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About
My New Haunt, Part 3


My haunted house is doing things it's never done before. And so am I.

With beautiful paranormal investigator Celeste stepping in, this ghost hunt has become real. The problem is that with every new thing that happens, we're getting further from the answers. Hazel, Savannah, Celeste and I are trying to find the truth...

...but as real life starts to get more complicated, the presence in my house begins to seem less important, even as it grows more dangerous.

I'm having the time of my life in Claironde, but is it the right place for me? Or am I just running away from bad memories?


Chapter 1


From My New Haunt, Part 2...

Celeste grinned, a determined smile that told me she was ready to handle anything that came her way. "Come with me and let's get the kit. It's heavy."

She left the room, and I followed after her, feeling light on my feet and happy and a little bit lost, because one ghost was a lot, but three women was a whole lot more. And more than ever, I wanted this haunting dealt with so that I could give more time to these incredible women I had met.

But I was worried. How was the presence going to react to being formally investigated? Backed into a corner? Treated like a problem to be solved? Things might get a lot worse here before they got any better. And if something happened to any of them...

I wouldn't let that happen. I just wouldn't. No matter what it took.

LUCAS

"You're more subtle than I expected," I said, walking around the house with Celeste. Finishing her setup had taken about an hour, which she told me was great time. By herself, in a house this size, it might have taken easily twice that.

I didn't feel like I had helped too much. In fact, Celeste had been the one to reach places that I couldn't since she stood a couple inches taller than I did. Yeah, she had heeled boots—she was still taller than I was.

It was a little intimidating, yeah. But mostly it was hot. Watching her stretch up to place a sensor way on top of a picture frame, her ass tight and perfect in her jeans, her mint-green blouse sliding up as she stretched and showing a glimpse of her back and the tattoo there...

She had glanced back at me once, catching me red-handed watching her, and grinned.

"Yeah," she had said, turning back and adjusting the sensor. "I have a tramp stamp. It's tasteful, right?"

Honestly, on her, it did look tasteful.

"Subtle?" Celeste asked.

"Like, I can hardly notice this stuff." We were stopped in the living room, done with the final walk-through. "Just like this, and it's all set?"

She nodded. "I never want to be intrusive. And I wanted you here to be part of the setup, too, so you don't think I'm hiding cameras all over the place."

"I wouldn't think that," I said, but I couldn't help a smirk. "Okay, maybe it would cross my mind. But I don't think I'd be very entertaining."

"Don't sell yourself short." She brushed her fingers against my arm. "Just to recap. There are indeed three cameras, one in the living room here, one in the upstairs hallway, and one in the kitchen. The footage is stored locally, not uploaded into the cloud or anything, and it overwrites itself every five days. So I'll be back to scrub through it within that timeframe—I have a program that detects anomalies so I don't actually have to watch it all—though it will be helpful for you to let me know the time and place of any activity you notice."

"Sure."

"REM pods in six rooms to detect electromagnetic interference. One is paired with each camera as well." Celeste smiled ruefully. "In an ideal world, I'd have eight REM pods in every room, and multiple camera angles to boot. But I don't have half a million dollars. So please don't step on the pods."

"And those have alarms or something, right?"

"Yes. You don't have to go running to investigate every disturbance—but please take note of when and where they go off, if they do." Celeste stretched her hands out. "We're trying to paint a landscape picture right now. We'll fill in the details as we go."

Celeste and I reviewed everything once more, but mostly it boiled down to me being aware of the equipment and taking notes if it registered anything.

"Okay," I said once we had hashed it out. "So getting this data, it's going to take some time."

"I've had investigations take months," Celeste said, "but in your case, I don't expect that. Maybe I'm just being hopeful here, but this activity is powerful. And escalating, rather quickly. We just don't have enough information to determine a real pattern or causation yet. And I won't feel confident in speculating on those things without at least three or four weeks' worth of data."

"But that's the minimum, right?" My experience with construction timelines and deadlines was that, well, you never hit them. Ever.

"Yes." Celeste tossed her long, brown hair back. "Eight weeks would be better science. But this is all malleable. We'll adapt as we go."

I nodded, pulling in a breath before moving to the next thing I wanted to discuss.

"We need to bring Hazel and Savannah in on this," I said, leaning against the wall near the front door. "I want them to know everything I know. And I..." I searched for the right words. "I want them to know the steps we've taken. I really felt like they were in danger before, and I'm not letting that happen again. I don't want them—I don't want any of you three putting yourselves at risk." I straightened up, setting my jaw. "It's my house, it's my responsibility. If I don't like the way things are going, I'll have to call it off."

Celeste nodded carefully, watching me. "We'll move slowly. This equipment setup is the largest step I plan to take for a while. From my end of things, I don't want you to change your life either, okay? It will be much easier to determine a pattern if you're not digging in the backyard for buried graves, or something. Live your life. Go to work, cook meals...go on dates." An upturn at the corners of her mouth. "We're in the wait-and-see part of this."

My tension started to seep away, feeling that Celeste understood. "I can do that. But all four of us, we need to get together. Get on the same page, and decide what we want to do going forward."

"I would like that," Celeste said immediately. "I'd love it, in fact."

"Great." I didn't want to say it out loud, mostly because I didn't know how, but it wasn't just the ghost hunt that made me anxious to sit down with Celeste, Savannah, and Hazel. It was Celeste, Savannah, and Hazel. I needed to figure out not only what was going on with my house, but also what was going on with them.

Celeste seemed excited to get together with them, too. So I figured out when she would be free, and we left it at that for now. No more kissing, no more flirting...well, maybe a little flirting. My head was spinning by the time she walked out the door, and I had a whole lot of things to figure out, with no way of doing it until the four of us got together.

I flopped down on the couch in the living room, letting out a big sigh. I started working full-time under Rob in two days, and I was actually relieved thinking about it. It had been a crazy few days here in Claironde, so getting back to some type of normalcy like working would help me feel a little more in control of my life.

"And it's good for you, apparently," I said, talking to the house, watching the ceiling as though it were watching me. "No more crazy shit, okay? I'm just going to work and grocery shop and do laundry and...exist for a while." I chewed my lip, thinking about Celeste mentioning going on dates.

"With who?" I said aloud, my eyes crawling over the paint lines on the ceiling. "Celeste? Hazel and Savannah? All three of them? One at a time?" A crazed laugh escaped me, and I put my hands over my face, rubbing my eyes. It had been a pretty long day, and the questions that I couldn't answer were piling up.

"Just keep your shit together," I mumbled, talking a little bit to myself, but also to the house. "Keep your shit together and don't hurt anyone."

I listened for the house to make noise, but it was silent. If it was only interested in acting up when I had a woman over, it was going to be pretty disappointed. With the exception of Celeste doing what she had to with her equipment, I planned to keep them out of the house as much as possible. At least until this was all over and done with. The idea of living my life as normal didn't include tiptoeing around my own damned house and waiting for it to lash out at me or the people I cared about.

"Watch yourself," I said quietly. "I'm not scared of you. You're just making me mad."

Silence.

Good.


Chapter 2


Itook the next day to set myself up to fall into some kind of normal routine. Clothes in the closet, on hangers, and in my dresser. Kitchen stocked. Porch stairs finally reinforced and repaired (a new coat of paint could come later). Internet installation scheduled; cheap flat-screen television purchased and mounted.

Haunt this, asshole, I thought as I mounted the antenna and put on something local just to fill the house with sound. It was such a nonsense thought that it made me giggle.

I let Hazel and Savannah know the house was all rigged up now, and that data collection was underway. I wanted to wait until I started working to figure out a good time for us to meet up, even though I was dying to see them, but they understood. Hazel suggested we get together at her house on Saturday, so that was the plan.

Getting on with Rob's crew was easy. They were nice guys, one my age (Dylan), and a few guys older and a lot older. Rob was a tough nut to crack, not that he wasn't pleasant, he just seemed to be one-hundred-percent about work. You'd ask him if he'd seen a particular movie, or what he brought for lunch, and it would just roll off him like water off a duck's back. Like he didn't hear you at all, or he'd just say, "Sandwich. How far along are we on that fill?"

Savannah assured me this was normal for him. And that also many years of working around loud machinery while not being too attentive about ear protection had made him a little hard of hearing. None of that bothered me, of course. The crew liked him, and most of them had been around a long time, which tells you most of what you need to know about whether a foreman was good. When the foreman is shit, you leave.

Sometimes with no notice, and by phone, three states away.

It was surprisingly easy to feel back to normal once I was working long shifts and coming home exhausted. It felt good, though, to shower after work and whip together some dinner and make sure the newly-installed internet was working, which only required two router resets. A few more days of this, and I knew the idea of a haunted house might seem pretty distant, despite the fact that I was living in the damned thing.

But I wasn't trying to ignore it, I was trying to fix it. And I was really looking forward to seeing the ladies again, as the work week had kept us apart.

Saturday morning, I got Hazel's address and headed over. She insisted on making us brunch, and I wasn't going to say no to that, but I wanted to get there early to help. Her Southern hospitality was much appreciated, but I wasn't going to have her cook for four people by herself.

Not that I had any real skills in the kitchen. But I could turn bacon over in a pan at the very least.

I pulled up to Hazel's house and parked in her driveway. It was on the other side of the village from me, but close enough that she could walk to work in twenty minutes, which she usually chose to do. The house was small and cute, kind of like her. It had a peaked roof and a small covered porch on the front, in a hell of a lot better shape than the porch on my house. The windows looked new, and they didn't have shutters. She had a nature wreath on her front door, decorated with colorful leaves and little yellow flowers.

Hazel came outside before I could even get up the steps, bursting out the door and coming down to wrap me up in a hug. Her breasts pushed up against my chest, and then she kissed me, and I put my arms around her and just enjoyed it.

"Hi," she said when she pulled away to breathe, her eyes sparkling. She was so damned pretty, her blonde hair tied back, wearing a light, lacy brown blouse and a little black pair of skintight shorts. "Shoot, Lucas, look how much I missed you. I swear my body moved on its own!"

"You don't need to explain yourself to me," I said, grinning and pulling her in for another kiss. "I missed you, too. This is the longest I've gone without seeing you or Savannah or anyone."

"None of the guys on your construction crew are good eye candy?"

"Oh god," I laughed. "Not my types. Though Rob has a certain grizzled charm..."

Hazel snorted. "Tell Savannah that, I'd love to see her reaction. Come on inside, oh lord I've got a hot pot on, what am I thinking?"

Hazel tugged me by the arm and pulled me up the stairs and into her house, where I smelled hot cinnamon in the air.

"Tour later, I gotta run to the kitchen!" Hazel dropped my hand and darted ahead, past the staircase and around the corner.

I took my shoes off and followed after her at a more leisurely pace, looking around and realizing that I did not know how to decorate. Not that I had really tried at my new house, but I couldn't even make an apartment look good back in Virginia—no way I was going to bring any non-bachelor life to the big house on Willowhip. Hazel had art, she had flowers, she had a cross-breeze running through the house from open windows that fluttered her pretty sheer curtains. She knew what she was doing.

"This already smells amazing," I said, stepping into the kitchen. "Cinnamon buns?"

"And that's only the first course." Hazel tossed a wink back at me before peering into a pan on the stovetop. "Good timing, we're boiling. You know how to make grits?"

"Uh, no."

"Come here and learn, sweet thing."

Hazel taught me how to make grits, and she was glad to have me there to keep a constant whisk going in the pot so that she could run around her kitchen and take care of everything else. The buns came out of the oven in her quick, potholder-covered hands, she got bacon going on a back burner, and also started pan-frying shrimp on the burner next to me. I just whisked away, which she insisted I not break from.

We were well into it by the time we heard the other cars pulling up to her house, and Hazel eyed the grits and gave a nod of approval.

"Take 'em off the heat and go bring in the girls," she said, pushing the shrimp around the pan and bumping me with her hip.

"Yes, ma'am."

I went out on the porch to see Savannah and Celeste talking excitedly to each other in Hazel's driveway. I heard a bit of what they were saying before they turned to look at me; they had been talking about the house, of course, Celeste probably getting Savannah's point of view.

"Hey, you two," I said, coming down the steps. "I just made the best damn grits you'll ever have in your life."

Savannah laughed and hugged me. "That's a big promise, sugar." She turned to Celeste. "Let's go inside, we'll get all proper introduced, huh?"

"Of course." Celeste nodded, and I caught her eye. She gave me a smile, and I remembered the kind of pickle I might be in. Cooking with Hazel had done a good job distracting me, but I still had to figure out what to say to her and Savannah. And Celeste, for that matter.

"Come on, Lucas," Celeste said, putting her hand on my back briefly as we all walked in. "I'm very excited about these grits."


Chapter 3


The brunch spread on Hazel's round kitchen table was fantastic. Cold pitchers of tea, orange juice, and ice water took up one side, beading with moisture. Sitting on trivets were the tray of cinnamon buns, the pot of grits, and a tray of cornbread that I didn't even know when she'd had time to bake or pull out. There was bacon, and she'd crumbled some of it into the seasoned shrimp as well, and a big bowl of fresh, mixed berries.

"My god, Hazel, we ought to be giving you a gratuity," Savannah said, hugging her. "Next time we do this, I'll cook for y'all, okay?"

"Does that mean I get a turn, too?" Celeste asked, giving Hazel a hug.

"None of you owe me anything," Hazel said, shaking her head but smiling, bursting with energy. "I'm just so glad we finally all get to sit down together. Sounds like you two already got to talking, yeah?" She nodded at Savannah and Celeste. "I've known Celeste a while now, I can't believe we haven't even had us three girls get together."

"That's my shortcoming, I'm sure," Celeste said. "I'm not in Claironde nearly as much as I'd like to be."

"But you'll be sticking around a while, I hope?" Savannah asked her. "In light of Lucas, here."

Celeste looked at me, determined. "Absolutely."

"Wonderful." Savannah clapped her hands together. "Because after the other night, darling, I am finding myself terribly interested in what you do."

Hazel had us all sit down and get served before it got cold, Savannah on my right and Celeste on my left, Hazel across from me and passing around the pitchers.

"I hate to talk business before I at least taste everything," Celeste said before putting a big spoonful into her mouth. She closed her eyes and sat back in her chair, chewing. "Christ. Hazel. It's been so long since I've had good shrimp and grits. You're the best."

"What did I tell you?" I joked. "Best grits ever."

"You're a natural with the whisk, Lucas," Hazel purred.

"I have been working on my repetitive wrist motions," I said with a wiggle of my eyebrows.

Giggles and good food filled the next fifteen or twenty minutes, before Celeste laid her fork down and cleared her throat. "So. We have a lot to talk about."

Tell me about it, I thought.

"I'll just give a quick rundown of how we're monitoring the house," Celeste started. She gave them the rundown of the equipment we had set up and its purpose, as well as the timeline we were looking at.

"Nothing is set in stone," Celeste advised, "but the goal of this investigation is to determine why the house is restless, and my equipment alone can't do that."

Savannah put her hands together, and I saw the beginnings of an enthusiastic grin start to take her over.

"You're talking about research," Savannah said.

"About Louisa?" Hazel asked. "Or about the property itself?"

"Both," Celeste answered, looking around the table. "The house is old, and it will have a lot of history. Louisa will be part of that, but I'm sure the majority of what we want to look at will stretch well beyond the years she occupied the house."

"Damn." This was going to be a larger undertaking than I'd realized. Just gathering the paranormal data from the house itself was a big, long project, and I figured we'd want to look into Louisa's life some more. But going through the whole history of 1417 Willowhip Avenue? Was that even possible?

"I'll get everything I can from the town records," Savannah said, still with that excited smile on her face. "I know a few people at the town hall who'll help me cut in line, instead of waiting weeks for a records request."

"That's fantastic," Hazel said, crunching a piece of bacon. "And I can—mm, excuse me—" She finished the bacon. "I can help, bring me some files to look through. It'd be a good way for me to kill my time at the store when it's slow."

"I can help too," I offered.

"Okay, but don't go bringing these to any job sites, lord," Savannah said, shaking her hands. "I'll lose all my privileges with Sherry at the hall."

"That sounds perfect. In the meantime—" Celeste was cut off by the buzzing of her phone. She pulled it free of her pocket. "Damn. Sorry, I gotta just take care of this, it's my PA who runs the website. Be right back."

Celeste stood, and I heard her saying hello on the phone as she turned the corner to the hallway. I knew I wasn't going to get a better chance.

"Hey, uh, there's something I gotta say." I glanced at the doorway, then back at Hazel and Savannah. "Celeste kind of...came on to me. When she came over to set up the equipment."

The two women looked at each other for a moment, doing some kind of silent communication that I would never be able to decipher even if I gave my entire life to the pursuit. It was just a couple seconds, though it felt longer before they looked back at me.

Savannah went first. "Came on to you how?"

I paused, realizing I might not have phrased it fairly. "It wasn't just her. I, uh, we kissed. I kissed her." I sat back in my chair, my lips thin. "I wasn't trying to hide it or anything, I just wanted to be able to tell you both and not over, like, a text message."

I let out the breath I'd been holding.

"Aw hon, this was tearing you up." Savannah reached over and put a hand on my forearm. "It's fine, Lucas. I don't mind. Hazel, do you mind?"

"Of course not," Hazel said warmly.

I touched Savannah's hand, feeling a lot better, but somehow even more confused.

"What...what do you mean you don't mind?" I said, maybe a little louder than I intended. I flicked my eyes back to the kitchen doorway again. "Are you two really saying...you...this..." I scrambled to get my thoughts in order. "You don't mind if we're all, what's the word, polyamorous? That's...that's something you want?"

"That's a good way of putting it," Hazel said, finding my frantic gaze, "but let's be real, Lucas. Are you telling me you'd have gone off and kissed Celeste if you thought we'd be upset?"

"I..." I paused. "No."

Hazel continued, "And do you think Celeste would have kissed you if she thought it would have caused problems?"

"I don't really know her that well," I admitted, "but I guess not."

"She's really goddamn hot," Savannah said wistfully, her gaze floating toward the doorframe. We could hear unintelligible bits of Celeste talking on the phone. "Regardless, Lucas, I appreciate you being honest. I know what we're doing isn't exactly...typical. And it's new for us."

"You haven't done this...sort of thing before?" I asked. "Dating the same guy?"

They both shook their heads. "But I'm liking it," Hazel said, grinning. "A lot."

"Can we make it official?" Savannah giggled. "You did say 'dating.'"

My heart sped up in my chest, and my face got warm as a smile I couldn't stop spread across it.

"I mean, I'd like that," I said, kind of mumbling, trying not to emit some kind of crazy, joyous laugh.

"Me too." Hazel bit her lip like she was trying not to smile too big. "I'm having fun, and I like you both, and I don't want to overthink it, okay? If anything happens with Celeste, Lucas, that's fine. And if not—also fine."

"Just go with it," Savannah said. "Naturally."

"Naturally," I repeated, blinking. "Right."

Dating. We're dating. Awesome.

"Sorry, so sorry," Celeste said as she hurried back into the kitchen. "I had to wait for some files to get emailed over and give feedback, I just wanted to knock it out."

"Not a problem, girl," Hazel said as Celeste sat back down. "We wouldn't want to do this without you."

Hazel secretly caught my eye, and gave me a wink.


Chapter 4


From there, it turned out the plan wasn't much of a plan at all. Celeste repeated that it was best if I didn't do anything abnormal, such as actively hunting for a ghost within the house, so as not to disrupt any helpful pattern that might emerge.

"I think it's best if we stay out of the house as much as possible, as well," Celeste said, referring to herself and the other two women. "Even if we think it might cause a reaction—in fact, especially if we think that."

"That makes sense," Savannah said. "Don't disrupt the pattern."

"Exactly," Celeste said. "I'll have to go in from time to time to pull readings, but I'll be as quick as I can."

"In the meantime, we can do our parts," I said. "As much research as possible. And I'll keep track of anything that goes on at the house."

So we had our missions, which were simple, but thick, considering how much research could actually be done on a property. There was the land itself, the house, the construction, the inhabitants, their histories, the town...just thinking about all the branching paths of it made me have to remember to breathe.

With the bulk of the haunting discussion subsided, we focused on eating as much of Hazel's delicious brunch as we could (she had made an absurd amount of food) while chatting about Claironde, and Celeste's travels, and Savannah and Hazel filling me in on some fun things to do around town. My thoughts had been pretty occupied by the house, and I hadn't had much opportunity to explore.

"So we should make this a regular thing, then," Savannah declared as we helped Hazel with the dishes. "Once a week? We catch each other up on the investigation, and we all get to hang out."

"Like a date?" Hazel stuck the tip of her tongue out.

Savannah elbowed me when I laughed. "Like a date!" she agreed. "And we can show Lucas around town some more that way, too."

"Sounds good to me," I said, wondering how I was supposed to live my life as normal when nothing about my life seemed normal. Now that we were fully investigating the haunting, I felt even more like I had to be on eggshells at home so that I didn't mess anything up.

When I got back home, I even stepped carefully, trying to remind myself where Celeste had put her equipment. I'd get the hang of it eventually, but for now I was worried I'd end up accidentally kicking something worth a couple thousand dollars down the stairs.

So when she called me, I saw her name on my phone and got tense. Had I already damaged something without realizing it?

"Hey," I answered. "What's up?"

"Hi, Lucas. I was just checking the programs on my end, and some of the sensors aren't giving me a heartbeat," Celeste said.

"Heartbeat?"

"No signal, basically," she explained. "I'm sorry to have to come back so soon, but I'm going to have to check on them."

"Oh, that's fine," I said. "Did you want to come over now?"

"Well, that would be convenient," Celeste said with a little laugh, "as long as I'm not interrupting anything."

I looked down at the flatpack desk I was about to build out of its box. I had already fucked it up by ripping the bag of screws open, and they were scattered all over the carpet.

"Please come over," I said.

I cleaned up the screws and shoved the whole mess against the wall to deal with later. Celeste had already done a full walkthrough of the house, of course, so it wasn't like I had anything to hide or clean up. I just hoped she wouldn't step on a missed screw—and I hoped I hadn't somehow messed up the sensors.

I opened the door for Celeste when I saw her coming up the porch steps.

"Hey again," I said, and I saw she had changed her outfit. She was in shorts, tight black ones that hugged her legs, which showed off how seriously long and flawless they were. Not that she looked bad in jeans, but seeing them almost bare...

She wore a tight shirt too, one that exposed her midriff and the lightly tanned skin there, and which seemed like it barely held in her tits. I tried not to stare, giving her a hasty smile as I backed into the house.

"Hope you don't mind the outfit," she said, her tone telling me that she totally noticed my reaction. "I was about to go for a run, and I figured I'd check the sensors—" She held up the tablet she had brought over. "I knew it was just going to nag at me if I didn't take care of it."

"That's okay," I said, looking her in the eyes and not the breasts or the taut, flat slice of her stomach. "Do you have a place around here?" I was wondering where she had gotten changed.

Celeste nodded. "I've hung onto my apartment lease. I meant it when I said I have a hard time staying away from Claironde. Even if I only live here a few weeks a year, I just can't give this place up." She chuckled. "The rent is cheap, at least."

We went over to the wall-mounted sensors in question, which Celeste looked over for a moment, tapping on her tablet.

"Let's see the circuit breaker," she said. "I think I know what's going on."

She knew where it was, so I followed her, watching her tight ass move in her shorts. I couldn't stop thinking about brunch, about Hazel and Savannah basically giving me the go-ahead to see if she was interested in me. Well, we already knew she was interested, and that it was mutual. So it was the go-ahead to...

Celeste stopped at the panel, which was already hanging open. She crawled her eyes over the labels and nodded to herself.

"Old house, old wiring," Celeste said. "It can't take the load. These got tripped." She pointed to a couple different switches. "Not a problem. I'll rearrange it in a more accommodating way." She turned toward me, tucking the tablet against her hip and running her other hand down my arm. "You want to help me with that, Lucas?"

My face grew warm, and blood rushed somewhere else, too. If Celeste was teasing me, she was doing an excellent job.

"Let's do it," I said, trying to sound sexy and confident but not sure at all if I pulled it off. "Where to first?"

"Bedroom," she said, and my heart did a dance in my chest. She let her fingers trail off me as she led the way upstairs, my eyes glued to her ass again. Fuck, I wanted her. I couldn't believe how horny I suddenly was—except yes I could, because Celeste looked fucking incredible in this skimpy running outfit.

We walked into my bedroom and went over to the sensor, which was plugged into an outlet and mounted up much higher on the wall. It detected sudden temperature and pressure changes, but its little light was out.

"I can't believe I didn't notice that." I shook my head. So much for me paying attention.

"It's meant to be unobtrusive, don't worry about it," Celeste said. She plucked it from the wall and unplugged it, wrapping the cord slowly around her finger. My breath got tied up in my throat as she walked over to me, the sensor dangling from her hand. "I'm thinking this one can go further down the hall, that should be on a different breaker. I'll switch it with a less-demanding one."

I knew what I wanted. What we both wanted, hopefully. I took her free hand and said, "Sounds perfect. Let's make the change."

Back out of the bedroom and into the hall. The house was quiet, and mostly what I heard was my own heartbeat in my ears. Celeste took the other sensor out, and I plugged in the one we'd taken from the bedroom, leaning past her. My shoulder brushed her side, and when I stood back up, I saw she had left the other sensor on the floor. She was just staring at me.

And despite the tripped breakers, I felt the current in the air. So I stepped up to her and I put my hands on her waist.

"I don't think I can hold back anymore," I said, and I kissed her for the second time, pulling Celeste up against me.

She kissed me back hard, stepping into me, pushing us both back until I was up against the opposite wall and her tongue was in my mouth, her hands on my shoulders and her fingernails digging in.

"You don't have to hold back," she said, pulling away with a smile on her face, her lips glistening. "If anything, I should be."

I said, "How about we both don't?"

"Mm." Celeste closed the meager distance between us, and her thigh nudged against the hardness in my pants, making me groan. "That's what I wanted to hear."


Chapter 5


We were unleashed then, the two of us, and we made our way back to my bedroom, leaving the sensor behind on the hallway floor. It wasn't a straight path—I reached around her to grab her ass, cupping it in my hands and turning us in the hall. We worked our way back to the bedroom door, thudding off the opposite wall as I got my hands beneath Celeste's shirt; spinning and hitting the other wall again when she pulled it off and pushed up on me, undoing the belt on my jeans.

So we stumbled half-stripped into the bedroom, and Celeste pulled off her sports bra before she jumped on top of me on the bed. Her perfect tits bounced while she pushed me back in the bed and straddled me, big, delicious double handfuls with round, pink nipples stiffening in the open air.

"Fuck, you're gorgeous," I said, reaching up to take her tits in both hands, rubbing my thumbs over her nipples and squeezing them.

She bit her lip. "You're pretty fucking hot yourself, you know that?" She put her hand on my stomach, running her fingers across the muscles there as she pushed up my shirt. "So firm. And strong."

She pulled the shirt off of me, her downward gaze dripping with lust. "We shouldn't be doing this," she said, dragging her nails down my chest and making my senses light up. "It threatens…the integrity of the investigation."

"Maybe just once would be okay," I said, sitting up and grabbing her, hooking my fingers into her shorts. I put my lips on her neck while I pulled her shorts down over the curve of her ass. "To make sure the ghosts are used to you."

"That's not good science," she whispered, but it dissolved into a giggle and she stood up and let me pull down her shorts, panties and all. I had left my jeans and boxers in the doorway, so there was nothing else between us.

She kissed me on my lips, then she put her hand on my chest and lowered me back down to the bed, sitting tall on top of me.

"I like to be on top," she whispered, throwing her hair back. "I want to see the look on your face when you get inside me."

I was hard as steel. Celeste slid forward, and I felt the short hairs of her pussy drag along my cock. A shiver ran through me as she lifted herself up, and I held myself in place for her as her hot, wet entrance found me and took me in.

"Fuck," I hissed slowly as the pleasure rippled down my body through my cock. Celeste watched me, her brown hair hanging over her shoulder, her face alight and mischievous. She lowered herself down onto me steadily, with aching slowness, feeling every inch of me. Pleasure flowed across her face as I got deeper inside of her, until she was settled down on top of me with a small sigh.

"God, that's fucking good," she said quietly, pushing her hands up my stomach and resting her weight on my chest. She stayed there for a moment, quietly breathing, her eyes moving up to mine and then around the room.

"Looking for ghosts?" I asked, my cock twitching inside of her.

Celeste flushed, licking her teeth.

"Just making sure they're not watching," she said, and then she started to ride me, and I think we both lost the ability to make our little jokes at that point.

Her tits bounced and small moans escaped her as she took my cock to the hilt over and over. She brought one hand up to grab at one of her heaving breasts, and I slipped my hand down to her clit, rubbing at her while she dropped her hips onto me. She was so wet that I slipped away a couple times before I could really find my mark, but I knew I was doing it right when I felt her body stiffen, and she leaned into my touch.

"Just like that, Lucas," she panted, settling down onto me and grinding, keeping me buried deep inside of her. I tensed the muscles in my stomach, trying to keep myself at bay. She felt so fucking good, and she knew exactly what she was doing.

That was probably why I heard the noise and she didn't. A small thud from downstairs, something I could easily have missed, but I reacted, pausing where I was touching her.

Celeste opened her eyes, blinking. "Everything okay?"

"I…" I shook my head. "I thought I heard something. It was probably just the old fridge."

Celeste looked for a moment like she might ask further, but instead she grinned and rubbed herself against my hand.

"Keep going," she begged. "I want to cum while you're inside me."

I did, trying to hold myself off so that I could fulfill Celeste's wish. And while I kept my hand on her clit, she took over the motions, pinning me down and rubbing against me, her breath quickening. I rolled my hips beneath her to match her movements, hitting the good spots inside of her, and before long she was quivering, sucking in a breath and letting it out in satisfaction. She clasped my hand between us, riding me, grinding me and looking me in the eyes.

"Go on," she said, her body still shaking with the vestiges of her orgasm. "Let it out, Lucas."

I pulled my hand free and grabbed her hips, slamming up into her and making her cry out as I came, holding her tight. White-hot pleasure pumped through me as I filled her pussy, giving her everything I had until I had to peel my fingers off of her and slump back onto the bed.

"Jesus Christ," I said, sweat on my brow. "You are unbelievable, Celeste."

She smiled, sweeping her hair back with one hand. "Believe it, sexy. And this is just—"

Preep. Preep. Preep.

We both stiffened, looking toward the open bedroom door.

"That's one of the REM pods," Celeste said.

Still catching my breath, I said, "We should take a look."

Celeste nodded, sliding off of me. She thought for a second, and snatched her shorts and pulled them up, tucking them right up into her crotch.

"I'll just change when I get home," she said. "Come on!"

I got off the bed, but by that time, another one of the pods had started going off. It wasn't terribly loud, but it was impossible not to notice.

"Those don't sound near to each other at all," Celeste murmured, as we walked back out into the hallway and hurriedly threw on our clothes. "Simultaneous unique disturbances…"

"What does that mean?" I glanced down the hall, looking for any kind of activity, but nothing showed itself.

"Nothing, by itself," Celeste said quietly. She went back down the hall to grab her tablet from the floor, snatching the sensor too and walking it quickly back to me.

"Just remember to set this up," she said, setting it down by the bedroom door.

"Noted," I said, still somewhat in the haze of incredible sex, but mostly I was concerned about the house getting riled up. If doors started opening and things started moving, I didn't want Celeste to be caught in the middle of it.

"Maybe we should both get out of here," I said, twisting my shirt so that it sat right. "I don't want anything bad to happen."

"I understand." Celeste grabbed my hand and squeezed it. "But compared to what happened the other night with the three of you, this is almost nothing, practically mundane. It isn't even necessarily a haunting presence that might cause the pods to go off. A power surge, a blown transformer, several things."

"Yeah, that makes sense," I said, but knowing this house the way I had begun to know it, I didn't think there was a blown transformer. Something wasn't right, and I had a feeling Celeste knew it too.

She just wasn't willing to walk away from it. She had to see it for herself, and honestly, I couldn't blame her for that. This was what she lived for.

A suspicion crossed my mind, and as we went down the stairs to where the pods were beeping, I had to say something.

"Did we just…" I paused as we reached the bottom, looking at her. "Tell me we didn't just have sex to get some kind of reaction out of the house."

The suggestion made Celeste snort, and she shook her head.

"I'd be lying if I said I didn't have that very idea tucked away as a desperation measure, if the investigation hit a dead end," she said, meeting my gaze. "But that's not what this was. It was just…me being horny." She stifled a laugh with the back of her hand, shaking her head. "Also not good science."

I wanted to be serious, but she was threatening to break me into laughter. I bit the inside of my cheek. "I'm guilty of that too, then. Okay, let's go check this out."

Having grown very accustomed to straining my ears to figure out where sounds came from in this house, I took us to the first pod that had gone off. This was in the dining room, which was two rooms off the living room, and a place where I spent almost no time. I usually just ate on the couch or on the tiny table in the back of the kitchen.

The little black pod was preeping, but nothing else out of the ordinary seemed to be happening. Celeste pulled something up on her tablet, but didn't draw any conclusions from it.

"Should we turn it off?" I asked.

"You can silence the alarm with that button on the backside," Celeste said. "It'll still flash and record data."

I did, and then I took us to the other beeping pod, this one set up at the back of the hall downstairs.

"If it's still beeping," I asked, "does that mean the interference is still happening?"

"Yes..." Celeste said, putting a hand up to her face thoughtfully. "So this is...unusual. Power surges and the like are flash-in-the-pan. I was checking the software to make sure there wasn't anything abnormal, but these pods are functioning properly."

I looked at her. "Meaning that whatever was here, is still here."

Celeste opened her mouth to say something, and that was when every REM pod in the house went off at once.

She shrieked, and I jumped. The pods weren't very loud by themselves, but every single one going off at the same time made a serious, blaring alarm. And the chirping didn't stop after a few seconds, continuing nonstop.

"Holy shit," Celeste said, her hand shaking as she scrambled with the tablet and disabled the pods remotely. "I've never—"

A slight breeze rolled past us. A breeze inside of a house that didn't have any windows open. Celeste slid her eyes in the direction the wind had come from, and I saw her hair ruffle around her shoulders.

"That was…warm," she said.

"It—" What had she said? "Warm?"

"Yeah." Celeste had a small smile on her face, reaching up to run her fingers through her hair. "Warm. Warmer than the ambient temperature. I've only ever felt cold spots in active hauntings like these." She looked to me. "That wind, it was warm to you too, right?"

I nodded slowly. "Yeah. It was warm."

Celeste let her tablet hand hang loose, the device dangling from her fingertips.

"Fascinating," she said.


Chapter 6


When Celeste turned the pods back on, everything was quiet. With the problem sensors moved around, Celeste left me with a kiss on the porch and a whole new energy about her.

Was it the sex, or was it the paranormal activity? Probably a combination. Either way, I was feeling pretty warm and energized, myself. I went back to work on building my stupid little desk while keeping my ears on high alert for any noise, but the house seemed to have settled down.

"What, I don't excite you by myself?" I asked, laughing quietly as the allen wrench slipped out of the bolt for the third time. "Don't think I'm letting my guard down just because you might have played nice there."

The house didn't respond. It never did.
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Later in the week, I was sitting on a bench at a bus stop, eating my lunch. We were installing some new signage at a few intersections, and we had stopped early for lunch to give the midday heat a chance to break.

Dylan was sitting down with me. He was another worker on the crew, the only one near my age, twenty-five years old. Though he had gotten enough sun in those twenty-five years to look a lot closer to thirty. He was a good guy, though, one of those mostly-quiet types who was absolutely jacked, so it kind of felt like I was sitting next to a giant as we ate together.

He was plucking potato chips out of a bag, eating them one by one, when I caught him looking at me thoughtfully.

I raised an eyebrow. "Did I get mustard on my face?"

Dylan shook his head, munching his chips, his eyes lazy yet sharp. Like he watched everything that happened, but couldn't be bothered to care about most of it.

"Wondering why you haven't had a visitor today," he said casually.

"Visitor?" I eyed my turkey sandwich, looking for the next best bite.

Dylan nodded. "A woman. I seen you talking to someone every day this week." He grinned. "Was thinking about asking you to set me up."

"Oh." I hadn't even thought about it, but today was Friday, and thinking back, yes, every working day, I'd had the fortune of seeing one of my...girlfriends (still so crazy to think of all of them like that). Celeste had come by on Monday to excitedly show me readings and data on her tablet that I had no way of understanding, Savannah had come to have lunch with me on Tuesday because the timing had worked out, and Hazel had come by with a sports drink for me a couple of times, which made me laugh, the callback to how we'd first met. It was a fun tradition we were starting to grow.

"Do you think I'm your wingman?" I threw Dylan a crooked smile, stalling while I tried to figure out how I would explain this. He'd seen them on the job occasionally, but unless he was following me around, he didn't see the nights this week I'd spent at Hazel's place, or at Savannah's. Since we were trying to keep the house mostly empty except for me, I'd become a bit of a traveler.

"Never hurts to ask," Dylan said, bunching up his empty chip bag and throwing it back in his lunchbox. "That one lady, she's at the library, right? Real fucking hot."

"Yeah, uh..." I gave my head a little shake. "That's actually Rob's sister. Probably better you keep that kind of talk to yourself."

"Shit." Dylan snapped his fingers. "Well, hold on. Are you dating her?"

I grimaced, trying to get away with no answer at all.

Dylan raised his hands. "I don't even know why I'm asking. Come to think of it, a lady doesn't show up to have lunch with you if there's not something going on. Your secret's safe with me."

He winked. I had a feeling this would only get worse the longer I tried to stay quiet and let Dylan steer the conversation.

"What about the blonde, what's her name?" he asked.

"Listen…" I pressed my thumb into the bread of my sandwich, denting it. "I'm kind of…seeing all of them."

Dylan opened his mouth, then stopped. "You mean the brunette, too?"

I nodded gingerly. "Yeah."

Dylan snickered, shaking his head. "You're serious? No, never mind, I can tell you're serious because of how fucking nervous you look." He looked over his shoulder like one of the women might be standing there, then looked back to me. "So, what, they don't know about each other? That ain't gonna last long."

"No, they…" I thought about it. "It's not like that. They know. I'm just not trying to, you know, spread our business all around town. I'm new here, you know that. It's up to them if they want other people to know."

"Holy shit, I can't believe this." Dylan broke into a huge smile. "You got three fuckin ladies, man?" He cackled. "A lesser man might call you selfish. You got a hidden fourth one you can set me up with?"

I snorted. "If I meet someone else, you'll be the first to know, alright?"

I held my hand out and he slapped it, both of us laughing. It was only once I started to relax that I realized how tense I'd been. It was funny. When I'd first gotten into town, I'd been worried about telling people I was researching ghosts. I hadn't expected this high of a heart rate just talking about chicks with my buddy at work. But Dylan was cool, and I resolved not to let that fact slide. I wanted to go out for a beer with him after work sometime or something, and hey, maybe I really could be a wingman. I obviously had some sort of lucky streak going.

As much as I liked Dylan, though, hooking him up was pretty low on my list of priorities. Our little ghost-hunting harem had its next meeting at Savannah's place, over a delicious batch of biscuits and sausage gravy, of which I ate an embarrassing amount.

Sitting in Savannah's living room, with some history documentary murmuring quietly on the TV, the first topic on the agenda was Celeste apparently coining the phrase 'ghost-hunting harem,' which got a laugh out of all of us. Hazel and Savannah knew about me and Celeste, of course, and Savannah had even pestered me for details, which were more fun to share than I had expected. I was only used to talking about sex when I was talking with other guys, but that was changing.

And despite the way it made us giggle, the moniker of ghost-hunting harem was quirky and fun and I liked to say it, so soon it didn't even sound like a joke anymore. As we pored over the data and tried to draw conclusions from it, it actually started to feel pretty serious.

"So my connections may not be as fast I thought," Savannah said, smiling abashedly, "but Shirley is going to have a lot for me on Monday from the town records. She wants it back by the end of the week, though, so we'll need to hustle through whatever she's got." She looked around at all of us. "It's definitely going to take more than one person."

"We'll come by the library and pick some up," Hazel said, Celeste and I nodding in agreement. "Everybody make sure to take some good notes."

We started off on a roll. What had happened at the house with Celeste lit the fire back in everyone, and I could tell Celeste was struggling not to go back to the house just to experience something like it again.

"I've never felt it myself," Celeste told us, her eyes lighting up. "Not like that. I've felt cold spots, but this was completely different."

She sounded awed, but there was that reserved, professional edge to her fascination that told me she could probably write an entire book based on those thirty seconds in the hallway.

From there, I started getting busy, and the life in Claironde that had started kind of slow began to move pretty fast. I swung by the library with Hazel on Monday during lunchtime, and since work was set to wrap up around 3PM that day, she invited me to read through my portion of the records with her at the antique store, where she'd be working until six.

"I'll even let you bring us dinner," she said, grinning.

I laughed. "How can I pass that up?"

After work, I showered and picked us up some hoagies, coming into Hazel's store for the first time in a while. She wasn't the owner, but the manager, and she was there more than anyone. Finders & Keepers was an antique and pawn shop, but not only was it much bigger than any antique shop I'd seen (which, admittedly, hadn't been many), but it was meticulously arranged and clean. I knew that was something Hazel prided herself on—that these were things that were once precious to people, and they deserved to be kept in good condition.

To that point, she had specifically pulled out a small table from the back room for us to eat on, complete with a simple plastic tablecloth, that kept our sandwiches far away from anything important they might drip on.

"I went to Talvert's," I said as we opened up the boxes. "Savannah clued me in to them. I might be addicted."

"There's worse things to be addicted to," she said, taking a bite of her hoagie that was full of chicken and cheese and peppers. Chewing, she added, "Probably not many, though."

We ate, and we talked, and not just about the house. That could be saved for when we looked through the property records Hazel had gotten from Savannah.

"How long have you been running this place?" I asked her.

"In a few months, it'll be ten years, Hazel said." We were finishing up our food and tucking the garbage into the plastic takeout bag. "Come on, let me give you the official tour."

We washed our hands first, and then Hazel guided me delicately around the store, starting in the furniture area, where the pieces were old (of course), made of heavy, solid wood, and were glossy with care, despite any nicks or dings.

"I really like this one," she said, gently running a fingertip over the smooth top of an end table. The dark wood glowed in the soft lighting of the store. "I might just end up getting it for myself."

"You get a discount, right?" I joked.

"Five finger discount," she said, wiggling her fingers in front of my face and laughing. "Ha ha, no. Not Elizabeth's way of doing things. I respect it, though."

"She's the owner?"

Hazel nodded, continuing our tour. "Ever since I started. Before her…"

Hazel grew wistful, taking us past an attractive array of antique lamps. "My Aunt Mary used to own this place."

"Oh, really?"

"Yeah…" Hazel glanced back at me, then focused her eyes on a set of shelves neatly stacked with books. "She and my mama didn't used to get along. And of course I was on my mom's side. Honestly, I couldn't even tell you what the two of them fought about. By the end, I don't even think they knew anymore." She laughed, but it was short and sad. "So of course when I was younger, I swore I'd never have anything to do with Aunt Mary. Not when just seeing her would make mama's hackles rise up."

She paused, stopping at a display case of jewelry. She turned back toward me, letting her fingers rest on the metal edge.

"When my mom got sick, the fight faded," she said. "Slowly. Too slowly. But the cancer happened fast. She never got to—" Hazel stopped, her voice caught in her throat. I saw tears in her eyes, and I reached out to take her hand.

She took in a breath through her nose. "It was too late for my mom to tell Mary that she forgave her. But she told me, and I passed the message along."

Hazel squeezed my hand. "Sometimes I still wonder if that was the right thing to do. After I told her, Aunt Mary just seemed broken. Maybe it was thinking about how they treated each other. Maybe it was knowing she had the chance to say something, but she hadn't. I'm sure it all boils down to regret. But she sold the store. Moved out of town, out of the country for all I know."

"You don't know where she went?"

"No." Hazel smiled wryly. "It's funny how it turned out. Growing up, before things got bad, we talked about me working here. When I got old enough to work, mama and Aunt Mary had already started hating each other, and the idea of working here was...abhorrent." She moved us along through an organized display of frames. "After mama died, and Aunt Mary left, I think I just wanted to be closer to her however I could. So I came here, and I guess part of me thought it would be easy for her to find me if she ever came back. But ten years later..."

Hazel chewed her lip, speaking softly. "I just made the same mistakes she did, and that mama did. Waiting too long, acting too late."

"I'm so sorry, Hazel," I said quietly, coming closer and putting my arms around her. Her chin rested on my shoulder, her hands around my back.

"No, I'm sorry," she said, shaking her head against me. "I don't know where all that came from. Don't get the wrong idea now, hon, I'm quite happy nowadays. I just hadn't talked to anyone about that stuff in a while, and..."

She pulled back, her eyes glistening but a smile on her face. "I like you an awful lot, Lucas. Enough to not want to hide the ugly parts, you know?"

I smiled, my cheeks warming up as I held her cheek. "There's no ugly parts to you, Hazel."

"Oh, you devil." She laughed like wind chimes and she kissed me. "I've wasted enough of our time. Don't we have work to do?"


Chapter 7


The two of us went through the ownership records of 1417 Willowhip Avenue and took down notes on anything we thought might be relevant. The owners' names, dates of ownership, any changes in the land surveying.

It was pretty dry work, but I supposed I hadn't expected digging through a patch of land's history to be exciting.

That was the theme of it for all four of us for a while, over the next few weeks. Reading, chatting, jotting things down, throwing wild speculation out in the air that was disproven before we even got halfway through our pitches. But that was what made it fun, being together with all of them.

The four of us, crowded together at a table in the library, trying to be quiet while unexplainable giggles burst out from us and earned us withering stares from patrons...and a couple from Savannah, though she couldn't stop herself from cracking a smile for long.

"Y'all going to get me fired," she said, shaking her head and flipping a long page. She'd returned the records to Shirley at town hall a week ago at this point, so we were looking through notes and scrolling through things on laptops.

It was hard not to be happy and energetic wherever we were working, and while the library was most convenient, a coffee shop or an outside patio meant we didn't disturb people so much. If any of the women were shy about being seen in public as a harem, they didn't show it. Not like we were taking each other's pants off at the tables, or anything.

Though I think we were all tempted by the idea.

Admittedly, we weren't getting a lot done, and before we knew it, a month had passed. Don't get me wrong—it was a great month, where I got much more familiar with the town of Claironde, and with my work crew...and with how to fit in Celeste's tiny bed when we slept together, and learned that Savannah loved to stay up till 1AM and talk about the guilty pleasure reality shows that I also not-so-secretly enjoyed. That was always worth the yawns the next morning.

Late nights didn't dull her keen edge, though, and it was Savannah's suggestion that led to our first breakthrough, and a new focus for our research. She had been talking to Celeste and Hazel with growing enthusiasm about the supernatural world, exploring something new to her and taking it all in, and eventually she put something fresh forth for us.

It was a Saturday—the weekly meeting of the ghost-hunting harem. The ritual had come to be that Celeste would pull the house data the Friday before, we'd all gather our notes and the little journal I'd been keeping about happenings in the house, and we'd get together at someone's place or go out for brunch. But given the amount of stuff we had to pore over, we tended to choose one of the women's houses (staying out of mine for obvious reasons), and Savannah's place lent itself the best to this since she had a big table.

So, a month into our research, Savannah looked up from her laptop and made a declaration.

"We've been going about this wrong."

We all looked to her, interested. At this point we were more than happy to steer things in a new direction, because we'd gone back to when the town was founded and gotten not a whole lot (Louisa's house was an original building, which was pretty cool, though it had been added to over the years).

"We need to look at the people," Savannah continued, her eyes sparkling. "If there was some big tragedy that happened there, it would have been obvious, we'd have seen it by now. This whole haunting thing must be more...subtle than that."

"You mean the occupants?" Celeste asked.

Savannah nodded excitedly. "I got us too caught up in the land, I think. But we have the names now, we need to find out what happened to the previous tenants and owners. If a haunting is bits of many people's accumulated...essence left behind, then what we're looking for must be among their shared history." She paused, her eyes moving as though she was running over everything she had just said.

"Let's each take a time period," Hazel said, jumping on board immediately. "Thirty, forty year spans for each of us?"

"Look into the occupants during our time frame and take down everything we can about them," I picked up.

"Then we look for commonalities," Celeste said, and I saw some of that same energy in her that I'd seen when the warm breeze in my house had ruffled her hair. Like she knew, even then, that we were on the right track.

So we dove into this new focus of research with earnest. I ended up with a stretch of time from the 1920s to the 1950s, where the property had changed hands three times, as far as we could tell. Two of the residents had passed away before I was even born, so I took down whatever meager notes I could manage from the information I could scrounge up between the internet, the library, and whatever records Savannah was able to get for us from the town hall. One of them died in her 70s, the other in his 50s. None of the three seemed to have known each other, nor did they have any family in common. The man had been divorced, but I didn't know about the woman. We were actually able to get a defunct car registration for the old sedan the woman had, but that didn't seem to offer much.

It was clear that, even with this focus, there were a whole lot of pieces with weird shapes at the edges, and it was very hard to figure out how they fit together, or if they would fit together at all. We all lived with the possibility that we were barking up the wrong tree.

I was with Savannah, looking into my people while she looked into hers (she had the stretch of time before me), when I said a name out loud, mostly to myself, and she perked her head up.

"Say that one more time, darlin." She and I were both behind the desk at the library, and she was calling me her intern for the day. I was sure I looked at least something like a librarian, with all these books and notes spread out around me on the desk.

"What, the name?" I asked. Savannah nodded. "Jonathan Coolidge. Occupied the house a few years, up until 1964."

"I know him," she said, quickly scooting her chair over to the library computer, her fingers flying over the keys. "Well, not personally. He has an account here. He hasn't visited in over three years, but he had somebody running his books for him. He's almost eighty, now."

I slowly realized what this meant. Hazel and Celeste had more recent time frames, but none of the people they had looked into thus far were still around, at least not that we knew. This would mean that Jonathan might be the only living inhabitant of the house that we'd be able to have contact with besides me.

"We have to talk to him," I said.

In what may have been a slight misuse of town resources, Savannah got his address from the library database, and we went on a little excursion.

Mr. Coolidge lived fifteen minutes away from the library, which was about as far as you could go while still being in Claironde. His house was small, and the yard was well-kept; honestly, too well-kept for somebody his age. Landscaping was backbreaking work, and it was hard to imagine an 80-year-old man wheelbarrowing this much mulch.

So when a middle-aged woman answered the door, the picture became clearer. She was a home nurse, and Mr. Coolidge had some collection of ailments to deal with. In a quiet aside, Savannah told me that this woman, Annie, was the one who dropped off and picked up his books.

I was just glad that he was happy to sit down with us on our unannounced visit. The nurse Annie offered us tea or coffee, and I started to say no thank you, but Savannah put a hand on my arm.

"Coffee sounds lovely, thank you," she said, as we sat down at the table with the old man.

"Thank you for seeing us, Mr. Coolidge," I said to him. "My name is Lucas Woods. I just moved into the house on 1417 Willowhip Avenue a little while ago, and I understand you used to live there. I was hoping we could ask you some questions about the place."

Jonathan Coolidge was slight and frail, his sweater big on him, the sleeves hanging off his thin arms. His hair was wispy and white and threatened to blow away. But his pale blue eyes were clear and sharp, and while he didn't spread his own mulch, I was certain that he was the one reading all those books he borrowed from the library.

"Willowhip," he said slowly. "I haven't lived there in…over fifty years. Didn't even know it was still standing."

"We're trying to learn a little more about it," Savannah said, flicking her eyes over to me. "And about the people who lived there."

Coolidge blinked. "Trying to, what do they say, flip the place? Is this your market research?"

I jumped onto that. It sounded a lot better than asking about ghosts. "I'm thinking about it," I said, nodding along. "I want to make sure the house goes to the right people."

"If you don't mind us asking," Savannah said, "did anyone live with you in the house?"

His eyes went wistful for a moment. "Annabeth," he said fondly. "Up until 1962, I remember that clear as day. One day she was there, and the next…"

"I'm sorry," I said, my chest tightening. "Did she…pass?"

Annie came back with three mugs of coffee then, setting them down and reminding Mr. Coolidge that he had medication to take in a half hour before stepping away.

I put my hands against the mug, feeling the heat and waiting for his answer.

"No, no." He shook his head, then blew at the steam rising out of his mug. "We split. She left in the middle of the night. I suspected she was getting on with someone else, and when I knew for sure, that was the day she gone." He sipped the coffee, smacking his lips. "I still miss her, I suppose. Don't know if I ever really gotten over it."

"Was that why you left the house?" Savannah inquired.

"I left the house because the damn porch was about to give, and I ain't had money for good lumber." He laughed, but it was short and humorless. "Too much house. Got a place on Willet, then settled in here twenty years ago when I retired."

I deflated a little. It wasn't exactly a smoking gun. It wasn't exactly anything at all. A breakup and a bad porch? No wonder there hadn't been any news articles about an Annabeth or Coolidge himself.

Savanna's shoulders slumped slightly, too. She must've been hoping for the same kind of reveal. We fudged our way through a few more questions, but once I considered asking if he had replaced the roof while he lived there, I knew it was time to go.

"Thank you very much for your time, Mr. Coolidge," I said, standing up and shaking his hand. "And please thank Annie for the coffee."

The two of us left, climbing back into my truck and both letting out defeated sighs.

"Did I miss anything in there," I said, "or was that a nothing burger?"

Savannah giggled, shaking her head. "Astute as always, Lucas. That may have been a waste of time for us. But maybe we brightened his day."

I started my truck. "By bringing up his cheating ex? I kind of doubt it."


Chapter 8


The house was quiet. It had been this way pretty much the entire month, and I thought that I knew why. With the exception of Celeste coming in to quickly pull data, it had been just me in the house.

I wasn't complaining. In fact, I was keeping this particular suspicion of mine to myself, while secretly hoping at this entire thing might just fizzle out one day, and I could just be living in a normal house without having to be scared of it.

Wishful thinking, of course. I did keep track of the sounds the house made, but if you weren't in the middle of a paranormal investigation, they wouldn't seem out of the ordinary for an old house. Still, they kept me just on edge enough to be perfectly fine with keeping the women safely outside the walls.

A few days after mine and Savannah's little dead-end trip, I was at Finders & Keepers with Hazel and Celeste.

"We didn't really get anything from it," I was telling them, shaking my head. "He was nice enough, but overall I think we just bummed this Jonathan Coolidge guy out."

Hazel blinked, tapping her fingers on the glass of the display case we were huddled around.

"What's on your mind?" Celeste asked her.

"The name didn't stand out to me before," she said, her eyes scanning down through the glass top of the case like she might find something there. "I barely registered it coming up originally in the research. But now hearing it a couple times…"

She moved over, beckoning us to follow her. "It might be in this one…"

Hazel slid open the back door of the display case of jewelry, crouching down and running her eyes over the pieces from behind. She stood and shut the case, making a frustrated sound.

"Damn it. I can't remember. Hold on."

Like that, she was gone, run off to the back and leaving Celeste and me to stare at each other.

"I take it you two aren't having much luck with your people either," I said to Celeste.

"Sadly, no." She clucked her tongue. "Nobody is still in town. We could track them down further, but that would require a lot of effort and a good chunk of money. I'm considering that a last resort."

"Damn." It really felt like we were getting further away from it. And as much as I might secretly hope for the haunting to just go away, I knew that wasn't going to happen.

"Make room!" Hazel called, and we yanked our fingers back half a second before the giant ledger she had hauled out of the office would have crushed them. She slammed it onto the display case and winced, lifting it to check the glass. "Phew."

Immediately, she opened the huge, leather-bound book and began flipping through the pages.

"Are you gonna clue us in?" Celeste teased.

"We don't get a lot of pawned things," Hazel said, keeping her eyes on the book, the tip of her tongue poking through her lips as she flipped. "We don't really specialize in them. In the 80s, an actual pawnshop opened up on the other side of town, and people went there. But…"

She traced her finger down the page, and her eyes lit up. She smacked the paper and turned the ledger around with a ferocious grin. "Not in 1962."

There, at the cusp of her glossy fingernail, was Jonathan Coolidge's name.

"He pawned something?" I said, looking over the book.

"He pawned an engagement ring," Hazel said, tapping her finger on the page, "and a set of wedding bands."

Celeste narrowed her eyes, reading the entry in the ledger. "1962 was the year his girl left."

"His fiancée," Hazel said. "And if he had wedding bands, that meant the wedding wasn't far off."

I chewed my lip. "He didn't mention any of that."

"I doubt he wanted to," Celeste said.

"Okay," I said, "it's a bummer. But what does it mean?"

"I'm not sure," Hazel said, looking from me to Celeste. "But it feels like it's something important."

I couldn't put my finger on it, but I agreed with her. But it was still frustrating, not knowing what everything meant, not being able to tie it together. We discussed it for a little while longer, Hazel closing the heavy book and showing us the rings in question in the jewelry case, but mostly what we determined was that we had to look into it more.

So I brought up the other thing that had been on my mind, waiting until it felt okay to divert us away from investigation talk.

"There's this band playing Saturday night at West Side Tavern," I said, pulling up their flyer on my phone. "I already mentioned it to Savannah, but I was thinking we could all go. Grab dinner and see a show?"

Celeste's eyes lit up at the idea. "Oh, that's fantastic! I've been dying to go see some live music ever since I settled back into town, but I've been running around like crazy." She looked at my broad smile, then looked to Hazel. "Tell me you can swing this, babe."

Hazel flashed a grin. "As long as that wasn't a swing music pun you just made, I'm in."

Celeste winked at her, and they both laughed. I felt my spirits start to lift. The last month had been mostly work and research, and while the four of us had made as much time for each other as we could, this would be our first actual, like, group date. Never mind that I still didn't know anything about jazz, or swing, or whatever this particular band played. But they seemed to have a lot of fans around the area, and I knew doing anything with Savannah, Celeste, and Hazel was going to be a good time.

[image: image-placeholder]

That Saturday night, I picked up Savannah to take us to the restaurant. We'd be meeting Hazel and Celeste there. I would have driven everybody, but my truck really only comfortably sat two people, and the place was right in town, anyway.

I went up to Savannah's door like a perfect gentleman, grinning despite myself as she walked out. She looked fucking hot, in a casual blue dress that her big breasts and round hips filled out incredibly. I couldn't help but stare at the way she wiggled her hips as she closed her door, and I knew she did it on purpose.

"You look amazing," I said, taking her hand. "How haven't I seen you in this dress before?"

She smiled, batting her eyelashes purposefully. "Maybe I was just saving it for a special occasion, sugar."

"Remind me to arrange special occasions more often."

Damn, I was feeling good. I was feeling happy, like purely happy with nothing else to distract me from it, and that was something rare and special. I didn't question it, I just decided to enjoy it.

Celeste and Hazel had beaten us there, waiting in the parking lot and doling out hugs and kisses when we arrived. I must've been the luckiest person in the world, even just to get to look at them. Hazel was in a low shoulder blouse and tight, sexy jeans, sparkling silver earrings dangling from her ears. Celeste wore a brilliant emerald pendant necklace, the gem bouncing against her tits and she stepped excitedly toward us in her short black pants and heeled boots and open black jacket around her low-cut top.

I kissed Celeste and Hazel, and I watched the three of them kiss each other and grab each other around the hips, and that hot, sublime happiness inside of me only grew.

The band was setting up as we walked in, and by the time the server had taken our orders, we were already hooting and hollering as the frontman and saxophone player belted out some enthusiastic shouts into the microphone before the drummer clicked his sticks and rapped the snare and the music exploded into life around us.

I had never been to a jazz performance. Apparently they were something special in Louisiana, and it seemed like hardly anybody could stay at their table for long. The restaurant had to clear a large space in front of the stage for dancing, and it got filled up pretty quickly.

The four of us were part of that thumping, bumping crowd. From tapping our feet in our chairs to grabbing each other with wild grins and swinging each other around, we got lost in the good times before I even really knew what was happening. I just knew my heart was pounding, I had a healthy sheen of sweat on my forehead, and I probably looked ridiculous.

But it didn't matter. What mattered was Celeste's hands on my shoulders, sliding down my sides. Savannah bumping up against me, letting me spin her around. Hazel spinning me, and me pulling her back into myself while she grinded her ass up against me.

I didn't know how many songs we listened to, how many we danced to. I had the feeling Savannah and Hazel could've named every single one of them, but to me it was just a constant flow of incredible, high-energy music, heat and energy filling up the air with the occasional respite of a cool breeze sailing through the open windows.

We got back to our table breathing heavily and smiling wickedly, chugging ice water and grateful for the refills as the servers scrambled around, expertly emptying dripping metal pitchers and coming back with more. And somehow, the food was just as good as the music. Fresh and hot, seasoned to perfection, our entrées turned into a shared spread reminiscent of our brunches. Sizzling shrimp and blackened chicken, soft, delicious rice and creamy swirls of peppercorn sauce. I had a spoonful of gumbo that literally made me feel like steam was about to shoot out of my ears, and I downed another glass of ice water while the girls giggled.

It was the first moment that I really, truly felt like I belonged in Claironde. Like I wasn't just waiting for some hidden thing to expire; like someone wasn't just going to tap me on the shoulder one day and ask me, so, when are you leaving? And it was that, and the company of these three incredible women, that made it the perfect night.

Well, those things, plus one more thing.


Chapter 9


The band played for two hours, I think that was impressive by itself. My hands and throat were raw just from clapping and hollering—I had no idea how these people could play brass for even half that long, but they did it, and they did it well.

Our food was long gone, and now that we were able to talk, we chatted about how great the band was and other places that Savannah had seen them, which had been a few. After some time, our conversation turned toward the haunting.

"I was going to wait until tomorrow," Celeste said, shaking her head like she was chastising herself, "but I branched out the research of my people, and I was able to piece together some things from their social media." Celeste had the most recent timeframe of folks, so her internet searches yielded a lot more.

"Going by comments and anniversary posts, neither of the people who occupied the house before Louisa Webbell were married, at least not at the time. I'm certain that one of them broke up while the two of them were living in the house."

I raised my eyebrows. "Jesus, tell me this place isn't cursed to ruin relationships or something."

Celeste shook her head, biting her lip and grinning. "That's not what I was thinking. But I was…"

She looked around. It was much quieter now, people milling about, leaving. She ducked her head, abandoning what she had been going to say.

"I was checking old newspapers at the library," Hazel picked up, "looking for my people. I'm really stuck on this wedding band thing. Just as a longshot, I was looking for wedding announcements, but there were none with my names." She grimaced. "I looked for obituaries too, sudden or accidental deaths or something, but nothing. I don't think the house has a history of tragedy or anything sinister like that."

Savannah leaned back in her chair, putting her hands behind her head. "Damn, I should've chosen more recent set of years. I got hardly anything on my people. The only thing I can think of is, back then, married couples were sometimes addressed as both their title—you know, Mr. and Mrs. Jack Smith. That bullshit." She laughed. "I did find some documentation with my people outside of just the ownership record, and I didn't see anything like that. For that matter, the old ownership records for other married folk had that sort of honorific, too."

"So everybody who owned the house was single?" I said, trying to piece it together.

Celeste shrugged. "We can't be sure, just because our information is so incomplete. It seems like at the very least, they weren't married. Doesn't mean they weren't dating someone."

"Or engaged," Hazel added.

"Right." Celeste took a long sip of her tea, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. "There was one thing I was wondering…but I'd rather not discuss it here."

"My place!" Hazel said instantly, slamming her hand on the table and making the glasses jump. She giggled. "I'll make us coffee, I have this new bag of beans I've been dying to use. The food here is good, but the coffee is shit."

"Sounds perfect," I said. We cleared out and headed that way, and I admit I had to adjust my pants before I got in the truck with Savannah. The three of them had been all over me on the dance floor, and it was a wonder I didn't drive us right off the road before we got to Hazel's. She was hard not to keep staring at.

Hazel got the coffee on right away, and soon her kitchen was filled with the smell of the roast. Whatever kind it was, it definitely smelled delicious, and when I sipped it black out of the floral print mug she had given me, I licked my lips.

"Shit, this is really good," I commented.

Hazel took a sip and let her eyes roll back. "Fuck. Yes. I already know I'm going to be buying more of this."

Savannah took a sip, murmured appreciatively, then set her mug down. "All right. Celeste. I'm dying to know what you're thinking."

Celeste nibbled at her lip, gently turning her coffee mug in her fingers. "It feels weird to say. I've never come across anything that would suggest this before. But what if…" she sighed, making the steam from her mug spread away. "What if the presence is invigorated by sexual energy?"

I opened my mouth, but I didn't know what to say.

Savannah slowly raised her eyebrows. "You mean…the actual act?"

Celeste sipped her coffee. "I can't ignore the trend. And so far, the only constant we've had in this phase of observation is that when sex happens, activity happens as well."

There was a brief moment of silence as we all thought through that statement.

"There has been activity without sex, though," I pointed out.

"Right." Celeste dipped her head. "But sex always results in activity." With the idea expressed, she let out of breath, relaxing. "That all said, I don't know what, if anything, it means."

"Sex is powerful," Hazel said. "As powerful as any strong human emotion. Love. Grief." Her tongue worked the inside of her cheek. "If sex is a trigger, it may not be because it's sex."

"But because it's strong," Savannah finished, and Hazel nodded.

Celeste laughed suddenly, rolling her shoulders. "That's all I've got, it'll take some more time to put anything together with the theory, but I wanted to at least to get us all thinking about it."

"Oh, I'm thinking about it," Hazel said, making us giggle. But I thought I knew what she meant. After all, I'd just flicked back through all the memories I had of fooling around with them in the house. It was hard not to get turned on by it, even in the context of research. Frankly, it was impossible.

The next silence was heavier, and stretched a little bit longer than the first. It was punctuated by the gradual, gentle pushing of our coffee cups toward the center of the table. Just a couple inches, over a period of a few seconds, but it told me that we all wanted to get up.

When you're riding high on the tail end of a perfect night out, sometimes everything just falls into place.

"Maybe we could talk about this more," Hazel said, looking slightly flushed, "in my bedroom."

Savannah's eyes flashed, her lips parting. "I'd hate for my muscles to get stiff after all that dancing," she said, practically vibrating in her chair.

Celeste cleared her throat, darting her eyes around the table. "Which way was the bedroom, again?"

Hazel stood, sliding her chair backward. Giggling, she grabbed Celeste by the hand, who grabbed me, and Hazel also snatched Savannah and then we were all moving. Ever since the restaurant, we had been perfectly in sync all night. There had been times in the past when all four of us had been together at night, getting late-night coffee or crowded around someone's kitchen table, but we had been hesitant to do this for real.

It was hard to say why. I supposed it was just an intimidating idea, all four of us jumping into bed together. But the tension had been building for some time, and the truth was, it was inevitable.

I didn't exactly know how to do this. To be fair, I didn't think any of them did, either, and so we all operated on instinct. So far, we'd all had very good instincts.

"I've been thinking about y'all all night," Hazel breathed, her fingers sliding up my shirt as her lips found mine.

"Me too," I said honestly, and I quickly understood why Hazel was so eager to get us back to her place. I was taking off her shirt when Savannah and Celeste fell into the bed, kissing each other, Celeste's knee thrust up underneath Savannah's dress.

"Thank god you have a big bed, sugar," said Savannah said, reaching toward Hazel and me. "Y'all getting on here or not?"

We took the invitation, stripping off clothes as we went. The sexual energy between Savannah and Celeste was unbelievably hot, and I was happy to help pull up her dress while Celeste tugged down Savannah's black panties. I saw the flash of a pink bow on the front of them before they dropped off the edge of the bed.

Savannah and I were pushed up against the headboard, Hazel and Celeste making quick eye contact with each other before grinning lustfully and then dropping down between our respective legs.

My cock slipped into Hazel's hot mouth and I groaned. Savannah found my hand and put her fingers between mine, clenching as Celeste's tongue dragged up her pussy. While Hazel swallowed me down, I brought my hand to Savannah's chest and worked her big, dark nipples, which I knew she loved.

"Oh fuck," Savannah panted, letting go of my hand and grabbing a fistful of bedspread. "Lord, you two, don't you stop."

I choked on my own breath as Hazel deepthroated me, her hand massaging my balls. I could feel the tiny sounds of satisfaction she was making as they rumbled up through my cock and into my spine.

Hazel pulled off of me, breathing hard and licking her lips. Her eyes crawled over the scene next to her, Celeste eating Savannah's pussy, Savannah wiggling and moaning while I twisted her nipples between my fingers.

Hazel looked up at me, her eyes flicking downward for a moment to watch my cock twitch.

"Can't have you cumming so soon," she said, an absolutely devilish grin on her face. "In fact...I bet this lady here would like to give Celeste a taste, huh?" Hazel snuck a hand down and smacked Savannah's ass, startling Celeste.

Savannah tilted her head forward. "Yeah," she gasped, slowly unclenching her fingers from the blanket. "Sit on my face, Celeste, come on."

Fuck, that sounded hot. "And keep your legs open for me," I said, and Hazel nodded, her smile widening.

"Hell fucking yes," Celeste whispered quietly, shaking with anticipation as she crawled up over Savannah's supine body. Savannah wiggled downward, giving Celeste room.

I slipped around Hazel while her hands caressed my body, getting on my knees between Savannah's legs and rubbing my slick length along the wet lips of her pussy. She moaned, the sound quickly cut off by Celeste lowering herself down onto Savannah's face. I saw her from the back, Celeste's perfect ass bouncing lightly on top of Savannah's face, her long, brown hair cascading down her shoulders. I pushed into Savannah, and her hips thrust at me as I buried myself in her pussy.

"Mmmf," I grunted as her hot, silken tunnel grabbed me. I lifted her legs higher and started to fuck her, the pleasure taking me over. And from the muffled sounds I could hear from Savannah, the way her body moved as I grabbed her around the hips and thrust into her, she was lost in it as well.

Celeste had a hand up on her tit, caressing herself while she rode Savannah. Hazel lay to the side of us, just watching for the moment, enjoying the spectacle. I wished I could see it too, but being part of it was more than fine.

Good as it must have looked, Hazel didn't stay watching for long. She came up to Savannah, sliding a hand over each of Savannah's stiff nipples before running it down her belly and finding her clit.

"Mm!" Savannah urged in encouragement, her tongue buried inside of Celeste.

"Fuck her hard, Lucas," Hazel said, her fingers sliding around Savannah's clitoris.

I gripped Savannah's hips tighter and gave her everything I had, burying myself over and over until it was too much. I came just before Savannah did, emptying myself inside of her, but I soon felt the muscles under my hands and around my dick tighten has Savannah's own orgasm ripped through her.

Celeste lifted up off of Savannah to give her some air, Savannah taking in great, gasping breaths. But as I pulled out of her and Celeste started to come off, Savannah grabbed Celeste's thighs and pulled her back down.

"I know you're close, Celeste," she said, in between heavy breaths. "I want you to finish right on my face."

Celeste panted, "Work my clit, Savannah," and lowered herself back down, but then she looked over her shoulder, her eyes moving as though she calculating something. She added, "And you stay there too, Lucas."

I wasn't left wondering what she was up to for long, and my eyes widened as Celeste dropped backward to lie flat down on her back against Savannah's stomach. Savannah lifted up her head slightly to reach Celeste's pussy, and Celeste somehow managed to still be straddling her, her knees bent, her body fully stretched backward just far enough to reach my cock.

Her tongue darted out from her upside-down head and she licked my sensitive tip, tasting Savannah and me together.

"Holy shit," I muttered.

"Fuck my mouth," Celeste demanded.

It was an offer I wasn't going to refuse, no matter how recently I had just come. I moved forward and slid myself into Celeste's mouth, and she closed her eyes gratefully while sucking hard on my cock.

I wrapped her hair up at the roots, twirling it around my fingers and fucking her just like she had asked. The crazy position made it so that her throat was perfectly aligned with my dick, and all I could do was gape as she swallowed me down with hardly any effort, moaning around my dick.

"Holy shit is right," Hazel whispered in my ear, her bare tits pressing against my back. She put her arms through mine from behind, grabbing Celeste's breasts and tweaking her nipples while I fucked her mouth and Savannah devoured her pussy.

My dick was sensitive to the point of pain, but I enjoyed every second of it regardless. Watching my length disappear into Celeste's hungry mouth, her tongue working all around my head and shaft, and finally watching her stiffen and cum, squeezing her eyes shut with muffled screams around my cock, Savannah not stopping until she had drained every last bit of pleasure out of the brunette.

I pulled out of her so that she could breathe easier, Celeste rising back up and scooting off of Savannah's face.

"You really know how to go down on a girl," Celeste panted, running her hands through Savannah's curly hair.

"And you really know how to bend in half." Savannah got up on her elbows. "I've never seen anything like that."

"Lots of yoga," Celeste said with a grin, getting off of Savannah and turning toward Hazel. "Do you want to take a turn on my face, love?"

"Actually," I said, "Maybe we could all share her." I turned around as gracefully as I could between Savannah's legs, looking at Hazel. "Because I suddenly really need to fuck you."

Hazel bit her lip, nodding. "I didn't want to impose," she said, her eyes sparkling with the tease, "y'all being my guests. But I need to get fucked bad."

"Bad, huh?" Savannah said, sitting up all the way.

"Real bad," Hazel affirmed, her eyes darting around. "On my hands and knees."

Just hearing it made me growl, my body doing the thinking for me. I grabbed her by her shoulders and swung her around, finding room in the center of the bed for us with Celeste and Savannah on either side. Hazel's hair swept into her eyes, and she turned, pushing off of me and dropping onto all fours on the bed.

"Fuck me, Lucas," she begged, looking back at me. "In front of everybody."

The lustful tone and the pleading in her voice made my dick throb. I got my hands around her hips and plunged inside of her, and Hazel shrieked in pleasure, throwing her hair back and curling her fingers into the comforter.

I thrust into her, and she thrust back into me, our flesh meeting in the middle with loud slaps. I was hard as a fucking rock, the pleasure building in me once again, any refractory period overwhelmed by the need to have these women over and over.

I felt a hand on my back. Celeste was snuggled up close to me, kissing my neck, whispering sexy things in my ear about how hot I looked fucking Hazel and how good I had tasted earlier. Her breath brushed across my neck, a loving caress.

Savannah slipped beneath Hazel from the other side, grabbing one of her bouncing tits and sucking her nipple into her mouth, making Hazel cry out, "Yes! Oh, fuck yes, keep doing that!"

Hazel slumped down onto one shoulder, letting Savannah suck her tit while her opposite hand reached down to rub her own clit. She was panting, pushing back against me, and I was fucking her for all I was worth, Celeste's tongue in my ear and her hand grabbing my ass.

I wouldn't have lasted anywhere near as long if I hadn't cum just minutes before, but I had, so Hazel came first, burying her face in the bed. It didn't totally prevent her moans and the curses from escaping as she wiggled against my cock and frigged herself all the way through it.

My own climax came with pain and pleasure, and I bent over her, emptying my reserves into her pussy and wincing at an ecstasy so good that it made my toes curl. When we dropped to the blanket, exhausted, sweaty, and arranged neatly around each other, we were all grateful for the size of Hazel's bed.

"Mmm. Mm-mm," Hazel said into the bedspread.

"Say again, sugar?" Savannah gently lifted her head.

"Table," she said, breathing deep. "Remote."

Savannah looked over to the bedside table near her and grabbed the small white remote, handing it to Hazel. Burying her face back in the bed, Hazel pointed it at the ceiling and pressed the button. With a soft beep, the ceiling fan above the bed came to life, giving us blessedly cool air.

Hazel dropped her arm to the bed, clutching the remote. Celeste gently plucked it from her fingers.

"Remote control ceiling fan," Celeste said, turning the remote over above her face. "That's bougie, baby."

"Mmmm," Hazel said contentedly into the blanket.


Chapter 10


By the time of our next Saturday meeting, it was still hard not to think about all of us together in Hazel's bed. I did my best to focus on the work we were doing. I wasn't willing to test Celeste's sexual energy theory—not worth the risk, and besides, we all pretty much agreed with it. There wasn't anything to test. It was a good idea, and we must've been getting closer, but we still didn't truly understand the haunting.

"I think we need to go further with the personal histories," Hazel said. This time, the four of us were at a sandwich shop in the village, enjoying a tidy lunch while pushing theories back-and-forth.

"I agree," Savannah said.

I glanced at Celeste. "I think we can get a lot more done with social media then we thought at first. We don't need to go buying plane tickets to talk to these people. If we can just link up with a mutual friend, we can send them a message."

"This is a small town," Celeste said. "That shouldn't be so hard. Even if they've moved away, one of us probably knows someone they know."

"Cold calling." Savannah cracked her fingers. "We should narrow down exactly what we want to ask these people about. Like making a standard survey, or something."

"That's perfect," Celeste said, already typing down some notes.

I think we all felt on top of the world then, like we were finally backing this thing into a corner.

But that was when life threw me a curveball.

I didn't get the call until after we had parted ways at the sandwich shop, and when I saw my Uncle Toby's number on my screen, I was immediately flooded with a hot rush of guilt. I'd been down here over two months now, and only at this moment did I realize that I hadn't called home since I'd gotten here. Well, just one phone call to get the paperwork to break the lease at my apartment, but that was it.

Life had happened so goddamn fast down here, and back home in Virginia, it apparently hadn't slowed down at all, either.

"Uncle Toby," I said, answering the phone with a smile. "Shit, it's good to hear from you."

"Lucas, hey buddy," Uncle Toby said, and he sounded haggard. Hearing that tired tone in his voice made the smile drip off my face.

"Sorry I haven't called," I said immediately. "What's going on?"

"It's your Aunt Linda," he said, and just by the weight in his voice, I knew what the next words would be.

Aunt Linda was in the hospital. She'd had a stroke that morning, and thankfully Uncle Toby had been there to rush her to the ER, but the prognosis was...uncertain. She was alive, but unresponsive.

"You mean..." I swallowed. "She's in a coma?"

Uncle Toby sighed, long and weary. "Yeah. Yeah, she is."

My throat tightened up. Instantly, I was hurdled back in time, back to sitting in hospital rooms with my mom. Three different ones, and the last one had been hospice. That was where she had slipped into a coma for the last two weeks of her life, and I'd never gotten to hear her voice again. But I'd talked to her every day until it was over.

"I'm coming home," I told him, and before he could protest, I told him I'd see them both tomorrow.

When the call was over, I sat down hard in my truck, staring forward. My phone fell to my lap. My whole body felt warm, and the world seemed far away, drifting further with each passing second. I closed my eyes, letting the hot tears spill down my cheeks.

Don't be like this, I thought. She's going to be fine. A coma doesn't mean...

I slowly opened my eyes and wiped my face, letting reality come back into focus. It was a fifteen-hour drive back to Virginia. I just needed to pack a few things, I wouldn't need a lot.

So I rushed back home and I did just that, though I ended up cramming as many clothes as I could possibly fit into my single suitcase, and by the time I locked my front door and threw the suitcase into my truck, I realized I had forgotten my toothbrush, but I didn't care.

"Slow down," I told myself, watching my knuckles turn white on the steering wheel. "Don't go leaving a disaster behind just because you didn't stop to think for a minute."

I opened my phone and called Hazel, because I knew Savannah was running some kind of community meeting at the library, and Celeste met with her editor every other Saturday after lunch. I'd talk to them while I was on the road.

At least, that was what I told myself. But I knew I was calling Hazel first because she would know what I was going through.

"Hey, sexy," Hazel answered, like she usually did. And usually it made me smile.

"Hey," I said. "I, um, I need to go back to Virginia for a little while."

"Is everything alright?" The way her voice changed told me that I probably sounded just like my Uncle Toby had sounded to me on the phone, and I told her everything, I just kept talking until the vice around my chest felt a little bit looser and the air didn't feel like I was sipping it through a straw.

"I'm so sorry, Lucas," she said. "Of course go and get home and see your aunt. Don't worry about the house or anything, we'll keep up on the research."

I nodded, pulling in a breath. "I left a key in back of the mailbox. But just for, you know, real emergencies. Like a fire or something."

"Got it." Hazel's voice wavered. "You go on and you drive safe, darling. Call me anytime you wanna talk. I'll be thinking about you."
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I don't remember much of the drive to Virginia. I know that I spoke to Savannah and Celeste, and that they made me feel better, though I don't remember exactly what they said. I know I called Rob to let him know I had a family emergency and might miss a couple days. I remember being surprised at how sympathetic he was, just because I was used to him being so gruff and hurried. But the details were fuzzy.

I pulled in to the Harvest Hills Memorial Hospital around eight in the morning. I had stopped at a rest stop once during the drive, to chug an energy drink and inhale a packaged sandwich that had probably been made ten days ago, but other than that it was all rubber on the road.

When I got out of the truck, my legs were wobbly. I steadied myself and called Uncle Toby, who let me know the floor and room number.

I got there and Uncle Toby pulled me into a hug, pressing my cheek against the rough flannel of his shirt. It was hard to believe I'd been gone two whole months.

"You look like holy hell," Toby said to me. "That wasn't smart, Lucas, driving straight through."

"I know," I said. "I just wanted to...to be here."

Toby nodded, and we went over to the bed. My breath stopped as I let myself look at my Aunt Linda, then slowly released. I had pictured much worse—I'd seen much worse—but she didn't look so terrible as I'd feared. She was in her late fifties, but her hair was still a deep golden blonde. Genetic; apparently her family didn't go gray until much, much later in life. Her hands were at her sides, her body thin, but no more than usual.

But the machines around her, the stillness of her, the tube in her nose, that all made it impossible to forget where we were.

"She looks good," I said, swallowing.

"She does," Uncle Toby said, looking at her and smiling. Her put an arm around my shoulder. "Come on, Lucas. Let's have a seat."

He brought me over to a chair near the hospital bed, and my body collapsed into it. Uncle Toby started telling me about what the doctors had been saying, and the sound in his voice was hopeful, more positive than he had been on the phone yesterday.

But I was a wreck. The energy drinks were gone and I was crashing, slumping in the chair. I fell asleep without realizing it, there in the hospital, and I was so tired that I didn't even dream.

When I woke up, I didn't know where I was. My neck ached from bending to the side while I slept, and I cricked it painfully while I looked around the hospital room and it all came back to me. I stood slowly, looking at Aunt Linda, who didn't appear to have moved a single inch.

My brow grew heavy. The clock in the room told me it was 1PM.

Uncle Toby came back into the room then, holding two cups of coffee.

"Oh, I didn't think you'd be up. Just wanted this ready for you." He handed the styrofoam cup over to me. "It's terrible, by the way."

"Thanks," I said, taking a sip and remembering the delicious brew Hazel had made for us.

"Why don't we get some lunch?" Toby said, beckoning me towards the door. "The coffee is bad, but the cafeteria is alright."

He took me downstairs to the cafeteria and we sat down with a couple of burgers that actually did smell pretty good, awakening the hunger in me that hadn't been beaten by the vending machine sandwich.

"Tell me about Louisiana," Toby said, taking a bite of his burger. "Are you doing okay down there?"

I held my burger, staring at it, wondering where to start.

"Come on," Toby said, giving a small smile. "Give me something else to ruminate on."

I nodded, understanding. "Well, my great-aunt left me a house. It's pretty interesting. I have some pictures..."

I pulled out my phone and showed Uncle Toby what I'd done with the place so far, and the stiff worry in the air started to dissipate. Not completely, but it was abated for the moment. I showed him the drywall I'd redone, the plumbing I'd worked with under the sink.

"This is an old place," he said, impressed with what I'd improved on. "What's that thing?"

"Uh..." There was an REM pod sitting by the foot of the couch in this picture. I didn't want to tell him about the haunting, it was just...this wasn't the time. "That's a bluetooth speaker. I was jamming out while I was working."

"Not bugging the neighbors, I hope? Ah, forget it." He laughed. "You need music to work. I always did."

I hadn't looked through my camera roll in a while, so I stumbled us across a picture of the ghost-hunting harem out at dinner at Talvert's, all four of us smiling and huddled around our table while someone else took the picture.

"Made some friends?" Uncle Toby asked, raising his eyebrows.

"Yeah," I said, swiping to the next picture. "A few. They helped me settle in, find some work, stuff like that." I would tell Uncle Toby about them for sure in the future. Maybe even the haunting, eventually. But for now I just told him about home projects, and work, and the good food I'd had down there—light things that were easy to talk about and could make the world seem better for a little while.

When we got back to the room, Toby asked me if I would be staying at my place.

"They let me out of the lease," I said, "but I was planning to come up here to pack up the rest of my stuff sometime in the next month."

I twisted my mouth. "But honestly, Uncle Toby, I don't know anymore. I feel terrible that I wasn't here when this happened. I just ran off down to Louisiana and left the only family I still have behind. I was thinking maybe I should try to get back into my old place."

The words hurt, but it was true—I had been thinking about it.

Toby looked at Aunt Linda, then back over to me. He was silent for a few moments.

"You know what I saw in those pictures, Lucas?" he said to me.

I shook my head.

"I saw a young man who was happy." Uncle Toby cracked a smile. "I saw my nephew smiling, a real smile, not one with the weight of the world behind his eyes.

"You were there for your mom every second of every day. That's a good thing, a beautiful thing," he said, "but it's a lot to ask of someone, especially someone barely old enough to drink. And you had to learn the hard way, Lucas, that no matter how much you love somebody, you can't reset the clock."

Uncle Toby put his hand over mine on the arm of the chair. "But being a little far away won't change the fact that we're family. Besides," he said, grinning though his eyes were shining, "you got here pretty damn fast despite all those states between us."

I swallowed hard. "When I left Harvest Hills, I felt like I was running away," I said. "I don't want to be someone who runs away when things get hard."

"You're not running away, Lucas," Uncle Toby said. "You're moving on, to the next part of your life. You're doing what's right for you, instead of putting everybody else first, and don't you feel bad about that for a second. You've earned it, nephew."

"Thanks, Uncle Toby," I said, my voice threatening to crack as his words pushed an awful weight off my shoulders.

"I'm just telling you the truth," he said with a chuckle. "You drove fifteen hours to get here without sleeping, and ya think you're guilty of running away when things get hard? Sounds more like you sprint right towards those hard things."

That surprised a laugh out of me, and I wiped my eyes. "Maybe next time I'll get a plane ticket."

"That'll save you some time," he agreed.


Chapter 11


Aunt Linda woke up the next day. In fact, she was up before Uncle Toby and I were, sleeping in hospital room chairs under thin blankets. Not too long before us, just enough for the nurse coming in to be what made us stir, and from there, I think that smile that uncle Toby was talking about made its way back onto my face pretty easily.

They were going to keep her in a couple of days from observation before recommending discharge, but her motor functions were good, and so were her faculties. Once all the poking and prodding was done, she asked me all about my time in Louisiana, and this time I was a lot more excited to talk about it and show her all the good pictures I'd taken.

"I'm so glad you're okay, Aunt Linda," I told her, squeezing her hand where she lay. "I feel so bad that I didn't talk to you before I left."

"You were chasing adventure, Lucas," Aunt Linda said with a smile. "It seems like you've had plenty of it. I can't believe you rushed all the way back here." Her smile grew warmer. "It's so good to see you, though."

"I'm going to make this visit a lot more regular," I said, looking at both her and Uncle Toby. "As long as I can crash at your place."

Uncle Toby nodded, chuckling. "We'd be happy to have you anytime."

The vice in my chest finally let go. Uncle Toby was going to stay with her, of course, as long as he could, but I stayed to keep Aunt Linda company while he ran home to shower and grab her a few things.

"You've been so busy," Aunt Linda said, turning off the TV that Uncle Toby had turned on. "Have you met a girl down there?"

I grinned sheepishly. "I haven't told uncle Toby yet, but yeah, I have."

Aunt Linda raised a finger to her lips. "I get it. It's new. I'll keep it under wraps." She winked at me. "But maybe on one of these visits you can bring her up here. I know I'm not your mother, but I'd still like to meet her and make sure she's taking good care of my nephew."

"I think I can make that happen," I said, my mind already going to a million places. "But for now you just focus on recovering, okay?"

Aunt Linda patted me on the arm. "I already feel a world better."

When Uncle Toby got back, I hugged them both goodbye and promised I would call soon. For sleeping twice in a bedside chair, I felt remarkably refreshed, full of energy. Good news can do that to you. So can talking with people you love, and them wiping away all the secret worries you held in your heart since the last time you saw them.

At the advice of my family and my girlfriends, whom I'd called once I was on the road again, I took the trip back down to Louisiana in two parts, stopping at a cheap motel whose online reviews told me that I didn't have to worry about bedbugs. I sent them a selfie of me with my Aunt Linda and Uncle Toby, which the reactions in the group text told me that they loved.

All of this made the haunting seem far away, and insignificant. I think the three of them might have been feeling that way, too. And that was probably why they did what they did, even though the number one rule through all of this had been to keep them out of the house.

Maybe you just get complacent when a disaster gets averted. You think you're safe from anything bad happening for a while.

I was ten minutes outside of Claironde when Savannah called me. I answered the phone cheerily, already thinking about asking her if she wanted to get lunch once I was back home, but those words died on my lips as I heard the panic in her voice.

"Lucas! Are you close?"

"Fifteen minutes," I said, that vice coming back to close around my chest. "Savannah, what's going on?"

"It's the house, Lucas, we screwed up," Savannah said, her breath coming in gasps. "It's got us inside, it's not letting us out. We don't know what to do!"

Ice ran through my veins. My foot sank down on the accelerator, and my old truck screamed in protest.

"Stay on with me," I said, my heart thumping against my ribs. "Upstairs, one of the windows lets out onto the porch covering. Break the window if you have to, just get out of there."

"Lucas," Savannah said, her voice shaking. "We can't. Things are moving…it's not going to let us out. I can—I can just—" Her voice broke, a sob. "I can just feel it."

"Is anyone hurt? Are you all in there?" I asked, pleading for the answer to be no on both counts.

"We're here, we're okay for now, " Savannah said, her voice shaky and terrified. "Lucas, I'm so sorry, if anything happens—"

"Nothing's going to happen," I told her, sounding a lot more confident than I actually felt. "I'm just outside of town, I'll be there as soon as humanly possible. Just stay on the phone with me."

"Savannah! Savannah!" Hazel's voice over the phone, and I heard Savannah scream. There was a crunch of splintering wood. The call went dead.

"No. No, no, no." I kept saying it over and over as I called her back, the phone shaking in my hand. "No. Fuck! Fuck!"

I called. I kept calling, Savannah's phone, then Hazel's and Celeste's. Nothing. Just ringing, ringing, ringing, until I thought the sound might drive me crazy. I thought about calling the fire department, but if the house had gone this wild with just them inside, what would it do when more people showed up? I couldn't risk it. Not while they were still in there.

I threw my phone down onto the passenger seat and raced through the town of Claironde, blowing red lights and stop signs until I was careening around the corner to Willowhip Avenue.

I screeched to a halt in front of my driveway. All three of their cars were crammed in there, the doors to Hazel's and Celeste's cars still hanging open. It was a sunny, gorgeous day, but there might as well have been a storm cloud hanging over the house. I could sense the presence from within, like acrid smoke from a chemical fire.

I sprinted to the front door and grabbed the handle, pulling. From inside, I heard sounds of movement that were hard to make sense of, whirling and rushing together in a cacophony of thuds and scrapes and things sailing through the air.

The door didn't move. I pounded on it with my fist.

"I'm here!" I shouted, although I couldn't imagine anyone hearing me through the thick wood and the sounds inside. Panic gripped my heart in an icy fist as I kicked the door with all my might and it hardly so much as shook.

I ran to the window next to it, the big one looking over the porch, but as soon as I raised my boot, I saw that it was blocked by furniture all the way up to the very top.

"You motherfucker," I said quietly to the house. "I warned you."

I went back to my truck. My tools were in the bed, some of them having rattled loose from my wild drive. What I was looking for had ended up beneath my suitcase. I pulled the suitcase up and out and I grabbed the pickaxe. It wasn't a fireman's axe, but it would do.

When I got to the porch, I realized I was still clutching my suitcase in my left hand. I dropped it under the porch, got the pickaxe in both hands, and swung the blunt end through the front door with everything I had in me.

The wood crunched beneath the metal blade. I yanked it back and swung again, and again, and again. I had broken up rocks and concrete with this thing, a fucking wooden door wasn't going to stop me.

I made a hole big enough to jam the handle through, prying it like a crowbar to break off more wood.

"You let me the fuck in," I grunted. "You let me the fuck in right now."

Splinters and sawdust buried my feet. I reached through the hole and pulled the deadbolt open, but before I could kick the door, it creaked open.

I guess the house was finally listening.


Chapter 12


Idarted inside, and the door slammed shut behind me, deadbolt and all. I didn't care. I'd broken in, and I would break us out once I had all of them safe.

Wherever they were.

It took me a moment to recognize my own house. The only things that remained in their places were the bricks and the bolts. Everything else was helter-skelter. Couches and tables piled at the window, the contents of my kitchen scattered through the living room and den, even the carpet rolled up at the corners like it has been yanked and torn.

"Savannah!" I yelled, my voice tearing my throat. "Hazel! Celeste! Where are you?"

There was no answer, and that was the most terrifying thing of all. I hardly registered that once I had stepped inside, all that noise I was hearing, all the commotion and movement—it had all stopped.

The house was quiet, and the worst part was that I felt like I was completely alone.

They're here, they're okay, I told myself. They have to be.

The pickaxe still clutched in my hand, I started to move through the house. Every ten seconds, I called one of their names, but the silence that greeted me was starting to make my throat close up.

The kitchen was impassable. The cabinets had been yanked out of the wall, fallen down, practically filling the entire space. I held my breath as I dug through the rubble with my hands, praying that I wouldn't find anyone in there, but it quickly became obvious that it was all broken wood and dishes, and some crunched wicker. I smelled fruit in the air, but there was no one here.

"Hazel!" I called, weaker now, my throat on fire. "Celeste…"

The stairs were blocked off. The heavy wooden top of the fireplace mantle had been swung into the banisters, and the crunched wood beneath its glossy surface told me a story I hadn't seen, but that I had heard. The sounds over the phone on Savannah's call, Hazel's screaming. This might have been what that was.

I stepped toward the stairs, and my boot sent something skittering across the floor. I picked it up and flipped it over, and a photo of a garden and a ripe tomato plant lit up on the screen. Savannah's garden. Savannah's phone, which she had dropped before our call ended.

I squeezed it in my hand and tucked it into my pocket. If she had dropped this down here, they most likely weren't upstairs. And I hadn't gotten calls from Hazel or Celeste, so either their phones weren't working or they'd been left in their cars. Or maybe they just hadn't had the chance.

I set my jaw and I kept going, kicking my way through the broken pieces of the chairs that littered the dining room. The big table had a leg snapped off, tipped over at a hard angle, the glossy surface showing the reflection of the sunlight that glinted off my pickaxe.

"This isn't what you want," I said, looking around the room. No one here. "You don't want to hurt anybody. I know you don't."

Did I believe what I was saying to the house? Mostly, I thought so. I'd kept my eyes open for blood, torn clothing, any sign of someone getting hurt, but I hadn't seen it. Whatever the house was doing, it wasn't trying to hurt the girls, or to hurt me. It had ample opportunity for that, but it hadn't.

As far as you know, a voice in my head said. Or maybe something set it into a rage, and it didn't care who or what it hurt. A table, a cabinet…or a person.

The dining room looped around to the short hall that connected back to the kitchen, but before that, the hall branched down, leading to the first floor bedrooms, the bathroom, and the basement.

I pulled in a breath and tasted fear. The hallway light was on, the glass cover smashed, the bulb flickering crazily and strobing the hallway with yellow light over and over again. From where I stood, looking down the straight hall, I could see that the three bedroom doors and the bathroom door were smashed, like they'd been punched through the middle and broken in half, stuck in their door frames. There was only one door that was unharmed, and it was to the basement, where the flickering bulb sat above, buzzing and clicking.

The house wasn't trying to hide the women from me, it was leading me right to them. At least, I hoped.

Or it was sending me to the basement, where I would never have a hope of getting out.

In any other circumstance, I might've hesitated. Thought about other options. But this wasn't about me, so I stomped forward to the basement door and yanked it open.

"I'm coming!" I called, my voice bouncing down the stone walls of the basement stairwell. I didn't wait for a response, climbing down with hard stomps, my boots shaking the dust off the old wooden stairs.

The basement was dark. I flicked the light switch at the bottom of the stairs, but nothing happened.

With my throat threatening to tear open, I yelled into the darkness. "Hazel! Savannah! Celeste! Are you down here?"

And then, like a sweet plateau at the top of a long hill: "Lucas!"

"I'm here!" I called back immediately, flushed with adrenaline. I fumbled my phone out of my pocket and got the flashlight on, swinging it around the huge basement. It was divided into sections, half-walls built in an approximation of division, so I couldn't see everything all at once. Not to mention my light was nowhere near strong enough, anyway.

But the basement only expanded in one direction from the stairs, so I moved through it. It had been was cluttered since day one, and I hadn't done much to improve it since I'd moved in except clear stuff away from the boiler. The chaos of the upstairs had continued down here, though not as intensely; still, I kicked my way through tumbled-over boxes, stepping over a toppled hutch that had split down the back.

"Keep talking!" I yelled out, swearing as I stumbled over the corner of a box my light hadn't seen.

"We're trapped in the back!" Savannah's voice rang out. "Fucking place...yanked everything over here!"

I heard the sound of Hazel straining, fighting against something. "We can't get out!" she called.

"I'm coming," I said, and their voices got louder, Celeste calling me over, Savannah grunting as she struggled with something I couldn't yet see. I stopped being careful, letting my boots smash the detritus on the floor as I made my way to the back of the basement.

The mess down here wasn't as bad as it had been upstairs, despite how much junk had been stored in the basement, and soon I saw why. Stepping around the last divider wall in front of the short stretch to the rear corner, there was just...everything.

There had been a lot of old furniture down here, and every last bit of it was now crammed into this section of the basement, floor-to-ceiling. This space was ten feet wide, and it had become practically a solid block of wood, the pile of furniture filling it completely. Pieces were crammed together, jumbled, table legs criss-crossing and cabinet doors swung open and jammed at strange angles. My phone light caught broken glass on the floor, like crooked fangs in a tangled mouth. It was like the whole basement had been tilted sideways and shaken until everything had gathered here.

And through the forest of junk and old furniture, I could just barely see them. Celeste, Savannah, and Hazel, pinned back against the wall. I met Celeste's eyes, a flash of blue in the darkness, and relief swept through me. They were really here, they were alive, they were okay.

"Hey!" I said, running up and shoving against the wall of wood. "Are you hurt? I'm getting you out."

"We're fine," Celeste said, though her voice trembled. "This was so...Lucas, I'm sorry. It was my goddamn idea, we just wanted to surprise you when you got home, I didn't think—"

"Don't worry about that," I said, grabbing the leg of an end table and tugging. Fuck, it was really jammed in there. "Can you move anything from your end?"

"We've been trying," Savannah said, grunting as she pushed against the mountain of stuff. "It's really packed in."

"We can breathe," Hazel said, though the stress in her voice made it sound like that wasn't so easy. "It's not squishing us. It's just…not moving."

"Just hang tight." I dropped the pickaxe to the ground and grabbed on with both hands, planting my foot on a turned-over table at the bottom and pulling with all my might. The limb I grabbed moved about half an inch, and when I let go, it just moved back.

"Fuck," I said, gritting my teeth.

"It doesn't want to let us go," Celeste said, her voice thin. "Maybe…maybe because it hadn't seen us in so long? Maybe we went about this all wrong."

"No, we didn't do anything wrong," I said, the idea making anger flare inside of me. "I didn't, you didn't, none of us did."

I bent down and grabbed the pickaxe, the blade scraping across the concrete.

"If anything is wrong here, it's this goddamn house, and I'm not letting it fuck with our lives." I raised up the pickaxe and I brought it down hard, smashing it through a chair leg and breaking the wood clean in half.

I could do this. Nothing was going to stop me from getting them out. Not even six thick feet of compacted furniture. I swung the pickaxe again, smashing through the wood bit by bit, squinting my eyes against the spraying splinters.

"Lucas, be careful." Savannah looked at me through a gap in the forest of old, dinged-up wood.

"I'm fine," I said, my shoulders already aching. "Just stay clear." I met her eyes and smiled, and it felt wild and powerful on my face. As I kept breaking through the wood, inch by inch, the words just came spilling out of me.

"I thought about you guys every second I was gone," I told them. Smash! Smash! "I didn't even realize how much I missed you until I heard your voices on the drive home."

Smash!

"I don't want to do this without you," I said, my heart pounding. "I started a whole new life without expecting it, and you're the best part of it."

I was making progress. I used my steel-toed boots as weapons, shoving through the path I was creating, letting the broken pieces stab through my clothes and hardly noticing. All I cared about was getting closer to them. Sweat dripped down my face, or was it blood? Either way, it stung my eyes, and I blinked, grimacing.

"I love you," I said, swinging the pickaxe once more and breaking through a chest high table top. "I love you all. And instead of worrying that I'm doing something wrong, I just want to stay here in Claironde with you and be happy. Together."

I dropped the pickaxe. They were too close now to risk using it. I dug in with my hands, pulling, and now I was near enough for them to reach through and help. Savannah, Hazel, and Celeste, their arms coming through, their fingertips brushing against mine and grasping where I grasped. I pulled, they pushed, and everything started to move. Like the tension holding it together had finally given out.

"I'll pull, move back!" I said, and Celeste swept Hazel and Savannah into her arms and pulled them all to the back corner where it was safe. I gave the stuck pieces everything I had, and was surprised to find them come with me...pretty easily.

What? These things were stuck like glue before.

With bated breath, I pulled backward on the stack, letting it fall toward me. I had chopped away most of the stuff near me, so I wasn't in danger of being avalanched; the stack collapsed in my direction, spilling around me, the occasional chair leg bouncing off my thighs. I hardly felt it. I could finally see the three of them clearly, and that was what I cared about.


Chapter 13


"Oh sugar, you're bleeding," Savannah said.

"Careful." I reached my arm out. "Just watch where you step, lots of sharp wood."

"I've never felt safer." Savannah grabbed my hand, her grip firm and warm. Behind her, she took Hazel's hand, and Hazel took Celeste's, and they worked their way out to me. We stood there for just a moment, clear of the rubble, before I got wrapped up in all of their arms, threatening to have the life squeezed out of me.

"Lucas I can't believe you did that—"

"How did you—"

"You're hurt, look at you—"

It was a jumble of words and warm hugs, but we couldn't relax just yet. I gently worked my way out of their combined embrace and took their hands.

"Come on," I said. "We have to get out of here."

"Right," Hazel said, laughing nervously and looking around like she'd just remembered where we were. "Jesus. Let's go."

I led the four of us out of the basement, keeping one hand back, making sure they were with me. Even though I could hear them walking, hear their breathing, I didn't even want to turn the corner without feeling them.

The basement didn't have anything more in store for us, though. We moved slowly to the stairs, and then quickly ascended them, as though something was nipping at our heels.

We emerged into the upstairs hallway, where the lightbulb above our heads was no longer flickering. The light was solid and warm.

"Oh, my god," Celeste said softly as I took them through the hallway and the dining room. "Look at all of this, I can't believe it…"

The place was a wreck, but I knew that already. Caught in the middle of it, the three of them probably hadn't seen the extent of the damage.

Passing by the staircase, I had a flash of memory.

"Here," I said, turning back to Savannah and handing over her phone. "I found this up here."

She took it and turned it over in wonder. "Unbelievable," she said.

"What?" I asked her.

She shook her head. "The house is completely trashed to hell. Shit everywhere. Broken furniture. But my phone screen didn't even crack."

That was what started the giggles in us, softly at first, suppressed. But by the time we reached the front door and I opened the deadbolt, they were sneaking out, and when we burst out onto the porch, clambering down the steps, we had to stop in the front yard as we fell into laughter, collapsing into the grass and holding our stomachs. If Willowhip wasn't such an empty street, with the houses so far apart, the neighbors might have wondered what the hell was going on. Or maybe they would have wondered that when they saw me breaking in through my own front door.

"I think we're safe out here," I said, when the laughter finally died down and left my stomach aching. I was staring up at the clear blue sky for the moment, letting the adrenaline bleed out of me.

"You know something?" Hazel said. Her arms were splayed out, blades of grass sticking up between her fingers. "I think we'd be safe in there, too. It's crazy, with what we just went through, but once you broke us out, Lucas, I swear I felt everything change. The whole aura of the house."

Celeste nodded, the grass rustling beneath her. "I felt it, too. Like the air just suddenly became less heavy. Even before this, the house had never felt so…calm."

Savannah turned over in the grass, her hand finding my forearm. "I think we were kind of caught up in all of that crazy poltergeist stuff before, but Lucas…" Her fingers wrapped across my arm. "Did you really mean what you said back in there?"

My lips parted, and I thought back. The things I'd said…it had been such a heated moment, my body was at its limit, my mind was scattered all over the place, and—

"I meant every word of it," I said, putting my hand on Savannah's and tilting my head down to look at Celeste and Hazel. "And I'm—well, I'm not sorry that I said it. I guess I'm sorry if it wasn't, um, appropriate. For the moment."

Hazel laughed, sitting up. "If I remember right, you also said you didn't want to worry anymore about doing something wrong."

"Whoops. I guess that's a tough habit to break. "

I got up on my elbows, and they were all close to me, their hands on me, their eyes looking into mine.

"I love you, too, Lucas," Hazel said to me, and so did Savannah, and so did Celeste, and I said it again to them myself so that I could feel the words for real, and taste them on my lips. They felt even better the second time.

"We missed you while you were gone, too," Celeste said, looking guilty. "That's why…"

"Oh." I looked between them. "Yeah. What were you guys doing in there?"

Celeste rubbed her neck. "Well, you left us the key. And when you said you were coming back, I had the bright idea to surprise you with a little welcome home."

"We got a basket," Savannah said, her voice getting excited for a moment. "God, it really did look good."

"Chocolate-covered fruit," Hazel said, licking her lips and tilting her head back. "I was going to ask you if I could keep the basket once you were done, it was so nice..."

"Ah." I thought back to what I'd seen in the rubble in the kitchen. "That explains some stuff."

"And we had redecorated," Celeste said. "Just a little, in the living room. There were a few things...nothing girly, I swear. But after two months, the place was still so bachelor-y, I just wanted to, you know, give it some life." She winced at her choice of words. "So much for that."

"Just being here with you all is enough," I said, stretching out on the grass. "I'm not really worried about the rest."

"So," Hazel said, crawling her fingers up my stomach. "You meant the other part too—you wanna stay. You're not scared off?"

I grinned. "Not even close."

"That's our guy," Savannah said. "Now here's the next question...since you might be, mm, displaced for a while. Where do you wanna stay?"

"After we make sure you don't need stitches," Celeste said, clucking her tongue at a cut on my arm.

"Do I have to choose?" I said.

The three of them looked at each other, then back at me.

"We'll work something out," Hazel said with a smile.


Epilogue


One Month Later

The cleanup wasn't as bad as I had expected it to be.

I mean, don't get me wrong, it was bad. But the structural damage to the house was very limited, and if I was being honest with myself, a lot of the ancient stuff in there needed to go, anyway. The fact that it was tossed around into ruins by an angry ghost was just a convenient excuse to finally empty the place out. I made sure to send Aunt Linda and Uncle Toby lots of progress pictures, and was glad to hear that Aunt Linda was back home and doing well.

Some of Celeste's equipment survived, too. That was a nice little bonus.

Over the last month, I'd enjoyed couch-surfing (bed-surfing?) between Hazel's, Savannah's, and Celeste's places, but I was looking forward to finally moving back in to 1417 Willowhip Avenue and making the place my own. For real, now, because all four of us in the illustrious ghost-hunting harem were feeling pretty confident that the presence was gone...or at least quelled.

I had to give it to Hazel on this one, her hunch about Jonathan Coolidge's breakup had put us on exactly the right path. But I had to give it to Savannah, too, for putting us toward the idea of looking at the people rather than the property. And I had to give it to Celeste, for actually managing to track down and link up with three other people who had lived in the house, and been charming enough to get their stories. Which had all been quite similar to Mr. Coolidge's.

Me, I didn't take credit for anything. I was in cahoots with three very smart, very capable women, and I was just reaping the rewards of their insight.

It's tough for me to explain, but I think Hazel put it the best, when we sat down a month after the basement incident to discuss everything we'd been looking at. In that time, there hadn't been a single peep from the house. Nothing during the day; nothing when I lay sleeping at night. And nothing even when we were finally bold enough to let someone step into the house besides myself.

It became clear that the entity, the presence, whatever it was—had ceased. Ceased to be? Ceased to act? Hard to say. There was only so much we could really know, and the absence of activity was the only real evidence we had that things were over. Of course, it's hard to prove anything simply with a lack of something.

As Celeste would say, that's not good science.

Hazel, with our combined notes and resident histories spread out before her, had posited it like so:

"Jonathan Coolidge," she said, pointing to his name, which was scrawled in my terrible handwriting. "Broken engagement. Never picked up the pieces. Left the house."

Her finger moved to the next page. "Ellen Baste. Husband died, and then she moved into the house. Never remarried. Moved into nursing home and then passed."

Another movement. "Samuel Redding. The guy whose exes all hated him."

Celeste laughed, a cackle that burst out of her so unexpectedly that she clapped her hand over her mouth. She slid her fingers away, grinning. "The message threads with those women...oh, my god. I still laugh at the things they said about him."

"Tell me that nasty one again," Savannah said, holding back a giggle. "The one that—ugh, it made me want to shower."

"'That fucking guy gave me fleas,'" Celeste recited, her eyes sparkling with mirth. "'I swear to god, I spent the night at his place and I came home with fleas, and neither of us had a dog.'"

Savannah shook her head rapidly, tears in her eyes. "No, no, fleas, my god I can't—"

Hazel cleared her throat, but she was also trying not to laugh. "Anyway. He was nobody's favorite, and he didn't stay with any of his women. Fleas...or no fleas."

I snorted. Hazel moved to another file.

"Louisa Webbell," Hazel said, a small, fond smile on her face. "Charming, spry sweetheart, and self-proclaimed spinster. Unmarried and unattached during her full tenure in the house." She sat back in her chair, letting out a slow breath. "I have a theory."

"I had a feeling you did," I said.

"The house has suffered an unmitigated and unbroken history of failed relationships," Hazel said, looking around at us, "or the lack of them entirely. Whether it was breakups or bad boyfriends or bad timing, it may very well be that the single longest-standing fact in this home's history is that it has never had a loving relationship last inside of it."

"Cursed?" Savannah questioned.

"I think it's just bad luck," Hazel surmised. "And I mean that the house is the victim. A long, bad streak of broken hearts and ones made of stone, and others like Louisa, who claimed to be fine with being single...but perhaps weren't telling the whole truth."

"So this means..." Celeste started. "The presence. The accumulation of the essences of those who'd lived there throughout the years. It grew out of something like...yearning?"

"Yearning is a good word," Hazel accepted. "The house—and when I say the house, I just mean the spirits within it—the house grew discontent over time. An overwhelming feeling, growing over decades, of wanting what it couldn't have, what it could never seem to achieve. A happy relationship." Hazel smiled at me, and then at Savannah and Celeste, taking their hands. "Love."

Savannah's lips opened in surprise. "The house was reacting to, to what, our relationship?"

"I think so," Hazel said. "If we go by the timeline in Lucas's journal—he arrives there, and there's activity. The house responding to a new owner, feeling him out, or perhaps that level of activity is normal even when it's unoccupied or solely occupied. After all, Louisa thought the house was haunted as well.

"Then there's the sex." She winked. "Without fail, elevated activity after sex."

"And during," I muttered.

"Right! But it wasn't negative. It was positive, in some hard-to-express way. Bursts of energy. Perhaps it satisfied some of that...yearning." Hazel pointed a finger at me. "But then you really threw me for a loop, Lucas, because of what happened that day before Savannah and I came over."

"When the house trapped me inside," I said, remembering. "Sliding the couch in front of the door."

"Exactly. It didn't line up." Hazel shook her head. "But then I thought about what you'd written in the journal after the fact. About how you'd been planning to leave and meet with me to refuse the investigation. Keep us ladies out of it."

"Yeah..."

"The house didn't like that," Hazel said simply. "So it reacted. It didn't want you to push us away."

"It relented once I...once I realized I needed you all." My eyes slipped upward as I thought back. "I changed my mind about the investigation right there. And it let me out."

Hazel crossed her arms in satisfaction. "We started getting sparse, staying away from the house. Then you left for Virginia. All the house knew was that we hadn't been over in a while, and suddenly even you weren't there. Something had been building up all that time, and it came loose when we went inside to try to surprise you. It might have even happened to you once you walked in the door, if we hadn't been there first."

"It was lashing out," Savannah said thoughtfully. "It didn't...want us to get away. Literally."

"But you came," Celeste said to me, "and you fought through everything to get us out."

"You told us you loved us." Hazel tilted her head. "And that you wanted to stay."

Shock was creeping over me. "It—all that stuff you were trapped behind. It was so hard-stuck that I had to break it apart with the pickaxe. But once I...once I said that stuff, I was able to just pull everything free."

"I think the house knew," Hazel said, her voice soft, "and understood that you meant it, and that we felt it just as strong."

"And all of that accumulated discontent and longing...it finally..." Celeste opened her palm. "Got released. Holy hell, Hazel, this is amazing. I...I..." Celeste scrambled for a pen. "I have to write this down."

Savannah handed her one, and Celeste blew her a kiss before starting to frantically scribble down some notes.

"So it's gone," I said, leaning forward over the table. "It's really...gone."

"Do you think so?" Hazel asked. "You're the one who's spent the most time there."

I thought for a bit, then gave a nod. "It's been quiet. Solidly quiet, for over two weeks now. To the point where I need to put music or a fan on or something just so that I don't drive myself crazy with the sound of my own breathing."

"And it's never been this way till now?" Savannah asked.

Another moment of thought. "No, this is new. There was always something, some creak, some thud in the night. But not anymore."

"So amazing," Celeste said, writing enthusiastically. "We came across both the cause and the solution at the same time."

"It's a good thing we love each other," I said, smirking.

"You're damn right about that," Hazel said, thumping her fist on the table. "And anyway, didn't we get together to celebrate the cleanup finally being done? I got us all off-track."

"It was a good track," I told her. "But yes, the place is finally move-in ready. And I brought you all something."

I plucked the keys out of my pocket and spread them across the table. Three identical ones.

"It felt right," I said. "Now it feels even more right. I knew somewhere inside that the haunting was finally, finally over. And I really didn't like insisting on keeping you three out of the house. I was thinking maybe we could make up for lost time."

My heartbeat sped up. "Come over. Stay over. Anytime, as long as you want. Even..." I bit my lip. "Maybe even move in with me."

"Lucas," Celeste breathed, rubbing her thumb over her key. "You're serious?"

"Serious," I said. "I'm not worrying about doing things wrong anymore. I'm just doing the things that feel right." I put a hand behind my head. "Besides, it's a big house, and I don't know what the hell to do with it. I at least need to take you up on this redecorating offer that got cut short the last time."

I only wish that I could put into better words how incredible and fulfilling it felt to see the smiles on their faces, and how nice it was to move back into 1417 Willowhip Avenue with the help of these women I loved, knowing I'd be seeing a lot more of them from that day onward.

In my house. In our house. And even though the place wasn't haunted anymore, we still liked to call ourselves the ghost-hunting harem.

Some things are just meant to be.

THE END
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