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About
My New Haunt, Part 1


Moving to a new house is exciting. And a little scary.

Changing my life at 21 years old wasn't something I'd planned. But when I get a letter about inheriting a house in Claironde, Louisiana, I make the decision to head south. And I have no clue what's waiting for me.

This house is beautiful, but there's something wrong with it. It makes sounds that it shouldn't, and things move on their own. I'm freaked out, but I want to investigate, and that's how I begin to meet the beautiful women in Claironde who are just as interested in these paranormal happenings as I am.

There's Savannah, 33, the gorgeous and skeptic librarian with tight black curls and a keen eye for the right local legends. And Hazel, 35, the pretty blonde manager of the local antique shop, a spiritual woman who is very curious about otherworldly events. A chat over dinner leads us back to my new place...

...and the next day, after a night that got both our hearts racing, Hazel introduces me to her friend Celeste, 31 years old, a tall, confident, and stunningly beautiful paranormal investigator who's determined to help.

I thought I'd had my hands full just moving furniture in. Can I handle a haunted house and three beautiful older women?


Chapter 1


LUCAS

I'd worked on a lot of construction crews in the last five years. This was the worst one.

It wasn't the guys' fault, it's never the guys. Okay, well sometimes it's the guys. But this time it was Dave, the asshole foreman, and I was pretty much at my limit. I'd never seriously considered slashing someone's tires before, but I had to admit, the idea of jamming a screwdriver into the sidewalls of Dave's truck put a smile on my face.

That wasn't how I operated, though. I just fantasized about it on the drive home, the ache in my shoulders typical, the hard-set grinding of my teeth an unwelcome new habit.

I wasn't usually an angry guy, and I hated confrontation. But how many weeks of late paychecks and taking blame for his mistakes was I supposed to put up with? I was the newest guy on the crew, but I figured the hazing would be over by now.

I sighed, turning my truck into the parking lot of my apartment. I was twenty-one years old; all the other guys had close to a decade on me, and Dave had twice that. He wasn't going to respect me, it just wasn't in his nature. I would be the young new guy to him even five years from now. But Jesus, was I really going to look for another job? I'd only been working with Trataco for six months now, and I'd started there with some pretty high hopes. All my trade jobs had been with smaller outfits, contractors or handyman-type stuff. Easy to make decent money when your real life is busy with school and...whatever else.

I tightened my grip on the steering wheel, just sitting there with the truck off, waiting for the burst of emotion to pass. I'd gone all day without thinking about my mom. I didn't want to start now.

Anyway. This was my first job with a development company. Better pay, a schedule I could rely on with overtime available—it was supposed to be great, a step up. But it was stressful, and fucking Dave...I just didn't like the person the job seemed to be turning me into, and I had to do something about that.

"After dinner," I said to myself, stepping out of the truck. "Forget about it for now."

Easy enough to say, but I was going to have to make a decision pretty soon: Speak up, or start looking for a new job. Both of those decisions came with their own sets of challenges.

I got inside, grabbed my mail, and took the stairs up to my third floor apartment, the metal steps creaking with every fall of my boots. I started flipping through the mail as I unlocked my door and nudged it open, walking inside.

Soliciting. Bills. More soliciting. Then the kind of envelope that I knew had to do with mom's estate, which made my jaw tighten. I set that to the side, my eyes drifting toward the kitchen and trying to recall a mental inventory of what I had in my cupboards.

The last piece of mail, though, was from an attorney's office I didn't recognize. The address was in Louisiana, and it was plain enough to not immediately think it was trying to sell me something.

So I opened it up, and then I forgot all about dinner.


Chapter 2


Louisa Webbell.

I had searched her name on the internet, and come up empty. My mom had never mentioned her, and my dad had left my life before I'd even been born, so I didn't know anything about him nor his family. I had asked my uncle Toby, the only relative I had left in Harvest Hills, and he didn't know about her, either.

"Not to say it isn't legitimate," he'd said, looking over the letter with me. "Your Ma's grandmother, she was from that area. I forget if it was Louisiana or Mississippi, but there's roots there."

"I didn't know I had roots. Mom said she was born in Virginia."

"She was," Toby had said, nodding. "But her mother wasn't. You having a great-aunt down that way is mighty possible."

"So you think I should go?"

Uncle Toby had put a hand on my shoulder. "Lucas, you've been looking ready to get the hell out of here since your mom died, god rest her. I'll miss ya, but it might be worth a look."

Sometimes you don't believe something until you hear it from someone else, even if you knew it all along.

I made my decision two days after I got the letter. Fifteen hours later, I was crashing at a motel in Louisiana, and the next morning, I was pulling into the town of Claironde to meet with Anton Stevens, Esq., about the house I had inherited from my late great-aunt Louisa Webbell.

The day was hot in the Southern summer. The night had been filled with the sound of croaking frogs, even over the roar of the air conditioner in my motel room, but I had actually kind of liked it. Driving down the winding roads to get here, seeing stretches of marshland and oak trees covered in hanging moss, I could really feel that I was entering somewhere new. It was a breath of fresh air. Hot and humid air, yeah, but fresh.

Doing this a year ago, I might have been nervous. Out on my own into a new state, driving a truck that had no business making it as far as it did without some kind of issue, down to a place where I knew no one and was familiar with nothing. But since my mom had passed four months ago, and dealing with all of that, well...I had a new standard for things I let scare me.

What doesn't kill you, right?

I thought about stopping somewhere for breakfast, but I decided against it. I wasn't really hungry, and maybe if I showed up to this Stevens' office early, he could see me early. And then I could really see if staying here was possible. I wasn't sure about what I was going to do, but I did know that leaving Harvest Hills had me feeling more relieved than I had expected. A lot more. And it wasn't because of the job, or stupid-ass foreman Dave. It was everything. It was some bad memories being left behind.

There were good memories, too. But the bad ones were fresher, and they were in brighter colors.

The lawyer's building was fancier than I figured it would be. I parked in front of the small, sleek and modern office building with its elegant, dark-wood deck porch affixed on the front. It was much more appealing than the strip mall my mom's estate lawyer had been working out of, and in the back of my mind I'd been worried I was about to walk in to more of the same.

I stepped out of the truck and breathed in the Claironde air, and I almost choked on the smell of cinnamon. There was a bakery right next door to the law office. Now tell me he hadn't picked this place just for that.

I was reconsidering breakfast when the frosted glass door on the porch opened, and a short man in a tidy gray suit stepped out, squinting in the sun.

"Mornin'! You Lucas?"

I nodded, the sun to my back. Maybe I could get a cinnamon roll when this was all over. I walked up the steps and introduced myself to Anton Stevens, who told me to just call him Anton and had a very strong handshake for a guy six inches shorter than me. I got the feeling he might have been a wrestler in his younger days. He was stout, with black hair that was thinning but still dark, probably dyed. He kept a clean shave and if I had to guess, I'd have put him in his early fifties.

He brought me inside and offered me a bottle of water, which I took gratefully, because I hadn't realized how dry my mouth had gotten.

"This hot this early, it's goin to be a scorcher," Anton said, settling down behind his desk. He had a big jug of water that was sweating down onto a neatly-folded towel. "You'll learn that if you stick around a spell. You come down from Virginia, right?"

"Yeah," I told him. "I, uh...I didn't really know I had an aunt down here. I didn't learn much about my mom's family before she..."

I let it trail, but Anton understood, and he didn't ask. He moved on to business, taking my driver's license to ID me, fact-checking some things first off.

"The property is fourteen-seventeen Willowhip Avenue," Anton said, sliding over a short stack of papers to me. "Printed ya a picture from the internet. It's a little out of date, but there it is. Not too far from here."

"Wow. This is..." I picked up the paper. "Big."

"It's a nice place," Anton said. "Louisa kept it up well as she could, but she died at eighty-four. It's a lot of house for an old lady."

"She lived here alone?" I blinked, looking over the image. Two stories, and two big stories, not two stories crammed into narrow shoulders. It wasn't exactly a mansion, but it wasn't exactly...not. It didn't look totally ancient, either. A little shabby, sure, in need of paint, some work on the front porch—well, if this picture was still accurate. Probably it was worse off. But it was nice, wraparound porch, black shutters, white wood-shingled siding.

"A spinster," Anton confirmed. "And that was her word, she loved it. Joked that she stayed single just to call herself that."

I set the paper down. "What was she like?"

"Kind," Anton said, smiling, "and full of energy, even when she was sick. Seemed like she was always searching for something. Like she was busy, even after being retired for thirty years. I never knew what made her move around Claironde so fast."

I signed some things, asked a few questions. Anton was patient, not appearing to be in a hurry. Before I knew it, he was handing me over the key to the front door.

"I can take you over," he offered. "Got some time before my next appointment."

"That's okay," I said, clutching the small silver key in my hand. "I'd like to...get to know the town, at least a little."

"Wandering is good for that," the lawyer nodded. "If you're gonna be staying a while, getting the place in shape to sell or whatnot, you'll get to know the town of Claironde right quick." He straightened his tie. "If it helps you sort through, don't feel too attached to Louisa's things. She was always talking about unloading, selling things off to antique shops, donating to charity. She got to plenty of that, but she couldn't get to it all. Anything she wanted special attention to was handled in the will."

"That's good to know." I glanced down at the papers, with the picture of the house on top. I looked back up at Anton. "It's possible I might stay longer. Is there much work around here? I've worked construction, landscaping, some trades."

"Oh, there's always work, 'specially in summer," Anton nodded. "The library, on Clearwater, got a job board there, local stuff of course. If you wanna commute to Shreveport or Bossier City, better off checking online, but if you're working with your hands, you'll find plenty here."

With the key and the papers, I shook Anton's hand and walked out into the cinnamon-smelling air again. The idea of a sweet breakfast tempted me again, but now my heart beat faster and a smile grew on my face for another reason.

I wanted to see this house.


Chapter 3


It felt weird thinking of it as my house. It still felt like Louisa Webbell's, a woman I'd never met. Despite the legal paperwork on my passenger seat assuring me it was mine, when I pulled into the driveway, I felt like I was trespassing.

But I was also in awe.

It was bigger up close. The documents put it at 2,200 square feet, which made it almost six times the size of my tiny apartment back in Virginia. The shingles needed painting, the shutters too, and the porch steps were a lawsuit waiting to happen—but I could feel the bones were solid. No lean; no sag; no holes in the roof; no broken windows.

I walked carefully up the porch steps, the key in my hand.

"Thank you, great-aunt Louisa," I said quietly as I put the key in the lock and turned it. "I wish I'd known you. But I promise I won't make a mess of this place."

I felt I at least owed it to her to try to stay here a while. To her and to myself. A fresh start, away from the things that had been piling up on me and making it harder and harder to get out of bed. This morning, I had woken up easy and light.

I stepped inside the house and my first thought was, I have some work to do.

The house had been unoccupied for eight months, according to Anton, and it showed. Like the outside, the place was by no means falling apart, but dust had become the new resident. It was dark and oppressively hot, and I saw window AC units in my immediate future if I was going to survive here. It certainly looked like the house of an old woman, with floral furniture and a very small TV in the sitting room.

I strolled through the house, my lips parted in wonder. Dirt and dust notwithstanding, this place was incredible. The wallpaper was hideous, the lighting was bad and most of the bulbs were dead, and I loved it. The rooms just kept coming, showing me bits and pieces of this woman's life. Her kitchen, the sink drip-drip-dripping. A living room with a fireplace (had I seen a chimney? I couldn't remember) and pictures on the mantle.

I didn't recognize the people in any of them, but one of them might have been Louisa. Maybe I could ask Anton. I didn't know anybody else in town.

Standing there, leaning against the mantle, I was hit by a wave of loneliness. The drive, the meeting with the lawyer, seeing the house; all of that had been an exciting adventure, but now I had finally stopped moving, and it let other things catch up to me.

I rubbed my thumb over the dust on a picture, letting a lady with white hair breathe. I told myself that she was the great-aunt I had never known. I knew that I was dangerously close to asking myself what the fuck I was thinking, and what the fuck I was doing here, and calling the whole thing off. To going back home, where at least I knew a few people. Was I running away from Virginia? Would leaving this house be me running away, too?

I looked at the woman in the picture. It was a portrait, a shot meant to be framed in something grander than a six-inch brushed metal thing that came from a department store shelf. But it was a nice shot, an older woman looking off into the distance, some nondescript and faded background behind her. Maybe great-aunt Louisa. Maybe her sister, or even her mother.

I didn't understand why, but it made me feel better, looking at this picture. It centered me. I took a deep breath and I nodded to myself.

"You came all the way down here, Lucas," I said, taking my hand off the frame. "You're here for a reason."

So I did the one thing I knew how to do: I worked.

I had enough money to be okay for a few months. I didn't have a lot of expenses, just the human stuff. Food, clothing, that sort of thing. The property taxes on this house were paid through the fiscal year, meaning I had ten months before I had to worry about ponying up for them. And with a house this size, they weren't cheap—but they were a lot cheaper than a mortgage. I could save up for that easy enough once I found some work.

For now, the work was in the house. I walked around again, getting a better sense of the place before running out to get some supplies, plus about fifty rags to dust with. I didn't want to bring my stuff in here until I had at least gotten the place cleaned up.

The hours melted away. I lost myself in the work, moving furniture, dusting, dusting, and dusting some more. I determined most of the cookware in the kitchen had to go, just to be safe. There were too many knickknacks and tiny things for me to make decisions on, so I designated one of the upstairs rooms as storage, and moved things into it from around the house as neatly as possible. They could be sorted through later, for donation or antiquing or whatnot. The old boiler in the utility room, though, was not in my wheelhouse. I'd have to call somebody about that.

I was a man on a mission. I cleaned. I took trash to the curb. I got a late breakfast at a diner, rushing through my food to get back to the house. More cleaning; more trash. So much trash. Paper towels smeared with dust. Bent curtain rods that couldn't be salvaged. I banged my shin on a low table and just laughed while sweat dripped down my forehead.

When the day was gone, I had carved out a place to sleep. Not her bedroom, not yet. I'd need a new mattress. But I bought sheets while I was out and the couch was fine, so that was where I collapsed right around the time the sun was setting.

And that was when things started happening.


Chapter 4


Iwas dead tired. The frogs and crickets didn't wake me up. Cars rumbling by on the road didn't wake me up. A hand shaking me might not even have woken me up.

But the creaking upstairs, like someone was walking around—that woke me up.

I shot up like a bolt, stiff. It took me a moment to remember where I was, and then once I did, I craned my neck up at the ceiling.

Creak. Creaaaak. Creak.

Like steps. Like someone walking on a creaky floor, a floor that I knew was creaky because I'd been up there and all over it all day.

Creeeak.

"What the fucking fuck," I whispered. Was someone seriously in here? Jesus, the house had been abandoned for a while—squatters? An opportunistic thief? Shit, I didn't have anything, not so much as a baseball bat.

Creak. Creakcreak.

Just the creaks. I didn't hear footfalls. My breath shook as I listened. Maybe it was just an animal, a raccoon or something. Possum. Something that had either slipped in while I had the door propped open, or had been living here long before I'd shown up.

That thought made my chest loosen. Some rodent was much more likely.

But I still had to go look.

"Fuck," I muttered, kicking off the sheets and turning on the flashlight on my phone. "Please, god, just a little raccoon, I can handle that..."

I breathed as quietly as I could, still listening, waiting for the creaks to stop. But they didn't. Not when I reached the stairs and put my hand on the banister. Not when I started up them, slowly, trying not to make any noise.

Creeeeaaak.

Fuck. Fucking Christ. Why was my heart inching up toward my throat? Something just felt...off.

Creak. Creak.

Breathing through my nose, I forced myself through the weight of my fear and went up the steps, not trying to be quiet anymore. I thumped up to the second floor like I would scare the sound away. Except I didn't scare shit, because it was only getting louder.

I stopped at the top of the stairs, swallowing. My hand was trembling, the cone of light from my phone making the shadows dance. I grabbed my own wrist to steady it, and I turned down the hall where the noise was coming from. I flicked on the light and saw—

Nothing.

Except a door was open. A door I knew I'd closed.

I stared at the door like it was a wild animal and I was waiting for it to make the first move. My feet felt heavy, my jaw frozen stiff. But I knew I had to fucking go check that room.

It's just a raccoon, I told myself. So why the hell are all the hairs on your neck standing up?

I wished I'd brought one of those busted curtain rods. But it was just me and my phone and my stretched-out sleep T-shirt that walked down the hall and pulled the door back, sweeping the light around the upstairs room.

Empty.

Well, that was a relief, and one that rolled out of my chest as I exhaled and slumped against the door frame. It must have just been the house settling, or whatever. I would have to get used to these noises if I was going to be sleeping here.

I stepped back into the hall and shut the door, listening for it to click into its jamb. There. Now I could sleep. I turned back and headed toward the stairs.

Creeeeak.

I whipped my head around. There was the door, standing open again.

I ground my teeth. There was no way. I had just clicked it into place. At least I thought I had. Maybe I was more tired than I realized.

I walked back and shut the door again, backing away from it and watching.

The knob turned, and the door opened.

My breathing stopped. I blinked, and then I rubbed my eyes, because obviously I hadn't seen what I thought I just saw, obviously I was just bleary. But right now I was staring through the yet again open door of this room.

"Fuck this," I muttered. I dragged a box out of the room, slammed the door, and shoved the box up against it. The box was at least thirty pounds, solid. I watched the door, and this time, it didn't move. I watched the handle, too, which of course didn't move.

Of course.

I stood there for a while. A couple minutes, maybe, but I wasn't counting. I just stood there until I felt like my head was kind of, sort of, back on straight. Long enough with the door not moving for me to feel comfortable turning around and going back down the stairs—with no creaks to linger behind me.

That door frame must have been real messed up. Or the latch was bent out. Or a hinge came loose, setting the door uneven. It could have been any combination of those things that would cause a door to swing loose from its frame.

But none of them would turn a doorknob.

If that's even what you saw, I thought, settling back down onto the couch and pulling the thin blanket over myself again. I had my phone clutched in my hand, and the tiny muscles in my ears ached from being kept alert. You're half-asleep, you're in a new place, you're exhausted. Your eyes are playing tricks.

Yeah. Of course.

It almost worked, too. I almost settled down and slept through the night having convinced myself I was making things up. But then I saw the mantle.

It was an hour later. I'd fallen into a very thin sleep, and as I was turning over, my eyes cracked open and I saw a glint of light.

One eye open, I latched onto it. There was a window behind the couch, and I'd torn the curtains down since they were beyond saving, so the moonlight came in. It wasn't much on a semi-overcast night like this, but it was enough to reflect off the silver frames on the fireplace mantle and show me the tiny movements they were making.

I couldn't move. I couldn't even swear in disbelief. All I could do was watch. It was so incredibly subtle, it would have been easy to miss. But on edge like I was, I watched every little iota of movement. The goddamn pictures were moving, just barely. Not dancing around, not twisting or spinning, but moving, like they were being nudged by tiny people standing on the mantle. They didn't make any noise. I could only tell because of the glints of moonlight, ever so slightly moving, minutes apart.

Not able to deal with it, I shut my eyes. I listened to the sound of the croaking frogs and pretended I was just lying on a couch in some swamp, surrounded by frogs and bugs and hell, even alligators. Anything was better than...something unexplainable.

Shutting your eyes doesn't fix everything, though.


Chapter 5


Isat up on the couch in the early morning light, feeling...haggard.

Last night had been bizarre. The door, the pictures on the mantle, and then finally, the whispers. There wasn't a single word I'd understood, but it was the sound, brushing up against my ears, that dissolved my little swamp fantasy. A sound you couldn't mistake for wind; a sound you knew was a voice, unintelligible, but real.

I had been scared at first. Maybe I was still, a little. But more than anything, I was annoyed. I'd driven fifteen hours to get here, I'd busted my ass all day long. I deserved some rest, but what I got instead was a house fucking with me.

I hated to think of it like that, because I wasn't really this kind of person. My mom had been. She had believed in ghosts; she used to get weirded out enough by the spirit board in our game closet to get my hackles up, though we would both laugh about it. She probably would have taken one look at this house and said: "It's haunted, Lucas. Real bad, too." And she would have shivered dramatically, and I would have laughed.

Here, on this couch with the blankets around me, I smiled. And I felt a little better.

In the daylight, last night seemed distant. I got up and moved around cautiously at first, but with no spooky sounds or unexplained movements, I quickly brought my mind back to reality. There was plenty more work to be done here, some shopping, moving things in from my truck. But now I had a new task.

I took a shower; luckily, the hot water heater was fairly new, and worked like a charm. Last night, I'd done some searching on my phone once the idea of ghosts had crept into my head. But there were no local legends about spirits in Claironde or anything like that. No crazy axe murder that had happened at this address. No native burial grounds. At least, none of that was online. A small town like this, maybe no one's posting stuff on the internet about it.

I figured the local library would be the best place to go for town history. So instead of spending my morning clearing out the second half of the house, I'd be getting to know the town better, and hopefully learning something.

Anton had mentioned the library was on Clearwater, but my GPS did in fact work here, so finding my way around wasn't going to be a problem. My problems lay elsewhere, and the library might be my best shot at getting some answers. Plus I could get a look at that job board.

So, dressed in jeans that were only a little rumpled, a fresh, clean T-shirt with a logo for an outdoors store I'd never been to, and hair brushed with my fingers since I hadn't brought a hairbrush, I hopped in my truck and drove down to the Claironde Town Library.

When I parked, I just admired the place for a bit. Put simply, it was a cool structure. The front door was part of a huge round entry room, which curved into the wider rectangle of the building itself. The main portion sloped upward, so I imagined there was a set of stairs leading to a second level or mezzanine inside. Whether or not I could get local haunting information here, I felt I wouldn't mind spending a lot of time at this library.

I got out of the truck and walked into the library, the smell of books immediately hitting my nose and filling me with comfort. The place was quiet (shocker), with a few older people sitting at reading tables or at the row of computers further in. There was a reception desk on this level, between two wide sets of stairs that led up and down, respectively, to the other parts of the library.

As I approached the desk, it occurred to me that I was going to have to open my mouth and ask somebody about ghosts, and that I wasn't prepared to do that. But, shit, I was already here, and the woman behind the desk was looking at me, smiling.

She was a very pretty black woman, older than me, probably in her early thirties, with curly hair that was pulled back close to her head. Her dark eyes lit up with her smile, and meeting her gaze, I suddenly didn't feel so concerned.

"Good morning!" she said cheerfully, setting down the small pile of books she'd been holding. "How can I help you?"

"Um...good question." I smiled, embarrassed as I stepped up to the desk. What the hell was I going to say? It didn't help that this woman was like, stunningly attractive. She wore a casual, dark green dress, and its reserved collar couldn't hide the fact that she had huge breasts and a very shapely body. She was an inch taller than me, but she might have been wearing heels. I felt a strong desire to just get pulled into a hug and held against her, with my face resting against her chest and the pretty red gem of the pendant she wore.

"Well, let's start simply." She was patient, her voice kind. "Do you have a library card?"

I shook my head. "No. I only just got to town yesterday. I'm not sure if—"

"Let's get you one, then!" Her voice was firm, the decision already made. "What's your name?"

"Lucas Woods," I said automatically. She had the energy of a schoolteacher, or, well, a librarian—someone you just listened to.

"So you're new in town," she said, bending down to quickly type something on the computer. She straightened up and held out a hand. "I'm Savannah. Pleasure to meet you, hon."

The Southern twang in her voice was like honey butter. I took her hand, and she gave me a firm shake.

"Rough," she commented. "You work with your hands, huh?"

"Yeah. Sorry."

"Oh, I never said it was a bad thing, darling." She laughed, her pulled-back curls lightly bouncing behind her. "Address?"

"Um..." I thought for a second. "Fourteen-seventeen Willhowhip."

Savannah lowered her fingers to the keyboard, then stopped. She looked at me, her gaze a little softer. "You must be family of Louisa's then, is that right?"

I blinked. Small towns. "Yeah. Her great-nephew. You knew her?"

Savannah nodded. "So sorry for your loss, Lucas. She was a terrific lady. I thought she would just keep strolling on around Claironde forever, but time always catches up."

"Thank you," I said, and I felt the need to add, "I didn't know her. I didn't know I had...any family down here. I just got a letter from the estate out of the blue and I came down to take care of things."

"I understand. Are you staying in town long?" She smiled. "Long enough to need a library card?"

I assured her I was, and she finished, printing out my little plastic card that had an image of the library building on it.

"All yours," she said, handing it to me.

"Thank you," I said, not sure where to go from here. I had all kinds of questions, but I didn't have the words for any of them. I thought I would ask her about the local history, try to track something down, but when I opened my mouth, I was asking about my aunt.

"Louisa," I said, "did she...ever talk about family up in Virginia?"

Savannah considered it for a moment. "Not that I remember. She did talk about her family, though, but I don't recall her being specific on any locale besides Louisiana."

Damn. "Did she ever mention a Margaret Woods?"

"Mm. No, doesn't ring a bell. Is that your mother?"

"It's—yeah." I stopped short, not wanting to get into it. Savannah just looked at me, patient, interested. I could tell immediately that she genuinely liked helping people. Maybe she wouldn't judge me for asking some weird questions.

"Anyway," I said, not wanting to dig too much into my own family in Virginia, "I have kind of an odd request."

"Oh, those are my favorite." A big smile lit up her face again, and she looked so damned pretty I almost blushed. "Give it to me, Lucas."

My cheeks prickled at the phrasing. "I was looking for stuff about local history. Legends, stories, that sort of thing? Maybe...hauntings?"

Savannah's lips parted, and she looked closely at me. Had I really taken her that off-guard?

"You really didn't know Louisa?" she asked me.

I shook my head. "Never met her."

"I'll be damned..." Savannah tapped her finger on the corner of her mouth, keeping her eyes on me. "She was always talking about that house of hers being haunted. She would laugh about it and all, but deep down, I could tell she was serious. Don't tell me you have the same idea?"

I could hear in her tone that she didn't believe in such things, that even Louisa hadn't been able to convince her of such. But I couldn't lie to her; she just had that stare, those big dark brown eyes, a face you couldn't lie to.

"I stayed there last night," I said. "It was...kinda freaky."

"Kinda freaky," Savannah repeated, amused. "How old are you, nineteen?"

"Come on," I responded, grinning. "I'm twenty-one. Old enough to buy a beer for a ghost."

That made her laugh, her eyes crinkling up. "Good, you can joke. You looked so serious coming in here, and then you asked about hauntings. I thought you really got scared to death or something."

"Not so much," I admitted. "It just got me...curious."

"Come with me." Savannah stepped out from behind the counter. "I think we can find something."


Chapter 6


God, she looked even better now that I could see the rest of her. Savannah's hips filled out her dress to perfection, and when she led me away from the desk and up the stairs, all I could look at was her ass. I couldn't remember the last time I'd seen someone this freaking hot. She was really a librarian? She could have been a model.

I gave my head a shake. If I wanted Savannah's help, I'd better not get caught staring at her. That was surely a one-way ticket to getting the cold shoulder, or getting my library card revoked. And I'd only just gotten the thing.

"Now, if you're hoping for something specific to the house, I'm not aware of anything that references it." Savannah glanced back toward me, slowing down as we reached a particular shelf. "This is where we keep our local fare, though. Books about the town, or books written by people from here."

She gave me a grin. "You'd think it would be better to have two separate sortings, but combined, it makes for a lucky thirteen books, four of which are actually about Claironde in some capacity."

"This is already more than I'd hoped for, honestly," I said. I looked from Savannah to the small shelf of thin books, but my eyes came back to her quickly. She was much nicer to look at, and I was finding it harder to get excited about reading some old books that probably wouldn't help me at all. I just wanted to keep talking to her.

"Then I'm glad to be of help," she said, dipping her head slightly. "If you need anything, just—"

"Where do you think I should start?" I asked, not wanting her to go away just yet. "Any, um, particular book?"

"Well..." Savannah gave me a look, something indiscernible, as she twisted her lips.

"I don't mean to keep you from your work," I offered, damning my own politeness. Something my mother had instilled in me.

"Oh, it's very hush-hush around here this time of day." A little laugh from her. "That's a library joke, sorry. I—yes, Lucas, I can sit down with you. Here, you take these two..."

Savannah plucked two books from the shelf and handed them over to me, and then she carefully chose the other two, presumably leaving behind the ones that weren't about Claironde itself. There was a sitting table nearby the shelf, and I expected her to sit on the side opposite me, but she didn't, instead purposely coming around to my side of the table and pulling out a chair.

"Here, let's get a look," she said, sitting down and sliding out the chair next to her with her foot.

I took the seat like it was going to vanish if I didn't, setting down the two books I had.

"I need to get a look at these to remember specifically, it's been a little while..." Savannah flipped open one of the books, eyes scanning over the pages.

I caught a scent of lavender, sitting next to her. Her perfume. I forced myself to turn my head away from her and open one of my own books, which bore the unexciting title of Claironde, 1897. When the town was founded, I figured.

"I don't think this book has anything about ghosts," I said quietly, scanning through the chapters.

"No such luck, huh?" Savannah glanced over. "About the same here. Usually that's good title fodder. If a book was going to have the supernatural in it, they like to lead with that."

"Ah." The other titles of Northern Louisiana, Along the 165, and Blues from Claironde weren't promising in that regard, either.

"But I do remember something...I think in Blues..." Savannah flipped that book open.

"I have to admit, in the light of day, I feel a little stupid," I said after a moment. "It doesn't seem like you, ah, really go for this stuff."

Savannah looked over at me, the curls behind her head swaying slightly. "If you're asking if I'm a skeptic, you're right about that. But I always like the opportunity to do some research."

"Even about stuff you don't believe in?"

She smiled. "Especially that. Life gets awful still if you don't keep yourself and your expectations challenged."

"You should spend a night in my house and see," I said without thinking.

Savannah's lips parted, and she raised an eyebrow. My cheeks went immediately red, and I ducked my head.

"Jesus. Sorry," I mumbled. "That came out wrong."

"At least you admit it," Savannah said, but then she brought the back of her hand to her mouth to stifle a laugh, her eyes crinkling up, before she went back to her book.

"Here it is," she announced quietly a few moments later, while I was still reeling from embarrassment. I cleared my throat as she slid the book over between us and leaned in.

"It's not much, and it's not about your house, of course," she said, "but here in Blues, the author—Ian Tartay, he was a musician from here back in the fifties—he mentions avoiding a particular motel that used to be on Surrey Street. See here?"

Her slender finger pointed to a short paragraph where the author wrote, 'Me and the sessions stayed at the Wren once and once only. Thought I was going crazy that night, but Sheila and Billy and Sam heard the same things I did, felt the same things I did, like there was a goddamn snake in the sheets and a bunch more crawling in the ceiling.'

"Anything like what you had going on at Louisa's place?" Savannah asked me.

"No..." It wasn't like that, not how this Ian described it. "Not really."

"Makes sense, I suppose. Two entirely different locations." She pulled the book back. "Sorry, sugar, this is the only haunting sort of incident I remember in these books. But you're welcome to take them with you. You can check out up to three books at a time."

"I think I'd rather just come back here to read them," I told her. "This library seems pretty great. But I do want to use my new library card, so I think I'll take home the Blues one."

That put a warm smile on her face, and she sat up straight in her chair. "I'm glad to hear you like this place. I wouldn't mind you keeping me updated on the goings-on at your house, if some more things happen to develop. But it could just be first-night jitters."

"I kind of hope so." The idea made a lot of sense. With the ghost stuff satisfied for now, another idea came to my mind. "Hey, I heard there was a job board here?"

Savannah nodded as we stood up from the table and brought the books back, which she took from me to shelve, keeping one to check out for me. "It's on the lower level, opposite of the way we came past the desk. What sort of work are you looking for?"

I filled her in as we walked that way, and she stopped me in front of the desk.

"You know, as a matter of fact, Lucas, this might be perfect. My brother Rob, he's foreman on a municipal crew, and he was just getting all sour in my ear about how he's lost two guys this week." Savannah shook her head. "They took up jobs with the parish, I think. But he'd be happy to get a new face in. It sounds like you know what you're doing."

"That would be great," I said, amazed at my luck. "Down two guys this week, huh? So he probably could use me yesterday."

She laughed. "Yes, desperately. They're redoing a stretch of the sidewalk on Main Street, in five minutes we'll probably start hearing the jackhammers. Let me give him a call, if you want to get some work in today?"

"Definitely," I agreed. "Thank you, Savannah. I'm...really glad I met you here."

"It's mutual, darlin."

The way she said it, I really believed her.


Chapter 7


It took about thirty seconds on the phone with Rob for me to be hired, answering a few questions from him while equipment rumbled in the background. I told him I could be there in ten minutes, and I think that was what impressed him most.

I handed Savannah's phone back to her, a smile on my face. "You're a lifesaver. I didn't think I'd find work this fast."

"You're doing me a favor, believe it or not." Savannah tucked her phone into her dress pocket. "I was gettin pretty full up of Rob's moaning. Expected him to ask me to come out there and pour concrete or some nonsense."

I left the library with one book, plastic card that was still warm, and a whole new batch of energy. The idea of working a job here in Claironde was surprisingly refreshing; truth be told, I didn't usually go three straight days without working.

Which reminded me that I had a call to make. Somewhere, like a switch turning in my chest, I had made my decision without even realizing it. Ghosts or no ghosts, I was staying in Claironde.

So I called my boss.

"Dave," he said immediately when picking up.

"It's Lucas Woods," I said.

"Oh, little Lucas," Dave said. "What's up, kid? This about that overtime mishap? It's gonna get fixed next week."

"No," I said, not even knowing what he was talking about, hardly surprised that there was yet another problem with my paycheck. But it was just enough to flare that ember of anger in me. "You suck at your job, Dave, and I quit. Hopefully you won't fuck up the next guy's bank account so much."

"Whoa, whoa, hold on. You fucking kidding me?"

I let a loud breath out of my nose. "Dead serious. Have Chris in HR email me whatever shit I need to take care of to make it official."

"Lucas, you shithead, you can't just—"

"It's done," I said, and I ended the call, a shaky breath rattling up from my chest, adrenaline lighting up my veins. It was the first job I had ever quit like that, no notice, no script, just emotion.

It felt good. And when my phone vibrated in my hand and showed me Dave's name, I ignored it, walking back to my truck feeling ten pounds lighter. I hopped in, dropped the book on the passenger seat, and drove the couple blocks to Main Street, parking as close as I could to the job site and walking over.

It was a sight I was familiar with: heavy equipment, yellow high-vis vests with orange stripes, dust in the air, and a stern-looking foreman heading my way.

"You Luke?" he yelled, jogging towards me. Savannah's brother Rob was definitely in better shape than my boss—former boss—Dave. He had muscled arms coming out of his short sleeves, and he moved quickly. I put him at just barely forty years old, maybe, with sweat shining under the rim of his hardhat.

"Lucas!" I shouted back over the whine of the concrete saw.

"Lucas, right." Rob shook my hand. "Rob. Come over here, get you glowed up."

We walked over to his truck, which had the town's seal on the side, the noise fading a little. He opened up the door and pulled out a vest and a hardhat for me. He was brusque and in a hurry, but he didn't strike me as a jerk. It was just the nature of the job, especially when you were short on bodies.

"Real glad you could make it today," Rob said as I geared up. "Ya said you've done concrete jobs, right?"

"Absolutely." I adjusted the hardhat. "How big is the job?"

"We're replacing forty feet of sidewalk," Rob started, pointing out the edge markers. "Mapped yesterday before we lost light. Demoing today, pouring tomorrow. I want you with Dennis on debris..."

I nodded as he walked me quickly through the job. He said he could pay me two hundred flat for the day, but we'd talk about getting me officially on the books if I was interested. That all sounded great to me.

Just like that, I was back in familiar territory, working up a new sweat as I helped to clear the debris from sidewalk demo. There were five of us on the crew, so the demo job would probably take five or six hours. Rob was giving me a good rate for coming in on short notice, which I didn't ask for but was happy to accept.

The day wore on, and as I got more familiar with the site and didn't need to watch my feet as much, I got a better look at Claironde's Main Street. Our work spanned two businesses, a coffee shop (which made the work smell good) and what looked to be an antique store called Finders & Keepers.

The foot traffic in the village area of Claironde gave us a wide berth, with the exception of a woman who came out the front of the antique store just as we were about to break for lunch. She was petite, probably six inches shorter than me, which made the basket full of bottled drinks she was carrying look much bigger.

"Hey!" she called out, raising a hand and waving quickly before clutching the basket again. At first I thought she was calling to someone across the street, but no, she was looking right at the guys and heading our way. I was the closest one to her, and I was just about to tell her to stay clear of the tagged area when her foot caught a busted edge of sidewalk and she tumbled forward, her eyes going wide.

She had both hands wrapped up in the heavy basket, so she couldn't even brace herself. If I had been even a foot further away, she would have landed hard on the sharp gravel and rubble we hadn't raked out yet.

But I was close enough. I darted forward and caught her. The basket, hard plastic, jabbed into my ribcage as I wrapped my arms around the smaller woman and took her against my chest, bracing with bent knees for a moment before pushing forward to get her back on her feet.

"Oh, my god," she gasped, ripping a hand free from the basket's handle to steady herself against me. "Thank you! I'm such a klutz, I just wanted to bring y'all some drinks."

I glanced back, but the other guys didn't seem to be paying attention, more focused on heading to their cars to grab lunch. I was ready to tell this lady off a bit for just wandering into an active work zone right over the orange ribbon, but I held back.

"You're okay?" I asked her. Most of the machinery was off, so I didn't need to shout.

"Yes, I'm fine." She looked a bit rattled, though. I put her in her mid-thirties, with short, wavy blonde hair and big, big brown eyes. I could practically see my reflection in them, which was around the time I noticed she was extremely pretty. Her breasts pushed up against her tight dark-blue blouse with a sparse white floral print. The condensation of the drinks in the basket had dotted the stomach of her shirt with little wet marks, and her jeans were snug on her hips, showing the exact shapeliness of her thighs. She wore a stunning blue-jeweled pendant, the gleaming gem resting right above the swell of her cleavage and drawing my gaze.

"Are you okay?" Now she grinned, catching me staring, and I had to step back, admonishing myself. But she was practically laughing, it didn't seem like she cared.

"I, uh, I should run, for lunch," I said, embarrassed.

"Wait, wait." She grabbed a cold sports drink from the basket and handed it to me. "I guess I missed everyone, but you at least deserve a drink for your quick hands. I can't remember the last time I fell into a young man's arms."

She flashed me a smile. "I'm Hazel."

Whoa, was she flirting with me? I mean, I had saved her a nasty fall, but I wasn't exactly at my hottest right now, dripping with sweat and covered in concrete dust, with a perfect circle of cleanliness around my mouth from the mask I'd taken off. Nah, she was just grateful, and probably flooded with adrenaline.

"Lucas," I said, stripping off my work glove and shaking her hand, returning her smile. It was hard not to. "And it's no problem. I didn't want you to get hurt."

"It probably would have been the most exciting part of my day," Hazel said, brushing her bangs back with the side of her thumb. "It already is, actually."

"You work at the antique store?" I nodded toward the storefront behind her.

"Mm-hm. I'm the manager."

"It's boring, huh?" I chuckled. "I mean, I guess it's a pretty quiet gig."

"Yes," she agreed, "but I keep myself entertained. Were you the one jackhammering out here?"

"Uh, no, that was, um..." I blanked on the name. "Someone else."

Hazel nodded slowly, her big eyes looking me over. "You aren't done for the day, right?"

"Just lunch break." I looked down at the basket. "I'm sure the guys would be happy to take a drink when they get back."

"Hm? Oh." She glanced at the basket like she had forgotten she was holding it. "Right, I'll just leave it outside under the window here. You go and enjoy your lunch. I'll stay out of trouble."

Hazel stepped safely back toward the antique shop, glancing back at me once and smiling before setting the basket down and going inside. I couldn't help but stare at her cute butt in her jeans as she slipped in through the door. I didn't usually have eyes for women ten years older than me, but clearly I just hadn't been running into the right ones back in Virginia. Savannah had been gorgeous, and now Hazel. I wondered if either of them would...

No, no, stop. I had lots and lots of other stuff to do before I could waste my time getting rejected by someone.

I didn't have a lunch with me, so I went to the coffee shop next to Finders & Keepers, got a sandwich, and sipped on the icy blue beverage Hazel had given me, wondering what excuse I could find to go into the antique store soon.


Chapter 8


The rest of the job went smoothly, with no more pedestrians tumbling into my arms. I let the crew know about the drinks, and they were snatched up like hotcakes, leaving the basket empty and askew on what remained of the sidewalk. I occasionally got distracted looking over at the awning atop the door of Finders & Keepers, but I kept my head on straight, and when we were wrapped up a couple hours later, Rob was quick to come over and shake my hand.

"You did great today, Lucas, just great," he said hurriedly, pressing a couple bills into my hand. "Be glad to have you for the pour tomorrow at seven, if you're free."

"Sure thing," I said. I had some cash, but I knew it would go fast (especially if I kept buying ten-dollar coffee shop sandwiches), so I was happy to take on the work.

"See you then." Rob patted me on the shoulder, and he was off like a shot, jogging over to his work truck. Come to think of it, I hadn't seen him walk all day. The man moved at a set, hurried pace.

I was a little slow to leave, getting my bearings again. I hadn't planned on doing a full shift of work today, and I had to take a second to remember what my actual plans were. As I turned to head back to my truck, the door of the antique shop jangled open, the bell ringing clearly now that the work was done.

"Lucas!"

It was Hazel, walking towards me with a book in her hand. A book that I recognized, which almost made me slap my hand to my forehead.

"This is yours, right?" She tilted the cover of the book toward me, Blues from Claironde. I had brought it with me to flip through during lunch, although I had gotten bored pretty quickly. Bored enough to forget it in the coffee shop, apparently. Maybe I had been distracted, thinking about a certain blonde woman with nice eyes.

"Yeah, thank you," I said, taking the book from her.

"I'm just balancing the universe for us," she said. "You do me a favor, and I get a chance to return it." Hazel smiled, but I didn't get the sense that she was making a joke.

"We're even, then," I said, returning her smile. It was hard not to.

"Maybe, maybe not," Hazel said. "I'll have to see if I'm presented the opportunity to do you another favor. This one might've been more for Savannah. She wouldn't like one of her library books going missing."

Small town, I thought.

"I saw it on a table when I went over for a coffee, and Javier at the register said it belonged to one of the workers. Do you play?" she asked, nodding toward the book. "Or follow the scene? Ian Tartay is one of my favorites."

"Um..." I thought about lying, but it sounded like she knew what she was talking about, and I wouldn't be able to bluff my way through any kind of conversation about jazz. "No..."

"I don't mean to pry," Hazel said, "but I did happen to notice that there was an interesting passage marked by a sticky note in the book. About the haunting at the Wren motel."

Savannah must have done that when she was checking the book out. "Yeah, I'm kind of looking into, um, local stuff like that."

Hazel sensed my hesitance. "I don't want to make you uncomfortable, Lucas. I was just curious, that's all."

"Oh, it's not that," I replied quickly. "I just feel a little stupid. Honestly…" I couldn't think of anything else to say, and I truly didn't want to lie to her. So, hell with it.

"I sort of just moved down here," I said, "and I think my house might be haunted."

"Ah." Hazel nodded, not surprised at all, just accepting it. "There's been a few hauntings around here, but as far as I know, only among born-and-raised locals."

I blinked, my lips parting slightly. "That's...you know about ghosts and stuff?"

"I pay attention to local stories." Hazel grinned. "It's very fascinating stuff, you know. Everyone should have at least a tiny thread of connection to worlds besides our own."

"I've never seen anything like this before," I said. "In movies and whatever, yeah. But I don't think I even really believed in ghosts until last night."

I was spilling words out here, which made me understand that last night had actually scared me. I had tried to brush it off, joke about it, but someone immediately taking it as truth sent a relief through me that I hadn't even known I needed.

"How has your research been going?"

"Well, I only started today," I said, putting my hand behind my head. "But, uh, not good. Nothing online, and the library really only had this book. In fact, if it's not too much trouble, I'd love to talk about it with you, Hazel." I tried to slow myself down. "Whenever, you know—whenever is good for you."

Hazel paused for a moment, considering. Her hand came up, and she pushed a lock of hair away from her eye. "I think that would be captivating," she said, "as long as you're willing to share more about your haunting situation, and about yourself, Lucas. You'd be surprised how intertwined these things can be."

"I—sure, of course. It's only fair." I laughed, shortly, nervously. "Exchanging ideas."

"And mixing perceptions." Hazel clasped her hands together in front of the swell of her breasts. "This is invigorating. You're new to Claironde, so let me suggest we meet at Ville St. Claire. It's one of the few places here that stays open after eight o'clock during the week."

"Sure," I said, and then added, "is that...a restaurant?" I had to get dinner somewhere.

Hazel nodded. "I close up at seven. The restaurant is just that way, on Maryvale—" She pointed, bending her wrist to indicate the turn I would take. "—two blocks over."

That would give me time to go home and shower, which I desperately needed. My heart went a little faster in my chest as I thought about sitting down to dinner with this beautiful woman. But I knew I shouldn't get any ideas; I was just lucky enough to stumble across someone who might be able to help me with the house.

"I'd be happy to pick you up," I offered.

"I did walk to the shop today..." Hazel tilted her head. "Sure, that would be a treat. I'll see you soon, Lucas."


Chapter 9


Iparked as close as I could to the antique shop, but the job site in the way meant I had to be a few car lengths down the road. I was in clean jeans and a flannel shirt, not the nicest stuff, but the shirt had buttons. I hoped she wasn't bringing me to someplace dressy, because the name Ville St. Claire sounded pretty fancy. Would she expect me to have, I dunno, cleaned up better than this?

"Jesus, Lucas, stop. This isn't a date," I muttered to myself as I got out of the truck. Hazel was at least ten years older than me, and whatever I thought might have been flirting earlier was probably just her being grateful. This was about the house, and learning what the hell was going on. That, and...well, I liked talking to her. She was strange, in a very intriguing way, like she was talking to me but thinking six or seven other things at the same time. Not distracted enough to seem rude, but whimsical enough to make me want to follow her tracks, if she'd let me.

I came up to the shop door as she was coming out, that bell jangling again.

"Very punctual," Hazel said, locking the door behind her.

"Do you recognize me without the hardhat?" I asked, grinning.

"Yes, you look even better with hair," she said casually. "I hope you don't mind if I start questioning you on the drive over. I've been wondering all sorts of things about you."

The idea that I'd been running through her mind made me feel tingly.

"I'm an open book," I said.

We got into my truck. Hazel let her right arm dangle out the window, her blue necklace bouncing gently on her cleavage as we rumbled away from the curb. She turned her head toward me, that relaxed smile on her face.

"Where do you live?" Hazel asked.

I gave her the address, and at this point, it was no surprise to see her nod purposely.

"I know the house," she said.

"So you knew..."

Hazel didn't finish for me; she just waited, watching me.

"Louisa," I said. "She was my great-aunt."

"I know what you're thinking, Lucas."

I flicked my eyes over to her. To her pretty face, to the curve of her neck, to that pendant glimmering in the fading light. I hoped she didn't know what I was thinking.

"Louisa is not haunting your house." Hazel said it matter-of-factly while she fluttered her fingers in the rush of wind outside the car window.

"I..." Shit, she was right. I had been thinking that, even knowing it was presumably haunted while she had been living there.

"I knew her. She was a very fulfilled woman. Those types of people don't linger in the spirit world; they have nothing to reach for here."

"I heard she was a spinster," I said, remembering what the lawyer Anton had said. "You don't think that might, like, make someone restless in the afterlife?"

Hazel shook her head. "Not at all. It was her decision to never shack up with anyone, as she put it. Just the way she was."

I parked us in the small lot of the restaurant, a white-sided spot built into the corner of two streets, with colorful decorative shutters at each window. It looked pretty busy, and I could hear the sounds of brassy music flowing out of the open front doors. Not a live band, but a good quality sound system.

Hazel got out and met me on my side of the car. She moved easily, with a smile on her face and energy in her eyes. She was so calm; happy, even. To be with me? To talk about ghosts? Good for her; I was flooded with nerves about both of those things. Why had I chosen to wear flannel?

Well, the few—two—girls I had dated back home hadn't really cared about dressing up, and there was never much occasion to. I just had one suit, and I hadn't brought it with me.

Hazel got us a table outside where the music wasn't quite as loud. We ordered some drinks and she recommended the fish fry, which sounded great, so we both got that. I noticed her swinging her foot to the music, her legs crossed, even as she locked eyes with me.

"You said you've never dealt with spirits before," she commented.

"Right. I thought I was crazy at first. I still kinda do."

"But right away, you're confident the house is haunted." Hazel put her elbows on the table, resting her chin on her clasped fingers. "It must have been quite the experience you've had. How long have you been living there?"

I chuckled. "Last night was my first night. I just got into town yesterday."

Hazel's eyes went wide, and she straightened up in her chair. "You had spiritual activity the very first night in the house?"

"Yeah," I said slowly, wondering if I should be as alarmed as she looked. "Nothing, um, serious. It wasn't like it was trying to hurt me. Just noises, mostly."

She relaxed a little. "Good, good. The idea of a malevolent spirit is a little...unsettling." She gave me a quizzical look. "So you're new in town, you hear noises...you're alone in the house, I assume."

I nodded.

Hazel grinned. "Are you sure you're not just lonely?"

Our food came then, delicious fried fish with heaps of macaroni salad and french fries on the side. It was obvious that we should have just gotten one of these to split—between four people.

"Holy god," I murmured, looking at my overflowing plate, but Hazel was already squeezing her half-lemon over the crispy battered behemoth of her fish. I picked back up where we'd left off. "Um, it's not that I'm lonely. I did...see some things, too."

Something in my voice must have told her that I was shaken up. Talking about it, focusing on it...it brought me back, I guess. Hazel reached across the table and found my hand, surprising me and sliding her fingers into mine.

"It's okay," she told me, and her hand was warm and her words were sincere. "There's never been a dangerous spiritual event in this town. Trust me. Whatever is going on at Louisa's house, it never hurt her, and it's not going to hurt you."

The way she said it, I believed her. We took some time to eat, and I asked her how she knew so much about this.

"My work," she said, sipping on her iced tea. "I talk to a lot of people, lots of old-timers."

"Antiques, right."

"Exactly. I hear a lot of stories, and handle items people claim are haunted or possessed." She tilted her head. "If Claironde is in need of a book on the subject, maybe I should be writing it."

"Have you seen anything yourself?" I asked her, leaning forward. "Anything in the shop, like, floating around or something?"

"Not so much," Hazel said, sounding disappointed. "Nothing at all, really. I believe the things people say though. Down here, there's an undercurrent of that kind of energy. It could be it hasn't shown itself to me just because I'm looking for it."

"Catch twenty-two," I said.

Hazel seemed to be done eating, holding her tea in her hand. There was enough fish and sides left on her plate for three more dinners, probably.

"So, Lucas," she said, watching the ice swirl around in her glass before looking at me. "Perhaps there's something about your circumstances that riled up the spirits in your house. You came down here to settle Louisa's estate, I take it? I was sorry to hear she passed on."

"Yeah, she left me the house," I said. "I'm kind of sad that I never knew her. Everyone here has only had nice things to say."

"She was very pleasant, and very interesting," Hazel said, "though those unacquainted with her habits could find her rude, dashing off in the middle of a conversation if she was inspired by something." She giggled. "Or forgotten an appointment. But I do want to talk about you, Lucas. You're staying in the house, you're working with the town crew. Do you plan on staying in Claironde?"

"It looks that way."

Hazel set down her tea, pushing her plate to the side and leaning forward. "You said you were from Virginia. That's a while away. Dropping everything, coming to live here...I have to wonder, are you running away from something? Broken heart? Warrants out for your arrest?"

She smiled to let me know she was joking.

"It's really not that interesting," I said, a grin tugging at my lips.

Hazel waved her hand. "I want to know more about you. For the sake of the spirits, yes. But you're polite and you're nice and I've enjoyed running into you and spending time with you. I usually learn a little more about a man before we go out to dinner."

"You're not telling me this is a date." I blinked. "I mean—for one, there's no way you're single."

"And a flatterer." Hazel fluttered her eyelashes. "Well, this isn't a book club meeting, my dear. It's a fascinating flurry of conversation between two eye-catching folk. You call it what you want. But I'm born-and-raised Claironde, so there's not much adventure in explaining how I ended up at this table."

My heart thumped. That smile of hers, it was so disarming, and the way she talked. I thought she had complimented me—I was pretty sure. She was captivating. I didn't want to put a damper on the mood, but I also didn't want to lie to her.

"My mom died," I said, finding the words easier to say than I had expected. Just a little. "A few months ago. I didn't have much in the way of family back home after that, except my uncle. Hated my job, wasn't sure what I wanted to do. Then I got this letter, and..."

It got hard to talk.

Hazel found my hand again. "I'm so sorry, Lucas. I didn't mean to bring all that up, I swear."

I squeezed her hand. "Don't apologize. I don't care what we're talking about, Hazel, I...I like spending time with you, too."

"Well," she said, "we'll just have to keep doing it, then."


Chapter 10


We talked until our glasses were empty and the fish dinners were long since boxed up. We talked until the sun was gone completely and the night started to get chilly. We talked until the waiter told us that he had to turn our table over.

I learned that Hazel was thirty-five and that she'd also lost her mom when she was young, though her dad lived an hour north of here. She learned that I was twenty-one, and it didn't make her go running in the opposite direction. I learned that she was single, she ran a wildly popular blog on spirituality and meditation, and that she liked to walk everywhere even though she had a car.

All of that and plenty more, and it still wasn't enough. So as we walked off the restaurant patio, meandering slowly toward my truck and trying to make the night last longer, I just went for it.

"Maybe you could come over," I said to her, "and check out the house."

Hazel raised an eyebrow. "Oh?"

"Something might happen," I said, trying to be nonchalant. "Now that the sun has set."

"The veil is thinner at night, when even the skeptics draw the blankets tight," Hazel said in a light, sing-songy voice. She grabbed my hand and pulled me close up to her side. "Yes. Let's go. And see if something happens."

So we did. And Hazel kissed me before I could start the truck.

We got in, I closed my door, and I felt her light touch on my shoulder. I turned toward her, and the look on her face told me everything, and then I was leaning over and so was she and we kissed, her lips soft, her hair brushing my face. Her tongue found mine, and I tasted sweet tea and lemon. I put my hand on her side, feeling her warmth through the thin fabric of her blouse.

Hazel let out a long breath when we parted, pulling back.

"I'm sorry," she said, shaking her head slightly. "I shouldn't have…"

My heart pounded in my chest. I'd never been kissed like that, not ever.

"I don't mind, if that's what you're worried about," I assured her. "I mean, I was kinda thinking about it all night."

She brightened at that, meeting my eyes again. "Hell, Lucas, I've got a decade and a half on you. There's lots of pretty, age-appropriate ladies around here, you know."

I stayed strong. "We're both adults. I like you. It doesn't have to be more complicated than that."

"Shoot, you really lay it out plain, huh?" Hazel bit her lip.

"When I know what I want...yeah." I reached forward and put my hand on her leg. After just a moment, she put her hand on top of mine.

"Let's go," she said.

The house wasn't far. Nothing was, in Claironde. But by the time we pulled into my driveway, we were having trouble keeping our hands off each other. The car was filled with the low mumbling of the radio and the sound of our breathing. I was hard, and her hand was on my leg, and I had one hand on the wheel and the other rubbing up her arm while she leaned toward me.

Hazel's fingers held my leg firmly as she looked at the house, lowering her head to see up to the roof.

"It's a beautiful house," she said quietly, her lips parted. She looked over at me.

"It's kind of a mess," I said, realizing that all the cleaning I'd planned to do today had taken a backseat to work and dinner.

"Sounds lovely." She grinned, then hopped out of the truck, and I grasped her hand as we went into the house, up the steps and through the front door. I didn't care about ghosts or hauntings or bumps in the night, not then. I cared about what Hazel might think of me when she saw the state of this place. Or the fact that I hadn't claimed a bedroom yet. Yikes.

So I took her over to the couch where I'd slept, which was the cleanest area in the whole house. Not that she gave any indication that she minded the state of the place. Hazel glanced around, but she was more focused on me, and god knew the inverse was true on my end. Without the outside world keeping us modest, we just threw it away.

Hazel dropped onto the couch and pulled me down with her, and our lips met again, then our tongues. I was on top of her, my knee between her legs. She slid her calf up along the side of my thigh as her tongue swirled around mine, and I brought my hand up her shoulder to her neck, burying my fingers in the waves of her hair.

Hazel's hands were far more adventurous, and it became clear that she had been holding back in the car about as hard as she could. Here on the couch, she was all over me. It felt fucking amazing. She was beautiful and warm and strong and she kissed me with passion and it was no wonder my dick was about to burst through my zipper.

Her slim fingers found it there, and I gasped while her tongue was in my mouth, instinctually pressing forward into her hand. "You wanna take this further, darlin?" Hazel said, breathy, her Louisiana twang coming on stronger.

"Hell yes," I rasped.

"Thank god," Hazel said, giggling. "It's been a while, and you're really fucking cute."

Her fingers grabbed my zipper and tugged it down, and I slid my hand up her shirt, cupping her breast through the soft fabric of her bra. She planted her lips back on mine, and I let out a groan as her fingers found their way through my boxers and freed the length of my cock.

We shuffled around on the couch, our hands working, pieces of clothing dropping off one by one. She reached behind herself to unclasp her bra, and I pulled it up and off. Her huge breasts tumbled out, bouncing, her light brown nipples hard and bumpy and entrancing. I lowered myself to her chest and pulled a nipple into my mouth, running my tongue across the tiny nubs on her areola. She moaned in appreciation, grabbing the back of my head and pushing me into her chest further, and when I nibbled her lightly with my teeth, she gasped in pleasure.

"That's the spot, Lucas, right there." Her nails scratched pleasantly along the back of my neck as I moved to her other tit and sucked on her there, my cock grinding up against her thigh. With Hazel's nipple in my mouth, I went down to her panties. Her jeans were crumpled on the floor, half underneath the coffee table, and her underwear were a soft powder-blue that I tucked my fingers into to brush against the trimmed hair of her pussy.

I just wanted to melt into her. It had been a while for me, too, and the sweet feeling of her wet lips was enough to make me shudder with desire. Hazel bit her lip and arched up into me as I slid down her slit and pushed a finger inside, rolling her nipple between my teeth. Her hands on me gave me goosebumps, and with a finger inside her, I curled up another one to nudge at her clit, making her gasp. She wiggled into me, pushing me deeper in, and I felt every little movement with my body pressed up against hers.

"Get them off, Lucas," she whispered, digging her nails into my shoulder. "Mine and yours."

My jeans joined hers on the floor, and then our underwear, and then we were skin-on-skin, her breasts pressing into my chest as I slid my cock up along her lips without entering her. Teasing her, teasing myself, making her grind up against me, yearning for me. The prickling of her short pubic hairs against the underside of my cock made me bite my lip and exhale, trying to maintain control.

"Wait," she panted, taking my cock in her hand. "Here. Come up here."

She tugged on me, and when I tried to get off her, she shook her head, telling me to slide up. So I moved up her belly, tossing the back cushion of the couch off to the side to make more room. With my knees on either side of her, Hazel positioned my dick right between her boobs, pushing them together with her hands so that they swallowed my manhood.

Hazel parted her lips, letting out a satisfied sound. The soft flesh of her tits was hot and wonderful on me, and when she said, "C'mere," I did, until the head of my cock was in her mouth and I had to grip the back of the couch to keep from losing it.

"Fuck, H-Hazel," I stammered as her tongue moved around me and she massaged her breasts around my shaft. I brought a hand to her shoulder, sliding forward, thrusting through her tits and deeper into her mouth. I felt her lick the precum from my tip and swallow it.

I took over for her, taking her breasts in my hands and fucking her through them. Her saliva slicked my cock and made it easy to slide back and forth through her tits as I pressed them together and caught her nipples between my fingers.

Hazel lifted her head up to take as much of me into her mouth as she could, and I let out a shuddering breath as the hot, wet warmth of her lips and tongue engulfed my cock over and over. I pulled back, leaving my cock on her bottom lip, her breasts pushed up and teasing against the underside of my head, then pushed forward again, finding her mouth and sliding across her tongue.

Before I reached the edge, though, she lowered her head, letting my cock fall out.

"I just needed a taste of you," Hazel said, breathing hard and smiling. "Now, you come on and get inside of me." She ran a hand up my bare stomach, brushing her fingers across my nipple. "Because I need you bad."

"Not half as bad as I need you," I said, moving down to press myself up against her again. She was soaking wet, and I found her entrance easily, both of us moaning as I slid inside of her, all the way until my hips pressed up against hers.

Hazel's hot breath washed across my neck, and she whispered into my ear, "Fuck me, Lucas. Fuck me and cum inside, darlin, I take the pill."

My cock throbbed in her tunnel. I kissed her, our tongues sliding across each other as I started to thrust. She was tight and wet and blazing and I felt every little bit of her as I pulled my cock back and thrust it forward. Hazel made a strangled noise of pleasure, sucking on my tongue and scooting down so she could tilt her hips up and help me hit just the right spot inside her.

She got her lips on my neck and started kissing and sucking on me, her tongue licking up to my jaw. I put a hand between us and found her nipple, pinching her. She would arch up into me and groan against my neck in a rush of hot air when I went to the hilt in her.

I couldn't believe I was holding on this long, but I wanted it to last. When I started to slow my thrusts, savoring her, Hazel put a hand on my chest and pushed me upward.

"Let me ride you."

We turned on the couch, my cock sliding out of her for a brief moment before I was plunged back inside, Hazel lowering herself down on me. I gripped her waist, digging my thumbs into her flat stomach as she started to ride me. Her tits bounced, her hair tossed around her face, and her breath came out in hot gasps when she sat down on me. I got my hands on her breasts and held them, squeezed them, feeling their weight drop into my hands each time she slid back down my cock.

"Hazel," I hissed, feeling it build up in me, unstoppable. "I'm gonna..."

"Yeah," she moaned, riding me fast while bringing her fingers down to her clit. "Go on...and cum..." She caught her bottom lip with her canine tooth, her eyes closed as she rubbed herself.

With huge handfuls of her breasts, I thrust my hips up into her and let go, cumming inside her hot, tight pussy. Her fingers brushed my shaft as she rubbed herself, her orgasm coming right as I shot my last pulse of cum into her. Hazel stiffened, planting a hand on my chest and grinding herself down onto my cock while her orgasm tore through her.

We collapsed into a hot, sweaty mess on the couch, Hazel on top of me. She lifted her head up, catching my eye, and I was about to say something clever or sweet or sexy when a silver picture frame tumbled from the mantle and shattered on the floor.


Chapter 11


Hazel gasped, whipping her head toward the mantle on the opposite side of the living room.

"Oh lord, did I shake that down?" she asked, blinking. "I'm sorr—"

Crash! Another one fell, while both of us were lying perfectly still. Hazel sat up, and I went up with her, taking her in my arms.

"Lucas..."

"It's the house," I said, my heart picking up. I grabbed my phone and turned on the flashlight, giving us a better look. And we both watched as another frame scraped across the wood and fell. Just a couple of inches, but it moved, and then it hit the floor and sent glass in a skitter. Hazel sucked in air and grabbed my arm, hard.

"We didn't do that," she said.

"Nope." I wondered if stuff had been happening the whole time we'd been having sex, but we hadn't noticed. "It's okay. I don't...I don't think it wants to hurt us."

Hazel relaxed her grip on me. "You're right. The photos, they didn't...see? They didn't fall toward us. They fell off to the side, facing away from us."

It was true. I didn't know what it meant, I didn't think it was possible to know what it meant, but she sounded relieved saying it out loud, and that made my chest loosen up a little.

"Maybe we should get dressed," Hazel said. She leaned in and kissed me first, though. "Where's your bathroom?"

A minute or two later, we were cleaned up and clothed and back in the living room. I had swept up the glass before Hazel had gotten back. The pictures didn't seem to be making any more moves. In a way, I supposed I was glad something had happened. For Hazel to see, for me not to seem like some lonely guy away from home jumping at every noise.

Still, it was unnerving, and Hazel seemed tense.

"Let's go outside," I said. "I just remembered the leftovers are in the car."

The cool night air was refreshing. The house had gotten pretty hot. I opened the passenger door of the truck, but we both just leaned against the side, up against each other.

"That was…crazy," Hazel said.

"The sex, right?" I looked over at her, grinning, and she tried to fight it, but she smiled too.

"Yeah," she said, grabbing my hand. "That was crazy in a good way. In a great way."

"And the house…"

"Crazy in a different way." Hazel let out a breath, leaning back against the truck. "I can't believe it. Never seen something like that with my own eyes, but that was real. There's something else in there. Even beyond the pictures, I could just…feel something."

"I…" I thought back. There had been a lot going on, a lot to occupy my mind, but she was right. Something really had felt a little off, and I only realized it after the fact. "You're right. I felt it too."

Hazel looked up at the house. It didn't look particularly evil, even in the dark of night. It was a little dilapidated, but whatever I had felt back in there, whatever I was feeling now, it wasn't ominous.

"Do you think we pissed it off?" I wondered aloud, my fingers entwined with hers. "It? Them? He or she?" I shrugged.

Hazel shook her head. "I didn't get that sense. I also don't think it's quite right to think of this presence as a person or people. This is quite an old house. If I remember right from what Louisa had said, it was built right at the turn of the century. Certainly no later than 1910."

She rubbed her thumb across mine. "The human spirit yearns to reach its final resting place. It can get hung up along the way, but not for so long. With such an old house, and so many having passed on in or near it, a multitude of essences could have been left behind over time."

"Essences? Like, pieces of...people's ghosts or souls?"

"No...more like an imprint. Like a footstep or a fingerprint you might leave behind." Hazel smiled. "It's what gives houses their personality. All that settling, noises, creaking...and the older the house, the more, mm, personality it would have built up over the years."

"That makes it sound kind of nice," I said. "And not as scary."

"Well." Hazel's smile faded. "I may be a little out of my wheelhouse, here. These are things I've heard from my friend Celeste. And she did also mention that an active house is active for a reason, that it does want something. And that the longer it goes unrequited..."

I held my breath. "It could get bad?"

"I don't want to say that." Hazel looked at the house, then back at me. "But objects moving, that is advanced. And this house has been here a long time. I have to admit that it scares me a little."

I didn't know what to say to that.

"But..." She turned toward me, and I put my hand on her hip. "Maybe it was waiting for you. Maybe you're the missing piece."

"I'm the solution to otherworldly problems, huh?"

"The problems are right here in this world, and they're breaking your photo frames." Hazel ran a hand up my arm. "We just have to figure out what it's trying to tell you."

"We," I repeated. "So you're not, you know...scared away?"

"I'm scared," Hazel said, her eyes glittering, "but that doesn't mean I'm not excited. The things worth diving into should scare you a little bit. I'd like to put this place at ease. And I'd like you to have a nice, calm place to live. So you might decide to stick around."

"I do have a lot more of this town to see," I said. "Once I'm done fixing your sidewalk."

"Priorities." She kissed me, and I pulled her close. Hauntings or not, this was a perfect night.

[image: image-placeholder]

When she went home not long after, I found myself resting easily. And the house didn't have anything else to say, so my tension faded into a good night's sleep. My phone alarm woke me up for the morning's job in town, and I ate cold fish from the fridge that made a surprisingly good breakfast before heading down to work.

Hazel wasn't at the shop today—we had exchanged numbers last night, though, and when I let her know the work was done and her sidewalk was going to be perfectly cured in two days, she sent me a celebratory smiley face, then asked if she could give me a call.

I answered. "Hey. Did you want to get a late lunch?"

"That sounds great," she said, "but I wanted to suggest something else, too. If you wouldn't mind three for lunch."

"Oh, sure." I waved goodbye to Rob as I walked back to my truck. "Who's coming?"

"I mentioned Celeste last night," Hazel said. "I was talking to her last night about your house. I think she would be able to help."

"Really?" I switched the phone to my other ear as I climbed into my truck. "She must live around here, too?"

"Not exactly," Hazel said. "She travels a lot for her work. But she's from St. Armand which is just a couple hours from Claironde. I got in touch with her back when I first started my blog, and we've been close ever since."

I started the truck. "I just have to run home and shower, then I'm fit for public display."

Hazel laughed. "Okay. How about we just make it dinner, instead? Two hours, meet us at Rickard's? It's near the shoe repair place on Azalea."

"That sounds great," I said, and I didn't know anything about the restaurant or the food, but it did sound great. I was itching to see Hazel again. I was less enthused about spreading rumors of my house being haunted throughout the town, but if this Celeste woman could really somehow help, it wouldn't be the worst thing in the world.

I had to admit, Hazel had keyed me up a bit with her talk about the house edging towards harsher things.

I was falling behind in my housework, but I'd rather be busy with Hazel than have all the time in the world to dust and arrange my closet. That meant I was still plucking clothes from boxes and throwing them in the dryer to get rid of wrinkles, though. I started a list on my phone of all the things I was missing, including an iron. Another shopping trip would have to come soon—and I'd have to meet with Rob about officially getting on his payroll.

But first, and far more exciting, dinner with Hazel and her friend.

The only Celeste I'd ever known was my friend's elderly aunt back in Virginia, so I guess I'd been primed to expect a much older woman, but that wasn't who greeted me when the host brought me over to their table.

There was Hazel, of course, beautiful, her hair pulled back to show off her neck, wearing a casual blue dress with a deep neckline and a silver chain draped down and tracing along the tops of her breasts. She beamed when she saw me coming, standing up to give me a hug before I sat down.

"Lucas, so good to meet you," said the brunette next to Hazel, offering her hand for me to shake. "I'm Celeste."

Even sitting down, I could tell that Celeste was a tall, commanding woman—and certainly not older than Hazel, perhaps a couple years younger, in her early thirties. Her long, brown hair was very dark, so dark it was almost black, but it would catch the light and show gleams of a deep and pretty chestnut color. It made her blue eyes pop in contrast, eyes which looked me over perceptively. She wore a dress too, slim and black with an eye-catching, teardrop-shaped window on her cleavage. A single copper bangle was on her wrist.

"Pleasure to meet you, Celeste," I said, remembering my manners despite sitting down here at this table with two absolutely gorgeous women.

Celeste released my hand, a smirk on her face as she slid her eyes over to Hazel. "Very nice, love. Good-looking guy," she said, quietly, but definitely not quietly enough to keep me from hearing. A tingle rose in my cheeks as I wondered if that had been on purpose, but I didn't say anything, even as Hazel giggled.

"Stop it," Hazel said, though not with much conviction. "We've got other stuff to talk about."

"Right. Yes." Celeste looked back at me, and those shrewd eyes grew laser-focused. "Lucas, Hazel was telling me about the situation at your house. I'd like to talk about that more with you, if that's alright."

"Um, sure," I said, blinking. But I had to inquire. "Can I ask why this is...ah...of interest to you, Celeste?"

"Of course." Celeste pushed her hair back behind an ear. "I'm a paranormal investigator. And I'm concerned that fourteen-seventeen Willowhip Avenue may be more dangerous than you realize."

To Be Continued...
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