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Chapter 1

 


Dustin was driving away in the night while
Adrian slept. Going off and leaving Adrian was a new and
gut-wrenching experience. Dustin wasn't prepared for it. The warm
bed and Adrian in it haunted him, called him back. The pull was so
strong, it was painful.

It told him how much he had gotten used to
having Adrian by his side, his anchor. It was just a trip out of
town. It shouldn't hurt this much, but everything with Adrian cut
deeper.

He hadn't expected anything like this when
Adrian became his partner in his PI firm specializing in the
paranormal as long as it paid well. Back then, Adrian believed
everything Dustin did was a scam, but only some of it was.

Now everything seemed far too real. Dustin
was all wrapped up in him. He couldn't stand the thought of not
seeing Adrian every day or Adrian's little daughter, Nessie. With
every mile he drove, it hurt worse.

There was also the nature of the trip and the
feeling that he was going to a place that couldn't be escaped.

 


He arrived at noon and parked outside the
gate though it stood open and he could have driven right in. It
wasn't only that this was as far as he was willing to drive. Once
he got out of his Jag, he couldn't take one step further. The open
gate with its ornate ironwork seemed like something that would
swallow him.

And it would be that much worse at the front
door with its design of iron inlaid into wood in a similar pattern
of curls and spikes. The nested doors of a child's prison.

He stood there for a while, watched dry
leaves of the garden shudder in the breeze, and considered driving
away, going to the hotel, coming back tomorrow, or never.

That wasn't an option. He took a few minutes
and then walked down the path that circled in front of the
mansion's front steps. His footsteps were steady, his demeanor
calm, not betraying that he was shaking inside.

The front door opened while he still had his
hand raised to grab the knocker. Ms Montvale stood there smiling,
looking far too much like her older sister, though her gray hair
was cut short, not pulled back like Mrs. Slater's used to be.
Dustin couldn't help being startled.

"Sorry, sir, but I saw you coming up the
path. Why didn't you park in front?" Ms Montvale asked as she
opened the door wide and stepped aside to let him in.

"I won't be here long," Dustin told her.

"But aren't you staying here at the house?"
she asked and looked disappointed. "I got the best room ready. Not
your grandfather's since it's..."

"Thank you for doing that, but I'll be at
Hotel Cantrelle. Now could you show me where you saw it?" Dustin
could tell he was rushing her, but he didn't know how long he could
stand being there.

She led the way down the west corridor, past
the kitchen and into a storage room that was completely empty now.
Dustin remembered hiding there when it was full of shelves and
boxes. That's why he had it emptied.

But there was something here now. Ms Montvale
had been right. "I'll take care of it. Thank you for letting me
know," Dustin told her and headed for the front door.

"So I should...?" she started to ask,
confused by his sudden exit minutes after he arrived.

"You should take a few weeks off, paid of
course," Dustin told her and got the hell out of there.

On the drive to the hotel, he did the last
thing he wanted to do, he remembered. He had hidden in that room,
was there a spirit there then? Was it there and inactive, and he
was too preoccupied by his own terror to notice it? If it was new,
what could possibly attract it to an empty room?

 


In his hotel room, Dustin sat stretched out
on his bed and smiled as he read the progressively more angry texts
from Adrian. No one had this kind of hold on him. There couldn't be
any doubt that the man cared.

In his head Dustin could hear his deep voice
and clipped tone as he said every word, but he wanted to hear the
real thing.

He got him on the phone and said, "Hello,
Adrian."

What he got in return was a growl. "Do you
know how worried I am?" Adrian asked.

"I have some idea, but I'm OK. I promise. I'm
in a hotel room and wishing you were here," Dustin told him.

"What hotel?" Adrian demanded.

"If I tell you, what's the chance you'll
chase me down to make sure I'm not doing anything stupid?"

"A hundred percent!" Adrian said and Dustin
laughed at his unhesitating honesty.

"That's why I'll keep that to myself, for
now." He then reassured Adrian, "There's only one thing I have to
resolve and I'll be back."

"I don't know if you believe that, but I
don't," Adrian said bluntly. "You're already in bad shape. Whatever
you're doing..."

"Will be over soon. Now let's talk about
something more pleasant. What has Nessie been up to?"

After a sigh, Adrian gave him the short
version. "Being cute, making plans to bake."

"You can do better than that. I'm lonely, you
know," Dustin said.

"We could be having lunch right now," Adrian
said to him cruelly.

"Come on, I already miss you," Dustin said
pitifully.

"You're trying to get my sympathy while not
telling me where you are," Adrian said very correctly.

"Just have a little faith in me," Dustin
said. "I'll be back soon."

After that they ended their call and Dustin
felt like such a liar, but why? Wasn't it all true? This wasn't a
challenging job.

Ms Montvale had taken over looking after the
house since her sister, Mrs. Slater, died. Two days ago, she
contacted Dustin to say she sensed something in the storage room,
"Something unnatural," she said. She had put off telling him, but
she noticed other things. The room often turned freezing cold. It
then filled with flies. The flies were just gone even though that
room had no windows. Dark stains appeared and disappeared and moved
in the corner of her eye.

These were all things Dustin had dealt with
before, but not there. He never planned to return to that house. He
didn't want it when he inherited it, but he couldn't stand the idea
of selling it, passing on its dark past to anyone else.

In his mind, that mansion had no future
except maybe to be demolished. So if he wanted to, Dustin could
have ignored the problem with that room, shut down the house, let
the spirits have it.

But here he was away from Adrian and Nessie,
two people who brought him joy, determined to cleanse a house that
would never stop being haunted to him, and he didn't understand
why.


Chapter 2

 


Dustin was lying upside down on his hotel
bed, staring at the window as it slowly lit up. Even when it was
fully daylight, he didn't get up or even move. If he did, he'd have
to go back to that house and he didn't want to.

What finally got him moving was a text. It
was from Adrian and it said, "I'm downstairs."

Dustin only half believed it, but Adrian
didn't lie. He rushed downstairs and there was Adrian looking mad
and tired and beautiful with his dark blond beard and piercing blue
eyes.

Dustin was beaming at him and he didn't even
get a hint of a smile. "You radiate disapproval," Dustin said and
went over to him to give him a hug. Dustin just wanted to drink in
the sight of him, but his curiosity got the better of him. "How did
you find me?"

"I started with Camille who put me in touch
with your ex assistant who wasn't happy to hear your name, but he
did tell me your mother's name and from there I found the nicest
hotel in Heatherford."

Dustin grumbled a little. "I guess I can't
expect disgruntled ex employees to keep my secrets."

"Secrets?"

"Don't be offended. You know underhandedness
is second nature to me. And a part of me wants you here so damn
much it's embarrassing."

"So I embarrass you?"

"You know you don't. If anything, it's the
other way around. Come on, I'll buy you breakfast and try to
persuade you to go home." Dustin tugged on him and Adrian made a
show of being unwilling before letting himself be dragged away.

Sitting across from Dustin in the hotel
dining room and glaring at him, Adrian was quite a sight. "You know
that cliché, 'you're beautiful when you're angry'? You're doing
it," Dustin said and he couldn't help grinning at him though his
seemingly smug attitude only made Adrian angrier. "It's wonderful
to have you here. You've lifted my mood." The coffee they were
poured was helping too, but neither of them was in the mood for an
actual breakfast.

"So you're having trouble dealing with
whatever you're taking care of here," Adrian concluded though
Dustin hadn't meant to imply anything like that.

"It's not easy, but I don't need
babysitting," he said.

"You need restraining," Adrian said and
Dustin raised an eyebrow at him. "You know what I mean."

"I know you're concerned and I love that you
came to find me, but I want you away from here. I can't have you
mixed up in this."

"This?" Adrian frowned.

Dustin took a deep breath. "My past."

"So do you want to fill me in?" Adrian
asked.

"It's like you didn't hear what I just said,"
Dustin said.

"Just tell me it doesn't involve anything
spiritual," Adrian said and it seemed like he actually expected
Dustin to say that.

Now Dustin wished it was easier to lie to
him. "It's a minor matter at the house."

"The house that belonged to your abusive
grandfather? This isn't minor," Adrian said.

"It's only a haunting in a single room. I'll
do a cleansing..."

Adrian cut in. "Not without me there." Dustin
opened his mouth to object, but Adrian wasn't letting him speak.
"Do I need to remind you that we're partners?"

"This is something for me to deal with,"
Dustin told him.

"So our partnership is a sham?" Adrian
asked.

"You know it's not," Dustin said but Adrian's
phone got his attention and it sounded like he had to take care of
some professorly duties. He probably had all sorts of things to
catch up on after their last trip.

That's why this was a good time for Dustin to
sneak away. If he could deal with the apparition at the mansion,
cleanse the room now, Adrian wouldn't have to get involved.

He had cleansing herbs in the trunk of his
car and he drove to the mansion. Again, he parked outside the gates
and made his way down the path. Ms Montvale wouldn't be here now so
he could work undisturbed.

He hardly had the key in the door when he
heard a car drive up the path. He didn't even turn. He knew the
sound of Adrian's car, and it seemed that Adrian knew where this
place was.

Coming up the steps, Adrian stopped next to
him and didn't say a word, just gnashed his teeth. With him there,
Dustin was considering just walking away, let the apparition have
the house. But having Adrian there also pushed him to go through
with it. To prove himself to him.

"Since you're here, stay close to me," Dustin
said and unlocked the front door.

Going in, everything was quiet. The place was
kept perfectly clean, floors spotless, banisters polished. That was
Ms Montvale's doing though Dustin hadn't asked her to go that far.
Nothing she did could remove the stain on this place. Everything
gleamed but had a dead, oppressive feel to it, like a polished
casket getting dirt shoveled on top of it.

Because it was so squeaky clean, he wondered
if Adrian could tell that the place was basically abandoned. He
looked uneasy, on his guard.

"Is it really only one room that's haunted?"
Adrian asked as he frowned at the grand staircase and then up and
down the hall.

Dustin turned to him. "Do you sense something
else?"

"Just... I don't know," Adrian said.

"The room is this way. It was used for
storage while my grandfather was alive, but it's not used for
anything now." Dustin skipped over why that was. There were all
sorts of small spaces here that could bring back nightmares. He
wasn't about to dwell on that.

At the door of the room, Dustin lit the
cleansing herbs and told Adrian, "You stay out here and hold this
door open."

"OK," Adrian said but he sounded mistrustful
like he expected Dustin to pull some trick.

Dustin turned the knob and was immediately
blown back. He hit the hallway wall hard, but he was worried about
Adrian. When he looked around for him, Adrian was gone.

 



Chapter 3

 


Adrian was right there. He couldn't be gone.
It had to be an illusion. Dustin could still feel the pressure from
that room. Why had things become so much worse? It hadn't been like
this when he was there yesterday.

Spreading the smoke from the cleansing herbs
in front of him, Dustin went to the spot where Adrian had been
standing, put his hand out, hoped to find Adrian right there, touch
him. Nothing.

Dustin's heart raced, his mind did too as it
filled with fear. He should be calm. He had to be if he was going
to push back. If he let fear overwhelm him, he would become a
target and he would not be any help to anyone.

He had to focus on the facts. Adrian had to
be there. He was there. This damn house couldn't swallow him up. It
was only influencing his vision because he was letting it. But
Adrian couldn't see him either.

"Adrian!" Dustin yelled. He wanted his voice
to cut through the apparition's power. "I'm right here!"

Then he heard it, muffled, like it was coming
from behind a wall or even further. It was Adrian's voice but
choked off by the apparition.

Dustin felt in his pocket for the Eye of
Horus keychain Adrian had given him. Its main power was protection
and that was because of Adrian. But now Dustin had to keep him
safe.

"I'm coming over to you. I just have to
cleanse the space around us," Dustin told him and hoped he
heard.

Dustin couldn't deal with the apparition in
any final way. It was obvious there was more to this haunting than
he realized. For now, his only aim was to get Adrian back.

Still, it rattled in his mind, the question
of why the activity around this room shot up all of a sudden. Ms
Montvale hadn't reported anything like this.

It wasn't the time to figure that out. He
just had to power through, get to Adrian.

Waving the cleansing herbs, he pictured a
path to Adrian becoming clear. He imagined Adrian waiting and
giving him that mistrustful, reproving look, but there was always
warmth behind his stern gaze. And sometimes there was so much heat,
Dustin thought it would burn him up.

"Damn it!" Adrian was yelling and grabbing
Dustin by the shoulders hard. "You disappeared. What happened to
you? Are you OK?"

"Me. You disappeared," Dustin told him and
threw an arm around his neck. Breathing in, he could smell that
wonderful smell that was Adrian, plus the smoky and sharp scent of
the cleansing herbs.

"This can't be dealt with as easily as I
thought. We need to go," he said and put his arm around Adrian. He
waved the cleansing herbs ahead of him as they headed for the front
door.

"Did I mess this up?" Adrian wondered.

"Honestly, I don't know," Dustin told him.
Then Adrian got into his car drove out of the gate.

Walking to his car, Dustin drove after him.
He texted Adrian about a coffee shop nearby.

 


At this time of the morning, Teorema Coffee
and Tea was busy, but just as they arrived, two cars pulled away
and he and Adrian ended up parked next to each other. "How do you
feel?" Dustin asked as they went in.

"Fine. But don't tell me you're fine. You're
pale," Adrian told him. "You need to have some breakfast."

"Can't," Dustin said.

"I'll tell Nessie you're skipping breakfast,"
Adrian said and got his phone out like he was actually going to
call her. It turned out to be a video call.

"I see Dustin," she said happily when Adrian
pointed the phone at him.

"I see you two and that makes me very happy,"
Dustin told her and found he was smiling at her sweet face despite
what happened at the mansion. "Your dad is making me have
breakfast."

"You have to eat breakfast, Dustin," she told
him in her darling voice.

"So you two agree. Then I will have to. I'm
going to have a bagel," Dustin promised her and Adrian ordered them
each one.

"Is research your next step?" Adrian asked as
they were taking their bagels and coffees to a table.

"I... " Dustin shook his head and they sat
down and he couldn't imagine either doing research or actually
eating that bagel. "I don't want to know anything. I just wanted to
put that spirit to rest. Be done with it."

"That didn't work," Adrian said bluntly.
"Since I am here, I'll do the research for you. And you can do me a
favor and stop trying to do things without me."

"You know, I regret allowing you anywhere
near that room," Dustin told him. "Having you disappear on me..."
He shut his eyes on the memory and the fear it brought back.

"From my perspective, you disappeared,"
Adrian said. "You were taken away. I felt alone and like I would
never find you. The influence of that ghost, I guess, but it felt
real."

Adrian's expression was grim, and Dustin knew
he wasn't the only one who got frantic when they got separated.
"I'll never be gone for long," Dustin reassured him and held his
hand next to their coffee cups and untouched bagels.

"I have to ask," Adrian said and turned his
hand over so he was holding Dustin's hand. "Could the ghost in
there be your grandfather's?"

It was an obvious question. Dustin should
have expected it, but it still hit him with startling force,
chilled him. He was sure his hand in Adrian's had to be turning to
ice. Somehow he managed to answer in a calm, even tone that
betrayed none of the turmoil inside him. "No. It can't be him. I
know exactly where he is."

 



Chapter 4

 


As soon as they left the mansion, Adrian
wanted to start on his research. "I have an online class to teach
in the afternoon. I want to get some research done before I have to
prepare for the class."

Dustin didn't want him doing the research in
the first place, much less rushing into it. As he drove away from
the mansion, he quickly looked up what they might do to pass the
time, and saw there was an art gallery they could visit. That might
distract Adrian at least for a little while.

He texted Adrian, "Come on, it will help us
unwind and Luna will be proud of us."

"For Luna? Really? Fine. I'll go," Adrian
said and Dustin couldn't tell if he knew it was a delaying
tactic.

He couldn't tell even as they walked the art
gallery and looked at mostly black charcoal drawings then some very
colorful paintings of octopuses and beach umbrellas before things
became very abstract. "If you like any of them, just say the
word."

"The word is no," Adrian told him. "When Luna
does this kind thing, Nessie says, 'Luna forgot how to draw.'"

"And I'm guessing you agree with her. This
kind of attitude is how a man ends up with a painting of an octopus
lovingly wrapped around a beach umbrella," Dustin warned him.

"That better be a joke," Adrian told him and
shot him a beautiful, blue eyed glare.

 


Finding a restaurant that didn't bring any
memories with it because it only just opened, Dustin had a very
nice lunch with Adrian. It was even better because Nessie joined
them by video call. She was eating too, and with her watching him,
Dustin forced himself to eat.

Seeing her and hearing her sweet chatter did
make him feel better, but at the same time he was thinking about
that research Adrian offered to do and how much he didn't want him
to do it. It filled him with mind-numbing dread, but it was
unavoidable, wasn't it?

The search for the spirits identity had to
start with the history of the mansion, and Dustin didn't want
Adrian looking into that. And he most definitely didn't want to
look into it himself.

"We can just leave," Dustin said as soon as
Adrian ended the call with Nessie. This situation wasn't
inescapable. He wasn't trapped. He wasn't at anyone's mercy. He
just had to choose to leave.

Adrian was silent for a minute then he said,
"I'm the last one to try to talk you into staying here. I want you
home. I want to be able to drop in at the office so we can go to
lunch or to keep you from doing something reckless. That's bad
enough when the ghost has nothing to do with you. I don't want you
drowning in your past."

Dustin smiled at him and how solemnly he said
that. Whatever Adrian said, he meant. It was that simple, and it
made it hard for Dustin to be dishonest with him.

"I feel compelled. If I can finish things
here, end the haunting, I can free myself. Then I would be whole,"
Dustin said.

"This isn't the only way to do that,
grappling with a ghost while under the influence of trauma," Adrian
said. "Other people do what you do. Outsource this exorcism or
cleansing or whatever it is."

"You make me sound very replaceable," Dustin
told him with a wry smile. "But I'm the one who needs to be
exorcised. I want to be cleansed of the past so I'll be free to be
happy with you." The admission made his chest feel tight but Adrian
frowned.

"I'm the reason for this?" he said.

"You and Nessie. I want to be a better person
for her too," Dustin said.

"You don't need to push yourself. You won us
over just the way you are," Adrian told him with a smile.

"Flaws and all?" Dustin said.

"Are you admitting to having flaws?" Adrian
asked him teasingly. "Let's go home."

"OK. But I want to speak to Ms Montvale in
person to make sure she doesn't go back inside that house. I have
to make sure no one does. The place has to be locked up until I can
have someone cleanse it," Dustin said.

"Isn't it already locked up?" Adrian
asked.

"People have keys. Ms Montvale, the
exterminator, the handyman who does maintenance. It's an old house.
Something always has to be done. The locks have to be changed, and
that means someone has to go over there and do the work. When they
do, I have to stand by to make sure they're safe."

"So we can't just leave. OK," Adrian said.
"But you're not going anywhere without me."

"Fine, but I'll just be there to make sure
nothing happens," Dustin said. He didn't really expect Adrian to
let him go alone, not after he came all this way to be his
bodyguard.

Adrian had a question though. "How do ghost
like it when you lock them in?"

Dustin groaned. "Sometimes it makes the
activity worse, like a pressure cooker. Other times they don't seem
to notice."

"This one will notice," Adrian said with
certainty and Dustin couldn't deny it.

"Something already stirred up this
apparition. I don't know if it was the house being closed up most
of the time. Before now, the activity from this entity either
wasn't there or it wasn't noticeable. I don't remember ever sensing
it when I was a child, but my state of mind... wasn't clear,"
Dustin said and skipped over the terror he lived with.

"Maybe it's not that old," Adrian pointed
out. "It could be a more recent death."

Dustin shook his head. "It's not new, more
than fifteen years ago. Could even be twenty."

"And you don't know of anyone who died during
that time? I know your grandfather died here," Adrian said and
watched Dustin with concern.

"I wouldn't have known if one of the staff
died while I was away, or anyone else." That 'anyone else' felt
heavy as he said it, and he had to ask Adrian, "When the ghost
split us up, you got a sense of abandonment? Hopelessness?"

"Like I was never going to find you," Adrian
said.

"Or like I was never coming back?" Dustin
asked. Adrian didn't seem sure, but Dustin had his answer anyway.
"Damn. I don't think I can drop this case."

"Because of the feelings it pushed on me?"
Adrian asked, not understanding.

"I can't. I can't leave it there, not in that
house," Dustin insisted, getting worked up despite himself. What he
meant was that he couldn't leave this spirit in there alone with
him.
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