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Chapter 1

 


Outside the offices of Milner & Dunn
Investigations, Adrian stopped and looked up at the narrow, two
story building. He still couldn't believe that he owned half of
this place thanks to his great uncle. Seeing the name Milner on the
sign above the door reminded him of it every time he stopped by to
check what his partner was up to.

But he wished the name of the business said
it all, and he was simply a partner at a PI firm. Far from it
though. Their business was really about performing spiritual
cleansings and other dubious supernatural services.

Even after seeing and experiencing some
unexplained phenomena for himself, Adrian was not at ease with the
kind of business he was involved in. Going inside and to the open
door of his partner's office only made him more uneasy as he
overheard Dunn talking to a client.

Sitting behind his desk, leaning back, Dunn
was gorgeous as his golden brown eyes landed on Adrian and he
flashed him a quick smile. A meaningless smile, Adrian reminded
himself as he listened to Dunn talking to their new client.

"I hate to tell you this, but the site of
your future bed and breakfast is rife with hostile spiritual
activity," Dunn was telling Mrs. Evanovic, who was terrified of
ghosts. "I guess we now know why the place was such a bargain."

Leaning in the doorway, Adrian glared at him
for the hard sell. But after that scare tactic, Dunn quickly got
her to agree to an immediate cleansing of her property.

"Don't you think you were laying it on a
little thick?" Adrian said reproachfully once Dunn was off the
phone.

Dunn denied it. "No, that was an accurate
assessment, but you'll be witnessing that for yourself when we go
there. I assume you're free now?" Dunn said with a grin.

"Where are you dragging me off to?" Adrian
asked as Dunn got up from behind his desk and went to get his
coat.

"Mrs. Evanovic bought an old boarding house
outside of town that she wants to turn into a bed and breakfast.
We're going to go and cleanse it," Dunn told him. "She wants to get
the remodeling started." Dunn grabbed the bundle of herbs he used
for cleansing and headed downstairs while still putting on his
coat.

As he rushed off, Adrian followed him but not
enthusiastically. He did admire the lines of Dunn's body as he
pulled on his coat. To think he had seen that body naked, held and
fucked and...

He needed to stop thinking about being with
Dunn. They weren't together, never would be. They only had this
business keeping them tied to each other.

Otherwise, they were just too different. Dunn
was brash, arrogant, greedy and unscrupulous, but charming. In
contrast to all that, Adrian was sure Dunn would call him boring
for being an overly serious, responsible college professor, content
to be living a quiet, suburban life and raising his little
daughter.

Right then Adrian almost thought he might be
wrong as he noticed the way Dunn looked him up and down as he held
the front door open for him before locking it and turning around
the "Out to Lunch" sign. Adrian did have a few things going for
him. He was tall, broad shouldered and some men appreciated his
dark blond beard and blue eyes.

Whatever appreciation his partner might show
him, Dunn wasn't someone who could ever get serious about a man
like him. Not that Adrian wanted him to. He just couldn't stay away
from the man.

 


The drive in Dunn's Jag was pleasant, taking
them outside of town and into some winter scenery. When they
reached the boarding house, Adrian could see why Mrs. Evanovic
wanted to have a bed and breakfast there. A creek ran through the
property and emptied into a nice sized pond surrounded by willow
trees. They probably looked spectacular in warmer weather. Right
now everything was leafless and dry, but Adrian could picture it in
spring and summer or when there was snow on the ground.

The boarding house didn't make the same
pleasant impression. It had boards haphazardly nailed over the
windows and doors, rotted wood siding, and missing pickets in the
porch railing.

Adrian was frowning at the old building, but
it was nothing to how darkly Dunn was looking at it. "It feels
worse than it looks, much worse," Dunn said and his breathing got a
little rough. "We're this close to needing an exorcism."

"That bad?" Adrian felt like the house had a
bad vibe, but he didn't know what Dunn was sensing.

"That's one reason I want to do the cleansing
right away, before things get any worse and also because it's
daylight. The entities are less active and less powerful," Dunn
explained.

Adrian wondered about the boarded up windows.
"You usually want windows and doors open for a cleansing."

"Oh, those boards are going to have to come
off. I have a crowbar in the trunk." Dunn popped the trunk then
pointed at the crowbar and stepped back as if to give Adrian access
to it.

Adrian stared at him levelly then told him,
"Have fun prying off those boards."

"This is supposed to be a partnership. I'm
doing the cleansing. I'll be busy waving this thing around," Dunn
said and held up the bundle of herbs. "Come on, you're a strapping
hunk of a man. Those boards will be like toothpicks to you."

"The flattery is nice, but I was kind of
expecting you to tell me it was my job as your assistant," Adrian
said since that's how Dunn liked to introduce him to clients.

"Will that get you to do it?" Dunn asked.

"I don't want to be here all day so I'll help
you, but you're doing your share," Adrian told him sternly.

Only the downstairs windows were boarded up,
and a lot of the boards were rotten and didn't give them much
trouble. Once they were done with those, they stood on the front
porch and Dunn opened the front door slowly for maximum dramatic
effect, prolonging the creaking sound it made.

"The client isn't here. You don't need to put
on a show," Adrian pointed out.

"But you are here. I can't slack off," Dunn
said and they went in.

It was dusty in there, abandoned for years,
decades maybe. The narrow foyer led to a set of stairs straight
ahead that split the space in two.

"You're not lighting your herbs yet?" Adrian
said since Dunn usually lit them at the front door.

"The setup in here is going to require us to
start at the top then I'll drive the spirits down and out," Dunn
said, but he went right past the stairs and toward the back of the
house.

As he followed him, Adrian looked into a room
that might have been the dining room then walked through a kitchen.
Dunn was heading straight for the back door, when the pantry door
next to Adrian slammed shut. Startled by it, he almost didn't
notice the tall storage shelf behind him starting to tilt. It would
have fallen right on top of him if Dunn didn't rush over and catch
it.

"Move," Dunn told him gruffly, but Adrian's
coat was caught in the door that slammed shut and he couldn't pull
it free or open the door. With his back to the shelf he couldn't do
much to help Dunn with it either, and it looked like it took all
his strength to hold it up.

"Is it that heavy?" Adrian asked as he kept
trying the door and then decided to just take his coat off.

"Pressure. They're pushing," Dunn said, the
strain showing in his voice.

"Damn," Adrian said, but the door had been
like that too, like something was keeping it shut by force so he
couldn't get it open.

Abandoning his coat, he turned and helped
Dunn hold up the shelf. He got to feel that pressure for himself.
It must have taken all of Dunn's strength not to let that thing
fall and crush both of them.

Now Dunn started speaking to the spirit in a
stern, angry voice. "Spirits who dwell here, we are not here to do
harm. We only want to set things right. Release your hold now!" His
voice rose to a shout and the door Adrian's coat was stuck in
started vibrating. The door flew open and nearly smacked Adrian in
the face. Then the shelf tilted forcefully the other way like it
had been shoved. After some tilting back and forth, it settled to
stand upright again.

Dunn was breathing hard and pointing toward
the back door. "I need some air," he said as Adrian took his arm,
grabbed his coat off the floor and led him outside.

"You OK?" Adrian asked. He didn't think it
was the physical exertion that was doing this to Dunn.

But out on the back porch, he seemed to feel
better right away, like he could breathe. "That was unpleasant," he
said.

"I'd say. So just now, all that yelling was
you using your power?" Adrian asked.

"Yeah. That's why I feel like hell right
now," he said then pointed around at what was on the porch. "This
is what I wanted to show you."

He was pointing at empty beer bottles and
cans, snack bags and some spray-painted obscenities.

"Vandalism, trash, this is the source of the
problem," Dunn declared. "The deceased owners still think of this
place as theirs. And to have it treated like this..."

"A few empties and some graffiti. That caused
all that rage?" Adrian said.

"I would hardly dignify that inartistic
shlong rendering with the term graffiti," Dunn said and waved his
hand at it dismissively.

"Let's set aside the artistic merits of
graffiti. Is this really why the spirits basically tried to kill
me?" Adrian asked.

"The dead aren't all that good at telling
apart the living. They're angry at people who came here and trashed
the place. They don't know we aren't them or that we don't plan to
trash the place. And the fact that we went inside, unlike whoever
did this, is especially threatening," Dunn explained.

"But you think you can convince the spirits
to leave?" Adrian said.

"More like force them out. That attempt on
your life means that the gloves are off," Dunn said and the look in
his eyes was intense.

"So for my sake, you're going to get rough
with these spirits?" Adrian asked half jokingly.

"There are lots of things I would do for your
sake," Dunn said and Adrian was a little taken aback. "I take
protecting you very seriously. Have to get you home to Nessie in
one piece."

With that said, Dunn went back in and Adrian
only stared at him. A moment later, Adrian rushed after him. He
didn't want Dunn in that house alone in case the ghosts tried
anything else, but Adrian wasn't happy to find himself back there
either. Still there he was, helping Dunn open windows and
doors.

Most of the rooms were empty so it was hard
to tell what they were once, parlors or bedrooms, but being in them
felt oppressive. Going upstairs, they found a few things here and
there. One room even had a rusty iron bed in it. Adrian separated
from Dunn, and went in there. As he turned to open a window, he
heard the bed creak behind him like someone had put their weight on
it.

He spun around, but of course, no one was
there. The bed still kept making the same noise while Adrian stood
by the window and stared. Then the bed suddenly moved, sliding
toward Adrian fast as if to crush his legs.

From the door of the room Dunn yelled, "Stop!
Back off!"

As it stopped, the bed shook just like the
pantry door did, then it flew the other way and hit the wall,
cracking the plaster. Once it stopped there, Dunn leaned on the
door frame and breathed hard. "This house is going to be a lot of
work," he huffed.

"We seem to be under attack. Are you sure you
don't want to start the cleansing?" Adrian asked as he went over to
him.

Dunn shook his head. "The windows need to be
open otherwise it's a closed system under pressure. Or that's how
it feels." He then told Adrian, "But I can take care of that. You
should wait in the car since you seem to be the preferred target.
I'll walk you out."

"No," Adrian told him flatly. "You are not
dealing with this on your own. Without me here, you might become
the target."

Dunn half smiled at him and looked kind of
surprised. "OK, but I'll have to keep a closer eye on you. We stick
together."

Adrian nodded and they moved on to the next
room where a broken rocking chair was turned over on its side.
Nothing threatening happened.

After more nearly empty rooms, they went into
the attic and found it was set up like an apartment with two
bedrooms and a small sitting room. There was also a lot more
furniture there as well as some personal possessions. In the
sitting room, Adrian spotted a porcelain doll with a frilly, pink
apron that might have been red once. It was sitting on a shelf, and
Dunn pointed to it then to an old framed photo on the wall that
looked like it might be from the 1950s. The photo showed two
smiling, middle-aged women, one of whom wore the same type of
frilly apron and had a similar hairstyle to the doll's.

"Those are the owners, the Carter
sisters."

"Is it their ghosts you are trying to get rid
of?" Adrian asked. He couldn't put together what he saw in that
photo with the two attacks on him.

"I think so. The sense I get from the spirits
is very possessive. Protective of the place. That's why they are so
angry about the vandalism," Dunn said then he pointed at the doll
again. "Does Nessie have something like this?"

"A porcelain doll? No. She's three. She would
break it in two seconds," Adrian told him.

"No, a doll that looks like her."

"She has her namesake, Nessie, the Loch Ness
monster," Adrian said.

"Ah, yes. Green Nessie," Dunn said and
smiled. He always seemed surprised that his Christmas gift became
her favorite toy.

But now he got serious. He lit the bundle of
herbs he carried and got down to business. In a deep voice, he
started speaking to the ghosts, telling them, "Spirits who dwell
here, it's time for you to move on. This place is no longer your
home. Leave for a better place and go to your well-earned
rest."

He spread the smoke all through the attic as
he chanted, asking the spirits to leave. He repeated the ritual on
the second floor then they went back downstairs.

As Dunn was chanting, Adrian noticed
something in the middle of the floor in the living room. Going over
to it, he saw it was the doll in the frilly apron.

"Are there two dolls?" Adrian asked, but knew
what kind of answer to expect.

"No. This is the doll from upstairs," Dunn
confirmed and started spreading smoke over it.

"I knew that doll was haunted," Adrian
grumbled.

"It's the image of one of the dead who are
haunting this place. It's bound to be haunted too," Dunn said as he
stood in front of the doll. Both he and the doll were covered with
the smoke from the herbs. Dunn looked down at the doll and said,
"This place will be made new. It will be cleaned and fixed, and it
will have people staying in it once again. But this is no longer
your home. There is a better, more peaceful home where you can rest
from all earthly worries. Go now, leave this place. Let the new
owners have peace and I grant the same to you. Go."

Dunn waved the herbs over the doll and she
tipped over. A gust of wind swept through the room. The walls
shuddered and then everything went quiet.

"Is it done?" Adrian asked as he looked
around. The place looked the same, but it felt very different. The
air was easier to breathe, and
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