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​William Duke

THROUGH THE FRONT WINDOW of my living room, I watch as a walking kaleidoscope of a woman approaches my doorstep. Her flowing skirts ripple around her ankles, sunlight reflecting off the numerous crystals she’s wearing. The scarf around her neck is Dr. Who-long with glitter and tassels. Her hair is a rich red, long and curly.

Her eyes sparkle with mischief.

I don’t much care for mischief.

I’m uneasy and intrigued at the same time as I open my front door.

“William Duke,” she says, her voice a soft, low timbre with a raspy edge. “I’ve been looking for you.”

She’s gorgeous but can’t be more than twenty years old. I don’t know where a woman that young gets a voice like that. Shouldn’t be allowed.

I stand in the doorway, my arms crossed over my chest and brow furrowed. It’s usually enough to send a person scurrying in the other direction. Doesn’t seem to faze the young hippie in front of me.

She’s hot as fuck. But too young for a man my age to notice her that way. But notice her I do.

I already know I don’t like her. Something about her tips me past grumpy and right into cantankerous. I’m already mad about the intrusion into my carefully ordered life, and I haven’t even heard why she’s here.

It’s not easy to have a carefully ordered life when you’re the middle Duke brother. I’ve spent my entire life trying to do damage control because of my brothers. Max, the oldest, is an idea man and always has been. The ideas are never well planned and got us into a lot of scrapes as kids. The problem is that I usually went along with them because our little brother, Dillon, idolized Max. Someone needed to look out for Dillon.

Max and his ideas are why the three of us moved back to Tempest, our hometown, last summer because Max had a grand plan to save the town. I left my thriving woodworking business in Los Angeles to go home again. Something we’d sworn we’d never do when they ran us out all those years ago.

It turned out all right, I suppose. Max has been appointed interim mayor and is getting married next week. Dillon is happy and engaged to his pregnant fiancée. And I’m happy as long as I’m working with my hands. After nine months of living in Tempest, my feet are on solid ground again.

But I have a bad feeling the woman on my stoop is going to pull the rug out from my feet on this solid ground I’ve found. She looks like trouble. Sounds like trouble. She even smells like trouble. Some herby tea scent that should be cozy but isn’t.

“Maisy Kincaid,” she says, extending a hand adorned with rings of various gemstones and bangles that tinkle like music on her wrists. “I had a vision, Mr. Duke. A vision that brought me here—to save your life.”

That’s a new one.

“Of course you did.” I pinch the bridge of my nose. “What kind of vision?” I ask, even though I have no interest in the answer.

“Um,” she sighs, running her fingers through her wild, untamed hair. “That’s where things get interesting. I saw danger looming over you, but the details were...hazy. I just know I’m meant to be here, to protect you.”

The idea of this woman protecting me is laughable. I’m not a small man. And I’m not a man who backs down from a fight or needs someone to protect him. I’m no damsel in distress.

It should be laughable, but I don’t laugh. Instead, I narrow my eyes and study her. She seems earnest enough, but I spent enough time in LA with people who claim to have visions to know better.

Next she’ll pull out a deck of cards and need cash to lift the evil eye. Or something equally nonsensical.

“Listen, Ms. Kincaid,” I say, my voice low and even. “I appreciate your concern, but I don’t need protection. I can take care of myself.”

She tilts her head to the side, studying me intently. “Can you, though? Can any of us really take care of ourselves? Or do we all need a little help sometimes?”

No, no we don’t. “I don’t know what kind of game you’re playing, but I don’t have time for this.”

Her eyes flash with hurt before she quickly composes herself. “I understand your skepticism, Mr. Duke. But I assure you, this is no game. I’m here to help you, whether you believe it or not.”

I can’t deny that there’s something about this Maisy that draws me in. Her presence is magnetic, a stark contrast to the rigid orderliness that defines my life. A part of me wants to slam the door in her face, while another part wonders if there might be some truth to her words. And another part of me, my damn cock, has an opinion of its own and would very much like to get to know Maisy better.

She’s too young. Too flaky. Down, boy.

“Please, at least hear me out. Otherwise I’ll just camp out on your doorstep all night.”

I do not doubt this. She looks like the kind of crazy that would do that very thing.

“Alright,” I finally say, my voice cautious and measured. “I’ll hear you out.”

Maisy’s face lights up with relief, and for a brief moment, I find myself captivated by the warmth of her smile. Potent, this girl is.

She tries to explain herself, but talks in circles. I watch her earnest expression as she insists on the truth of her vision. Her eyes, an intense shade of green, seem to hold a world I can’t quite understand.

“Mr. Duke,” she says.

“Call me William.”

“William, I know it’s hard to comprehend, but you need to trust me,” she pleads, her voice soft and urgent. The sincerity in her tone makes it difficult for me to dismiss her outright. “So in my vision, I’m working for you. Here, in this house.”

“In my house? Doing what?”

“I’m a very talented cook,” she says. “But also maybe cleaning? In my vision, I lived here.”

I look around my hundred-year-old bungalow. “I live alone in a small house. Why would I need a live-in maid and personal chef?”

“My bedroom has a brass bed and a faded quilt with yellow and blue patches.”

Okay, so she described my guest room. A room that no one has ever guested in, but I’m sure there’s a reasonable explanation for how she could know what it looks like.

“That sounds nice,” I say, not giving away the truth.

“It’s very nice. Also, you eat horribly. Especially for an adult. Your mom taught you how to cook, but you survive on frozen pizza.”

She could be describing any single man.

But my mom did teach me how to cook. And I almost never do it. I do make sure to eat a lot of salad. To go with my frozen pizzas.

“I know you don’t believe me. Or you don’t want to believe me. But I’ve come a really long way.”

I pinch the bridge of my nose. Again. “What exactly do you want from me?”

“I know it’s hard to trust a stranger, especially one who claims to have had a psychic vision. But please, let me prove myself to you. Let me cook you a meal, show you what I can do. If you don’t like it, I’ll leave.”

“Really?”

“Well, no. I’m very tenacious.”

I am getting ready to say no when out of my mouth comes, “Okay, you can cook for me. But just one meal, and then we’ll see.”

What the hell am I doing?
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​William

MAISY’S FACE LIGHTS up with excitement. “Great! I bought groceries on my way here. I knew you wouldn’t have much to work with.”

She goes out to her car. Despite the fact that she looks like she survives on granola and activism, she drives a classic pink Cadillac with tail fins. It must cost a fortune to fill the gas tank. It’s a beauty, though, one my brother Dillon would appreciate.

But not very green of her.

I also think she’s crazy.

Or maybe I’m crazy. Yeah, I’m definitely the crazy one. My brothers would have a lot of fun with this. In fact, maybe they are the ones who set this whole thing up. I don’t know when they would have found the time. Between wedding plans and the interim job of mayor for Max, and a pregnant high maintenance fiancee and a job as the only mechanic in town for my brother Dillon, they should be too busy for elaborate pranks.

As Maisy sets to work in my kitchen, I watch her move with a grace and confidence that belies her young age. Her hands move quickly and deftly as she chops vegetables and stirs pots on the stove. The aroma of herbs and spices fills the air, and my stomach grumbles in anticipation.

I still watch closely to make sure she doesn’t poison my food.

When she finally sets the meal before me, I take a tentative bite.

Wow. “This is incredible,” I say, my tone awed. “What’s this called?”

“It’s just a simple pasta dish with fresh herbs and vegetables. Nothing too fancy,” Maisy replies with a modest smile. “I don’t think it has a name.”

I take another bite, savoring the complex flavors like I’m a food critic on TV. “You’re an amazing cook,” I say, impressed despite myself.

“Thank you.” Maisy’s eyes sparkle with pleasure at my praise. “If I told you I’m a kitchen witch, you’d probably throw me out of the house. So I’ll just say I love to cook.”

A kitchen witch. Right. This gets better all the time.

I invite her to join me at the table. It’s the polite thing to do, after all. So she dishes herself up a plate and joins me.

“Where are you from, Maisy?”

She shrugs. “I move around a lot. I don’t have any real roots.”

Tumbleweed. She probably blows in with the wind, causes havoc, and blows back out when it’s time to address the mess she’s caused. Like a reverse Mary Poppins.

She smooths a hand over the wooden table and closes her eyes. “You made this table.”

If she’s done her research, she already knows I’m a carpenter, so I’m not awed by her psychic pronouncement. “Yeah.”

“It was going to be a wedding gift.” She closes her eyes again. “But you decided it was too small for your brother. He plans on having a big family and you realized you wanted to make him a larger table. Almost double the size of this one. You kept this table for yourself.”

How the fuck did she know that? I never told anyone I had a false start on Max and Cherry’s wedding gift.

“How did you...?”

“I get impressions from objects sometimes.”

I raise an eyebrow at her. “Impressions from objects?”

Maisy nods. “Sometimes I can sense the history of an object, the emotions attached to it.”

I’m skeptical, but I never told anyone that I scratched the first table as a gift and kept it for myself

There’s something about this woman that’s unsettling, yet intriguing. “That’s...interesting,” I say, unsure what else to say.

She smiles, and I swear I can feel the heat from her gaze. Where her eyes touch me, it’s like sunlight. “I’m glad you think so.”

We eat in silence for a few moments, the only sounds being the clinking of silverware against plates.

“You’re... different,” I say, searching for the right word. “I don’t know what to make of you.”

Maisy chuckles. “I get that a lot.”

I study her for a moment, taking in her red hair and the colorful beads that hang from her neck. Despite her eccentricities, there’s a warmth to her that’s hard to ignore.

She’s earthy.

“You’re not going to try and convert me to anything, are you?” I ask, only half-joking.

Maisy raises an eyebrow. “Convert you? To what?”

“I don’t know. Some kind of new age religion or something.”

She laughs. “No, I’m not trying to convert you to anything. I know what it’s like when people try to change who you are. It’s not something I would ever do to someone else.”

I nod, still unsure of what to think. But there’s something about her that draws me in, something that makes me want to know more.

“Tell me more about these visions you have,” I say, leaning forward.

Maisy’s expression turns serious. “It started when I was a kid. I would touch something and know things I shouldn’t. Sometimes I see it like a movie, but most of the time, it’s just a knowing. Then, when I hit adolescence, I would see things even when I wasn’t touching something, like flashes of the future. At first, I thought I was just imagining things. But then they started coming true.”

I raise an eyebrow. “Like what?”

Her features go very soft and her throaty voice gets quiet. “Like my mom getting in a car accident. I saw it happen before it did. And then it happened exactly as I saw it.”

“That’s... intense,” I say, not sure what else to say.

Maisy nods and then twists one of her rings. Three times, I count. “It can be. But it’s not always bad things. Sometimes I see good things too.” She leans in closer, her expression serious. “But there’s something else I want to show you.”

My curiosity piqued, I follow her to the living room where she pulls out a notebook from her huge bag. Flipping through the pages, she stops at a detailed sketch of a house—my house.
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