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Foreword


This omnibus contains all 3 books of My New Haunt, the complete series.

Thank you for reading, and enjoy!

Myra


My New Haunt, Part 1
About


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

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

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

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

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

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


Chapter 1


LUCAS

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


Chapter 2


Louisa Webbell.

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

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

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

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

"So you think I should go?"

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

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

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

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

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

What doesn't kill you, right?

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

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

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

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

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

"Mornin'! You Lucas?"

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I wanted to see this house.


Chapter 3


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

But I was also in awe.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

And that was when things started happening.


Chapter 4


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

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

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

Creak. Creaaaak. Creak.

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

Creeeak.

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

Creak. Creakcreak.

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

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

But I still had to go look.

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

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

Creeeeaaak.

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

Creak. Creak.

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

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

Nothing.

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

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

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

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

Empty.

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

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

Creeeeak.

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

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

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

The knob turned, and the door opened.

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

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

Of course.

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

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

But none of them would turn a doorknob.

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

Yeah. Of course.

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

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

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

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

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

Shutting your eyes doesn't fix everything, though.


Chapter 5


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Yeah. Sorry."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I shook my head. "Never met her."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


Chapter 6


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"It's mutual, darlin."

The way she said it, I really believed her.


Chapter 7


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

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

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

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

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

So I called my boss.

"Dave," he said immediately when picking up.

"It's Lucas Woods," I said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


Chapter 8


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

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

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

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

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

"Lucas!"

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

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

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

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

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

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

Small town, I thought.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"How has your research been going?"

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


Chapter 9


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Where do you live?" Hazel asked.

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

"I know the house," she said.

"So you knew..."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I nodded.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Antiques, right."

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

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

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

"Catch twenty-two," I said.

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

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

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

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

"It looks that way."

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

She smiled to let me know she was joking.

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

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

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

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

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

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

It got hard to talk.

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

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

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


Chapter 10


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

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

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

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

Hazel raised an eyebrow. "Oh?"

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Let's go," she said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Hell yes," I rasped.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Let me ride you."

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

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

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

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

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


Chapter 11


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

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

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

"Lucas..."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Still, it was unnerving, and Hazel seemed tense.

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

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

"That was…crazy," Hazel said.

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

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

"And the house…"

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I didn't know what to say to that.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

To Be Continued...


My New Haunt: Part 2


Chapter 1


From My New Haunt, Part 1...

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

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

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

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

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

"Dangerous?" I repeated. "What do you—"

Of course, the server came then, and I pulled my words back like they were on fishing line. Celeste gave me a small nod, but turned her attention to the server, I guess not wanting to discuss all this while he was here.

I hadn't shown up very hungry, and then seeing Celeste and Hazel looking hot as hell had pushed food pretty far from my mind—add in the revelation that my house might be dangerous, and I didn't care what I ordered. So we got our choices in quickly, and I finished my thought.

"What makes you think that?" I said quietly. I was waiting for Celeste to smile, or laugh, something to put me at ease. But that didn't come. Her gaze was steady and unblinking.

"I spoke with Hazel about the history of the house," Celeste said, pushing a lock of her dark brown hair behind her ear. "For a presence to be in such an old home...it speaks of something accumulated over time. That's further reinforced by the fact that you witnessed actual object manipulation."

"It was just the pictures," I said, looking over at Hazel. "We didn't think...it was scary."

"It was a little scary," Hazel said with a short, nervous laugh. "I was excited, we'd just...well, you know." She grinned, running her tongue along her front teeth and making my cheeks go pink. "I had a lot of adrenaline. It took some time to set in how actually freaky it was."

I flicked my eyes over to Celeste, who took in this information without reaction. Well, hell, they were friends, they were women; obviously Hazel had already told her we'd been having sex.

"There's no need to be shy about it," Celeste said, probably noticing the look on my face. "Every bit of information is important when it comes to determining the nature of a haunting. That includes how intimacy factors in."

Hazel wiggled her eyebrows at me, and I held in a laugh. I was being pulled in a bunch of different directions, trying to shrug off the idea of a dangerous spirit while also taking it seriously, while also having intimacy details floating in the air between the three of us.

"But as I was saying," Celeste said, leaning in toward me. The little window on the chest of her black dress showed the swell of her cleavage perfectly, and I did my best not to look at it, meaning I only failed a couple of times. "A house of this age; a presence of this supposed tenure. It points to a growing problem, perhaps frustration on the part of the spirits, or perhaps a rising energy level as they grow closer to reaching their goal."

"Their goal." The idea of my house having a goal was strangely terrifying. "What the hell could its goal be?"

"Unfortunately, that's where the information stops." Celeste sat back in her chair. "I want to find out more."

"Lucas." Hazel reached across the table and took my hand. "There's something crazy going on at your place, something unique. Something you're connected to now, even though you didn't plan on it. If you want to stay in Claironde..." The way she looked at me told me that she hoped I did. "We have to figure this out."

I squeezed her hand, and she squeezed me back before pulling back to her chair.

"So then," I said, looking between the two of them, "what is it you want to do?"

"I'd like to bring some equipment to the house," Celeste said. "An EMF meter. Devices for measuring and analyzing temperature and pressure changes. A geophone for tracking vibrations, since you have movement in the house. Some other things, but the purpose of it all is to pinpoint the activity, try to understand its nature, a trend, and glean something from that."

Hearing all of this out of the blue, terms from a practice that I knew nothing about, all wrapped up in the possibility that something in my house might actually be willing or able to hurt me? This was too much.

"Are you alright, hon?" Hazel looked concerned.

"I'm fine," I said, which was a lie, but the truth was too complicated and even I didn't understand it. "I just...I appreciate all this, really. You coming out, Celeste, and wanting to help with the house. I'm..." I let out a slow breath, regaining my composure. "I think I just need to sleep on this before I jump into an entire investigation."

Celeste nodded, her features softening. "I understand this is a lot, especially if you're new to the world of the spiritual. I may have come on too strong about the danger in the house, but it would be irresponsible of me not to mention the possibility of it. It doesn't mean the ceiling is going to fall on you tonight, Lucas." She smiled, a real one, not just the polite nice-to-meet-you smile, and it made her blue eyes sparkle. "Of course take some time. If you do want to move forward at any point, though, I'd ask that you take note of any activity you notice in the house going forward. It could help."

"I can do that."

Celeste looked down to her side, and I heard the buckle of a clutch opening. Her hand came up with a business card offered to me, and I took it.

Celeste Lusane

Paranormal Investigations and Consulting

Her contact information was below that. I tucked the card into my wallet.

"What about getting rid of the ghosts?" I said. "You don't do that?"

Celeste grinned. "That's an entirely different specialty. My work is focused around understanding them, which is the foundation for anything actionable. You'd be wasting your time if you called in a priest before a ghost hunter."


Chapter 2


After dinner, I left Hazel and Celeste to catch up, hugging Hazel and shaking Celeste's hand. I had been right—when Celeste had stood, it was clear that she was taller than me. Knowing what she did for a living, it all came together to make her a very imposing figure, tall and beautiful and confident. I believed she really could help, and that she knew exactly what she was doing.

I just didn't know how far I wanted to go with all of this.

At first, it had been interesting, and plenty exciting. But learning what I'd learned, seeing what had happened, and even worse, starting to feel anxious about what might happen next...let's just say that my excitement had tampered down some.

If I looked further into it, brought in the scientific aspect of it all with Celeste and her expertise and equipment, what other things was I going to uncover?

Driving back home, I realized my heart was beating faster. The closer I got the house, the more my anxiety raised up, making my breath come short as I chewed on the inside of my lip.

"This is bullshit," I said to myself through gritted teeth as I pulled into my driveway. I gripped the steering wheel hard enough to make my knuckles turn white.

I flat-out refused to be scared of my own house. I wasn't going to live like that, and I wasn't going to turn tail and run away from it, either. It felt stupid and childish to behave this way, to walk on tiptoes around a place that was mine, a place that had housed a member of my family, a place that great-aunt Louisa had left to me without any note of warning, because obviously that would have been nuts to put in a will.

I wasn't going to let some wiggly picture frames stand between me and my only link to a family I never got the chance to know.

I got out of my truck and slammed the door, hating that my heart still raced in my chest, and went up the stairs, unlocking the door and pushing inside. And I was greeted by...

Silence. I was greeted by a house, by the tacit accumulation of my late aunt's things, by the quiet resting of what I'd brought in so far.

"Good," I said, because suddenly I just was not in the mood for any of this haunting shit. I wanted to live in a house and think about normal stuff like cleaning, and work, and...Hazel. Yes. That was where I wanted to focus my thoughts.

Thankfully, I had brought in my bluetooth speaker and charged it up. I turned it on, maxed the volume, and blasted music to every corner that the little thing could reach. If the house wanted to make noise, make some more glass for me to clean up, fine. But it wasn't going to get a reaction out of me.

I cleaned until I was wiped out, and I fell asleep clear-headed, without a disturbance from the house and with Hazel's pretty face in my mind.

I woke up the next morning to the alarm blaring from my phone, which I was grateful that I had set until I remembered that I didn't have any specific reason to. The house was still and quiet around me as I sat up on the couch and stretched.

"I need to move to a bedroom," I said to myself. This house had plenty of them. I'd actually just gotten a new mattress and sheets into the master bedroom, but I hadn't made the move in yet. It was easier to collapse onto the couch.

I got up and took a stroll through the house, meandering, not particularly in a rush. I was also in no hurry to start a full day of cleaning. I had made a lot of progress, and the place was actually looking pretty good.

Showering, I had the conversation with Hazel and Celeste back on my mind. I wanted to talk to them both, and give Celeste an answer, but I knew that I'd end up getting into my own head about it too much if I didn't give it a little more time. Celeste had been apologetic, but her words really had put some fright into me. I didn't want to launch a whole investigation, and possibly even make things worse, out of fear. I wanted to make sure it was necessary.

Getting out of the shower and drying myself off, I knew who I wanted to talk to.

I parked at the library and got out with my borrowed book in my hand. I'd skimmed through it looking for other mentions of hauntings, but Savannah had been right on the money—the only mention was that small part about a motel that no longer existed, so it was a bit of a dead end.

Walking into the library, I realized I didn't even know if she was working today. But I was relieved to see her face behind the front desk, next to an older, frail-looking gentleman who slowly sorted through a stack of books.

Savannah smiled when she looked up and met my eyes.

"Lucas!" she said, briefly flicking her eyes down to the book I held. "You're alive. I thought the house might have eaten you up."

"Really?" Shit, had she started to put stock in all this, too?

"No, sweet thing." Savannah let out a little laugh, the sound punctuated by her coworker's painstakingly slow strikes on his keyboard. "I was hoping a couple nights with the book might set your mind at ease, though. You still looking into it?"

"Yeah," I said. "Honestly, I wanted to talk to you about it some more. You seem to know so much about the town." I glanced over at the man working to her left, who didn't seem to be aware I existed. "If now is a good time."

Savannah's smile flashed wider, like she had been waiting for me to ask that very thing.

"It's a wonderful time," she said simply. She rested her hand on her colleague's narrow shoulder. "Bertrand, dear. I'm going to step away for a little while with Lucas here. You page me up top if ya need anything, alright?"

Bertrand looked slowly up at me, then even slower over to Savannah. "Yes, yes. Not a problem."

"Much appreciated." Savannah looked to me again. "Same spot as before? Let me check that back in for you, and I'll meet you over there."

She took the book from me, her fingers grazing gently over mine. Excitement prickled through me at her touch, and I chastised myself. We were in a library, for Christ's sake.

I found my way over to the table where we'd sat before. This time we had some company, a middle-aged woman at the next table over, but I was past the point of being embarrassed of being overheard about the haunting. If anyone eavesdropped, well, I hoped they would enjoy it.


Chapter 3


Ilooked over the books on the nearby shelf for a moment before I saw Savannah coming the short staircase leading up to this level. Today her hair was down, bouncy and light, and she was in a pair of form-fitting capris and a V-neck shirt with the library's logo on the breast. It showed a lot more of her cleavage than the other day's demure dress.

"You wanna chat, huh?" Savannah stopped by the table, a hand on her hip. "Blues from Claironde didn't have what you were looking for."

"Not exactly." We sat down at the table, Savannah across from me.

"Well, I'm glad to see you. How are you liking Claironde so far?" she asked. "You're a few days in now."

"It's great," I said. "Mostly I've just been cleaning up stuff at the house."

"Rob was impressed with you," Savannah said. "'Least, I think so. He's always in such a rush, it's hard to get a sense of the man."

Rob was her brother, who had taken me into his crew for the sidewalk job. "Yeah, he said he would get me on the books. Thank you again for that, having work is a load off my mind."

Savannah nodded. "You say so. But you don't look like a guy without a care in the world, Lucas. You been having some rough nights at the house?"

"I guess I did promise you a report," I remembered.

"Mm."

So I told her. I told her about that first night, and then about meeting Hazel on the job. They knew each other—small town, of course—and Savannah wasn't surprised to hear that Hazel had believed the haunting situation right away.

"Hazel's a peach," Savannah said. "Truly. Smart as a whip too, running that store and her website. But she's a lot more invested in metaphysical things than I am."

Savannah had told me she was a skeptic the first day I'd met her. Hell, that was partly why I wanted to talk to her, and hearing that level voice brought me some relief.

I kept going, with what I'd told Hazel over dinner, and going home with her, and what had happened then. I told her about the dinner with Celeste and how this was all starting to sound both too crazy and too real at the same time.

I was so into the story that I hardly realized I had basically told her Hazel and I had sex—not outright, but implied and obvious, and by the time I finished I was losing steam and feeling embarrassed.

"And now you're here," she said.

"Yeah," I mumbled, trying to run back the dialogue in my head to see if I'd said anything stupid or inappropriate.

Savannah didn't seem to be bothered, though. "Sounds to me like you were pretty distracted the other night. With Hazel." A smile turned up the corners of her lips.

"Um." I did my best to tread carefully. I wasn't sure why, I just assumed that most people wouldn't want to hear about the sexual escapades of people they'd just met. "You could say that."

"Maybe distracted enough to not notice..." Savannah waved her hand in the air. "Certain repetitive motions disturbing your bedroom?"

"Living room," I said automatically, trying not to chew the inside of my lip.

"Ah. The couch. Even less sturdy." Savannah gave me a knowing look. "I want to tell you what I think, sugar, and I don't want you to think I'm being high-and-mighty about it. That's not my intent. I want to give you an alternate version of these events and see how it sits with ya."

I just nodded, still slightly reeling from oversharing.

Savannah gave me a warm smile. "I think that Celeste woman scared the bejeesus out of you, for starters, and that might be coloring how you look back at all of this. You've come from a ways away, to a new place where you don't know anybody. All you know is you had a great-aunt, and that she died—and now you're in her house."

Savannah shifted, leaning closer. The undersides of her breasts rested on the table.

"You have the unfortunate circumstance of showing up here on the summons of death, with death on your mind. It's a big, empty house. It's old, and it makes noise. You're worked half-crazy with cleaning out a space big enough for a whole crew, meanwhile Rob's got you waking up at the crack of dawn to pour concrete."

"Yeah..."

Savannah reached across the table and found my hand, holding it softly. "I'm glad you found some company. Hazel's a good woman. But all this talk...ya might have fed into each other a little bit." Her thumb rubbed my palm. "I say this, Lucas, because I don't want you to have a reason to be scared. I love this town, you know. You deserve a better impression of it than the idea of a haunted house."

Her touch was warm and welcoming. When she smiled and pulled back, I almost reached for her again.

"So this is all to say, maybe you're scaring yourself a bit more than the house is." Her dark brown eyes met mine, her head tilted slightly. "What do you think?"

"I think…" I let out a breath, blinking. "I think you're making me feel a whole lot better."

Savannah smiled, looking me over. "Well, you do seem less tense over there, Lucas."

"That's just from hanging out with you," I said, without even thinking about it. I flinched a little when Savannah's eyebrows raised up ever-so-slightly, and I thought about taking it back, saying something to qualify it a little. Something about being around her just made me open up my mouth and say whatever was on my mind.

But Savannah's initial reaction was short-lived, a smile teasing at the corners of her mouth. She parted her lips to speak, but then she glanced down the table at the woman sitting further down; she flicked her eyes back toward the desk, where Bertrand was sitting and getting a little older.

"Come with me," she said, and unless I was crazy, there was a rushed sound to her hushed voice. "I want to hear a little more about what happened in your...living room."

"My..."

Savannah was already getting up. As I stood to follow her into the bookshelves, part of me wondered if she was upset with me, and she was just taking me someplace more private to tell me that I was being, I don't know, inappropriate or something.

But she's the one who wants to ask about the living room.

She led me away from the tables, around a corner in the back of the bookshelves, to a part of the library where it looked like the lights had been intentionally dimmed to discourage patrons from wandering this way. There were plain gray doors set into the wall and further down toward the next corner, and I read an Employees Only sign on two of them.

The pretty librarian didn't take us through them, though; she just stopped a few feet down from one, leaning against the wall, beckoning me over with her eyes. In the dim lighting, it looked like the dark green color of her tight shirt blended in with her skin, like she was wearing nothing at all. I stood across from her, gingerly pressing my shoulders back against the sturdy bookshelf behind me.

"So," she said, and that single word crackled through the air.

"So," I repeated, my heartbeat picking up speed. "I'm pretty sure I mentioned everything about the, uh, the living room."

"There are some more details I'm interested in, actually..." Savannah swung her eyes around again, like she was making sure we were alone, before she reached forward and gently took my hand, rubbing her thumb across the tops of my fingers. She raised her eyes to meet mine. "If you're willing to share, Lucas."

Willing to share. Her thumb continued to rub across me, gently, slowly, warmly. "You're asking about Hazel and me?"

Savannah smiled, showing her teeth. "I suppose I am. It might be the skeptic in me, hon, but I find myself more intrigued by the...prurient details of your night together." She slipped her hand further into mine. "As long as that doesn't make you uncomfortable."

It didn't. It certainly made me something, and that something was stirring in my pants and heating up the collar of my shirt. I'd never been in a position like this, a woman asking me about what I'd done with another woman.

"I...don't know what to say," I admitted, my cheeks heating up and a small grin taking over my face as Savannah watched me. "Maybe you could give me a little help."

Her eyes flashed, catching the soft light. "Well, let's see..."

Savannah moved closer, close enough for her breath to wash over me, close enough for her breasts to just barely touch up against my shirt. Close enough that if I got any harder, she would feel it.

"Was she a good kisser?"

I smelled the sweet mint on her breath. "Yeah, she was."

"Mm." Savannah's lips were close to mine. "She looks like she'd be a good kisser. But of course it's best to hear it from someone who knows for sure..."

She put her hand up on my chest, and I just knew she could feel my heart thumping against my ribcage. "I don't normally...hm...behave like this, just so ya know. But I just been thinking about you ever since you showed up here, and you're really damn cute, and unless I'm awful mistaken, you've been giving me more than one look that ain't just you reading the logo on my shirt.

"So I wanna see how I compare to Hazel."

Her words dripped onto me like warm honey. Her hand was warm on my chest and I was hard enough now to be prodding against the curve of her thigh, with no room to back away, nor any desire to.

"I've been thinking about you, too," I said, and it was true; even with Hazel so fresh in my mind, my thoughts had turned toward Savannah more than once. "But I didn't imagine that you could be into me for real."

"Why's that?" Savannah breathed, meeting my eyes. "Just 'cause I'm a little older?"

"No," I responded. "You're just too fucking beautiful."

She gave me a big smile and a light laugh. "See, this is why I like you, sugar."

The tension was thick enough to drown in. So instead I moved into her and felt her boobs squish up against my chest and found Savannah's lips in the back of the library among the books and distant rustle of turning pages.


Chapter 4


The kiss was soft and gentle at first, but when Savannah's hand brushed against my dick through my pants, I came fully alive. I pushed away from the bookshelf and got Savannah back up against the wall, sliding my tongue into her mouth, Savannah moaning softly into mine as we tasted each other.

She sucked on my tongue, grabbing my hardness, her strong fingers wrapping my dick in the denim of my jeans. I put my arms around her and pulled her into me, feeling the delicious ache of pressing my rock-hard cock up against her. Her lips were soft and her tongue was passionate, and by the time we parted I almost felt dizzy, my cheeks hot and my breath coming fast.

Savannah's breath was fast too, as she gave my dick a squeeze. "Sure feels like that was good for you."

"Christ, yes," I said, sliding my hand up her back. "So good I want to do it again."

Another kiss; another rush of arousal through me, lighting my senses on fire and making my dick feel like it was going to explode in my pants. Something about her tongue, the way it felt on mine, the way she explored me with no hesitation...it drove me crazy.

"I have another question for you," Savannah said, her lips grazing across my cheek to reach my earlobe. "Did Hazel suck your dick?"

"Um..."

Savannah tugged me over to the side, deeper into the corner, and I helped her get my pants down. It was no small feat over the stiff rod of my cock, and when I sprang free with the force of a coiled spring, Savannah quickly took me in her hand and pressed her soft lips against the head.

I moaned as she took me into her mouth, my back pressed up against the cinderblock rear wall of the library, hardly believing this was happening. But I put my fingers into the loose black curls of Savannah's hair and I knew it was real.

Why? Hell if I knew. I had been flirting, but not with any real skill. Maybe thinking about her (fantasizing about her, admittedly) somehow put this out into the universe, like she knew. Maybe hooking up with Hazel had made me pass some kind of Claironde litmus test in Savannah's eyes. Maybe I had some kind of appeal as an out-of-towner.

Or maybe sex was fun and it felt good and you didn't need a whole bunch of reasons to do it.

Savannah's knees moved forward on the carpet as she took me deeper into her throat, her hand on my hip, my jeans hanging on above my knees. All I could do was bite my lip and run my hand down her cheek as she swallowed me and started to bob on my shaft.

She didn't seem particularly worried about getting caught, but that didn't stop my eyes from darting around. But obviously she knew what she was doing; Savannah had taken me over to this secluded corner of the library where I could hardly hear a sound other than her, and she was quiet as a mouse even while I felt her throat squeeze around my cock and she made my eyes roll back in my head. It must have been a special skillset of a librarian. It made me wonder what else we might be able to get away with back here.

Me, I had to clamp my teeth down onto my lip to keep from making any more noise as Savannah slid her lips along my pole and tickled at my balls with her fingernails, which made shivers travel up my spine. With Savannah on her knees below me, all I could do was curl my fingers into her hair and tense up against the wall while trying to be quiet.

"Savannah," I uttered in a choked whisper, letting the breath hiss out of me. "I'm...close."

Savannah responded by pushing her other hand up my stomach under my shirt and scratching down my midsection, with the quietest "mm-hm" floating up to my ears. It was so fucking sexy that it undid me instantly, and in the next second I was biting my tongue and whimpering as I exploded into Savannah's mouth while the talented librarian took down every single shot.

She pulled off of me slowly, her hair unraveling from my fingers as her tongue slid along the underside of my dick until we parted. Looking up at me, she smiled while tugging upward on the waist of my jeans.

"Get dressed, hon. We're in public."

I snorted, and she giggled, standing while I buckled my belt.

"That was fun." She grinned. "I think I've left Bertrand hanging on solo long enough, though. I can't be shirking work to sneak off into the stacks all day."

"I wish you could," I said, my heart trying to slow down. "That was fucking incredible."

"Duty does call." Savannah came up close to me, her hand on my shoulder. "But maybe I can come by later tonight, huh? Get a closer look and see if there's really anything to be scared of."

"That would be great." A smile broke across my face at the idea of her coming over. "I can take care of some of the cleaning I've been putting off. But don't expect...too much. It's a haunted house, after all."

She laughed, but I was being coy. I already felt bad enough about Hazel having come over and seen the place in the state it was in. I was going to get stuff done for real today, so that I didn't have anything to be ashamed of.

"Let me walk you back," I offered, and Savannah planted a soft kiss on my cheek before the two of us left our snug little hideaway and emerged back into the natural light of the library. I glanced around the floor, but nobody gave us a second look. I doubted Savannah would have done that if there was any chance of us getting caught, surely.

Unless the idea of that turned her on. It had done a little more for me than I wanted to admit, if I was being honest.

"See you later, okay?" Savannah said once she was back behind the desk, the look in her eyes heavy with a whole new meaning.

"I can't wait," I said.
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Texting Hazel in between bouts of cleaning, I felt strange, like I wasn't exactly sure if I should feel guilty about what happened with Savannah. It wasn't that Hazel hadn't crossed my mind back there in the library, but it hadn't seemed like I was doing anything wrong, right?

The house is starting to look livable


HAZEL: That's good. Maybe the ghosts are only there because it was dirty



I chuckled. We weren't exactly going out, we'd known each other a couple days and we had hooked up. I liked her a lot, yeah...but shit, I liked Savannah, too. They were both nice, and hot as hell, and fun to talk to, not to mention how they were helping me with this whole haunting thing. It wasn't that either of them were putting me in a situation where I had to choose, or something—Savannah clearly didn't mind that Hazel and I were hooking up—but if it did come to something like that, it wasn't a decision I wanted to have to make.

"Well, you don't have to, at least not right now, so don't worry about it," I said to myself, tying up a trash bag and appreciating how the air was starting to not smell like dust. No need for me to invent situations to stress myself out. I had plenty to deal with in real life: a dirty house, two women I wanted to impress or at least not embarrass myself in front of, and a possible spirit or presence or ghost or whatever-the-fuck you wanted to call it breaking my picture frames.

At least it had been quiet for a while. Long enough to make me think maybe it was over, or that it had never happened in the first place. Savannah had been pretty convincing, and it had been a while without anything happening...

I really didn't know. I might have been imagining all of this, making more out of it than there was. Hazel was fun and I think she had enjoyed the idea of it, but we didn't really have any evidence.

So, what is there to do around here besides eat? 


I'd like to see you today, but I just destroyed a big sandwich


HAZEL: Have you been to Laselle Park? It's a very pretty walk



I still had some time before she would be able to meet up. That was good. I could think about what I wanted to say, and how I wanted to break it to Hazel that I'd decided I didn't want to get into the whole paranormal investigation thing with Celeste.

"It's just not going to lead anywhere good," I said to myself as I stacked old books for the garbage that were in too rough of shape to save. I had a habit of planning my decisions out loud, at least when no one was around. "If anything is really going on here, it's just...it's something I can handle on my own. I don't need to get Hazel and Celeste involved." I loaded a cardboard box with decayed books. "Or Savannah, for that matter."

I took the books out to the curb, dropped them, twisted around to stretch my back, and returned inside, where I kept talking to myself.

"I hope she doesn't mind." I moved toward the bathroom, considering a shower, but I hadn't really broken too much of a sweat moving stuff around. I could skip it. "Her or Celeste. They knew I was on the fence about this."

It felt rude to, I dunno, deny Celeste's services, but giving it some time and talking to Savannah had straightened me out a bit. Being alone here at first, not knowing anyone—I'd made a lot out of what had happened that first night here. I had been fully ready to believe what Celeste had said about the house being dangerous, and I'd fallen a bit too far into it.

"This is going to be better," I said. "I can spend time on other things here in town, and keep all of them out of it."

I dusted off my hands and looked out the front window. It was a nice day, hot and humid, but nice, and I was going for a walk in the park with Hazel. There was nothing to be concerned about. With a smile on my face, I headed toward the door, and the couch shot sideways in front of me, blocking my path.

I leapt back, too shocked to yelp, with my breath caught in my throat. The couch had slid over hard, bunching up the rug in front of the door and hitting the hutch hard enough to rock it sideways, though it didn't tip over. It just slammed back to the floor with a thud, leaving me in heavy silence.

My heart pounded against my ribs as I slowly unclenched my body, with the exception of my fists. I stared at the couch, waiting for it to move again.

Jesus, holy fuck. That thing just moved like it got fired out of a cannon. If that had hit me...

But it hadn't hit me, hadn't even come close. I hadn't been the target. The house had wanted to block the door.

And keep me inside.


Chapter 5


Isucked in a breath.

"What the fuck!?" I shouted into the empty living room. My voice bounced off the walls and didn't get a response. My fucking heart wasn't slowing down. I wanted to be angry, and I was, but I also didn't want to be scared—and I was.

I swallowed down past the lump of that fear in my throat and I stomped forward to the couch. I dragged it to the side, away from the door. But before I could get it all the way, it pulled back in my hands, and I gasped in surprise and let it go. It slid firmly back in front of the door while I stepped backward, twisted up my feet in the rug, and fell down on my ass.

"Fuck," I muttered, getting up and brushing myself off. I thought about trying to pull the couch away again, but the feeling of nothing pulling against me and yanking it out of my hands, it was too goddamn freaky. I didn't want to feel that again.

So what was I going to do? Go out a goddamn window?

"I don't think so," I murmured, eyeing the couch like the cushions were going to lift up and reveal rows of pointed teeth. "If it can block a door, it can hold down a window." And I wasn't going to go jumping through the glass like some action hero.

I stared at the door, but nothing else was happening. It was a standoff. The house wasn't coming to get me, but it wasn't letting me leave. Why? Who the fuck knew. Maybe I wasn't in danger right now, but this was no twitching picture frame. If the presence here could shove a couch with that kind of force, could pull it right out of my grip—that meant if it did want to hurt me, it certainly fucking could.

And what was I going to do if it changed its mind and decided I was the enemy?

"I'm not trying to hurt you," I said to no one, just like earlier, except I very much felt that I wasn't alone anymore. "What's the problem? The cleaning? I have to clean. Did I throw out something important to you?"

I was looking at the couch, the door, the hutch, even turning around to look at the fireplace, because I didn't know where to talk, exactly.

"I can go and get it if you let me out."

Nothing. Not even the tiniest hair of movement.

"Fuck. Fuck. I don't know how to communicate with you." I blinked, the realization coming to me. "I...need Hazel. And Celeste."

Hazel was waiting for me, expecting me at Laselle Park. And now I didn't want to tell her to call off the investigation, I practically wanted to beg her to ring up Celeste and get it going.

It took one moving couch to get me to change my mind real quick. Unfortunately that same couch was still blocking my path out.

I took out my phone, weighing it in my hand. Should I call her, have her ask Celeste to bring whatever kit she had over? It wasn't like I had much of a choice if I couldn't leave. But...

"I don't want to bring them here while it's like this," I whispered. "I'm not going to put them in danger."

I put my phone away and looked up at the couch. "Listen, I don't want to break the windows, okay? They're my windows too. But there's not enough furniture in here for you to block them all, I'll get out eventually. Whatever you want...let's figure it out, alright? It doesn't have to be like this."

I let out a long breath, waiting.

Nothing.

More nothing.

And then the couch started to slide away from the door. Inch by inch, slowly, almost indecisive, but it gradually moved back to where it belonged beneath the window, leaving my exit path free.

I stepped forward and smoothed out the crumpled rug, opening up the door. It didn't pull away from me, nor did the couch come flying back to crush me against the hutch.

"Thanks," I muttered, stepping outside and walking down the porch steps.

Had I really threatened the ghosts into submission? It sure didn't feel like it. I doubted the presence could really understand what I was saying, because if it could, it should be able to communicate more effectively than throwing furniture around, right?

I didn't know, and that was why I needed help.

I started to walk toward the truck, which was when I realized I didn't have my car keys. I punched a frustrated breath out through my lips and turned around, staring up at the porch.

"I'm not gonna be afraid of my own house," I told myself, and I went back up the stairs. I pushed open the door and stood there for a second, breathing it in.

Nothing. But this time, in a good way.

I got my keys from the side table on the other side of the couch and left, getting in my truck and heading toward the park. I was glad I had gone back inside, because I had been able to feel the air in there, and it was different. Like whatever I had done to cause the problem had actually been resolved, except I didn't know the cause and effect. I had to assume that I had accidentally gotten rid of something important when I was cleaning. But that didn't explain why it had let me go when I'd yet to have a chance to return whatever it was.

I shook my head. Nope, I wasn't going to figure this out on my own. I hoped to hell that Celeste could.

I parked on the street, looking around for the lamppost Hazel had mentioned as a meeting spot, and there she was. Blonde, smiling, her wavy hair brushing her bare shoulders, the wide neck of her tie-dye shirt going down half of her left arm. Seeing her was...well, the exact opposite of a possessed couch trying to trap me in my living room.

I walked up to her dazzling grin and she threw her arms around me, hugging me tight.

"It's good to see you," I said, hugging her back.

"Likewise," Hazel said in my ear, her hair tickling the side of my neck. She pulled back, holding me by the shoulders. "You all right, Lucas?" Her warm brown eyes grew concerned. "I hate to say it, but you look like you've seen a ghost."

That made me laugh, watching her stick her tongue between her teeth and try not to smile.

"Let's talk about it on the move," I said, looking past her at the park. "Show me all the good spots here."

"Oh, there's plenty." Hazel snuck her arm through mine and found my hand, and we set off down a walking path that was split in three by the tall black lamppost. I curled my fingers into hers and enjoyed the moment, the sun warm, the air clear and fresh and the smells of grass all around. Our shoes scraped the cement path as we went down a slight hill into a little valley in the park, winding to the left.

"So," I started, finally getting around to it. I had been stalling, not wanting to interrupt the serenity of the day.

"So." Hazel glanced over at me, then both of us watched a dog pull on its leash further down the path, trying to get at a squirrel that was already well up a tree.

"I think that it's a good idea to get Celeste over to the house," I said, chewing on my lip. "It's not something I can take care of on my own."

Hazel gripped my hand a little tighter. "Did something happen?"

"Yeah..." I gave her the details of my great escape past the couch. "Now I don't know what to expect from the damn place. I thought the worst it would get was those pictures falling over."

"My god, Lucas..." Hazel stopped, turning to face me. "That's insane. You could have gotten hurt."

"Maybe," I said. "I don't know. I still don't get the sense that it wants to hurt me. The problem is that I have no idea what it wants. Like, at all."

Hazel nodded. "Its goals may be nebulous. Beyond our understanding, perhaps even impossible to interpret."

"Shit, I hope not," I said. "'Cause that's going to make fixing all this pretty damn hard."

"Truly." Hazel rubbed her fingers up my arm. "But I'm not saying I don't want to try. We're all resourceful fellows, and I think we can get something done."

We started walking again, drifting on and off the path to feel the grass. We moved into a stretch of trees, the path growing shady. The thin canopy grew over top of us, crossing to either side, making the short stretch through the copse of trees intimate and cozy.

"I want to come over," Hazel said.

I looked at her, my face grim. "I don't know if that's such a good idea. Just with, you know...everything that happened. I'd feel like I'm putting you in danger."

Hazel's face grew set and determined. "No fucking ghost is keeping me away from you, Lucas. I'll punch it right in the face."

I cracked up, amazed at her deadpan, and she slowly smiled.

"I'm serious, though. I'm not afraid." She beamed. "I'm fascinated. And I want the spirit to know that we're friendly, and we're not going to harm it, but we're also not gonna let it boss us around. You agree?"

I finished laughing and wiped the corner of my eye. "Yeah. Yeah, I do."

Hazel kissed me on the cheek. "Let's go and say hi, then."


Chapter 6


Celeste wasn't going to be back in town until tomorrow, so Hazel and I got back to my place just the two of us, sitting in my truck and looking up at the house. Déjà vu crept through me, and I shivered. Hazel put her hand on my leg.

"It's a little more intimidating when you're actually looking at it," she said.

"And when the sun's starting to go down," I added. I looked over at Hazel. She was golden in the fading light; radiant. I could see the tiny hairs sticking out gently from the sides of her tresses, her silver earrings surrounded in golden halos. She was so goddamn pretty I felt like taking a picture wouldn't be enough. I wanted to, like, paint her. Not that I could.

"I think I have to tell you something," I said to her.

"Hm?" Hazel blinked, maybe thrown off by the tone of my voice. "What?"

"I kind of..." Fuck, this was hard. Somehow it was easier to talk about ghosts. "The librarian, Savannah, I think you know her?"

She nodded. "Of course. I love Savannah."

"I went to the library today and..." I let out my breath in a whoosh, just forcing my way through it, not looking away from Hazel's face. "She and I, we kind of hooked up. I'm not really sure how it happened."

"You're kidding." Hazel raised an eyebrow, and my face went hot like I'd been caught stealing.

"I didn't plan—"

"She did you in the library?" The corners of Hazel's lips were turning upward. "She would never! Would she?" Now she tilted her head, thinking.

"Uh." I stopped whatever I had been saying, completely lost. "I guess so."

"That's so—oh. Lucas." Hazel grabbed my hand and squeezed it. "Relax, love. I'm not upset. Just wrapping my head around it. The idea of Savannah getting naughty with you on the job is just...wow."

I waited for the adrenaline to seep out of my veins. "I must know nothing about women. I just assumed that I had fucked up."

Hazel giggled. "Not to be too casual about it, but we haven't known each other very long, have we? We didn't talk about dating, being exclusive, anything like that. I'm not concerned about what you get up to. Especially if you're nice enough to tell me about it. I just might want more details if you bring it up, so you'd best be ready to open up."

I had a flashback of Savannah saying basically the same thing to me back in the library. A smile of relief and excitement came across my face.

"No secrets from you," I assured her.

"Or Savannah, hm?" Hazel slid her hand up my arm. "I assume she knows about me and you?"

"Yeah," I said, letting out a chuckle. "She asked. Pointedly. And with interest."

"That sounds like Savannah."

And speaking of things sounding like Savannah, it was only once I heard her car pull into the driveway that I remembered she was supposed to come over tonight. Her headlights shone in the rearview mirror of my truck, and both Hazel and I turned in our seats.

"Expecting company?" Hazel asked.

"Oh right." I rolled up the windows. "Savannah. I totally forgot she wanted to come see about the house—I'd been talking to her about the haunting, and then the couch thing threw me off so hard."

"Let's go and say hi." Hazel threw me a grin, then got out of the truck. I stepped out too, closing the door as Savannah turned off her lights and got out of her green SUV.

"Hazel!" Savannah threw her hands up. "I thought that was you, doll!"

"Hey, lady!" Hazel went up and hugged her, pressing her head into her shoulder. I walked up to the two of them, my hands in my pockets, feeling about as awkward as I could. And when they turned to me, smiling and meeting my eyes, I was tense. I waited for someone to say something, and it turned out to be me.

"Hi, Savannah," I said.

"You look surprised as hell, Lucas," Savannah said, her eyes glimmering with mirth. "Forget I was coming over? I knew I shoulda scooped your digits before you left earlier."

"I...almost remembered." My face got a little hot, but neither of them seemed upset, so I relaxed. "I had some crazy shit go on today, actually."

"He caught me up on you two at the library," Hazel said to Savannah with a wink, and well, my cheeks went red again pretty damn fast. "I do want to hear more about that. But what happened to Lucas at the house might be even more interesting."

"Oh?" Savannah turned toward me, waiting.

Personally, I thought the library was more interesting. But I was probably a little biased. I much preferred getting blown to having a house try to keep me prisoner.

"There was some...big activity," I started, watching Savannah carefully. Telling her about this was different than telling Hazel. As Savannah's eyebrows raised throughout my story, I didn't know how to read her. Shocked, sure. But believing me totally? I didn't think so.

Not that I blamed her. It was an awful lot to take at face value, even from a face she seemed to like as much as mine.

But Savannah didn't dismiss me. Not that I had expected her to, but I also hadn't expected her to change her skeptical outlook based on hearing my wild experience secondhand.

"Were y'all going in to investigate, then?" Savannah looked past me, up at the house. "I wouldn't mind seeing some of this for real. It would be...fascinating." She dropped her eyes back to me. "I won't lie to you, the house does seem a bit more imposing in the setting sun."

"It has an energy to it," Hazel agreed. She grabbed my hand. "I think we should go inside, strike while the iron is hot. Maybe Savannah will see something that she can't explain away."

"Or maybe we can put all this to bed," Savannah said, "and focus on other things."

"Let's just go inside," I said, because there was an energy out here, too, and it was starting to be one that I didn't like. Hazel and Savannah definitely seemed friendly with each other, but on the topic of the haunting, some of that grew strained. I wondered if they'd butted heads about this sort of thing before—spiritual versus skeptic, physical and metaphysical. I almost wanted to ask, but quickly realized how stupid that would be.

Ascending the porch steps (and making sure they watched themselves on the saggy one, I really had to do something about that), I didn't know what exactly I wanted to happen tonight. The earlier incident had shaken me, and I was sure that I didn't want the house pulling anything like that while Hazel and Savannah were here.

Maybe we should have waited for Celeste, I thought as we went inside. If Celeste was somehow able to figure out what the spirit wanted, I could bring people over here without being concerned for their safety. But both Savannah and Hazel were eager, alert, older than me...it didn't exactly feel like I was unwittingly leading them into trouble.

And I couldn't put my finger on why, but I still didn't think the house wanted to hurt me. Or anyone. It'd had the chance, plenty of times.

Please be cool, I silently begged the house. Or, you know...just barely uncool enough to let Savannah know that this is real.

Because of course, any doubts I had were gone now. I knew Hazel and Celeste believed the house was haunted. Savannah was operating on some different assumptions, but I wanted her to see that this was real, too. Maybe just so that she didn't think I was crazy, now that there was no way I was going to let it go.

"God, this place is beautiful though," Savannah said, stepping into the living room and slowly turning around. She was still in her library shirt, her cleavage filling up the V-neck. She spread her arms out, turning her palms up. "So. Where do we find these ghosts?"


Chapter 7


"Probably the more you want to see the spirits, the scarcer they make themselves," Hazel said, walking up to Savannah. "But it would help if you took this seriously."

"You'll have to forgive me," Savannah said, lowering her hands and looking at Hazel, "but I have to believe there's something much more rational going on here than a haunting."

"I know it's crazy," I said. "I've known it's crazy ever since I told you, Savannah. But..." I flicked my eyes past her, to the pictures that remained on the mantle. "My aunt Louisa believed it, too. And you didn't write her off, did you?"

Savannah's eyes softened. "Of course not."

"But you didn't come over to investigate while she lived here." Hazel gently prodded Savannah's shoulder.

"Well..." Savannah wiggled one eyebrow. "Louisa wasn't really my type. No disrespect to the woman."

Hazel snorted, and some of the tension dissolved. Some of it, but not all, and we moved through the house with what remained floating in the air.

"This is really looking great," Hazel commented. We were heading up the stairs to the second floor.

"Don't speak too soon," I said. "I just moved all the clutter up here where it's less visible."

That made them laugh, and as we walked through the house, the air felt light and welcoming. With relief spreading through me, I understood that I'd much rather have nothing at all happen. I didn't need Savannah to believe what was going on, and if a look through the house satisfied her curiosity about it and left it at that, that was for the best.

But even you're not dumb enough to think that's why she came over, I thought, poking through the upstairs rooms with the two women. She came over to spend time with you. And you sure as hell wouldn't mind spending more time with her.

But I absolutely did not know how to navigate that kind of minefield between two women, and I wasn't going to try.

"So this is where I first saw something," I said, stopping in front of the door to an upstairs room. "This door opened on its own, it was creaking nonstop. I had to shove a box in front of it to get it to stop moving."

We looked at the door. It remained still in its frame, and I felt a little silly. I thought about saying more, but instead just turned us around.

"That's it for up here," I said, leading us back down to the living room. "Then here, on the mantle, the movement of the pictures..."

"Right..." Savannah glanced over to the couch. "And the couch was up against the wall like that?"

"Yeah," I said, knowing what she was implying and feeling my ears get hot as I glanced over to Hazel.

"We really weren't that, hm, forceful," Hazel said, throwing a look at Savannah. "Trust me, what happened with the pictures doesn't line up with what happened on the couch. A photo fell after we were done."

"It could have just been dangling on the edge, though," Savannah pointed out. "Don't you think?"

"I know what I think, Savannah," Hazel said coolly. "There's something going on here, whether you want to believe it or not. Did you come over just to dismiss all of it?"

"I wanted to see for myself," Savannah said, meeting Hazel's gaze. "Because I think your friend Celeste went too far with all of this. I came here with the benefit of the doubt, I promise you both."

"It doesn't seem like it," Hazel started, but I cut in.

"It's not something worth fighting about." I stepped between the two of them, looking between Hazel and Savannah.

"It's just a difference of opinion," Hazel said, putting a hand on my arm. "I'm not trying to be catty."

"Same here, sugar," Savannah said, but she was looking at Hazel before turning her eyes to me. "I'm parched, could I get a glass of water from your kitchen over there, Lucas?"

"Sure, I can get it," I offered, but Savannah shook her head.

"It's fine, it's just around the corner." She turned and went the other way, leaving the living room. I looked toward Hazel.

"What's up with you two?" I asked her. "I thought you were friends. You seemed excited to see her when she showed up, you both did."

"Of course we're friends." Hazel pushed her bangs away from her eyes as the sound of the running sink started up. "She's just so inflexible about this stuff. I was hoping she would be more open to it with you involved."

I shrugged. "Why would that change because of me?"

Hazel gave her eyes a little roll, grinning. "She likes you, Lucas. Obviously. I thought it might lead to a more open mind."

"Yeah..." I glanced toward the kitchen. "I don't expect to, like, change anyone's viewpoint or whatever. I just want to figure out what's going on here. And not fight about it."

Hazel squeezed my forearm. "I might've got a little too defensive of the spirits. I know they're here, that's enough. Come on, let's go be nice."

We walked into the kitchen. Savannah was leaning against the sink, the glass in her hand half-empty, water on her lips.

"See any ghosts?" Hazel asked her, smirking and biting her lip.

"Hazel," I said.

"Sorry, I had to ask," Hazel laughed.

"You're going to have to show me one, Hazel," Savannah said crisply, stepping forward with her glass of water. "Why don't you go ahead and—"

The glass slipped from Savannah's hand. She said, "Shit!" and then her breath caught in her throat. All of our breathing stopped, because the glass stopped falling. It slid from her grip, fell six inches, and stopped in midair with the water sloshing inside.

Savannah lifted her eyes slowly from the glass to look at me and Hazel, as if to make sure we were seeing the same thing that she was.

"Tell me y'all are fucking with me," Savannah breathed.

"No," I said quietly, watching the floating glass with wide eyes. It hung there like it was on a taut string, not moving, not hovering. Just...floating. Fucking floating.

"Oh, my god." Hazel drew her hand up to her mouth with careful slowness, like she would disturb the air by moving too quickly.

Savannah blinked, and then she reached for the glass. The instant her fingertip touched it, the glass fell from the air like a stone. It shattered on the tile floor, and Savannah let out a short, clipped shriek.

And then shit started going crazy.

All the drawers slid open—all of them, at the same time. Silverware rattled and utensils shook as the drawers slammed against their max extension. Savannah twisted, moving away from them, then ducked as the cabinets flew open too, the doors banging into each other.

I grabbed Savannah by the arm, and Hazel grabbed mine, and we pulled ourselves out of the kitchen while a cacophony of activity rang behind us.

"Are you guys okay?" I practically had to shout over the noise, but the living room was still and safe for now. "Did anything hit you?"

Savannah shook her head, her lips tight and thin. "Fine. I'm—I'm fine. You?"

I nodded, and so did Hazel. The noise from the kitchen kept up, but the pace was slowing, no longer so frantic and explosive. Yet still terrifying. And I didn't want to hang around to find out whatever else might happen.

"Let's get out of here." I turned toward the door and we hurried that way, but then the couch made its appearance again, sliding easily in front of the door and trapping us in.

"Oh Jesus," Savannah whispered, watching the furniture settle neatly in our path.

"It has a playbook," Hazel muttered, but I heard the tension in her voice.

"Back door," I said quietly, like the house was listening. Maybe it was, and not that it mattered, because it clearly knew each move we made. I led us around the kitchen to the rear door, and when I tried the knob, it didn't budge or turn even a centimeter. It might as well have been cast in concrete.

"Fuck!" Exasperated, I kicked the door and turned around, shouting to the house. "What the hell do you want?"

"It doesn't want us to leave," Hazel said, "but again, it hasn't hurt anyone."

"Yet," I said. "It's shattering glasses and sending silverware flying. It's only a matter of time."

Savannah pulled in a breath, calming herself. I could see her hands shaking before she clasped them tightly together.

"This is out of control," she said, glancing back toward the kitchen before looking at me and Hazel. "If we can't get out, what are we supposed to do?"

I chewed my lip. "It let me out before. It'll let us out again."

"Do you have any idea why, before?" Hazel asked.

"No." I sighed. "It seemed random."

"Maybe it got tired," Savannah said, then let out a nervous laugh. "Fuck. I don't know how ghosts work. This is insane."

The tall cabinet near the back door flew open and the clutter of dish towels and servingware fell out. The three of us skittered away back to the living room, the only place that seemed safe.

Until the coffee table started scraping across the carpet toward us, inching us backward. I glanced behind us and saw that we were being pushed toward the staircase.

"I..." I gritted my teeth. "I think it wants us to go upstairs."

"Why?" Hazel said, the three of us backing up, shoulders bumping.

"I have no idea."

"If we go up there," Savannah said, "then we really have no way out."

I had to trust my gut. My gut said that the house didn't want to hurt us...but that it might by mistake, if we tried too hard to outmaneuver it.

"We have no choice," I said, and I took both their hands and pulled them onto the stairs with me. The coffee table slammed into the lower banister with a thud, tipping forward and sealing off the stairs as we scrambled into the unknown.


Chapter 8


At the top of the stairs, Savannah grabbed both Hazel and me and pulled us into a hug. The upstairs was quiet and unmoving, and her breath was hot against the side of my neck as she held us close.

"I am so sorry," she said, breathless and shaking. "I had no idea..." Savannah pulled back to look at us. "Lucas, I can't believe you've have to deal with this. Hazel, too. I've never seen anything like this in my life."

"You have nothing to apologize for, Savannah," Hazel said, sliding her fingers into Savannah's. "Even with me, you know, being into this sort of thing...this is new for me, too."

"It's fucking crazy," Savannah said.

"This is the most intense it's been. I shouldn't have had either of you come over. It was stupid of me." I glanced down the stairs. "And now we're stuck."

"Good luck keeping me out of here." Hazel giggled and then shivered. "God, I am flooded with adrenaline. If we need to jump out of a window, I think I can pull it off."

"You better not!" Savannah gasped, then giggled herself at Hazel's silly smile. "Christ almighty, lady, I'm already about to have a heart attack."

They were coming around, and I was glad to see it. It put me at ease somewhat, but I still felt responsible for the predicament we were in.

"Come on, stay with me," I said, moving us down the hallway. "There must be something up here for us." When I looked back, I saw that Hazel and Savannah were holding hands, stepping just behind me.

The house was eerily silent now. Everything had stopped after the coffee table had crashed into the stairs. It was just our fast breathing and the creak of our footsteps on the old upstairs hallway.

I gently pushed open a door to a room I had stuffed with boxes—and it immediately pushed back, slamming shut. Hazel gasped, and Savannah grabbed my shoulder.

"Not this one, I guess," I said.

"Don't go getting hurt," Savannah warned me.

The next door was to an upstairs bathroom that did not work (ask me how I found that out), and it was another door that slammed shut in my face before I could even reach for it.

"Maybe one of us should try?" Hazel suggested. "The presence could be trying to communicate with another party, someone who doesn't live here."

"Or maybe it just prefers to talk to women?" Savannah laughed nervously.

I wasn't eager to put them at the forefront, but I didn't have any other ideas. "Try that door," I said, "but be careful. Don't let it slam shut on you."

Hazel was closest—this door led to what had probably been a study, based on the small desk against one wall. But the door was shut, and when Hazel tried the knob, it didn't move, even when she got both hands on it and grunted with the effort.

"Can't be this one," she said, letting go and looking at the grooves the wrought knob had left on her palm.

"I'll try one," Savannah said. "What's this next room?"

"Bedroom," I said. "I just got my new mattress and stuff in there, but I haven't slept there yet..."

The door was ajar. I watched Savannah visibly steel herself before she tenderly reached out to the door and pushed it open with just her fingertips. It creaked open and she bit her lip, freezing. But it didn't shut on her.

"Lord, I am so damn scared," she said, shaking her head. "Never felt like this in my life."

"I can go—"

"No, no." Savannah interrupted me, firm. She looked back at me, her face set. "You ain't just gonna throw yourself in front of us at any hint of danger, sugar. I won't be party to that."

"That's my girl," Hazel whispered, nodding along with her. "Go on, let's see what it wants."

Her tone was hopeful rather than ominous, but the statement still made my hackles rise up. I fought the urge to push ahead of Savannah and Hazel as the two of them opened the bedroom door all the way and went inside.

I held my breath and waited, but the room was normal. It was big and it was dark. I'd put the curtains back up after I had beaten the dust off of them. The bed was big and tucked into the far corner and I remember thinking it was funny that this old woman, great-aunt Louisa, had a king-sized bed, but judging by the size of her house, maybe it wasn't that odd. The bedframe was still good, so I had kept that and just replaced the mattress and pillows and sheets. The closet and dresser were empty, and the vanity had been rickety enough that tossing it had been the best option.

So there wasn't much to see as we walked into the bedroom, the three of us looking around for some kind of sign. It was funny—the moment we were asking for activity, there was none.

Savannah ran her hand over the bedspread. "You make a pretty nice bed for someone in construction, Lucas," she said. "You might do good in hospitality."

A grin. "I don't think I'm capable of tucking in sheets that tight."

Savanna snorted, sitting down on the bed. Hazel trailed her fingers along the dresser, watching it for a moment before going and sitting down with Savannah. I took a step toward them, thinking maybe I would open the curtains over the window to the side of the bed, and as soon as I moved, the bedroom door swung shut behind me.

I whipped around as Hazel brought her hands to her face. Hesitating for just a moment, I went back to the door and grasped the knob.

To my surprise, it turned, and let me open the door. I left it hanging ajar, and it didn't close.

Downstairs, fresh noises emerged, muffled by the distance.

I shrugged and turned around. "What do you guys think?"

Hazel had lowered her hands. "Honestly? I think we might be approaching this too literally. Or, no." She put a finger to her lips. "Too logically."

"What's that now?" Savannah bumped her with her shoulder.

Hazel smirked. "Just, too much like people, thinking we're going to understand a presence from the other side. Like it's going to leave a trail of breadcrumbs in some sensible fashion. It's very assumptive of us."

"It definitely pushed us up here, though," I pointed out.

"Maybe that's how we interpreted it," Hazel said. "Maybe it wanted to put that table at the stairs before we could get up, but we were in the way."

"Or maybe it doesn't matter that we're up here, or in this room," Savannah said slowly. "Maybe all that matters is we're not somewhere else."

I exhaled. "I think my head hurts."

Savannah patted the bed. "Come sit down, honey. You've had too much stress on your shoulders."

The movement downstairs made me a little tense, but it felt safe up here, calm and surprisingly relaxed. I came over to the bed and sat down on the long side, on Savannah's right. She put her arm around my lower back and pulled me into her, and it felt nice. I'd been so keyed up this whole time, I didn't realize how badly I needed to relax until I let my body press up against hers. A breath escaped me.

"Maybe we can just hang out here for a bit," I said, already fantasizing about sleeping on this bed. Tonight I would for sure, haunted house be damned. "Let the house figure itself out."

"I do prefer that to going around corners and not knowing what's going to jump out," Hazel said. The noises downstairs seemed quiet and distant. Inundated in all of this, it somehow became easy enough to let them fade into the background, like they weren't even there. And when Hazel got up and sat on the other side of me, I felt even better. Some of it was just being between them, having them near me, but also knowing that they were comfortable enough to let the tension seep away—that was good, too. It made me feel less guilty about everything that had happened tonight.

"This is kind of nice," Hazel said, sliding her hand along my thigh and leaving lingering warmth. "Being here on this bed with you two. Now that my heart rate is down to a cool, even one hundred."

"It's cozy in here," Savannah agreed, looking at me, or past me at Hazel, it was hard to tell. "You doing okay, Lucas?"

"Better now," I said, aware that I was very much responding to Hazel's touch, and that this very much wasn't the time for it. "A lot better."

Then Savannah's hand came over, across my legs, to rest on top of Hazel's. I held perfectly still and tried not to immediately get hard. They were close enough that movement from my dick would literally nudge them.

"You wanted to hear more about what happened at the library," Savannah said slowly, her finger rubbing up across the top of Hazel's hand, "right, Hazel?"

"Oh." Hazel's eyebrows went up, but then she settled into a pleased grin. "Right now?"

"It seems like an appropriate setting," Savannah affirmed. "All three of us touching elbows on this bed here, waiting out the storm, as it were. Unless Lucas minds."

My ears felt like they were hot enough to burn off both their eyebrows, but it kind of didn't matter what was happening around me when I had Hazel and Savannah pressing up against me, their breath on me, their hands on me, and their voices caressing me.

"Um." I put my hand on top of theirs, sliding my fingers in. "Are you two coming on to me right now?"

"Mm..." Hazel let out a short laugh, a puff of air. "Hell, I think so."

"I feel awful close to y'all right now," Savannah breathed, "and I don't want to let that feeling go to waste."

So much for not getting hard. So much for a ghost hunt or reaching any kind of conclusion. I had two gorgeous women squeezing me between them, and whatever they were feeling, I was, too. In a big way.

"Tell her." I caught Savannah's eye. "About the library."


Chapter 9


"Iwanted him so bad," Savannah said, pulling her hand off of Hazel's to rub it down my leg. "As soon as I saw him, I knew I had to chase after him a little bit."

Even as she spoke, Hazel tucked her fingers inside my thigh, inching toward my crotch where my hardness pressed against the restricting denim of my jeans.

"He didn't come on to you at first?" Hazel inquired, grinning at me.

Savannah shook her head. "Far too polite. But you're still a man, Lucas, and men's eyes tend to...wander...even if you think us ladies don't notice."

Savannah took my hand and pulled it up to her chest, giving me a big handful of her breast. My dick twitched in my pants.

"We slipped away," Savannah said, slowly moving her eyes from mine to Hazel's, "into the stacks. I didn't have all the time in the world, and I couldn't get my work clothes all mussed up, so I just dropped to my knees..."

She found my belt, deftly flipping it open with one hand.

"...and Lucas was more than happy to get his cock out."

I did the rest, pulling down my zipper and letting my stiff rod out into the open. Savannah brushed her fingers across me—they both did, making icy shivers run through my body as they teased me with their fingertips.

"The difference here," Hazel said, watching my face as she trailed a fingernail over the sensitive underside of my head, "is that there's no reason not to get naked."

It had to have been the high stress of this night, running from danger, never sure what was next or if we would be safe. With that tension eased now...I wanted them. Both of them. It went beyond desire—I needed them right now, all of us needed each other.

"We should do that then," I said, and I moved my hand from Savannah's chest so that I could pull her shirt up, and she leaned back to let me, and it all happened from there.

Savannah's T-shirt came off, and Hazel was the one who bent over and reached between us to unhook her bra, letting her big breasts out into the open air. Then Savannah tilted back and slid her pants down with a smile, and I saw her naked body for the first time, her breasts huge with big, round, dark nipples, hard and bumpy, her hourglass figure leading to shapely hips and a pussy with trimmed hairs that glistened with arousal between her thighs.

"Damn, Savannah, look at you," Hazel said, peering around me. "You never told me you were this hot."

Savannah giggled. "Hush that nonsense, I got nothing on you."

"You two haven't, um...?" I let the question out into the air.

"Hooked up?" Savannah brought her hand back to my cock, stroking me lightly. "No. Lots of flirting, though." Her touch was gentle and warm, making me groan.

"It was bound to happen eventually," Hazel said, smiling at Savannah, "but I think this is kind of...ideal. With you here, Lucas. Even more fun."

"I concur," Savannah cooed, teasing my dick. "Now will you two lose those clothes already? I'm feelin like a sore thumb here."

Hazel said, "Let's do Lucas first."

Their hands went from my crotch to everywhere else, tugging at my pants and shirt until I was free of them, and then Savannah and I did the same to Hazel. The three of us moved up on the bed, close together, feeling each other's heat.

"It's my turn to blow him," Hazel announced, rubbing her hand up my leg. "Fair, don't you think so?"

"Get in there, blondie," Savannah said, giving her a playful shove. "I want to watch."

I took Hazel's hand and pulled her up closer to me. I was lying down, as far back on the bed as I could be, as Hazel came up between my legs and immediately took the head of my cock into her mouth. I put my hand on her head, her hair between my fingers, and moaned as her lips slid down my pole.

She was on all fours between my legs, her ass in the air. Savannah was just to the side, soaking in the sight of Hazel swallowing me down.

"You look damn good, girl," Savannah whispered, nibbling her lip. "You both do."

"You can still watch if I suck on your tits, right?" I asked Savannah, grinning. I wanted her up against me in a bad way.

"Now there's an idea..." Savannah came over and I sat up, finding her nipple with my lips and pulling it into my mouth. I ran my tongue over the hard nub and pushed my face into the swell of her boob, holding it in my hand.

"That's good, Lucas," she moaned, putting a hand on my stomach and pressing her chest into my face. Meanwhile, Hazel blew me hungrily, pressing my dick into her throat and taking me deep.

"Mmm..." I groaned in pleasure around Savannah's nipple, swirling my tongue around it before switching to her other one and nibbling it gently with my teeth, which made her gasp in delight.

Savannah put a hand on my head and lovingly pushed me back, running her fingers down my cheek. "I think Hazel needs some attention. Love," she said, catching Hazel's eye as she slowly pulled off my cock, "you don't need to move a muscle. But I'd love to get between your legs, too, if you wouldn't mind."

"Fuck, Savannah, I am all yours," Hazel said, her breath coming in short gasps. "Can't remember the last time I was this goddamn turned on. Having you both here..."

"I know what you mean." Savannah came around behind Hazel, resting her hand right on top of her ass. "Darling, you look good enough to eat."

"Oh god, babe, yes, please do it." Hazel quivered, her hand grasping my cock, and I watched as Savannah lay on her side and got her face between Hazel's legs and started lapping at her pussy.

Hazel emitted a brief shriek before biting her lip and pushing back against Savannah, the black woman grabbing Hazel's ass and holding her steady.

"That feels so fucking good," Hazel moaned. "I've never actually...with another woman...oh, Christ..."

She took me in her mouth again, her cheeks red, and I could tell she was just lost in the pleasure of it all and doing what her body craved. I could relate. Part of me wished there was a clone of each of them, another woman I could use my hands and my mouth on, even more to dive into.

But if Hazel needed me in her mouth, I wasn't going to stop her. I was going to help her, by taking her head in my hands and letting her hair run through my fingers and stroking her red cheeks while I felt my own dick through them. Fuck, that was hot.

"I didn't know I was your first girl, Hazel," Savannah said, pulling up from her briefly. Her mouth was wet with Hazel's juices. "All those eyes you made at me...just flirting, but not ready to seal the deal, huh?"

"Mm," Hazel said around my dick, but it wasn't like Savannah was really looking for an answer, because she went back to Hazel's pussy, diving in and making the blonde squirm.

Hazel let my cock pop out of her mouth, gasping. "Fuck! Stop, please!"

Savannah came up from eating her. "I didn't hurt you, did I?"

Hazel shook her head, grinning at me before turning back to Savannah. "No no no. But you sucking on my clit like that...god, Savannah, you're gonna make me cum way too fast."

"Oh...sorry." Savannah giggled. "Should we mix things up?"

"Take a breather," I said to Hazel, squeezing her shoulder, "and then maybe you should sit on my face."

"Ooh, yes." Savannah clapped her hands together. "Get flat on the bed, Lucas. How about we both ride you?"

"God, please," I said, wiggling down as Hazel moved around to be nearer my face, and Savannah tucked my legs together, straddling me. Her knees slid up to brace around my hips, and she looked good as hell sitting on top of me.

"He can cum in you, right?" Hazel rubbed her hand along my chest.

"Oh yes," Savannah said, sliding her wet lips up along my cock, pressing it back into my waist. "In fact, I insist. I want to feel your fat cock throbbing inside me while you shoot, Lucas."

Holy shit. Savannah could talk like a fucking porn star. Just the sound of her voice was like another hand caressing me.

"Let him watch me take him," Savannah told Hazel, raising up where she knelt, "and then give him that booty like he asked for."

"Yes, ma'am." Hazel swung her leg over my head, but she stayed leaning back, letting me watch Savannah. Tilting my head up, I saw the luscious curves of the undersides of her boobs just a couple feet above me, the smell of her pussy filling my nose. "I got him nice and wet for you."

"Mmm." Savannah lined up on me. I kept my hands down, knowing she wanted to take control—and I was happy to let her. She started to sink down on my cock, taking me into her tight, hot tunnel, going down achingly slow until her wet lips pressed up against my crotch and she settled down with an immensely satisfied sigh. "Oh, god, Lucas, that's good..."

"Take a good look, because I can't wait anymore," Hazel said, holding off for just a second before scooting forward and settling her cunt down on my mouth. I immediately plunged my tongue inside her, rewarded with her pleased scream and her tunnel clamping on my tongue. I brought my hands up to grab her asscheeks and help her grinding motions down on my face.

If heaven was real, this was it. Savannah riding me, Hazel rubbing into me, and me feasting on her from below while trying not to immediately blow my load inside of Savannah.

And that only became harder when I felt Hazel lean forward, and Savannah too, and then I heard the two of them start kissing on top of me. Shy at first, with a whisper I couldn't make out, and then softly, and then loud enough for me to hear.

Maybe it was the kissing that put Hazel over the edge, because there was no way I was as good at eating pussy as Savannah. But I knew Hazel was close, and soon she gasped and said "Oh! Right there!" and tilted herself back to put my lips and tongue in the perfect spot on her clit. I pulled at her and flicked my tongue on her nub until she was crying out and cumming on my face.

Savanna must've been pretty worked up, too, because she came next, just seconds before I did. I couldn't take all the credit, though. Hazel's slender fingers had found Savannah's clit and worked it while she bounced on my dick, not letting up until Savannah was quaking on top of me and her pussy squeezed down on my cock with the force of her orgasm.

Clutching Hazel's thighs around my neck, I groaned and let go inside of Savannah, white-hot pleasure shooting through me and up into Savannah's eager pussy until I was spent.

Hazel climbed off me and collapsed onto the bed, panting, a big smile on her face. "God, my fucking legs," she said, her blonde hair messily thrown over her neck and face. She brushed it away. "So worth it, though."

"Next time I'll be on top," I said, catching my breath while I got up on my elbows, watching Savannah pull off of me and cupped her fingers over her vagina.

She laughed at my gaze. "I already can't wait for next time. But for now...closest bathroom?"

The three of us only remembered the activity in the house once we were cleaned up and half-dressed, with Savannah cocking an ear and listening after she had clipped her bra.

"Hey, y'all hear anything?" she asked, tilting her head. "Because I don't."

After a moment, Hazel and I confirmed we didn't, and the three of us tentatively moved out into the hall. The place was silent. The bedroom door didn't fight us, nor did the other few I tried in the hall.

"Maybe it's over," I said, shrugging. "For now."

"Hmm." Hazel brought her hand to her chin, but then she stopped herself. "You know what? That's fine. I'm accepting it, and I'm not gonna let the house spoil the beautiful thing that just happened and the amazing orgasm I just had."

That made me snort, and I put the back of my hand to my mouth to hold it in. "Good thinking."

We went downstairs, relaxing further once nothing else moved around or made a noise. I peeked into the kitchen, and while the cabinet doors and drawers were still open, nothing else was going on. I just quickly swept up the broken glass before I could forget, and Hazel and Savannah got the cabinets closed.

"Well," I said, stepping back into the living room, "this was fucking crazy."

"And crazy fucking," Savannah said, barely holding in her laughter. A giggle burst out of her. "Christ. Sorry. I'm so full of energy right now. I might go for a run."

"I might do the opposite." Hazel rubbed her thighs, then gave me a concerned look. "You okay here, Lucas? I hate to leave. For lots of reasons."

"I'm fine." I nodded. "I'm just glad you both came over tonight. For lots of reasons."

They laughed, and Savannah pulled me into a hug that Hazel joined.

"I'm gonna call Celeste," I said. "Tomorrow. I hope she can help."

"I'm sure she can," Hazel said, her eyes lighting up. "She's damn smart about this stuff. And she's fun to be around, too, you'll see. I can't wait for you to meet her, Savannah."

Savannah rubbed her hands together. "I have a new appreciation for her work, I'll tell you that. Let us know, Lucas. You're not alone in this."

That, I was sure of now. I got Savannah's number, and when I went to bed without them, I still smelled Savannah and Hazel on my sheets. I'd go without washing them for at least a little while.

And tomorrow, we'd really start this ghost hunt.


Chapter 10


Iput off calling Celeste for the morning, instead taking care of officially getting hired onto Rob's municipal crew down at the town hall. There was enough going on that I almost had forgotten, but I definitely needed to lock down that job before I let it get away.

Once that was taken care of, I gave Celeste a call, only wondering just now what this might actually cost. I assumed she didn't just do all this work for free, nor did I expect her to.

"Hello, this is Celeste."

"Hey Celeste, this is Lucas. Lucas Woods."

"Oh, Lucas, hello." Celeste's voice brightened. "It's good to hear from you. I hope all is as well as it can be at the house."

"Yeah," I said, chuckling, "about that..."

"That's unbelievable," Celeste breathed after I filled her in. "I mean, even for me. Not saying I doubt it, but it's just...unprecedented." She cleared her throat. "I should say, there's something about the town of Claironde that always kept me nearby. My work takes me to a lot of places, but I always stayed close. It felt like it was only a matter of time before something developed there."

She continued, "I'd like to hear more about last night, go into the details. Were you alone?"

I hesitated. "No..."

"I understand." I heard a noise, like she was switching the phone to her other ear. "We don't need to talk about anything...sensitive over the phone. In fact, it would probably be better if I were there in person for us to talk, anyway. Not to put a rush on you, but today happens to work well for me, if you're available, Lucas."

"You want to come to the house?"

"Yes. If we want to get started, it's best to do so right away, especially so recently after an incident." She paused. "And we can chat more."

There was no way I was picking up some kind of vibe from Celeste, right? No, no, she was just excited about the house. I was sure I didn't have anything to do with it. After last night, I just had that kind of stuff on the brain, that was all.

"Today is good," I said. I didn't officially start with the muni crew until Wednesday, and today was Monday. I had wanted Hazel and Savannah to be here, but they were both working, and they'd agreed it was fine to just get Celeste in as soon as possible when we'd talked about it last night. "Are you far away?"

"Just outside of town," Celeste said, "finishing up lunch. I can be there in, mm, thirty minutes or so."

I told her that sounded good, and ended the call. I was on the sidewalk outside town hall, but it was time to head home again. I grabbed a quick sandwich from a deli nearby and wolfed it down before driving home.

At least the place was clean now, I'd made sure of that. I hadn't been expecting this much company when I'd first come down to Louisiana. I hadn't expected...any of this. It had only been a few days, but I felt like I had been down here much longer than that.

Mostly in a good way.

I made it to the house before Celeste did, but only by a couple of minutes. I decided to wait outside on the porch for her, so I saw her pull up in her sleek black SUV and I came down the porch stairs to greet her.

Stepping out of her car, she looked incredible, her brown hair rich and vibrant in the sun, her sharp blue eyes crisp atop her genuine smile. She was wearing a mint-green blouse tucked into her jeans, and when she shook my hand, her breasts bounced in a way that I couldn't ignore. But I quickly brought my eyes back to her face, remembering what Savannah had said about women noticing that sort of thing.

"It's good to see you again, Lucas," Celeste said.

"You, too."

She looked past me, up at the house. "This is a nice place. I imagine it looks a lot more imposing at night."

"I only find it scary when I'm, uh, tense," I said. "Careful on the porch stairs."

"Lead the way. I'll catch you if you fall." Celeste winked at me, stepping in close behind me as we went up. In her small heeled boots, she didn't waver on the steps for one second. I stopped us at the front door.

"Before I forget," I started, "I wanted to ask about, you know, your fee. It sounds like this is a complicated undertaking, and I want to make sure I don't leave you hanging." I smiled nervously. "Not that I can promise too much."

Celeste nodded. She was a couple inches taller than me, which wasn't something I was used to. There weren't a lot of women over six feet in my life.

"Let me set you at ease. There's no fee," she said, "on certain conditions."

I blinked, surprised.

"I make my living not so much from the paranormal investigations themselves, but my documentation of them," Celeste said. "Mostly writing. Books, blogs, magazines, that sort of thing. As long as you allow me to document and repurpose what happens here for commercial use, I don't charge anything for the investigation. And I won't use your name or specific address in any publishings unless you wanted me to."

"Oh, okay." I considered that. "I guess that sounds fine."

Celeste moved a little closer to me. "You can think about it, but I promise I wouldn't abuse your trust with this, Lucas. That's not how I operate. I prefer to be able to talk to my clients long after the formal investigation ends, follow up on things, see how they're doing, and that wouldn't be possible if I treated those relationships poorly." She smiled. "Being honest with you, I'm excited about this. The house already has my mind racing, and you are really..."

She faltered there, clearing her throat. "What I mean to say is, just offering me access to your house is enough payment. Whether you want any of this to be put into a book or article, that's entirely optional and up to you. I just want to..." She grabbed my hand and pulled it up, squeezing it. "I want to get inside."

Her touch was warm and she thrummed with energy. Her excitement was clear and sincere, on a different level from Savannah's skepticism and even Hazel's embrace of the idea. Celeste lived for this stuff, and 1417 Willowhip was calling to her.

"You don't have to explain yourself to me," I said, shaking my head, "because I'm just as eager to have you in there, too. It seems like this is a, you know, a—a mutually beneficial agreement."

"Exactly." Celeste squeezed my hand once more, her face lighting up, and her lips parted like she might say something else. But she didn't, lowering my hand and stepping back. "Okay. Shall we?"

I nodded, and opened the door. "Welcome to my haunted house."

I admit that I may have wanted our entrance to be more dramatic. But the front door didn't even creak. We walked into a silent, normal house, though Celeste didn't seem disappointed in the least.

"I love this architecture," she said, looking around. "Quick tour, okay? Then I'll go and get my kit."

I led her around, pointing out the specific spaces where we'd seen the activity. And speaking of we...

"Savannah and Hazel were with me last night," I said, taking her through the kitchen and sweeping my foot to ensure I'd gotten all the broken glass. "So they saw everything."

"Both of them? Interesting." Celeste's eyes traveled over the kitchen, following me to the back door and back around as I gave her more details. "So Savannah's glass was suspended in midair. This was after she dropped it? You don't think it was pulled from her hand?"

I shook my head. "Definitely not. It held there for a bit, and then it fell and broke. It was like everything broke free at that point. We went upstairs to escape the chaos."

"Take me there."

We went up the steps. Of course I'd put the coffee table back, everything in its proper place until the house decided to move it again.

"We tried a few doors," I said, "but they shut on us. We ended up in here." I pushed open the door to my bedroom, and we went inside. The curtains were still shut. Celeste walked over to them, but she didn't open them, just turning back toward me and waiting for me to continue.

"Almost like it wanted us in here, I guess," I said, glancing back at the door. "We weren't trapped, though. I tried the door, it opened, it stayed open. But it seemed like house kind of...settled down once we were in the bedroom. We heard noises downstairs, but they stopped after we—"

I cut myself off. Celeste came back my way.

"I know that look," she said, grinning in the dim light of the bedroom. "The same look you had on your face at dinner the other night."

"I don't have a look." I tried to straighten my face.

"I'm not trying to embarrass you," Celeste said, coming up close. "And Lucas, you have nothing to be embarrassed by. If I were a guy, I'd bet you'd be gushing to tell me the details, right?"

Maybe.

She leaned in, smiling. "Don't keep anything from me. I want to hear it."

"I..." I sighed. "This is hard."

"Here." Celeste took my hand and pulled me over to the bed. She sat down on the edge and I sat with her, next to her on the covers. "More comfortable, right? Now listen. I'm a grown woman, love. Thirty-one years old. You're not going to disturb me by telling me about your threesome with Hazel and her friend."

"Jesus," I muttered, my ears hot. How could she just dive into it like that? The only people I'd talked to about sex this openly were...well, Hazel and Savannah.

"If you prefer," Celeste offered, "I can have Hazel tell me. But for the purposes of the investigation, it would be good for it to come from you."

"No, that makes sense." I sat up straighter, glancing over at her. "I mean, it's just a reflex, me trying to be polite, you know? It's not that I really mind talking about it, I'm just getting used to the idea."

"Take your time," Celeste said, resting her hand on my arm.

"I won't go into too many, um, unnecessary details," I said, chuckling. "We came in here, and we sat on the bed, kinda like we are now."

Her hand was still on me, her fingers still.

"Nothing else was happening up here, and we heard noises start downstairs again. Someone, Savannah I think, said maybe the house just wanted us up here to keep us away from its business elsewhere."

Celeste nodded. "That's a good insight."

"Yeah. We didn't know what to think. We were all really freaked out, and we got close, and stuff just kind of...happened." I cleared my throat. "I'm not sure how long we were on the bed for. Maybe a half hour."

"The noises downstairs," Celeste said, "when did they stop?"

I thought for a moment. "Sometime before we—before we finished. I remember hearing them at one point during, but I was kinda distracted."

Heat in my ears again. Celeste's fingers tightened lightly on my forearm. She asked, "But they definitely were stopped once you all came out, and didn't start up again since?"

"Right, yes."

"Okay." She pulled her hand from me slowly, letting her fingers drag across me before she stood up.

I rose with her. "I hope that was enough. I tried not to be too, like, specific about stuff. But if I left something important out..."

"I think I have everything I need," Celeste said. She nibbled her lip, sliding her eyes away from the door and over to me, turning towards me. "There may be some other things I want, though."

She was close, and she got closer. My heart thumped as she put her hand on my arm again, and this time I matched her embrace, sliding my arms around her. It felt good, almost perfect. Slightly taller, her hair tickled at my cheeks, and the heat that had been building between us on the bed met at our lips.

I kissed her, my hand sliding up her back, her excited breath hot against my face. Her tongue teased at mine, and my heart had time to miss another beat before she pulled away, pushing her hair back but grinning cheekily.

"That was nice," she said, slowly letting her hands slide off me.

"Yeah," I breathed.

"I might have gotten carried away," she said softly. "All this talk about ghosts and sex, and the way Hazel talks about you, and...maybe I was thinking about something like this before I even came here." Celeste smiled, and then she straightened. "Although I hoped to hold myself off at least until the investigation was really underway, lest things get complicated."

"I'm used to things being complicated now," I said. "Don't worry about that."

"It's admirable," Celeste said, "the way you're handling all of this, Lucas. There's something special about you...something it sounds like Hazel and Savannah and I can all see. I want to help you solve whatever is going on here so that can be explored further."

"I'd...like that," I said. "A lot."

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.

"Ready?" Celeste asked as we stopped at her car. The sun was starting to set in the late afternoon, making her hair glow orange, her silhouette tall and sexy and powerful.

I could do this. We could do this.

"I'm ready."

To Be Continued...


My New Haunt: Part 3


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.
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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.
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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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Did you know magic was real?


I sure didn't. I was just taking my dog out for his nightly walk, and the next thing I knew I had a wizard trying to kill me. Lucky for me, the three witches he's feuding with were there to help.


According to the witch coven, the craziest part is that I survived the encounter at all. I'm just Marcus Larimoore—insurance broker and typical middle-aged guy. The witches are, well...


Azalea is a gorgeous redhead who has been very interested in me since the moment we met. Cassandra is fascinated by me, and the beautiful blonde witch with her shrewd silver eyes makes me feel like she can see my heart beating.


Then there's Esme, the tall, domineering, and stunning brunette who has been annoyed with my presence since day one. The leader of the coven, the last thing she wants is a human in the middle of their fight.


But for better or worse, I'm stuck seeing this thing through to the end. I just hope that I live through it.
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