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Losing his parents in a tragic accident made Micah Davenport question the existence of life after death. The search for proof led him to the Cincinnati Paranormal Investigation Team. Heading his first solo case as lead paranormal investigator, he stumbled on a haunting with roots in the town’s history and a woman who has the potential to capture his heart. 

Daize Kahle took a leap of faith when she accepted a job as lead aquarist at an aquarium across the country from everything she knew. The once-in-a-lifetime opportunity is a dream come true, but the loneliness and strange activity occurring in her new home have her ready to pack her bags and hightail it back to Florida. 

Can love’s sweetness overpower the bitter events that have soured their lives, and lead them to victory over an unruly spirit?
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Chapter One
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Daize

“I bet your favorite princess growing up was Ariel, huh?” 

Turning toward the lanky security guard with the drooping blond mustache too long for his slender, oval-shaped face, Daize fought the urge to roll her eyes. Since she’d joined the team at the Newport Aquarium, he’d circled her like a shark who smelled blood in the water. Never mind the fact she thwarted his advances at every turn. She almost felt bad for the persistent man ... almost. The Little Mermaid had in fact been her favorite princess, but the aquatic rebel hadn’t been the inspiration behind her career choice. 

It was a common misconception she’d stumbled into her career because she liked dolphins or wanted to be a mermaid. Forget the hard work necessary to earn her four-year degree. Women were making strides in the workplace, but sexism continued to persist. 

“You got me there, Augie.” Too tired to put him in his place, she let the slight roll off her like water off a duck’s back. 

His grin peeled thin lips back from pearly white teeth. “I figured as much on a count of you being a marine biologist. Girls always try to immolate their favorite characters, don’t they? I can remember my sister always pretending to be Belle, and she went on to be a librarian.” 

Daize nodded her head, offering a fake smile.

“Your last name is odd. Where did you say you were from?” 

I didn’t. “Recently, San Diego, but originally, Hawaii.” The only child of legendary surfer, Kahle, and his self-proclaimed mermaid wife, she was practically born in the ocean. Her earliest memories included the smell of the sea and the feel of the warm sand between her tiny toes. The lavish greenery of her native home on Oahu was etched into her mind and heart forever. While some looked up to the stars and dreamed, she pondered on the depths beneath the aquamarine surface of the waves. 

“Well, no wonder you became a marine biologist. I hear they have the most beautiful beaches in the world.” 

“I might be biased, but I’d have to agree with that statement.” Her smile turned genuine as the conversation shifted to a subject she was passionate about. 

The spark ignited when she played in tide pools as a toddler matured into a full-blown obsession with the bodies of waters scientists still knew so little about. Four years and a Bachelor’s in Marine Biology later, she was no less hungry for knowledge on her favorite topic. That love had guided her to this town across the country from everyone and everything she knew in San Diego, California. 

“Any wild plans this evening?” Augie stepped closer. 

“If you count a hot date with my Roku as adventurous, then yes,” Daize said dryly. She rolled her neck and checked her watch. A day full of collecting readings on her fish friends, as well as maintaining the water quality and feedings, had her feet barking and her heart full. Every day she made a difference for the animals depending on her and her team for their well-being. It was equal parts rewarding and exhausting. 

“You’ve been here for over a month. I’m shocked you’re still single.” 

When she’d been offered the job as head Aquarist at the Newport Aquarium, it was an opportunity she couldn’t turn down. So, she’d packed her things, found a replacement to take over her lease in her apartment, and relocated to the frigid Midwest. As the dreary gray days, with frigid rain and strong winds continued, she’d questioned her decision. The scent of the ocean and the feel of the sun on her skin were becoming a hazy memory, and loneliness had begun to carve out an empty pocket inside of her.  

“This job is a demanding one. I haven’t gotten out and about much yet.” 

“Well, I could always help you with that.” 

She pushed down the bile that threatened to flood her mouth. “You’re sweet. I don’t date where I work.” She shrugged and took a step back before he could continue the conversation. “I’m beat, and I still have to turn in paperwork for tomorrow’s shift. Night, Augie.” She extracted herself with the precision of a world-renowned surgeon, spun on her heels, and briskly walked down the tunnel. The watery bridge above her head was one of her favorite features. With the tank on both sides, above and below, you were fully immersed in the watery environment. 

She admired the graceful ballet performed by the leopard shark. The black ovals and smaller circles stood out on its dark gray skin as it cut through the water seamlessly, mingling with the black tip reed shark with its splotch of black followed by white that bled down to gray on the dorsal fin. Each was a work of art, and much less intimidating in the diminutive lengths that they never allowed to exceed more than a few feet. 

In order to provide adequate space for roaming, breathing, and enough food, they frequently monitored the size of each animal. The balance was carefully kept in the manmade habitat. With the main lights off and everyone except the handful of security guards out of the building, it was almost like walking in the ocean. The tanks emitted a soft glow. She trailed her fingers over the cool glass and lingered in the Coral Reef section. Brightly colored Tang fish darted about the display. Dark blue “Dory” fish with yellow tails, black oval-shaped bodies with orange markings around their body, and orange spots, contrasted with canary yellow and powder blue fish with electric yellow dorsal and pectoral fins. A beautiful turquoise blue spotted unicorn fish with a long snout swam up to the glass to say hello. 

A cream and brown spotted honeycomb moray eel poked his head from the small opening in the coarse material hat mimicked coral. 

“Nice of you to say hi, Flotsam. Where’s your buddy Jestom?” He sucked back into his hidey-hole, and she forced her feet to propel her forward. When the animals were unique enough to spot, she often gave them names. It made her job more personal and helped combat the intense homesickness that threatened to bring her to her knees. Two months down, ten more until she made a choice to renew her contract or leave. 

*** 
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TUCKING HER LEGS UNDER her body, she palmed the hot chocolate. The cold air had a way of clinging to her bones. The locals referred to it as being thin-blooded. Growing up in tropical and unusually warm climates, she wasn’t accustomed to the colder weather. They assured her she’d adjust in time. Meanwhile, she never felt truly warm. Sipping the sweet, creamy liquid, she pulled the soft Supernatural blanket around her body. Setting down the ‘I’m a Mermaid’ mug with the brown-skinned, blue-haired, scaly fantasy character, she resumed reading It by Stephen King. 

The recent remake had sparked her interest in the original novel. Slipping from the present, she found herself lost in the small town of Darry Maine where an ancient evil stalked the children. Her flesh rose, and the hairs on the back of her neck and arms stood on end as she turned the page. She swallowed hard as the story wove its magic around her. 

A creak made her jump. The historic stone building had been updated, but it kept the quirks and characters that came with a structure nearly one-hundred years old. Calm down, Daize. It’s just the house settling. She returned to her book. Creak. She jumped. 

“Okay. Enough King for one night.” She grabbed the bookmark off the side table and closed the hardback. Snuggling back into the corner of her floral printed couch, she focused on her drink. It was mid-October, and the leaves changing were straight out of a movie. 

The view from her oversized window into a wooded area was exceptional, and the changing leaves on the trees fascinated her. Coming from the West Coast, she’d never experienced more than one season. Varying stages of hot, with a spattering of rain, and the occasional chill front were as far as her realm of expertise stretched. The chocolate danced its way across her tongue. With the sun sinking down in the horizon, she felt a moment of contentment. The day caught up with her, adding weight to her eyelids. She set her empty mug onto the side table and let the weariness win as she drifted off.   

Waking to the darkness, she stretched her arms above her head and yawned. Blinking, she tried to acclimate to the darkness. Her heart sped as a dark shape registered in her peripheral view. She rubbed the sleep from her eyes and turned her body to find the coat stand creating a false silhouette. 

Imposter. She forced a laugh that sounded empty. Her tense legs shook, and her mouth went dry. The fear remained. 

Scanning the living room slowly, she swallowed down the lump forming in her throat. The unease didn’t disperse. Standing, she pulled the blanket closer to her body and slowly made her way to the bedroom on high alert. She didn’t spook easily. Horror movies, scary books, and lore and legend were a regular source of entertainment for her. This wasn’t the first time she’d become unsettled in this apartment. At first, she chalked it up to the move. Being in a new home, a new city and state had her out of sorts for the first couple of weeks. 

Now she’d started a routine and settled in, and she still felt out of sorts here. The background was beautiful. White subway tiles lined the walls of the kitchen, gleaming along with the stainless-steel appliances, and black countertop on the kitchen island. Wooden flooring throughout helped elevate the living space to its luxury status. It was a dream come true. A swank place with the character only history could provide. Yet it left her cold.  

Inside of her room, she breathed a sigh of relief. This was her true sanctuary. Sinking her fingers into her curls, she rubbed her scalp and walked to the bed. Plopping onto the mattress, she massaged her temples, battling the headache that threatened to creep in. The doorknob rattled. She sat up and stared at the handle as it jiggled. Her stomach clenched. This can’t be happening.  Jumping up, she stumbled to the door and turned the lock. A bang against the thick wood made her jerk back. The knocking increased. Her knees shook and threatened to buckle as she waited for the door to give under the onslaught. 

The overhead light flickered off and on. She spun, searching for a valid explanation. The sky outside remained clear. There was no storm to mess with the power. Boom. What sounded like an explosion made her hit the deck. Her room shook with the intensity of the pounding. Her heart raced. The world narrowed to the length between her and the doorway. The walls bulged as if they were made of rubber. Fingers and heads pressed through the translucent material. The door swung open and slammed. The closet and her dresser drawers joined in the ruckus. 

The oppressive sensation that had grown since she moved in slammed down like an invisible shroud. She stood, timed the open and closing of the door, and shot out of the room. Cramming her feet into her gray plaid slippers, she grabbed her purse and keys off the counter and fled. In this horror movie, the black girl would not be dying first. As she burst from the building, the crisp air tasted like freedom. Peering up at the window of her apartment, she gasped at the pale face looking down at her. Dark circles, which gave the gaunt face a bruised look, stood out in the round face with a bonnet. 

“Jesus.” She made the sign of the cross and ran to her car. Inside the turquoise Mini Cooper, she white-knuckled the steering wheel. Everyone she knew was a five-hour plane ride away, and even if she called them, they’d think she was insane, or overreacting because this was her first time living alone. Even after she left the house, she’d always had roommates. 

She’d spent the past two months convincing herself the noises, figures out of the corners of her eyes, and misplaced items were a figment of her imagination. What she’d just experienced smashed that flimsy theory to pieces. Starting the car, she pulled out of the lot, dazed. What the hell is in my home? It felt like a nightmare. At three o’clock in the morning, clad in flannel pants, an old white T-shirt, and slippers, she waited to wake up. Shivering, she cranked up the heat, and searched for a hotel. 

***
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MICAH 

He took a long draw off his energy drink and steered the black SUV through the rain-soaked streets. He’d spent the day in meetings for the new factory they’d be opening locally. It was getting close to completion and they were focusing heavily on marketing campaigns and the hiring process. It was tedious work, but it would allow them all to spend more time closer to home. With his big brother, Luka, expecting a baby, and Asher ready to settle down with his new fiancée, Clara, it was worth the exhaustion and headaches. It also allowed him time to pursue his own interests, which was why he was headed to Pepper Pod in Newport, Kentucky to meet with the Cincinnati Paranormal Investigation Team. The twenty-four-hour diner had great service and never rushed them out. 

After his parents died, Micah became obsessed with the notion of an afterlife. He wanted to know they were safe, and not completely gone. From a scientific standpoint, if energy could not be destroyed, only transformed, they had to be somewhere. Spiritually, he believed, but he longed for proof. That insatiable curiosity led him to devour all of the information he could find on life after death, ghosts, and the occult. When he met a member of the investigation team through Clara, and she invited him to a meeting, there was no way he was going to turn her down. 

A year later, he was a full-fledged member, well versed in the art of paranormal investigation. He parked in front of the brick building and killed the engine. Grabbing the black umbrella, he slipped out of the SUV and made his way through the entrance. A long, white counter lined with stools took up the left side of the building, and light brown booths with cream-colored tables took up the right. Wood paneling lined the walls above the cream and yellow tile, which gave that added feel to the vintage diner. 

The old-fashioned silver jukebox connected to the speakers mounted on the wall was full of an eclectic selection. Currently, the Beach Boys crooned about good vibrations. Shaking off the excess water from the umbrella, he rested it against the window and found the group taking up the last three booths in the back. They waved, and he grinned. The eight members had become extended family. Combined, the gang had over twenty years of experience under their belt. The organization had been operating for the past ten years and helped a slew of peoples. 

Browsing through the completed case files had been an awakening. They’d dealt with everything from residual hauntings due to traumatic events that had occurred in an area, to lingering spirits and dark entities. He’d experienced a few minor hauntings since he’d come aboard, but nothing that had definitively satisfied his desire to know without question his parents were okay. 

“Hey, guys. Sorry I’m the last one here. I came straight from work.” 

“We could tell.” Brendon whistled. “Fancy duds.” 

The others whistled and cheered, and he rolled his eyes. 

“Yeah, yeah.” He shrugged off the suit coat and rolled up the sleeves of his shirt, and then slid in beside Trisha, the sassy redhead who introduced him to the others. “What’s on the agenda today?” 

Sam pulled out his black Chrome Book. “We had a follow-up from the case in Milford. Two months strong, and they’ve experienced no further activity. The house blessing and protection of their yard with the Four St. Benedict Medals in the four corners.” 

“Excellent. Another successful case closed,” Eric said. His youthful exuberance was contagious. The college student was their technical whiz kid. He ran the cameras and bought the newest gadgets their budget could handle. He then proceeded to teach each of them how to use it. His brown eyes sparkled with happiness. He brushed his coal black hair away from his forehead. 

“Any news on the Meyer case?” Carl asked. The older man had salt and pepper hair, a kind face with smile lines and crow’s feet, and psychic abilities. He often went into a home to pick up on what might have happened. Rooted in his Christian faith, he kept them safe and often advised the families. 

“None so far. In this case, I’d say no news was good news. They might want to distance themselves from everything that happened, which includes us,” Mel, their active Wiccan, said. Her multi-colored, pastel-colored mermaid hair framed her delicate heart-shaped face. 

“I understand it, but it’s a shame. I want to know they’re okay,” Micah admitted. 

“I always feel the same way,” Scott agreed. 

“It’s one of the tough parts of what we do. A lot of people are ashamed of having paranormal activity. They think it’s a reflection on them or how they live their lives. It’s the number one reason why most people don’t even contact us until their issues are out of control and they can no longer deal with them,” Brendon explained.  

“It’s a thankless job in some cases.” Peter set his mug down and shrugged. “But if we don’t do it who will?” 

“That should be our new motto,” Eric quipped. 

“No, it took us long enough to come up with a slogan,” Mel protested. 

“We have some business we’d like to go over with you, Micah.” Brendon brought the conversation back under control with his stern tone. 

Micah swallowed as he tried to think of what he might’ve done to earn a talking to. “Yeah?” 

“We all discussed it, and we think it’s time for you to head an investigation,” Brendon said. 

“What? You do?” Suddenly, Micah was a child offered endless candy. 

Brendon’s wife, Maria, placed a hand on his. “You know the protocol, and you’ve put in the work. We have a new case in. We want to hand it over to you.” 

Silenced, he blinked. He hadn’t expected this. 

“Will you take it?” Brendon asked.

“Yeah. I-I’d be honored.” He nodded his head enthusiastically. 

“Let’s show him what we have.” Brendon produced a manila file folder and slid it across the table as everyone began to place their order. Daize Kahle, age thirty-one. A recent move from California landed her here for a job. She moved into the Claymore 300 apartments. She noticed creaks, groans, and missing items in the first month, but wrote it off. Two months later, the presence made itself known in an aggressive display of flickering lights, booms, knocking, and opening and closing doors and dresser drawers. 

“This one is a 9-1-1.” Micah looked up from the file. 

“Yeah. We want to meet with her as soon as possible. She’s been in a hotel for the past few days, but that can only last so long. I want us to be there when she returns to her apartment,” Brendon said. Maria nodded. 

“I’ll get a game plan started tonight and have a course of action ready. Have we started researching the apartment or the area?” Micah asked. 

“We plan on doing that tonight, too,” Maria said. 

“No time like the present.” Scott’s fingers fly over the keys of his tablet. The Clifton Gaslight area had become a trendy place frequented by college kids, but many of the areas had roots that went back a hundred years or more. He sympathized with Daize. He couldn’t imagine relocating so far from everyone and everything you knew to face things you didn’t understand or know how to fight. He wanted to solve this for her to bring her peace and give her a chance to like the city he’d been born and raised in.  

“I’ll arrange a meeting with her this weekend,” Micah promised.

A barely audible whisper to his left made him turn his head. No one had entered the shop, and the waiter was busy in the kitchen. He shuddered. The case was trying to get into his head. He couldn’t let that happen. He had things to prove. 

*** 
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HE ARRIVED AT LYDIA’S on Ludlow early to go over her case one more time before she arrived and snagged a seat in the library section. He’d chosen the cozy café because they served freshly baked goods, artisan coffee, and had a laid-back vibe that set most people at ease. A spiritual center with candles, innocence, and various stones behind a glass case greeted guests when they came in. Tables and booths with mismatched salt and pepper shakers filled the main area leading up to a counter with stools. Neatly written on chalkboards hanging on the walls were the soups of the day and coffee selections. 

On the far left was a library section with shelves full of books on a variety of topics, and board games. The coffee shop hosted a number of events from live music to family game nights and book signings. The table in the library gave him the anonymity they needed to speak openly.

Micah wasn’t sure what to expect from Daize. It felt like an awkward first date when they agreed to look for the curly brown-haired person in a pink peacoat, and the man dressed in black with light brown hair. As far as he could tell, there was no history of paranormal activity in the Claymore apartments—at least, none anyone had documented.  

It was odd to have such sudden intense activity unexpectedly. He’d have to look at Daize, her belief system, and her life. It would take getting up close and personal. I hope she’s ready for that. 

The door swung open, and a bright pink coat caught his attention. He sat up, and his jaw dropped. The bronzed beauty had a head full of dark curls, which tumbled around her oval-shaped face. Large black eyes scanned the room. He stood and waved. Her full lips twitched up into a nervous smile. He was not expecting a total knockout. Used to hiding behind a mask of professionalism, he pushed his immediate attraction on the back burner and stood. 

“Micah?” 

“Yes, Daize. Am I saying it right?” 

She nodded. “You are. Nicely done.” She placed her hand in his, and he smiled. He liked her sass. Her handshake was firm, and her skin was soft. A light scent that reminded him of surf and sand wafted his way. 

“Thank you for meeting me on such short notice.” Her soft voice held a sweet sincerity. 

“Of course. We’re here to help you.” He patted her hand before they disengaged. “Would you like to get something to drink before we get started?” 

“Is that your way of telling me I should brace myself?” 

He barked a laugh. “No. That was me being polite and using the manners my parents taught me. I’ll confess to picking this spot because their food is amazing, and I don’t want to stuff my face with pastries while you sit there with nothing.” 

She smiled. “Well, when you put it that way, I can’t leave you hanging.” He walked her to the counter, and they fell easily into light conversation. She ordered a Lavender Mocha. The organic hot chocolate had a shot of espresso and lavender syrup. Inhaling her coffee, she wrinkled her upturned nose in a way he found adorable. Getting a refill on his coffee, and a plate of banana nut muffins, he led them back to the table. A quiet fell over the table as they ate. 

“I have no clue where to start this conversation,” she mumbled. 

“Well, how about you tell me about yourself.”

She arched an eyebrow. “Is this where you make sure I’m mentally sound?” 

“I’m not a trained psychologist if that’s what you’re asking.” 

“You know it wasn’t.” 

“We’ll be spending a lot of time together in close quarters. It’ll go a lot smoother if we’re friends.” 

Her shoulders relax. “I like that idea. What do you want to know?” 

Everything. “Whatever you feel like telling me?” 

“A question for a question then? We have to keep it fair.”

“I’ll bite,” Micah agreed.

“All right. You start.” 

“Have you ever experienced paranormal activity before?” Micah leaned forward. 

She pursed her lips and took a moment before answering. “No. At least none that I was aware of. Why do you do this?” 

“Paranormal investigation?” he guessed. 

“Yes.” 

“Curiosity about the unknown and helping others.” 

She nodded her head. “Decent answers.” 

“What do you hope the CPI will be able to do?” 

“Best case? You’ll get rid of whatever’s in my apartment. Worst, I’ll know I wasn’t crazy and relocate.” 

That answered one of his major questions. Too many times, the client was attached to the home and viewed relocation an impossibility. It made true resolution impossible when the land was the problem. “If you’re willing to move, why contact us?” 

“That’s two questions.” She held up her pointer finger and middle. “I know from watching shows things can be attached to the person. If that’s my issues, moving won’t help.” She shook her head. “My turn. How long have you been doing this?” 

“A little over a year. Before now, work kept me so busy traveling I had little time for much else,” he answered honestly. 

“What changed?” 

“I got stationed locally. We’re opening up a new location in town, and it’s been a game changer.” 

“Oh, that’s nice.” 

“It is. I loved traveling when I was younger, but I find I want to slow down and enjoy my friends and family.” 

“Perfect timing.” 

It helps when you co-own the company. Part of him felt guilty. Lying could be more than directly telling falsehoods. Omission counted, too. Still, he liked forming a relationship with someone who had no clue who he or his family were. It gave him a sense of normalcy he didn’t often experience.  

“It was. Have you ever personally dabbled in the occult, or been exposed to it recently?” 

“Are we talking horoscopes?” 

Shaking his head, he gave her a small smile. “No. Ouija board, séance, or ghost walking tour.” 

“No. Do tours really lead to this?” Her eyes widen. 

“Well, there can be an attachment situation.” 

“That’s terrifying.” 

“Are you on any sort of medication that might make you hallucinate?” 

She scoffed. “No.” 

“I know this seems ridiculous, but we have to ask. Do you have a history of mental illness?” 

She gritted her teeth. “No. Do you?” 

“I had a bout with depression years ago, but otherwise, no.” 

“Oh.” She hadn’t expected him to be so honest. 

He grinned. “I know this is invasive. Believe me when I say it’s necessary. If we had to call in someone else to help, they would expect this groundwork to be covered.”

“Do you think it’ll require that?” she asked. 

“I’m not sure. We try our best to prepare for all situations. We want to get you back into your apartment, comfortable and safe as soon as we can.” 

She nodded her head. “What can I expect?” 

“The first thing we’ll do is observe. Our camera crew will set up. We’ll bring in our equipment and do EVP. That’s electronic voice phenomenon. We may also bring a Spirit Box. It uses radio signals to allow a spirit to communicate if it wishes.” 

“How is that possible?” 

“The machine sweeps through stations continuously, and the spirit can manipulate them to create words and phrases. You’ve watched the shows ... it’s the thing that makes them sound like a robot. It can be creepy, but it’s effective.” 

“What about the machine that shows the stick figures?” 

“I think you mean the 3D mapping camera. Is there anything else you have questions about?” 

“None you could answer without investigating. I just want this taken care of, so I can put it behind me and move forward.” Her voice wavered. 

Reaching over the table, he covered her hands with his. “You’re no longer alone in this, Daize. We want the same goal. I can’t promise you it’ll be an easy fix, but we will be there for you every step of the way.” 

Her full lips parted to reveal a dazzling white smile with a crooked eyetooth. The sight stole his breath. Stressed and scared, she was still stunning. He was dazzled. 
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Chapter Two
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Micah 

Micah pulled the black peacoat tighter as the wind tugged at whatever it could reach. The massive stone building loomed in front of them. Four stories of solid brick with turrets and molding along the edges that reminded him of a castle. The base was white, and the rest was a candy brick broken up with Gothic molding. The older detailing gave the exterior a majestic appearance. Daize agreed to meet them here at nine o’clock. They’d arrived early to get a feel for the property. He craned his neck. 

The moonlight shone down on the building, highlighting its beauty. The chill that settled over him could’ve been from the weather. Shoving his hands in his pockets, he walked the perimeter, opening his senses, and observing the wooded area surrounding them. Nothing. He turned to Carl who trailed behind him. 

“Anything?” Micah asked. 

“Not yet. It’s quiet. Perhaps unnaturally so in a building this old.” 

Micah cocked his head to the side and studied the building again. “You think it’s hiding?” 

“It wouldn’t be the first time,” Carl said. 

“That would make this thing intelligent.” 

“Yes, I believe we’re dealing with more than a residual haunting given the activity.”

“I’m worried it might be an inhuman spirit as well, my friend.” Micah had learned to hear the things the quiet man didn’t say. They were supposed to remain objective, but facts were facts. It took a hell of a lot of energy to move things. If Daize hadn’t been exaggerating, a lot of power had been exerted. It hadn’t attempted to hurt her yet. He cleared his head of speculation. He needed to go into this with no expectations. 

He finished the walk around. His phone vibrated and her name appeared on the screen. 

“Hey.”

“Hey, I’m here in the parking lot.” 

“We were walking the perimeter. I’ll meet you and introduce you to the team, and then you can take me up to your apartment.” 

“Should you enter alone?” 

“It’s important I put away anything that could influence our medium as he does a walk through. I’ve kept the conversation we had between us to allow the crew to remain objective. They only know the bare basics of this case.” 

“Oh. Okay.” Her voice is shaky. 

“Daize. It’s going to be okay. Take a deep breath, and remember you have a whole team of people here working for you. We’re all in this together, okay?” 

“I remember.” Her voice sounded calmer and more confident. The effect that he had on her pleased him. 

“I’m coming around now, which car is yours?”

“You can’t miss it. It’s the aquamarine Mini Cooper.” 

“Of course it is, beach lover.” 

“I’m half Hawaiian, and my father was a pro surfer. It’s in my blood.” He could hear the smile in her voice. 

Mission accomplished. He’d always been good at distraction. As one of five, he’d learned early on it was easier than the more direct approach his eldest brother, Luka, took. “See you in a few.” 

He spotted the car with the starfish along the top of the front window and a mermaid pendant hanging from the rearview mirror. She stepped out of the car warily. 

“Hi, Daize. This is my team ... Brendon and Maria are the ones who started the team. Eric and Scott are our technical gurus and cameramen, Mel and Trisha our are spiritual advisors, and Carl is our medium. Guys, this is Daize.” 

“It’s nice to meet you,” Daize said quietly. 

“I told her we’d go in before you, Carl.” 

Carl nodded his head in understanding. 

“If you’re ready to let us inside of your place now we can get things started,” Micah told her, as he studied the curvy woman who stood a few inches shorter than him at about five foot nine or ten inches. A range of emotions crossed her face before she settled on determination. Her jaw twitched as she squared her shoulders and held her head high. Eyes flashing, she looked like a queen with her high cheekbones adding to her regal bearing. 

“Let’s get this over with.” 

“You heard the lady. Trish, will you join us please?” 

“Yes, sir.” Trish saluted, and Micah mentally rolled his eyes. They were all silently cheering him on. It meant the world, but he had to keep things professional. 

“After you, Daize.” 

She closed and locked her door with the key fob before striding forward into the building. He studied the security measures. It took a code to open the front door. It buzzed when she entered the correct combination and clicked behind them. They walked down the well-lit hall to the third door on the left. The walls were thick, or her neighbors were quiet. Clean wood flooring covered with a runner of light blue carpet with wavy brown lines running through it helped create a peaceful environment. 

A burlap wreath with light blue ribbon, sand dollars, sea stars, and teal ribbon with golden scales held a blue sign with ‘Life’s a Beach’ on it in white writing greeted them. 

“I’m sensing a theme here,” Trish said. 

“I don’t know what you mean, madam,” Daize deadpanned. 

Micah smirked as he gently took the wreath off its hook. “We don’t want Carl to be influenced by anything.” 

Daize unlocked the door and hesitated. He met Trish’s gaze over her head and shook his head slowly. She needed to do this herself. The first step was taking back ownership of her space. Taking a deep breath, Daize stepped across the threshold. A turquoise and light green area rug with a half circle design that mimicked scales and a bright blue sofa brightened up the bland beige carpet and eggshell white walls. Two blue armchairs with white starfish prints were angled on the opposite side of the room with a white cocktail table in the center. Beach themed paintings and photo frames with pictures of family and friends lined the walls. 

“Welcome to mi casa.” She gave a weak smile. 

“We’re going to take down the photos and place them face down on the table if that’s okay?” Trisha said. 

“It’s fine.” The oceanic colors continued in the kitchen on potholders and tea towels that dangled off the handle of the stove. No religious items caught his eye as he moved into her space. 

“Do you want to see the rest of the place?” Daize asked. 

“Yeah, I think Trish has this room taken care of.” Micah followed her into the bathroom. An ombre blue shower curtain and light blue towels and rugs kept the light feeling flowing into the space. Nothing personal jumped out, and we moved to her room. Closed, the bedroom door loomed ahead ominously. 

“Take your time. There’s no rush.” He stood a few feet behind her, allowing her to go at her own pace. She placed a shaking hand on the knob, turned, and pushed it in. The door opened easily. 

“What?” Everything from the wave patterned bedspread to the bottles meticulously lined across the dresser were in their proper place. “This is not how I left it.” 

I’ve heard of ghosts destroying a room while the owner was out but never cleaning it up. She stepped inside and spun around, shaking her head. “I swear I’m not crazy.” 

“Hey, no one said you were,” he assured her. 

“I feel like an idiot.” She covered her face with her hands. 

“Let’s get all your photos taken down and get set up.” 

She dropped her hands and nodded her head. Shoulders slumped, she moved as if she hurt physically. Together, they got the telling items stored away and moved to the living room. 

“Are we all set here?” Micah asked Trish. 

“I think we’re ready for Carl.” 

“Excellent. I’m going to send you and Trish to go grab a coffee and give us about thirty minutes here. When you get back, everything will be set up.” 

“If you think that’s best.” Daize glanced from him to Trish.

Trish placed a gentle hand on her arm. “It is. It lets him work freely and gives you a break from the situation to come back fresh.”

“All right. Let me just change out of my uniform.” 

She walked from the room. 

“What did you find in the bedroom?” Trish asked once the door closed. 

“Absolutely nothing. It was in pristine condition.” She blinked. “I know. It’s unusual. She seemed sound of mind when we spoke, and there’s no history of mental health. I think bringing in Dr. Jay to examine her would add some validity if we need to dig deeper.” 

“I don’t feel unsettled or apprehensive in here, Micah.” 

“Me either.” 

The door opened. Daize emerged in a pair of form-fitting blue jeans, an oversized white cable knit sweater, and knee-high brown boots with fringe. 

“I love those boots,” Trish gushed. 

“Thank you. I’ve never gotten to do fall and winter, so I’m taking advantage of the different clothing options.” 

“I’ll drive. You relax.” Trish sweeps her out the door with easy conversation. She has a knack for people. He’d never been sure if it stemmed from her bubbly personality or her deep involvement in her Christian faith. 

Micah grabbed the walkie-talkie. “Go ahead and send up Carl.” 

Carl walked through the threshold and frowned. “There’s an energy here. This land has seen many lives pass, and their energy lingers.” He stepped through the door. 

“Do you think it’s residual?” Micah asked. 

“A portion of what I’m experiencing is. But, there’s ...” frowning, he continues his walk to the kitchen, “something else. It’s masked, or maybe slumbering is a better way to say it.”

“So, you think there is paranormal activity going on here?” 

“I believe so.” His brow wrinkled. “It’s hard to get a read. It feels like a bad connection. There’s a lot of static. I haven’t experienced that before.” 

“What do you think it means?” 

“It could be crossed signals, too many energies trying to be noticed at once maybe. I’ll need to research it. I’ve never run into anything quite like this.” He moved back into the living room and hummed. “There’s so much here. I wonder if this is a vortex situation.” His eyes took on an unfocused appearance. “So many lives, all different paths.” He slowly walked into the bedroom. “It’s concentrated in here.” He approached the window and frowned, stepping back. Carl cocked his head and closed his eyes. “Perhaps there’s an item, native to the apartment or the building itself that’s collected all this energy.”

“Do you think it’s malicious?” Micah whispered. 

“I can’t say definitively,” Carl answered apologetically. 

“I think we have a base reading. Let’s get everything set up.” 

***
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SEATED ON THE COUCH, Micah watched the monitors via the computer. They’d begun their official investigation at midnight. Three hours later, they had nothing to show. Daize’s sleep had been undisturbed. There were no hits on the motion detector or the 3D Mapping camera. 

“Is this thing hiding or what?” Micah asked quietly. 

“Or what,” Brendon replied. 

“I think we should use the Spirit Box and do some EVP sessions before we wrap. It’s three o’clock. If it was going to speak, it’d be now in the dead of night.” Micah rubbed the back of his neck.

“Let’s put Mel on the EVP, and you can take the voice box. I’ll man the computer,” Brendon suggested. 

Eager to leave the couch, Micah handed over the headphones and stood. 

“Mel. Do you want to do an EVP in the restroom? It’s closer to the bathroom. I’ll do a voice box session in the kitchen.” Seated on the cool tile, Micah turned on the machine—the radio signal’s cycle continuously creating a robotic static. “Is there anything here that wishes to speak to me?” the channels cycled. “If you have something you want to say, now is the time.” He leaned back against the kitchen island. 

“Hungry.” The mechanical voice made him jerked. 

“Did you just say you were hungry?” 

“Hungry.” 

“Is that because I’m in the kitchen?” 

“Below. Hungry.” 

The words chilled him. 

“You’re hungry below?” Was this spirit referring to hell? 

“You’re hungry below?” 

The silence that followed stifled. Had that been a threat? Another twenty minutes without a hit forced him to end the session. 

“Did you get anything, Mel?” Micah asked as he helped pack up the equipment. 

“Starving. Does that make sense to you?” 

“The spirit box said they were hungry below,” Micah admitted. 

“I don’t like the sound of this.” Trish shook her head.

Micah sighed. “The real question we need to answer is what this thing is, and what it’s hungry for. Attention, energy, a soul?”

***
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DAIZE

“I’m glad you finally agreed to come out with us.” Sophie grinned at her. 

Daize smiled down the bar at her other co-workers, Joshua and Stephanie. Hard workers with kind, upbeat attitudes, they were her favorite people to be on a shift with. She’d begged off after work outings, but the thought of going home to an empty house before she talked with Micah didn’t sit right. Since they would not meet until nine, this left her with time to kill. 

“Now that I’m finally settled in, I’ve been exploring the city. I never would’ve found this place by myself though.” She marveled at the atmosphere the Prohibition Bourbon Bar had managed to cultivate. 

“It’s a bit of a well-kept secret. It’s only open Thursday through Sunday from five to eleven, and five to one on the weekends.” Now freed from his work braid, Joshua’s dark brown hair tumbled around his shoulders; the thick locks were enviable. 

Why do men always get the best hair and lashes? 

“We only found it because Josh is a bourbon fanatic,” Stephanie added. The perky, petite blonde with bright blue eyes was anything but a stereotype. Her platinum locks were streaked with purple, and Daize often enjoyed serious conversations about the newest developments in their field with her. The bar was tiny but quaint with its dark wooden bar tops, a dark yellow wall, and matching shelves fully stocked with bottles. Brown cushioned stools and a few tables with woven wooden-backed seats in the smaller space behind them kept the authentic vibe of a 1920s speakeasy. 

“It has the largest collection of bourbon in the world ... over fifteen-hundred types,” Josh said. His hazel-colored eyes lit up, and she smirked. 

“That’s impressive. Too bad I’m more of a scotch girl.” 

“Boo. We’ll convert you,” Josh promised, lifting his glass of dark liquor. 

Daize wrinkled her nose. “You’re welcome to try.” It felt good to be out and focused on normal things, like getting to know the people she worked with better. 

“First drink is on me,” Josh insisted. 

She perused the lengthy menu. “That decision is going to take me a while.” 

Josh laughed. After all she’d been through, a nice stiff drink sounded just about right. She chose a tried but true drink, an Old-fashioned. Bourbon, bitters, sugar, and a splash of water were mixed together with expert precision. The slightly sweet, potent beverage served with a slice of lemon went down smooth. 

“Are you making any plans for Halloween? It’s coming up fast,” Sophie said. 

“I hadn’t put much thought into it. Back home, I’d be going to a Halloween party with friends.”

“We’re doing a ghost tour.” Stephanie gestured between herself and Josh. 

“Here?” 

“In the tri-state area,” Josh replied. 

“Is Cincinnati really that haunted?” she asked, tensing. 

“It’s not a ghost mecca, but with the buildings and land being so old, there are things said to linger. We’ve also got a lot of underground places still in existence.” 

“What do you mean?” Images of tunnels running beneath her apartment complex made her nervous. 

“Well, they started building a subway system in the early twentieth century, and the city ran out of money and scrapped the entire thing but left the start of the project behind. It’s the largest abandoned subway in North America. You can go once a year to view the abandoned tunnels. It attracts plenty of people who want to go down there solo and take photos and what not. But so many of them claim to be chased away by angry spirits. It’s a little too IT for me.” Josh gave an exaggerated shudder. 

“That is creepy but fascinating at the same time. Why would spirits be down there? You say it was never used, right?” 

“Yes, but the rumor is, the real reason the project was abandoned was the spirits in the first place,” Stephanie said. 

“Are you trying to freak me out?” Daize narrowed her eyes, searching for signs that they were pulling her leg. 

“No. If you go to the Cincinnati Museum center, they have a video and books on it. They’re the ones who actually host the tour every year. I’d be afraid of getting lost down there.” Stephanie held up her hand. 

“We also have a past with mobsters. There’s a gangster tour you can take. You know what they say, ‘Live by the gun, die by the gun’. The tour isn’t pitched as haunted, but that level of violence must leave behind an imprint,” Sophie said. 

“I never would’ve guessed that about Cincinnati.” Daize digested the information, wondering if it was a possibility she lived by a site that once saw criminal activity. 

“People always think Chicago or New York, but the mobs were everywhere.” Stephanie gestured with her hands.

“Fair point. I want to hear more.” 

“Oh, now she’s getting into the spirit,” Josh crowed, rubbing his hands together. “The Cincinnati Zoo is the second oldest in the world. So, it shouldn’t be surprising they have a ghost lion.” 

She laughed. “Are you kidding?”

“No. They say he walks through walls,” Josh assured her. 

“I don’t even know what to say to that one. Are there any major things that have happened?” 

“Hmmm. There was an explosion at an artillery factory, but that wasn’t a high body count. Maybe I’d say the old Dunham Tuberculosis hospital. Most people went there to die, and the tunnels probably saw thousands of bodies in the fifty years it was open. They used to call tuberculosis the white death, and by the time most came to the hospital it was already too late to help them.” Stephanie shook her head. 

“Wow. Is it still standing?” 

“No, the tunnels are really all that remain other than a plaque and a stone pillar left from the original building. The Dunham recreation center now stands above the site. Plenty of workers say it’s active, and refuse to set foot in the tunnels underground,” Josh added. 

“Is that anywhere near me?” Daize whispered. 

“Where do you stay again?” Sophie asked. 

“At the Claymore apartments in Clifton Gaslight district.” The thought of the ghosts of people who had spent the end of their lives in pain and torment from a disease with no real cure, and at that time, no treatment to bring comfort disturbed her. 

“Oh, it’s about twenty minutes from you, so not really.” Sophie shook her head. 

She relaxed. “I think I’ll try another bourbon drink,” Daize said. 

They laughed, dispelling the tension that had built up. 

*** 
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“SHOULD I BE WORRIED that you’re plying with me cookies before you give me bad news?” Daize took in the ‘Insomnia Cookies’ in purple above an awning of the same coloring. 

“Why does the half-eaten cookie have a moon background?” Daize asked, intrigued with the late-night cookie theme.  

“Because this place is open until about three a.m. and will deliver warm cookies and milk.” 

“Oh my God. Why didn’t anyone think of this before now?” Daize gushed. 

Micah chuckled. She liked the rich sound. “The best ideas always make you ask that question, don’t they?” He opened the door. “And to answer your question, news delivered with chocolate is always better, and what I have to say isn’t that awful. You just looked like you could use a pick me up.” 

“To say it’s been a rough week would be an understatement. I appreciate your thoughtfulness.” Don’t treat a casual business meeting like a date. It’d been a while since she had a steady beau, and with his dark hair, wicked sense of humor, and kind, brownish-green eyes, Micah was just her type. Wrong place. Wrong everything. I know my house is being haunted, and I’m freaked out, but let’s date doesn’t compute. 

The smell of freshly baked cookies and the mouth-watering arrangement in the plastic case chased away her lingering doldrums. They had the classic snickerdoodle, chocolate chips, and sugar along with more exotic breeds of baked goods like the S’mores. 

“We’re going to need a twelver,” Micah says. 

“A what?” 

“A box of twelve. I like you pretty well, but I draw the line at sharing my favorite cookies fresh from the oven.” 

She laughed. “Good, then we’re on the same page.” 

He grinned roguishly. 

“This time, the food is on me.” 

“I’m never going to object to a beautiful woman buying me dessert.” He winked. 

She glanced away, secretly pleased by his flirting. 

After placing an order for an assortment of cookies and two large milks, they retreated to the bar against the window. Watching the students travel to and from, she enjoyed the flavor of melted marshmallows, chocolate, and graham crackers. Her taste buds sang, and the chocolate soothed her nerves like an old supportive friend. 

“Are you ready to talk now?” Micah asked. 

“As ready as I’m going to be. I’m ready to take my medicine.” 

“There’s something there. Whether its residual energy from an event that happened or an imprint that’s playing on a loop we’re not sure. It could be an item there that a spirit is attached to. We didn’t get any activity other than an EVP, and a few phrases on the spirit box.” 

“Oh.” She sat up straighter. “That’s not what I expected.” 

“Here’s the not so great part. The voice said it was hungry and below. Starving.” 

“What the hell does that mean?” The words formed a hard ball in her stomach. 

“We’re not sure.” 

“Is it ...” she glanced around and leaned in, “from hell?” 

“We don’t believe so—” 

“But you don’t know,” she finished. 

He nodded. “One thing I won’t do is lie to you. We’re researching the land your building sits own, the surrounding area, and making a plan for another session. We want to search for any particular hotspots for paranormal activity.” 

“Why didn’t it do anything while you were there?” 

“It might’ve been exhausted from the big display.” 

“Or hiding.” 

“That is another possibility. Carl did detect a presence. We’re not going to call the case solved and walk away until we’re confident we’ve done all we can, and you’re going to be fine on your own.” 

She exhaled slowly. “So, we set up another session?” 

“Yes.” 

“And in the meantime?” 

“You have my cell phone. You can call me anytime if you have a problem or feel unsafe. If you have a religious item that gives you comfort, I’d suggest keeping it close, and drawing from your faith.” 

“I have a cross that used to belong to my maternal grandmother.” 

“I’d wear it.” 

“Do you think it’s dangerous?” 

“We can’t say. So far, the goal has appeared to be grabbing your attention. Perhaps this is why it cleaned up. It’s speculation of course. For now, it’s all we have to go by.” 

“I can’t say I love the odds.” 

“I know. I wish I could give you better. Unfortunately, a case is like a puzzle with lost pieces. It takes time to gather them all and figure out how they fit together.” 

“Logically I understand that. I’m just ...” 

“Scared? It’s okay. Would having me go home with you tonight and staying for a while make you feel better?” 

“Is that what you do?” 

“It’s what I choose to do for you. If you’d like me to.” 

Setting aside her pride, she studied the man beside her. This felt like an off-the-record offer. Did he feel the same pull she did? Pride would have her alone in the house terrified and unable to rest. A smart woman knew when to ask for help. 

“Please.” 

“Let’s finish up here, and I’ll follow you home.” 

The once delectable chocolate chip cookie now tasted like sawdust. She washed the cardboard down with the remainder of her milk and stood. He placed a hand on the small of her back and steered her out the front door. Drinking in the protective vibe he cast, she allowed herself to lean on him for strength as they walked the sidewalk to the parking garage. She unlocked the car door, and he opened it, waiting until she was inside to close it and pat the wood. The intimacy was water after a trek through the desert. 

The small things—like touch, conversation, and the expression of care—were things she took for granted back home. Surrounded by loved ones, she lost sight of the little things that made life as a whole great. Here, forced to navigate a new world along with a threat looming over her head, she felt extremely isolated and bereft. Adrift on the ocean of life without a paddle, her character was being called into question. Her father came from a proud race of people descended from ancient warriors. Being strong meant much more than physical strength. This was her chance to prove their blood flowed through her veins. 

Renewed by the short ride and reaffirmation of who she was and where she came from, she pulled into the parking lot prepared to go back into the fray with Micah as her backup. Kahles didn’t back down easily. How else could her father charge the big waves knowing the harm they could impart? Broken bones, concussions, and tight budgets never threw him off his goal. His determination and passion inspired her to reach for her own dreams. It had been years of putting work first as she tried to make a name for herself. This paranormal activity was not allowed to ruin that. 

This is my time. The stone castle became a wave to charge. 

Micah stepped up beside her. “You good?” 

“Yeah, I forgot for a minute.” 

“Forgot what?” he asked. 

“Who I was. The fear infiltrated and broke me down. Being here alone and unsettled left me vulnerable. That’s over now.”  

“You speak as if you’re going to war.” 

“Aren’t I?” she whispered.

He inclined his head. “You might have a point there.” 

They began the short walk and entered the quiet building. Holding her head high, she unlocked her front door and stepped inside. The house was quiet and peaceful. No sense of impending doom registered on her radar, and everything appeared to be in its proper place. She locked the door behind him. “Let’s look around.” 

“Ladies first.” He gestured forward. He let her take the lead, and she respected him for it. Taking back her power and control helped distance her from the mini-meltdown she’d had in the face of the unknown. Removing her boots at the door, she padded through the living room to the kitchen and down the hall. The door was open just as she’d left it that morning. 

“It looks good.” 

“Why don’t I do some poking around while you go about your nightly routine?” 

“Are you concerned, or curious about what my pajamas look like?”

Micah snickered. “Can’t I be both?” 

“Smart answer. Please make yourself at home. There’s plenty to eat and drink in the kitchen. I won’t be long.” 

“Take your time. I cleared the evening for you.” 

The sincerity had her heart beating faster. He had an intensity that left her speechless as his eyes bore into her own. 

“Thank you.” 

“Mhmm.” 

He went back to the living room, and she gathered her things and moved into the full bathroom connected to her room. Stripping down, she tossed her clothing into the wicker basket in the corner and turned on the water. Stepping underneath the warm spray, she grabbed her coconut scented body wash, placed it on her pastel blue scrubbing ball, and lathered it up. Washing away the grime of the day, she felt her muscles relax beneath the heated spray. 

Feeling clean, she stuck her head beneath the spray and used the Aragon oil infused shampoo. She had her father’s defined curl, but her hair drank conditioner like her mother’s coarse 4C hair pattern. Massaging her scalp, she rotated her shoulders and moved onto the deep conditioner. After she combed through the curls carefully, she gave them a final rinse.

She stilled. Suddenly she didn’t feel alone in the room. Quickly working the conditioner out of her hair, she jerked back when the shower curtain moved inward. The impression of a hand made her scream. The shower curtain shook violently. 

“Daize,” Micah yelled over the sound of the running shower, “I’m here.” He jiggled the door she hadn’t locked, and she fumbled with the shower knob. Her slippery hands were clumsy. It took two tries before she could get it right. 

“Leave me alone,” she screamed. The curtain stilled. Not waiting for the ghost to strike again, she stumbled out of the basin, grabbed a large, fluffy towel, and wrapped it around her body.

Micah stumbled through the door, righting himself as he gripped her upper arms. “Are you all right? What happened?” 

“I saw a hand pushing up against the curtain. I cried out, and the entire curtain started to shake.” 

“Jesus,” Micah whispered. 

“What?” She spun around and glimpsed the mirror. Written in the condensation was: We wait below. 

“Get dressed and pack a few things. You’re not staying here tonight.” 

“Then where should I stay?” 

“With me. My brother just moved out with his fiancée, so I have a spare room in my condo.” 

“I couldn’t impose.” 

“I wouldn’t ask if I didn’t want you there, Daize.” 

She clamped her mouth closed. “Give me ten minutes.” 

“Make it five.” He glanced around warily as they backed into the bedroom. 

“I’ll wait beside the door. Keep it open.” 

“Yeah.” The minute he disappeared through the frame, she swiftly towel-dried, threw on a pair of underwear, a bra, and gray sweats with a white T-shirt and a San Diego hoodie. Pulling on socks, she grabbed enough clean clothes for a week, shoved them into an oversized beach tote, and rushed out. 

“I’m ready.” She grabbed her purse, bundled up in her peacoat, and followed him out of the house. Remaining silent until they escaped the building, she let out a sigh of relief. “What just happened?” 

“Honestly, I have no clue. Nothing happened in the living room. It’s focused on you, and that worries me. We need to do a cleansing ritual and do a more detailed investigation. You can stay with me as long as you need to. But you aren’t going to stay in that house until we figure this out.”

“I’m not going to?” She placed a hand on her hip. 

“If that’s a demon, I won’t have anything on my conscience.” 

“I won’t be a burden. You can do your job just fine with me in a hotel. You saw me at my worst last week. I’m not that girl who needs saving.”

“I didn’t think you were. I only want to see you safe.” He held his hands up. 

“I can tell you’re used to taking the lead in your life. I don’t operate well that way.” 

He took a step closer. “How do you operate best?” 

She could feel the heat from his body seeping into her. His minty breath caressed her face. Her mouth dried out like a sea star in hot weather. The gold flecks in his green eyes warmed her from the inside out. Lost in the tractor beam of his gaze, she swayed toward him. 

“When I’m asked nicely and respectfully.” 

“Please come home with me until we figure this out.” 

“Why, Micah?” she whispered breathlessly. 

“Because this is about more than a case, Daize.” 

“What’s that?” 

He smirked. “Are you going to make me say it?” 

“Yeah. I’m going to need you to do that.” 

“I’m interested in more than keeping you safe, Daize. I tried to ignore the chemistry between us, keep things professional and separated. But I don’t act the way I should when I’m with you. I want to be more than your paranormal investigator.” 

“You don’t even know me.” Her brow furrowed as she shook her head.

“Yet. What I’m saying is I’d like to get to know you. I keep the people I care about safe. My brothers and I run a company together, so I’m used to giving orders and being listened to. I can come off as heavy-handed. It’s not my intention, and I apologize.” 

She wanted to deny his words. But the connection she’d formed with him was potent. For the first time in months, she no longer felt all alone in her new hometown. It was fast, unexpected, and completely inconvenient. None of it mattered.

“I want that, too. Apology accepted.” 

They smiled at one another. “Let’s get out of here.” He took the bag from her. “I got this.” She relinquished control, holding onto the happiness she’d discovered in the midst of turmoil. 
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Chapter Three
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Micah 

“What did you say your occupation was again?” Daize asked as they walked into the gray building. 

He knew the question would come up. The luxury condominium complex placed him at a certain tax bracket. He flipped on the light. She paused in the foyer. “You have a spiral staircase.” 

“Yeah. It was one of the major selling points for my brother and me. Well, Asher. I have three brothers all together. I’m part-owner of Davenport Chocolates with my four siblings.” 

“People here in Cincinnati must have one hell of a sweet tooth.” Her dry tone made him laugh out loud. 

“Well, it’s an old, established family business. Our ancestors put in the hard work. We’ve maintained and built on what they started.” 

“I like the way you acknowledge those who came before you. My dad’s Hawaiian and respecting, honoring, and remembering our ancestors and our history is a huge part of his culture.” 

“Without them, I’m not sure what my family would be doing. My siblings and I all work there in some capacity. We uh ... inherited it when our parents died unexpectedly.” He shoved his hands in his pockets. Deep down where he could almost hide it from himself, that lost boy looking for signs that his parents lingered who felt excitement about the activity in her apartment. Unlike all the other cases he participated on, this had real interaction with an intelligent spirit. What would it reveal to them? Could this be the incident that helped him achieve the peace he’d worked so hard for? 

His siblings had all moved on. He alone remained trapped behind, worried about where his parents had actually gone. At times, he thought he could feel them near. 

“How about I show you your room?” 

“That would be perfect.” 

“It’s up the spiral staircase.” He wiggled his eyebrows, and she laughed. 

He led her up the stairs to the light blue bedroom with a queen-sized bed and a dresser. 

“I know it’s a bit barren. My brother just cleared out not too long ago.” 

She shook her head. “It’s everything I need.” 

He pointed to the door on the far side of her room. “There’s a bathroom right through that door, and I’m at the end of the hall if you need anything.” 

“Are you going to sleep?” she asked carefully.

“It’s nearly midnight, and you have work in the morning, right?” He studied her face. On the outside, she seemed calm, but there was something off in her voice. 

“I do, but there’s no way I can sleep right now.” 

He was burning the midnight oil and pulling double duty between work and the CPI. She fixed her brown eyes on him, and he couldn’t conceive of letting her down. “I tell you what ... how about you settle in here, and meet me downstairs when you’re ready? We’ll binge watch a show on Netflix and eat popcorn until we grow tired.” 

She gifted him with a weak smile. “Sounds good.” A shade of her usual self, her eyes didn’t reflect her usual joy. Her lackluster response pained him. The poor woman probably had yet to process what she’d experienced. Eager to ease her mind, he moved downstairs, popped two bags of popcorn, and opted for Harry Potter and The Sorcerer’s Stone. They could all use a little good triumphing over evil. 

“Oh, a man after my own heart. Are you a fellow Potter head?” she asked as she walked in clad in black and white flannel pajama pants and a matching button down top

“I am. Moment of truth. What’s your house?” 

“Oh no, I’m not going to give it away.” Plopping onto the sofa beside him, she turned her body toward his. “Guess.” 

“Let’s see. Smart, kind, and beautiful with a nice sense of humor. Brave and strong. Are you a lioness or a dark bird who’s too smart for its own good? I’m leaning toward Ravenclaw, given your profession.” 

“Well played, sir. Now it’s my turn. Tall, dark, intense, and successful. Protective, and knowledgeable. I see the spark of ambition inside of you. Slytherin.” 

He blinked. “Most people never guess correctly.” 

“I’m not most people.” She grabbed one of the bowls of popcorn and moved closer to him on the couch. 

No, you’re not. 

“It’s so different watching it when you know all he’ll go through. He’s so young when the movies start, but not innocent. He’s already seen too much for that.”

“It’s a sad story in many ways. In the end, I like to believe he found true happiness, but after all he’d gone through, you know he could never regain all he’d lost. The last book was brutal.” 

“We said good-bye to so many! I won’t lie. I ended up a sobbing mess.” 

“Well, no tears tonight.” He reached an arm around her shoulders, and she pressed up against his side. She rested her head on his shoulder. Frizzy curls tickled his nose. Determined not to move, he endured it to gain the closeness. She smelled like tropical fruit, and her warm weight was welcome against him. He bent down and slowly inhaled, filling his lungs with her scent. 

“Are we going to ignore what happened in my apartment?” she asked suddenly. 

“For tonight? Yes. There’s nothing we can do, and I think we both need to recharge. Real life doesn’t stop because the paranormal is at work.”

“Ain’t that the truth. I feel like I’m living on a few stolen hours of sleep every night.” She rubbed her forehead with her palm.

“I don’t want to keep you up.” He moved his arm, and she grabbed his hand. 

“No. Stay, please. I ... I like having you beside me.” 

“Are you ready to talk about it?” He wanted to be a sounding board if she needed it, without pushing her. 

“Having it just appear in the shower like that violated my privacy. If they can show up there, what’s to stop them from showing up anywhere at any time? I feel paranoid.” The anger in her voice pained him. She expected so much of herself. “I can’t stop looking over my shoulder and turning my head because I think I see a shadow out of the corner of my eye.” 

“That’s all normal. You just went through another traumatic event. Both were unexpected. It’s okay to react and process.” 

“You’re shrink talking me.” She frowned. 

“I’m logically walking you through,” he contradicted.

“And yet, you remained unmoved.” She gestured toward him with a sweeping motion.

Unable to let her believe she was alone, he let down his walls. “I’m not. I have a million different thoughts running through my head all the time. The pressure to do right by my family and my team is a constant struggle. Above all else, I fear failure. There are many people constantly counting on me, and I want to do right by all of them. The ghosts that haunt us aren’t always an outside fixture. We torture ourselves fine without outside influences.”  

“Seems like we could both use a distraction.”

He winked. “That’s what the movie was for, pretty lady.” 

She leaned in and batted her lashes comically. “What else could a boy and girl do for a little distraction?” 

“Why don’t I show you?” He leaned in, holding her eye contact as their lips brushed. Her pupils dilated, and her lips parted with a sigh. He brushed her lips again and hovered millimeters from the delectable pink mouth he wanted to devour. “Do you want that, Daize?” She swallowed. He forced himself to wait for her response. She’d lost enough control. This needed to be on her command. 

“Only if you make it worth my while.” Her sassy response made him chuckle. 

“I must warn you, I take challenges very seriously, and I always play to win.” He cupped the back of her neck and slipped his tongue between her parted lips. She tasted like butter from the popcorn and possibilities for the future. Humming, she stroked her tongue alongside his. They sparred. Parry, thrust, and advance. They fought a silent battle for control. Giving and taking, he explored her mouth as he massaged her neck. She tilted her head back and moaned as he found a knot and worked it loose. Kissing his way down her throat, he nipped gently at her skin. She pressed closer, and speared her fingers in his hair, caressing his scalp with her perfectly manicured nails. A shiver ran down his spine.

He pulled away, breathing hard, and rested his forehead against hers. “It’s late, and our emotions are still running high. I don’t want to move too fast and screw this up. I have a habit of leaping before I look. Not this time.” His relationships tended to burn hot until they were exhausted and he and the girl in question drifted apart. What he sensed from Daize was worth protecting. 

She breathed heavily. “Y-you’re right.” Her voice sounded smaller and uncertain.

He cupped her face. “It’s not for lack of want.” He glanced at the clock. Two a.m.  

She yawned. “Oh, excuse me.” 

“It’s getting late, and we both have work in the morning. You won’t hurt my feelings if you want to crash.”

“You know, I might be able to sleep now. Thank you for the distraction.” She smiled.

“The pleasure was all mine.” 

She stood. “Aren’t you turning in, too?” 

“I want to update the team and make a few notes for research purposes first. I’ll be right behind you. Please help yourself to anything in the kitchen. There are towels in the linen closet along with spare toothbrushes. My siblings crash here all the time, so I keep it stocked.” 

“You sound close. It must be nice.” 

“It’s a double-edged sword. But I wouldn’t trade them for the world.” 

“Good night, Micah.” 

“Night.” He watched her walk out of the room and waited until she disappeared before he stood and began to gather sage incense. Lighting it around the home, he prayed the spirit haunting her was attached to the property and not the woman. While she slept, he keep watch until the witching hour passed and prayed he hadn’t invited anything sinister into his home. 
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“YOU SEEM DISTRACTED today. What’s going on with you?” Luka leaned against the table in the breakroom, facing him. It was just like his eldest brother to corner him and hit him with the tough questions. Despite the fact that they were all grown, he continued to act as their pseudo father. 

Micah glanced up at his older brother and sighed. Lying felt wrong. He considered his words as he added sugar and creamer to the late day boost of caffeine they were consuming in the breakroom. 

“I’m working on my lead first case. They’re letting me take the lead and direct the team. It’s awesome, but this case is tricky. There’s a lot of activity occurring, and we’ve yet to figure out why.”

“I know you want to prove yourself, but you can’t help others if you don’t take better care of yourself. The dark circles aren’t a good look. You appear to be doing your best impression of a freshman in the throes of their first round of finals.” 

“I feel like it. The stakes are the highest they’ve ever been.” 

Luka frowned. “Because it’s your first case?” 

Micah shook his head. “Yes and no.” 

“How can it be both?” 

Micah cleared his throat. “I met a woman.”

Luka’s eyes widened. “Wait. We’re going to need to take a seat for this.” They walked to a table in the corner beside the window. “What does one have to do with the other? Why am I just now hearing about this?” 

“That’s where things get complicated. Daize is our current client. I know it sounds fishy, but you don’t let a woman like this get away. She’s beautiful. Her father’s from Hawaii and her mother is African American, giving her a beautiful golden complexion, fat, glossy black curls, and huge brown eyes I swear see through you. More than her looks, though ... she’s smart, funny, and driven. Her passion for marine biology is inspiring. She moved here from San Diego to take her dream job.” 

“You’re skating on very thin ethical ice, little brother,” Luka cautioned gently. 

“I know. We’ve tried to ignore it. It didn’t take. I’ve been taking it slow and following her cues.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “I’m not proud of myself. It’s likely the team won’t approve, but we feel how we feel. No one’s being hurt or taken advantage of.” 

“Are you defending yourself to me?” Luka inquired. 

“Shouldn’t I be?” Micah asked quietly. 

“Life happens. All we can do is respond. I’ll be honest, I’m relieved.” 

“You are?” Micah asked, shocked. 

“For the past year, you’ve thrown yourself into ghost hunting. It’s become an obsession that overtook every other aspect of your life. Even when you’re here at work, I feel like you count down the moments until you can join your new family.” 

“I’m sorry if I made you feel that way. The family comes first. My marriage to Olive and the impending birth of our first child don’t change that. I do hope you know that.” 

“I do. For so long, all we’ve had was each other. Our world is broadening. Marriages, babies, new friends, and interests are changing our dynamics. It’s a blessing that came with unexpected growing pains. I know working with the team fulfills an empty place inside of you. I don’t understand it, but I respect that. All I ask, is you don’t forget to live and remember the other people in your life. It seems like Daize snapped you out of that.” 

“I won’t forget.” This case felt like the final boss in a video game. His gut told him this was the investigation he’d been waiting for. 

“Good. Be careful how you proceed. If it goes sideways, it could ruin the reputation in the field you’ve worked so hard to develop a good reputation in and kill any chances of your relationship prospects. When you get a chance, I want to meet the woman who returned my brother to the land of the living.” 

“I didn’t realize how much I’d pulled away from everyone. It felt like you were all pairing up, so I had to focus on my own thing.” Micah paused. The subject of their parents wasn’t taboo, but it didn’t come up often. The untimely loss of a loved one wasn’t a wound that fully healed. It became less irritated, but remained prone to flare-ups, and altered you indefinitely. “When Mom and Dad died, the thing that bothered me most was the unknown factors. I wanted to know where they were, if they were happy, and if they could see us. I never felt able to let go and move forward with those questions plaguing me.” He felt guilty and relieved purging the truth he’d kept hidden from Luka. With everything he’d taken on after his parent’s death, he never wanted to add to his worries. 

“That’s why you suddenly got really into the supernatural,” Luka whispered. 

Micah nodded. “I want to believe in everything we’ve been taught in church, but like a doubting Thomas, I need to touch the wounds. Leaving their fate up to wishful thinking never sat well with me.”

“I had no clue you felt that way.” 

“Only Asher did.” Micah shrugged. The closest to him in age, and his one-time roommate at the condominium, Asher was his go to confidant pretty much his entire life.  “We all dealt with it in our way. This was mine.” 

“How can I help?” Luka asked. 

The corners of Micah’s lips curved up. “You already are by listening to me.” 

“Of course. I’m glad you shared this with me. It’s helped me understand you a lot better.” 

“I’ve seen things that prove there’s more after we die. I no longer doubt that. Yet, I still wait. For what, I’m not sure.” He snickered. “I sound crazy, don’t I?” 

“No. You sound like a man living on faith. The very thing you believe you don’t have enough of is guiding your every step. Trust your gut and see where this journey takes you. You’re past due for peace where our parents are concerned.” Luka’s words were encouraging. “What’s your next move?” 

“I’m meeting with the team later tonight after hitting the public library to research the Claymore apartments and land surrounding it. Daize will try to meet me once she gets off work. She’s staying with me in the spare bedroom.” He mumbled the last line. 

“Umm. How did that happen?” Luka asked. 

Micah launched into a re-telling of the haunting. 

Luka whistled. “That scenario is straight out of a horror movie.” 

“It’s the most activity I’ve ever experienced personally.” 

“And how does it make you feel?” He leaned closer. “Is it what you expected?”

“I think right now I’m still processing. It’s funny how we wait for things to happen, and when they do, we’re never ready.” He pushed his chair back and stood. The coffee break had run long enough. 

“I don’t know, bro. I believe you, and I’m still having a hard time accepting your story as fact.”

“I have to get this case solved, so I can court Daize properly.” 

“Court? Oh, little brother, you have it bad.” Luka nudged Micah with his elbow and the mood lifted. He felt better for the telling. 
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DAIZE 

“The entity has never tried to harm you. It’s startled you and worked damn hard to get your attention. Maybe all it wants to do is be heard,” Micah suggested.

“They couldn’t be nicer?” Daize quipped. 

“We don’t know how long they’ve been trying to be heard. It takes a lot for them to gain enough energy to do anything. Maybe you’re the first person sensitive enough to really notice them,” Carl explained. 

“I’ve never thought of myself as particularly sensitive.” 

“Are you intuitive?” Mel’s multi-colored hair had been gathered in an elaborate braid that hung down her back and contrasted with the black T-shirt she’d paired with skinny jeans. 

“Maybe?” Daize said skeptically. 

“Do you get feelings that turn out to be true?” Mel asked.

“Yes.” She nodded. She often creeped her friends out with her uncanny ability to know things. Her gut had saved her a million times over. 

“Being sensitive doesn’t always mean seeing dead people. It’s a matter of being open and tapping into more than what we see,” Mel explained.

“Why me, though?” Daize asked, exhausted.

“From the research we did earlier, I may have come up with a theory.” Micah sighed. “Bear with me. Cincinnati was a bit of a catchall. We had a ton of immigrants who came and made a living here. We also had a lot of freed African Americans.”

“You think they’re black, and so they relate to me?” she asked slowly. 

“It’s not a bad thought. Maybe the other people who lived here before frightened them. If they were from that time, it’s quite possible they would remain silent and hidden for their own protection. Spirits don’t experience the passage of time the way we do. They don’t understand things have changed. It’s part of why they’re often confused by people living in what they still believe is their space,” Trish said. 

“So, what do I need to do?” Daize placed a hand on her chest. 

“We figure out what it is they’re trying to tell us, and once the message is received, things might end,” Micah answered. 

“Might?” Daize said sharply.

“It’s not an exact science. We talked about this.” Micah’s voice was soft. 

“I know. I’m just ...” She exhaled. “I’m tired, and I want my home back.” 

“We want the same thing for you,” Trish promised. 

“The plan is to have you try to communicate with them. They respond to you.” Micah shrugged. 

“Yeah, too much,” Daize mumbled. 

“Are you up for it?” Mel implored.

“I have to be. Tell me what you want me to do.” 

“We’re going to try to have you do an EVP session. Micah will be with you the entire time. You won’t be alone after what happened to you the last time.” 

The words eased the tension in her back. “What if we’re wrong?” 

“About what?” Mel asked. 

“What if it does mean me harm?” Her throat tightened. 

“We’ll be doing a house blessing. We’ll be honest. With a blessing, it could get worse before it gets better. If you do have a malevolent force.” 

“Worse?” 

“As far as hauntings, this one has been mild. You haven’t been scratched, pushed, hit, or given nightmares,” Trish said softly. 

Daize covered her face. “Jesus.”

“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. We have no reason to think it’ll go that way,” Scott reminded her. 

“Are we ready to start?” Micah asked. 

Eric looked up from the computer and nodded. “Cameras are set up and ready to record when you give the go ahead.” 

“I’m ready,” Daize whispered. 

“Let’s go over what to ask.” For the next ten minutes, Micah coached her. 

Full of new information, she was ushered into her room. She longed to twine their fingers and take comfort from him, but she knew better. They turned off the lights and sat cross-legged on the floor. Hitting the record button, she spoke. “Who are you?” She glanced around the room, hyper-aware of the temperature and silence. They would not catch her unaware again. She paused for six seconds between questions to leave time for a response. “Do you mean harm?” The hair on the back of her neck stood on end. The room began to feel as if it were filling up. Her heart rate spiked as her chest grew tight. “What do you want?” 

The feeling of eyes on her, forced her to turn around. Her jaw dropped as a misty figure clad in a long gown with an apron appeared. 

“D-Do you see this?” she whispered 

“Yes,” Micah replied equally as quiet. 

She moved to stand and found herself glued to the ground. Her eyes blurred. “I can’t move.” 

“Me either.” 

The figure glided closer and closer. The bottom half was misty, but the top half was semi-solid. The African American woman looked sad. She didn’t feel threatening. Still, panic rose through the roof. Breathing became more difficult. The ghostly hand reached out and touched her forehead with two fingers. Her body jerked, and the room faded around her. 

She watched in the distance as African American men and women in homespun clothing walked slowly toward a large hole. Among the brown-skinned people, she spotted Caucasians dressed in various outfits she didn’t recognize. The ground shook and splintered. Dirt crumbled into a gaping hole formed in the earth. The people withered before her eyes. Bones protruded from the gray skin. Eyes bulged. The decay increased as flesh gave way and left rotting skeletons that pitched themselves into the chasm. 

“Below.” 

She spun to her left. A skeletal hand latched onto her wrist. She screamed. 

“Daize.”

She blinked and found herself peering up a concerned Mel. “What happened?” 

“You tell us. You and Micah just keeled over.” 

“Micah.” She moved to sit up, and Mel pushed her back down. “Not yet. He’s fine. He’s coming around the same as you. What the hell happened?” 

“You didn’t see the apparition?” 

“No,” Mel whispered. 

“Someone roll back the footage,” Brendon barked. 

“S-She touched me, and it was like I was pulled into the past. I was in a field, and there were all these people, marching in a line. An earthquake split the ground open, and they moved toward the hole. They started to look sickly, growing thinner until they literally began to rot.” She winced at the vivid memory. 

“Were they all African Americans? I didn’t find anything that mentioned a massacre,” a voice said from behind her. 

“Not all of them, but most.” 

“They were immigrants,” Micah croaked. 

“A mass grave. Holy shit. I think we found another potter’s field.” 

“Harry Potter, what?” Daize mumbled. 

“If that’s the case, no blessing will help. They need to be acknowledged and laid to rest,” another person said. 

“Does anyone want to clue me in on what the hell is going on?” Daize rose, propping herself up on her elbows. 

“A potter’s field is a burial ground for paupers and strangers. Back in those times, African Americans may have been free, but many saw them as less than human. Therefore, they weren’t allowed to be buried in cemeteries.” 

“That’s horrific. Why aren’t we taught this in class?” 

“Because people like to pretty up history as much as possible,” Maria said vehemently. 

“They’ve found a number of potter’s graves around the downtown area. I don’t know why we didn’t think of it.” 

“Because our heads don’t usually go to mass graves,” Micah mumbled. 

“Are you okay?” I glanced over to see him sprawled on the couch. 

He nodded his head. “We need a machine that can look through layers and get proof.” 

I’m never going to get my home back. Daize flopped back down on the couch and inhaled. 

“What do I do in the meantime?” Daize asked, interrupting their excited chatter. 

“You can’t stay here. I know you’re tired of living out of a bag, but we can’t predict how the spirits will respond. We know they can touch you, and the whole dreaming while awake thing concerns me,” Micah said. The lack of warmth in his tone made her wary. Was he really good at acting in front of others, or had he gotten what he was after—an answer to a haunting, and a more intriguing case? Did I trust this man too quickly? Her head spun with unanswered questions and uncertainty. She liked her world with a fair amount of order. With everything turned upside down, she lost the center that allowed her to go with the flow. 

Her muscles were tight, her head was so full it felt like she had cotton between her ears, and her emotions were all over the place. She was saddened by the way the deceased had been discarded like refuse, and angry that they choose to make her suffer for it. Lost in the buzz of excitement sweeping through the room, she felt normalcy slipping further and further away. 
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EXHAUSTED, SHE STUDIED Micah. He’d been odd since they returned home. The take-away dinner from Panera was ingested in a strange silence. 

“Are you okay?” 

“Huh?” Micah glanced up. “Yeah. Just a lot on my mind.” 

“Yeah. Do you want to talk about what you saw?” 

“No,” he barked. She jerked. “I’m sorry, Daize. I guess I’m still spooked,” he admitted bashfully. 

“I get it.” She forced a smile. His answer sounded disingenuous. Suddenly uneasy, she stood. “I’m going to get ready for bed, and then crash. I feel a headache trying to come on, and I need to function at work tomorrow.” 

“Do you need anything?”

“You’ve done plenty.” 

He arched his eyebrow. Had her irritation slipped out? Good. She turned from him, refusing to look back as she climbed the staircase. Let him ponder on why she was acting differently. 
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Chapter Four
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Micah 

The scent of feces and sow seared his nostrils. Holding his hand up to his nose, he swallowed back the bile that threatened to rise as his stomach protested. Knowing Cincinnati was once the pig capital, and smelling it were two completely different experiences. The sun sank low in the sky as the squealing pigs were marched through the streets beside the empty field. Men and women marched two by two across the landscape. Smoke drifted out of the hole thirty feet away. He opened his mouth to scream a warning. No sound emitted. 

Regardless, the couple at the beginning of the line halted. They turned toward him and stared. The anger darkening their eyes forced him to take a step back. He pivoted on his heels and ran, pumping his arms and legs. The ground shook with the stampeding of feet. He glanced over his shoulder and cried out. They gave chase like zombies who caught the scent of flesh. His lungs burned, and his heart threatened to crack his ribcage as it beat double time in his chest. Beads of sweat rolled down his back and forehead, stinging his eyes. 

The molten sun threatened to broil him alive. His strength began to flag from running full out. The gang behind him remained relentless. A sob rose in his throat. They saw him as the enemy. One who had oppressed, owned, and disrespected them. He could feel their breath on his neck. Hands grabbed at his shirt. Fingernails dug into his flesh. Fighting against the hold, he kicked and flailed. More hands held his arms and legs down. Hoisted into the air, he was hauled back toward the ominous hole spewing smoke. 

He opened his mouth in a silent scream. A brilliant light blinded him. He squeezed his eye shut. The hands disappeared. 

“You’re okay now, son.” 

“Dad?” He rubbed his watering eyes and glanced at the man he missed every day. 

“We wouldn’t let anyone hurt you, Micah.” His mother stood beside him all dressed in white. Her hand caressed his face. 

“Mom.” 

His dad offered his hand, and he took it. Pulled to his feet, he glanced back and forth at his parents. They exuded peace and joy. 

“We know you’ve been looking for us, son. We wanted to come to you sooner, but it wasn’t time yet,” his father said. 

“A-Are you really here?” Micah’s voice cracked.

“We’ve always been here. Now you’re finally able to see us,” his mother said softly. 

“And you’re okay?” he whispered.

“Yes, baby. We are with the loved ones who came before us. Death is nothing to be afraid of. It’s simply the next stage in evolution.” His mother glanced over his shoulder. “Our time is almost up. I love you.” She held him close, and he was flooded with the floral scent she’d always worn. 

“I know you’re wondering if this is real. It is, son, we’ll send you a sign, and you’ll know.” He hugged his father and wept unashamedly. 

The blaring alarm startled him awake. The dream had been a replica of what occurred after he blacked out in the Claymore apartments. The experience had shaken him. He couldn’t talk to anyone about it until he knew if it was reality or a trick the ghosts were playing to prey on his weakness. He swung his legs over the side of his bed and forced his body to rise. They were trying to get their hands on a Ground Scanner.

Once they had proof, they could go to the church and see about having a holy man come in to try to move them on. It could be tricky. With so many different ethnicities there, they might not all recognize the priest’s authority. Carl was great for smaller jobs, but one this magnitude needed a person who acted like a bigger amplifier. No wonder Carl had static, there were probably too many trying to come through at once. He scratched his chest as he meditated on the dream, picking it apart, and padded to the shower. 

The hot water beaded down on his skin and he bowed his head. How could he go to work and face his siblings with this memory so fresh in his mind? It’d be like opening a fresh wound. It’d been so long since he saw his parents in person. He’d forgotten the nuances. The sound of their voice, the way they smelled, and how it felt to receive one of their hugs. He rested his head against the side of the shower stall. What happened when you finally received the one thing you’d been striving to get and didn’t know how to deal with it? 

He stepped out of the shower woodenly, dried off, and padded into his room. Standing in front of his closet he scowled at the suits. I’m not going in. Blessed respite filled him. He made the phone call to H.R. They’d be just fine without him. He texted Asher. 

Micah: Hey, I’m taking a mental health day. I’m exhausted, and I need downtime. 

Asher: All right. Thanks for the heads-up. We got things covered here. 

Moving to his drawer, he slid on his favorite pair of sweatpants, a white T-shirt, dark denim, and an oversized gray cable knit sweater. Barefoot, he walked into the living room and found Daize clad in pajamas on the couch with a mug of coffee.

“Did you call in today, too?” he asked. 

She rested her mug onto a coaster on the end table beside her. “Is that going to be a problem?” she asked sassily. 

The vehemence in her voice shocked him. “No. Not at all.” 

“Oh, you’ve decided to play nice today?” She crossed her arms and narrowed her gaze.

“I can tell I’ve upset you. I don’t know what I did, but I apologize.” Weighed down by the burden of his lingering dreams, he spoke frankly. 

“Is this your thing, running hot and cold?” 

“What are you talking about?” He struggled to follow her reasoning.

“It’s my fault for looking to a stranger for support.” 

Rushing forward, he knelt in front of her. “Please, tell me what happened.” 

“Yesterday you were icy to me. It was like I ceased to exist. I didn’t recognize the man you became. Even once we came home, you were distant and dismissive. It was unlike you. Then I realized, maybe it wasn’t. I fooled myself into thinking we had this incredible connection, but I know so little about you.” 

He cringed mentally. “No, you weren’t wrong.” 

She uncrossed her arms. “Make me understand what happened then.” 

“My experience in the between was different than yours.” 

“What?” She scooted to the edge of the couch. 

“The people attacked me. They were going to throw me in the hole when my parents showed up.” 

“Oh, my God.” 

“It screwed with my head. I didn’t want to tell anyone because I wasn’t sure if it was my subconscious at work, reality, or the ghost preying on my weakness. I thought I was faking it pretty good. I’m sorry I left you out there on your own.” 

“Yeah, well I get it now. Communication. It’s an important part of a relationship.” 

“Relationship?” He grinned.

“I never said it was romantic,” Daize countered. 

He chuckled. “Can we shelve all this paranormal stuff, and just have a day for us?” 

“Can we?” she challenged. 

“I promise I’ll make it worth your while and make up for my mishap last night.” 

“That’s a tall order,” she said, not giving him an inch. 

“I can deliver it,” he vowed.

“We’ll see.” She refused to give an inch. He respected that. The things worth having were ones you had to work hard for. 

“Go get dressed, while I cook breakfast, and once we’ve eaten, we’ll head out for the day.” 

“Hmmm. I think I like this already.” 

“I could be a horrible cook,” he yelled to her retreating back. 

“I’ve yet to discover one thing you don’t do well.” 

He grinned. 

“Except communicate.” 

She took the wind out of his sails with the precision of a surgeon. “Ouch.” His smile never faded. 

*** 
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“DID YOU BRING ME TO the zoo?” Daize set up in her seat, pressing her face against the glass as they pulled into the parking lot across from the zoo. 

“I did. Maybe we’ll see the ghost lion.” 

“Don’t even joke about that.” She slapped his arm playfully, and he laughed. “I’ve had all of the paranormal activity I can take.” 

He maneuvered into a parking space and killed the engine. “When I was a kid, this was my absolute favorite place to go to. As I got older, it remained a retreat. I’d walk around aimlessly, checking out the animals, and working my way through the issues and change of adolescence.” 

“It’s like the beach for me,” Daize said. 

“Yeah, I’d imagine it was.” 

“And you want to share this with me?” she whispered. 

“I want to show you who I am, beyond the exterior and hang-ups you’ve already had a front row seat to.” 

“Are you trying to apologize to me for still grieving your parents?” He turned away. She cupped his chin, forcing his gaze back to hers. The sincerity in her eyes softened him “Because you don’t get to do that. I understand. For the record, I think it was them. They stepped in and saved you, because a parent’s love is eternal.” 

“Yeah?” 

“Yeah.” She bopped his nose, and he laughed as he swatted her hand away. 

“Come on. I have animals to see and bad food to eat. The zoo is a bit like the circus that way.” 

“Don’t worry. You’ll walk it off here.” 

They exited the car, linked arms, and strode over to the bridge that led them over the street and into the zoo. Seeing the zoo through fresh eyes was the boost of spirits he needed. 

“I’m still trying to decide if Capybara are cute or terrifying.” Daize popped a piece of popcorn in her mouth as they studied the oversized, shaky, brown animal that looked like a cross between a bunny and a rodent. 

“What?” Micah asked with a laugh. 

“I mean, it’s cute and cuddly enough, but it’s not too far of a stretch to see it as a massive rat.” 

“Don’t listen to her, guys. You’re adorable,” Micah called out.

“Yeah. Would you think that if you saw one coming at you in the middle of the night?” 

He paused. “Well, we don’t live in Australia, so I’ll never have that experience.” 

She laughed. “In other words, yes, too close to comfort on the giant rat angle.” 

He mock scowled, sending her into another round of laughter that rang out sweet, pure, and music to his ears. He’d experienced so much anger, pain, and suffering last night. When the ghost grabbed him, he’d seen inside of their soul. The anguish, torment, depression, and steely grit were a flash that exploded like a bomb inside of him. As long as he lived, he would never forget what must’ve been a mere fraction of their true emotions. 

To combat the darkness that had brushed him, he was soaking up as much joy as he could manage. They continued through the Wildlife Canyon, admiring he hooved beasts and rodents. 

“It’s your turn to pick,” Daize said as she sipped her hot chocolate. A dollop of whipped cream remained on the tip of her nose. He wiped it off with his thumb, and she grinned sheepishly.

“All right, let’s go see two of my favorite exhibits. The otters and the wolves are in the same area. The wolves they have here are the smallest species known as the Mexican wolves are el lobo. But about forty minutes out of town there’s a wolf sanctuary called Wolf Creek Habitat that houses white wolves. They’re massive. Beautiful as all get out, but you never forget they’re wild, despite how playful they appear. Partially because they’re massive.” 

“Have you gone?” she asked excitedly. 

“I have. Our company actually donates to them every year. It’s an amazing thing they do. So many people think it’d be cool to have a wolf for a pet, never understanding they’re not dogs. Once they start to howl and the neighbors complain, or they get too big, they’re at a loss.”

“I can’t imagine being arrogant enough to decide I want to own a wolf. It’s enough to take care of myself.” 

Micah snickered. “Yes, but you’re brilliant, and as a marine biologist, you understand animal behavior more than most. You understand even when domesticated, exotic animals are wild.” 

“I’d love to see this place.” 

“Well now is the best time to go. During the summer, they can get hot with their winter fur, and they close early. Plus, the photos are always best during spring and summer.” 

“Wait, photos?” 

He chuckled at her increasing excitement. “Oh, yeah, they have a photographer on staff who takes them.” 

“I’m intrigued, Mr. Davenport.” 

“Stick with me. There’ll be plenty more enlightening moments about Cincinnati.” His voice dropped an octave.

“So, you’re my own personal tour guide, now?” she teased. 

“If you’d like me to be.” The playfulness fell away. He was asking her for more than permission to show her around. He needed an indication she wanted to keep him in her life past the investigation.

“Once things settle down, will you still want the job title?” she asked bluntly.

“Yes,” he said without hesitation. Taking her hand in his, he twined their fingers. “I don’t mind putting in the word to win you over. All I’m asking for is a chance.” 

“You have one.” 

“Don’t move,” he whispered, stunned as a small group of Monarchs landed in her curls. We’ll send you a sign. His mother always loved butterflies, and the Monarch was her favorite. The four butterflies flapped their wings, forming a living crown. He shakily took out his camera and snapped a few shots before they left. “Look.” He turned the camera to her, and she gasped. 

“Did that seriously just happen? That’s straight out of a fairytale.” 

Is that you giving me your approval, Mom? His heart and head warred. Did he perceive what was there or what he longed to see? The unanswerable question would’ve tormented him a week ago. Today, he opted to let it be as his father would say. When the strains of the Beatle song began to play in the background, he smiled. I hear you, Dad.

***
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DAIZE

“You ready for this, honey?” Maria asked. 

“Yeah.” Daize nodded, lying through her teeth. They’d brought in an architect friend who possessed a ground penetrating radar machine. She hadn’t listened carefully enough to catch all the details because she was too busy trying not to freak out. What happened if they did find a potter’s grave? Who knew how long it would take the complex to do something. 

The machine beeped to life, and Steve began the scan. She held her breath as the image began to form. The mapped area revealed itself strip by strip until it formed a complete picture riddled with lines. 

“We’ve got a hit.”

“Is this compelling enough to lead to action?” Micah asked. 

“It all depends on the property manager and how they want to handle things. To be honest, ma’am, I’d look into breaking the lease and moving because this is going to be wrapped in red tape for a long time.”  

Shoulders slumped, she nodded. 

“Don’t give up hope. We’ve still got the blessing to do, and now that we have proof, we will work toward finding these restless souls the help they deserve,” Maria vowed. Brendon nodded his head in agreement. 

What if the hauntings don’t stop? I can’t live my life wondering what the next day will hold, being woken in the middle of the night, or watched in the bathroom. 

“Only time will tell.” She hoped she sounded more confident than she felt.

“Let’s record the proof, get the equipment out of here, and do the blessing. Then I want you to talk to them, Daize. I think maybe you can form a truce. They came to you for a reason.” Micah placed a comforting hand on her shoulder, and she inhaled. 

“I’ll try.” 

Fifteen minutes later, they stood in her living room with holy water, anointing oil blessed by a priest, and a crucifix. Micah stood, tall and proud, leading the charge in the black jeans that hugged his long, muscular thighs and juicy butt. He was a temptation. His jaw clenched as he nodded at the others. Brendon began to sprinkle holy water as Micah held the oil, and Maria stood beside him with the crucifix. 

“In the name of Jesus Christ, I ask for your peace and joy to inhabit this room.” He walked over to the door, put some oil on his thumb, and marked it with a cross. They continued through the home. “Let any negative energy or those wishing harm be banished. I command you to leave in the name of God the most high.” Energy gathered in the home as they slowly worked their way through every room. She sensed the presence of others. It wasn’t threatening in nature. It felt more like having an audience. 

“I think they’re here,” she whispered. 

“They are,” Carl agreed. “I believe they’re beginning to understand we mean to help them.”

“Speak to them, Daize,” Micah urged. 

“We got your message. We’re working to see that you receive the respect and peace that you weren’t allowed in life.” She stopped. It felt odd to speak to thin air. 

“Keep going,” Micah said softly. 

“This is going to take time. You can’t keep scaring me in the meantime. I don’t mind sharing this space as long as you keep your hands to yourself. We hear you. We sympathize with you. But we won’t tolerate bad behavior.” Anointing the room, they completed the blessing and returned to the couch. 

“How do you feel?” Micah asked. 

“Less apprehensive for sure. Slightly paranoid.” 

“You had a lot of scares in this apartment. I think that’s normal.”

“Maybe. I still don’t want to sleep here though.” She crinkled her nose.

“You don’t have to. We’ll give it a few days to settle in, and I’ll come and stay with you personally. How does that sound?” His eyes told her she could stay as long as she wanted. 

“Doable.” 

He smiled and patted her thigh. She felt the eyes of the others on them. Micah had kept his words. He wasn’t hiding or toning down the natural connection that flowed between them. 

“Good.” He turned back to his crew. “I think we’ve done enough for now. It’ll take time to figure out if the blessing took, or the spirits will be appeased.” 

“We’ll keep in close contact with you, Daize. Don’t let too much time pass before you return,” Maria implored her. 

“I won’t. I promise. I just need a minute to breathe.” 

“That’s understandable,” Mel said. 

“What if it doesn’t work?” Daize asked, unable to stop the negative thought from coming out of her mouth. 

“Then I take a crack at it with my expertise. We’re nowhere near out of options.” Mel gently squeezed her shoulder. “Hang in there with us.” 

“I have no other option.”

“Where are you staying?” Mel asked. 

Daize glanced over at Micah. 

“She’s crashing in my spare room for now,” Micah answered. 

“Oh. I didn’t realize you had grown so close,” Trish said, glancing back and forth between them. 

Heat filled her cheeks and ran down the back of her neck. 

“So, we’re no longer ignoring the obvious connection the two of you have developed,” Eric said dryly. 

“No. She deserved better than that. I realize it’s unconventional, but we’re taking care not to let it affect the case.” 

The loud silence that followed made her ache for Micah. These were his peers. Their opinions mattered to him. 

“I’m not going to say it’s professional,” Brendon spoke softly. 

“I understand that. I’m not asking you to pretend it is. I couldn’t fathom losing her because I kept quiet. We discussed it and decided we both wanted to move forward together.” 

“I can respect that. I’m not sure I approve of the timing,” Brendon held a hand up, “but I get it.” 

“Then we won’t have a problem, because I’m not giving Daize up.” 

His proclamation silenced the doubtful voices inside of her mind and cemented his commitment level. Her lips twitched up at the corners. She glanced down to hide her pleasure from the others. What they had was new. Therefore, she would protect it.  
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“DO YOU FEEL BETTER?” Micah asked. 

“Knowing there’s nothing demonic in my place? Yes.” 

“I sense a but coming.” Micah handed her an Angry Orchard Rose. 

“Everything is still so up in the air.” 

“You’ve got a roof over your head for as long as you want it, an answer to the immediate questions that concerned us, and me.” 

“I like how you threw yourself in there, too,” she said dryly. 

“I have to keep you on your toes.” He winked. 

She rolled her eyes. “You told them about us.” 

“I’ve never been one for secrets, and I wasn’t going to watch you be put into a position where you felt you had to lie. I’m not ashamed of you or anything we’re doing.” He held out his hand. “Come on, let’s get out of here.” 

“To where?” 

“Somewhere we can take our mind off everything and eat without having to worry about cleaning anything up. May I take you on a date?” 

“Yes.” She felt giddy as she placed her hands in his and he helped her stand from the couch. “I should change.” 

“No. You look perfect the way you are.” 

If she was the swooning type, her legs would be wobbling. She followed him to the door, and they bundled up and slipped out into the evening.

Leaning back in her seat, she enjoyed the heat pouring out of the vent as he drove. 

“My brother, Asher, and I discovered this place when we were looking for something fun to do. I think you’ll like it.” 

“I’m putting my trust in your judgment.” She studied the tall brick buildings and stonework. It was unlike anything one would see in California. Ohio had a history that they’d proudly upheld, converting older buildings and using them for modern businesses. It created a unique charm she admired. With Micah as her tour guide, things had gotten a lot less lonely and more enjoyable. 

Going to the bourbon bar with her co-workers had cracked the ice. It might’ve taken three months, but she was finally starting to craft a new life. They parked in a lot, and made their way down the sidewalk, coming to a stop in front of a building with a pixilated figure. Large glass windows dominated the front of the building. An outside deck stood out on the right-hand side of the door. 

“This is 16-Bit Bar.” He opened the door, and she preceded him inside. The center bar was a wooden work of art. The multicolored wooded backboard matched the bar that was lined with the stools. Everywhere she looked she saw arcade games. On the left-hand side, there was a row of stools set up in front of large screens where people were also playing games via controllers. 

“This place is amazing.” 

“Wait ’til you see the drinks.” He wrapped an arm around her waist and guided her to the bar. “They don’t serve food, but we’ll place a takeaway order at The Eagle. They have stellar food. How do brown sugar bacon, fried chicken, and fries sound?” 

“Delicious.” 

“Then I shall make it happen, my lady.” She listened to him order as she browsed a menu and laughed. The Patrick Swayze, Macho Man, and Bill Nye. The pop culture references were through the roof, and they worked. 

“Our food will be ready in about thirty minutes.”

“Well I have to honor the eighties queen, so I’ll start with the Molly Ringwald. The cucumber vodka, grapefruit, simple syrup, and Sprite combined with a salted rim sounded refreshing.” 

“I’m going to start off with the Slush Puppie.” They took a seat at the end of the bar, and the bartender in the black company hoodie and matching ball cap walked toward them. 

“How are you guys doing tonight?” 

“We’re doing good. Can we start off with a Molly Ringwald and a Slush Puppie?” 

“Sure can. I’ll get them started for you. Do you want to keep a tab?” 

“I do.” 

Daize’s eyes widened when he handed over a black card. How much money did his family have? He seemed too down-to-earth to be so wealthy. It spoke to who he was as a person. 

The drink was beautiful when it arrived. 

“Wow.” 

“Yeah, they go all out. Drink up. We have a two-drink minimum before we can play games.” 

“This sounds like a made-up rule.” 

“It’s a Davenport rule.” 

“Sir, are you trying to intoxicate me?” She lifted her eyebrows. 

“Only with my personality.” 

She rolled her eyes, nudged him with her shoulder, and lifted the drink to her lips. 

“I thought that was you.”

She glanced up to find a brown-haired man with a curvy brunette. The family resemblance was apparent in his cheekbones and lips. 

Micah stood. “Looks like great minds think alike, brother.” They did a manly hug, and he hugged the woman. “Clara, it’s good to see you again.” 

“Hi, Micah.” 

“Daize, this is my brother, Asher, and his fiancée, Clara. Guys, this is my date, Daize.” 

“It’s a pleasure to meet you. My brother’s spoken highly of you.” 

“Has he?” she asked. 

“He exaggerates.” Micah elbowed him in the side, and Daize laughed. “Are you coming or going?” 

“We were leaving, but we can stay on for a bit to visit, can’t we?” Asher turned to Clara, who smiled. 

“Of course,” she replied. 

They took the seats to the side of Micah. The sudden ‘meet the family’ moment caught her unaware. 

“Micah told me you’re from California. How do you like Cincinnati so far?” Asher asked. 

“Now that I’ve been getting out, there’s a lot to love here. It’s a slower pace than we had in San Diego. People aren’t always in a rush, and it’s not as crowded. There are some beautiful older buildings also. I’m enjoying learning about the rich history the city is so proud of.” 

“The dollar must stretch further here.” 

Daize gave a bark of laughter. “Yeah. I’m never upset when I go grocery shopping.”

“I need to run to get our food,” Micah said. 

“I’ll go with you,” Asher said, standing. “You don’t mind keeping Daize company, do you?” Asher asked Clara. 

“Of course not. Go, we’ll be fine.” Clara waved them off. 

“How did the two of you meet?” Clara asked once they’d left. 

“Through his paranormal investigation team.” Daize decided to keep it true and vague. 

“Oh, so you believe in ghosts?” 

“I didn’t use to.”

Clara’s dark brown eyes grew as round as quarters. “You experienced something?” 

“More than I would’ve liked,” she admitted. 

“Wow. I can’t even imagine.” Clara frowned.

“I hope you never have first-hand knowledge.” 

“The Davenport boys have a way of finding romance in the most unlikely places.” 

“How did you meet?” 

“I was his sister’s lactation consultant after her pregnancy. We got off on the wrong foot at first, but eventually, I came to see what a great guy he was.”

“I feel like there’s a wealth of story you aren’t sharing.” 

She laughed. “Okay, I couldn’t stand him. He was rude to me at our first meeting. He’d been up all night with his sister and a crying baby. At the time, I didn’t know him well enough to gauge if it wasn’t his true personality.” 

“So, you made him work to prove himself?” Daize said.

“Exactly.”  

“Do we want to know?” Micah asked. She looked up to see him with a plastic bag full of food. 

“Just girl talk, honey.” Daize fluttered her eyelashes.

“Uh huh,” Asher said skeptically. 

“How cute, I think we made them nervous,” Clara said.

“I leave my fiancée alone with your girl for a few minutes, and they’re already plotting against us,” Asher huffs playfully. 

“Us girls have to stick together, babe.” Clara winked at Daize who felt as if she’d met a kindred spirit. “We won’t interrupt your date any longer. Let’s exchange numbers.” 

“I’d love that,” Daize said brightly. She pulled out her cell and took Clara’s number, calling her so she could save it on her phone. They hugged as they said their good-byes, and she wondered if maybe things were taking a turn for the better. 
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Chapter Five

Three months later 
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Micah 

“Look what the cat dragged on,” Luka drawled as we entered the front door. 

“We just saw you at brunch a week ago, drama king,” Micah said with a playful roll of his eyes. He liked this laid-back version of his brother. His wife, Olive, had done a good job of getting him to loosen up and enjoy life. As the head of the household and the company after their parents died, he’d aged overnight. His control freak tendencies had driven many women away, but Olive challenged him. I guess we have that in common.  

He smiled down at his steady girlfriend. Everything about their situation when they met challenged him. As did her current situation. She lived in a haunted house, and while the spirits had turned helpful when it came to Daize, they continued to show their disdain for him. He wanted her to move out, but she refused until they took care of her “friends” on the other side. Currently at a stalemate, they agreed to disagree. 

“What my husband means to say is he missed you,” Olive came up beside him all smiles in her bright yellow dress with a dark blue ethnic pattern. “We’re glad you guys could make it. Cookouts aren’t the same without you. Even Kane is here.” 

“How did you manage that?” Micah teased. 

“I think he’s simply refueling before he goes back out into the world. You raise them, they leave the nest and never come back.” Luka sighed. 

Micah grinned. “Papa bear is missing his cubs.” 

“Don’t worry, this one will be here soon enough for you to dote on,” Olive patted her rounding belly. Her skin glowed, and her smile appeared permanently pasted onto her mouth. “Everyone else is already in the back.” Olive and Luka lead them through the house to the backyard where everyone was gathered around a massive wooden picnic bench custom made to fit the Davenport family and plenty more. 

The candy brick patio led out to a natural grotto with a small waterfall that fed into a large pool. He’d whittled away hours in this pool as a youth. He couldn’t blame his brother for choosing to stay in the family home. Even if it was far too large for two people. 

“Hey.” A chorus of greetings rushed up to meet him. He hugged his little brother. “It’s good to see you in person instead of on Skype.” 

The lanky youth tossed his fringe of brown hair out of his hazel-colored eyes and grinned. “I figured it was time to come home for a while before you guys forget I existed.” 

“Wise plan,” Luka grumbled. It was clear he was proud as a peacock and happy to have them all in one place again. 

“I finally get to meet this beautiful lady in person.” Kane bowed and kissed the back of Daize’s hand after they shook.

“I see the charm runs in the family,” she said dryly. 

Kane laughed. “Oh, this one is a keeper. She sees through us.” 

“Keeps me humble,” Micah replied. 

“It’s good to meet you, too, Kane,” Daize said with a smile. She’d gotten used to dealing with his random family. 

“When did you get in?” Micah asked Kane.

“Late last night. I got up just in time to help Luka set up. My poor body is eternally confused about time zones.” 

“That’s what happens when you country hop,” Rachel called. 

“Your sympathy is staggering,” Kane replied drolly. 

“Welcome to my family’s dynamics.” Micah steered her away from the bickering siblings to greet Asher and Clara. The girls had become fast friends, and they did a lot of double dating. 

“When Kane comes back, we realize how quiet it is without him,” Asher remarked as the girls hugged. 

“Mean, but true.” 

We chuckled. As the second youngest, Kane often took his share of ribbing.

“How are things at home?” Asher asked. 

“At my home? Great.” 

“Stop.” Daize sat beside Clara. “They still don’t like him.” 

“What did you do?” Asher said. 

“It’s more of what I represent for many of them,” Micah admitted. “We brought in a more powerful psychic who’d assured us the ghosts meant Daize no harm. Their goal was to be noticed, not to scare. They feel protective of and grateful to Daize.”

“Daize the ghost whisperer,” Asher marveled. 

“Oh no, there is no whispering. I’m fine with the silent knowledge they’re around.”

“Where are you in the battle to have something done?” Clara asked. 

“The owner of the building isn’t too keen on having rumors of dead bodies under his complex. We’re locked in negotiations at the moment.” He’d gotten their lawyers involved. If they could provide enough proof, the decision would be taken out of the owner’s hands, but he didn’t want to do that. He was hoping to eventually meet in the middle. 

“As far as we still have to go in society, looking back at the past shows me we have made major progress. I can’t even imagine not being seen as human,” Clara said. 

“I had the same thoughts,” Daize replied. “It’s why I can’t just leave them, not knowing what will happen next. If I don’t ensure they find peace, who will?” 

“I promise you, we’ll do right by them.” Micah squeezed her hand. 

“How’s the wedding planning coming along?” Daize asked. 

“I think we’ve gotten it all sorted out. We’ll be sending out the ‘remember the dates’ soon.” 

Daize grinned. “That’s exciting.”

Asher and Micah got into a conversation about movies as the girls talk about wedding planning. This was happiness. Surrounded by his family with the woman he was falling in love with besides him. 

“Can you help me get everything from the kitchen?” Luka asked. 

“Yeah. I’ll be back, babe.” He kissed her cheek and rose. 

Inside the house, he dropped the façade. “I’m freaking out, Luk.” 

Luka patted his shoulder. “You’ll be fine. She doesn’t have a clue, does she?” 

“No.” Micah shook his head. 

“Enjoy this moment. The two of you are meant to be together. It’s going to be fine.” 

“I haven’t even told her I love her yet.” 

“Then I suggest you remedy the problem before you pop the question, brother.” He smirked. 

“You love this, don’t you?” Micah scowled.

“Am I enjoying seeing my baby brother find the love of his life? Yes. Am I also loving the freakouts from Mr. Cool? Also, yes.” 

“Evil.” 

“How long do we need to keep you here for everything to be set up?” 

“Mel and Trish said no earlier than eight o’clock.” 

“We’re long-winded, so it won’t be a problem. Come on, let’s get the meat going out to the grill before she notices how long we’re taking. If I didn’t believe with my entire being she was the one for you, I’d caution you to slow down and think things through. You realize I’ve never said a word against her, yes?” 

“I have.” 

“There’s a reason for that. Trust yourself and the people who love you. We’re backing your play, and we think it’s the absolute right one.” 

His words settled him. He had the same grounding effect of their father. Gathering his wits about him, he helped Luka bring out the pre-shaped beef patties and played his role until it was time. 
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“I HAD A GREAT TIME with your family tonight. They’re fun.” 

“They’re all right, I guess.” 

She rolled her eyes, and he chuckled as she opened the door.

“What is this?” she whispered. 

He placed a hand on the small of her back and gently nudged her into the apartment. White candles filled every surface. Their flames flickered, painting shadows on the walls. A vase full of white roses rested beside a silver ice bucket with a bottle of champagne. A manila envelope wrapped in a bow was surrounded by red rose petals shaped into a heart. 

He helped her out of her jacket and held her purse. She hesitated and glanced at him. 

“Go ahead and sit on the couch.” After hanging their coats on the coat tree, he moved to grab the envelope. He handed it to her and straightened. “Open it.” 

She untied the bow with long, graceful fingers, and opened the flap. He swallowed hard as she pulled out the papers. Her hands shook slightly as she read. 

“They’re going to dig?” she asked. 

“They are. We all have to sign a non-disclosure agreement. They’ll pitch it as a remodel, but they also agree to do the responsible and ethical thing with their findings. We’ll be in constant correspondence.” 

She blinked rapidly. Her eyes shone. “You did this?” 

“I helped.” 

She sniffed. “No, you’re modest right now.” 

“Are you happy?” 

“That doesn’t begin to cover the way I feel.” 

“Good. Because I have a question I want to ask you.” He walked over, sat beside her, and took her hand. “You’ve changed my life for the better. I was completely unprepared to meet a woman like you. Intelligent, beautiful, driven, and funny. You get me in a way no one else has. We complement one another, and as much as I love us, the way we are, I want more. I want to wake up and have your face be the first thing I see. I sleep better when you’re beside me at night, and I don’t want to continue to sleep at your place and my place. I want an ‘our’ place. I love you, Daize. You have the key to my heart, and if you’d allow me to, I’d like to give you the key to the condo. Will you move in with me?” He pulled out a small velvet case, opened it, and presented as key he’d had decorated with a seashell motif. 

“I love you, too, Micah. I’m happiest when I’m with you. So, yes, I will move in with you now that I know things are settled here.” 

Giddy off her acceptance, he cupped her head and brought her lips to his. Plunging his tongue into her eager mouth, he lost himself in the taste and feel of her as they celebrated the next step in their life together. The anxiety he’d experienced as she neared the end of her job contract lifted. He’d give her every reason to stay, for the rest of her life. 
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Epilogue

[image: image]


Daize

She held Micah’s hand and stood beside the freshly covered grave as the priest finished his blessing. Nearly six months, and miles of red tape later, the exhumed bodies were laid to rest in the Spring Grove cemetery. As promised, the true reason for their sudden remodeling was kept a secret. No one wanted to see the spirits exploited. They had suffered enough, trapped in a building, unable to be heard. 

“May these souls find a peace long denied them as they move on to the next life away from the pain and woes of this world. Amen.” 

“Amen,” the Investigation Team chorused. 

Surrounded by the rest of the Investigation Team, they closed the chapter of their life that originally brought them together. A weight lifted off her shoulders. She’d fulfilled her promise. 

“You okay, baby?” Micah rubbed her knuckles with his thumb. 

“I am. I know it won’t make any sense, but I feel like they’re at rest.” 

“You’ve been close to them for this entire process. If anyone sensed that it’d be you.” Micah squeezed her hand. 

“I feel the same way,” Carl added. 

The others made sounds of agreement. 

Over time, they had gone from being his friends, to their friends. Life was full here in Cincinnati. Between friends from work, the Davenports, and the man who turned out to be the love of her life. 

“We’ll meet you guys at the diner?” Brendon asked. 

“Yeah, we’ll be there. I think we want a few more minutes,” Micah answered as the team begin to drift away one by one. As usual with the end of a case, they planned to meet up and officially close it. With the scale of this particular haunting, it was a bigger deal than most. She bowed her head and said a silent good-bye. For months, she’d been closely connected to these lost souls. Today, she’d leave them behind, and move forward to the next chapter. Thank you for bringing me happiness. I pray you’ll be at rest here. 

“I’m ready.” 

He guided her away from the grave. “You know I’m not letting you move back into your newly renovated apartment, right?” Micah said. 

“Let me?” She arched an eyebrow. 

Gripping her hip, he pulled her close. “Yes. I’ve gotten used to having the woman I love under the same roof. You wouldn’t deny me that, would you?” 

She laughed. “You’re lucky I love you, Micah Benjamin Davenport.” 

“I know.” He kissed her forehead. 

Appeased, she smiled. “I’m pretty lucky, too.” This life she’d been uncertain about nearly a year ago had become one she’d fallen in love with. Her job was going well, her co-workers made every day fun, even when the stressful moments hit, and together she and Micah were creating a life meant to last. With him, she was an aunt to his sister’s two-year-old bundle of energy, Acton, and Olive and Luka’s three-month-old son, Niklaus. 

She had siblings for the first time ever who treated her like she’d always been around, and her parents actually approved of him post-Christmas visit. One decision had shaped her future in ways she’d never imagined. What had once tasted as bitter as dark chocolate had turned into an explosion of rich flavors over time, like a Death by chocolate dessert. Sweet with hints of varying undertones that gave way to a full-bodied, complex blend of flavors almost too intense to take in at one sitting.

––––––––
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The End
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Have you ever had a paranormal experience? Do you believe in Ghosts? Share your thoughts on the topic in reviews. 
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