
  
    [image: Haunted Ever After]
  


  
    
      HAUNTED EVER AFTER

      THE DETROIT AREA PARANORMAL SOCIETY COLLECTION

    

    
      
        CARRIE PULKINEN

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales, is entirely coincidental.

      

        

      
        Haunted Ever After: The Detroit Area Paranormal Society Collection

      

        

      
        COPYRIGHT © 2018 & 2021 by Carrie Pulkinen

      

        

      
        All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without the written permission of the author, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews.

      

        

      
        Contact Information: CarriePulkinen.com

      

        

      
        Edited by Victoria Miller

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        
          Love at First Haunt

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          
            Chapter 28

          

        

      

      
        
          Second Chance Spirit

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

      
        
          Third Time’s a Ghost

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Epilogue

          

          
            Become a VIP Reader

          

          
            Also by Carrie Pulkinen

          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            LOVE AT FIRST HAUNT

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      “God, this place is obnoxious.” A sickening feeling formed in Allison Gray’s stomach as she walked across the yard toward the mansion. A row of Grecian columns lined the front porch, and the foreboding stone steps leading to the heavy wooden door made her breath catch.

      Why did she let Tina talk her into another one of these swanky parties? Thoughts of a million places she’d rather be at the moment tumbled through her mind: the antique shop, the movies, curled up in bed with a good book. Hell, she’d take a pap smear over the torture that awaited her inside, but she put on a smile and straightened her spine. She could endure it for her friend…for a little while, at least.

      “It’s gorgeous, and selling it paid my bills for the next six months.” Tina shook her fingers in her hair, giving it lift, not that it needed any help. Her thick black mane had more body than a packed beach in the summertime.

      “You owe me for this,” Allison said.

      “Put it on my tab.” Tina laughed and tugged her through the door.

      The place was as obnoxious on the inside as it was on the outside. Marble floors, a grand staircase, expensive furniture…there was such a thing as having too much money, but, hey, at least the guy knew how to throw a party. The mansion was packed.

      They made the rounds, Tina introducing her to every man she knew, and Allison smiled politely, shook hands, and excused herself from each inviting gaze. They were all the same: rich, handsome, and full of themselves. No thanks.

      Been there, done that, couldn’t afford the t-shirt.

      As a tall man in black slacks and a blue-gray button-up waltzed into the room, Tina’s nails cut into Allison’s arm. “There’s the new owner. Logan Alexander Mitchell. Isn’t he scrumptious?”

      Allison glanced at his dark hair and piercing sapphire eyes. His fluid movements and confident posture gave him an air of commanding influence, making her heart rate kick up. He was striking. Attractive, but no different than the rest of the high-rollers here. She shrugged. “He looks like a pretentious asshole to me.”

      Tina crossed her arms. “You think all men are pretentious assholes, Allie.”

      “That’s because they are.” Allison smirked and turned to survey the room. She shouldn’t judge. Truth be told, she’d come very close to living this lifestyle, but having your life turned upside down by your cheating fiancé had a way of making people bitter.

      She downed her second glass of champagne, needing something to dull the incessant chatter of emotions blasting her from every corner of the oversized house.

      Allison was an empath, and though she couldn’t hear the thoughts racing through people’s minds, she could certainly sense them. Sex and money. That’s all anyone thought about at parties like this. She rubbed her arms to wipe away the vibrating energy. “Tell me again why you hang out with these people.”

      “It’s called networking. Every one of these jerks is a potential client.” Tina smiled and leaned her shoulder against the wall, crossing her legs at the ankles. “And the men are hot. With any luck, I can get a few leads and get laid.” She raised her eyebrows, and her gaze followed a tight butt in an Armani suit.

      Allison laughed. “Slut.”

      Tina grinned. “Prude.”

      “I’m not a prude; I’m picky. I’m sorry if I don’t go for the rich prick type.”

      “You don’t go for any type.” Tina winked and strummed her fingers against her arm.

      “Go mingle. Go…find some real estate clients and your man of the hour. I’ll be fine.”

      “Are you sure?” She put her hand on Allison’s arm. “I always drag you to these parties, and I feel like I abandon you halfway through.”

      “You do, but it’s okay. I’m a big girl. Things are pretty calm here anyway, and I can take care of myself. Go.”

      “Love you, Allie.”

      “I know.”

      Tina pushed off the wall and slunk into the throng of people, leaving Allison alone with her champagne. She had to grin at her friend as she worked the crowd with her charming smile and quick wit. Tina played the game like a pro, and she had the income to prove it. Allison felt lucky she could pay all her bills on time, but making a career out of her psychic gift was her choice. She knew she’d never get rich from it, and she was fine with that.

      Allison pressed her back to the wall and looked at her watch. Only half an hour more, and she could duck out. Tina would be fine without her.

      As she made her way to the bar for another glass of champagne, trying to block out the raging hormone-infested emotions that flooded the room like hot honey, she felt a man watching her. His commanding presence startled her, but she felt something else hiding beneath the testosterone and aftershave. She felt pain, heart-wrenching loneliness. It seemed someone else felt just as out of place at this party as she did.

      She dared turn to see who this intriguing aura belonged to, and their eyes met. For half a second, the mesmerizing intensity of his gaze held her to the spot. Her breath hitched.

      Oh, crap.

      She jerked her head down and picked up her pace. Logan Mitchell. Why would the host of the party be harboring such disturbing emotions? She shook her head. It didn’t matter. The last thing she needed was to get caught up in a pointless conversation with a man like him. She was so not his type.

      Ducking around a corner, she lost him in the crowd, but he didn’t leave her thoughts. That pain, that loneliness would follow her. Allison’s psychic ability was both a blessing and a curse in that respect. Unless she blocked it out, she always knew what other people were feeling, whether she wanted to or not. And Logan…the man had it all, yet he was empty. What was his story?

      Ugh! It doesn’t matter. This was her own fault. She allowed it in. She knew better than to let her guard down, especially in a crowded place like this, and now she knew way more about the sexy millionaire than she cared to. Forget the champagne. She needed to go home.

      She scanned the crowd for Tina, hoping to tell her goodbye before she ducked out the door, but a woman on the stairs drew her attention. Her long, white nightgown flowed around her ankles, and she sat with her head in her hands, sobbing.

      The woman’s despair washed over her like a drowning pool. Allison blinked back tears as she approached, trying her damnedest to block out the unwelcome emotions, but they clawed their way deep inside her, tearing at her heart. This place was an empath’s nightmare.

      “Can I help you?” Allison spoke in her softest, most comforting voice.

      Despite her best efforts to block them out, the woman’s emotions overwhelmed her. Betrayal, desperation, sickening depression. What happened to her? Allison couldn’t fight the tears as they streamed down her face.

      “Excuse me, Miss?” She wiped her cheeks with her fingertips and choked on a sob, unable to recall the last time another person’s emotions had affected her this way.

      This was Logan’s fault. Well, Allison’s really, but she’d let her guard down because of him, and now look at her. Crying along with a person she’d never met, not even knowing why.

      “Is there anything I can do to help you?”

      The woman raised her head and blinked.

      Then she vanished.
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        * * *

      

      Logan Mitchell sighed as he worked his way through the crowd. His first night in the sprawling mansion on Grayhaven Island was supposed to be a happy one. He’d thrown one hell of a party, but his mind kept drifting to places he’d rather not visit. Places he’d moved here to get away from. He shook his head, forcing his thoughts back to the present.

      His 150 party guests fit easily in the estate. It was way more house than a single guy needed, but he got it for a steal. Why anyone would want to leave such a beautiful, secluded place, he had no idea. This house was one dream he was happy to see come true.

      Trent clapped him on the shoulder and surveyed the room. “Nice to have your own place again, isn’t it?”

      “Definitely. You can’t build equity when you’re renting, though leaving New York probably got me disowned.”

      “True.”

      He shoved his hands in his pockets. “Screw it. Doesn’t matter.” It was nice to rub a little salt in his father’s wound. There was no way he was going down the path that man had so carefully carved out for him.

      He was already cursed as it was.

      “So.” Trent flashed a grin and gestured to the guests. “Who’s the lucky lady who gets to spend the night with Detroit’s Most Eligible Bachelor?”

      Thankful for the change of subject, Logan scanned the crowd. So many beautiful women, and any one of them would think it a privilege to go to bed with him. Just another one-night stand. That was all they’d ever be to him.

      That was all he could ever be for them.

      “You know that’s going to get old eventually.”

      “How can that get old? Detroit Weekly Magazine named you this year’s Most Eligible Bachelor. Not that you needed any help with the ladies before, but come on. Detroit’s Most Eligible Bachelor.”

      “It’s already annoying.” Logan slapped his friend on the back and turned toward a group of women. “A bachelor’s all I’ll ever be,” he mumbled.

      “You say something?”

      “Nope. It’s nothing.” Nothing but the fact he was destined to lead a lonely life because he couldn’t afford to let anyone get close to him. Not when he knew the consequence it would bring.

      The party was a way to fill the void that haunted him. The emptiness he couldn’t escape, knowing he could never settle down. Surrounding himself with people helped stave off the nagging loneliness. Until the party was over.

      No, he couldn’t be alone tonight.

      “How about her?” Trent nodded toward a brunette in a tight black dress.

      “She’ll do.”

      “Not good enough? There are plenty of women here. Take your pick.”

      “They’re all the same.” Sex and money. That was what they all wanted from him. He felt it every day of his life. Logan could read people, feel their emotions. It was a gift his father loved to exploit—already had exploited more than he wanted to think about. Yeah, getting the hell out of New York was the best thing he could’ve done, and yet, it seemed nothing had changed.

      He looked at the brunette. She was pretty, though it didn’t matter what she looked like. All he needed was a warm body to fill his bed and make him feel wanted for a few hours.

      He stopped and raked a hand through his hair. What had his life come to?

      He searched the room again, letting the crowd’s emotions grate over his skin like sandpaper, but this time he found something different. She was different. Her blonde hair hung in loose waves down to her shoulders, and her fair skin looked like porcelain, fragile, with a sprinkling of freckles across her nose. She wore very little makeup, and her conservative black slacks and turtleneck sweater told him she definitely wasn’t there for sex. Probably not the money either. She turned her head and caught his gaze, but then she flitted away. Without thinking twice, he pursued her.

      Trent caught him by the arm. “Her? Seriously, man. You can do better than that.” He tried to steer Logan back to the voluptuous brunette he was about to pick up.

      “She’s different. There’s something…I need to talk to her.”

      “Since when do you care about talking?”

      Logan waded through the crowd, trying to catch up to the intriguing woman. He followed her toward the bar, then stopped as she made an abrupt turn by the staircase. She didn’t see him, didn’t know he was watching when he reached out to read her.

      Sadness. Overwhelming despair.

      She crept toward the stairs and put her hand on the rail as she bent over. Was she in pain? She was talking to…no one. Her hand covered her mouth as she turned. Tears streamed down her face, and she ran to the door.

      “Wait!” Logan pushed through the mass of people, but he was too late. She was out the door before he could catch up. “What the hell?”

      She darted across the front lawn like she couldn’t get out of the place fast enough.

      “You all right, man?” Trent put his hand on Logan’s shoulder. “She take off?”

      “Yeah. She’s gone.”

      “No biggie. There’s plenty of other fish in this sea, and they’re all waiting to be caught by Detroit’s Most Eligible Bachelor.”

      Logan shook his head. “That’s really getting old.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Allison fumbled with her keys as she tried to unlock her car. The crisp fall breeze sent shivers cascading down her spine. Her heart raced, and the vapors of her shallow breaths fogged the window as she cursed her remote. With trembling hands, she opened the door and shoved the key in the ignition. Her Toyota looked like a black sheep among the designer cars that took up most of the crescent-shaped driveway.

      It didn’t matter. At that moment, she focused on getting the hell off that island.

      A ghost.

      She should’ve known it was a spirit when the emotions overwhelmed her. She’d been psychic as long as she could remember, and she worked hard to keep her abilities in check. A living person’s feelings couldn’t consume her like that. Not anymore. But something about a ghost not being in a physical body made it nearly impossible for her to block them out.

      She inhaled deeply to center herself and pulled out her cell phone to send Tina a text. Headed home. Call me tomorrow.

      Hopefully no one saw her display of emotion, but if they did, her friend would let her know. Tina made it her business to know everything about everyone. As the number one real estate agent in the Detroit area, she’d sold the Grayhaven Mansion to Logan and made a pretty profit, even though it went for next to nothing. If you could call ten million dollars nothing.

      With her emotions under control, Allison stomped the gas and sped back to her tiny apartment in the city.

      Her emotions. What a laugh.

      She wasn’t the one who was so upset. It was that woman, that ghost on the stairs. Allison chuckled. Logan Mitchell got more than he bargained for in that deal.

      Logan. She had to admit the guy was gorgeous, if she were going to judge him on outward appearance alone. At six and a half feet tall, his broad chest and muscular arms were enough to make women swoon. Thick black lashes fringed his intense crystal-blue eyes, and his dark chestnut hair was cut close on the sides and messy-chic on top.

      Inside… To be honest, she didn’t know much about him. She never read the newspaper or magazine articles celebrating his latest accomplishments. He was just another rich, arrogant, self-centered jerk like her ex, Mark, was. Like they all were. She didn’t want to know him.

      But what was that frightened loneliness about? The poor guy was screaming for help, and helping people was what Allison did best.

      But he didn’t ask for her assistance.

      She parked her car and climbed the stairs to her third-floor apartment. Safely inside and away from the constant throbbing of human emotion, she pushed Logan out of her mind and concentrated on her nightly meditation. Lord knew she needed it after that escapade.
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        * * *

      

      Logan saw the last of his guests to the door, then turned around to face the next woman he’d never talk to again. She had long brown hair and sleek curves, and she was looking at him with her best come-and-get-me eyes.

      Her thoughts pounded at him like twenty-inch subwoofers on full-blast. He couldn’t read her mind. It was a feeling he got, like registering another person’s emotions. The hot, sticky flow of sex was offset by the sharp trill of excitement that only money could bring. That’s all she wanted from him. That’s all anyone wanted from him, and it was all he had to give. He sighed and led her upstairs to his bedroom.
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        * * *

      

      “But, I’m your wife, Alex. Don’t you love me anymore?”

      Blood ran down the woman’s face from the nasty gash on her forehead, and her utter despair slammed into him like a Mack truck into a brick wall. Her emotions paralyzed him. He didn’t love her. Hell, he had another woman in his arms, and she was the one he loved.

      “Please, Alex.” Blood mixed with tears splashed on the marble floor, leaving little pink puddles around her feet. “I’m your wife,” she sobbed. Then she climbed on the ledge and hurled herself out the window.
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        * * *

      

      “No!” Logan screamed in the darkness. The sheets clung to his skin, wet with sweat, and he slid out from under his date’s arm. She rolled onto her side, never opening her eyes.

      He gazed down at her, wracking his brain to remember her name. Nothing.

      What’s my life coming to?

      He ran his hand through his hair and padded to the bathroom. A good, hot shower would help chase the recurring nightmare away.

      It was more than a dream. He knew that. Felt it. It wasn’t the first premonition he’d had, but it was definitely the most fucked up. Only a handful of his dreams ever came true, but as soon as one became recurring, haunting him night after night, it was bound to happen in real life.

      And this one…this was something he couldn’t let happen. He'd never told anyone about his dreams, and he didn’t plan to. As long as he stayed single the rest of his life, he’d never have to risk his wife throwing herself out a window.

      The hot water beat down on his skin, washing away the anxiety from his vision. He scrubbed his face, washed his hair, and then moved down to wash the rest of his body. Always in that order.

      The first night in his new place wasn’t supposed to be like this. Hell, it should never be like this. That was what the woman in his bed was for—to stave off the impending doom that invaded his dreams. The vision only came when he was alone. That was how it had always been. So, why the hell did he wake up screaming?

      The dream felt stronger this time too. More real than ever before. He felt the faceless women of his vision like they were right there with him.

      “Mind if I join you?” The sultry female voice brought him back to reality. She slunk up to the shower, wearing Logan’s shirt and nothing else, and as she smiled, she dropped the garment to the floor. He cursed under his breath and shut off the water.

      “I’m done.” He yanked a towel off the rack and wrapped it around his waist as he stalked into the bedroom to his dresser. Sweatpants, socks, t-shirt. A good run would clear his head.

      “Are you going somewhere?” The sting of rejection filled the air as the woman sat on the edge of the bed.

      His stomach wrenched at what he was about to say. “You’re a really nice girl, but I’m not looking for a relationship right now.” The words left his lips sounding too rehearsed. Like he’d done this a hundred times. Maybe he had. He sat on a chair in the corner and laced up his running shoes.

      “I understand.” She slipped her dress and shoes on, stuffing her bra and panties into her purse. Then she strode toward him, kissed him on the cheek, and handed him a business card. “My brother has a start-up company, if you’re looking for an investment. He’s brilliant.”

      “Thanks.” Logan flicked the card onto the table. “Can you show yourself out?”

      “Sure.”

      He chuckled and shook his head when the front door clicked shut. Money. No one saw past the façade. No one really knew him, save for a few close friends. Reading people like he could, at least he knew who his friends were.

      Quitting the family business, moving to Detroit, he’d gotten as far away from his father’s life as he could, and yet here he was, right in the middle of it. The parties, the women, the transparent so-called friends. Who was he kidding?

      He could see where this train of thought was going, and he wasn’t in the mood for a pity party. He slipped on his shirt and headed out the door to run.

      Always running.

      The brisk autumn air chilled his lungs as he jogged along a path by the water. His party had been a success. He'd made a few business contacts; everyone had a good time. Well, almost everyone.

      His thoughts drifted back to the blonde from the staircase. What could she have been so upset about? And what was a woman like her doing at a party like that? He’d never seen her before, and to say she stood out was an understatement. This woman was different. She wasn’t the slightest bit interested in him, and that made her all the more intriguing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      “Good morning, Lucia!” Allison beamed as she strode into the antique shop with a nonfat latte in each hand. She put one on the counter in front of Lucia and leaned over to kiss her on the cheek.

      “Good morning, Allison. Early appointment today?”

      “No, I couldn’t sleep.”

      Lucia, a robust Italian woman in her late sixties, had silver hair and a keen eye for good deals on priceless antiques. “How was the party? Did you meet any nice men?” She raised her eyebrows and smiled.

      Allison laughed. “There’s no such thing.”

      “I worry about you, dear.” Lucia’s thick Italian accent chopped at her words. “You need to find a nice man. Settle down. Raise a family.”

      “I don’t think that’s in the cards for me.”

      “How would you know that? When’s the last time you had someone do a reading for you?” Lucia crossed her thick arms over her chest and shifted her weight.

      Allison sighed. “Do you have anything new for me to look at?”

      “I got some new pieces in yesterday.” She motioned to an intricate cherry-wood vanity in the back of the showroom.

      The moment Allison touched it, tendrils of sadness crept up her arm like ivy climbing a lattice. She saw a woman who'd lost a child, sobbing at the vanity. She'd cried there every night; the furniture had trapped her despair.

      “It's eighteenth century,” Lucia said.

      “I know. It's got a lot of negative energy stored in it. I can clear it.” Allison closed her eyes and took a deep breath as she rested her hands on the vanity and focused her mind. She opened herself up like a conduit, allowing the negative energy to pass through and out of her, releasing it back into the universe. She pulled a crystal out of her purse and placed it on the vanity.

      “There. That should do it. I bet it'll sell quickly.”

      “What would I do without you?”

      She smiled. “You'd have an extra room in your store.”

      “And furniture that never sells. Your small office in the back doesn't put me out one bit, child. I'm thankful to have you. Come on, I have another piece for you.”

      Allison followed Lucia as she waded past the centuries-old furniture to the back of the building. To the left of Allison’s office, a double door led into the storeroom where a large oval table sat in the center. Dark mahogany wood and intricate carvings etched into sturdy legs gave it an aura of romance.

      “It’s beautiful,” Allison said.

      “It’s French. Late seventeenth century. What do you think?”

      Allison took a deep breath and placed her palms on the table. Closing her eyes, she focused on the wood. An intense wave of fear gripped her throat, slamming into her body and sucking the air from her lungs. The force of the energy felt like a frying pan whopped her in the face. Her knees gave out, and she crumpled to the floor, her heart pounding and her head throbbing as she struggled to regain her composure.

      “Allison! Are you okay?” Lucia knelt at her side and put her hand on her forehead.

      Her vision wavered, but she sat up and looked at the table again. Stored energy had never struck her like that before. What the hell?

      “It was really strong, but I’m okay. I can clear it. Just give me a minute to prepare.”

      Lucia helped her to her feet. “It’s too much for you right now. You can try later. Come, our lattes are getting cold.”

      “No.” Allison stopped and turned back to the table. “I can do it. I’m fine. Really, Lucia.” She smiled at the woman and touched her shoulder.

      But she wasn’t fine. Allison didn’t have this kind of trouble. She took care of herself, made sure to keep the negative energy out. So why was she so rattled now?

      Maybe it was the spirit last night. Those overwhelming emotions had shaken her up. Normally she could avoid ghosts, but this one was so strong, she’d thought it was a living person.

      Then there was Logan. She didn’t mean to read him, but his loneliness struck a chord in her. His silent screams for help tugged at her heart, and her thoughts kept drifting to those piercing blue eyes. She could admit she was attracted to him. Who wouldn’t be? But hopefully she’d never have to see him again.

      She would have to work harder at keeping her guard up.

      Focusing her attention back on the furniture, she prepared for the sudden explosion of despair that crashed into her chest. As the anguish slammed into her, she gripped the edge of the table and held on, allowing the horrid images to play in her mind, the energy to rip through her body.

      “I see a woman. Terrible things happened to her at this table.” Allison clamped her mouth closed as the agonizing energy invaded her. Anguish. Fear. She squeezed her eyes shut and bit her bottom lip as the woman’s misery escaped her. It was too much. Too terrible to bear. She fought with all her strength to hold on, to release the energy. She felt it pass through her like a thousand razor blades slicing her soul. When there was nothing left but a soft hum of electricity, she opened her eyes.

      “There. It’s cleared. You might want to leave a crystal on it for a few days before you move it out to the showroom, just to make sure it’s all gone.” She stood up straight, and the room tipped on its side.
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        * * *

      

      When her eyelids fluttered open, Allison lay on the treatment table in her office. The aroma of spiced tea wafted in as she shakily sat up and swung her legs over the edge.

      “What happened?” She pressed her hand to her pounding head.

      “I was going to ask you the same thing.” Lucia handed her a mug of hot tea and settled into a chair. “You passed out, and I carried you in here. You’re lucky you’re so light, or you’d still be in there on the concrete floor.”

      Holy crap. That had never happened before. “The energy affected me more than it usually does. I cleared it. Then one minute I was fine, and the next I was waking up in here.”

      Lucia set her mug on the table and shifted her weight forward. “You’re working too hard. You should take the week off. Get some rest.”

      “I can’t do that. I have clients who depend on me.”

      “Well, you don’t have to worry about me.” Lucia heaved herself out of the chair and gave Allison a hug. “Anything that comes in this week can wait in the storeroom. Take care of yourself, okay?”

      “I will. Thank you.”
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        * * *

      

      His adrenaline flowing from his run, Logan darted up the back steps and into his kitchen. Classic rock blasted through his earbuds as he made a pot of coffee and poured a bowl of Fruity Pebbles. There was nothing like a big mound of sugar to start the morning off right. He chuckled as he spooned the multi-colored cereal into his mouth. It had been his favorite since he was a kid, when his parents were together and his dad was still his hero.

      What a crock.

      How his mom had sheltered him from his father’s betrayal was still a mystery. Even through all the mistresses and the verbal assaults, Logan and his sister had no idea what their mother was going through. Some called her weak for putting up with it, but Logan knew better.

      His mom was the strongest woman he knew. She did everything in her power to be sure Logan and Lisa had the best lives possible, and only when she was sure they were on their own and could take care of themselves did she leave. Now she had a good job and an apartment upstate, and her ex-husband could have all the mistresses he wanted. Logan’s mom was his hero now.

      He squeezed his eyes shut, trying to banish the invasive thoughts from his mind before they spun out of control, and jogged upstairs to shower and get ready for the day. He was sponsoring a benefit for the local children’s hospital soon, and there was work to be done. Work he could feel good about.

      He stripped, dropping his clothes into the appropriate color-coded hampers, and stepped into the shower. As he finished his cleansing rituals and turned off the water, the sound of his dresser drawer opening and closing rattled from the other room.

      He paused but shook his head. Just my imagination.

      Again, he heard the sound of wood sliding against wood and the thunk of the drawer slamming shut. Odd. Wasn’t the housekeeper off today? The drawer opened one more time, and his keys clattered on the floor.

      Holy crap. He was being robbed.

      He stepped out of the shower and wrapped a towel around his waist before he tiptoed to the bathroom door. His heart pounded as he readied himself for a fight. His black belt in Tae-Kwon-Do wouldn’t help him against a bullet, but he wasn’t going down without a fight. He swung open the door, and his breath caught in his throat when he saw…nothing. He slipped out the bedroom door and crept down the hall, checking each room for the perpetrator.

      Still nothing.

      “Come on out, you little bastard.” He reached out for an emotion. For some sliver of fear or excitement to guide him to the intruder.

      His home was a void.

      The only sensation in the air was the smell of his own adrenaline and his pulse throbbing in his ears. He searched the entire house, and still he found no one. All the locks were engaged, the windows latched.

      Satisfied the house was empty, he went upstairs to get dressed. Still, that nagging feeling someone was there, watching him, wouldn’t go away. He swept the room one more time, looking behind the curtains and under the bed. The dresser sat still and quiet, and he ran his hand along the drawers, opening each one to find everything in its place.

      His mind was playing tricks on him. It was the only explanation.

      He pulled on dark jeans and an onyx sweater and turned to the nightstand to pick up his phone. But he stopped cold when he saw his keys lying on the floor by the bed. He hadn’t imagined that.

      How the hell? They must have fallen off. He’d set them too close to the edge, and they fell. That was the logical answer. But as illogical as it seemed, he knew someone had been in his room. He could feel it.

      He knelt by the nightstand and put his keys on the edge to see if he could get them to fall again. He leaned in close, balancing the ring on the ledge, willing them to fall so he’d know he wasn’t losing his mind. His ringtone blasted out of his cell phone, and he landed flat on his ass, knocking his keys under the bed.

      “Shit. Paranoid idiot.” He grabbed his phone. “Hello?”

      “Hey, baby brother. I didn’t wake you, did I?”

      “It’s ten o’clock, Lisa. You know me better than that.” The frustration drained away at the sound of his sister’s voice. “What’s up?”

      “Oh, nothing. I was just checking in to see how your first night at Grayhaven went. How was the party?”

      “It was good. You know, same old routine. How’s the family?”

      “Ben got another promotion. Oh! And Caitlyn–okay, okay. She wants to tell you herself.”

      A grin tugged at the corners of his mouth. “Well, put her on.”

      “Uncle Logan! Uncle Logan!”

      “Hey, pipsqueak. What’ve you been up to?”

      “I lost another tooth! See?” He heard Lisa in the background explaining he couldn’t see her over the phone, and he chuckled.

      “Wow! That’s great, Caitlyn. How’s kindergarten going?”

      “It’s good. I learned how to ride my bike too. Without training wheels or anything!”

      “You are one amazing girl, you know that?”

      “Yeah! Mom wants to talk to you. When are you gonna come see me again? I miss you.”

      “I miss you too, angel. I’ll come see you as soon as I can. Bye.”

      “We all miss you, Logan. Especially Mom.” Lisa’s voice held a serious tone. “And we’re worried about you. Have you met anyone yet?”

      He leaned back against the bed and rubbed his forehead. “We’re not having this conversation again.”

      “Oh, come on. You’re not Dad. Your life doesn’t have to be like his.”

      “That’s exactly what I’m trying to avoid.”

      “How? By never settling down? Never giving anyone the chance to love you?”

      He gritted his teeth. “Dad did settle down, and look what happened to Mom.”

      She sighed. “You don’t have to relive his mistakes either. Just try. For me. For Mom. Okay?”

      “All right, I’ll try, but I’m not making any promises. Listen, I’ve got work to do. I’m going to try to get back out to New York soon.”

      “I hope you do. I love you, Bubba.”

      “Love you too, Sis.”

      He fished his keys out from under the bed, slipped on his shoes, and headed out the door.

      Going back to New York was the last thing he wanted to do. But he couldn’t abandon his family. Surely he could get in and out of the city without his dad tracking him down.

      Hopefully.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      What in the world was going on with her? Allison curled up in her favorite chair and sipped her herbal tea. She was on the edge of a very slippery slope, and if she wasn’t careful, she might sink again. Like last time.

      No. Not like last time. It’s not going to happen.

      There was a reason she didn’t deal with spirits anymore, but how a table—an object—got to her like that was a mystery she needed to solve. She couldn’t handle blacking out every time she felt negative energy.

      It must’ve been the ghost. The dead woman’s invasive emotions threw her balance out of whack.

      She put her mug on the table, threw a plush, periwinkle pillow on the middle of the floor, and sat cross-legged on it. She needed to meditate, to focus on clearing out all the energy Logan Mitchell’s ghost shot into her. Then she’d work on getting her shields back in place. She had hit her psychic rock bottom before, and that was not a place she was going back to.

      She closed her eyes, breathed deeply, and focused. Relaxing one muscle at a time, she slipped into a meditative state. Her Happy Place.

      A soft knock on the door brought her back to coherence. She glanced at the clock. Had it really been an hour?

      “Co—” She cleared her throat. “Come in.”

      Tina cracked the door and peeked inside. “Oh, I’m sorry. Did I interrupt your meditation?”

      “It’s okay. I’ve been at it for over an hour. If I haven’t solved my issues by now, it’s probably not going to happen today.” Allison put the pillow on her treatment table and sat on the edge. Tina plopped onto the chair.

      “Speaking of your issues…Lucia told me about your little fainting spell.” She leaned forward, resting her elbows on her knees. “Are you okay?”

      “She called you, huh?”

      “She was worried about you, and so am I. That’s why I’m taking you out for lunch and a mani/pedi. We’re going to have some girl time, and you can tell me all about it.”

      Allison smiled and pushed off the table. “While I appreciate the offer, I’m fine. Besides, I have a client coming in this afternoon.”

      “What time?”

      “Three.”

      “Well, then. That gives us four hours to have some fun. Let’s go.” She picked up her purse, and before Allison could object, Tina took her by the arm and led her out the door. Lucia nodded at Tina, her smile poorly masking the worry in her eyes.

      “I’ll have her back by three,” Tina called over her shoulder as they exited the antique shop.

      A gust of chilly wind sent shivers down Allison’s neck, and she flipped up the collar of her jacket. Ponytails were good for windy days, but they didn’t help with the cold. Just a few more readings, and she’d have enough money to get the haircut she so desperately needed.

      “I feel like Chinese. That okay with you?” Tina asked.

      “Sounds great.” The quiet walk outdoors calmed her nerves, her tension relaxing with every step.

      They found a table at China Star, a small restaurant with red vinyl chairs and matching red paper lanterns hanging from the ceiling.

      “What happened in there? Lucia said you screamed, and then you blacked out. Was it like⁠—”

      “No.” She didn’t want her to finish the thought. “It was nothing like last time. It was just an object, so I don’t know why it got to me.”

      The waiter arrived to take their order. Allison asked for chicken and broccoli with steamed rice. Tina ordered sweet and sour pork.

      “Fried food will kill you.” Allison grinned at her friend.

      “Maybe so, but at least I’ll go out knowing I ate what I wanted and enjoyed every bite.”

      If only life were so simple.

      Tina put her elbows on the table and rested her chin on her hands. “Do you want to tell me why you ran out on me last night without saying goodbye?”

      Allison cringed and smoothed the napkin in her lap. “Oh, that. How much did you see?”

      “I saw Logan Mitchell chasing after you as you ducked around the corner. Then I saw him watch you burst into tears and run out of the house. What the hell happened, Allie? And why were you avoiding Logan Mitchell?” She said his name like he was royalty to be revered.

      “Well, crap.” She folded her hands on the table. “I didn’t think anyone saw.”

      “Well, we did, so fess up.”

      “All right, I’ll tell you. But you have to promise not to overreact.”

      Tina raised an eyebrow. “Okay. I promise.”

      “I saw a ghost at the party last night.”

      “What?” Tina leaned back in her chair, an incredulous look on her face. “I thought you were blocking out spirits.”

      “I was. I’m trying to, but this one was strong, Tina. So strong, I thought she was alive. She was crying on the staircase, and I walked over to ask her if she needed help. I went to put my hand on her shoulder, and she disappeared.”

      “Are you okay? Is that why you were crying? Because she was?”

      “Yeah. I should’ve known what she was when I hit that wall of emotions. I don’t know what happened. She was so sad, distraught, but I cleared her out of me. I went home and meditated, and I thought I got rid of all her energy. I was okay until that table at Lucia’s.”

      “You think the ghost last night made you more susceptible to the energy in the wood?”

      “It must have. I can’t think of any other reason.”

      “Hmm…” Tina tapped her finger against her chin. “Maybe it’s time to ease back into it. You were always so good at spirit work. Maybe it affected you like that because you’ve been out of it for so long. What’s it been? Nine? Ten months? You could start off helping some happy ghosts cross over.”

      “It’s been almost a year.” Allison looked at her hands in her lap. She’d worked with the Detroit Area Paranormal Society—DAPS for short—for years, helping to excise any unwelcome, unliving residents from their clients’ property. While the rest of the team gathered scientific evidence of the hauntings, Allison had used her psychic abilities to communicate with the lingering spirits and help them cross over.

      Until last Halloween at the abandoned psychiatric hospital. She shivered as the memories of the overwhelming depression that followed the incident crept into her mind. “Absolutely not. I don’t work with spirits anymore.”

      Tina shrugged. “All right, it was just a suggestion. Are you okay, though? Really, Allie?”

      “I’m fine.”

      “You’ll let me know if you need anything.”

      “I promise.”

      “So then…” Tina’s concerned look turned into one of curiosity. “Why were you running away from Logan?”

      “I wasn’t running away from him. I was walking in the opposite direction.” And avoiding him in the process, but so what if she was? She’d had her fill of emotionally damaged men.

      “You knew he wanted to talk to you?”

      Allison smoothed her hair and crossed her arms. “We made eye contact briefly. You know he’s not my type.”

      “Well, I’d sure like to land him.” Tina smiled and shoved a piece of pork in her mouth.

      “Land him? You’d be another woman who spends one night with the man and never hears from him again. I don’t know much about him, but I’ve heard of his reputation.”

      “Yeah, but it would be one incredible night,” Tina said wistfully. “I wonder why he’s like that, though. I guess when you have that much money, you can be however you want to be.”

      Allison pushed some chicken around on her plate. “He’s lonely and scared.”

      “Lonely? How could a guy like that be lonely?” Her eyes widened with realization. “Wait a minute… You read him, didn’t you? You sneaky little mind slut!” She leaned forward and grinned. “What did you see?”

      “You know I’m not like that. I don’t go around reading people without their permission. I just couldn’t help it with him. He was practically screaming it at me, but I shut it out as fast as I could.”

      Tina giggled. “Uh-huh. So he’s lonely. I wonder why?”

      “The poor guy’s surrounded by people who want his money. It’s got to be hard knowing the difference between a true friend and someone who’s using you.” Hell, Allison didn’t even know when Mark started cheating on her, and she was an empath, for Pete’s sake.

      Okay, that wasn’t exactly true. If she had trusted her gut and not closed her eyes to the signs, she’d have known right away. She was young and in love, though. She didn’t want to know the truth back then, but she would never be so naïve again.

      “Am I hearing this right?” Tina asked. “Does Allison Gray have a soft spot for the pretentious asshole?”

      “Absolutely not!” Maybe a little. “He got himself into that situation. Why should I feel sorry for him?”

      “Because you feel sorry for everyone.”

      “True.”
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        * * *

      

      Logan sat across the table from Trent at a deli in downtown Detroit, pushing black beans around on his plate. “It was weird, man. I could’ve sworn there was somebody in my room.”

      “I don’t know what to tell you. Maybe the place is haunted.”

      Logan chuckled. “Yeah, right. Like that could happen.”

      Trent shoved a fry in his mouth then picked up his half-pound burger. “You never know. What about that chick who stayed with you last night? You going to see her again?”

      “Ha. Not likely. But she did tell me about her brilliant brother who’s starting up a new company…just in case I was looking for another investment.” He rolled his eyes and toyed with his fork.

      “I’m sorry, man.” Trent slapped him on the shoulder. “But, you know, maybe you’re going about it the wrong way. The kind of women who show up at those parties alone… They’re not the type to settle down with.”

      Logan raised an eyebrow. “I know better than anybody.”

      “I guess you do. Why don’t you try the library or a coffee shop? Maybe the vibes you pick up there will be different. I’m sure nice girls exist somewhere, and with your little talent, you should be able to find them.”

      “I’m not looking to settle down. You know that.” He took a bite of his beans, chewing and swallowing before anything else touched his fork. He’d finish them all before he moved on to the sandwich.

      Order. It was something he could control.

      “Ah. The dad issues again. Just because your dad treated your mom like shit, it doesn’t mean you’re going to do it to your wife. Hell, Logan. I know you won’t. You don’t have it in you.”

      “And if I never have a wife, I’ll never have to worry about it.” Not that he’d ever mistreat a woman. That wasn’t the problem. It was that damn vision.

      Trent exhaled sharply and shook his head. “You’ve got some serious issues, man.”

      “Tell me about it.” If Trent only knew the half of it.

      As they finished their meals, a deep pull of doubt emanated from his friend. It probably should’ve irritated Logan, but it was refreshing to be in the company of someone who actually cared about him as a person and not just about his money. And to be honest, he was worried about himself. Hell, he was scared shitless. That vision last night felt too real.

      “You got everything in order for the benefit tomorrow night?” Trent asked. “Sounds like it’s going to be a good time for all.”

      “Pretty much. Just have a couple of loose ends to tie up. I need to call John and make sure he’s still coming.”

      “I can’t believe you got him to play at this thing. Well, yeah, I can. It’s going to be one awesome party.”

      “And it’s going to raise a lot of money for the children’s hospital. Don’t forget the most important part.” Logan nodded toward the door, and Trent followed his lead. They left the deli, climbed into Logan’s jet-black Mercedes, and headed back to the office.

      He turned off Washington Boulevard and onto West Jefferson Avenue. “You remember that woman last night? The blonde?”

      “The one in the turtleneck?”

      His grip tightened on the steering wheel. “Yeah. You ever see her before?”

      A knowing smile slid across Trent’s face. “Maybe. Now that I think about it, I may have seen her with that smokin’ hot real estate agent who sold you the house.”

      Logan rubbed his hand across the scruff on his face. Between the distraction of the alleged intruder and his sister’s phone call, he’d forgotten to shave. He fought the urge to swing by his house for his razor. “I know the agent, but I don’t think I’ve ever seen her friend before. Do you know her name?”

      “No, man. Sorry. You interested?”

      He shook his head. “No. No, I’m not.”

      “Well, that’s good. Because she didn’t look very interested in you, either.”

      And that was exactly why she intrigued him. If she didn’t care about his money, maybe she could care about him. He pushed the thought out of his mind as quickly as it came in. Like that could ever happen.

      “Maybe she doesn’t like men,” Trent said. “Maybe she’s…you know…with the real estate agent.”

      Logan arched a brow. “Seriously?”

      “I can’t think of any other reason why a hot-blooded woman would run away from Detroit’s Most Eligible Bachelor, can you?”

      “Enough with the bachelor shit, man.” He was beginning to regret ever agreeing to that magazine write-up.
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        * * *

      

      With freshly polished nails and a full stomach, Allison strolled into Lucia’s at 2:45 with just enough time to prepare for her session.

      “Good afternoon, Lucia.” She kissed her on the cheek and headed for her office.

      “You look like you’re feeling better.”

      “I am. I think some girl-time was just what I needed. Thank you.”

      “Anytime, dear.”

      Allison went into her office and took some deep, cleansing breaths to put up her walls and prepare herself for her client. She lit candles, connected her phone to the speakers, and turned on some soft, soothing music. After dimming the lights, she arranged the pillows just right on her treatment table, a massage bed with a pretty quilt thrown over it, and rolled her neck to stretch her muscles.

      “Hi, Allison. Are you ready for me?” Stacey’s flat brown hair fell into her face, covering one of her dull gray eyes, and as soon as she stepped into the room, her suffocating depression weighed heavy in the air.

      Allison put up her walls to block out the emotion and smiled. “Of course, Stacey. Come on in and lie down. How have you been since our last session?”

      “Better, I think. A little bit.” She rubbed her arm and looked at the floor.

      “Did you see a therapist like I suggested?”

      “Not yet, but I made an appointment.”

      “That’s good, and you know there’s always the option of medication, if the healings and the therapy don’t help.” Allison practiced Reiki, an ancient art of healing through energy manipulation. Some called her a faith healer. But she wasn’t a doctor, and she knew that. No matter what the problem, she always recommended her patients get medical attention and use her methods to help speed along the healing process.

      “I don’t want to take pills.” Stacey’s gaze remained on the floor. “I’ll try the therapy first, though I wish you could counsel me. I trust you.”

      “I’ve got to finish school and get my therapist license before I can do that. For right now, I’ll help you as best I can. Okay?”

      Stacey slid onto the table and lay on her back.

      “Close your eyes and try to relax. I’m going to work on unblocking some of the energy that’s built up inside you.”

      Allison started with her head, placing her hands just above Stacey’s crown. She opened herself up, allowing the energy to flow through her and into Stacey. The blocks were bad, as they were with most depression clients, but those were the ones she preferred to work with. She knew first-hand how it felt to be caught in that web of despair, and she wanted more than anything to help others break free.

      She moved down to Stacey’s heart, her hands hovering above her body. “Do you feel the healing energy, Stacey? It’s working its magic right now.”

      Stacey made a soft moaning sound in her throat. Allison’s clients often slipped into a meditative state during healing. She moved down Stacey’s body, pausing to send in extra energy wherever she felt a block. Then she gave her one more push, visualizing Stacey filling up with loving white light.

      Allison sat on the chair and curled her legs beneath her. “Whenever you’re ready, you can open your eyes.”

      Stacey lay silent, but that was normal. The healing process was relaxing for both the receiver and the giver, and Allison closed her eyes to bask in the energy.

      “Thank you.” Stacey slowly sat up on the table and forced a slight smile. “I feel better already.”

      Allison patted her hand. “You still have some major blocks, but it’s improving. The counseling will help too. Is there anything else I can do for you today?”

      Stacey took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “I was wondering. You know my grandma passed away two weeks ago?”

      “Yes. I’m so sorry for your loss.”

      “Thank you, but I was wondering…if she’s still around…if maybe you could contact her for me?”

      As soon as Stacey made her intent clear, the presence of her grandmother’s spirit buzzed in the room. She was still around, but Allison wasn’t about to find out why. She slammed an iron door between herself and the spirit before the ghost could make contact, but the dead woman was insistent. She pushed harder, bowing the protective wall Allison worked so hard to perfect.

      She felt the pressure. Felt the spirit seeping through the cracks, threatening her sanity once again.

      Why was this happening?

      “I’m sorry. I don’t work with spirits.”

      “I understand.” Stacey held her eyes wide, as if trying not to blink, to control the tears filling them.

      Allison’s chest tightened. She could contact her grandmother, but at what cost?

      “You know her soul has moved on, and all that’s left is energy, right? It may be intelligent. It can still have her characteristics and memories, but it’s just energy.”

      “Thank you, Allison.”

      “I’ll see you next week? Same time?”

      “I’ll be here.” Stacey slid off the table and shuffled to the door.

      Allison expected to feel relief when her client left the building. The spirit should’ve followed her granddaughter, but after Stacey left, the overbearing presence lingered. It coiled around her, squeezing like a python encircling its prey. It pleaded with her to listen.

      Frantic energy pulsed through the room. Allison dropped to her knees, pressing the heels of her hands to her temples. She would not let this happen again. She squeezed her eyes shut.

      “Please, leave me alone.”
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      Logan pulled his Mercedes into the garage and cut the engine. With his hands on the steering wheel, he took a deep breath and smiled. He had everything lined up for the sold-out benefit tomorrow night, and at five hundred bucks a ticket, the children’s hospital was going to get a hefty donation. Plus, all the high-rollers were sure to pull out their fat checkbooks to hand out even more cash. Logan was footing the bill for the venue, the entertainment, and the food and drinks. Hell, he’d be pulling out his fat checkbook to make an extra donation too.

      He strode to his living room and flipped on the eighty-inch television hanging on the wall above the fireplace. Grayhaven still didn’t feel like home, but he’d get used to it. The house was six times bigger than the penthouse he'd rented downtown. What the hell was he thinking buying such a monstrous place? It wasn’t like he’d ever have a family to fill it up.

      He settled on a college football game, turned up the volume to drown out the silence of his empty estate, and padded into the kitchen.

      After opening the fridge, he pulled out a pack of ham to make a sandwich and bumped a jar of pickles with his elbow. He straightened the container so the label faced front like all the others and scanned the rest of the fridge contents to make sure everything was in its place. The meats and cheeses sat in their own separate containers, neatly labeled with the store’s expiration date and the date he opened them. One percent milk sat on the top shelf next to the two-liter of Coke, both turned so the labels faced the front. Fresh fruit sat color-coded on the bottom shelf. Everything appeared in order.

      He let out a breath and closed the door.

      Some honey ham and Swiss on a slice of whole grain bread with mustard would hit the spot. He assembled his dinner, poured a glass of Coke, and took his meal to the table.

      Picking up his sandwich, he was about to dig in when the faint jingle of a doorknob rattling drew his attention. He paused mid-bite and listened.

      Must be my imagination again.

      He shrugged and bit into his dinner. Then he heard it again. Louder this time, it sounded like it came from the front door. He paced across the living room to check it out, but he couldn’t see anything through the damn peephole. The porch light illuminated the window, but no one was there, so he opened the front door and peered out.

      “Hello?” No response. “What the hell?” He closed and locked the door, then set the alarm for good measure.

      I must be going out of my mind.

      He went back to the kitchen to finish his sandwich, and he heard it again. This time, it came from the back door.

      “Aw, hell!” He shot to his feet, stomped to the door, and flipped on the porch light. Nothing again. Squeezing his eyes shut, he leaned his forehead against the wall.

      Get it together, Logan. It’s all in your head. The house was old. These kinds of noises were normal in a place like this.

      He took a deep breath, resolved to finish his sandwich and forget about it. Shaking his head, he exhaled a curse and turned around in time to see his dinner, plate and all, clank to the ground. The sturdy stoneware didn’t break, but his sandwich lay in pieces scattered across the floor.

      What the hell?

      Now he knew he was losing it. Dinnerware didn’t get up and move on its own. This wasn’t a Disney movie.

      He gathered up the pieces of food and threw them in the trash before using the broom and dustpan to sweep up the crumbs. While he was at it, he got out the mop and floor cleaner with bleach and scrubbed the spot where the sandwich landed.

      Might as well do the whole floor. The housekeeper had scrubbed it the day before, and she’d do it again tomorrow, but the rhythm and order of cleaning helped take his mind off the crazy shit that was happening. He moved the mop back and forth, back and forth, counting the number of strokes as he cleaned. Satisfied with an even five hundred, he put the cleaning supplies in the utility closet and picked up the plate from the counter.

      First my keys fall, and now this. That’s some coincidence. What the hell was wrong with him? He was going crazy. There was a logical explanation for all of this, but he couldn’t find it because he was losing his goddamn mind. With a grunt, he chunked the plate against the back door, shattering it into a thousand pieces that clinked on the marble floor like rain on a tin roof.

      He raked his hands through his hair and leaned on the table. His mind was playing tricks on him. The house was too damn big for one person to live in, and his imagination was running wild. He needed to get it under control.

      But first he needed to clean up this mess. He shoved off the table and felt the unmistakable touch of a hand on his shoulder. He jerked around, his fist flying into the air. No one was there.

      Shit.

      He stormed to the utility closet, pulled out the broom, and cleaned up the shattered glass. Once every tiny shard lay in the trash, he headed upstairs to change into his workout clothes. He’d pump some iron. Focus on his body and forget he was losing his mind.

      In his private gym down the hall from his bedroom, Logan pushed his body to its limits. His treadmill sat idle, as he preferred to do his running in the open air, but he used his weight machines nearly every day. Thick, black padding covered the floor from wall to wall. Equipment and free weights lined the perimeter, and a large mirror hung across from the window.

      Exercising was a sacred ritual for him, freeing him from the distractions of the outside world and the barrage of emotions that clouded his mind. He could clear his head and focus on his body.

      Pushing. Pulling. Lifting. Three sets of fifteen on each side. He worked until his muscles burned with exertion and every invasive thought drained from his mind.

      Drenched with sweat, the tips of his hair hung wet, dripping on his forehead. Now, that’s more like it. His muscles ached as he stretched, a welcome relief from the pain in his mind. He peeled off his clothes and dropped them into the appropriate hampers before stepping into the shower for the third time today. But the peace of mind he achieved in the gym didn’t last. Alone, with nothing but the sound of the hot water pelting his skin to distract him, his thoughts drifted back to the crazy events from earlier.

      He was out of his mind. That was all it could be, and the sad thing was, it didn’t surprise him. It was just a matter of time before he lost control of it all. The visions, the emotions. They were driving him crazy, and now he was hearing things too. Hell, he was feeling things. He was positive someone touched him in the kitchen.

      Turning off the water, he heard it again. His dresser drawer opened and closed.

      Hell, I’m not even going to look.

      Maybe he wasn’t crazy. Maybe the house had a resident psycho living in the walls who was messing with him, waiting for the right moment to string him up by his ankles as an offering to some wicked god. Lord knew he’d seen enough horror movies with that plot; a copycat was bound to happen in real life sometime.

      Or, hell, if he was going with the horror motif, maybe the previous resident had summoned a demon who was trying to gain enough strength to drag Logan down to hell.

      Perhaps a Satanic cult had taken up residence in the basement. He’d only been down there once since he bought the place.

      What the hell am I doing? He was already dressed in flannel pajama pants and a long-sleeve thermal, but he didn’t remember doing it. He was too engrossed in his intrusive thoughts.

      I’ve got to stop thinking about this shit.

      Order. He needed order. Something to organize. It was the only thing that helped him when he spiraled like this. He raced downstairs to the living room and threw open the doors to a massive dark mahogany cabinet. His paperback collection sat inside. Hundreds of books exemplified his eclectic reading tastes. From Stephen King to Nora Roberts, Jane Austen to Truman Capote, Logan had it all. He’d read every one of them, but the words on the pages weren’t what he was after now. This was his secret form of therapy.

      Last time he was in the cabinet, he’d organized the books by spine color. This time, he was going straight alphabetical. He reached in and swept his arm across the shelf, sending the books toppling onto the thick Persian rug. He spread them out and set about organizing the collection, one title at a time.

      Two hours later, he’d meticulously placed each paperback in perfect alphabetical order. He stepped back to look at his work and breathed a sigh of relief. His mind was finally clear. He closed the cabinet and went to his bedroom, where he popped a sleeping pill and collapsed into bed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      “I can’t believe you talked me into this. It’s kind of last minute, you know.” Allison sifted through a rack of dresses at an upscale resale shop on Grand River. “How’d you get these tickets, anyway?”

      Tina held up a hot pink ensemble but put it away when Allison crinkled her nose. “I got them from Barb. She was going to take her husband, but he came down with the stomach flu, so she gave the tickets to me.”

      “And you couldn’t find a date?” Allison draped a royal blue dress over her arm and examined a pale peach one on the rack.

      “No, I could get a date. I just didn’t want one. I felt like spending the evening with my best friend.”

      Allison arched a brow. “Right. What’s the real reason?”

      “You’ve been out of the dating scene for too long.” Tina curled her lip at a lime green sequined number. “Taking a date to an event like this would be like taking sand to the beach…or a sandwich to an all-you-can-eat buffet. Why be stuck with one man all night when the place will be swarming with them?”

      She laughed. “I should’ve known. But you better be careful, or people will start thinking I’m your date.”

      “Oohh! Maybe they already do.” Tina’s eyes danced with excitement. “That makes us all the more intriguing, don’t you think?”

      “I think you’re a piece of work. I’m going to go try these on.” She headed to the dressing room, with Tina on her heels.

      “If these don’t work out, my offer still stands.”

      “I’m not letting you buy me a dress. I’ll make one of them work.” She closed the curtain to the tiny dressing room and tried one on.

      “Okay, but I feel like I owe you, dragging you into this on the day of.”

      It took a moment to shimmy into the tight-fitting ensemble, and then Allison stepped out in a royal blue, ankle-length gown. It had a beaded halter top that hugged her curves in all the right places and just enough glitter to make her sparkle without being gaudy.

      “Wow,” Tina said. “You did make one work. I’m jealous.”

      “You really like it?” She turned in front of the three-way mirror and smiled. It had been ages since she’d worn anything dressier than slacks and a turtleneck. To say Allison didn’t get out much was an understatement. Hell, if it weren’t for Tina, she wouldn’t get out at all.

      “You might want to take a stick so you can beat the guys off you. Allison, you look hot.”

      “This dress is gorgeous. Thank you for inviting me. I know I give you a hard time, but I’m actually excited about tonight.”

      Tina hugged her. “Good, and I bet Logan Mitchell is going to be excited to see you in that dress.”

      Her stomach fluttered at the thought. “Oh, shut up. He is not interested in me.” They’d had two seconds of eye contact. She wasn’t even a microscopic blip on his radar.

      “We’ll see. You know, for a psychic, you can be pretty dense.”

      “Gee, thanks.” She slipped into the dressing room to put her clothes back on. No need to try on the other dress; the blue one was perfect.

      “Now, come on. You may have won on the dress, but I am taking you to get your hair done. You’re in serious need of a trim.”

      “Tina…”

      “Allie, just think of it as a thank you gift for me dragging you around to all these pretentious gatherings of assholes. I’d probably be in some pretty deep shit without you.”
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        * * *

      

      Sprawled out on the bed, Logan thought he heard a faint rapping on the door. He teetered on the edge of sleep, slipping in and out of consciousness—barely coming to the surface, only to be pulled back under into darkness.

      The knocking continued, followed by a muffled male voice calling his name. “Logan! Logan, you in there?”

      His eyes fluttered open and adjusted to his surroundings as the knocking and the voice continued. He sat up in bed and glanced at the clock on his nightstand. Ten-thirty.

      Holy hell. He checked his cell phone—four missed calls. He must’ve been out cold all night. Swinging his legs over the side of the bed, he rubbed the sleep from his eyes.

      “Logan!” the voice continued.

      “I’m coming. I’m coming.” He trudged down the stairs and opened the front door.

      “Man, what happened to you? You look like shit.” Trent stepped through the doorway. “You were supposed to meet me at the coffee shop at nine. What’s going on?”

      “Rough night.” He shut the door and followed Trent into the living room. “Sorry about that. I overslept.”

      “I see that.”

      He looked down and grimaced. He was shirtless, wearing pajama pants. “Shit. Let me get dressed.”

      “All right.” Trent dropped onto the couch, turned on the TV, and flipped through the channels while Logan headed upstairs to change.

      As soon as he reached the top of the steps, a faint voice echoed in the hallway. “Why?”

      The hairs on the back of his neck stood on end, and he shivered. “You say something?” he called down to Trent.

      “Nope.”

      He shook his head and continued to his bedroom. After slipping out of his pajamas, he threw on a pair of jeans and a t-shirt.

      “How could you?” The voice, though faint, was distinctly female, and the sound seemed to slither around him, turning his skin to gooseflesh.

      What the hell? He rubbed the back of his neck. “What are you watching?” he yelled to Trent.

      “Football.”

      “Is there a commercial on?”

      “Nah. Just the game.”

      It wasn’t the TV. Shit. Here we go again. He hurried back downstairs before anything else could happen. He’d dealt with enough crazy last night, and he was not slipping into that abyss again. He didn’t have time for a breakdown.

      Trent sat on the plush tan sofa facing the TV, so Logan settled into the matching chair. He looked at his friend, trying to find the right words so he didn’t sound like a dumbass.

      “What’s up?” he asked instead.

      “Nothing, man. You okay?” Though Trent was short on words, Logan could feel the concern radiating from him. He could see it in his eyes.

      “Yeah. Yeah, I’m fine.” They stared at the TV, though Logan couldn’t pay attention to the game. He wasn’t fine. There was something going on in his house, even if he didn’t want to believe it, and he had to get it off his chest.

      “You remember yesterday, when I told you about the noises I heard in the shower? And my keys?” He leaned his elbows on his knees and fisted his hands.

      Trent raised an eyebrow. “Yeah, I remember.”

      “It happened again. In the kitchen last night.”

      “Oh?”

      “Shit, Trent. I think I’m going out of my mind. I was sitting at the table, and I could’ve sworn I heard the doorknob moving. It was loud. I checked it, looked out the window. There was nothing there, man.”

      Trent looked at him and raised his chin, a silent invitation for Logan to continue.

      “Then I heard it at the back door, and when I went to look, my plate flew off the table. It flew off the table and crashed to the ground.”

      “Sounds like you’ve got a ghost.”

      Logan shook his head, wanting to dismiss the suggestion as bullshit, but a wriggling sensation in the back of his mind insisted it was true. “You really believe in that crap?”

      Trent turned to face him and leaned forward, resting his forearms on his knees to mirror Logan’s posture. “I don’t know if I believe in it or not, but if it’s bothering you, maybe you should get it checked out.”

      “What? Like call in some ghost busters?” He chuckled.

      “Why not? At least you’d know then. Don’t let it get to you, man. Seriously.”

      “Yeah…” Logan looked at the TV for a moment, then turned back to his buddy. “So, you ready for tonight?” Hopefully the smile on his face would signal the end of the uncomfortable conversation.

      “Hell, yeah! It’s gonna rock.” Trent held out his arm, and Logan bumped his fist. “Hey, maybe the mysterious blonde will be there, and you can get you some of that action.” He raised his eyebrows as he spoke.

      “Something tells me she’s not that kind of girl.” Logan rubbed at the scruff on his face and thought about her silky blonde hair, how it framed her big chocolate-brown eyes. And her creamy white skin looked so soft to the touch. Did she feel as good as she looked?

      “You’re not interested in her at all.” Sarcasm dripped from Trent’s words.

      “No. She’s... No.”

      “Uh-huh… Well, I have to get going. I’m picking up my tux from the cleaners.”

      “I need to get cleaned up myself. I’ll see you later.”

      Logan walked Trent to the door, then turned to head upstairs to shower and shave. He paused at the bottom of the staircase, his thoughts drifting back to the beautiful blonde. She'd been so upset, and she was talking to someone that night, though the staircase had been empty. It was puzzling as Rubik’s Cube.

      But that voice he’d just heard… Was it possible?

      Before he hit the shower, an online search for local ghost busters was in order. Maybe the so-called experts could at least give him some peace of mind. Or prove he was indeed insane. Either way, it wouldn’t hurt to try.

      He passed up his bedroom and turned into the third doorway on the left. His home office. A thick, hunter-green rug covered most of the floor, and various plaques and thank-you letters from the scores of charities he’d contributed to decorated the walls. His mementos. Reminders he could use his powers for good. It always gave him a chuckle to think of it like that. Like he was a fucking superhero. Yeah, right.

      He flipped open his laptop and typed ghost hunters in Detroit into the search field. The number of hits surprised him. Who knew there’d be that many groups chasing imaginary spirits? He scrolled down, skimming the titles until he reached the Detroit Area Paranormal Society. It sounded legit, so he clicked the link.

      We are a paranormal investigation team dedicated to helping those in need. We aim to prove or disprove your situation with accurate scientific equipment. The site looked professional; it was well laid-out, and all the links worked. What could it hurt? Before he could talk himself out of it, he dialed the number.

      “Thank you for calling DAPS; this is Richard.”

      “Hey, Richard. This is Logan Mitchell, and, look, I’m going to be honest with you, man. I don’t believe in ghosts, but there’s been some strange stuff happening in my new house, and⁠—”

      “You want to get it checked out. I understand.”

      “Yeah. Do you think you can help me out? I live on Grayhaven.” He leaned back in the chair and swiveled to face the window.

      “What’s been going on?”

      “I’ve been hearing things; stuff’s been moving on its own. I swear someone touched me last night, but there was no one there. I think I’m going out of my mind.”

      “That sounds like a haunting, but we’ll need to investigate to be sure. We’d love to help you out.”

      Logan breathed a sigh of relief. Richard sounded like he knew his stuff, and he was professional. A man he could do business with. “When can you come out?”

      “Well, let’s see… How about next weekend?”

      Logan cursed under his breath. “How about tonight?”

      “Uh, well… We don’t usually do investigations on Sunday nights.”

      “I’ll pay double your normal fee.” He was desperate. He couldn’t handle another night like yesterday.

      “We don’t charge a fee. We work for donations.”

      “How about five thousand dollars? Would that get you out here tonight?”

      A thudding sound emanated through the receiver, as if Richard dropped something. “Can I put you on hold for a second?”

      “Sure.” Logan smiled. Though he couldn’t read emotions over the phone, he recognized the excited tone of his voice and the urgency to discuss the offer with his colleagues. Hopefully it was a deal they couldn’t refuse, but he was willing to double his offer if he had to.

      “Thanks for holding, Mr. Mitchell.”

      “Call me Logan.”

      “Logan, I discussed it with my team, and we are available tonight. We’ll need everyone off the property to ensure there’s no interference with our investigation. Will that be a problem?”

      “Not at all. What time should I expect you?” He’d be at the benefit for most of the night, and he could always crash at Trent’s place. Spending the night somewhere else sounded pretty good at that point.

      “Does six o’clock work for you?”

      “That’s perfect. I’ll see you then. Thanks.”

      He hung up the phone and let out a long breath. Maybe he could take control of the situation, after all. At least he was doing something about it now. He closed his laptop and strode to his bedroom to shower. He put his clothes in the appropriate hampers—he’d worn them for less than an hour, but the thought of putting dirty clothes on when he was clean made him cringe. Then he tried to relax as the hot water beat down on his skin, loosening the tension in his tight muscles. Maybe having a ghost in his house wouldn’t be such a bad thing. At least he’d know he wasn’t crazy. And if DAPS could show him some scientific proof, he just might believe it.
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        * * *

      

      “Thank you so much for doing this with me.” Tina pulled her blue Audi A6 into the parking lot of Allison’s apartment building. “It’s going to be so much fun.”

      “You’re welcome. And I’ll try not to run out on you quite as early this time.”

      “I’ll hold you to that. And if Logan Mitchell tries to talk to you again, you’re going to listen.”

      She rolled her eyes as she unbuckled her seatbelt and opened the car door. “I doubt we’ll have to worry about that. I’ll see you tonight.”

      “Bye, Allie.”

      Allison ran her hands through her freshly cut hair and admired her beautiful new dress. Well, it was new to her, anyway. So what if it was last year’s style? It looked good on her, and that was all that mattered. She folded it over her arm and jogged up the stairs to her apartment.

      Rounding the corner, she looked up in time to avoid running right into an old friend. “Hey, Richard! What are you doing here?”

      “Hi, Allison.” Richard was a round man about five-and-a-half feet tall. His curly brown hair matched a full beard and mustache, and his tweed jacket with elbow patches and thick rimmed glasses screamed college professor. Richard worked in the Astronomy Department at the University of Michigan, but his passion was the paranormal. A passion Allison used to share.

      “I’m here to see you.” He pushed his glasses up his nose and smiled nervously.

      “Oh. Well, come on in.” Allison opened the door and turned on a lamp. “Have a seat. I’m going to put my things away.” She went to her bedroom and laid her new dress out on the bed. After dropping her purse next to it, she joined Richard in the living room.

      “What brings you out this way?” She didn’t need to read Richard to know he had something on his mind. The nervous way he wrung his hands and glanced around the room, not meeting her gaze, gave him away.

      “Well, you know, I was just passing through and thought I’d drop in to say 'hi.’ It’s been a while.”

      She smiled and sat on the sofa next to him. “Yes, it has. How have you been? How are things at DAPS?”

      “All right. That’s a lie, Allison. I wasn’t just passing through. I came here to talk to you. To see if you’re ready to come back. We need you.”

      She took a deep breath and closed her eyes for a long blink. She certainly missed her friends at DAPS, but leaving the organization was her only choice. She couldn’t risk another spiritual assault like last time. “You know I feel awful about leaving you guys, but…I can’t.”

      Richard held her gaze. “Look, you’re the best. That’s all there is to it. We’ve tried other mediums, but they’re all either full of crap, or they don’t know what the hell they’re doing. No one can clear energy like you.”

      “Richard, I…”

      “We’ve got a case tonight. The guy’s desperate. Says stuff’s moving on its own; he’s hearing voices; he’s been touched. Allison, he’s offered us five grand to do an investigation. Five grand! Lindsay and Gage are in. If you come, we’ll split the money four ways. What do you say?”

      That was a lot of money, and lord knew she needed it. She planned to take some online college courses in January to work on getting her therapist’s license, and the money sure would help.

      Five thousand dollars. The poor guy must’ve been desperate to offer that much money.

      But Allison didn’t work with spirits anymore.

      “I’m not ready. I don’t know if I’ll ever be ready to do that again. Not after what happened.” She shuddered to think about all those entities forcing themselves into her psyche. It had taken her months to clear out the residual energy the spirits left behind, and the agonizing, debilitating depression that followed almost broke her. “I’m sorry, Richard. I can’t.”

      He took a deep breath and looked at his watch. “All right, I understand. It was worth a shot. So, how have you been since? I mean, you’re okay now? Still doing well?”

      “It took me a while to get here, but I’m good now. I’m being careful.”

      “You mean you’re scared.” Richard’s eyes held hers for a moment, and Allison was tempted to reach out and read his emotions. To see if her friend was still the same warm, caring guy she worked with for five years, or if money had infected his soul like it had so many others. Five thousand dollars was a lot for an investigation, and she could tell Richard was hot for it. But there wasn’t enough money in the world to make her willing to go through that nightmare again.

      “Yeah. I guess I am,” she said.

      “You’re gifted, Allison. Denying your gifts is… Well, it’s a shame. I thought you liked to help people.”

      “I do. I like to help living people, but I also have to take care of myself. I’m no good to anyone in that condition. You know that. Don’t you remember what I went through?”

      “Of course I remember. I do, but it won’t happen again. We were stupid. We pushed it too hard. Going to that old mental hospital on Halloween was a mistake. We were cocky; we thought we had it under control, and it got out of hand. We’ve learned our lesson.”

      “You don’t know that it won’t happen again.” She smoothed her jeans with her hands.

      “Yes, I do, and I think you do too. Just consider it, okay?”

      Allison huffed. She didn’t like the truth slapping her in the face like that. It was fear that kept her from using her gift. Deep inside, she knew it was true. But it was a fear she wasn’t ready to face. “Look, Richard. Even if I did decide to come back—and I’m not saying I am—it wouldn’t be tonight. I’m going to a benefit for the children’s hospital, and I can’t back out.”

      Richard’s frustration slipped into a smile. “Do you have a date?”

      “Yeah.” She laughed. “With Tina.”

      “Oh. Well, I better let you get ready. I have to meet the client at six, anyway. If you change your mind, you’ve got my number.”

      “It was good to see you again.”

      “Promise you’ll think about it?”

      “I will.”

      Allison shut and locked the door after Richard left. How could he even consider asking her to go back to DAPS? He knew what she went through. It had been almost a year since it happened, but that wasn’t something she could simply forget about.

      He was right, though. She was scared, and denying her gift was a waste. She curled up on the couch and laid her head on a pillow as the memories swirled in her head. No, it wasn’t something she could just get over. Even after all this time, it was still too much to handle.
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      Logan thumbed through the guest list at the hotel. The benefit would take place in the Renaissance Ballroom, but Logan and Trent stood in a smaller meeting room making sure everything was in order for the event. “You sure you’re okay with me crashing at your place tonight?”

      “Yeah, man,” Trent said. “Mi casa es su casa. You know that. Got the guest bedroom all ready for you, clean sheets and everything.”

      “Thanks. I appreciate it.”

      Concern emanated from his friend. “You think they’re going to find anything?”

      “I don’t know, but I hope so. At least I’d know I’m not crazy if they do.”

      “Yeah.” Trent looked over Logan’s shoulder as he focused on the guest list. “Looking for someone special?”

      He dropped the paper. “Nah. Just curious whom we should expect to see tonight.”

      Trent flashed a knowing smile and picked up the list. “You wouldn’t be hoping to see a certain blonde, would you?”

      Busted. “No, of course not. You know me better than that.”

      “Uh-huh. You find out her name?”

      “No,” Logan grumbled. He didn’t know anything about the woman, but he couldn’t shake the feeling she was tied to his house in some way…that she was tied to him. It was a ridiculous notion, true, but it was undeniable all the same.

      “Then maybe you should be looking for her real estate agent friend,” Trent said. “You know her name, right?”

      “Aw, hell.” Logan snatched the paper from his hands and slid his finger down the list of names. “There it is. Tina Sanders and guest. No name for the guest. Shit.”

      “You can always hope.”

      “Or hope not. I don’t know. There’s just something about her. I can’t explain it, but ever since I saw her the other night, I can’t get her out of my head. Something’s wrong with me.”

      Trent laughed. “There’s nothing wrong with you, man. You’re attracted to an intriguing woman. Go after her.”

      “I can’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “You know why.”

      “Ah, Logan. Listen. We’ve been friends for a long time, and… Well, you’ve got it hard enough as it is. Don’t punish yourself for your father’s mistakes. Live your life the way you want to live it.”

      “Thanks. That’s good advice.”

      “But you’re not going to take it.”

      “Probably not.” This had nothing to do with his old man.

      “All right, I’m done preaching. Let’s go raise some money and maybe even have a little fun while we’re at it.”
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        * * *

      

      Allison took one last look in her full-length mirror. Her new dress flattered her figure, and the royal blue against her pale skin didn’t wash out her complexion like so many other colors tended to. With her new haircut and her makeup done just right, she had to admit she looked hot. Maybe Logan Mitchell would notice her tonight. And why not? She was as pretty as the other women in his circle.

      Not that it mattered. She wasn’t interested in him. So what if she found her thoughts drifting to those piercing blue eyes and muscular physique every now and again? She was a woman; she was allowed to wonder what he looked like underneath his designer clothes.

      Okay, maybe she was a little bit interested, but it was his fault. If he hadn’t been screaming his emotions at her that night, she never would have known that underneath his cocky, incredibly sexy exterior was a lonely, frightened, intriguing man.

      Tina was right; she did have a soft spot for Logan Mitchell. But it didn’t matter, because she wasn’t about to get involved with him. Money was a disease that rotted people from the inside out. Mark had taught her that when he ran off to Vegas with a waitress and blew every penny in their shared bank account, leaving Allison with nothing. She wasn’t taking any chances with men, especially wealthy ones like Logan. The wound was too raw.

      Tina arrived right on time, wearing a sparkly silver gown that covered one shoulder and left the other bare. Her matching three-inch heels clicked across the short, tiled entry on her way to give Allison a hug.

      “You look beautiful!” She motioned for her to turn, so Allison did a spin to show off her dress. “Wow.”

      “Thanks. You look pretty hot too.”

      “I know.” Tina grinned. “Are you sure you don’t want to ride together?”

      “I better take my own car. You know I don’t last long at these things. Besides, what if you meet someone? I don’t want to cramp your style.”

      She sighed. “Okay. But you’re going to have fun tonight. I can feel it.”

      “Oh? Are you psychic now?” She laughed and followed Tina out the door.

      Since Allison lived just outside downtown, the drive to the hotel was short. Tina pulled up to the valet, but Allison stopped a block away to park on the curb, where it was free. She had driven by the location many times, but this was her first venture inside the five-star hotel. It was typical—just like all the other luxury chains she’d stayed in with Mark on the vacations they took together before he left her high and dry.

      Already unimpressed, she straightened her spine and put on her best smile as she strode into the ballroom with her friend. Soft jazz music piped in through hidden speakers, and a magnificent buffet sat against the far wall, complete with jumbo shrimp cocktail and a champagne fountain. They stopped by the bar to pick up a glass of wine before they began to mingle.

      Allison knew how to play the game. The benefit was a fundraiser, of course, but she knew the real reason they did it this way. Networking and face time. Any one of these millionaires could’ve just as easily made a private donation to the hospital, but they wouldn’t be getting anything in return. And that was what it was all about, wasn’t it? You can’t get something for nothing, after all. No, these pretentious assholes preferred to make their donations in a public setting, so everyone would know what great people they were.

      Right.

      And since Logan Mitchell financed the entire event, he fit right in with all the others.

      She bit her bottom lip, silently correcting her thoughts. It was wrong to judge others, especially when she didn’t know them. Holding a benefit like this did encourage a lot of people to open up their checkbooks. People who wouldn’t have done so otherwise. Maybe she should give Logan the benefit of the doubt.

      Or maybe not.

      She spotted him across the room with a woman already glued to his side. She was gorgeous, with long, curly hair and a glittering smile, and she clung to his arm while he spoke to another man. Logan looked irritated, but Allison couldn’t be sure if it was the woman who was bothering him or something else.

      “I don’t think we have to worry about him trying to talk to me tonight. He brought a date.” Allison took a giant gulp of her wine. It shouldn’t have bothered her. She’d never even spoken to the man, yet envy was rearing its ugly green head anyway. Get over yourself.

      Tina pursed her lips. “I don’t know. He doesn’t look too happy to be with her. I bet she just attached herself to him as soon as she saw him.”

      “Maybe, but he’s not trying very hard to get rid of her if he’s not interested.” A twinge of disappointment squeezed in her chest. She turned to walk away, but Tina stopped her with a hand on her shoulder.

      “Wait, Allie. I think you spoke too soon.”

      She turned around in time to watch Logan peel the woman off his arm. He said something to her, put up his hands like he was telling her to stay, and he briskly strode away.

      “She’s not happy,” Tina said.

      Allison didn’t notice the rejected female. Her eyes were trained on Logan. He looked amazing in his custom-tailored tuxedo, and he carried himself with such confidence. Almost too much confidence. He had something on his mind, though, she could tell. The woman on his arm was part of what bothered him, but he was still disturbed by something… Something else entirely.

      She fought the urge to reach out and read his emotions like she’d accidentally done before. She wanted to know about more than what he looked like under his tux. She wanted to know him, and that scared her. One heartache per lifetime was enough, thank you.

      “It’s not polite to stare.” Tina waved a hand in front of Allison’s face. “Why don’t you go talk to him? You obviously want to.”

      “I do not.” She tore her gaze away from Logan to look at her friend. “He’s not the type of guy I want to get involved with.”

      Tina crossed her arms. “What is he? Too rich? Too handsome? Too successful? Come on, Allie!”

      “He’s all of the above. Just let it go, okay? I’m not interested in him.”

      Tina’s smile widened as she gazed across the room. “Well, I think he’s interested in you.”
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        * * *

      

      “Thank you for helping make this fundraiser a success.” Logan shook the man’s hand and turned to the woman hanging on his arm. Where the hell had she come from?

      “Listen, uh…”

      “Jill.” She flashed a seductive grin.

      “Right, Jill. I need you to give me some space.”

      “Are you sure? I could keep you company tonight.” She twirled her hair around her finger.

      “I’m sure. I don’t want any company tonight. Just…leave me alone.” He put up his hands, then turned and walked away. He hated being rude to the woman, but she wouldn’t give up. And even if he did want company, he sure as hell wasn’t going to take a date back to Trent’s place. What would he tell her? They couldn’t go to his house because the ghost busters were working there? Right.

      He spotted Trent and made his way through the crowd.

      “Hey, man. I see you already forgot about the blonde.” Trent smiled and inclined his head toward the woman Logan had just rejected.

      “Shit.” He laughed. “Not my type, man.”

      “Good.” Trent smiled, put his arm around Logan’s shoulders, and turned him around. “Because there she is.”

      His breath caught in his throat when he saw the vision of beauty in royal blue. She was stunning, her silky hair falling in loose waves over her soft shoulders. The turtleneck and slacks he saw her in last time hadn’t done her justice. His stomach tightened, and his heart pounded in his chest as he watched her talking casually with her friend.

      He got a different vibe from her, like she was set to a different frequency than the rest of the crowd. Even at a charity benefit, the sticky twinge of sex and money still pounded through the room. It sickened him, made him tired, so he tried to ignore it. But this woman wasn’t interested in those things. He detected a trace of animosity about the whole ordeal radiating out from her porcelain skin. His fingers twitched with the urge to touch her. To feel the softness of her delicate curves. But it was more than that. He wanted to know her.

      “Go get her, man.” Trent slapped him on the back and gave him a push, but he hesitated.

      “I don’t know. She’s…I don’t know.”

      “She’s different. Yeah, I got it. Now go talk to her before she gets away again. What? You need me to play wingman?”

      Logan took a deep breath as the blonde turned and met his gaze. “Hell,” he mumbled. “No, man. I got this.”
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        * * *

      

      Allison’s lips tugged upward when her gaze met those piercing sapphire eyes. He returned the smile, and they looked at each other for a moment before he made his way toward her.

      Tina clutched her arm. “He’s coming over here. I told you he’d notice you in that dress.”

      “Oh, no.” She pulled from her grasp. “I have to go.”

      “Oh, no you don’t.” Tina grabbed her hand to stop her. “You promised you wouldn’t run away from him tonight, and I’m going to hold you to it. Even if I have to hold you down. Now, turn around and smile at the man.” She held her by the shoulders and spun her around just in time to meet Logan’s gaze. His eyes were even more beautiful up close.

      “Hi. I’m Logan.” He held out his hand, and she unclenched her fist to place her palm in his. His firm yet gentle handshake gave her a jolt, and her tension eased when his own nervousness washed over her. She wasn’t trying to read him, but his emotions seemed to seep through his skin.

      “I’m Allison.” She looked at the floor and then at his eyes.

      “Hi.”

      “Hi.”

      “Yeah, you both already said that.” Tina shook her head. “I think I’ll go get a drink.” She walked away, leaving Allison alone with Logan.

      “Umm…” He ran his hand through his hair before shoving it in his pocket.

      She’d assumed he’d be smooth and fake, but he was nowhere near the pretentious asshole she'd expected him to be. He seemed sweet and a little bit tongue-tied, and the soft spot she already had for him softened even more.

      “I’m sorry. I’m…nervous.” He blew out a breath and looked into her eyes. “You make me nervous.”

      “Oh.” She couldn’t imagine herself making any man nervous, much less a man like Logan Mitchell. “I wasn’t trying to.”

      “It’s okay.”

      They stared at each other, and she wracked her brain for something to say. Anything to ease the awkward silence stretching between them. Where were the lines? He was supposed to say something witty. Then she’d laugh, and he’d make a move, and she could tell him to buzz off and be done with him.

      But he just looked at her, all his conflicted emotions swirling in a mess around him. His eyes slid from her face, down the length of her, and back up again. “You’re very beautiful.”

      “Thank you.” Heat flushed her cheeks. Dozens of men had told her that before, but coming from Logan, it seemed to mean more. She could feel he meant it.

      “I haven’t seen you around much. Where do you work?”

      “In an antique store downtown. I’m…” She paused as a man approached Logan.

      “Hey, man. I hate to pull you away, but it’s time. They’re waiting for you.”

      He took a deep breath and closed his eyes for a long blink. “I’m sorry, Allison. I need to make a quick speech. Will you wait for me?” He leaned in and whispered against her ear, “It won’t take long.”

      His lips tickled her skin, and her breath hitched. Unable to form a coherent sentence, she nodded.

      “I’ll be right back.” He smiled and walked away, and all she could do was stare.

      “Well…what happened?” Tina handed her another glass of wine.

      Allison’s heart raced, and her stomach quivered as she watched Logan take the stage. The chardonnay cooled her fingers, but she couldn’t tear her gaze away from the intriguing man long enough to take a sip.

      “Allie, talk to me!”

      She blinked. “He, umm… Well, nothing happened, really. He had to go.”

      Tina beamed. “I see that. I also saw him whisper something in your ear. What did he say? Tell me everything.”

      She couldn’t wipe the smile off her face. When was the last time she felt so giddy over a guy? She was about to answer Tina’s questions when Logan began his speech.

      “Welcome, friends. I hope you’re enjoying my little party.” He spoke to the crowd, but his eyes focused on her the entire time. “We’ve got some great entertainment lined up for you, but let’s not forget the real reason we’re here—to raise money for the children’s hospital. I hope you all brought your checkbooks, because I’m going to be asking you to open them up pretty soon. But first, put your hands together for our entertainer of the evening.” As the audience cheered, Logan hopped off the stage and disappeared into the crowd.

      A flush of dread washed away the elation Allison had felt a moment ago. What was she doing talking to Logan Mitchell? He wasn’t just out of her league; they existed in completely different universes. “I have to go.” She turned to make her escape, but Tina caught her by the arm.

      “He’s coming over here.”

      “I know, that’s why I have to go,” Allison whispered.

      “No, you don’t. Quit acting like a freak and talk to the man.”

      She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Logan had her heart pounding and her stomach doing flips, and that was never a good thing. But she could do this. Talk to him. Let him down easy and excuse herself to leave.

      “Hi.” When he smiled, the cutest little dimple formed on his left cheek.

      “Hi.” Her whole body warmed under his gaze.

      “Sorry about that.”

      “It’s okay.” She tried to think of something intelligent to say, but staring into Logan’s eyes made her mind go blank. A small sigh of relief escaped her lips when a gray-haired man walked up to shake his hand.

      “Great party,” the man said.

      “Thanks for coming,” Logan replied. He turned back to her. “Sorry. Listen, I was wonder⁠—”

      Another man with blond hair and beady brown eyes interrupted them. “Looks like it’s a success, man.”

      “Yeah. Thanks for your support.” Logan focused on her, and yet another person approached to greet him. He gritted his teeth and took her by the hand. “Let’s get out of here.” His frustration flowed into her as if he was willing her to feel his emotions, and he led her toward the elevator. She couldn’t block him out.

      Couldn’t, or didn’t want to? She wasn’t sure which. “Where are we going?”

      “Somewhere quiet so we can talk.”

      The elevator doors whooshed open, and he ushered her inside. He pressed the button for the top floor and faced her, taking both her hands in his. Her stomach fluttered as she took a step toward him, drawn to him in a way she didn’t understand. She gazed up into his eyes, and the elevator dinged, opening into a short hallway with a door on either end. He led her to a dimly lit banquet room with an amazing view of the city below. Bright lights sparkled in the distant night sky behind the breathtaking cityscape. The exterior walls were glass from floor to ceiling, and the same soft jazz music from the ballroom below danced through the air.

      She paused near the doorway. “Should we be here? What if someone finds us?”

      He chuckled. “It’s okay. I own the building.”

      “Oh.” She went to the window, placing her hand on the glass as she absorbed the scenery. “The view is incredible.”

      “Yes, it is.” But he wasn’t looking at the city below. He was staring at Allison. Her heart jumped when she looked in his eyes, and he reached his hand out to stroke her cheek. She leaned into his touch almost instinctively, and as he brought her mouth up to meet his, she yielded to him. The kiss was soft, tentative, his lips lingering over hers, so close she could feel his breath on her skin.

      She could have pulled away. That would’ve been the smart thing to do. Just turn around and get her butt back on the elevator. But she didn’t feel like being smart. In fact, all rational thoughts dissipated from her mind as she slid her hand behind his neck and pulled him to her, crushing her mouth to his.

      He responded, desire flooding from his body as he wrapped his arms around her waist and slipped his tongue between her lips. The taste of him sent shivers down her spine, and she trembled as his hands slid up to the bare skin on her back.

      This was crazy. She didn’t make out with men the first time she met them, but there she was, wrapped in Logan’s embrace and wanting nothing more than to feel his naked body against hers. To drown herself in his essence. Damn. How long had it been since she’d felt this way? Had she ever?

      She ran her hands up his abs and across his chest, sliding his jacket over his shoulders. A deep moan escaped his throat when he shrugged out of the garment and dropped it on the floor. She felt his desire ignite as her own flames burned hotter.

      With her back against the window, he leaned his body into hers, urgently exploring her mouth with his tongue. His arousal grew, pressing into her stomach, waking every feminine desire that had long lay dormant inside her. His phone buzzed in his pocket, but he ignored it, running his hands up and down her arms and across her shoulders. The phone quieted, but the passion between them built as their kiss deepened and their bodies intertwined. The phone buzzed again, and Allison took a deep, shuddering breath.

      “Maybe you should answer that,” she whispered.

      He pressed his forehead to hers, closed his eyes, and blew out a hard breath. Then he pulled the phone out of his pocket and put it to his ear.

      “Yeah.” Frustration rolled off him as he spoke to the caller. “Shit. Yeah, I’ll be right there. Meet me at the elevator.” He turned off the phone and dropped it in his pocket, shifting his gaze to her eyes. “I have to go. Will you come back down with me?” He took her hand, picked up his jacket, and led her to the elevator.

      “Is something wrong?”

      He stroked her hair. “Nothing’s wrong. It’s just time for me to go work some money out of these stingy high-rollers.”

      She smiled, her head still spinning with passion. She’d probably regret this tomorrow, but for the time being, she could enjoy feeling wanted.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to come on so strong. I brought you up here so we could talk, and I don’t know what happened. I got carried away, and I apologize.”

      She put her hand on his cheek. “It’s okay.”

      “No. No, it’s not okay. You’re different, Allison, and I don’t want you to think that’s all I want from you. I’m going to make it up to you. Have dinner with me tomorrow?”

      She inhaled sharply and followed him into the elevator. Getting involved with Logan was the last thing she needed to do. “I don’t think so. I⁠—”

      “Please?”

      The door opened, bringing a gust of cool air from the lobby rushing into the elevator. A man stood outside the door, waiting for them.

      “Come on. Where have you… Oh, hello there. I’m Trent.” His gaze landed on Allison as she smoothed her disheveled hair.

      “Hi.”

      He looked at Logan and pointed to his mouth. “You got a little lipstick there, my friend.”

      Allison held in a groan. No doubt she’d be the new topic of their locker room conversation now. What was she thinking sneaking out of the party with him like that? They weren’t at the high school prom, for goodness’ sake.

      Logan wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and slipped his jacket on. Then he handed her a card. “So you can call me in case you get away, though I hope you won’t go anywhere. I’m not done talking with you.” He gave her one more quick kiss on the lips before Trent pulled him away.
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        * * *

      

      “So, it went well, eh?” Trent asked as they made their way through the crowd toward the stage.

      “Too well.” What the hell was he thinking? Allison wasn’t the type of woman who fell for a seduction like that, and he hadn’t intended to seduce her. Shit, he was an idiot. And why the hell did he just ask her out to dinner? If he didn’t want to get involved, he was doing a hell of a job. He could always hope she didn’t call him, but he couldn’t leave things that way. She probably already thought he was a womanizer, and that little escapade just drove the point home. He had to make things right with her.

      “Aw, don’t get all gloomy on me now,” Trent said. “You’ve got to squeeze some money out of these tightwads first.”

      “You’re right, man. You’re right.” Still stiff from his encounter with Allison, he cursed under his breath and adjusted his pants before he mounted the stage. He pretended to adjust the microphone as he scanned the room for her. He had to talk to her again. Why her opinion of him mattered so much, he wasn’t sure, but it was something he knew he would obsess about until he could make things right.

      “Hello again,” he said into the microphone, still searching for Allison. “How about that entertainment? Was it awesome? Make sure you stop by the buffet and the bar too.”

      At last, he found her. His gaze locked with hers, and he smiled. “I hope you’ve been enjoying yourselves. I know I have, but it’s that time of night. As our party comes to a close, I ask each and every one of you to think about how blessed you are to be healthy. To have healthy children. We should all be thankful to be standing here today. We have the power to change the world, my friends, and we can do it one life at a time. By donating to the children’s hospital, you’ll be saving lives. So, who’s with me? Let’s be the change. Let’s make a difference.”

      Trent climbed on stage to collect checks, and Logan gave him a nod before descending the steps in pursuit of Allison. But he lost her in the crowd. He scanned the room, searching for her silky blonde hair that felt so good in his fingers. For her royal blue dress that hugged her curves the way his hands ached to. But there was no sign of her. She was gone.

      Hell. What if that was the last time he saw her? What if she got in a wreck on the way home? She’d die thinking he was a pig who only wanted her for sex. What if she was mugged? Or murdered?

      A sickening feeling formed in the pit of his stomach. She could get rear-ended at a stoplight and be forced into oncoming traffic. Or she might have a blow-out and roll her car over in a ditch. It was stupid. He knew it was irrational, but he couldn’t stop the thoughts from consuming him. When he got like this—in this obsessive state—the emotions around him amplified. All the horny, eager, disgusting feelings of the crowd blasted at him from every direction, disorienting him until he felt like crumpling on the floor.

      Leave. He needed to leave. He had to get out of that cesspool of emotions and be somewhere he could get control of his thoughts. But he couldn’t go home. The ghost busters were there, and that was another problem he couldn’t handle thinking about right now. He’d have to find a way to calm his mind at Trent’s place.

      He bolted for the door. Trent would cover for him; he’d seen Logan through plenty of these episodes. He waited for the valet to bring his car and counted the number of times he could tap his foot before the Mercedes pulled into the drive. He could not lose it in front of these people.

      Trent lived twenty minutes outside the city, and the drive back was hell. He counted the stripes in the road to keep his mind off the incessant thoughts that trampled through his head. Now he was the one on the road and in danger of crashing. What if he lost control and drove off a bridge?

      Shit! He had to stop thinking like that. He clutched the steering wheel in a death grip as he drove over I-75, afraid he might lose his mind and actually do it.

      He pulled into the driveway and marched to Trent’s front door, letting himself in with the spare key. He made a sharp right into the guest room, threw his duffle bag on the bed, and undressed. There were no color-coded hampers to put his clothes in, so instead, he folded them into neat piles and placed them on the dresser. He stepped into the adjoining bathroom, turned the hot water on full blast and stood under the shower, letting the stream pelt his body, washing away the sludge of emotions that lingered on his skin. He scrubbed his face, washed his hair, then continued down the rest of his body, relaxing with the routine.

      This time’s not so bad. Still, it wouldn’t hurt to give the tub a good scrubbing. He pulled on some sweat pants and a t-shirt and headed to the utility closet, where Trent kept his cleaning supplies. A little Ajax with bleach on a scouring pad would get rid of the thin film of soap scum that coated the tile. He scrubbed the walls and floor of the shower, counting the movements as he went. Five hundred strokes later, he rinsed and stood back to appreciate the sparkling bathroom.

      “Feeling better?” Trent perched on the counter, watching Logan work through his misery.

      “Oh, hey. I didn’t hear you come in.” He walked the scouring pad to the kitchen sink and put the Ajax in the cabinet.

      “Of course you didn’t.” Trent followed him through the house as he cleaned up his mess. “You were pretty focused on that shower. You get it scrubbed clean?”

      “Yeah. I’m good now.” He knew it wasn’t the shower Trent was talking about as he shuffled to the living room and plopped onto the couch.

      “She ran out on you, huh?”

      “Yeah.” He raked his hand through his hair. “Can’t say I blame her, though. I was an animal.”

      “You okay? I’ve never seen this happen over a woman.” Trent gestured to the bathroom.

      “I don’t know what happened. I took her upstairs to talk, you know? We kept getting interrupted down there, but as soon as I had her alone…” He took a deep breath and shuddered as he recalled his evening with Allison. “It was mutual, though. She was just as into it as I was. I don’t know how far it would’ve gone if you hadn’t called.”

      Trent chuckled. “Sorry about that.”

      “No. No, it’s good. I just… I can’t get her out of my head. She’s not into all the money and the façade. She’s real. It was just me and her, and she didn’t have any motives, nothing going on in her head about getting my money or marrying me to get my money. She scares the hell out of me.”

      “Oh, man. You’ve got it bad. When are you going to see her again?”

      He sighed and rubbed his forehead. “I don’t know. I don’t even know her last name, and I doubt she’ll call me after the way I acted.”

      “I don’t know.” Trent shrugged. “Sounds like she acted that way too. Did you get any other info on her?”

      “She said she works at an antique store downtown. We didn’t do much talking after that.”

      “Well, there you go. There are what? Three, maybe four antique stores downtown? It shouldn’t take you long to find her. You could do it on your lunch break tomorrow. And if that doesn’t work, you can always look up her real estate agent friend.”

      “Now that’s just creepy.”

      “Or romantic. Some chicks dig that stuff. You never know.”
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      “I can’t believe I did that. What was I thinking?” Allison leaned against the counter in Lucia’s Antique Shop, sipping her nonfat latte. She confided in Lucia like she were her own mother, and this morning, Tina was there for the gossip too.

      “You were thinking about your hot little hands on his sizzling body. What else?” Tina put her arm around her shoulders. “When are you seeing him again?”

      “I’m not.” Allison straightened her spine. “I’m not going to call him, and I didn’t give him my number. He doesn’t even know my last name, not that he’d try to find me if he did.”

      “Boy, you two really didn’t talk much last night, did you?”

      She shivered at the way his rock-hard muscles had felt beneath his shirt. The warmth of his hands against her skin. His smell. His taste. It was a night she wouldn’t soon forget.

      “No, we didn’t, and anyway, I’ve told you a hundred times, I don’t want to get involved with him. He’s not my type.”

      “Really, Allie? Because he seems exactly your type to me. Did you know his Mercedes is a hybrid? And I looked in his pantry at the party the other night. The guy’s got color-coded recycling bins for stuff I never even knew could be recycled.”

      “Why were you looking in his pantry?”

      “I sold him the house. I figure that gives me the right to nose around. You know, see what he’s done with the place.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “And he’s got a home office with all these plaques and certificates all over the walls. They’re from charities he’s donated to. Stuff that never made it in the paper. The guy just gives for the sake of giving. Don’t tell me he’s not your type. He is so your type.”

      “Jeez, Tina. What were you doing in his office?”

      A sly smile curved her lips as she glanced at Lucia and then at Allison. “You remember the tight butt in the Armani suit?” She raised her eyebrows a few times for emphasis.

      Allison’s jaw dropped. “Tina! You did it in Logan’s office?”

      “Oh, no. We just messed around a little. We didn’t do it till we got back to his place.”

      “You’re unbelievable.”

      “That’s why you love me. But seriously, I can’t find a single thing wrong with the guy. What’s the problem?”

      She sighed and toyed with a lampshade, unable to look her friend in the eyes. “You know what the problem is.”

      “Oh, Allie. He’s not Mark. He’s not going to leave you penniless. You need to let go of your fears, live your life. I love you, but it’s been four years. Stop punishing yourself.”

      That was exactly what she was doing—punishing herself. But she couldn’t let go of the sense of abandonment, and not just from Mark. Both her parents abandoned her too. Her father had a heart attack when she was sixteen, and her mother didn’t tell her about her cancer until it was too late. Allison could have helped her, but she didn’t let her. Not soon enough, anyway. A sharp twinge of guilt still stabbed at her heart because of that, and she didn’t know how to let it go.

      Tina pulled her into her arms. “Just think about it, okay? Logan wants you to call him, and it won’t hurt you to have a little fun. I have to show a house, but I have my cell if you need me.”

      “Thanks.” She watched her friend leave the shop, and then she turned to Lucia. “You’ve been awfully quiet today. What do you think?”

      Lucia smiled as she walked to Allison and put her arm around her. “I think Tina is right. How do you expect to be a therapist when you can’t bury your own demons? Look, Allison, he is a beautiful man. He is what he is, and he is not your ex. Give him a chance.”

      She took a deep breath and blew it out. “I can’t. I just…can’t. I don’t want to talk about it anymore. Don’t you have some pieces for me to clear? I need to work, get my mind off things.”

      “Okay. I have some items going to auction tomorrow. Let’s go have a look at those, yes?” Lucia paused and searched Allison’s eyes. “Are you sure you’re ready for this?”

      “I’m ready. What do you have for me?”
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        * * *

      

      Logan sat behind the desk in his downtown office, perusing the stack of proposals in front of him. In his line of work, he acted as a silent partner in promising start-up businesses. It was time to find a new investment, but this morning, his thoughts drifted far away from his job. He couldn’t get Allison out of his head. He could still taste her. The feel of her smooth, soft skin lingered on his fingers, and he wanted more.

      Shit. They’d both be better off if he could forget about her. Allison wasn’t the type of girl he could sleep with and walk away from. He wanted more from her. He wanted to be more for her. But he couldn’t. Not unless he wanted her to throw herself out a window. The only way he knew to keep that from happening was to never get involved with a woman. He sighed and pushed the stack of papers across his desk as Trent walked through the door.

      “Hey. What’s up?” Logan asked.

      Trent closed the door and sat in a high-backed leather chair across from his desk. “Not much. What did the ghost busters say when you met them this morning?”

      He strolled to the front of his desk and sat on the corner. “They’re going to review the evidence they got, but they think they need another night in the place.”

      “Hmm…” He rubbed his chin skeptically. “They ask for more money?”

      “No, they seem legit. Apparently, the girl in the group—Lindsay was her name, I think. She was the only one who made contact with anything, and they said it was hostile. Whatever it is.”

      “So, you’ve got a ghost.”

      “Looks like it. They want to spend another night and see if they can figure out what it wants. Try to get it to leave me alone.”

      “You crashing at my place again?”

      “Yeah, and thanks for keeping a lid on all this. I didn’t think I believed in ghosts, but after what I’ve been through in that place… Well, I do now.”

      “I hear you, man. It’s hard to deny it when it’s happening in your own home.” Trent scratched the back of his head and glanced at the door. “So, you, uh…talk to Allison yet?”

      “No, but the ball’s in her court. She’s got my number.”

      “Since when is Logan Mitchell content to sit back and let someone else lead?” Trent pulled a slip of paper out of his pocket and offered it to him. “I did a little research for you this morning. There are only three antique stores in the downtown area.”

      “Hell, Trent.” Logan shook his head and snatched the paper from his hand.

      “The closest one’s on West Fort, and there’s another on Shelby and one on Bagley.”

      Logan looked at his friend. Should he thank him or curse him?

      “You like her?”

      “Yeah. But you know I can’t⁠—”

      “You don’t have to marry her, man. Just have some fun. You deserve it.” He stood and put his hand on his shoulder. “Go find her.”

      Logan took a deep breath and nodded. Trent was right. He didn’t have to marry her. It didn’t have to go any further than he wanted it to. He could take her out to lunch, set things straight so she didn’t think he was an asshole, and that would be the end of it.

      Before he could change his mind, he strode out the door to the elevator and glanced at the list of stores. Might as well start with the closest one. But he drove past the first shop.

      Without thinking about it, he pulled up in front of the shop on Shelby and parked on the curb. Allison was there. He could feel it.

      He sat in the car for a few minutes, taking deep breaths and trying to calm himself. He wasn’t exactly sure what he was going to say, and his palms were slick with sweat as his heart pounded in his chest. Why the hell was he so nervous? He never had trouble with women, and that was all Allison was, right? Just a woman.

      He chuckled at himself. He knew damn good and well Allison was more than just a woman, and if he thought about it anymore, he’d turn his car around and get the hell out of there. He took one more deep breath, killed the engine, and headed into the shop.

      The door chimed when he walked in, and a stocky Italian woman greeted him. “Hello, I’m Lucia. How can I help you?” She had a warm smile and a look of satisfied recognition in her eyes.

      “Just browsing.” He pretended to examine an ornate coat rack. He needed to get himself together and just ask for her. She was there; he could feel her energy in the air.

      Lucia’s smile widened. “If you don’t find what you’re looking for out here, there’s something beautiful in the back that might catch your eye.”

      Damn it. He might as well fess up and admit the real reason he was there. “I’m looking for Allison. Is she here?”

      “Allison Gray?”

      “Uh…”

      “Wait here.” Lucia turned and hurried through a set of double doors in the back of the shop. A moment later, Allison appeared through the same pair of doors.

      “Logan.” Her eyes widened, her soft lips parting in surprise.

      Christ. She was just as beautiful as he remembered. Her silky hair was pulled back in a loose ponytail, and a few wispy pieces framed the delicate features of her face. She wore gray slacks and a tight pink sweater that emphasized her feminine curves. It took all of his control to fight the urge to take her in his arms and kiss those inviting crimson lips that he remembered so well.

      “Hi, Allison.”

      “Hi.”

      He took a few steps toward her, needing to lessen the space between them. “Are you busy?”

      Her tongue slipped out to moisten her lips, and his knees went weak. Did she realize how sexy she was?

      “Yes, I’m doing some work in the back. Lucia’s got some pieces going to auction tomorrow, and I’m helping her get them ready.”

      “Oh.” His heart sank. He shouldn’t have expected anything more from her. After the way he’d acted last night, he deserved her rejection.

      “Actually, Allison,” Lucia said, “I think we’re finished for now. Why don’t you two go have lunch?” She smiled and winked at Logan.

      “Would you, Allison? Have lunch with me?” He took another tentative step toward her.

      “Oh…I…I really need to get this done.”

      “Nonsense.” Lucia pushed Allison toward the door. “You have to eat. Go.”

      “I guess lunch wouldn’t hurt.” Allison glared at the woman.

      “Thanks, Lucia. I won’t keep her long.”

      “Keep her as long as you want,” she called as they walked out the door.

      They made it onto the sidewalk, and he stopped, turning to her. “Where do you want to go?”

      She cut her gaze toward the shop before looking at him. “There’s a good little Chinese place a block from here. We could walk.”

      “Okay. I love Chinese.”

      Nervous energy clouded around her, but he didn’t sense any hostility in her emotions, which was a good thing. At least she didn’t hate him. They walked side by side with their hands in their pockets and their eyes trained forward.

      Why was he having such a hard time talking to her? He needed to say something. Anything. He sucked in a breath to speak, but she beat him to it.

      “Logan, how did you find me?” She glanced at him, then shifted her gaze ahead of her.

      “There aren’t that many antique stores downtown, so I knew you had to work at one of them.” He reached out to read her emotions, hoping she wouldn’t find his persistence disturbing.

      She furrowed her brow. “And you went to every one of them looking for me?”

      “No, I got lucky. This is the first place I looked. Is that weird?”

      A tiny grin curved her lips. “I think it’s kind of sweet.” She raised her gaze to his, and soothing warmth spread through his body like a soft blanket hugging his soul.

      Holy hell, he was in trouble.

      “Here we are.” She gestured toward a restaurant with red paper lanterns hanging in the windows.

      He held the door for her and followed her inside to a cozy table in the back corner of the room.

      “What’s good here?” He flipped through the menu and tried to keep his leg from bouncing incessantly under the table. Never in his life had being near a woman affected him this way.

      “I like the chicken and broccoli over white rice. It’s delicious.”

      “That sounds good.” He waited for her to tell the server her order before making his own request. “I’d like the chicken and broccoli as well, but with the rice on the side, please. And is there any way you could put the broccoli on the side too?” The server nodded and went back to the kitchen.

      “Don’t like your food to touch?”

      “No.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “Listen. About last night…I’m really sorry. I didn’t take you up there to take advantage of you.” He strummed his fingers on the tablecloth, and she put her hand on top of his. Whether it was to still his nervous movements or because she actually wanted to touch him, he wasn’t sure. But that simple gesture unleashed a swarm of butterflies in his stomach.

      “You didn’t take advantage of me. I’m just as much to blame for that as you are. Don’t feel bad.”

      He took a deep breath and caught her hand before she could pull away. “Thank you.”

      She smiled and slipped from his grasp.

      “How long have you worked with Lucia? She seems nice.”

      “Two years. What about you? You moved to Detroit recently, didn’t you?”

      “I’ve been here about six months.”

      “And you’ve already made quite a name for yourself.” The arch of her eyebrow told him she wasn’t at all impressed with his social status.

      “I guess.” He shrugged. “I just want to live my life, help as many people as I can, and be happy. I’m not trying to make a name for myself.”

      Her smile crinkled the corners of her eyes like only a true smile could do, and something in her demeanor changed. As she held his gaze, he could almost feel the gears turning in her mind.

      He shifted in his chair. “What?”

      “It’s nothing.” She bit her bottom lip as if unsure what she was about to say. “You’re a lot different than I expected you to be.”

      “In a good way or a bad way?”

      “Good. Definitely good.”

      The server brought their food, and he waited for her to take the first bite. The way her lips parted and wrapped around the fork as she slowly slid it out of her mouth sent blood rushing to his groin. Christ, she was sexy. Just watching her eat got him worked up.

      He forced himself to tear his gaze away and focus on his own food. A piece of broccoli had fallen onto the chicken, and that wouldn’t do. Using his fork, he carefully slid it back into place. Since he’d already touched the broccoli, he had to start there. He ate each piece, chewing and swallowing before picking up the next bite. Then he moved on to the chicken.

      Allison stirred up her food, mixing the rice, broccoli, and chicken together. He watched her, envious of the casual manner in which she ate. If only life could be that simple.

      “You should try mixing the rice in with the chicken,” she suggested. “The sauce helps take away the blandness.”

      He inhaled sharply at the disturbing thought and shook his head. “I’m good.”

      “Okay.”

      “So, you’ve been at Lucia’s for two years?”

      “Yeah. I’m going back to school in January, though. I want to be a therapist. I want to help people too.”

      His stomach tightened. They had something in common, and she’d pointed it out. Why did that excite him so much? “I can see you doing that. You’re different than most of the people I know.”

      “How so?”

      “You have a kind heart. You don’t seem impressed by the façade of the rich and famous.”

      She laughed. “How could you tell?”

      “I don’t get that feeling from you. Most people in my circle have this hot, sticky vibe about them with a sharp twinge of greed. I don’t know how to describe it. It’s weird. God, don’t listen to me. I must sound crazy.”

      He clamped his mouth shut. Shit, he was an idiot. He didn’t talk about his ability like this with anyone, but she made him feel so damn comfortable, he couldn’t shut up.

      “No.” She reached across the table and took his hand. “I understand. It must be hard for you, not knowing who your friends are. I bet a lot of people want to use you.”

      “You have no idea, but the thing is…I do know. And I think that’s probably worse.”

      She smiled and squeezed his hand. The skin-on-skin contact allowed him to filter her emotions from the crowd’s, and she did understand. He could feel it, and it gave him the insatiable urge to just lay it all out for her. To tell her everything. To let her know him.

      “And on top of all that, my own father used me the most. I’ve always been good at reading people. I guess it’s their body language or the way they talk, and it comes in handy for making business deals. My dad recruited me to be his partner. I worked with him for a while, but it was awful. He buys companies, like I do, but he breaks them apart and sells the pieces. People lose their jobs. He’s caused entire communities to collapse, and he doesn’t care. As long as it’s making him money, he doesn’t give a shit who he hurts.”

      The sympathy in her eyes encouraged him to keep talking. He shouldn’t have been telling her all this. He barely knew her, but he couldn’t help himself. The words tumbled out.

      “So, I quit. I bought a failing restaurant chain and turned it around. I made it profitable again, and it felt good. They were about to close, and hundreds of people would have been out of work, but I helped them. So I bought another company, and then another. I turned it into my own business, and my father never forgave me. That’s why I moved out here. I had to get away.”

      “I’m sorry, Logan. I had no idea.”

      “No one does. Well, except for Trent. You met him last night at the benefit…by the elevator?”

      “Right.” She blushed and glanced down before meeting his eyes. “I remember him. You’re close?”

      “He’s my best friend and a hell of a lawyer too.” He laughed. “You know, you’re going to make an amazing therapist.”

      “I hope so.” She let go of his hand and fidgeted with her napkin.

      Good going, man. Way to scare the woman off. “I don’t mean to burden you with my problems. You’ve probably got a great relationship with your parents, and I’m going on and on about my issues. I’ll shut up now.”

      “It’s okay.” She shrugged and looked at her hands. “Both of my parents passed away.”

      “I’m so sorry.” Shit. Could he screw this up any worse?

      She waved off his apology. “It was years ago. My mother died of breast cancer, and my father… It was a long time ago.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay, Logan. Really. But I think I do need to get back to work. I have an appointment I need to get ready for. Will you walk with me?”

      “Of course.” He paid the tab, and they headed to Lucia’s, thoughts racing through his mind on the short walk back. Allison was a remarkable woman, and he connected with her on so many levels. He wanted to be with her. To get to know her.

      Hell, she was someone he could fall in love with, but he couldn’t let that happen. He had issues, and he didn’t want to pull her into them. He sure as hell didn’t want to hurt her, which he was destined to do to someone. But like Trent said, he didn’t have to marry her. Would it be so bad to date her?

      When they reached the front door of the antique shop, she turned to him. “Thank you for lunch.”

      “You’re welcome.” He tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear and held her cheek in his hand. She took a deep breath and closed her eyes, anticipation and longing radiating from her skin. That was all the invitation he needed.

      He leaned in, placing a gentle kiss on her lips. When she didn’t pull away, he kissed her again, brushing his tongue to hers. She let out a soft moan and wrapped her arms around his neck, pressing her body against him. God, she felt good in his arms. He could hold on to this woman, and that scared him to death.

      She took a deep, shuddering breath and touched her forehead to his. Then she put her hands on his cheeks and stepped back. “Logan, I can’t…We can’t do this.”

      “Why not?” But he knew the answer, even if his reason was different than hers. They couldn’t be together, and seeing her again would only make their inevitable end even harder.

      “I like you, Logan. I really do, but I don’t want to get involved with anyone. I can’t.”

      “I understand.”

      She smiled briefly and swallowed hard. “I have to go.” She kissed him on the cheek and turned around. With her hand on the door, she paused. He could feel her hesitation, and a glimmer of hope shot through him. Hope that she would turn around and change her mind, taking him in her arms and telling him she was his forever.

      She let out her breath and stepped through the door.
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