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T

he bright sun illuminated the lush, vibrant green grass and blooming trees scattered throughout the landscape. Large bumble bees skimmed the tall grasses darting among the wild flowers looking for food and one another. Birds danced together in the sky at the edge of the woods. Their mating calls drowned out by the sounds of traffic on the nearby freeway. David sat in his cubicle, staring through the glass wall, his attention to nature’s wonders distracted by vehicles navigating the vast construction area for Charlotte's latest toll lanes. 

Mindlessly, he tapped his pen on the top of the short wall in front of his chair. Lines of text scrolled along inside a window on the computer screen. A small timer counted-up in the bottom left corner. The sound of his pen blended with the constant humming through the glass made by the freeway beyond.

A shrill voice crashed into his consciousness, "Excuse me." 

David scowled and looked to his right. A petite woman stood at his cubicle entrance. Her tight-fitting business dress told David she enjoyed working out. Her flawless olive skin hinted at only a touch of makeup. The smell of wildflowers filled his cubicle. Usually, a raven-haired, beautiful woman would have been a welcome distraction. Unfortunately, David had gotten this one’s unwanted attention previously.

"What are we paying you for?" 

David turned his chair toward her, stretched out his legs in front of him, he clasped his hands together. A smirk crossed her full lips and she glared straight into his eyes. He forced a smile onto his face. "Layla. How nice to see you. I guess you haven't heard. I'm working on the new front end for your reporting system."

She rolled her eyes. "Of course, I know. I'm the leader of the business team, after all."

David cocked his head left. "Oh. I'm sorry, I didn't realize that. I guess I've been working with your boss."

She leaned across the light gray cubicle and her minted breath wafted into David’s face. " I was supposed to be in that meeting, but we had an emergency. Not that it's any of your business." She stood back up, “humph.”

David nodded, "Of course. Your boss told us you have your fingers in several pies. How can I help you?"

"You can help me by getting back to work. And stop your daydreaming."

David reached over and put his pen on his desk. His smile disappeared. "I was not daydreaming. I was working. I realize most business people do not consider thinking, work. Still, perhaps you can help me."

"I'm much too busy to help."

"I understand. I promise, just a quick question."

Layla let out an exasperated breath. "Very well."

David asked, "When you submit a request for a report and get an error, what happens?"

Layla's eyes brightened. "Finally, someone to talk to about this problem."

"I'm all ears."

Layla continued, "I call the support line. It takes me ten minutes to make them understand my problem and another five minutes of yelling before they open a ticket."

David sat up and grabbed his pen and a pad of nearby paper. As he wrote, he continued talking, "So, they never solve your problem on the first phone call?"

Layla shook her head. "No. Can you believe it? It's such a waste of time, too. I don't hear back from the real support people for at least two hours."

David kept writing. "What if I could open a support ticket from the reporting system anytime you got a program error on submission?"

Layla leaned towards him. "You can do that?"

David shrugged, "Sure. No big deal, really. It isn't in my specs, but you have to have error handling."

Layla straightened back up. "Oh, I see. I guess that means extra time for you. All you independent contractors are alike. You want to find ways to make more money. I have half a mind to talk to your manager."

David noticed his manager, George, hurrying towards him several rows behind Layla. He asked, "So, what if you can add this for no extra cost?"

Layla's face darkened. "Don't toy with me. I know George, we're very close."

"We are?"

Layla jumped and turned towards George. "Oh, hi. Yes, well, I was chastising your employee for wasting time. My team is paying a lot of money for this code."

George crossed his arms, "Uh-huh. You know that's not real money. It's just numbers on a spreadsheet."

Layla ran her fingers through her black strands near her shoulder. "I am in finance."

George looked past Layla to David. "How is it going? You know, half the guys on this floor would like Layla's attention, but I know you’re busy. I hope she isn't eating up too much of your time."

David stood and stepped up next to Layla. He was a good four inches taller. He looked down at Layla with a grin and then turned back to George. "Nope, she's not a bother. Actually, she helped me out. Do you remember our talk on error handling to make life easier for her and your team? Well, she just gave me the answer. The system will automatically open a support ticket on a system error and email the user and help center. It should save some headaches."

George clapped his hands together. "That's perfect. Phil is going to be thrilled."

Layla asked, "Phil?"

George answered, "Yeah, you know, Philip, your boss."

"Oh, well, who else would it be?"

David spoke up. "I should have the code finished Friday and ready for user testing next week."

George relaxed his stance. "Great. Well, Layla, we better leave so David can finish his work."

Layla lingered for a minute. Both men stared at her. She nodded and walked away.

George leaned towards David and whispered, "I think she likes you."

David answered, "That kind of scares me."

George pressed, “Scared? You? I thought your hobby was hunting ghosts.”

“Demons.”

“Exactly my point. How can a woman scare you? Does her beauty throw you off.”

David fiddled with a pen. “Not her looks, her personality. Ever see a man try to skin another man?”

“You mean figuratively?”

“Literally.”

George sat in the guest chair in David’s cube. “No. I take it your talking about what happened to y’all at Hollister House.”

David sighed, and put down the pen. “I’m not calling Layla evil, but people with that type of personality. You know, sort of full of themselves, can cross a lot of lines to get what they want.”

George asked, “What if she wants you?”

David pointed his finger at George, “That’s my point. Would she torpedo my career if we had a bad breakup? Would she torpedo me if I don’t go out with her? People like her, they are easy on the eyes, but hard on life.”

George leaned forward in his chair. “David, let me give you some advice. Do whatever you want with it. I think inner-office romance is stupid. Sure, it can work. I’ve been to a couple of weddings of coworkers who were naturally attracted to each other. Still, I’ve seen more of these things blow up and both people leave the company. Either, on their own, or straight up fired. So, far be it from me to tell you this, but I think you should go out for drinks.”

David’s eyes widened. “What? You trying to get rid of me or something?”

George tilted his head, “I’m trying to help you.”

“Look, you just said these things end up with people getting fired.”

“I said sometimes. I’m not saying you have to become soul mates, but maybe you should consider becoming friends. At least while you’re finishing up this project. Everyone except Layla has had great things to say about you. I want you to win her over, professionally speaking.”

David’s head drooped. “I’ve never, I mean to say, when it comes to women.”

“Your awkward.”

“Sure, if you say so. I just like keeping to myself. That’s why I like your team, we give each other space.”

George subtly pointed in the direction of Layla’s cube. “She’s getting up for her second cup of tea.”

David’s eyebrows rose. “How do you know that?”

“When you work at a company like this it pays to know people. Look, go to the break room, grab a coffee or some water or something and ask her out for drinks or whatever.”

David grunted, rose, walked past George without saying a word. He mumbled as he made his way to the breakroom. As soon as he turned the corner he nearly collided with Layla who was dipping her tea bag. She backed up until her rear hit the counter. “Whoa, you need to slow down cowboy.”

David stammered, “I’m sorry, I mean, I had no idea you were there. I was just getting some water, I mean coffee, no, yeah, coffee.”

“Are you sure?”

David put his hand on the edge of the refrigerator that sat next to the trashcan and tried to relax and lean against it. “Sorry for earlier. I mean, I can get defensive and all. It probably came across that I was trying to make you look bad or something to George.”

Layla stood up off the countertop she was leaning against. “No, you made your point. We’re good.”

David’s hand slid off the fridge and he stood up. “Yeah, good. Hey, I uh, was wondering if you’d like to grab a drink after work?”

Layla walked towards David. He swallowed hard and small beads of sweat started to form on his forehead. She looked him in the eye and then dropped her tea bag in the trashcan. Her voice was almost a whisper. “Are you asking me out on a date?”

David swallowed hard, “Um, just a drink.”

Layla turned. Her hips made her skirt sway and David scowled. She was manipulating him. 

She turned back towards him. “Well, I don’t date coworkers, as a rule.”

David answered, “It isn’t a date. I wanted to talk about your concerns on the project, get your input.”

Layla took a sip of her tea. “I don’t talk shop if I’m grabbing drinks with friends or coworkers. Once five pm hits, if I’m out the door, my day is done.”

David sucked in his lips and then answered. “Alright, how about we hit that local bar and grill at four pm. That gives us an hour to talk shop.”

Layla pressed her index finger against her chin. “Should we be drinking and meeting?”

David voice sped up slightly. “You can drink what you want. I just wanted an informal atmosphere to work through some things.”

“Oh. Well, see you then.”

Layla turned and gracefully swept out of sight. David stood there for a moment, looked at the coffee machine, and then returned to his cube wondering what he got himself into.
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M

ax’s old tractor gripped and grabbed at the uneven soil. Bees would occasionally buzz past, and birds pecked at any careless insect that happened into their path. The smell of diesel filled Max’s nostrils. He sang beneath the roar of the 1960s Ford tractor and enjoyed the warm mountain sun.

A hundred yards later, Max stared into the distance. His head moved this way and that to peak around the muffler sticking through the top. A pre-civil war home loomed in the distance. Once part of a large estate, it now looked gray, hidden in the shadow of the old trees growing around it. Ivy crept up the side of the chimney, groping for cracks to sneak inside. The rusted metal roof screeched with the tree limbs. 

A chill ran down Max’s spine with the rocking of the trees. To him, the old house sounded like it was crying when the roof scratches merged with the motor’s rumble. Max drove into the shade of the trees. The temperature dropped and Max grabbed the light jacket he had brought. With the pull of a couple levers the bush hog hit the ground and came to life.

He never looked directly at the house. Instead, he focused only on the job at hand. In careful, concentric circles Max cut down small bushes, trees, grass and grains whose seeds had drifted over from the field. He finished his last row, shut down the bushhog and tractor and slipped deftly from his seat and lightly landed on the ground.

The smell of fresh cut grass, pine, cedar and wild onions put a smile on Max’s face. He took a deep breath and then began walking around the property. First, he checked for footprints at the edge of the yard. Fortunately, it did not appear anyone had checked out the old house. Rumors of its haunting would occasionally attract local teenagers in search of a free thrill on a Friday or Saturday night. 

Next, he walked around to the back of the house. He ran his hand down the siding near the basement doors. Flakes of paint popped against his hand and flittered to the ground. Max reached down and yanked hard on the doors. The lock and chain inside held fast. With a satisfied nod he continued around and stopped at the back kitchen door. Everything appeared intact. The locks held, but Max knew a good shove would splinter the old doorframe. Not that there was anything worth stealing inside.

He came back to the front and stopped by one of the old posts holding up the roof over the front porch. He gave it a good yank and then a shove. Dust and leaves fell from the edges, but the roof was still solid. Satisfied, Max couldn’t help walking a few feet away and face the old plantation house. A curtain moved upstairs. An icy chill trickled down his back. 

Max walked over to the tractor and raised his foot to the step. He paused, his head drooped. Dropping his foot heavily on the ground he walked to the back of the tractor, opened the rusted toolbox attached to the seat, and removed a flashlight and a 36 caliber revolver. 

Max walked a few feet away from the house. He aimed his revolver diagonally above him and shouted, “You have 30 seconds to get out of the house or I’m coming in.”

The gun fired twice. Max looked down at his watch and waited. He tilted his head slightly and barely breathed, listening for vagrants. His eyes scanned the upstairs’ windows, but nothing moved. Pulling out a keyring full of keys Max hunted until he found the one he needed. His lips twisted slightly, and he marched to the front porch. As soon as his boot landed on the porch it punched through the rotted wood.

Max cursed to himself and then worked to get his leg free. Gently lifting his left leg, he tried each board as he made his way to the front entrance. A couple of key turns and a crank of the doorknob freed the front door. Max slowly pushed it open. The whine of the hinges seemed to echo through the entryway. The downstairs was pitch black thanks to the boarded up windows. Max checked his weapon to be sure he had a round in the chamber. He raised his flashlight and scanned the foyer.

Although many plantation houses had grand staircases and large entrances, this home had been built with a simple entryway that could hold maybe twelve people. It looked more like an oversized hallway with openings to the rooms downstairs. Although impressive, by plantation standards it was humble.

Max walked straight back and made a right at the end of the foyer. The kitchen appeared alright. He pointed his light at an open door. Cobwebs hung from the corners. Max swatted at them with his baseball cap and then gently eased his way down the old steps to the basement. Scanning around everything looked normal. No signs of footprints in the dust or anything disturbed.

He made his way back to the main floor and stopped in the kitchen. Max considered walking away. After all, the curtain could have been a breeze that made its way from the attic or perhaps through drafty windows. He returned to the foyer and heard footsteps running across the floor upstairs and the master bedroom door slammed shut.

Max shivered and zipped up his jacket. His face began to glow and sweat filled every pore. The beam of his flashlight shook, and he made his way up the steps. At the top he turned off his flashlight. Fortunately, all the windows upstairs were intact and spring sunlight flowed from every room. Max could feel his body relaxing. He looked at the master bedroom to find its door closed. 

His old work boots felt heavy. Max tried to tiptoe with the steel from the toe pressing into the top of his foot. Max stopped and put his ear to the door. At first there was nothing but silence. Then the sound of someone pacing inside. Max swallowed hard, raised his pistol, and grabbed the doorknob.

He stepped back, quickly turned the handle, and shoved the door. His mouth dropped open. At the other side of the room was a man, or something. Black. Clothes, eyes, gloves and shoes. No details. Like a shadow, but a man. Max aimed his weapon and the shadow man ran towards him. Max shot twice. The shadow collided with Max. An ice-cold wind with the force of a hurricane toppled Max to the floor. He rolled on his stomach to fire again, but it was gone.

Max looked down at the floor and prayed, “Lord Jesus, just get me out of here alive.”

Max got up off the ground and dusted himself off. He took his time, step by step, to the stairs. Holding his flashlight beneath his gun he eased his way back into the darkness below. Max dared not breathe until he passed the threshold of the front door. He turned to close the door when it slammed in front of him. Keys jangled while he locked the door. He turned back and in two steps had landed on the ground. 

He threw his flashlight and gun in the toolbox. Ran and leaped onto the tractor. He barely had his butt on the seat when the engine turned over. He turned the way he came in with the accelerator on the floor. The old tractor rolled away at almost eight miles an hour. Max looked over his shoulder. A dark figure was peaking from the edge of the upstairs window. 

Max slammed down the clutch, move the transmission into high and let the pedal loose. His head jerked and the tractor rocked, rolled and bounced through the ruts. The bushhog rattled and lurched hard enough to raise the front wheels off the ground. Max lowered the bushhog and headed for the field entrance on the far side. By the time he reached the road his nerves had calmed.

Max adjusted the gearing for road driving, raised the bushhog, and then eased onto the highway.
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D

avid took his fingers and scribbled on his sweaty beer glass. The sparsely filled bar sat mostly quiet with soccer and racing channels playing silently on the various screens. Last night’s stale alcohol lingered in the air. Dark cherry wood finishings hid the stains from years of use. David could hear Layla's black-manicured fingernails tapping on the wood tabletop. 

He finally looked up to see her staring at him. "Why do you do that?"

"Do what?" she asked.

"That look, that tapping. Your passive-aggressive demand for attention. It seems like you think you're the only important person."

"I'm waiting for my answer."

David took a sip of his beer. "I'm thinking. I'm not one of those people that just shoots his mouth off with the first thought that pops in his head."

"And you think I am?"

"I never said that."

Layla lazily ran her finger along the top of her glass. "I just don't like to waste time. We came here to talk, and so far, you've said about ten words, and I've given you chances to speak."

"Well, I have little to say on the matter. I understand your concerns. They happen with every project. The contractor comes in, does his thing, and then leaves. Everyone wonders who will support the code I've written. Ideally, George's team."

"But you don't know?"

David took a slow sip of his smooth Belgian beer. He lowered the glass, "I don't ask. One benefit of being a contractor is staying out of politics. I do my work, keep my head down, and when I'm done, I go home and on to the next project."

"So, you really don't care what happens with your application or the people you say you're helping."

David took his index finger and pressed it hard against the tabletop. "Now, hold it right there. Of course, I care. I'm wasting my time if I don't care about the quality of my work." He relaxed his hand. "I'm just saying that once the job is done, it's done. You wouldn't keep doing your job if they laid you off."

"Of course not."

"Well, once my work is done, I'm cut loose."

"Fair enough." Layla took a long sip of her wine. "Can I ask you something that doesn't involve work?"

David could feel his body relax. "Sure. I guess."

Layla leaned forward and looked into David's eyes. A quiver of electricity climbed up his back. She whispered, "There's a rumor. Well, you know, water cooler talk. They say you believe in ghosts."

David quietly chuckled before he could stop himself.

Layla tried to recover. "I'm sorry. I know it's silly."

David lifted his hand. "Oh, no, you’re fine. It isn't silly at all."

"What?"

David lowered his hand and smiled at Layla before he could stop himself. "I do some paranormal work with my good friends in Hopewell. I wouldn't call it ghost hunting or anything. We investigate when people have a problem and try to help them find answers."

"Oh, so it’s like you debunk the monsters under their bed."

David took a drink until half his glass was gone. "Sometimes. Sometimes, the monsters are real. Didn't you hear the news about the guy in Hopewell who tried to skin a man alive?"

"Yes, that wasn't you, though, right? I mean, you look fine."

David continued, "It was a friend of mine. We were there, or at least at the end of it all when he'd been cut up. I can tell you I've seen monsters, both human and demon. I've also seen angels. I know this may sound like fantasy, but if you've ever read the Bible, you'd know these things have been reported throughout history. For that matter, the Quran and even other writings both religious and myth talk about types of demons or angels."

Layla pursed her lips and then relaxed them. "Well, I've never seen one. I had a cousin who claimed his room was haunted, but he also had schizophrenia."

David leaned in towards Layla, "Sometimes it's mental illness. Sometimes, it's people just wanting to see something happen. Other times, it's legit. But you're right. It isn't always easy to tell which is which."

Layla finished her wine. “Well, to be honest, I’m not really a believer in anything. I’ve always been independent and self-reliant. Growing up in a big family, my parents had to work tirelessly just to make sure we had enough to eat. That experience has shaped my determination to never go hungry once I moved out. And if I can lend a hand to my parents once my younger siblings have left the nest, then that’s even better.”
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