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To the one who almost ruined the book and became the 10th bordello ghost.
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Chapter One
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Sophie Anthony tapped her foot as she sat across the desk from her family's attorney. Beside her, her dad's phone rang for the fifth time in the last ten minutes. It was taking forever for her to get the paperwork signed so she could start the job of ridding the old bordello of ghosts.

Her dad stood to his full height of six feet. "Excuse me, I need to take this."

"Christopher, I think by this point, Sophie can handle accepting the job." Mr. Kendel, the attorney, removed his glasses to pinch the bridge of his nose. Even Mr. Kendel, who'd worked with their family for thirty years, was annoyed by the frequency of breaks.

Dad hesitated. "Your sister is struggling with today's episode on her television show. The guest is late. Sophie, sign the paperwork and then take off." He answered the phone on his way out. "I know, Eloise, I'm on my way. I'll fix everything."

"You have the patience of a saint," murmured Mr. Kendel as he handed Sophie the contract. "Go ahead and review everything while I make myself some coffee. Do you want anything?"

"I'm fine, and I'm used to Dad running off to help my sister. Eloise is the pampered princess of the family." Sophie glanced over the forms. 

Usually, her father handled everything regarding the paranormal business. She never had the chance to show him how much she learned from all her studies. Maybe she should have felt grateful that her dad still wanted to help her, but instead, she felt he controlled her too much.

Noticing errors and price differences, Sophie's stomach dropped. She took a pen and began marking the issues. By the time she finished reading, her blood boiled. Her father was pocketing almost ninety percent of her money, leaving her with a small amount that barely lasted until her next job. He'd even made the property part of the payment. A payment she wasn't even aware of.

"Any problems? I can have my assistant correct them. Danielle loves working with your family. She's a huge fan of the supernatural." Mr. Kendel brought back two cookies and a cup of coffee. He slid one of the plastic-wrapped treats in front of Sophie.

"I know Danielle is raved about by Dad, but this is horrible." Sophie's voice broke. 

She felt like bawling from the betrayal. If she hadn't read it herself, she never would've learned her dad was taking advantage of her.

"What are you talking about?" Mr. Kendel glanced over the file and paled. "I'm so sorry, Sophie. I'll review the records again. I don't understand how this became so twisted. I wrote the original. You'd get the property, and the full payment for the job would go into the account your father set up for you all those years ago."

Sophie blinked back tears. "I've always known that nobody respected me because I'm weaker than everyone else at exorcising ghosts. I can hardly deal with hauntings unlike the rest of my family, so he assigns the easy cases to me. How much money and property have they swindled out of me? I'm not making enough money to buy a house or even have enough time away from work to enjoy life." 

Mr. Kendel sat at his computer. "I'm printing the original files again. What remains intact is the property owner's agreement on the price and the transfer of the deed into your name once the job is finished. Sophie, I'm going to start a new account for you, one your father won't have access to?"

Sophie froze. The thought that her meager earnings were vulnerable to even more corruption made her wonder how much her family had taken from her. "Yes, I want my own account, and from now on, I'll handle my own paperwork. I want Dad removed from being my manager. Is there any way to find out what he's taken from me, and if I can get any of it back? Is this going to put your job at risk?"

The attorney snorted. "Your father could try firing me, but a supernatural contract binds my loyalty to the Anthony family. I get paid when people work, including you. I can't betray the bloodline, but that doesn't mean I can't take action against one of them if I have to. That includes defending you."

She understood that the bloodline talk was connected to the contract he signed when he was hired. There are very few kinds of supernatural contracts, and loyalty to the bloodline is one of them. Sometimes, just listening for keywords can reveal the nature of the bond.

"Then do what you can. Try not to alert anyone until the last minute. If this is like any other case that Eloise tosses my way, it'll take me a while to complete it." Sophie sat back, pretending her heart wasn't racing against her ribcage like a trapped bat.

A printer loudly started up, drawing her attention toward the device on Mr. Kendel's filing cabinet. The quiet, apart from the hum and noise of the printer, added to Sophie's stress. Craving sweets, she nibbled on her cookie.

Mr. Kendel carefully double-checked the paperwork before handing it to Sophie, who reviewed it and found it flawless, just as she expected. She signed it and allowed Mr. Kendel to file it. He kept her long enough to set up a new account and promised she would receive a new bank card within the week.

In a daze after the meeting, Sophie drove her van to the nearest fast-food place and then stopped at a park to splurge on salty fries and cheap hamburgers, which she regretted minutes after eating. Full but feeling down, she rested her head against the steering wheel. Her diet was ruined. 

She had promised herself she'd eat better. No more fast food, no more junky trash, and no more emotional binging. She had to get it together. It wasn't the end of the world. So, her dad betrayed her, stole from her, and kept her too poor to buy a house. She blew out her breath. Her own dad.

She cried and bawled right there in the parking lot of an empty park where she had chosen to hide her ravenous hunger. By the time she finished, her head ached, her eyes felt hot and itchy, her stomach churned, and all she wanted was to crawl into the bed of her pre-owned camper. Just the thought of what she was stuck living in, compared to her family's riches, crushed her once again. The gap between her and her relatives always seemed enormous because she was born with a weak gift in a world where only a small fraction of humans had the power to fix nature's problems. 

Her dad had cheated her out of her hard-earned money and buildings, making sure she couldn't afford to be independent from the family that shunned her.
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A crash followed by tinkling glass broke the silence. Sophie gasped. The men her father hired to make the building safe to walk through usually weren't this clumsy. 

She eyed the front of the house. The door had shattered. The worker walked right through the mess before he chucked his toolbox to the floor, causing more dents and dings. The fact that the building would be hers and was treated irresponsibly left her angry. She wanted to preserve the place if possible.

So many people tore down haunted buildings due to superstition and fears. 

Ghosts were simply a mix of energies. Not all spirits came from the living. Location-based trauma, major events, high electrical activity, or lightning strikes could disturb the natural order and alter the world's flow, creating what people called ghosts or hauntings.

The bordello was in Orchard Hill, a small but popular historical town that was accepting, if not leery, about the hauntings.

The worker kicked the box, creating new scuffs on the wooden floor. If he didn't stop, her own emotions could turn into a haunting, and she wouldn't be able to prevent it from scaring him off.

A laugh escaped her, and she quickly covered her mouth. The strange emotion wasn't hers.

"What are you laughing at?" The man growled at her.

"It wasn't me. Apparently, the spirits find you amusing." Sophie glared at him. "However, I think you are disrespectful and would like you to leave."

"You're not the one paying me, so get off your high horse and just deal with the ghosts. This place is getting torn down anyway."

Usually, he'd be right, but not this time, and she couldn't risk him telling her father. She sighed in frustration. "You're making it harder for me to do my job, so leave. I'll talk to my dad and let him know I forced you off the property."

The worker sneered. "Do you want to come down those stairs and tell me that to my face?"

Three colorful orbs of light, resembling sunspots in a photo, appeared above him. Sophie's gaze shifted to the broken light fixture overhead, where several other spirits gathered.

"I'm telling you to leave now, or the ghosts will make you." She pointed up.

"Sure, the ghosts are going to scare me off." His mocking tone annoyed her.

"I said move before you get crushed by the light the ghosts are going to pull down because you're disturbing their peace." Sophie motioned faster.

"As if I'm going to believe some glob of energy is going to..."

A crack above him startled him. He jerked his head up. The light fixture fell, and the man bolted, screaming in a comical pitch. The chandelier stopped just above where his head would have been, caught on the electrical wire. The rusted chain dangled low enough to possibly hit him hard.

"Hopefully, that made him wet himself," muttered Sophie.

The orbs danced around, fading from her view. They enjoyed the prank, and the fact that they could have dropped it completely showed her they weren't evil.

"Well, this is going to be a painful call." She grabbed her phone and dialed her father, who answered on the second ring. "Dad, the worker you hired ran off. I warned him that he was disturbing the spirits, and he kept acting rudely, even threatening me. They dropped a chandelier, and he ran off screaming after throwing his tools on the floor, breaking the glass out of the front door, and acting like I, the boss of this site, had no say."

Dad sighed. "I'll hire someone else."

"No offense, but you always hire the good guys for Eloise and send me unqualified workers. They're messing with the energies. I think this last one might have triggered a domino effect similar to the hospital haunting that took six months to clear from the entanglement." She lied. It wouldn't take her more than a few weeks to dissipate the energies. "They seem complex. You know, those ghosts didn't feel abnormal to anyone but me. I had an instinct I couldn't explain, and I think your worker started something that'll make this so much harder for me to unravel."

His muffled words were hard to understand, but the tone told her he'd lost control. She gave him a few minutes to calm down.

"Can you handle it yourself?" asked Dad.

Sophie tried not to grin. She rubbed the corners of her mouth to relax them before speaking. "Given time, I can probably handle it. However, the spirits were angry about the damage to the property, and now the place is exposed to the elements, creating an electrical hazard from the light." 

"I'll have someone bring out a new door and fix the light. Is that it?" His patience ran out, and she'd done what she needed.

"Yes, goodbye." She didn't need to hang up because her dad ended the call before she could finish speaking. 

Well, that worked out better than she'd hoped. Now, all she had to do was keep Dad's people from ruining this place.

She grabbed a broom and a dustpan to sweep up the mess. The way it shattered so violently piqued her curiosity. She checked the security system and found that the man had pushed the door open with his toolbox, deliberately breaking the glass.

"I am surrounded by incompetent people," she said to the spirits.

A soft, cozy feeling wrapped around her. She sensed a presence by her cheek and turned to see one of the ghost orbs comforting her. "Thank you. Why don't we rewatch that meanie getting scared off? I always set up cameras before I do anything."

Replaying the video clip several times, she laughed along with the spirit. Noticing his exit, she shifted to another angle. A camera in the window provided her with a clearer view of the man's wet pants. "What is a scaredy-cat like him doing working for a supernatural family?"

She put her phone away and turned to the spirit, which seemed friendly enough. Sometimes, simply acknowledging a ghost and being kind was enough to disperse sentient energies. "I should get back to work fixing this place up. As soon as I finish dealing with the tangled energies here, I'll own this building. I always wanted a house, so maybe I'll turn this into one."

The ghost orb shimmered before zipping around energetically. Maybe it was a lonely spirit that was glad to have a guest.

While cleaning, she concentrated on removing the accumulated trash. Hidden dangers lurked among the debris—broken glass, sharp objects, tripping hazards, slick spots, and sometimes rotten flooring. Having fallen through a section of floor herself and survived because the carpet covering the rot had remained intact, she worked carefully in small sections.

Lucky for her, the entire first floor was fine, well-used but sturdy. She carried the trash bags outside to the dumpster in the side lot between the bordello and an empty building. Aware that neighbors of haunted houses often prefer to evacuate or sell outright out of fear of the haunting, as if hauntings were contagious, she wondered if she could buy it once her money situation improved. Many of the shops nearby had apartments above, and she could rent them out for extra income to help cover her bills.

"Hello," a woman called out across the street. She waved from in front of a thrift shop. "Can we talk for a minute?"

Sophie understood the request. The woman didn't want to be near a haunted house, so she crossed the street. "Of course we can."

"I'm Leann. I run Secondhand Find. Did you know you bought a creepy place?" 

The woman's question amused Sophie.

"If you mean haunted, I know. I'm working on cleansing the place. I'm Sophie Anthony." She introduced herself and watched the woman's eyes widen. "Yes, one of those Anthonys. I'm not one of the famous ones. Some of us work quietly."

Leann gasped. "So, you'll be able to take care of the ghosts of the angry women who died there?"

"Somebody killed them? I didn't get any information on that." Sophie grew curious because the spirits didn't seem vengeful. "Was their killer caught?"

"I'm not sure. It happened before I moved to Orchard Hill. What I do know is that some influential men were hiding the existence of this illegal bordello. From what I heard, one of those men's wives decided enough was enough and poisoned the women. It's one of those stories that circulate around this small town." Leann leaned toward Sophie. "Do you know Gloria Anthony? She always looks so professional whenever she appears on TV. I love her books."

Sophie hesitated to answer because she felt like the family's black sheep. She rarely got attention in public. "Of course, she's my mother. I'll let her know I met a fan. She's always busy and travels."

"Is it true she'll stay at a site to write her books before expelling the energies?" Leann gushed, a diehard fan for sure.

Sophie nodded. "I've gone to a few when I was younger. I wrote a couple of books, trying to be like her. They were a flop. What was your favorite book of hers?"

"The Lovers of the Plunge." Leann blushed.

In reality, her mother's writings could be difficult to read at times. Her mom's writing process was a form of automatic writing. They weren't the gentle, romantic stories the public expected, but rather informative notes, often confusing, yet her mom's ghostwriter made the books exceptional. It was thanks to the teamwork between her mom and the ghostwriter that created the bestselling fan favorites, but it was also her mom's way of exorcism, helping the ghosts move on by getting their stories out into the open.

"I wasn't there for that one, but it was a good one," Sophie smiled and listened to the rabid fan ramble on about the book for about ten minutes before she found an excuse. "I should get back to work. That last worker made things complicated. Did you see him run out?"

Leann took a sharp breath. "Wait, did the spirits break the door and scare him off?"

Getting locals to gossip about the ghosts probably wasn't a great idea. But if she wanted to stop her dad from hiring another group to take over the job and avoid becoming an even bigger disgrace to her family, she had to depend on her own skills, not the paperwork her dad provided. Her best bet was to raise public awareness of the ghosts' dislike of property damage, which could work in her favor, even if it took longer to handle the haunting because of the extra energy a rumor mill might generate.

Sophie shook her head. "No, he broke the door, threw his heavy toolbox, and messed up the floor. The ghosts did not like it. I warned him, but he was so rude and threatening toward me that the ghosts dropped the chandelier above him, and he ran out, screaming and wetting himself. I know it's wrong, but I felt he deserved it. I'm a single person working a job like this, and the man my father hired threatened things that, as a woman, made me feel unsafe."

Leann shivered. She crossed her arms in front of her. "Maybe the ghosts didn't like hearing a man treat a woman that way. They were women themselves, in a risky business at that. Are you going to be okay?"

"I talked to my dad, told him the issue, and he said he'd send someone else. Hopefully, it's just a one-time problem, since I've never worked with anyone this bad before." She kept quiet about the lazy, incompetent, gruff, rude, and annoying workers she'd dealt with before. This latest contractor was the worst. "Unfortunately, it's necessary to have someone make sure I don't fall through the floor again." Sophie acted like she had let it slip. "I'm new in town. Is there a place that sells good coffee?"

"Coffee? Not unless you go to the Sunset Oasis. They have a fancy café and restaurant built in." The woman leaned closer, lowering her voice. "But if you ask me, you're better off staying away from that place. Their maid turnover is extremely high."

"Thanks for the advice. I'll avoid Sunset Oasis since there's no reason for me to go there. I have a travel trailer parked behind the bordello." Sophie disliked gathering information, but it was necessary, and it couldn't hurt to be polite. "What's the story of the place next door to the bordello?"

"It's been bought and sold many times over the years. Several businesses moved to different buildings. I think there was a rent control issue, but it could have been ghost activity."

The high turnover rate of the building gave Sophie hope. It meant she might have a chance to buy it as her first investment. She'd earn more money converting it into an apartment building than opening a store.

"The place on the other side, sellouts, so don't bother even talking with them." The woman pointed to the other side of the bordello.

A phone rang inside the thrift store. "Excuse me, I have to go. It was nice meeting you. Come over sometime." Leann hurried inside to answer the call.

Sophie returned to her soon-to-be property to continue cleaning. The only areas confirmed safe were the stairs and the first room upstairs, which had served as an office. The heavy oak desk and some old metal filing cabinets remained, but the desk chair and other accessories were long gone.

She pushed and wiggled the heavy piece of furniture, checking for any signs of weakness. Confirming it was as sturdy as it looked, Sophie sat on the desktop. "Hey, this is in pretty good shape if it holds me. Should I clean it up and make this my office?"

Of course, she got no reply, but she found that talking to herself sometimes put the lonely spirits at ease. Getting nothing but silence made her feel dumb.

Sighing, she surveyed the room. The wooden panel walls, heavily yellowed ceilings, and real wood floor weren't too bad. With some fresh sheetrock, paint, a new light, and a bit of floor polish, the space could be nice.

The window faced the alley and let in plenty of sunlight. Sure, the view wasn't perfect, but Sophie could easily fix that with some privacy film. "A pretty stained glass effect could look nice. If I end up living here."

Years of being unable to daydream about owning her own place had Sophie browsing online for ideas. The older building inspired her. She didn't mind its history. Once cleansed of spirits and fixed up, who would even know? Sure, if the ghosts had a tragic end, they could manifest twenty or thirty years after a cleansing, but she'd just clean house again.

"Hey, I'm going to fix this door," a man called out.

Startled, Sophie realized she had been daydreaming for a while. She peeked her head out the door. Unable to see anyone, she guessed the worker was trying to find her downstairs. "That's fine, thank you," she yelled.
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Driving down the interstate, Greg groaned. "And tell me again, why you think we'll have any luck interviewing Sophie Anthony?"

"It was hard to dig up her name, let alone her location, so don't complain." Jamie, his boss and cousin, chuckled. "She's a down-to-earth member of the famous Anthony family. Unlike the others who live in lavish houses and travel in luxury, Sophie Anthony owns a van and a travel trailer, with no property or estate. She's quiet and does a lot of work behind the scenes. I don't think you can bribe her with a show or a deal to get answers."

"When are you going to stop questioning the Anthony family? I doubt any of them will tell you where your girlfriend disappeared to." Greg took the exit into Orchard Hill, a small town he'd never visited, despite how close it was to his home.

"I want to find Francesca."

"I'm in Orchard Hill. What do you want me to do?" Greg followed the main road until his GPS directed him to turn.

"Try to schedule a meeting with Sophie. I prefer to ask the questions myself. Call me later," Jamie said and hung up.

This was like the previous seventeen attempts to help his cousin. Greg sighed as he turned down a quiet road to find a man unloading plywood in front of the old bordello.

Greg parked along the curb. As he stepped out of his silver SUV, he recognized the worker. "Dwight Michaelson."

The man glanced at Greg. The blood drained from Dwight's face. "What are you doing here?"

"What do you mean, what am I doing here? Are you running the same scam as usual?" Greg narrowed his gaze. He couldn't forgive the man who had sabotaged an entire project, stolen the money, and fled.

Sweat beaded on Dwight's brow, and he took a quick breath. "I'd leave, but Mr. Anthony would bury me for not completing the job."

Greg knew exactly who it was without asking. "And what job does Christopher Anthony have you doing?"

Dwight shivered. "That man is insane. He wants me to do the shoddiest, cheapest work while pretending to fix this place, while his daughter deals with the ghosts. If I don't comply, he'll ensure I don't see the light of day again. One complaint from his daughter, and he'll turn me into a ghost. She fired the last guy after two hours of work."

Could Jamie be wrong about Sophie? Usually, his cousin's network of information had a higher success rate.

"And what are you supposed to be doing today?" Greg asked, crossing his arms.

Dwight swallowed hard. "F-Fixing the door. The last guy broke it and angered the ghosts. Look, some scary-looking dude approached me when I was looking for work, and said, 'Do this, and you'll get paid. Don't, and you'll regret it.' How am I supposed to turn down an Anthony? They're supernatural freaks."

He gritted his teeth. "Do you think someone with your attitude and work ethic is going to survive when Christopher Anthony realizes he hired a criminal? Why don't you leave? I'll talk to my boss about dropping the charges against you for that one job—"

"Deal," Dwight Michaelson said, stuffing his phone between Greg's folded arms and his torso. "You can handle that psycho's orders."

Dumbfounded, Greg watched Dwight rush into his truck and drive away. "What did I just get myself into?" 

He checked the crook's phone, a burner with messages that disappeared after 24 hours. The name Christopher Anthony was in the contacts. He texted the number to Jamie, requesting confirmation.

"Are you going to finish fixing the door or is the plan to board it up?" said a soft female voice.

Greg raised his gaze and found a woman standing in the doorway. He had seen a few Anthony women before, and they were all stylish, wearing brand-name clothes even in the poorest neighborhoods. They were slim, fashionable, and wore thick makeup, bold enough to suggest they were ready for the cameras that always followed them.

But this woman was different. She wore jeans, a T-shirt, worn-out sneakers, and a touch of lip gloss. If Jamie hadn't told him who he was meeting, he never would have connected the warm, radiant woman with those cold, flawless people.

"Hello?" She pursed her shiny pink lips. "The door?"

Greg cleared his throat, wondering why he couldn't look away from her. "Sorry, it's been a long day. The boards are temporary."

Her eyes widened, and she quickly hid her surprise. "Well, if you think that's best. The last guy tried to open the door with his toolbox, shattered it, and then threw his box across the floor," Sophie sighed, resting her hand on her cheek. Now he could see the resemblance to her family, especially her mother. "I tried to warn him multiple times not to anger the spirits, but he was rude and started saying things to me until the ghosts dropped the chandelier, almost hitting him. He ran out, screaming. So, the chandelier will also need fixing."

He fought the urge to laugh at what he thought was her attempt to scare him away. "I'll look into it, but I didn't bring the right tools."

"I'm sure you can charge my dad if you need a ladder. I'll be upstairs in the office." She turned, and he caught a faint snort of laughter escaping her before she hurried inside.

Shaking his head at the bizarre behavior, Greg entered the bordello and was greeted by a broken chandelier suspended by the electrical wiring. He searched for the toolbox. The dents and scratches on the wood floor bothered him, but he knew any building the Anthony family acquired would eventually be torn down and replaced by some fancy structure.

Though there was evidence that the family had the resources and skills to clean a site and protect historic buildings from damage. Gloria Anthony, for example, wrote novels based on what spirits told her, and she often left places as she found them.

As for Christopher Anthony, who took his surname after marrying into the family following their tradition, he didn't behave like others in his position and was associated with a significant portion of the real estate. He was a dead branch on the Anthonys' family tree that the others in the bloodline needed to prune for their own benefit.

Once Sophie rejected Greg's request for an interview, Jamie would make him work to stop Christopher from destroying a perfectly sound building. It was his job to find proof that Christopher had forged documents or bribed surveyors to lie.

Using borrowed tools, he boarded the front door before Sophie came back down the narrow staircase. He glanced at her. "I can't say it'll stop humans, but it'll keep animals out. You aren't living here, are you?"

She shook her head. "No, I have a travel trailer with security and alarms that'll wake up the dead if someone tries to break into it. I'm sure this will be fine for a day or so. Did my dad give you a list of things to fix while I'm working? The only cleared areas are the staircase and the first room upstairs. You need to check everything else, so I don't fall through another floor."

He winced. "Does that happen often?"

"Not since Dad started to hire..." Sophie mumbled, and he lost the rest of what she was saying. She took a deep breath before continuing to speak. "Anyway, the spirits that are here won't hurt you if you're fixing things. They'll get angry if you damage the place. So, be careful."

Greg had no idea what she was trying to say under her breath, but if he had to guess, she wasn't happy with the quality of workers her father had hired in the past. "I'm going to measure the door before I leave for the day. Is there anything else you'd like taken care of first?"

"It's a rather big job." She tilted her head. "Dad must be in a rush for me to appease the spirits and cleanse this place. They are a finicky bunch, so it will take some time, as I told him."

She believed he was one of her father's men. Greg disliked the misunderstanding, but if he wanted to gather proof to stop her father and get answers about his cousin's missing girlfriend, he would need to deceive Sophie. She had nothing to do with the real estate scams, but she was his means to stop them.

"So, you'll replace the door with something more secure and make sure the floors are safe?" she asked.

Greg found himself nodding since it gave him a good excuse to check out the place. 

"And you'll repair that?" she smiled, pointing to the dangling chandelier.

Her smile drew him in. He nodded again, even though he knew nothing about electricity. "Will do."

"Okay, so I'll let you do your thing. I need to buy some cleaning supplies." She walked out, leaving Greg in disbelief that she'd leave him alone in the building.

She appeared to have no sense of danger. Who leaves a stranger alone on their property? He swallowed hard, wondering if it was a test.

Greg pulled out his phone. He took a picture of the chandelier and grabbed a tape measure from the toolbox. Measuring the broken door, he made notes on the photo for future reference.

He conducted a walkthrough of the first floor, documenting the area and noting anything questionable or needing attention. On the second floor, he found someone had gutted all the rooms that the bordello women would have used. Those who went through the place erased their history. He wasn't sure if the previous owner planned to repair the living quarters, but they had ripped out all the furniture, fixtures, and some of the drywall.

Arriving downstairs, he ran into Sophie carrying in grocery bags. She glanced his way. "You could have left if you needed to."

"I took the time to inspect the place. You have two leaky sinks, but the floor seems solid. The other rooms are unusable. Someone stripped everything from them, including parts of the walls." He checked his list. "The cabinets for the sinks need to go, maybe part of the floor, depending on how long they were leaking. The bathroom right off the office seems to be in the best shape."

Her green eyes widened. "Wow, Dad finally found someone competent." She flushed and carried the bags to the shop counter. "Don't tell my dad, but that's a nice change."

If she wasn't close to her father, maybe he could persuade her to join his side. The idea felt too risky, so he decided to wait and understand her relationship with her family better.

"I took pictures and wrote down what I need to get. I'll be back tomorrow."

She unpacked one of the sacks, pulling out a variety of cleaners. "Alright, I'll see you tomorrow."

Taking his leave, he waited until he was back on the highway before taking a deep breath. "I'm crazier than my cousin. Call Jamie."

His phone automatically dialed and switched to speakerphone as he tossed it onto his passenger seat.

"That took forever. Did you get the interview, or was Sophie as wild as her sister, who threw a shoe at you?" Jamie chuckled.

"Don't remind me of that. No, I didn't talk about an interview. I might have accidentally become Sophie Anthony's handyman."

"How do you accidentally do that?" Jamie growled. "Are you going to work for her now?"

"Let me tell you what happened before you start joking around." Greg tightened his grip on the steering wheel. "I ran into Dwight Michaelson, and he was unnerved by being hired by Christopher Anthony. He passed the job off onto me and bolted."

Jamie choked. "Wait, start over. You're skimming over too many details."

"No, that's how quick it happened," Greg said. "Michaelson was there to fix what the previous handyman had broken. You should have seen Sophie's face when I told her I'd replace the door and that the patch was only temporary. It gave me the feeling she's used to her father hiring incompetent workers for basic jobs. Can you look into her cases and see if you can get more information?"

"Are you thinking you can turn her against her father?"

"I don't know yet," he said.

"I've got everything I could find on her. She was homeschooled online like all the other Anthony children. All I could discover was that she took a business course, but that wasn't confirmed. There isn't much info about her, as if someone wanted to keep her hidden. There are a few mentions of her traveling with her mother as a kid. She's the older sister to Eloise, who's an attention hog, wannabe actress, and thinks she's the star of the show." Jamie cleared his throat. "I don't even have a photo of Sophie."

"I'm going back to the bordello tomorrow. Can you arrange for me to meet with your commercial contractor? I need a door. In the meantime, I'm going to watch some YouTube videos on how to change a light fixture. Wish me luck." 

A white sports car sped past, cutting in front of him too close for comfort. He braced himself and slowed down. He couldn't move to the side because another car was beside him.

Jamie half-shouted, "Greg, are you listening?" 

"No, I'm concentrating on not dying. Some crazy driver in a white midlife crisis cut me off and nearly scraped bumpers." Greg gritted his teeth. "He had plenty of room to go ahead and merge."

"Are you okay?"

"I'm fine. I swear we were inches away from swapping paint. What were you saying?" Greg flexed his grip after realizing he'd clutched the steering wheel a little too hard.

"I said, I don't think you should mess with electricity when you know nothing about it. You might get away with fixing a door if you study a little, but you're more likely to electrocute yourself. If you need an electrician, I'll get one for you."

Greg snorted. "She'd know in an instant that I'm not her father's goon, and we'd lose our chance against Christopher."

Jamie took a sharp breath. "Please don't try to do electrical work yourself. I prefer my cousin to be alive, not barbecued. Are you headed home now?"

"No, I need to track down a specific door." Greg kept a vigilant eye on the cars around him. The close call left him uneasy.

"Use our resources."

"Are you sure?"

"You're on the clock, and I need those answers before you screw everything up. I know we're doing two different jobs, but focus on my questions first. We can always pursue Christopher later, but we're running out of supernatural contacts." Jamie let out a frustrated groan. "If you need anything, let me know. If it's not a big purchase, use our resources and fill me in later."

Greg swallowed hard. He understood how desperate Jamie was, and he didn't want to let his cousin down. 
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The new door looked almost identical to the old one, but much nicer. Sophie was surprised because it wasn't a standard-sized door. The handyman replaced it with a high-quality piece. She glanced at the new light he had installed. It was simple but effectively lit the space. 

The ghosts approved, having flicked it off and on the first night, amusing themselves.

Watching the security video after the installation was interesting. The handyman often checked his phone for reference as he worked. She preferred someone who lacked confidence and relied on a guide over someone who knew better but deliberately took shortcuts.

She made a mental note to have the bordello inspected once Mr. Kendel resolved the issue with her dad and her finances. After everything was settled, she planned to hire someone to fix everything. The building suited her taste, vintage with character, and had a spot to park her trailer.

A bell rang somewhere in the building, drawing her attention to the handyman staring at the back door. She saw a jingle bell hanging from a string, wiggling as a colorful ghost orb manipulated it.

Stepping around the handyman, she accidentally startled him, and he cried out in surprise. Amused, she reached up to touch the spirit, sensing it wasn't a playful emotion but one seeking attention. "Don't be scared. It's trying to show us something."

The bell rang cheerfully. Sophie turned back to the handyman, who was blushing. 

She smiled. "I believe the ghost wants this door fixed."

He cleared his throat. "I'll work on it next. Is the lock broken?"

"No, the lock is fine, but it probably needs to be replaced since it's so old. I think it's just stuck." She unlocked the back door and turned the handle, showing that it worked. She placed her foot on the wall and pulled.

"Careful." He grabbed her shoulders from behind. "You'll either break the handle off or fall if you keep doing that. I'll see what I can do."

"Okay, thanks for the advice, Mr. Safety." Sophie stood up and moved away from him, feeling uncomfortable getting too close to her dad's people after discovering how her dad stole everything from her, leaving her with crumbs to survive.

"Greg."

"Huh?" Sophie turned to face him.

He cleared his throat. "My name is Greg, Ms. Anthony."

She didn't want to give him the wrong idea, but she hated being identified by her surname because of the high expectations it carried. Expectations she never lived up to. "You can call me Sophie."

He dipped his chin. "Alright, Sophie. I'm about to start working on this door. It's going to get loud."

Relieved to be dismissed, she headed to her office. Breathing a sigh of relief, she sank into her new desk chair. Feeling the presence of ghosts, she said, "He seems nice, but the last thing I need is one of Dad's people spying on me and trying to form a relationship. For all I know, Dad wants to use one of his goons to control me."

She leaned against her desk, wondering how much the ghosts understood of her emotions. The only way she could help them understand the situation was by speaking out loud to them.

"I'm okay. My life is a mess, but it'll get better soon. Dad acted as my manager, and I didn't realize he was stealing almost all of my earnings, leaving me barely enough to survive. Meanwhile, the rest of my family is wealthy, like they're swimming in money. If you want to help me, you could make some lights flicker or do something to show recent ghost activity. Once I finish, Dad plans to demolish this property, but our lawyer is helping me keep the bordello. I think I can turn this into a house."

Tears welled up in her eyes. She wasn't sure if the feelings were from the spirits or if they came from within herself. Being an empath for the supernatural was a learning experience.

"I hate this, finding out that my own dad stole everything I worked hard for. He never gave me the same attention he gave my sister, probably because she's powerful with her skills, pretty, and looks better on camera. I knew he favored her, but I didn't realize he was out to ruin my life."

The spirits radiated tense energy, and Sophie realized she had said too much.

"I'm just venting. A lawyer is handling everything. He won't get away with it. I
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