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Chapter One


Jack





There’s an abandoned, ivy-covered mansion on the edge of town. According to my mom, who’s privately declared herself Willow Creek’s unofficial historian, it’s been empty for at least seventy-five years. It’s Halloween night - which means someone’s gonna try and break into it. My friends and I used to dare each other to spend the night there, but we always chickened out. 

One of mom’s bunko buddies called the station twenty minutes ago and said she saw flickering in one of the windows and was afraid it was on fire. The rest of the guys are off so they could either take their kids trick or treating or be at the six car pile-up that got called in earlier tonight. So when the call came over dispatch, I was the only one available to check it out. Even though I was home and technically off-duty, I patched in and accepted it. 

When I get there, the only vehicle in the driveway is a banged up older Subaru Outback. Dispatch was right about one thing - there’s someone in there. I’m a big guy, so I can probably run them off if they’re here for a Halloween prank. I take a deep breath and hitch my backpack over my shoulder when I see the light moving past the windows on the first floor. The front door’s ajar, and as I creep closer I can see the wad of paper stuck between it and the frame. I pull it out as I push against the heavy oak and close it. When it slams shut behind me, there’s a gasp and a shadowy figure comes hurtling toward me. I step backward and trip on the edge of a rug.

I go crashing to the floor with the apparition clinging to me. It starts beating my chest with its fists. “Why’d you pull the paper out? Now we’re stuck here until my sister shows up in the morning to get ready for her seance.”

I recoil on the inside, even while the buckles on the backpack are digging into my shoulder, because I recognize that voice. Ophelia Daniels. The only woman who’s ever made me tongue-tied and awkward. The only woman who’s ever ghosted me. The woman who dunked me nineteen times in a row at the ice cream social before she stomped into oblivion. When I caught her a lightning pulse of awareness skittered down my spine. The same one that lit the space between us like a thousand fireworks the first time I saw her in that red dress across a crowded diner.  A spark I lost sight of when she threw her napkin in my face and dumped her glass of sweet tea on my head. A spark I just realized I’ve been missing for six months. Feeling it again, like a solar flare thumping in my chest, makes all the cracked pieces of glass inside me since the cookout conversation with Ian start to mend. It’s almost enough to make me believe I’m enough - that someone finally sees who I am behind the flirting and jokes.

She pushes a pair of goggles to her forehead as I take in her ridiculous costume. She’s wearing a brown jumpsuit that makes me wonder what happens if she has to take an emergency bathroom break. She looks like she walked off the set of some whacked sci-fi movie. And her gear looks like the stuff Melissa McCarthy and her friends hauled around in the Ghostbusters reboot. 

She’s beautiful - even with sweaty hair and the ugliest version of an exterminator uniform I’ve ever seen. I shove down the impulse to tell her everything I’m thinking, and decide to push her away instead. I set my mouth in a sneer and try to sound condescending. “Are you supposed to be a ghostbuster?”

She hops off and skewers me with an evil glare that makes her hazel eyes flare. “Of course your only frame of reference is Hollywood,” she snarls as she fists her hands on her hips. “This isn’t a costume, Jack Montgomery. It’s my job. I’m a ghost-hunter, not a ghostbuster. And you just interrupted the first job I’ve gotten in Willow Creek.”

“If you were so worried about being stuck here, you should’ve told someone this is where you’d be.”

“I did, you idiot! The owner. Because he hired me. He said the door jams and I’d be stuck if I didn’t wedge something in between it and the frame.” 

“Well how was I supposed to know? Somebody called the firehouse because they thought your flashlight was this piece of shit burning down.” Her unreasonable hostility is pissing me off. People usually love me. Especially women. Not only is she immune, I think she hates me. “Trust me, you’re the last person I want to be stuck with on Halloween night. Especially since you acted like I didn’t exist after our date.”

“What else was I supposed to do? You were ridiculous. And insulting.”

I rear back. “No I wasn’t.” And I wasn’t- because I would never insult a woman. Grace Montgomery raised her sons to respect women and their bodies and she’d stick my head on a pike if she thought I was being an asshole.

“Are you for real? The last thing you said to me was, Are you my little toe? Because I’m gonna bang you against every piece of furniture in my house. How is that anything but ridiculous and insulting?”

I push myself to my feet and cross my arms. “It was just some friendly flirting.”

She shakes her head so hard I’m almost afraid she’s going to wring her own neck. “That was not flirting. That was the word vomit of an emotionally unintelligent man child. I would’ve let it slide if you hadn’t talked shit when I didn’t call you afterwards.”

“I just told anyone who asked you were a snob who thought you were too good for Willow Creek. You owed me the courtesy of a phone call.”

She stomps toward me again, waving the periscope of the thing strapped to her back. “I owed you nothing! It was a blind date and we had nothing in common.”

“We had chemistry in common,” I protest. Because from the minute she walked in the door of the diner in that cute retro dress and those adorable cat’s eye glasses, I couldn’t look away. And when she sat down across from me, her eyes lingered too. 

“Chemistry isn’t enough. Especially when one of the elements is an arrogant himbo.”

“I’m not a himbo. I like women and they like me and everything I do is mutual.”

She snorts loudly, and finally stops waving the periscope thing. “Like I said. Arrogant himbo. And I don’t believe in notches on bedposts.”

“That still wasn’t a reason to dunk me so many times.”

“I dunked you because you were spreading malicious gossip about me. We had one date. One. You didn’t even know me. You deserved it.”

Her vehemence gives me pause and makes me re-evaluate how much I should’ve self-reflected before I reacted the way I did. Maybe the way I talked about her hurt just as much as the way she dissed me. Maybe I am the asshole and I should move past it. “Well now we’re stuck here together and there’s nothing we can do about it.”

“Since it’s your fault, you get to help me do my job.”

“I don’t believe in ghosts.” The very thought is laughable. Horror movies are for entertainment because being scared is fun - and they give me the chance to make a move if I’m on a date.

“You should never say that in a haunted house,” she scolds. “It can make them mad and determined to make you believe in them.”

I roll my eyes. “I’ll take my chances and help you because I don’t have anything else to do.”

“I don’t have any extra protective gear, so if we run into something nasty, you’re on your own.”

I resist the urge to roll my eyes again. “Pretty sure I’ll be fine. Where do we start?”

“I was in the middle of setting up recorders in the rooms that registered the highest volume of activity on my ECM equipment.”

“Recorders? If they exist, why would they speak to you?”

She shakes her head in disgust as she turns on her heel. “You really don’t know anything. Most of the time they’re not talking to us specifically- they just have a message for anyone who can hear it.”

Now I’m curious - even though I still think she’s probably making it all up. “What kind of message?”

“Sometimes it’s for someone still living -things they wish they’d told them when they were alive. Sometimes it’s because they died before they expected to and they want to tell someone what happened to them. And sometimes it’s a confession.”

“The confession one sounds ominous. Like confessions from dastardly criminals? Or murderers?”

She shrugs. “Maybe. I’ve had a couple of those I sent to the FBI that ended up being what they needed for a cold case resolution. But most of the time it’s weird, innocuous stuff - like I used green food coloring to dye the hair on my sister’s Barbie.”

“Well that’s disappointing.” My reply comes out more sarcastic than I intended.

“Do you take anything seriously? I hope you never have to save me from a burning building.”

Her dismissal of me and what I do burns even more than the way she ghosted me after our date. “Hey, wait a second.” I step forward and grab her elbow. 

She scowls at me over her shoulder. “Hey, back. Let go of me.”

“Not until you listen to me. I’m sorry if it sounded like I was insulting you.”

She laughs bitterly. “I’m used to people making fun of what I do or calling me weird and crazy.”

“I didn’t mean to offend you. I might not understand it, but I don’t think it’s weird or crazy. Isn’t that Ghost Hunters show in its twentieth season?”

“Thirteenth. Seven years ago, I thought that’s what I wanted too. Commercial success.” She turns to face me. “I’m sorry too. I’ve heard about the rescues you’ve done. I’d trust you to do the same for me. If I needed it.”

The fact she trusts me to rescue her turns the burn of her words into a simmer. Maybe she doesn’t think I’m completely hopeless. “Thank you for acknowledging I’m good at what I do.”

She cocks her head to the side. “You’re probably good at it because you’re as reckless as you are arrogant. But I won’t hold it against you.”

I shrug, because she’s not wrong about all of it. I’m confident, not arrogant. And I guess someone on the outside might think I’m being reckless when I go into a burning building. But I’m not being reckless - I always know how much oxygen I have, how far the hose will reach and usually how soon the fire will make rescue impossible. “You shouldn’t hold it against me - because I’m neither of those things.”

This time, she shrugs. “Sometimes it’s hard to see your own reflection.”

I want to contradict her, but I’m pretty sure anything I say in my defense will be misunderstood or misinterpreted. “Believe what you want.”

“Oh, I’m going to. First impressions don’t lie.” She whirls to face me with her hands on her hips. “But I think we should put our differences aside so we can get through tonight.”

“I agree. Just tell me what I need to do.”

“We need to finish setting up the sound equipment and the night vision cameras synced to them.”

“Okay. But only if you tell me how you got into this field in the first place.”

“I’m not ashamed of my family history. Our mom grew up in Byrd Hollow, about thirty miles from here. Her maiden name was Starr and the women in her family are known as soul catchers. Mom left when she was a teen because she wanted nothing to do with the family legacy.”

“If she turned away, how did you and your sister get into paranormal investigation?”

“I was obsessed with the movie version of Casper growing up, and when I graduated to the television adaptation of Stephen King’s Rose Red, I knew there was nothing else I wanted to do. Olivia and I both started seeing ghosts when we were around three years old, and we can hear and talk to them too. We usually get called in to figure out if a site can be spiritually cleansed. ”

“That’s a thing? Spiritual cleansing?” Movies like The Exorcist have made me skeptical. “If that stuff really exists, don’t we need a priest with one of those huge crosses and holy water?”

Her sigh is full of exasperation. My skepticism clearly aggravates her - just like the fact I’m breathing the same air. “Those things are for casting out demons or slaying blood suckers- not for drawing out ghosts. Don’t ask me any more stupid questions,” she gripes over her shoulder. 
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Chapter Two


Ophelia





The first time I saw a ghost, I thought she was a real person. I was three and I liked the fact she’d play dolls with me anytime I wanted. Even if she never wanted to leave my closet. She always wore the same dress and I just thought she was poor. 

I finally told mom about her the summer before I turned five and I didn’t get the reaction I was expecting. Mom’s pale skin turned so translucent the freckles on her cheeks looked like little black specks. I could tell she was scared. 

We moved away two weeks later because she told Olivia and I that she was offered a waitressing job thirty miles away. 

My sister and I both knew better.

She was running away. 

When the ghosts began telling us their stories, we kept their secrets and never confided in our mother again. 

She died when we were nineteen of a drug overdose - because she was always trying to escape. When our grandmother became our only tie to our family besides distant cousins we’d never met, Olivia and I clung to each other. Both of us embraced our gifts because we keep hoping her spirit lingered on. That someday she’ll give one of us one last message. 

That hope is why I don’t like having company on a job. 

Especially company like him.

Especially on the night of my thirty-fifth birthday. I like celebrating my banner years doing the thing I love most - communing with the undead and digging up their secrets. The witching hour this one night a year is when I cross my fingers and toes and hope Mom will finally try to communicate.

What if this is the one time Mom decides to reach out and he does something dumb because he thinks what I do is mumbo jumbo? Or worse, what if she reaches out and she’s not at peace and her message isn’t something I want to hear? And what if I lose my shit and cry in front of this asshole?

By the time we get to the second floor, I’m fuming at myself for asking him to help me set things up. 

He’s right on my heels, and when I whirl to face him on the landing he has to grab the railing to keep his balance.

“On second thought, I don’t need your help. Why don’t you go try all the windows or something and see if there’s another way out?”

He crosses his arms as his brows lower. “You’re trying to get rid of me.”

“No, just trying to spare you from something you clearly think is a waste of time.”

“I never said that.”

“You didn’t have to. Your smug expression spoke a thousand words.”

He shrugs. “You can’t blame me. Look at the way this stuff happens in the movies. And how fake all those reality shows are.” 

When he shoves his hands in his pockets he sounds dejected and I second guess what a hard ass I’m being. 

“Ugh. Fine. If you’re really curious and not just humoring me or trying to flirt again, I could use the help.”

“I want to learn.” 

He sounds so earnest I almost believe him. And then I remember the last time I was hopeful about this man. 

Our disastrous date. My cousin was best friends with his sister and they’d set us up. When I saw him sitting in that booth in the dark green button down he’d told me he’d be wearing, my heart rose from my stomach and started pitter pattering like something from a cartoon. 

I’d slid into the seat across from him and cleared my throat as I held out my hand. “Ophelia Daniels.”

His big, warm hand had wrapped around mine and while I was panicking at the way I was covered in cold sweat, he gave me a slow, gorgeous smile.

“Hi. I’m Jack Montgomery.”

That big, warm hand didn’t let go and I couldn’t think of anything to say. I was too lost in the way his eyes matched his shirt. He was so easy to talk to, by the time we polished off the cheesy fries appetizer, I was telling him all about my most embarrassing moment.

He laughed and then he told me his. 

I turned down the entree choices and went straight to the dessert menu, and so did he with a chuckle. “I agree, life’s too short to eat dessert last.”

We’d grinned across the table at each other like clowns over our double fudge oreo sundaes and 

I was finally relaxed and excited to tell my sister Olivia how amazing Willow Creek was and how brilliant she was for choosing to settle here.

That’s when he’d ruined everything and proved he was nothing more than a womanizing douchebag. 

No self-respecting woman wants to be objectified by a comparison to a piece of furniture, and thinking about it makes me mad all over again. 

I was so annoyed and disappointed by his attempt at inappropriate flirting, I threw my napkin in his face and then stood up so I could pour my full glass of ice tea on him. As he sat there stupefied, with the ice cubes sliding down his shirt, I stood up, grabbed my purse, and left him sitting there. He texted me a half-ass apology I ignored and then he started running his mouth. It was only my second week in Willow Creek, the place my sister and I finally decided we were going to settle and put roots down. I’d been excited and our date and what came after had left a bitter, acrid taste on the back of my tongue. Like sour grapes.

I shake my head to clear it of the memories. “Okay. Like I said, you can help me finish setting up the recorders.”

“Just tell me what to do,” he says as he hitches his backpack higher on his shoulder. 

“You might want to set that down. I have everything we need. What’s in there anyway?”

He flushes. “I’m not going anywhere without this. It has emergency supplies in it. A basic first aid kit, flares, my heavy duty LED flashlight, lightweight emergency blankets, an extra pair of socks.”

I cock my head to the side. “Carry it around if you want to,” I tell him as I shrug. The thought of him being so prepared almost upsets my impression of his character. I set my bag on the floor and rummage through it until I find two of the four recorders left. “Take these and set them up. One in the kitchen and one in the room with the chandelier.”

“Any special instructions?”

“Nope. They’re pretty self-explanatory and they’re fully charged.”

He salutes me before he takes them and slips them into his pack. “Should we meet back up when we’re done?”

I glance down at my watch. “Let’s meet in the chandelier room in forty minutes. At a quarter to midnight. I hope you have a watch, because the electromagnetic activity is already off the charts. It’ll probably mess with your cell phone.”

He digs into his pocket and extracts his phone - like the skeptic he is. Whatever he sees draws a heavy crease between his brows and he gives me a disbelieving look. “That’s never happened before. I know I have service in this area, but it’s not even in SOS mode. Just a blank screen - like it powered itself off.”

I can’t hold back my smug smile. “Told you.”

He holds up an arm so the cuff of his flannel falls back and waves his wrist. He’s wearing a watch with a worn leather strap. “I’ll go by this. It’s an old-fashioned wind-up, so it should be fine.”

“Okay. We’ll meet in forty minutes.” As I head for the stairs, I can feel his gaze drilling into me.


      ***Twenty minutes later, I’m in the last room. It’s completely empty except for a hand-carved wooden cradle in the corner. I ignore it, and start setting up the recorder. I’m almost finished when all the hairs on the back of my neck suddenly stand at attention. I’m afraid to turn around, but whatever it is, it’s better to face it head-on. 

The cradle’s slowly rocking back and forth, creaking quietly. I gulp because I can rule out a stray breeze - there’s only one window in this room, and it’s completely boarded up. Shadows that look like tree branches are moving ominously over the walls, and it looks like they’re pulsing on top of the faded wallpaper. Like the thud of a heart. 

The ECM starts beeping frantically behind me, and I mash the record button. I might be scared to death, but I still need to do my job. This is irrefutable proof there is something in this house, and although Jack and I might be the only living souls besides the spiders and the mice, we’re not alone. 

“I’m not here to disturb you,” I assure whatever presence is lurking in the room with me. “I’m just here to listen.”

The beeps get louder and closer together, and the shadows are moving so fast over the wall it looks like the thrashing branches of a tree caught in a hurricane. One of the shadows separates from the rest and moves sinuously toward the cradle. 

It’s rocking furiously now, like it’s on the verge of tipping over. 

The shadow becomes elongated, until what look like two bony arms stretch towards the cradle. A moonbeam slips through the crack at the top of the window and illuminates a diaphanous fold of fabric sweeping over the floor.

Did a child die here? Is that why the house feels so heavy and sad? Is that why every aura I’ve sensed has been blue or lavender?

The moonlight flits over the form materializing in front of me. It’s still diaphanous, and the wallpaper showing through the bustle of the skirt and the balloon sleeves of the blouse is weird. 

This isn’t the first time I’ve seen an apparition, but it’s the first time I’ve been overwhelmed by sadness and despair so acute it’s like a puncture wound in my chest. 

I ease back one step at a time, treading lightly because it feels like I’m intruding on something.

When I arrive at our meeting point, he’s standing in the middle of the room. His back is to me, and his shoulders are rigid. I think he’s staring at the wall. 

I sidle up beside him. “Do you see shadows too?”

He jumps at least six inches in the air and drops his flashlight. It rolls across the floor and comes to a stop against the wall. He gulps. “Jesus, you scared me,” he whispers hoarsely.

“So you saw something too?”

His nod is brusque. “Yeah. I couldn’t move because I was frozen in place.”

We’re both staring at the wall when the chandelier flickers to life. There’s no electricity, and this time we both gulp. When a tinny-sounding classical song starts playing, he grabs my hand. His grip is clammy, and even though I’m scared too, I resist when he tries to pull me towards the exit. I plant my feet, and when his hold tightens, I topple forward. He catches me before I hit the floor. 

“We should get out of here.”

I glare up at him. “No. I want to see what happens. I’m not leaving - this is my first job in Willow Creek.”

“I didn’t mean leave the house - we’re trapped here, remember? I meant this room. I already set up the recorder so there’s no reason for us to stay..”

“The recorder is only for things you can hear, not for things you can see.”

“Well, I don’t wanna stay and find out why we hear that music. And maybe I want to hold onto my skepticism as long as I can.”

I raise a brow. “I thought you didn’t believe in ghosts?”

He heaves a sigh and sets me upright before he rakes a hand through his tousled hair. “I didn’t think I did. But I don’t know what’s about to happen and I don’t want to stay and find out. Can we go to another room? Please?”

I decide to relent because he looks terrified. “Fine. But don’t think I’ve forgotten about your cowardice.”

“At this point, I don’t even care. I’m brave about a lot of other things and it’s okay if you think I’m chicken shit around supernatural stuff.”

“Let’s convene in the kitchen and talk about what happens next.”

I turn around and head for the galley kitchen, and he’s so close behind me I can almost feel his breath on my nape. He really does sound scared, and I can’t help chuckling at the thought that this man who is at least six foot three and two hundred and forty pounds is this creeped out by a shadow.
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Chapter Three


Jack





Once we’re in the kitchen, I lean against the ancient stove and focus on slowing down my racing pulse. “So now you think I should give up my man card,” I grumble. 

She chuckles softly and I wonder if she’s been holding it in since she saw my white knuckles. “It doesn’t exactly fit the tough guy image you’re trying to project.”

I’m not a tough guy, I’m just used to being compared to my older brother. So I’ve learned to grow a thick skin and act like the things people say don’t bother me. That’s a lot to explain to someone I barely know, and I’m afraid peeling back my layers will give her an excuse to sharpen her words again.

I grab two granola bars from my backpack and hand her one. “Let’s eat something. Maybe together we can brainstorm a way out of here.”

“I checked it out before I took the job. All of the windows are sealed shut and the only way into the cellar is from the outside.” She peers at my backpack. “Do you have anything useful in there? Like a hammer or a prybar?”

I usually carry my sledge and window prop on the truck, and I never thought I’d need them outside of an official dispatch. I pop the last bite of oatmeal and chocolate chips in my mouth and flex my hands. “Just these.”

“Well, those are pretty much useless for getting a window open.”

She’s just being matter-of-fact, but her dismissal still stings. “Well maybe my brawn and your brains working together are the answer. And you’re smart and you’ve done this before. I trust you to come up with an exit strategy.”

She finally slips off her pack and eases down the opposite wall. Her eyes are on me as she unwraps the protein bar and chews.

Her speculative gaze is making me uncomfortable and I self-consciously run my hand over my chin. I don’t like the intense way she’s watching me - especially when I know it isn’t because she likes me the way I want her to like me. “You had a great exit strategy when you left me sitting alone in that booth. That’s the first time someone ended a date with me by dousing me with their drink order.”

“I hope you’re not going to keep harping on it. Just agree that you deserved it. Any woman who hasn’t punished you for that kind of objectification should be ashamed of herself.”

“If you think I don’t get objectified because of my profession, you’re living under a rock. My brother had to become a recluse after the first calendar came out.”

“Okay, then explain how what you said to me wasn’t offensive,” she says as she stuffs the empty wrapper in her pocket and crosses her arms. 

“It was harmless flirting. I was opening up the conversation for you to flirt back and be just as inappropriate.”

“Were you even paying attention to what made me comfortable during our meal? Nothing I said should have given you the impression I’d be okay with a comment like that.”

“I thought we were on the same page - that you were attracted to me too.”

“I didn’t say I wasn’t attracted to you. But that line made me think I was being stupid again and falling for a pretty package with no substance.”

At least she admitted she was falling for me. “So do you still think I’m pretty?” I ask as I flex a bicep and flutter my lashes.

She just glares at me. “You don’t need me to boost your ego. You know you’re pretty. You’re what my grandmother would’ve called a ladykiller.”

“A ladykiller? I’d much rather be known as a panty-dropper,” I tease. 

She yanks the wrapper from her pocket and launches it at me. It lands in my lap and I’m suddenly very glad it was nothing heavy. “You’re incorrigible,” she fumes. 

“Trust me, I’ve been called worse.”

“Well I need you to put your ego on hold long enough to help me figure out which room we should observe first.”

“That’s easy. I bet that tower in the left wing is teeming with ghosts.”

She suddenly looks uncomfortable. “I didn’t put a recorder up there.”

“Why? It seems like the most likely place for a haunting. Spooky and out of the way.”

The front buckle of her backpack appears to be the most fascinating thing she’s ever seen. “I didn’t like the look of that staircase,” she mumbles.

“It might have been long for a spiral staircase, but I think I saw a railing.”

“You can see everything spread out underneath you when you’re climbing one of those things. It’s like you’re suspended in mid-air.”

“Ophelia Daniels, are you afraid of heights?” I ask incredulously.

“Not usually,” she grumbles. “Just the vantage point from a spiral staircase. And that one is so steep, it’s in a category all by itself. I don’t trust it.”

“Will it help if we go up it together? If I’m behind you in case you fall?”

“If I fall, it’s going to be backward. Which means you’ll fall too and we’ll both end up with broken bones.”

“You’re making excuses. There’s a trick you can use if you trust me.”

She eyes me suspiciously. “I don’t know if I should trust you. Why don’t you tell me the trick first?”

“You should close your eyes and let me follow behind you as your guide.”

She shakes her head. “That sounds like a terrible idea.”

“Not if it works. I know it sounds a little ridiculous and too easy, but I was afraid of our attic until I was eleven. That’s when Mom made me close my eyes while she followed me up the ladder. Somehow, that cured me.”

“I’m just going to repeat that even though it feels like we’ve reached a truce, I don’t think it’s a good idea to close my eyes. First of all, that sounds like a trust exercise and we’re not there yet. Second, houses with this much paranormal activity can be extremely unpredictable and I don’t want to get caught off guard.”

“That’s fair,” I admit, because I really haven’t given her any reason to trust me. “But it sounds like we need to check out that tower.”

Her exhale is noisy. “Ugh. You’re right. I’ll just have to swallow my pride. If you promise not to let me fall, I’ll do it.”

She stretches when she stands up, and the ugly brown jumpsuit hugs her curves. I clear my throat and look away because the last thing I need is for her to accuse me of being a douchebag again. 

“The staircase is the one that goes to the balcony in the ballroom and keeps going, right?”

She nods. “Yeah. Which is the other reason I’m not crazy about doing this. Didn’t that room scare the bejeezus out of you? How do I know you’re not going to bail halfway up and abandon me?”

I take a deep breath and decide to focus on the fact that two hours have already passed and now it’s less than six hours until sunrise. I can set aside my fear long enough to be strong for her.

We tacitly agree to stop talking about it as I follow her into the room we just ran out of. 

The shadows on the wall are gone, but they seem to have congregated around the bottom of the stairs. And the room is icy cold. Everything I’ve ever heard or read means this is a sure sign we’re not alone. 

Her chin’s raised in determination and her stride is purposeful. I remind myself I can be purposeful too, and I’m here to protect her. (Whether she wants me to or not.) I square my shoulders and plow forward.

Even though she has this resolute look on her face, when she reaches the bottom of the stairs, she stops. “I really don’t want to do this.”

“I’ll be right behind you. If you don’t at least check it out, you’ll regret it. Aren’t towers where most dastardly deeds happen?”

She gulps and sets a foot on the first step. It creaks ominously and I can see her wavering. I close the distance between us and set my hands on her hips. “I’ll be your eyes.”

Her whole body stiffens at my touch and I know she doesn’t like the fact she has to rely on me. But she doesn’t want to admit to her weakness either. I can see the wheels turning in her head. Finally, she takes a deep breath and lifts her other foot. “You’re right behind me the whole way, right?”

When I smooth my palm over her hip she gives me a frosty look over her shoulder. I raise a brow in response. “Just letting you know I’m not going anywhere.”

“I appreciate it,” she says in a reluctant tone. “But you’re not allowed to get frisky.”

I roll my eyes because her blue-haired church lady attitude is adorable. “I’ll be on my best behavior,” I promise. “Now, get moving so we can get this over with.”

The stairs are very steep and narrow, each one barely wide enough for one of my feet. Our progress is slow and when we reach the top floor, she just stares at the door to the tower room. “Are you gonna open it?”

“Will you open it?”

I don’t want to open it either. The room’s either going to be empty or it’s going to scare us so badly we scream and fall down the stairs because we’re running away.

“How ‘bout we open it together?” I curl our fingers together and set them on the long iron handle. When we press down, there’s a click and the door swings open. There’s a tiny shaft of moonlight shining through the narrow window that looks like a medieval archery opening, and the rest of the room is teeming with shadows. 

It’s even colder than the ballroom was. 

“Looks empty,” she says with a sigh of relief.

“Except for over there,” I say as I point to an ancient vanity with a corroded mirror. The seat looks like it might have been pink once, but it’s dusty and the stuffing is almost gone. Probably in at least a thousand rats’ nests in the walls. 

“It’s weird that a vanity in an isolated tower is the only piece of furniture in the whole house.”

It makes me uneasy too. Is there such a thing as a haunted vanity? “Maybe it’s here for a reason and it’s the perfect place to set up some recording equipment?”

As my voice trails off, the metal stick she has stuck in her belt loop lights up and starts beeping.

“Does that mean what I think it means?”

I feel her hand tremble in mine, because I still haven’t let go, and her fingers are clammy. 

“It means there’s no maybe about it. This is the perfect place to set up a recorder.”

She pulls a digital recorder out of her pocket and creeps toward the vanity. We’re about two feet away when something that looks like a tube of lipstick smacks into the mirror. We both jump when it takes flight again - and starts writing a message on the speckled glass.

It’s bright red, the color of blood. And I know before it’s finished that whatever’s written there is a warning.

When the lipstick clatters to the floor, Ophelia leans close so she can read it. She gasps and tries to step back into me.

“It’s bad isn’t it?”

“It doesn’t want us here and I don’t know what I’m supposed to do. It feels malevolent,” she whispers.

I peer over her shoulder and try to make out the message. “One, two, I see you. Three, four, run for the door.” I yank her closer. “Fuck! We need to get out of here.”

“Yep,” She gulps again. 

I scoop her into my arms before she can protest. “Let’s go.”

I’m not running, because I don’t wanna kill us on the stairs. I’m used to going up and down ladders, so I hope this will be a piece of cake.

We’re almost across the threshold when something falls from nowhere and hits my head. We’re dripping in something I don’t want to examine, and I can’t let it stop me from getting us out of here.

She squeals when it covers us, and throws her arms over her face to shield it.

I catapult down the stairs two at a time, one hand on the rickety railing and the other one holding her against me in a death grip.

When I get to the bottom, I race for the kitchen again. She struggles in my hold, and I let her slide to the floor.
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Chapter Four


Ophelia





“Ibet the hand pump in the kitchen still works. We should see what this is and then clean it up.” He grabs my hand to pull me in that direction and I let him. I’m afraid we’re covered in blood, but I follow him anyway. 

“Whatever that was, it came flying out of nowhere.” 

I don’t chide him for stating the obvious, because he’s right. We should’ve left that room alone because nothing good ever happens in towers. I mean, look at Rapunzel. And those princes King Richard killed. And the man in the iron mask.

“There must have been a shelf over the door, and when we opened it, the movement knocked it loose,” he concludes.

“That doesn’t make any sense and you know it. Stop grasping at straws.”

“I wasn’t. I was just trying to come up with a rational explanation.”

“At some point you’re going to have to accept the fact we’re not here alone. That’s the only rational explanation. I didn’t write that message and neither did you. Unless one of us has telekinetic powers we didn’t know about.”

“I’m just going to try and forget I ever saw that message. Ignorance is bliss.”

“You’re not being ignorant, you’re being oblivious. You know what’s happening, you’re just deciding to ignore it instead of acknowledge it.”

“Well, then I amend my statement. Oblivion is bliss.”

“Oblivion is what gets people killed,” I mutter under my breath as we reach the kitchen. He crosses to the red Formica counter and switches on the camping lantern he had stowed in his backpack.

Now that there’s more light, I look down at my jumpsuit. Whatever we’re covered in, it’s red. When I lift my sleeve to my nose and sniff, it doesn’t smell like blood. It smells like paint.

I breathe a sigh of relief. “It’s not blood. I think it’s paint.”

He sniffs his shoulder and wrinkles his nose. “It’s definitely paint. It’s making my eyes water but at least it’s not that other thing you said. If something dumped it on us, and I’m not saying they did, maybe they wanted us to think it’s that other thing.”

“Probably. But even though it isn’t, we can’t stay in these clothes.”

“I didn’t exactly plan on a sleepover.”

“Neither did I. And I haven’t seen anything to cover up with.”

“We’ll just have to strip to our underwear, throw our clothes in the sink to soak, and use the emergency blankets I have in my backpack to stay warm.”

I flush. We’re not about to be completely naked, but we might as well be. And it’s been a long, dry spell and this man already sends my pheromones into overdrive. “We set everything up, and I think we’ve explored enough. Now we just sit around and wait.”

“Since we’re waiting on something or someone else to make the next move, it won’t matter that those blankets are all we have.”

He yanks his shirt over his head with no warning and my eyes can’t decide where they want to land. Objectively, I knew he worked out. Firemen have to carry around gigantic water hoses and hoist people out of danger. But I was not prepared. 

His skin’s pale, and he has a light dusting of golden freckles on his shoulders like the ones on the bridge of his nose. I wonder if the reddish blond hair on his chest is springy and soft to the touch. Black, rune-like flames swirl over his upper arms and wrap around his biceps. There’s a black dragon on the right side of his chest, and its tail circles his pec. It looks like there’s a Celtic cross that ends just above his left forearm.

“Are you done looking?” He asks with a laugh, his blue eyes sparkling.

I throw my hand over my eyes. “Yep. Sorry. I just had no idea all that was going on underneath your flannel.”

He flexes his arm like the bald guy in the Mr. Clean commercial. “I’m glad you like my guns and my tats, Casper.”

“I shouldn’t have said anything,” I grumble.

“Maybe you should turn around while I take off my jeans - I wouldn’t want you to forget how much you despise me. Or faint.”

“I don’t despise you - I was disappointed in you. And myself.”

“I’m the one who ruined our date.”

“Yeah, but I’m the one who was dumb enough to think you’d be different.”

He pauses with his hands on his buttonfly. “I’m a flirt, not a manwhore. I don’t sleep with every woman I date. Or tease them. I wasn’t really propositioning you - but you didn’t know I was just messing around. That’s my fault.”

He’s making me feel guilty for dumping my drink on his head, and for all the times I dunked him at the ice cream social fundraiser. 

I twist my fingers together and look at the floor. “I’m willing to concede that I may have been a little harsh and overreacted.” 

He drops his hands and rakes back his hair with an audible sigh. “I’ll make a concession too. I really liked you - and the way you blew me off hurt more than it should have.”

When I lift my head, he has an earnest, puppy dog look on his face. “So it’s a real truce this time.” 

He smiles, and it’s not the carefree grin he throws around like candy. It’s slow and sweet and lights up his eyes. “Should we seal it with a kiss this time?” He asks with a wink. 

I can’t help rolling my eyes. “You just had to go and ruin the moment.” I turn around and think about slime and dirt so I won’t sneak a look.

“I’m done,” he informs me three minutes later. 

The blanket's thrown over his shoulders and he’s clasping the front - probably to preserve my modesty. I blush anyway, thinking about everything he just covered up. 

“Only if you turn around. And no peeking.”

He obediently gives me his back. 

It’s easy to unzip the jumpsuit and slip it from my shoulders. It’s even easy to get out of the sleeves. But once I slide it over my hips, I lose my balance and topple sideways. “Dammit!”I yelp when I bang my elbow on the stove knobs and my wrist thwacks the counter edge before I crash to the floor. 

“Maybe I shouldn’t have let you have your privacy,” he says. I feel him hovering over me as I lie  in a heap, my clothes tangled around my thighs, one arm thrown over my forehead. 

“I’ll never live this down,” I mumble as I move my arm so I can frown at him. 

It hurts when he circles my wrist, and I wince. 

“You just banged yourself up being stubborn, didn’t you?”

“I wasn’t being stubborn.”

Somehow, he scoops me from the floor and deposits me on the counter before I can argue. His hands cup my face as he shakes his head. “You’re always stubborn,” he tells me with a wry grin. “It’s one of the things I like the best about you.”

I snort because I can’t help it. “You’e one of the only people that finds it endearing.”

“Casper, you should know by now that I find everything about you irresistible. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have been so butthurt when you brushed me off.”

He crouches in front of his bag and starts rummaging through it. I swallow and focus on that instead of the words that just made me feel warm and fuzzy. People usually think I’m all thorns, and I never thought he’d be the exception.

I surreptitiously savor the way his jeans stretch over the curve of his butt. 

“What are you doing?

He throws me a glance over his shoulder. “I’m going to put something on your wrist.”

“I don’t need it.”

“You should let me put something on your wrist.”

“Like I said, it’s fine.”

“I saw you wince, and I bet that scrape is gonna turn into a nasty bruise. I’m not arguing with you about it.”

I cross my arms. “I’m not arguing, I’m just saying I can still do my job.”

When he stands up, he has a water bottle, bandaids and a tube of something in his hand. Once he’s in front of me again, his knuckles tip my chin up. “Your ability to do your job was never in question. Just let me take care of you.”

I roll my eyes, but the fluttering in the pit of my stomach at his nearness and caring feels like a bag of microwave popcorn. “Ugh, go ahead.”

His thumb brushes my lips and his bright blue eyes darken. “You’re impossible, Casper. And infuriating. But I’m glad I got stuck here with you. That I’m getting a second chance.”

“No one said anything about second chances. Especially me. Don’t get too confident.”

“Oh, I know better than to get confident with you,” he says with a smirk as he cleans the scrape with an antiseptic wipe. I wince again. 

“I promise this is the worst part.” He sets the empty packet on the counter and grabs the tube. “This is antibiotic salve and it’ll help with the sting.”

I watch as he squeezes some between his thumb and forefinger and gently massages my wrist. The pain numbs until it’s barely a flicker, and even though I gave him a hard time, I can’t deny it feels better.

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

The room is suddenly full of tension and I can tell we’re both thinking, what now? What happens next? I lower myself to the floor and immediately regret it. He hasn’t moved and now every part of me is brushing up against every part of him. I’m holding up my jumpsuit with one hand at the waist, but that doesn’t lessen the impact of him standing so close.

I clear my throat. “It’s a full moon.”

“I know.”

“Full moons make people do and say things out of character. It’s not just about the werewolves.”

He sets his palm on the counter right beside my hip. “I believe in werewolves and moon magic even less than I believe in ghosts.”

“How are you still such a skeptic? After what you’ve already seen tonight?”

He brushes a sweaty lock of hair from my cheek and smoothes it behind my ear. “I think oblivion is bliss - remember? And everything that’s happened so far has a rational, scientific explanation.”

“So you have an explanation for the polar vortex in the tower room? My teeth are still chattering. And what about the message on the mirror?”

He shrugs. “There’s less insulation in the walls of old houses like this, and the windows don’t seal in what little heat there is. I bet the chimneys are drafty too, and there’s a fireplace behind me. If you’re that cold, I can think of ways to warm you up,” he teases as his fingers graze my cheek and tilt my chin again.

“You got us locked in, remember? And sabotaged my investigation.” I put a hand in the middle of his chest to push him away. 

“Will you forgive me if I promise to walk ahead of you into every single room for the rest of the night?” 

“I’m a ghost hunter. You don’t need to walk ahead of me.”

“I’m carrying your pack for the rest of the night. Don’t bother arguing with me.”

“I’m perfectly capable of carrying my own bag. You don’t even know how to use my equipment.”

He snorts. “Just think of me as your pack mule. I won’t try to use it, I’ll just haul it around for you.”

“I have some ibuprofen I want you to take for your wrist. It might be a sprain.” He reaches around me again and produces the water bottle. My nerves start skittering again as he uncaps it and dumps some pills in my hand.  

I wrinkle my nose because I hate taking pills of any kind - even over the counter stuff. Our mom’s addiction was hard to live with and my sister and I both made an unconscious decision to steer clear of any and all medication or recreational drugs.

“Thanks,” I grumble, because I’m grateful for his help. Even if my gratitude is reluctant.

He crosses his arms and watches me swallow. Like he’s afraid I’ll spit it out or hide it under my tongue. When I hand the bottle back to him, he recaps it and feathers his fingers over my wrist. I hold my breath and refuse to meet his eyes. When he drops my hand and sets the bottle back on the counter, my breath leaves my chest in an audible whoosh! His gaze flicks over me and he steps closer again. 

My back’s against the counter,  so further retreat is impossible. His knuckles graze my cheek and he tilts my chin up with his thumb and forefinger. He’s hyperfocused on my lips, and I’ve caught him staring at them a couple of times tonight. I know he’s about to kiss me and I’m not sure how I feel about it. Or if I should let him. I think a part of me still hates him for making the first few months I lived here awkward and unwelcoming.

A part of me is afraid of him too, because even though I’m mad, he makes it hard to hold onto that anger and my body is leaning into his touch. Right before his lips land on mine, I panic and twist my head to the side. His low laugh gusts through the tendrils of hair clinging to the side of my neck. He presses a light kiss to the corner of my eye, just above where it meets my cheekbone and it makes me squirm inside. 

“It’s okay, Casper. I can tell you’re starting to like me.”

I am starting to like him, but I’m never going to admit it and I wish he’d quit reminding me. Even if the full moon is the perfect excuse for me to do what I want to do. I can blame it for the way I want to run my hands over his hard body and kiss the freckles on his shoulders. I can blame it for the way I’m craving the bristly rasp of his jaw against my cheek and the urge to let him plaster me against the wall.

“Even if I am, which I’m not, that’s no excuse for you to take liberties. Like calling me Casper. What happened to Ghostbuster? I liked that better.” Casper feels too intimate. I can’t believe he was actually paying attention when I said that movie inspired me to do what I do.

“Well, you did ghost me, “ he says with a wry smile. “And you might be a ghost hunter, but calling you ghostbuster felt too impersonal. Calling you Casper feels more intimate. Like it’s something just between us - especially since you told me it’s one of the reasons you fell in love with what you do. So what if I keep calling you that and let you take all the liberties from now on?”

I can almost feel the smooth ripple of his abs under my fingers. It’s too tempting. A slippery slope I’m not crazy enough to slide down. “I don’t think that’s a good idea. It would just complicate things when we go back to ignoring each other.”

“For the record, I’ve never ignored you. You’re like a long needle burrowing into one of my veins.”

“That sounds painful.”

He grunts. “It is. You’re impossible to ignore - no matter how hard I try. Even the fact you despise the ground I walk on doesn’t help.”

“I don’t despise you. Not exactly,” I say as I give into the urge to curl my hand around his bicep and squeeze. “I just despise the idea of you. Or at least the idea of who I thought you were.”

“Let me guess. You thought I was a shallow playboy.”

“That sounds like an old-fashioned way to explain it, but yeah. I thought of you as one of those scoundrels from a bodice ripper who thought of nothing but who he was going to seduce next.”

“That’s an even more old-fashioned way to describe it,” he says as he lifts my chin again. “If I kiss you, are you gonna kiss me back?”

“I might,” I say as I try to flutter my lashes.

The first kiss isn’t a proper one. Instead, I feel the brush of his lips at the corner of my eye, soft as the cobwebs I could feel brushing my face when we climbed the stairs. He feathers my cheekbone next, and lingers. It makes me squirm on the inside. 

“It’s okay, Casper. I can tell you’re starting to like me.”

“Just because you keep saying it, doesn’t make it true. Keep dreaming, Casanova. You haven’t crossed my mind since that date. I don’t hate you, I’m just indifferent.”

He lifts my hand and sets it against his chest. I can feel the steady thud of his heart behind his ribcage. “I don’t believe you. You’ve been haunting my nights since that date - and I think I’ve been in yours too. If you were indifferent, you wouldn’t have assaulted me at the ice cream social. And Casanova? Couldn’t you come up with something more flattering?”

“I didn’t assault you. And I think nicknames should be accurate.”

“You were pretty aggressive - and that nickname hadn’t been accurate in quite awhile."

“I was only being aggressive in retaliation for your slander. And it was for charity - so you can’t hold it against me.”

“I don’t,” he murmurs into my hairline as he reels me in. “I don’t think I’m capable of holding anything against you.”

His confession sounds sad, and a little angry. Not at me, but at himself. 

“I can be really mean sometimes because I get impatient. And I hold grudges.”

He kisses the corners of my mouth. “I like it when you’re mean- it keeps me in line. You make sure I don’t take myself too seriously.”

“I know that’s something you struggle with.”

His laughter rolls between us. “See. Like that. You make sure there’s no room for my ego in the conversation.”

When his hands slide over mine and he pushes aside the blanket so he can bracket my hips, I sway in his direction. “I can’t let you get too comfortable.”

“What if I’m making sure you’re comfortable too?” He asks as he rubs circles over my right hip. 

“I thought we agreed we should focus our energy on staying warm,” I remind him as I feel my lashes fluttering and have to stifle a moan at the way he’s kneading my skin. I want to purr like a cat and arch into his touch.

“I promise I can be very inventive when it comes to keeping you warm.” His chest rumbles against mine as he presses closer, until there’s not even a millimeter of space between us, and drops his blanket to the floor.

If I strip off the rest of my clothes, I’ll be able to feel the heat of his skin. “You should get out of this jumpsuit - I’m sure it’s uncomfortable.”

“Only if you turn around again and hand me the blanket.”

“You drive a hard bargain, Casper, but fine.”

He stoops down and grabs a blanket from his pack. When he turns toward me again, I make a little twirling motion with my finger as I take it from him.

He chuckles and obeys. He crosses his arms and I make sure he’s not peeking before I inch the paint covered fabric over my hips. I toe off my boots and slip the outfit off completely so I can put it in the sink.

When I’m bare except for my bra, my panties and my tube socks, I toss the blanket over my shoulders and clasp it shut. “Okay, I’m done.”








  
  

[image: ]

Chapter Five


Jack





Idon’t turn around immediately, because I know I’m going to have to brace myself at the sight of her. Because I’ll know there’s nothing between my touch and the map of her creamy skin. I can’t think about her almost naked in a room alone with me because there’s no way I can keep my response to that image hidden by the blanket. 

I breathe in and breathe out to get my pulse under control before I turn around again.

The sight of her slams into my solar plexus- just like I knew it would. Her chocolate brown hair is tousled over her shoulders, and even from where I’m standing a few feet away, I can see the glimmer of gold in her hazel eyes.

“Is it too soon to ask about you kissing me?”

My voice sounds gravelly, but all of those images of her are clouding my brain and I can’t act like I don’t want her. 

She cocks her head to the side. “I still don’t understand why me kissing you is so important.”

My laugh is raw. “The hell you don’t, Casper,” I say as I gather the courage to tell her the whole truth. “If you make the first move, it means you forgive me. That this is really my second chance.” Before she can protest, I’m pressing her back into the counter again. “If you make the first move it means I can convince you I’ll be careful from now on - that I won’t blow it all up.”

I watch as her breath leaves her chest in a jagged breath and her pupils darken. “I know really kissing you is going to be nice.”

When she lets go of her blanket and it falls to the floor, I want to drop to my knees and shout hallelujah. “You’re sure?” I ask past the lump in my throat.

She nods firmly and I fist pump the air. My enthusiasm must throw her off, because now there’s a crease between her brows. 

“Did you just fist pump the air because I said I might be open to kissing you?”

“I fist pumped the air because you said kissing me would be nice. And you dropped your blanket.”

My gaze skims over her in appreciation. She’s wearing a black demi-bra and high-cut black panties. The bra cups her breasts and lifts them. I want to push it up so I can see what color her nipples are. Her panties let me see the lush curve of her thighs, and I want to set my teeth and tongue on every inch of her. All the way from the tips of her toes to the tips of her ears.

“Come here,” she murmurs, and I do. Because there’s a string knotted around my heart like a leash.

I close my eyes when she strokes her hands up my bare chest and latches them behind my neck. 

“Open your eyes, I can’t do this if I can’t see them.”

It’s just the opposite of what I thought she’d tell me. “I thought you’d be braver if my eyes were closed. I’m braver with my eyes closed.”

“It’s not about bravery. It’s about saying yes to whatever this is. To the glimmer of whatever I felt when I saw you across that diner the first time.”

My eyes flicker open. “Then I’m saying yes too.”

Her muttered, “Good,” is muffled by the kiss. This one’s not tentative. Not like the one I gave her. It’s fierce and she hums when her teeth nip my bottom lip and her tongue strokes the corners of my mouth. She’s telling me this is more than a kiss - that it was always going to be more than a kiss. 

“It feels like I’ve been waiting forever,” I groan as I grip her hips. 

“Hmmmm,” she says in agreement as she rises and plasters herself against me. Her nipples are hard little points digging into my chest behind her satiny bra, and I shiver when she drops one hand so she can rake her nails down the line of hair under my navel. “I really wanted to lick this when you took off your shirt earlier.”

“I don’t know how long I’ll last if you do that, Casper.”

“Then I should definitely do it now.”

My laugh strangles my throat when she cups me. “Don’t do that,” I plead. 

She drops her head to my chest and giggles. “I don’t think you really mean that.”

I breathe a sigh of relief when she skates her hand up my chest again. My relief’s short-lived, because she scrapes the edge of her fingernail over my pec. It makes me cant my hips toward her lower body. 

“You’re a fucking menace,” I growl.

“Maybe. But I know you want me to be your menace.”

“Yeah. I think I need my head examined.”

“I can do that for you,” she says mischievously and squeezes my dick with that wicked hand. Like she owns it. 

She does own it. I haven’t been with anyone since our date disaster. Because for the last nine months I haven’t been able to think about doing this with anyone but her. She owns my dick and basically every single piece of my heart. 

I’ve never believed in love at first sight, but I think my heart knew from the very beginning that it was just waiting for her. Even when she stomped on it, it kept on beating. It’s why I was vindictive. It’s why I let her upset me into the water so many times and didn’t even consider retaliation. It’s why I’m not complaining that I’m stuck here with her. 

“Menace,” I drawl. I can hear the adoration in those two syllables and wonder if she can too. 

She snorts and squeezes me again. “Maybe. But you are too. At least to the female population of Willow Creek.”

I shake my head in denial. “Not since…” 

I trail off with a gulp when she places her finger on my lips and slides her hand into my boxers. When her fingers slide over my bare skin,  I jolt forward. “I’m not in the mood to hear about your conquests, Casanova. Let’s just enjoy each other.”

I want to protest, because her assumptions sting just as much as her words and that stupid nickname she insists on calling me. Maybe it’s better if I let my actions speak over what she thinks is true. 

“For now,” I agree as I scoop my hands under her delectable ass. “Legs around my waist.”

She smacks me on the shoulder. “I thought you said I was calling the shots.”

“You are. I’m just adjusting our angle.” I say as I drop her onto the counter again. 

I slide my thumbs under her bra straps. As they fall to just above her elbows I set one of my hands on the divot at the base of her spine and ease her back, so she’s arched in front of me. My lips chart a trail of kisses from just below her jaw to the top of her cleavage. When I slide my tongue into the valley between her breasts and nudge aside the fabric to nip the flushed skin, she moans.

It’s background noise at first, because her bra is about to go from public enemy number one to waving the white flag of surrender. 

Her hands clenching my shoulders and her whispered what in the hex? finally catch my attention. That’s when I realize someone with size fourteen boots is clomping up and down the stairs. 

“I’m going to either kill you when we get out of here or kiss you for making sure I get some of the best footage I’ve ever gotten,” she hisses as she pushes me away and repositions her bra. 

There’s no point in stopping her from hopping off the counter and wrapping the blanket around her body like a toga. I tie my blanket around my waist because I saw the way she was looking at my chest- like she wanted to curl up and live there. Or devour it whole. Maybe even though she’s mad she’ll remember there’s at least one thing about me she likes. 

I scramble to keep up as she bolts and heads for the chandelier room. 

“Maybe I should call you Streaker instead of Casper,” I call after her. “You just flashed me your ass.”

She flicks me off over her shoulder and I just laugh. 

When we skid into the chandelier room there’s nothing there. The quiet is unholy until there’s a boom and lightning streaks across the sky. It’s framed by the windows and lights up the whole room. 

There’s a whooshing sound and bats start pouring out of the hearth across from us. Thousands of them. Ophelia shrieks and ducks to the floor with her arms clasped over her head. I follow suit and drop to my hands and knees, but I’m too slow.  One of them collides with my forehead and coasts through my sweaty hair. 

Once the bats have disappeared, I crawl toward her. 

“Are you okay?” I ask as I tap her arm.

She grimaces. “I hate bats.”

“The only people that don’t hate bats are vampires. And weird biologists I’m convinced are vampires or wanna be vampires in disguise. You have nothing to be ashamed of.” I dated a wildlife biologist who was studying white nose syndrome, and she was a piece of work. I definitely prefer ghost hunters.

“I’m not ashamed. Just like I’m unashamed of my fear of heights. I know what I need to do to get the job done.”

I show her my palms in a gesture of defeat. 

“I hate bats,” she continues. “But I don’t think that’s what we heard.”

“We can’t hear it now - why do you have to go investigate?” I’m only half teasing.

She whirls to face me and puts her hands on her hips before she remembers what she’s wearing. The blanket slides off one shoulder, and I bite the inside of my cheek. If I don’t distract myself with pain somehow, I won’t be able to resist the urge to hoist her into my arms again. “I’m not letting you go exploring on your own.”

“Like I’ve been telling you all night, it’s my job and I’m used to it. Just don’t get in my way.”

So we’re back to me getting the Ophelia who woke up on the wrong side of the bed. “I wasn’t patronizing you.”

“Well, it sounded like you were. Maybe you just do it subconsciously,” she gripes as she climbs the stairs. 

She has this way of making me question myself. “You probably get that a lot in your profession.” 

There’s a hitch in her step and I cringe because I didn’t mean for that to come out the way it did. “What I meant is that I bet ghost hunting is a male-dominated field.”

Her shoulders relax again and she snorts. “For the most part. Which is crazy because most men have less affinity for the spiritual world in their whole body than I do in my pinky.”
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Chapter Six


Ophelia





He’s right about one thing- ghost hunting is dominated by arrogant men who think they know everything. My equipment and my uniform have been called “cute” so many times I’ve lost count. And it makes zero sense because it’s widely known these men are only in my profession for the money and don’t even believe in what they’re doing. It’s women like me and my family who actually lay spirits to rest. 

“I bet that’s extremely frustrating,” Jack commiserates. 

I know I shouldn’t take my irritation out on him - he’s not the target, or even representative of my target. 

“It’s not your fault. You aren’t responsible for their behavior. I’m beginning to think you aren’t even capable of it.”

“Is that a compliment, Casper?” 

He sounds astonished. 

“In a way. I just know you can’t stand it if you think someone despises you.”

My instinct tells me the nursery holds the answers. The door’s standing wide open when we get there. The cradle’s still in the corner, and now the moon is higher, I can see there’s a lump under the tattered scrap of blanket. My heart skips a beat and there’s a ball of dread unspools in my stomach. “I can’t look,” I whisper. All of the memories of my mom after we lost our little sister, how she used to pace the house when the drugs made her forget what happened, come roaring back and I stagger under their weight. 

His hand settles in the small of my back and when I close my eyes, his strength seeps into me. “I’ll check, Casper,” he whispers softly, and the tip of my ear tingles as his stubble brushes against it.

He gently moves past me and stops at the end of the cradle. His breath and mine are the only sounds in the room, shallow and a little frantic. I clench my hands into fists when he squares his shoulders and yanks the blanket away. 

All I can see from the doorway is a black square. “What is it?” 

He picks it up and turns it over. “It’s some kind of book. A journal maybe? It looks ancient.”

The fear that paralyzed me a few minutes ago is almost gone, and I’m curious. When I take my place beside him, he hands the book to me. It’s bound in leather that’s soft with age, and when I flip it open, there are lines of flowing, illegible handwriting, scrunched together so tightly I can barely read them. “I think we were supposed to find this.”

“I agree. Maybe it’ll have the answers the owner is looking for.”

Usually, when I find artifacts or objects like this, I turn them over immediately. I don’t think that’s what we should do with the journal. “I’m going to let the owner know about it, but I’m taking it to an archivist instead of immediately turning it over.”

“We can wrap it in my jacket and stow it in my backpack.”

He doesn’t even need me to remind him about the monitor- he grabs it on his way out. He even holds the door open for me and there’s this awkward moment that makes me spark on the inside, like the flare of a lit match, when I squeeze past him.

When we’re back downstairs again and the book is safe and sound, I breathe a sigh of relief. I’m about to propose we take turns napping, when he yawns so loudly it sounds like a lion roaring. 

“I was gonna suggest we take turns napping, but I don’t think I need to. You clearly need your rest more than I need mine.”

He stretches his arms toward the ceiling and yawns again. Once he’s done bellowing at the ceiling, he gives me a sheepish grin. “I’ve been on-duty for seven days straight because we’re short-handed. Yesterday was the first time I’ve seen my house in a long time.”

“If you were home, why didn’t you let someone else check out my nocturnal activities?”

“I always have my cb tuned to the dispatch channel. Just in case,” he shrugs. Like it’s no big deal to be on call all the time. Like he has no life and it’s okay to be a workaholic because he doesn’t have anything else. Maybe he is telling the truth and his tomcat days are behind him. “When the call came over the radio, I was the only one available . Even though I technically wasn’t. Plus one of my mom’s friends is the one who called it in.”

“Then you should lie down before you fall down. I’m starting to believe what you said about your tomcat ways being an exaggeration. I don’t know how you’d fit everyone in - even if you had a rotating schedule,” I say over my shoulder as I rummage in my pack.

“Let’s both take a cat nap. It’s only a few hours til dawn.” He carefully lowers his body to the floor and props himself against the wall. He holds his arm out and I just raise a brow. 

“I’ll be fine over here - especially if I take melatonin.” I shake the bottle I just retrieved in his direction. “I’ll just lay my head against my pack.”

“You’re sounding like my grandma again. First I’m a ladykiller, then I’m a tomcat,” he teases with a glint in his gaze. “Come on, Casper. My shoulder’s a much better pillow than this hard ass floor or your back pack. I promise I’ll keep my hands to myself..”

I can’t exactly tell him it’s not his hands I’m worried about - it’s my own. What if they go wandering while I’m asleep? If we hadn’t been interrupted earlier, I would’ve embarrassed myself. “I’ll be fine over here,” I insist.

“Casper,” his voice is stern. “I’m not asking. You need to sleep. We both do. It’s been a stressful night and all that adrenaline is gonna make us crash soon. We should make sure we’re as comfortable as possible in case this house turns out to be a portal to hell. Come here.”

“Are you always this bossy?” I grumble as I give in. 

“No, I’ve just watched a lot of horror movies. Pretty sure if I believed in ghosts I’d call this a version of Poltergeist.”

“Those movies are not a realistic portrayal of hauntings.”

“That’s not completely true. Wasn’t that movie Amityville Horror based on something that actually happened?”

“Movies like that are scary because they play on archetypes and myths. There were definitely some parts of it that were true - but I have it on good authority that they made it a lot more dramatic to appeal to audiences. Usually my job is just sitting around and waiting.”

Once I’m nestled beside him, he pins me in place with his arm. So I’m forced to rest my head in the little crook between his shoulder and his chest. I muster up the most aggravated, exasperated sigh in the world and twist my body to reclaim the space between us he just demolished. 

“If you hold your body like that while you’re sleeping, you’re going to need a masseuse.”

“Are you volunteering? If you are, the answer’s no thank you.”

“You weren’t complaining an hour ago.”

“That’s before I remembered I can’t afford a distraction. Especially one like you.”

“One like me?” He growls. “We already went over this. Forget everything you think you know about me, Casper. You know how small towns are - one big rumor mill of lies and exaggeration.”

“You have to pinky swear you’ll keep your hands to yourself.”

He tips his head back and thumps it against the wall. “I’ll swear. And you can’t blame me if you’re the one who crosses the boundary. Before I close my eyes, how’s your wrist?” Before I can protest he lifts it gently. 

“It doesn’t hurt that much. I think I just bruised it.”

“I wish I’d thought to pack some wraps. Or a brace.”

He sounds so guilty - over something he’s not responsible for.

“I appreciate the ibuprofen. I’ll let you know if I need any more.”

“Don’t be shy, Casper. I mean it. Or try to tough it out. It sounded like a firecracker popping off when your wrist hit that counter.”

“I’ll let you know. And I’ll be keeping my hands to myself too.”

“I’d make a bet with you if I thought you’d take it. But we’ll just see where you find yourself once your body relaxes. Just lay back and let me have some peace and quiet.”

I let my body relax by degrees. I finally curl my hands under my cheek and find a comfy spot just over the hard muscle of his pectoral. His breathing is deep and even, and I think he’s already snoozing. Even if he is, his hold hasn’t relaxed. And if he is, he won’t notice if I snuggle closer. He’s so warm and cozy, and his purr of a snore makes me feel safe.


      ***I drifted off sooner than I expected, and his groan is what wakes me up. It rumbles in his chest right under my ear and I’m disoriented as my eyes flicker open. I always forget where I am when I first wake up and the world’s hazy. Especially if I went to sleep with my contacts in. 

When I stretch and knock a hand against his chin, I realize he was right and I was wrong. My hands wandered. Like they were looking for something to hold onto. 

They found it and I’m too embarrassed to move again or do anything else that will let him know I’m awake. Maybe if I pretend I was just turning in my sleep, he’ll ignore the fact my face is on his thigh and my drool is probably all over his blanket. It’s still wrapped around him - if  I was laying against nothing but his skin the embarrassment would burn me to a crisp. The presence of my other hand on his penis is already too mortifying.

I shift slightly and I feel his body tense against mine. “Are you awake, Casper?” He rasps.

“Yeah,” I manage to squeak out. When I move again, he brings his hand down and flattens it on my stomach. 

“I should’ve made you take that bet. Don’t move another fucking centimeter. Because if you think you’re embarrassed now, wait until my cum is all over your hand.”

I gulp, because I’m embarrassed. Not because I’m turned on by his rough confession. 

“So what should I do?”

“Just stay where you are and I’m gonna try to think about really gross stuff. Like the dirty jockstraps my brother left hanging in our shower growing up. And mashed peas from a can. Or the time my sister got sick on purple kool-aid and puked all over my soccer uniform.”

“All of those things sound disgusting.”

“They were. But apparently not disgusting enough. Because thinking about them isn’t helping my situation.”

Knowing I’m the cause of his precarious situation makes me feel powerful. When I set my palm on his chest, I can feel his heartbeat. It’s steady and constant, everything my childhood was not. Everything I know better than to trust in. He’s still as a statue under me until I give into temptation and trace the soft path of hair that disappears under his waistband. It makes him shudder.

When I draw my hand away, he circles my wrist and sets it over the fabric. His flesh rises beneath the flex of my fingers, and his pulse speeds up. “If I’m goin’ to hell, I may as well make the trip worth it,” he mutters and surges into my touch. “Even though you acted like I had the cooties after we got interrupted the first time.”

“I just know you’re dangerous, Jack Montgomery. No matter what happens, I have to remember that. Especially if you’re not falsely advertising - because if you aren’t that would be the best belated birthday present to myself ever.”

His skin is hot everywhere we’re touching, like the fire he fights everyday is trapped inside him. An out of control, crazy for me Jack Montgomery is something I need to see. Even if it’s just this one time. 

“You’re dangerous too, Casper. I knew it the second I saw you in that red dress. Red always means danger. But I still wanna give you that birthday present.”

“I’ve never been dangerous to anyone - but if you say so, I’ll take your word for it.”

He tips my chin up with his knuckle and wraps my hair around his hand to hold me there. “I don’t know what assholes you’ve been dating, or who told you that you couldn’t bring a person to their knees. But I’m telling you, Ophelia Daniels, you wrecked me for anyone else about ten minutes into our first date.”

“You didn’t feel that way afterward.”

He shakes his head. “Ah, ye of little faith. That was exactly the way I felt. It’s why I acted the way I did. Because in less than the hour it took us to make our way through those wings, I fell. Harder than I ever have in my life. And then you broke my heart.”

I rear back, because I need to set the record straight. I don’t get very far, because his hand’s still tangled in my hair. “You broke your own heart.”

He cups my cheek. “Yeah, I did. I see that now. And I’m sorry I took my disappointment out on you. I’m starting to think getting trapped here with you is the best thing that’s ever happened to me.”

“We’re sleeping on a cold, hard floor, all we have to eat is granola bars, and it’s freezing.”

He chuckles and dips his head so he can touch the tip of his nose to mine. “But we’re here together. And I woke up to you sprawled over me like you liked me. With your hand on my junk.”

I cover my eyes. “Please don’t ever call it your junk again. It sounds like something out of a bad porn movie.”

His thumb brushes the corner of my mouth. “Watched a lot of those, huh?”

I shrug uncomfortably and I feel the heat in my cheeks. “Doesn’t every college kid go through that phase? Wondering if those moves are possible or if they actually feel that great?”

“Are you saying your experiences have never lived up to the expectations set by those movies, Casper?”

“Ummm…” How do I tell him I’ve never had an orgasm from penetration? 

“You’re trying to figure out how to tell me a man inside of you isn’t all it’s cracked up to be.”

“Well, it isn’t what I was expecting. I mean the porn movies and all those old school historical romances my grandmother loved made it sound like dick was the best thing in the world.”

“But it’s not. At least not for you.”

“It hasn’t been,” I admit cautiously. I’m not sure I know where this conversation is headed.

He lifts my wrist away from his crotch. “As much as I like the feel of your hand on me, I think I need to show you what you’ve been missing.”

“How is your dick any better than any other guy’s, Jack Montgomery? What makes you so special?”

He roars with laughter. “Well for one thing, it’s definitely bigger than average. A solid nine inches. Which means I’d be an asshole if I expected it to do anything but hurt you if I didn’t get you ready first.”

I snort. “Fingering doesn’t work because most guys never apply the right amount of pressure. And I have it on good authority that most men don’t like cunnilingus. You can tell when they try to do it.”

He bends down so he can whisper in my ear. “I lick pussy like a champ, Casper, and I guarantee I’m gonna love the way you taste.”

“You sound pretty sure of yourself.”

“I am,” he says as he slips his hand into the blanket and runs a calloused thumb over one of my nipples. It hardens immediately.

“We should go check the monitors again,” I eke out as he does it again. This time he follows it up with a tweak and I have to bite back a moan. 

“The monitors can wait,” he says as he lifts me into him, so I’m straddling his lap. Before I can protest, he pushes the blanket from my shoulders completely, and lets it pool around my waist. His gaze flicks over me and he bites his lip. “Fuck, you’re gorgeous,” he groans before he sets the velvet heat of his mouth on me. When he sucks deeply, his tongue swirling around the hard tip of my breast and his hand caressing my hip, I have to steady myself. I set my hands on his shoulders and lean forward. 

“I shouldn’t be letting you do this,” I moan as my body shivers. I can feel the pull of his teeth and tongue in the pit of my stomach. It feels so good, I think I could come just from this.

“You probably could, angel. But the first time, I wanna see you come on my face, with your fists in my hair.”

It feels so good, I believe him. It feels so good I’m not even embarrassed I shared my thoughts. Especially since he shared his right back and they’re way filthier than mine.

“I want your back on my thighs, your hips pitched against my stomach, and your legs over my shoulders.”

“I’m not a yogi master.”

“Do you have to grumble about everything? Just trust me, Casper. I’ll make sure you’re comfortable.”

He eases me back and trails his hand over my ribs, as if he’s counting them. He keeps his eyes on mine while he scoops my legs over his shoulders, and all the jitters and pinwheels settle in my stomach.

When he pushes aside the fabric of my bikini briefs, his eyes darken. I want to shield myself from him. It’s not exactly a wild jungle down there, but it’s not landscaped either. “I don’t know if I’m ready for whatever you’re about to do.”

He grins wickedly. “Oh you’re ready, Casper. My mouth on your tits made you wet in more places than one.”

When he rocks against me I feel him lengthen along the small of my back. It’s so sexy I’m afraid I’ll stammer from the banked want if I say anything.

He pushes aside the fabric and trails his fingers across the seam of my thigh. I close my eyes, because I’m too on edge to watch. He strokes my thighs with his thumb and forefinger, and when I finally begin to relax, he flicks my clit. I arch upward even further and his response is a husky rumble of a laugh.

“The things I want to do to your body, Casper… Saint Peter’d send me straight to hell if I showed up at the pearly gates right now.”

“I wanted to touch your tattoos as soon as I saw them,” I quietly confess. “I don’t think I’d get sent to hell for that, though.” My cheeks are burning, but if he’s brave enough to tell me how he sees me, then I can do the same. With the way our story began, I never thought we’d end up here. I never thought I’d trust him enough to let go.

“You might. It depends on which tattoos you’re touching. When I’m done exploring, I’ll let you do the same if you still want to. But you have to wait until I make you come at least once.”

“You think it’ll happen more than once?” I’ve never been one of those girls that has multiple orgasms with her partner. Even when I use my toys, it’s rare.

“I’m gonna make sure you never forget this. I’m gonna make sure it’s impossible for you to ignore me again.”

There’s no way I’m ever going to tell him I wasn’t avoiding him because I was still mad. Dunking him in that tank so many times was cathartic. Especially when he laughed every time I hit the bullseye. Like he was proud of me.

I was avoiding him because I was afraid of this. I don’t let anyone besides my twin sister get this close to me. Everyone but her either dies or leaves. Starr women seem to have that effect on people. Especially men.

This time when he nudges aside my panties, I hold my body still. I’m not exactly gritting my teeth, but I’m on edge. 

“Relax, Casper,” he soothes as he rubs tiny circles over my thighs. Once my head falls back again, he brushes over my mound. “You’re still dripping for me,” he says with a smug smile.

I try to muster a scowl. “Don’t let it go to your head, Casanova.”

“Too late,” he growls and flexes his thighs under me. So I can feel how much it’s going to his head.

He lowers his face and licks me all the way up. 

“Pretty,” he murmurs before he licks again. 

“Plump,” he groans against my clit. 

“Mine,” he says as he nips me and sinks two fingers deep inside.

I’m too dazed to correct him. Because at this moment I am his.

His licks are lazy, and unhurried. Like he’s savoring me. My foot twitches behind his shoulder, and I feel the tremor in my thighs. Maybe he wasn’t exaggerating. 
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