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The Ghost and Charlie Muir

Bad enough the big old house Charlie Muir inherits is next door to Ian Gregg, the most gorgeous guy he’s ever seen—it also happens to be occupied by Rachel, the ghost who keeps running off his dates. It’s impossible to get any loving when the bed starts shaking…and not because you’re having fun in it.

When Ian helps Charlie search for the source of strange noises in his house, they stumble upon a series of photographs hiding century-old secrets. Curious of the friendship between the two men pictured, Charlie and Ian set off to solve the mystery of their relationship. With the help of the meddling ghost, a magical mirror, and a way too Smart TV, they find answers…and more.
And as things heat up between Charlie and Ian, they begin to wonder if Rachel's meddling has gone too far.

Doesn’t Rachel know Ian is straight?

Or is he?

That kiss they shared the other night sure didn't seem like it.

Or the one after that… 
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Chapter One

 

It all started with a letter he’d almost thrown away.

“We represent the estate of Miss Lucy Muir, and it has come to our attention that you may be one of her heirs. Please contact our office so that we may discuss this matter further.”

Several confusing as hell legal meetings and one DNA test later, Charlie Muir sat in the Court Street law offices of Norse, Bynes, and Trumble, facing a man he didn’t know, who’d changed his life with a simple sentence.

“Repeat that to me again, please?”

The lawyer, Roger Norse, a thin, gray-haired older man, peered over his reading glasses. His kindly smile set Charlie’s heart beating faster. “You heard me right, Mr. Muir. The DNA test was a match. You’re the only surviving relative of Lucy Muir. She is your great-great-aunt, and the house on Willow Place is yours.”

The top hat Charlie had worn for the formal occasion sat heavily on his head, and he removed it to wipe at the sweat that had gathered. For the occasion, he’d dressed formally, in an Edwardian frock coat, ruffled shirt and slim-fitting jeans tucked into high-polished boots, all perks of working in a vintage clothing store. His fifty percent discount was the best. That and having first crack at trying on all the clothes when they came in.

It was only early May, but, of course, the weather hadn’t cooperated, and New York City was experiencing one of those freakishly hot days where the temperature hit over eighty degrees and humidity nearly suffocated him on his walk home from work. Charlie couldn’t wait to get out of his clothes.

“How can that be? I didn’t even know I had a great-great-aunt.” Or a mother, for that matter, he thought to himself. He could’ve used one, instead of being shuffled back and forth from foster home to foster home while growing up.

“Our client, Miss Muir, was, to put it bluntly, very rich. She earmarked money in her estate for us to hire a private investigator. We’ve been searching for over two years, hoping to discover any living relatives. She was very clear in her instructions that we were to look for her brother’s granddaughter—your mother—and if she could not be found, then we were to continue searching for the next in line, and the house was to be theirs. Not only that, but a trust is established to pay the taxes and expenses, so you don’t have to worry about anything. We chased down a lot of leads, but all roads led to you, Mr. Muir. The DNA doesn’t lie. You were the only match we found.”

“Me.” Having zero grasp of the legal system, except for ways to keep his nose clean, Charlie still found it difficult to believe that he, a twenty-seven-year-old guy working in a vintage clothing store during the day, while halfheartedly attempting to write the great American novel at night, was now the owner of a house. Half the time, he was lucky if he remembered where he put the keys to his roach-infested apartment. How was he going to take care of a house?

“Do you know what happened to my mother? I was put in foster care when I was young, and I only have a vague recollection.” Perhaps it was his stubborn pride, but Charlie had never once tried to look for his mother. If she didn’t want him, and would have rather had him be raised by strangers, he had no use for her.

But late at night sometimes, he’d swear he could smell the scent of a familiar perfume, or recall a husky laugh and the glow of a cigarette in the dark.

“She died in 2001. A car accident. I’m sorry.” Norse made sympathetic noises and shuffled the papers in his hand.

Was his detachment at that news odd? His mother was nothing more than a stranger, so Charlie could feel sympathy for the loss of a human life but not much else. “Do you have any information on my father? I have a copy of my birth certificate, and it only has my mother’s name. There’s no entry for the father’s.”

“No, I’m sorry. We didn’t seek to find him, as that wasn’t what we were hired to do.”

“I see.” Not really, but Charlie didn’t know what else to say. He truly was a nobody.

“There are some papers for you to sign, and then I’ll register the deed for you tomorrow. All formalities, I can assure you. There’s only one thing.”

There it was. The catch. “What is it? What do I have to do?” Hopefully it wasn’t to get married and have a kid.

“One stipulation. Miss Muir stated that her heir must agree to live in the house for a period of one year. If at any time you abandon the premises or put it up for sale, the ownership will be revoked, and the house sold by auction to the highest bidder.”

This whole day was getting odder and odder. Charlie should’ve known something bizarre was about to happen when a black crow followed him from his apartment off Third Avenue to the store in Prospect Heights where he worked.

“Why would I do that? I don’t know the condition of the house, but I intend to clean it up and live there. I’d have to be crazy not to.”

“Wonderful,” Norse exclaimed with a smile, obviously happy not to have to argue with him. “Here are the keys. Congratulations, Charlie.” Norse extended his hand, two keys on a plain black metal key chain sitting in his palm.

“Thanks,” Charlie said, reaching out, but before he could touch them, the keys turned a bright, glowing green. He snatched his hand away. “What the hell?”

Mr. Norse stared at him curiously. “What’s wrong?”

“Didn’t you see that?”

“See what?” Brows arched, Norse pursed his lips as he peered at Charlie. “Is everything all right?”

“Th-they glowed. Green.”

“What did? The keys? Green?”

Charlie nodded, aware he sounded ridiculous.

Norse’s expression remained impassive. “Maybe it was a trick of the light? I can assure you, I’ve had them in my possession for over two years, and I’ve never seen them glow any color.”

Could it be possible? Unsure, Charlie chewed his lip. The sun was setting, so it might be a weird light-to-metal thing. What did he know? Whatever it might’ve been, at that moment, the non-glowing keys sat in the palm of Norse’s hand, ready for him to take possession. He reached out again, picked them up, and heard them jingle. All perfectly normal.

“I hope you’ll be very happy there, Charlie.”

Charlie gave the lawyer an absent smile. “I’m sure I will.”

* * *

Three days later, after work, Charlie and his friend Bryan Jaworski stood on the sidewalk in front of his house on Willow Place. His house. Beams of sunlight slanted on the brownstone, and Charlie spied rosebushes planted along the side, their plush blooms nodding in the spring breeze. A high, thick hedge ran between his home and the one next door, leading to the backyard.

A home with a yard. God, that sounded so weird to say or think, considering he’d never had either.

Like many others on the block, the town house stood tall but narrow, close to eighteen feet in width and three stories high. A large bay window faced the street, and wide curved steps led up to the front door, which was painted a glossy green with white trim. A brass knocker shaped like a pineapple gleamed in the sunlight.

“You’re shitting me.” Bryan flicked his lip ring, an annoying habit to Charlie, except when they were kissing. Then he kind of liked the little hard loop pressing into his mouth. He and Bryan had been friends with benefits for a few years. A bit silly but always agreeable, Bryan was someone Charlie could rely on to come over and hold him when the loneliness of living by himself in the city got to be too much.

“Nah, man. It’s all mine. Some old relative died, and I’m her only next of kin. I got the papers and the key to prove it.”

“Cool. The place must be worth a fortune. You could sell it and be set for life. Buy a place wherever you want.”

True, but the moment he’d turned the corner to this hidden street, Charlie had felt a pull to this house. Which, of course, was silly because he’d never heard of Willow Place and had definitely never been on the one-block area, and yet it somehow seemed familiar. As if he were coming home.

Excitement built inside him as he mounted the steps, Bryan on his heels. Charlie turned the key in the lock, and the door swung open to an entrance close to eight feet wide. A staircase rose before him on the left, and all the rooms lay to his right, with a long hallway bisecting the home. He’d expected…well, he had no idea what to expect, frankly, but a quick peek revealed a fully furnished home, complete with pictures on the walls.

“Dude, this is the shit.”

Bryan truly had a way with words.

“Yeah. It’s pretty incredible.” Charlie’s gaze traveled up and down the walls, and as he walked, he touched them, still disbelieving this was all his. All so strange and yet so familiar. “I had no idea it was furnished. The lawyer didn’t say anything about it. I thought it was an empty house.” He’d planned on bringing a pillow and a blanket and sleeping on the floor. It was the first time he had someplace to call his own.

They wandered into a room with a fireplace and the kind of furniture Charlie remembered one of his foster mothers kept covered in plastic and beat his butt if she caught him sitting on it. Quickly pushing that ugly memory to the far corners of his mind, he walked across the room to the rear of the house. A large, wavy-glass window overlooking a backyard let in the sunlight, still bright in the spring evening. It spilled warm and golden over the polished wood of a dining table.

His table.

Charlie smoothed his hand over the shining surface, thinking back to when he was young and wished he could have Thanksgiving and Christmas dinners at a table like this. There would be plenty of food and heaps of desserts and laughter. A family to love and love him.

Blinking away his daydream, Charlie peered out the window to the surprisingly large garden. The kitchen door opened to a concrete deck with room for a grill and a lounge chair or two. Charlie counted five steps to a grassy area with wildly growing, colorful, flowering bushes. The lawn was overgrown but green and lush.

“Dude, you even got a dishwasher and everything.”

Bryan had found the kitchen and was poking around in the cabinets. Charlie joined him in the center of the room and surveyed the stainless-steel appliances and white countertops. Pale-wood cabinets lined the wall, and above the deep sink, a window overlooked the yard. He opened a few cabinets, expecting them to be empty, but plain white plates and bowls sat stacked, and glassware and platters were set beside them. The vibe here felt almost as if he were expected.

“I feel like I’m in an episode of House Hunters, but I already own the place.”

“And you didn’t have to pay nothing for it either.” Bryan grinned at him. “That’s the best part. Let’s go upstairs and check out the rest of the place. Lookit.” He pointed to a stairway tucked against the wall, which Charlie hadn’t noticed. “You can sneak down in the middle of the night for a snack.”

Charlie mounted the steps. “Who am I sneaking away from? I’ll be here by myself.”

They reached the top of the stairs, and Bryan put his hands on Charlie’s waist. “I’m happy to stay with you.” He kissed Charlie’s neck. “You know, in case you get scared.”

A floorboard creaked, and Charlie stiffened. “Did you hear that?”

Bryan, whose hands had moved from Charlie’s hips to cup his crotch, mumbled, “No. Didn’t hear nothing. Where’s the bedroom?” He popped the button on Charlie’s jeans and unzipped the fly.

Pleasure soaked through Charlie, and forgetting the noise, he stiffened under Bryan’s probing fingers. “I don’t know. Remember? I’ve never been here.” He pointed to the door closest to them. “Try this door.”

Bryan gave him one last squeeze before stepping away. He reached the door in two steps and put his hand on the knob. “Ow, shit. That’s hot.” The skin of his palm blazed an angry red, as if burned.

“What happened?” Charlie grabbed Bryan’s wrist. “You got burned? How?”

“I don’t know. I touched the doorknob, and it was like putting my hand over an open flame.” He shook it and blew across the skin.

“That makes no sense.” With trepidation, Charlie reached out a finger to the doorknob, prepared to jerk it away from the searing heat, but it was cool to the touch. “It’s not hot.”

“What the fuck?” Bryan continued to puff air across his palm.

“Maybe the sun was shining on it a long time and it got really hot? I have no idea.” With a firm grip, Charlie turned the knob and opened the door, revealing a nice-sized room with a king-sized bed, matching nightstands with lamps flanking each side, and a dresser with a large, ornate gilt mirror hanging over it. A fancy chandelier hung over the bed, and the windows had curtains hanging from them. Charlie felt like he was living in one of those old movies he loved to watch.

“It doesn’t hurt too bad. Not anymore.” Bryan moved close to him, and Charlie looped his arms around his neck.

“No? So you don’t want me to kiss it and make it better?” His lips met Bryan’s, and they kissed while Bryan walked Charlie backward to the bed. He fell onto it, and Bryan remained standing, blue eyes already heavy-lidded and hazy.

“I got something else you can kiss.” He cupped his crotch, and Charlie could see the outline of Bryan’s full cock. His ass clenched. Bryan was big, the biggest he’d ever had, and there was nothing, Charlie had discovered when he’d started having sex regularly, that he liked more than getting plowed by a big fat one. Bryan might be kind of dopey, and they might not have much to talk about, but Charlie didn’t care. Sometimes sex was enough.

“Hurry,” he said, pulling Bryan’s zipper down to release the rigid thrust of his erection.

“You like it? Wanna take me in your mouth?”

Breathing heavily and totally turned-on, Charlie licked his lips. “Yeah.” He yanked Bryan’s jeans to his knees and cupped his crotch.

Ready to go to town, Charlie startled as a crash sounded behind him. “What the hell?”

Bryan howled. “Let go of me. You’re pulling my dick off.”

But Charlie didn’t answer; he couldn’t catch his breath. The mirror hanging over the dresser had fallen off its hook, but that wasn’t what had him so freaked out. In the glass he saw the reflection of a lady in old-fashioned clothes—turn of the last century, he observed. She gazed at him with a disapproving face, mouthed the word no, then disappeared.

The lights from the nightstand lamps flickered on and off, and the shades tilted to crazy angles. The chandelier hanging above them began to sway, its crystals tinkling.

Bryan’s face paled. “What the fuck is going on here?”

Charlie jumped up, his heart pounding. “I-I don’t know. Maybe there’s an earthquake, or something’s going on with the electrical wiring.”

The sheer curtains billowed out, but the windows in the room were firmly shut. Charlie could see the tall oak tree outside, its leaves and branches perfectly still. Goose bumps popped up on his arms, and hairs rose on the back of his neck.

Something weird was going on.

“It’s fucking Brooklyn, not LA. We don’t get earthquakes. Dude, I’m getting outta here. I’m getting a creepy vibe.” With his hands on his now-soft dick, Bryan stuffed himself into his briefs and pulled up his jeans. “Are you coming?”

Before Charlie had a chance to answer, Bryan cried out, “Oww, oww, shit. Something’s squeezing my balls. Help. Oww. Fuck.” He danced on his toes, his face screwed up in agony. “Owww, Charlie, help meeee…”

Dumbfounded, Charlie watched as Bryan, hopping on his feet, was manhandled out of the room by some invisible force. He teetered at the top of the stairs, his eyes huge.

“Help me, it’s ripping my dick off. Owww.” Face red, he pawed at his crotch and stumbled down the stairs.

Charlie heard the front door slam and ran into the bedroom to catch a glimpse of Bryan out the window, racing across the street, legs pumping as fast as he could.

The house settled, and Charlie sat on the bed. The lamplights were now off, the tilted shades returned to their original, upright state. The previously swinging chandelier remained unmoving. Maybe he was hallucinating? But then he saw the fallen mirror lying on the dresser.

It’s old. Maybe the hanging wire broke.

But when he went to check, the wire still stretched from end to end, and the hook remained bolted firmly to the wall. Charlie scratched his head. “What the heck is going on?” He picked up the mirror, grunted at its weight, and stood on his tiptoes to rehang it. When he stepped back to see if it was straight, he screamed and jumped.

“Shit. Who the hell are you?”

The same face as before, an older lady in a dark, high-necked gown, gazed at him. He spun around to see her by the bed. He rubbed his eyes and opened them wide, but she still stood there.

Stood being an exaggeration. More like hovered. He could see her feet, and she glowed…no, that wasn’t right either. Charlie closed his eyes for a moment and reopened them, but she remained. Light from the outside shone through her. Silvery? Hmm. Not quite. She was…transparent. Sort of. He rubbed his face.

“What the hell. Who are you? Is this a joke or something?”

She pursed her lips and spoke in a disapproving tone. “You should be ashamed of yourself, bringing that man into this house.”

“What?”

She levitated several inches off the floor and peered down her nose as she floated closer. Charlie’s heart pounded and he wanted to move, but his back pressed into the dresser. He had nowhere to go.

“Answer me. Am I dreaming? I must be dreaming. This can’t be real.”

Wake up. Now. Please.

Charlie blinked and rubbed his eyes, but she still hovered in front of him, looking like a cross between an angry Mary Poppins and Mrs. Doubtfire. He pinched his wrist and felt pain. Shit. He wasn’t sleeping.

Was he talking to a ghost? No fucking way. There had to be an explanation. Maybe they were shooting a movie outside, and this was a reflection. He’d seen lots of movie trucks in Brooklyn over the past week. But even as he thought it, Charlie realized how crazy that sounded.

Crazier than seeing a ghost and having a conversation with her?

The figure floated away, then disappeared.

Whoa. What the hell?

He must be going fucking crazy.


Chapter Two

 

There was probably never a right time to break up with someone, but choosing the morning after a night where he’d had too much to drink was probably not the best decision Ian Gregg had ever made. But when Deena, the girl he’d been dating for the past three months, woke up and started talking about moving in together, buying new furniture for his apartment, and planning trips for the following year, Ian had to say something. And that something was: “I don’t think we should keep seeing each other anymore. I’m sorry.”

Wide-eyed with horror, Deena sat up in bed next to him. Her full lower lip trembled. “But I thought we were gonna be together.” She sniffled, and Ian prayed she wouldn’t start crying for real. Once a woman started crying, he was helpless. Early on, his three older sisters had discovered that secret weapon and used it to their advantage unmercifully.

“Deena, we’ve only been seeing each other three months. I just don’t think we’re looking for the same things.” He ran a hand down her arm, meaning it as a soothing gesture, but she pulled away from him.

“Don’t touch me.” Naked, she climbed out of his bed and stood glaring at him. “Tell me the truth. Was I just another screw to you? Was I?”

“No, that’s not true.” His head throbbed from the multiple shots of tequila he’d done with the guys, but Ian tried to make it right with her. “I like you. We have fun together.” Their sex life had been mediocre, but Ian didn’t expect more. When his friends talked about having sex with their girlfriends and going to the moon and all that, he’d nod without understanding. Sex was sex. It felt good, but nothing off the charts. Even looking at Deena standing in front of him with her sexy, curvy body on full display didn’t give him a hard-on.

“But you’re not in love with me.” She picked up her clothes and began to dress.

He hung his head. “No, I’m sorry. I don’t want to lead you on. You’re a nice person and you should be with someone who deserves you.”

Deena zipped up her jeans. “I’m sorry too. But we had fun, right?”

His boxers lay on the floor by the bed, and he pulled them on before giving her a hug. “Yeah, of course we did. You’re amazing. I know you’ll find someone who’ll love you to pieces.” He hopped into his jeans and walked her to the front door. “It really is a case of it’s not you, it’s me.”

“I guess I thought it might happen with us. I really liked you. You’re a nice guy.” She gazed up at him. “Can I have a kiss good-bye?”

Why not? He dipped his head to touch his lips to hers, but she wrapped her arms around him and clung to his shoulders, pushing her tongue into his mouth. Caught off guard, he allowed it to last a little longer than he should’ve because he didn’t want her to feel rejected. But no matter how hard she tried, there was no pleasure in it for him, and after a few seconds she got the message and pulled away.

“You’re really not into me.”

What was her first clue? If he didn’t want her when she was naked in his bed, kissing him when they were dressed wasn’t going to change his mind.

“Is there anyone else? Another girl?”

“What? No, of course not.” He had to stop himself from repeatedly apologizing.

“Okay. Are you sure you don’t want just a little break? I’m okay if you want to not see each other for a week.”

“I don’t think it’s going to work out. You should be with someone who’s crazy about you. You deserve that in a boyfriend.”

There was nothing left to say, and he watched as she got into her Uber, the scent of her perfume on his skin and in his nose. He would miss having someone to hold at night, but it wasn’t fair. Ian never wanted to be the one to hurt anyone.

Once he’d showered and dressed for an afternoon of puttering around in the garden, he slapped together a few peanut butter and jelly sandwiches and ate them while looking through his messages. He checked his Instagram and saw Deena had already taken him off her profile picture, and they were no longer an official couple. Hazard of modern dating—everyone had to know your business. Ian was sure his friends would be messaging to find out the score, but he had little desire to talk to anyone.

Ian left his apartment and, coffee in hand, he walked through the main house out to the back deck. When his parents retired and moved to Florida, he’d jumped at their suggestion to live in the ground floor apartment and take care of the rest of the house for them, in lieu of rent. It wasn’t one of those big brownstones so common in the neighborhood, but rather a smaller redbrick town house. Ian wasn’t complaining. His sisters, all married, had settled in different parts of the country, but he’d stayed in the city. He’d thought about moving, but something inside him balked at the idea. Plus, his parents depended on him, and free rent was a big hell to the yeah.

“Ahh.” He savored the first sip of coffee and stretched out his legs.

The new neighbor, a guy who looked to be his age, was already out on his deck, sunning himself on a lounge chair. He’d moved in about two weeks ago, and Ian had spotted him coming and going, probably to work, dressed in weird, old-fashioned clothes. Maybe he worked for a movie company. He gave the man a side-eye to see what he was wearing today, but his shirt was off and all he had on was a pair of thin black-and-white-striped shorts. A weird golden glow surrounded him, and Ian blinked a few times, wondering if the unusual spring heat was getting to him.

Maybe it was allergies. Or the remnants of his hangover. He rubbed his eyes.

Not wanting to be caught staring, Ian finished his coffee and grabbed the pruning shears he’d brought out from the house along with thick work gloves. When Miss Muir, the old lady next door, was alive, she’d hired him to keep her garden, but once she died and the house closed up, the gate had been locked and Ian had to stop. He guessed the new owner would work on it, but it was too bad. She had some beautiful trees and flowers.

He spent the first hour mowing the lawn, then dealt with weeds. He planted the tomatoes he’d bought and dug rows for zucchini seeds. Satisfied with his handiwork, he next tackled the many different rosebushes, and after cutting off the dead and dying branches, Ian pruned them back. He planted impatiens along the border, clipped the azaleas and the evergreens, and stopped for a minute to wipe the sweat dripping from his brow.

“Want a cold drink?”

Ian’s shears fell into the grass as he spun around to see his new neighbor waving and peering at him from his deck. That same strange golden glow from earlier still enveloped him. Ian noticed the man’s knee-length shorts had settled below his hip bones, coming dangerously close to slipping off completely. A thin line of hair disappeared past the waistband of his shorts, and it looked like he wasn’t wearing underwear.

Ian blinked. Now why the hell had he noticed that? 

“Oh, yeah, sure. Thanks. That’d be great.”

“Come on over. I’ll unlock the gate for you.”

With a bright smile, he ambled down the stairs of his deck, while Ian stripped off the work gloves and set the shears on his steps, then walked through the house to get to the opposite side. His house and the neighbor’s were connected by a shared wall, with a narrow path on Miss Muir’s side leading to her backyard gate. The guy waited by it as Ian approached.

“Hi again,” he said. “I’m Charlie Muir.”

Big green eyes crinkled as he smiled, and a sprinkle of freckles dusted the bridge of his slightly sunburned nose. They were familiar eyes, but how could that be? Ian had never seen or heard of Charlie Muir before this moment. Charlie held out his hand, and Ian grasped it.

An electric shock sizzled through Ian at the contact of their fingers, and the golden glow surrounding Charlie like a second skin pulsed brighter. Ian’s breath caught, and prickles of awareness rose on his skin. Ian’s gaze captured Charlie’s, and those big eyes widened.

He dropped Charlie’s hand but noticed Charlie’s mouth forming an O of surprise.

So he felt it too.

“I’m Ian Gregg. You’re related to the Miss Muir who used to live here?”

“Yeah, I guess. It’s a weird story. Come on inside.” He waved his hand. “Still want that ice water? Or would you rather have a beer?”

His body still dragging from the previous night, Ian shook his head. “I’m good with the water, thanks.” Following behind Charlie, Ian noticed his slightly freckled skin as they walked inside the coolness of the house.

“You better put some lotion on. You look like you burn easily.”

Charlie checked his arms, his long lashes fanning down on his cheeks. “Thanks. I have some, but I haven’t spent much time in the sun this season. I work all week, and I never had a backyard.” He took a pitcher of water from the fridge. “This homeownership stuff is all new to me.”

Charlie poured two glasses, and they sat at the round wooden table. The room surprised Ian with its hominess. On the rare occasions Miss Muir made appearances outside, she seemed stiff and formal with people, but this kitchen with its lemon-painted walls and pale-wood cabinets gave off a comfortable country vibe.

“So,” Ian said, once again feeling in control but still disconcerted by the brightness clinging to Charlie, “I’d seen lights on but wasn’t sure if anyone had bought the house.”

Charlie’s long fingers encircled the glass. “I didn’t buy it. I found out I inherited the house. Miss Muir was my great-great-aunt.”

“Oh, wow. That’s crazy. So you were close with the family?” Ian rubbed his jaw. “I’ve lived here all my life but don’t remember ever seeing you.”

“And you’d remember him,” a voice whispered in his ear.

“What? Huh?” He spun around in his chair to look behind him, but all he saw was the empty kitchen.

“What’s wrong?”

Facing forward, Ian found Charlie’s watchful, big green eyes on him.

“Nothing. I’ve got a hangover from last night, and my head hurts.”

“Here.” Charlie jumped up and took a bottle from the cabinet. “Take some aspirin.”

“Thanks.” Ian shook out two and popped them into his mouth, washing the pills down with his water.

“Back to this house,” Charlie said. “I grew up in foster care, so I didn’t know I had any family and never bothered to try and find them.”

“How come?”

“ ’Cause I figured if they didn’t want me, why waste my time looking for them? I didn’t need them when I was grown up. I needed them when I was a little kid.”

“That sucks. I’m sorry. I have three sisters and always joked when I was little that I wished I were an only child or lived by myself.” But Ian could sympathize. Poor guy. Much as he bemoaned his sisters, he loved his big, noisy, nosy family.

“No, you don’t. Trust me.” Charlie’s mouth drooped momentarily. “Anyway, about a month ago, I got a letter from this lawyer’s office saying they traced me from hospital records, and we did a DNA test. My mother was Lucy Muir’s great-niece, and so a blood relation, and I’m her only known living relative, which means the house is mine.”

“Wow. That’s crazy, but lucky you. The house is worth a ton.”

“Yeah. The first time I came and brought my friend, he said I should sell it and get the money.”

Those words sent a rush of panic through Ian. He didn’t want that. Why? Damned if he knew, but it was imperative to him that Charlie stay in this house.

“Are you gonna?” he asked cautiously.

Charlie gnawed on his lip. “I don’t wanna, but some crazy stuff happened.”

“Crazy like what?” Did he see that golden glow surrounding him? Did he know?

Silent for a moment, Charlie cocked his head as if studying him; then he stood up and beckoned him. “Follow me.”

Without even thinking to question Charlie, Ian took the side staircase behind him. Charlie stopped on the second floor, outside a room. Funny, though he’d never been inside, having only worked in the garden, from the moment he entered, Ian had a picture in his mind’s eye of what the house would look like.

“Would you mind opening the door?”

Ian shrugged. “Sure, I guess.” With Charlie watching intently, he grasped the doorknob and turned it, and the door swung open.

“Is your hand okay?” Charlie sounded anxious.

Ian showed his palm and flexed his fingers. “Yeah, why?”

But Charlie didn’t answer, merely shook his head and muttered, “Weird.” He brushed past Ian and entered the bedroom. When they made contact, Ian’s body tingled to awareness as if fingers of fire lay over his skin.

“So what happened?” Ian remained in the doorway.

Charlie sat on the bed. “Well, I brought a friend to see the house, and we came upstairs. We were, uh, fooling around…” His face turned pink, and he couldn’t meet Ian’s eyes.

A shocking wellspring of fury ignited within Ian at the thought of Charlie having sex with someone, and he struggled to bank the anger and understand it. Why the hell would he care who Charlie banged?

“Go on,” he said roughly, caught between wanting to hear what Charlie had to say and punching a hole in the wall.

“First the door handle almost burned his hand, then the mirror fell off the wall, the lights started flashing on and off, the chandelier swayed back and forth, and the curtains blew, even though the windows were closed.”

“Hmm.” Ian walked inside the bedroom. It all seemed normal. “Can I check the lamps?”

“Sure.”

Ian tested the switches and unscrewed the bulbs. “Well, I’m an electrician and a contractor, and I don’t see anything bizarre. The switches are tight, and the bulbs are pretty new.”

“So what could cause that?”

“Can I see your circuit box? Sometimes there’s a short, and that can cause lights to flicker.”

“I know,” Charlie said. “But what about the chandelier swinging and the mirror falling off the wall?” He pointed to it. “It’s heavy, and the wire didn’t break.”

“Is it possible you bumped into the dresser or banged against the wall? That could’ve caused the mirror to fall.”

Charlie’s face reddened. “N-no. We’d, uh, stopped by that time.”

Ian walked over to examine the mirror. Something flickered before his eyes. Was it a reflection? Couldn’t be, as only he and Charlie were in the room. He scratched his head. “It looks pretty solid to me.”

Charlie’s face shone with relief. “Good. Lemme show you the fuse box. It’s in the basement.”

They took the stairs to the basement, and when Charlie continued to give off enough light for Ian to see in the murky darkness, Ian couldn’t keep it to himself anymore. “Do you know you have this glow around you?”

Charlie stopped so abruptly, Ian banged into him and had to grab his arm to keep from falling forward. His fingers curled around Charlie’s bicep. God, the man’s skin was smooth under his fingers, and Ian ran his palm around the curve of muscle. Warmth flooded him, and Ian found himself helpless to prevent his hands from touching Charlie. It was as if his body had a will of its own, separate and apart from his brain. The light emanating from Charlie enveloped him in an almost sexual rush.

Charlie turned his head, and his shocked, open mouth hovered next to Ian’s cheek. Damned if Ian couldn’t feel the hot press of those lips on his. Charlie’s breath hitched, and at the sound, Ian’s dick stiffened to embarrassing hardness. Knowing Charlie must be able to feel him through those thin shorts he wore, Ian gulped. Maybe he was still drunk from the night before. 

“Sorry. I don’t know what’s going on.” He forced his hand off Charlie’s arm and stepped back.

Charlie drew in several deep breaths. “It’s okay.”

That husky voice sizzled through Ian, and his gut clenched. “No,” Ian muttered. “It’s not. I’m not gay or anything.”

“ ‘Or anything.’ What does that mean?”

“I’m not into guys. I don’t want you to think I was coming on to you. But…” Ian didn’t know what to say without sounding like a dick, but he wanted to be straight with Charlie. “I don’t know, man. When I first saw you outside, I noticed a light surrounding you.” Ian motioned over Charlie’s head and around his body. “Head to toe.” Those big eyes grew larger, staring at him as if he’d spoken in a foreign tongue. Ian held his hands up in the air. “I know. It’s weird. Maybe I should get my eyes checked.”

Confusion settled in Charlie’s eyes. “I don’t understand it either. No one else has ever mentioned it.” Carefully, he patted his head. “Up here too?”

Ian nodded. “Yeah. Your hand goes through it. Maybe it’s the cheap tequila I drank.”

“I hear tequila makes people do strange things.” Charlie chuckled, and Ian felt better that the uneasy mood between them had disappeared. 

“Can you check the circuits first, and then I’ll tell you what I mean.”

“Sure.” Ian opened the circuit box. “Huh. There are a few tripped, so that might be the issue. I’ll flip them for you, and that should do the trick.” His smile to Charlie attempted to be reassuring even though he wasn’t too certain himself. “All done. You know, a lot of these old houses have wacky lighting, even if they are brought up to code. Plus, the foundations settle and make strange noises all the time. I wouldn’t take it too seriously.”

“Okay, thanks. I don’t know anything about houses, old or new.” Relief filled Charlie’s eyes. “Let’s go up. This place gives me the creeps.” They tramped up the stairs and wound up back in the kitchen. “You know, I think I definitely need a beer now.” He took a bottle from the refrigerator. “Are you sure you don’t want one?”

Ian wiggled his fingers. “Hell yeah, give it here. I’ve changed my mind.”

After sipping the cold brew for a minute, Charlie said, “Tell me more about it. The light around me, I mean.”

Feeling foolish, Ian took a gulp of the beer. “Well, like I said, it’s like you’re lit up from the inside and your whole body glows.” Helpless, he lifted both hands up in the air. “I know you’re gonna think I’m crazy, but—”

Charlie interrupted him. “I feel like someone’s watching me. Inside the house.”

“What? Like through your windows?” Ian peered over Charlie’s shoulder as if expecting to see someone staring at them through the kitchen window.

“No. Like…” He shook his head and shrugged. “Never mind. It’s dumb. I think it’s because I’m not used to being by myself, so I pay attention to every little noise now, where before in an apartment building, it could always be someone else.”

A troubled expression settled over his face, and Ian wondered who’d be watching him. Charlie must be smoking some crazy shit, Ian decided. It was the only explanation for the visions he was having. “Has anything else weird happened?”

“Well…Bryan…the guy I was with…” Here he stopped, and his entire face tinged red. Ian felt bad about what he’d said in the basement, yet he couldn’t forget his inexplicable anger at Charlie being with someone, along with this curious pull toward him. A force beyond his control. As if to prove his words, the hairs stood up on the nape of his neck, and goose bumps rose on his arms.

“Go on,” Ian spoke softly. Remembering the touch of Charlie’s soft skin, he shivered. The light surrounding Charlie pulsed, and Ian’s breath caught at the unearthly glow. 

Charlie blinked. “Bryan told me it felt like someone was squeezing his balls and ripping his dick off. And when he reached the top of the stairs by the bedroom, something invisible seemed to kick him in the ass and push him down the steps.”

“That’s nuts. Were you guys smoking anything?”

“I don’t do drugs,” Charlie replied frostily. “I’ll have a beer, but I don’t like getting high or out of control.”

“Everyone should lose control once in a while,” Ian responded, then shut his mouth. He couldn’t remember much from the night before except Deena bringing him home in an Uber while he concentrated on not throwing up. After she undressed him, he’d attempted to initiate sex but failed and passed out. With the clarity of a head no longer fuzzy from alcohol or a hangover, Ian regretted acting so uncouth and stupid, but he couldn’t help wondering if he tended to drink so much when he went out on dates to mask his dissatisfaction. He tried so hard to enjoy sex, but it never measured up to what everyone else said. “But it’s good to stay sober too. I might try it myself.” He eyed his half-finished beer.

“You can start after you drink that, so you don’t waste my beer,” Charlie said, his infectious smile lighting him up while the glow around him thinned to a pure golden haze, gilding the tips of his reddish hair. Again, Ian felt drawn to this man, who with each passing moment, seemed less like a stranger and more like someone he’d known all his life.

“I guess so.” Ian took one long swallow and set the now-empty bottle on the table. “If you ask me, I think you should find out what’s going on. I have no idea why you look all golden to me.” He rubbed his eyes. “I may’ve gotten hammered last night, but tequila or not, I’m sober now and still seeing it.”

Without saying a word, Ian reached out toward Charlie’s light. Warmth and an incredible sense of peace filled him when his fingers touched Charlie’s hair. “So soft.”

Charlie remained mute, his green eyes glittering as Ian continued to slide his fingers through the silky waves. Warmth turned to heat, and his hand rested on the back of Charlie’s head, cupping the curve of his skull before sliding around the angle of his jaw. Bristles scratched his palm, and a pulse beat madly in Charlie’s neck, pushing against Ian’s thumb. Light gilded the smattering of freckles along the bridge of Charlie’s straight, strong nose. 

Okay, this was too fucking weird. Why was he touching Charlie again? He wasn’t attracted to guys, yet Charlie wasn’t like any other guy he’d ever met. Their eyes locked across the table.

What would it be like to kiss him?

A thud sounded from above, and they both jumped. The odd mood between them broken, Ian cast a wary glance to the ceiling.

“What was that?”

A bit frightened, Charlie gazed back at him. “I don’t know.”

Pretending more bravado than he possessed, Ian rose from his chair. “Let’s go find out.”


Chapter Three

 

Don’t fall for him. Don’t be an idiot.

That was the refrain running through Charlie’s head as he followed Ian upstairs. When it came to the golden glow Ian mentioned, Charlie suspected from Ian’s slightly red-rimmed eyes and pouchy, dark bags underneath that the supposed light was more the result of his gorgeous neighbor still suffering from the aftereffects of a hangover than any psychic occurrences. Staying up late on the weekend was the only time Charlie could find to work on his novel—a story about a young gay man who finds love when he least expects it—but more often than not, he ended up staring out the window. That was when he’d seen Ian’s girlfriend helping him out of the car around one in the morning the night before.

If he had to confess, Charlie watched Ian quite a bit. In the two weeks he’d been living in the house, Charlie had caught sight of him working in the garden numerous times. The past Saturday had been freakishly hot, and Charlie, sitting on the deck, almost swooned when Ian pulled off the T-shirt he wore, baring all his luscious, tanned skin and rippling abs. A dark happy trail led down that tight six-pack to beneath the waistband of his pants, and when he bent to pull the weeds, his sweats slipped, revealing the top curve of an ass so beautiful, Charlie’s mouth dropped and his heart almost stopped. To keep himself from passing out, Charlie had to walk away and hit the shower to get off.

He debated telling Ian about the ghostly old lady he’d seen in his bedroom, but he didn’t want to come off as a freak. Plus, he wasn’t sure how Ian felt living next to him now, especially after that comment about not being gay. One revelation per evening was enough.

“Where do you think it came from?” Ian asked, biting his lip.

Returning to the present, Charlie shifted on his feet. “I don’t know. Let’s look in my bedroom first.” He opened the door, and they walked in. Too late, Charlie remembered he hadn’t made his bed, but even worse was the white bottle of lube, labeled Slick, showing up clearly against the dark-blue fabric of the comforter. Charlie could only hope Ian wasn’t paying attention.

They walked around the room, and Ian kneeled to peer under the bed. “Nothing there except dust.” He wiped his hands on his jeans and stood, surveying the area. “Maybe it was a squirrel miscalculating the distance, and we jumped to conclusions. Those little fuckers are always running across my roof.”

Another hard thud sounded. Ian’s mouth fell open. Wide-eyed, he sidled closer to Charlie.

“What was that?” Ian’s lips tickled Charlie’s ear, sparking all sorts of dark thrills despite his nerves.

“I don’t know, but it sounded like it came from the next floor up. I’ve only been to the third floor once.”

They stared at each other, and Charlie watched as Ian’s gaze traveled to the ceiling.

“You wanna go see?” Ian rubbed the back of his neck.

Not really, Charlie wanted to say, but he nodded, feeling more secure with Ian there. Hopefully the ghost lady wouldn’t appear.

“This way.” He waved his hand. “The staircase from the kitchen doesn’t go to the third level. We’ll have to use the main one.” He exited the room with Ian right behind him and walked to the front of the house.

As if they’d arranged it, they marched slowly up the staircase with Charlie in the lead and Ian right on his heels. Three closed doors greeted them from the small landing—two on one side and one on the other.

“Let’s do this one first.” Charlie pointed to the closest room.

“Go ahead.”

Gingerly, Charlie put his hand on the knob and turned it. The door opened to a small dim room smelling of musty drapes, dampness, and wood. A beam of sunlight shone through the lone narrow window, highlighting a fine sheen of dust over the wooden floors, untouched by any footprints.

“Nothing,” he whispered over his shoulder to Ian. “Looks like no one’s been here in years.”

“You’ve only been up here once since you moved in, you said?” Ian murmured.

The atmosphere called for subdued voices and slow movements. Charlie
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