

Instead of shock on the newcomer’s face, there was a slight smile on her lips, as if she was seeing an old friend. His first thought was that now there were two ghosts haunting him, one inside his house and the other outside.

But then the woman’s green eyes moved towards his own and finally fear registered on her face. At the moment when their eyes connected, the ghostly figure disappeared from the foot of his bed and the wind instantly died down.

Slowly, everything returned to normal. The sounds of the crickets, the soft breeze of the air, the smell of the night’s fresh rain. His eyes moved back to the window. The green-eyed woman was still standing outside, looking at him. When he moved to get up, she gasped and quickly turned around.

He’d spent the last year in fear and ready for just about anything, so his mind snapped to attention and it took him no time to slip on a pair of pants and wiggle into some shoes. He was out his front door in less than a minute. He caught up with the woman before she got too far.

Yanking on her shoulders, he pulled her to a stop at the edge of his property.

“Who the hell are you?” he demanded as his fingers sank into flesh. She was real. Flesh and bone. He could smell her perfume mixed with the scent of wildflowers that he’d planted along the fence line.

“I… I’m sorry. I didn’t know someone was living here.” She tried to take a step back, her hands coming up to circle his wrists. Her sexy lips went from a pout to a frown as her eyes locked on his hand touching her.

“Who are you?” he asked again, this time a little more softly.

“I’m… I’m Xtina…” She shook her head quickly, sending her dark hair flying as her eyes moved up his arm slowly. “Christina Warren. I live next door.” She jerked her head towards the house a few yards away.

“Oh.” He dropped his arm when he remembered that the older couple who lived there had just died in a car accident a few days back. “I’m sorry about…”

“My parents,” she said dryly, giving him the hint that she wasn’t all that moved by what had happened. It didn’t take years on the force to read that in her eyes.

“Sorry about your parents. If you need anything...” He dropped off when he noticed that her eyes were glued on his house. She didn’t look like she was about to break down or start crying over her parents. They remained silent for a moment, then he jumped in. “You saw her.” It was more a statement than a question.

Her green eyes moved up to his and he watched as they clouded over. “Who?”

“The ghost.” He felt like an idiot the second those words left his lips. When he noticed that her green eyes softened, he held his breath. At least she hadn’t laughed at him. After a moment of silence, he finally said, “I saw you look directly at her.”

He waited, then she released a soft breath and she nodded. “She’s not a ghost.” He almost laughed, but the determined look in her eyes stopped him. Her shoulders slumped. “I’ve seen her my entire life.”

“Who is—?” he started to ask, but then paused. “Your entire life?” When she nodded, he swallowed. “Do you know who she is?”

She shook her head slightly. “No, my parents never would tell me anything about who lived there before Mr. and Mrs. McCullen.”

“What happened to the McCullens?” he asked, watching her eyes dart back to his home. A million more questions raged through his mind, but he doubted she’d give him the opportunity to ask them all as they stood in the dirt.

“They retired to Mexico before I was born.” She glanced back over at him and even in the darkness, he could tell she wasn’t telling him something.

“What...?” He started to take a step towards her, but her shoulders stiffened and her gaze darted towards her home.

“I didn’t get your name.” Her entire body stiffened.

“Oh, right, sorry. I’m Michael Kincaid. Mike,” he corrected as he reached out his hand for hers. When she just frowned down at his hand, he shoved it into his jean pocket. “I bought the place from the bank about a year ago.”

She dipped her head in acknowledgement. “Welcome to the neighborhood.” When she took a step back, he felt a shiver up his spine. Almost like his ghost was watching them from the window of his room. Glancing over his shoulder, he saw only darkness in his window. “Maybe…” He turned back to her. “Okay, this might sound weird, and you have every right to say no.” He held his breath until she finally jumped in.
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