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1 Get Your Head Outta The Gutter 
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Duckie

At what point do you look at your life and decide; well, it was a good run, but I’m’a head on out now? For me, it was when my partner in crime, my little sister, dumped me for a tall, mysterious criminal. Ain’t that the freaking way of it? You raise ‘em up, give ‘em your best years, and they ditch you for the first hot gangster that winks at them?

“Tessa, what do you mean you aren’t coming?” I said into the phone. “We have a deadline! This episode has to upload day after tomorrow, or we don’t get paid! We haven’t even filmed the ending yet.”

“Don’t worry, Micha’s boss knows all about The Orchid House and even knows about stuff that isn’t out yet,” Tessa said.

“What does that have to do with the price of tea in China?” I asked.

“Jeeze, Duckie, I can see your puckered up, sour look. Push the purple curls out of your eyes and take a breath,” she said as I did just that. I pursed my lips at the phone and scowled harder.

“Listen here, you little ingrate,” I snarled. “You might not need this job because I always bail your ass out, but I do. You know what that means?”

“Chill, babe,” she said, giggling at the voice on the other end. “She’s fine. I’m telling her now.”

“Tessa...”

“Duckie, look at. Micha’s boss, Mr. Murphy, knows all about the place. He’s from here and knows the people that solved that trafficking case.”

“Tessa, we are here to investigate the ghosts, not trafficking or anything else,” I said, working hard to sound patient and failing miserably.

“Right,” she said brightly. “And he knows all the ghost stories. Micha says he’s older and knows all the things.”

“Older,” I said, shoulders finally relaxing. “I can work with that, I think.”

“Right, you wanted to interview some elderly people around here to put in the video, and this will be your chance. He’s gonna stay the night there with you if you want. It’s the only way I could get the agent to let us film tonight.”

“Oh,” I said, feeling guilty for being snotty. “I didn’t know that. Why didn’t you start with that? How old is this dude, and what’s his name again?”

“I don’t know. Micha says he runs a big company and is only here for some wedding and to visit his cousin. His name is...” She stopped talking to me to ask a question. It was muffled, and she probably covered the phone with her hand. “Micha says Mr. Murphy is the only thing they know. So, you’re not mad?”

I leaned against our Nineteen-sixty-eight Chevy Corvette L88 before remembering the paint was chipped from Tessa’s accident. I sighed, taking my butt off the bright red car, and brushed my black pants.

“I’m just frustrated,” I said, watching another vehicle move up the long dirt road leading to the house. 

The bridge was washed out, and though they planned to repair it, it wasn’t working yet. As the vehicle drew closer, I realized I was looking at a dark-colored SUV with tinted windows and bright Xenon lights. I glanced at the sky to see the sun setting behind a wall of dense trees.

“Don’t be frustrated,” she said, some of the joy washed from her tone. “He’s gonna be a great interview. You’ll get the feed you need. And I’ll be there to edit everything and get it together a whole day early. It’s gonna be great!”

“Every time you say that, kiddo, it never is,” I said.

“I love you. Try to be nice,” she said, cackling before hanging up.

“Love you too then,” I said to the empty line.

I checked my reflection in the mirror when I got inside the car to get all my things. My purple hair was tousled and slightly wilted from the humidity in the southern evening air. My dark eyes looked almost black against the purple and green bruises under them. And I had trouble pulling up my wide, bright smile for anyone. 

I ran my fingers through my hair, which settled around me in lively waves. There wasn’t much I could do about the bruises under both eyes. I’d use candlelight for the video, so they’d probably be okay. I pulled a small makeup bag out of the glove compartment, slapping on a little eye shadow, mascara, eyeliner, and red lipstick. It was my signature color. Power Red.

I was so surprised by the knock on the open car door’s window that I jumped. Luckily, I wasn’t still putting the lipstick on since that would’ve been disastrous. I turned with a scowl to find a stranger standing on the other side of the car door. 

He was tall, dark-haired, blue-eyed, and not even remotely old. I silently cussed Tessa for all she was worth and hoped this was not Mr. Murphy. I could not spend the night with him in that house or any house. I’d been celibate for nearly a year, and I already had ten unpure thoughts about him in as many seconds.

“Can I help you?” I asked.

A dark brow lifted, and his eyes flicked over me and my car before moving to the house and back. He wet his perfect, beautiful mouth with an equally perfect tongue, and...see, here I am back to the unpure thoughts. Maybe his boss was still in the SUV..

“I’m looking for D. B. Cooper,” he sighed. “I’m supposed to meet him here for an interview and to supervise an overnight stay.”

“Mr. Murphy,” I said, standing up. I’m going to kill Tessa when I finally see her. “I’m D. B., but I go by Duckie.”

His blue eyes traveled up and down my short frame as I stood holding out my hand to him. They finally landed on my face, and I saw him see the scar from my left ear down into my shirt.

“I see,” he said, finally accepting my hand in his. He gave me a firm handshake, which I returned. Most guys tried to give me the limp fish thing. “Duckie...what an interesting name.” He waited for me to close the car door before striding to the house. “I’m not sure what Micha was thinking recommending this arrangement. I realize Jonah is struggling, but this is inappropriate.”

“Oh,” I said. “You didn’t know this was happening either. That’s a relief. I thought I was the only one with a treacherous person in my life.” I muttered the last part, but he must’ve heard because his face twitched as I walked through the door he held open.

“So it would seem,” he said, pulling out his phone and sighing again. “Do you have a signal?”

“Oh yeah, I sure...” I looked down at my phone, which glared back at me with a gigantic no service icon. “Well, at my car, I did. We can just go back out there.”

“No,” he said. “It’s dark, and we aren’t going out there in the dark.”

“Why?” I asked, looking around his broad shoulders to see outside. “Is the boogie man out there?”

“Yes,” he said. “And when it’s dark, he brings all his friends with him. We won’t be leaving.”

“Why?” I asked again. “We can just get in our vehicles and leave. It’s not even dark yet if that’s what you’re worried about.”

“Madame, in less than five minutes, it will be so completely dark here you will not be able to see your hand in front of your face. I sincerely hope you brought what you needed with you. Feel free to watch darkness fall and come find me when you’re done.”

He strode further into the house, his dress shoes and three-piece suit at odds with the dated décor in the house. He would film very well, though. The camera would love all those planes and angles on his face and emphasize the blue in his eyes. He’d chosen a dark blue shirt against a charcoal grey suit, which was super-hot.

And look. Here I am, Duchess Bella Cooper, in the gutter again. While I drooled over the man who clearly wanted to be anywhere but with me, the sun set behind the trees, and complete darkness descended over the house. I closed the door and turned to go find my new best friend.

***
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“YOU JUST WANT ME TO speak to you like we’re having a conversation and not look at the camera,” he said. “Is that correct?”

“Yes,” I said, checking the camera. “Can you just talk for a minute? I want to make sure I’ve got things set up correctly.”

“When I was a child, this place was one of those you dare your buddies to run up and touch,” he said. “But it was also a place to get good hooch.”

“What’s hooch?” I asked, playing the other part back. Once I was satisfied with the settings, I went to sit on the couch opposite him. Since he hadn’t answered yet, I prompted him again. “So, what is it?”

“What hooch?” he asked, and a grin broke out on his face. “Moonshine, darlin’, moonshine.”

So, look, I’m not some easily swayed, love-hungry, starry-eyed young girl looking for a husband or a savior. I don’t like the crap that comes with being a female business owner, and I don’t like being talked down to. His tone wasn’t condescending, just good-natured, and his drawl was sexy as hell. Also, my stomach did a little thing when he called me darlin’ and smiled at me. Whatever, you can have my Boss Bitch card back. Get over it.

“Aha,” I said. “Can you still get good hooch here?”

“I thought you wanted to know about ghosts,” he said, leaning forward. “That was what Micha said. Was that incorrect because I’m not interested in an interview about me.”

“Oh,” I said. “I wasn’t trying to intrude. You brought it up; I was just going with it. Why don’t you introduce yourself and tell us a little about the house we’re in.”

“My name is McAffy Murphy, and this is The Orchid House. The house is several hundred years old, and there have been so many mishaps here since the groundbreaking for the house that they say it’s cursed.”

“Wow, I didn’t realize they dated back that far,” I said.

“Actually, they date back further, but those were all handed down by word of mouth. They've been documented since the house was built,” he said, leaning back against the cushions.

I did my best to ignore how his jacket hugged his chest and shoulders. He lifted his hip off the couch to pull out what I thought was a vape pen, but it ended up being a fancy lip balm. “Can’t have dry lips,” he said, quirking a smile. “These old houses and the dust really humble me.”

“Good to know you have some kind of crack in your armor,” I said.

“The very fact that you think I wear armor is amusing,” he said. “You’re likely the only person in the world other than my brothers to ever think that.”

“Oh yeah?” I asked. “Whys that?”

“I believe we’re here to talk about The Orchid House,” he said.

“So we are. What can you tell me about the ghosts who live here?”

“I don’t believe in ghosts,” he said, eyes sparkling.

“I’m afraid you’re on the wrong channel then, Mr. Murphy. We specialize in ghosts on this show.”

“Funny, I was under the impression you specialized in debunking them,” he said.

“That too,” I grinned. “I’ve definitely debunked more than I’ve discovered.”

“How many is that?”

“More than a dozen,” I said.

“That you’ve debunked or discovered?” he asked, head tilted to one side and lips parted.

I wet my lips, mouth suddenly parched at the sight of him. His stubbled jaw was square with a dimple in the chin. You know...like Superman. 

“Yes,” I said, and his nose flared.

“The Orchid House has a famous ghost here. Madame Illionna ran the brothel that used to be here,” he said, spreading his arms across the back of the couch after unbuttoning his coat. “She was murdered while protecting her wards.”

“Wards?” I asked, watching the flames of the candles around the room flicker and flare.

We chose a library/sitting room for the interview. He smirked when I brought out the candles and let out a small chuckle when I told him why. He didn’t chuckle when he saw the flames dancing.

“Yes,” he said. “She took in orphaned girls and gave them a chance at matches with powerful men.” 

His gaze stayed with the candle between us as the flame lay down; it was horizontal while the candle was vertical. My gaze flicked around the room, taking in the other candles; they were all behaving.

I had two recording devices, so Tessa, or more likely me, could work on the footage later. The candle’s flame quieted and behaved more in the usual fashion.

“Chances with powerful men,” I echoed, thinking through the implications of that statement. “Was she blackmailing them?”

“Maybe,” he said, eyes affixing to my face. “How does the candle work?”

“It’s not one candle,” I said, pushing my hair back from my face. “It’s all of them. Spirits, ghosts, whatever you want to call them, have an affinity for flame and fire.”

He leaned forward, intent on my words. It was distracting and intoxicating to have all his attention. His breaths were so slow and shallow that I watched to make sure he was indeed breathing.

“And? How does it work?” he asked.

“Their energy interacts with the flame on an elemental level. It’s a way to communicate with them,” I said, skin prickling.

His eyes moved from my face to the dancing flame and back. A tiny smile lifted the corner of his mouth.

“And what are they saying to you?”

“Nothing,” I said. “I haven’t asked anything or told them what to do.”

He was on the edge of the seat, and his pants were molded firmly. I stopped breathing and tore my eyes away, but the sight was branded on my brain. I squirmed in my seat, and he shifted so his jacket covered the rather impressive bulge that had just short-circuited my brain.

“Do you think it’s Madame Illionna?” he asked.

“If you can understand what I’m saying, make the flame lengthen and flicker,” I said, and it did. “If the answer is yes to my questions, do the same. If the answer is no, make the flame lie flat like you did before.”

The flame flared and flickered. McAffy’s eyes caught the light, flashing with it. He was grinning in earnest.

“Are you Madame Illionna?” I asked.

The flame moved horizontally. 

“Do you know Madame Illionna?” I asked.

Again, the flame flattened and then flared high.

“What does that mean?” he asked, staring at the light.

“Not sure. Maybe they aren’t sure or...”

The flame flattened.

“Okay. They’re sure.”

“Maybe it’s no and yes,” he supplied.

The flame flared high.

“So, no, you don’t know her,” I said.

The flame flickered high.

“But you know who she is?” I asked.

The candle’s flame danced high for three full seconds.

“Were you a ghost before she died?” I asked.

The flame flared. Okay, that makes sense. This was someone who died before Madame Illionna lived here.

“Who lived here before Illionna?” I asked.

“Hard to say,” he said, leaning back again. 

I scowled at him, and the flame nearly inverted. He lifted a brow and smirked.

“Who was it?” I asked, and I was on the edge of my seat, watching him raptly.

Something changed in his eyes, and a chill ran up my spine. His eyes were primarily dark pupil, and his lips were parted.

Have you ever been stalked by a predator? First, they watch you, learning your rhythms and patterns, and then, when you think they’ve lost intereste, that you’re safe, they strike. Is he dangerous?

The candle flame fluttered, flickered, and flared. He sniffed and grinned.

“The Messiahs owned a lot of this area back then,” he said. “In fact, they just repurchased this house. You know there was a fire here not too long ago.”

“Oh?” I asked, looking around but not seeing any indication of a fire.

“They repaired the damage,” he said. “Seemed to be mostly centered on one of the bedrooms up there.” He shifted his eyes up to the second floor.

“How did a fire start in a bedroom?” I asked.

“No idea,” he said, shrugging. “But the Messiah’s own it now...again. If I had to guess, I’d say they owned it then, too.”

“The Messiah’s,” I repeated. “Why do I know that name?”

“They’ve been in the news lately,” he grinned. My heart flipped traitorously. “Maybe you’ve seen it.”

“No,” I said. “I don’t watch local news.”

“Not local, national. They’re being investigated for human trafficking.”

“Oh,” I said, thinking back. “No. I don’t think that’s it. Any ties to supernatural stuff? That’s more my lane. The rest is background noise.”

“Background noise, huh?” he asked, quirking a brow. “Live in a different world than the rest of us, I suppose.”

“Yeah, I guess we do,” I said. “Do you know my Podcast? Ever heard of it?”

“Tell me.”

“IYKYK—If You Know, You Know,” I said, and at his blank look, I continued. “We investigate the things people ignore even when the evidence is overwhelmingly there.”

“I’m not following,” he said, eyes steady on my face. 

I had a feeling he knew exactly what I meant but played along. When I moistened my lips, his eyes lingered on them, and my stupid heart flipped a few more times.

“For instance, I’m here looking for malevolent ghosts,” I said. “When most people are looking for vandals or some sort of Scooby Doo villain.”

“But not you?” he asked.

“No,” I said, pulling my feet under me in the chair after slipping my shoes off. “Definitely not me.”

“And do you know which ghost you’re looking for?” he asked. “Or why they’d be malevolent?”

“Nah,” I said. “I find that when you research first, the results are questionable to those footing the bill. Seems less genuine and more manufactured.”

“I can see that,” he said. “Who’s footing the bill for this inquisition?”

“Interesting turn of phrase,” I said, scrunching my nose. “But I don’t have any idea. Tessa set this one up.” I took a deep breath. “Which is why it’s so irritating she ditched me for a wannabe gangster.”

“A wannabe gangster,” he said, eyes caressing my face. “Interesting turn of phrase.”

My body ran cold with chills before heating like a fan blew flames over my skin. The result was intense and immediate. I squirmed in my seat, and he shifted.

“Should you be recording all of this dialogue that doesn’t have a thing to do with your evil spirits?” he asked.

“I’ll edit out what we don’t need. It’s not a big deal. But I really do want to know a little more about the history. I’ve got a long night before I can tell if this is legitimate or manufactured,” I said.

“Well. Like I said, the house has been many things. A brothel, a school, a church, an inn, and most recently, an international summit for human trafficking.”

The flame flittered before settling.

“Did you belong to any of those?” I asked, taking my eyes off the ridiculously attractive man dominating the room.

I saw the flame lay flat from the corner of my vision. 

“What else?” I asked.

“I think it might’ve been a distillery,” he said.

Before I could ask, the temperature in the room plummeted, and the candle between us flared like a blow torch. His eyes met mine, and any trace of disbelief evaporated.

“...during Prohibition,” he finished, and the flame flattened so fast that I just stared at it dumbly. 
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2 Not a Hero
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McAffy

I was across the table with Duckie under me before I had time to think. Her oversized sweater was on fire, and I snatched it over her head before smothering the flames. She was breathing hard, and surprisingly magnificent lace-covered breasts filled my gaze.

I checked her skin for burns and found the rest of the scar that started under her left ear. It ran all the way to her navel. Her eyes met mine, and she sat up to throw her arms around my neck. My hands slid up her back, smoothing over the bare skin there. My fingers tingled as they glided over the smoothness.

“Thank you,” she breathed, molded to me.

“Did you get burned?” I asked, my heart racing.

She shook her head, and the soft waves of her hair tickled my neck as the scents of lavender and sage drifted up. I enjoyed the soft feel of her against me for another moment before moving her away. When I had her at arm’s length, I frowned at her.

“What were you thinking sitting there like that?”

“What?” she asked, cheeks heating and her skin taking on a rosy hue.

“Exactly,” I said as she moved away from me. “Why did you sit there so your clothes caught on fire?”

“I’m sorry,” she said.

She stood with her hands on her hips in her red lace bra and black yoga pants. The only thing they left to the imagination was if the panties matched the bra. I managed to fix my gaze on her face.

“You should be,” I said, lacing the words with scorn. “I just told you this place had a fire, and you let yourself nearly start another.”

“Yeah, well,” she said, shifting from pissed to nonchalant so fast my head spun. “Thank God we’ve got a hero around to save the day.”

“I wouldn’t classify myself as a hero even on a good day,” I said, brushing dust off my pants. 

Duckie walked up to me, stood close enough for me to smell lavender again, and tilted her face up to mine. I refused to take a step back from her even though the heat from her body was searing.

“Well, guess what, buddy,” she said, smiling and smoothing the lapels of my coat.

“What might that be?” I asked, staring into her dark eyes.

“The whole world saw your brave and heroic act, so you can’t deny it now.”

I wanted to ask how she’d gotten her scar. And to know why she’d frozen when the fire blazed at her. And more to ask if she’d ever wanted to ditch her sister for a gangster. But I didn’t say or ask any of those things. Instead, I tried again to distance myself.

“No. You ask around town,” I said. “They’ll all tell you I’m no hero.”

She smirked up at me, and I bit the inside of my cheek to keep from dropping a kiss on her full mouth. My fingers itched to touch her skin again, so I closed my hands into fists. It was ridiculous to have this strong a reaction to this girl. She wasn’t my type, and I’d known her for approximately three seconds.

“Actions speak louder than words, buddy.”

“You should really put some clothes on,” I said. “The whole world will be looking at your lace-covered breasts. I can’t say that I blame them.” 

I looked down at the rounded mounds so close but not touching me. Her nipples were stiff, and my mouth watered at the thought of tasting her. I could feel the lace against my tongue and closed my eyes against the feeling.

Jesus, Mac. Get your shit together. You aren’t here to seduce the ghost girl.

“Don’t worry,” she said. “I’ll edit this part out. Any idea who our spirit might be?”

Her voice moved away from me as she spoke. Her heat vanished, and the chill of the room filled me. I opened my eyes to look around for a thermostat but found a fireplace instead.

“You don’t have asthma, do you?” I asked, moving to start a fire.

“Nah,” she said, voice muffled for a moment. “I’m healthy as a horse.”

“Fantastic,” I said, lighting the fire and waiting until I was sure it was going. “I’d imagine it might be one of the Morningstars. They had a feud with the Messiahs for a few hundred years until all the Morningstars married off, and there wasn’t anyone left to carry the name.”

I turned to find her back in the sweater, singed material, holes, and all. She was lighting the candle I put out in my lunge to save her from being burned.

“What are you doing?” I asked. “And why are you back in that sweater.”

“Don’t have anything else in here with me, and you made it clear we can’t go outside,” she said with a shrug. “And I’ve got more to do here, so I need the candle. You can blow out all the others.”

“How kind of you,” I said, bowing slightly to her.

I moved around the room, snuffing candles and pulling my jacket off. When I began unbuttoning my shirt, she finally took notice.

“What are you doing?”

“What you told me to do,” I said putting out the last one.

“Not that,” she said. “Why are you taking your clothes off?”

I pulled the dress shirt off, walked over to her, and handed it to her. She stared at me with wide eyes. I tsked.

“You can’t wear that sweater. It smells wretched, and the burned, melted fabric will irritate your skin. Take it off and wear this,” I said.

“You can’t possibly think your shirt is going to fit over my boobs,” she said. “You saw them. They aren’t exactly small.”

“Fine,” I said, pulling my undershirt shirt off and handing it to her instead. She stared at me with parted lips. I waited for her eyes to land on my face before dropping the shirt on her lap. “There. That one stretches.” I slid my dress shirt back on and began buttoning it.

“I’m fine, really,” she said. 

Her voice was husky, and the less civilized part of my brain cheered. I punched that guy in the gut and waved her off.

“I’m sure you are. But now I won’t be worrying about it.” 

I cleared my throat when she snatched her sweater off and slid my shirt over her head. It would be a lie to say I didn’t like seeing her curves filling out my T-shirt. She took the sweater over to her bags and bent to shove it into a crate. The curves of her body were beautiful and created yet another situation for me to hide arousal.

The first time caught me by surprise while she was talking. And then she stared boldly at me before I could cover the evidence of my attraction to her. I adjusted myself and caught her looking again. She bit her lip, and I reminded myself this was a favor to a friend.

“Any idea who they might be? Like which Morningstar?” she asked. “And who the hell has Messiah and Morningstar for surnames anyway? It’s almost like they were meant to have family wars.”

“Yeah, I think they both go back to Jamestowne. Seems like they were both from the Adamson line and split into two families,” I said. 

The candle on the table flared, and I sat back on the couch opposite her. She was already curled up in the chair. The fire crackled warmly, and the room became bearable. 

“Are you from the Messiah family?” she asked. The flame flattened. “Are you from the Morningstar family?” she asked, and the candle flared.

“Oh good, progress,” I said.

“Mmm, yes, so it would seem,” she said, frowning. “Is this part of your feud?”

The candle flared before sputtering out. 

“What does that mean?” I asked.

“Not sure,” she said, frowning. 

We heard scuttling on the front porch, followed by scratching at the door. Duckie got up and turned to the sounds.

“You shouldn’t open that door,” I said when she was halfway there.

“Why?” she asked, turning around and grinning over her shoulder. “Are you afraid of the dark?”

“Not particularly,” I said, spreading my arms across the back of the couch. “However, there are people in this area that don’t particularly appreciate anyone in their space. That’s why I’m here with you.”

“What? To give me credence?” she asked, smirking.

“Precisely,” I said.

“You’ve seen these people?” she asked.

“Baby, I am these people,” I said, wolfishly smiling. “I’m their god.”

Her eyes swept up and down my body. She hesitated over my lap, and I twitched so hard I was sure she saw. Her eyes sparkled with whatever words she was going to say.

“I’ve never met a man so delusional,” she said, hand on her hip. “And that’s saying something considering what I do.”

There was more scrabbling on the porch, and she went to the window, drew the curtain back, and peeked out. I was across the room and moved the curtain back in place before she could make out anything in the pitch dark.

“What are you doing?” she asked, tugging at the curtain in my hand.

“I told you,” I said, gently moving her away from the door and window. “I’m here to supervise this visit.”

“Why does a visit to a potentially haunted home require supervision?” she asked, facing me.

“They don’t know you,” I said, dropping the curtain and stepping back.

“They hired me,” she said, following and getting in my space. “Is there something here that’s a secret?”

“There’s nothing here that isn’t a secret,” I said, watching her face as she shifted closer.

“Then why invite me here at all?”

“Why are you asking me?” I tilted my head to one side.

“Aren’t gods all knowing?” she asked. Her eyes were heavy-lidded and dark.

“What are you doing?” I asked, bending at the neck so our faces were close enough to touch. “I don’t think the ghost has invaded my space.”

“Well,” she murmured, warm breath against my lips. “It occurs to me I’ve never tasted the lips of a god before, and I might never get the chance again.”

“What are you waiting for?” I asked. My body was a solid throbbing heartbeat centered in uncomfortably tight pants.

Her lashes brushed my cheeks as she leaned forward, focusing on my mouth. The room was stifling, and when her lips whispered against mine, a glass shattered behind us, and we ran into each other painfully instead.

***
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“I’M SORRY,” SHE SAID.

The glass around one of her candles was the source of the explosion. We used a dustpan and broom we found in the pantry to clean up the glass, and she peeled up the dried wax where it’d gone everywhere.

“For what?” I asked, glancing at the cameras and the candles she’d relit.

“I’m not normally quite so forward,” she said, then shrugged. “Okay, maybe I am, but not with someone I just met.”

“Nothing to be sorry about,” I said. “I’m happy to provide anecdotal data for prosperity and the good of humanity.”

“Right,” she said.

“Hey, I’ve never been studied before. What’s your typical turnaround for something like this?” I asked, twirling a finger around the room.

“Depends,” she said. “I don’t think it’s the ghost doing anything here.”

I propped my feet on the coffee table, crossed my arms over my chest, and studied her face. The scar on her neck was deep and hadn’t healed properly. She ran her fingers over the tissue while her thumb touched her chin on the opposite side. 

Nothing about the movement was erotic, and yet I responded to it as if she were teasing me. I dug the nails of my hand into my palm and glowered. It was ridiculous and absurd. No one had been this distracting since Kammy Smith in eighth grade. 

She had soot black pigtails and eyes so dark they were almost black. She’d been my first crush, first kiss, and the source of my first nocturnal emission. Not to mention all the subsequent kisses and things we’d done that no eighth graders had any business doing.

I probably would’ve married Kammy if she hadn’t moved across the country, never to be seen again. I carried her in my heart for a long time. The only one to ever come close to dislodging her was Devon Darker. That’d been in high school, and she married my brother McAlister years later. 

“What do you think it is?” I asked.

“I think someone’s playing games,” she said. “But let’s find out so we can wrap this up.”

“Are you trying to make people leave this place?” she asked, and the candle flattened. “Are you tired of walking these grounds?” she asked, and the flame flared. “Do you want me to let you rest?”

Nothing happened.

“Maybe they don’t understand,” I said, and the candle flattened.

“Are you afraid?” she asked, and the candle’s flame fluttered high.

“Why would they be afraid?” I asked.

“Do you know what happens after you die?” she asked. The circles under her eyes were deeper and darker than before.

“No,” I said, shaking my head. “I’ve thought about it a lot but never really landed on a good explanation.”

“I think it depends on what you believe,” she said.

“That’s a cop-out.”

“Not really,” she said, waving at the candle. “Clearly, there’s something. I think it’s tailored to what we believe. If you believe in Valhalla, then I think that’s what it looks like to you. If you believe in Heaven, then that’s what you get.”

“And if you’ve been bad?” I asked. “Or do you think all of us get into Heaven?”

“I don’t,” she said. “I think there are special hells for those that truly deserve them.”

“And who deserves a special hell?” I asked, leaning my head back against the cushions. “Who decides?”

“I’ve been told there’s a door,” she said instead of answering. She closed her eyes and spread her arms wide. “Ms. Morningstar, do you see the light?”

The candle flared, but Duckie didn’t open her eyes to see it. She did answer as if she had.

“Good. I release you from the bindings of this Earthly prison,” she said, throwing something that bounced off a human-shaped area of nothingness only inches from her. “I release you, Genevieve Morningstar, to return to your Heavenly body and wander no more. I release you.”

The grainy substance she’d tossed at the ghost swirled in a whirlwind before raining down on the floor in a sheet of crystalized grains.

“What just happened?” I asked, thinking I might already know.

“She wanted to leave, so I let her go,” she said, opening her eyes and smiling widely at me. My stomach fluttered when a deep dimple appeared on her right cheek.

“You let her go?”

“Well. I helped her. I guess, really, I set her free,” she said, bouncing over to pat my chest before blowing the candle out.

“What’s that on the floor?” I asked, turning my body to watch her gather her candles around the room.

“Just salt,” she said. “It— “she moved her head from side to side— “grounds them to the Earth and interrupts the electromagnetic...” She turned to look at me, my mouth hanging open and smirked. “You think I’m full of shit.”

“I think you’re interesting, sexy, beautiful, and insane,” I said. “But I do not think you’re full of shit.” I pointed to the floor behind me. “I’ve never seen anything like that before. How’d you know where she was.”

“I sense them,” she said, ignoring the first part of my speech. “I have to close my eyes to get the best feeling, and sometimes the world is too loud, so I can’t find them. By the way, I think one of them was playing with us.”

“Playing with us?” I asked, getting the broom and dustpan to clean up the salt. “Is it okay to sweep this up and put it in the trash?”

“Just wait,” she said, flapping her hand. “I think they were playing with our emotions, trying to get us to be intimate. That kind of energy gives them big power.” She cocked a hip. “So don’t worry about whatever weird feelings you had toward me. I’m sure in the bright light of day, you’ll realize how silly they were.”

“Why am I waiting to clean up?” I asked, watching her bending and moving and knowing the only thing likely to get rid of my current feelings was to get her naked, under, over, and around me. Since that wasn’t apt to happen, I’d have to deal with it.

“There are about ten more roaming around, and I’ll need to put them all to rest. It’s all I can do, and maybe that’ll stop the stories of hauntings.”

“Ten more ghosts?” I asked, pursing my lips.

“Right. They’re mostly spread out. I’m thinking about how to get them to come in here. They’re more imprints than ghosts, and none of them malevolent, but they’re all looped, so they just do the same things over and over if you can’t get their attention.”

“What gets their attention?” I asked, hoping it was naked moon dancing. Who knew I had a thing for witches?

“Well, like I said, strong emotions attract them. Anger, violence, and intense joy,” she said. “It’s why sex is so powerful.”

“Are you propositioning me, madame?”

“How’d we go from baby to madame?” she asked, grinning again so the dimple appeared and kicked me in the gut.

I let the broom fall to the floor and stalked toward her. She stood up straight and grinned impishly until I stood before her. Her gaze flicked up and down before holding with anticipation.

“Are you propositioning me, baby?” I asked as my eyes caught hers and held them. Her breath hitched before she slid her palm against my chest.

“What is it you do, McAffy Murphy?” she breathed. “Surely you aren’t a gangster like Tessa thinks?”

I matched her movements as she slid her hand under my coat around my back. I left her breast untouched but molded the soft T-shirt to her body and slid my hand to her back. Her eyes were hot on mine, and still, the dimpled smile remained.

“What if I was?” I asked. “What if I’m a very bad man and you’re all alone with me? What then?”

“I’m not alone,” she said, moving her hand under the shirt she pulled from my pants. When her hand touched my bare skin, my mouth went dry. She shivered against me when I slid my hand along her back.

“There’s no one around for miles,” I said. “At least not anyone that would help you if they heard you scream. I wasn’t kidding when I told you these are my people.”

She moved so her breasts pressed into my chest, and I felt the stiff peaks behind her lacy bra. She slid against me and shuddered as her eyes became heavy-lidded. My breath caught when she moved to unbutton my shirt.

“I wasn’t talking about people,” she said, and a chill slithered down my spine. 

“What’s that mean?” I asked as she slid both hands up my body and pushed the shirt open. When her hot mouth touched my skin, I labored to hold on to the thought.

“I just told you there are ten more ghosts,” she said, pulling the T-shirt over her head, revealing the red lacy bra and incredibly phenomenal breasts underneath.

“That are just imprints,” I said, drinking in the sight of her. She tried to crowd me, and I held her at arm’s length. “They can’t hurt me.”

“That’s not entirely true,” she said, staring at me and daring me with her eyes. 

When my lips closed over one of her taut nipples through the lace, her head fell back, and she moaned. Her arms moved around my head, holding me close. I moved to the other side when her fingers found my hair.

I groaned against her as I throbbed painfully, and the temperature in the room dropped ten degrees. She let go, reached into her pocket, and pulled out more salt. 

As I watched, she flung the salt in a circle around us and said words like before when she had put the ghost to rest. Our breath was cloudy puffs in the frigid air, even with the fire still burning cheerfully. The house creaked, the wind howled, and the scratching at the door, previously near constant, ceased.

She was wrong.

There were so many more than ten of them around us.
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Duckie

“What’s wrong?” I asked as McAffy adjusted himself.

“I believe you know what’s wrong, madame,” he said.

“Ooh. Back to madame, are we?” I asked, grinning. 

He pushed his hand through his dark hair, and his blue eyes were irritated. Aside from his display of lust back there, it was the most emotion I’d seen from him. 

“I do not stop and start so quickly,” he said. “It’s unsettling, and I believe we need a bit of distance.”

“I’m telling you that tomorrow, you’ll be thanking me. It’s the house, and the ghosts were pushing pretty hard,” I said, pushing my hair out of my face.

He glowered at me, and I shrugged, pulling my feet into the chair. The room temperature was warm again, but I was chilled. Putting them to rest was exhausting, but it wasn’t anything he needed to know about.

“I do not believe you are correct, but on the off chance you are describing something you might feel tomorrow, I will take you at your word.” 

He took a deep breath, and his chest expanded. He left his shirt open, but had it back on. He was lovely to look at, and I was confident I wouldn’t have buyer’s remorse if we’d gone through with what we started, but he absolutely would. I wasn’t many people’s cup of spiked tea.

“So, McAffy Murphy, what is it you do?” I asked my question again.

“I told you,” he said, eyes roving over my face. “I’m a bad man.”

“I don’t really believe that, though,” I said. “What about you is bad?”

“All of me,” he said. “Mind, body, and soul.”

I blinked at him and sat forward, putting my feet on the cold floor.

“You really believe that.”

“It’s true,” he said, a self-deprecating smile gracing his mouth. “I may be bad, but I don’t lie to myself.” He thought for a moment. “Or to my family.”

“So you’re a gangster?” I asked.

“Are you still recording?” he asked.

I glanced over at the cameras. They were both still on and would record all night. I didn’t want anyone saying I didn’t do my job or that I took something that wasn’t mine.

“Yeah. Sorry, it’s for...well, so I don’t get accused of anything.”

“Interesting,” he said. “That happen often?”

“More than I’d like,” I said, rolling my eyes. “You don’t have to answer. I’m not trying to catch you at anything.”

“I’m a businessman,” he said, giving a polished smile. “Not a gangster like you’re thinking about from the twenties.”

“What do you sell?” I asked.

“Dreams,” he said so quickly I knew it came without thought.

“That could mean a lot of things,” I said, tapping my lip. “Hell, I could market my business that way.”

“No, you’d be selling the removal of
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