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      Ghosted was originally published in the All the Love the World Anthology. While it’s a novella (told in Dex’s POV), it’s important that it be read after Veiled and before Came Back Haunted. The last book in the EIT series before this was Dust to Dust #9, however Ghosted takes place after Veiled (the EIT spinoff about Ada), so it makes sense to read it after Veiled.

      Came Back Haunted picks up where this story left off, so strap yourself in and get ready for the return of Dex and Perry!
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      “Excuse me, are you Dex Foray?”

      I stop in my tracks as I’m walking past the Chief of Seattle statue in Tilikum Place, and look over my shoulder at a Danny Devito-sized man hurrying toward me, clutching an oversized trench coat around him that flaps in the cold breeze. Can’t pretend I didn’t see the man loitering outside of the apartment moments earlier, having followed me down the block. Of course, with my fucking luck, this is the type of stalker I get.

      “You don’t know me,” he says breathlessly, his voice coarse and nasal. He holds out one hand while trying to keep his coat closed with the other. “I’m Harry. Harry Cox.”

      Don’t laugh. Don’t fucking laugh.

      I bite back a grin, and turn around, staring at his hand for a moment before I give a hesitant shake. It’s small, chubby, clammy. I imagine it’s like shaking hands with a starfish.

      “How do you know who I am?” I ask him, just as the wind whips a fallen yellow leaf into his face, sticking to his black-rimmed glasses. “Better yet, how did you know where I live?”

      He reaches up and hastily wipes the leaf away.

      “Your address is on your website. I’ve been trying to reach you for a long time,” he says, giving me an apologetic smile. I’m a pro at reading people’s energies these days, more than I want to be, and this guy is anxious as fuck, which in turn sets me on edge. “But all my emails have gone unanswered. I’ve left some messages too.”

      “With who?”

      “With whom,” the man corrects me, and what a fucking dickladle this guy is. “I don’t know. I used the contact form through your website and I’ve left a few messages on your voicemail.”

      “My wife handles those,” I tell him, folding my arms across my chest. Perry runs a pretty tight ship when it comes to managing Haunted Media, our video production company, so it surprises me that she’d drop the ball with this guy. “And you’re what, a band manager?” I squint at his attire. “Accountant?”

      “As I’ve said on my many voice messages and emails,” he says, his voice growing a pitch higher, “I’m not interested in your video services. I’m interested in your other services.”

      I frown. Like…sexually?

      I raise my brow. “Well, Mr., uh, Cox. I’m afraid I have no idea what you’re talking about. We run a studio, primarily for music video production. We don’t have any other type of business. Or services. Of any kind. And if you don’t mind, I need to pick up my pizza before it gets cold.” I jerk my head toward Zeek’s, our local pizza parlor, before heading down the street toward it.

      “Experiment in Terror,” he calls out from behind me.

      I stop.

      He walks around me, getting between me and the pizza place. “I need those services.”

      I blink at him, trying to figure him out. His anxiety is still through the roof, but it’s coupled with something else. Desperation. It rises out of him, like steam from a turd. A most unsettling image.

      “We don’t…you know that was just a show, right?”

      “You saw those ghosts. I know they were real,” he says, his eyes sparking beneath his glasses. “I know they’re real too. That the monsters really do live under our beds.”

      Okay, now he’s looking a tad erratic. I can’t say that Perry and I don’t get stopped on the street from time to time by people who were fans of EIT, asking us if we’re going to do another episode, grilling us about what was real, or just wanting a lame-ass photo. But this guy…this guy’s not like them.

      “Look, Mr. Cox, I don’t understand what this is about,” I tell him firmly. “Whether what we filmed was real or not, that’s all done with. It’s over. We haven’t filmed a show in over three years.”

      “But you talk to the dead!” he cries out, loud enough that the people walking past us on street pause, give us a funny look. “That can’t just go away. That’s in you. That stays in you.”

      I stare at him for a moment, wondering if he’s about to go a little fucknuts on me. I know crazy, believe me, and he’s walking a fine line here.

      “It doesn’t go away,” I tell him carefully, though I’m not sure why I’m being honest with someone I don’t know. “That’s the truth. And that’s one reason out of many why we don’t do the show anymore. We wanted to leave that chapter behind, if we could help it. Now, I’m sorry, but—”

      “My wife died,” he says softly, grabbing at his glasses with fumbling fingers and quickly wiping his eyes. He inhales sharply, slips the glasses back on. “She died. A year ago. I need you to talk to her. I know she’s still in the house.”

      I swallow, now picking up on his sorrow. It’s overwhelming.

      “I’m sorry,” I tell him, trying to distance myself from his emotions, which ripple through the air. “How did she die?”

      “She…drowned.”

      “And she’s still in your house?”

      “She’s in the house. Our old house. I don’t live there anymore. It’s boarded up.”

      “Listen, I’m not a paranormal investigator. I never was. Maybe a paranormal shit-disturber, at best.”

      “You can see things that others can’t.”

      “Doesn’t mean I’m a medium.”

      “Your wife is.”

      I frown at him, tilting my head, a thread of defensiveness running through me whenever Perry is mentioned. “How would you know that?”

      He shrugs. “I’ve seen the footage.”

      “You’re making an awful load of assumptions from some grainy videos,” I tell him. “She’s not any of those things either. We’re just two people who went through some crazy fucking shit, who are trying to lead an ordinary life. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I really have to go.”

      I turn to leave but the man reaches out and grabs my forearm, hard.

      A current of anger flows through me and I have to breathe in sharply to keep it at bay. I don’t appreciate being manhandled on the street by low-rent Danny Devito and his tiny baby hands.

      “I’ll pay you,” he says. “I’ll pay you a lot of money. I just want you to come by, the both of you, go to the house, and talk to her. You don’t have to film it. I just want to know what my wife has to say. I have questions. I need answers.”

      I rip my arm out of his grasp and take a step back. “How much money?”

      The man looks around us, as if he’s finally getting the clue that he should have kept his voice down this whole time. He leans in to me. “A hundred grand.”

      I blink at him. “Excuse me?”

      “Yeah. A hundred grand. I’ll write you a check right now.”

      He starts reaching into his coat and the movement snaps me out of my daze.

      “Hold on, wait a minute,” I say, raising my hands, trying to think.

      Is he fucking serious?

      A hundred grand?

      Just to attempt to talk to his dead wife?

      I hate the way my heart is beating fast at the thought of a hundred thousand dollars and how many fucking problems that would solve for us.

      “I know what you’re thinking,” he says quickly. “That it’s a lot of money.”

      “Fucking hell it’s a shitton of money. How would you even—”

      “I have money,” he says quickly. “Don’t worry about that. It’s legitimate. It’s worth it to me.”

      I shake my head, knowing there’s a catch.

      “Let me get this straight, before my mind starts running away on me. You want to give me and my wife one hundred thousand dollars to go into your old house and talk to your dead wife? What if we can’t make contact? What if nothing happens?”

      “Then you keep the money,” he says gravely. “It will be worth it just to see you try.”

      Worth it? There’s no way I could keep the money if we were unsuccessful. I mean, I’m no saint, of course I would be tempted, but I’m pretty sure Perry would refuse. Hell, she might refuse this idea at any rate.

      “I’m going to have to think about it,” I say after a moment.

      “You think about it,” he says. “But it’s Halloween in a couple of days and I’ve been doing my research. I think that’s when you should do it. That’s when it’s easier to communicate with spirits, where the Veil is thin. The witches call it Samhain.”

      “Uh huh,” I say carefully, running my hand over the stubble on my chin. I’m not exactly how true that is since the two of us have tussled with the dead and undead on ordinary Tuesdays. Plus, we already have plans on Halloween. “I’ll see what Perry says.”

      “Please do,” he says. He reaches into his pocket and hands me his business card.

      Harry Cox.

      Accountant.

      “I knew it,” I mutter under my breath. The guy has numbers dweeb written all over him.

      “Not for a band. Just an ordinary accountant, I’m afraid.”

      “An ordinary accountant with a hundred grand to spare?” I raise my brow.

      He gives me a curt nod, quickly ties his coat shut over his rotund belly, and then says, “I really hope I’ll be hearing from you, Mr. Foray.”

      And then he turns around and disappears down Cedar Street past the 5 Point Café. I watch him for a moment, then almost head back to the apartment until I remember the pizza and the fact that Perry would kill me if I didn’t come back with our dinner. I don’t think any amount of money would suffice her hanger.

      I grab the pizza from Zeek’s, and then head back down the street, walking alongside the monorail and back to our building

      When I walk inside our apartment, Perry’s leaning against the island in the kitchen, her dark hair flowing around her face, blue eyes wild with hunger.

      “What took you so long?” she asks, practically ripping the pizza box out of my hands.

      “I ran into someone,” I tell her, grabbing the plates from the cupboard and placing them on the counter.

      “Uh huh,” she says, shoving a pizza slice in her mouth. Her eyes fall close with pleasure as she chews, which makes me smile. She has a strained relationship with food sometimes, so to see her enjoy it so hedonistically is a relief.

      Okay, it’s also a bit of a turn-on.

      “Aren’t you curious who?” I ask, pulling a slice toward me and sitting down on the stool. “Or whom.” That fucker.

      She finishes chewing, swallows, and looks at me with her full attention. “Yes.”

      “Harry Cox.” I can’t help but snicker as I say it.

      Perry, however, isn’t smiling. “What?”

      “I take it you’ve heard of him? Least that’s what he told me.”

      She frowns. “How did he find you?”

      “Our address is on the website. Is there a reason you didn’t tell me about him?”

      She sighs heavily and looks away, worry on her brow. “Because the man is a joke.”

      “Is he now? What makes you say that?”

      She gives me a sharp look. “If you met him, I’m sure he told you what he’s been emailing and calling me about.”

      “Emailing and calling us. This is an us, kiddo. We’re a team here. You should have told me. You know nothing good comes from keeping secrets.” I pause, biting my lip. “It’s not exactly fair that you can access my mind anytime you want but I’m often shut out of yours.”

      She rolls her eyes. “You know it doesn’t work that way.”

      Yeah, yeah. She says that all the time. It’s her go-to excuse, but I know that since she has the ability to read minds at will (not everyone’s mind, and not always very clearly), it’s made our marriage a little one-sided at times.

      “Anyway,” she continues, “you can pick up on feelings and energies. It’s pretty much the same.”

      “It is very much not the same. If I meet someone and they’re giving off the vibes that they’re afraid of me, the buck stops there. I don’t know why they’re afraid of me. I just know that they are. But you do.”

      “It’s because you’re a weirdo,” she says with a smirk.

      “I’m not asking you why they’re afraid of me. Anyway, point being…you’re the fucking weirdo here.”

      She laughs and then grows serious, her gaze sharpening. “Back to Mr. Cox.”

      “Really? You’re not going to use his full name? Cheap laughs may be cheap, but they count.”

      I can tell by her steely gaze she’s not finding me very amusing at the moment, nor the name of Harry Cox.

      “What did he want?” she asks.

      “For us to go into his old boarded-up haunted house and have a fucking séance with his dead wife.”

      She presses her lips together into a thin line. I already know that it’s going to be an uphill battle to even get her to consider this. Hell, I can’t blame her. It was absolutely out of the question until Mr. Dick started waving his check book around.

      “And you wondered why I didn’t pass the messages along?” she asks, reaching for another slice of pizza.

      “Did he tell you he wants to pay us?”

      Her hand freezes in mid-air, her eyes flitting up to mine. “No.”

      I grab her hand and hold it, giving it a squeeze. “He wants to pay us a lot of money to do this. I know it sounds fucking ridiculous, the whole being paid a bunch of money to spend a night in a haunted house, but that’s pretty much the deal.”

      “How much money is a bunch of money?”

      “A hundred grand.”

      Her hand goes limp in mine, her mouth gaping. “What?” She takes her hand back, eyes round. “A hundred grand?”

      I nod. “That’s what he said.”

      “And you believe him?”

      “I think so. The man is desperate, Perry.”

      She continues to stare at me, dumbfounded. “That…none of this makes any sense.”

      “For what it’s worth, I didn’t get the impression he was lying or trying to fuck us over. I don’t know, I’m sure you can get a better read on him and find out the truth, but I have to say, I think he’s damn serious.”

      “It’s a trap.”

      “How so?”

      “I don’t know. Why would anyone have that much money to give?”

      “I don’t think it really matters.”

      “Well, what does he do?”

      “He’s an accountant.”

      She laughs in disbelief. “An accountant? What does he do, launder money for a drug cartel? This isn’t Ozark.”

      “Maybe he does. Either way, it’s a hundred fucking grand. This would change our whole life, Perry.”

      Her jaw tenses and she straightens up, leaning on the counter. “You’re seriously considering this?”

      “You’re seriously not?” I throw my hands out. “Do you not realize what that money can do for us?”

      “Do you not realize that this could destroy us?!” Her voice is high, shrill, and there’s fear washing over her, radiating outward like a tidal wave.

      Fuck.

      “Baby,” I say to her quietly, feeling every cell inside me soften. I go over around the island and grab her hands, holding them up and pressing them against my chest. “Talk to me. Talk me through this. What’s going on in that head of yours?”

      “Why do you even have to ask?” she says softly.

      “Because that’s how we communicate. Please don’t expect me to read your mind, because I can’t.”

      “You’re asking me to step into that world again.”

      “I’m not asking anything of you yet, just to listen, just to consider it.”

      “You don’t get it, do you?”

      Her words slice me. Usually Perry is pretty even keeled, except when she’s PMSing (and I know better than to ever admit that out loud to her), but for the past few weeks she’s been on edge. I’ve been waiting for her to tell me and talk to me about it, but I suppose that’s a conversation for another time.

      “Explain,” I say patiently.

      She shakes her head and I know she’s about to pull away, but I press her hands against me tighter. She’s not going anywhere, and she knows it.

      “Things have been pretty good, haven’t they?” she asks, her eyes searching mine. “It’s been three years and six months since I lost my mother, and every day is a new step forward, walking out of those ashes. I’m married to my best friend, whom I am still deeply in love with, we have a successful company. We have good friends in a city that’s been good to us. My father finally seems to be…moving on. Or he’s at least trying to. My sister…” she trails off and shakes her head, blinking. “Well, that just proves my point doesn’t it? We’re doing okay only because we left the fucked-up paranormal world behind.”

      “This isn’t EIT,” I tell her. “This is something else entirely. You told me that you’d one day want to talk to ghosts instead of screaming and running from them.”

      “No,” she says, taking her hands away and putting them on her hips, her saucy Italian side coming out. “You said that we could become paranormal investigators like the Warrens. That was never my idea. And I believe I said I’d file it as a to-do in five years. It’s been three.”

      “But what’s the harm in doing it once?”

      Her eyes nearly bug-out. “What’s the harm? Dex, what did I just say? Things have been good because we’re not dealing with the dead. We’re not seeking shit out. Ada’s life is all over the place now that she’s got Jay and can see demons and whatever the fuck. That’s bad enough as it is, do you really want that for us?”

      “This would be different. This man is asking us to talk to his dead wife. Don’t you feel for him? Don’t you want to help? You have a gift Perry, why can’t you use it for good?”

      “Nice, Dex, you’re trying to guilt me now. Why are you so insistent on this?”

      “I’m not, I just want you to look at our options. This is a good opportunity.”

      Her eyes narrow at me for a moment. “You know who you sound like right now?”

      I stare at her. “Who?”

      “You. The Dex from day one, when I ran into you in that lighthouse. That’s who you sound like. Opportunistic, not giving a shit why I’m putting my foot down, forever forcing me to do something I don’t want to do, something I know is a bad idea.”

      I cock my head as I stare at her, my pulse picking up in my throat. “Are we fighting here?”

      “Maybe,” she says with a sigh, running her hand down her face. “Look, I get that it’s a lot of money, but there’s just too much risk.”

      “You won’t even think about it?”

      She turns and walks over to the window, passing by our Frenchie, Fat Rabbit, who is sleeping on the couch. The fat pooch sleeps through everything, and since our personalities have always been combative, the dog is used to this kind of shit with us. Okay, maybe it’s not fair to say we’re both combative. I’m usually the problem and I’ve gotten pretty good at pushing her buttons…in more ways than one.

      Perry exhales and leans against the windowsill, staring out at the Seattle skyline as it grows darker and darker with the coming evening.

      I follow her. I know I should give her a lot of space, especially when she’s been so prickly and emotional lately, but, like I said, button-pusher.

      “Baby,” I tell her softly, placing my hands on her shoulders. “We could do so much. We could sell this place, buy a house. A real proper house where there isn’t a monorail chugging past us all day long, where there’s a yard for Fat Rabbit. We can finally get another dog, the fat gray pit bull you want to adopt. Remember? You want to call it Lil Hippo. Lil Hippo and Fatty Rab can run around the yard. We can have peace and space and…” I want to tell her we could have space for a baby, but that’s a topic we don’t discuss anymore. “We could have enough for a house on the Sound. We could revitalize the business.”

      I could film my documentary…

      I feel her relaxing under my palms. “It really would fix a lot of problems, wouldn’t it?”

      “I just want you to think about it,” I tell her softly, kissing the back of her head, breathing in the tropical-scent of her shampoo, a smell that feels like home to me. “I’ll never make you do anything you don’t want to do. I’m not that guy anymore.”

      She lets out a light snort. “That guy is still in you, Dex. Maybe a little older now, a little more subdued. And, really, you never forced me to do anything. It’s just that you’re extremely persuasive.”

      “I’d say my dick drives a hard bargain, but that was before I was screwing you.”

      She leans back against my hands, sighing. “That it does.” She turns her head to glance up at me over her shoulder. “I’ll think about it. But no promises.”
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      “Happy anniversary,” Perry whispers into my ear.

      Before I even have time to fully wake-up and register what’s happening, I feel her warm hand slip underneath the covers and wrap around the hard length of my perpetual morning wood.

      “Happy anniversary to you too,” I manage to say through a groan, my eyes fluttering open. My head rolls to the side and I focus on her face in the morning light of our bedroom. Fucking hell, it doesn’t matter that I met her four years ago, or that we were married three years ago—my wife never fails to take my breath away.

      Especially when she’s holding onto my cock.

      “I know tonight isn’t exactly the anniversary that you hoped for,” she says, biting on her full lower lip for a moment, mischief sparkling in her eyes. This morning they’re the color of the ocean on a cloudy day. “But I figured I could at least get your morning off to a great start.”

      “You won’t hear me complaining,” I tell her, my heart rate picking up as she climbs over me, her hair falling over her face and tickling my bare chest. Though I sleep nude, she’s always wearing some old threadbare concert tee, and while she looks phenomenally hot in them, there’s nothing like feeling her bare skin first thing in the morning.

      I reach down and try to remove her shirt, but she just gives me a wicked smile.

      “Nope,” she says, trailing her fingers over my chest, over the words tattooed there, And With Madness Comes the Light. “This is all for you. The least I can do for making you have dinner with my dad on our anniversary.”

      “Uh, if you could not mention your father when you’re about to suck me off, that would be great.”

      “Sorry,” she says sweetly, so sweet that it borders on sarcastic. Makes me want to flip her over and spank her ass a few times.

      But she has other plans, leaving hot, wet kisses down the middle of my abs, lower and lower. I’m already tense, hard as fucking cement. She disappears under the covers and I quickly lift them up, not wanting to miss a single second of this show. It’s not that we don’t have a healthy sex life for a married couple, but it’s also not every day that she wakes me up with a blow job.

      I watch as she slides her fist down my shaft, her eyes glued to mine. Her mouth parts, and she licks the rim of her bottom lip.

      Dex, you lucky piece of shit.

      I don’t know what I did to deserve this woman, but she’s here, she’s slipping the swollen tip of my dick between her lips, and I completely surrender to her.

      I always have.

      “Fuck me,” I whisper, my voice already ragged as she sucks at me, her tongue swirling around until I can no longer hold eye contact. My head flops back against the pillow and I’m not ashamed to admit I’m not going to last that long. My wife has skills that run deep, and she plays it fast and furious.

      My eyes roll back in my head, tension threading through me, coiling in my stomach. Instinctively I reach for her hair, wrapping my fingers around her strands, tugging hard. She brings me in deeper, her fingers working my balls, doing everything as only she knows how.

      “Christ, Perry,” I grunt, yanking at her hair, wanting nothing more than to come. “You’re asking for trouble if you keep that going.”

      I feel her mouth widen into a smile before her fist grips me harder, tighter, moving faster. The pressure inside me builds until the dam is unleashed.

      I groan loudly, the sound thunderous in the bedroom, heat snaking down my spine until I feel ripped apart. I come inside her throat, my hips bucking up against her mouth, hands tangled in her hair.

      Fucking fuck.

      I’m left gasping on the bed, my limbs weightless, my soul circling around for a moment before it returns.

      “You,” I manage to say, my voice hoarse. I lift my head and gaze at Perry, who looks extremely satisfied with herself. She wipes her lips slowly, her chin wet, and I know if I hadn’t just come so fucking hard I’d be turned on all over again. “You have a fucking gift, you know that?”

      Her brows raise, cheeks flushed against her pale skin. “Seems I do.”

      “I wouldn’t mind waking up like that every day for the next three years, just saying.”

      She laughs as she sits up, smacking my chest playfully. “Don’t be greedy, Dex.” She moves to the edge of the bed.

      “Where are you going?” I make a grab for her, but she’s quick.

      “To get ready,” she says, stepping out of my grasp. “I don’t want to rush us, but I told my father we’d be there by three and I’ve got some work I need to do before then.”

      She goes to the bathroom, closing the door behind her, and I sigh, collapsing back into the bed.

      So, today is our wedding anniversary. Three years. Not a huge number, and apparently not a big deal when it comes to the gold, silver, bronze—whatever other Olympic medals there are for surviving marriage. But still, every year is special and poignant and for whatever reason, Perry decided we should celebrate with her father and sister.

      I mean, I get it. Even though Perry said she’s been stepping forward after her mother’s death, the family has had a lot of setbacks and she needs to be with them often, propelled by guilt. Her father still hasn’t dated anyone, and tends to keep to himself. She’s often mentioned that he seems to have lost his faith, which isn’t great for a theology professor.

      Then there’s her nineteen-year old sister, Ada, who, in the last year, has discovered she has a lot of the same abilities as Perry, enough so that she has her very own guardian douchebag. She also went to Hell to rescue their mother. Literal Hell. Ever since then, well, she’s grown up extremely fast, and even though she’s in Instagram college or something, seeing ghosts and demons has been a bit of a struggle for her.

      And Perry, well…she puts on a sunny face, but since her thoughts sometimes leak out to me, never mind her emotions, I know that things are hard. She says she’s been happier since she put the show behind her, and I think she’s right about that. But I know she still carries a lot of fear with her.

      Because the thing is, losing your mother isn’t something you just grow out of.

      I should know.

      And neither is seeing ghosts.

      Or having the ability to read minds.

      Or creating portals to another dimension out of thin air.

      I know Perry still sees things she pretends not to see. I can’t blame her for acting like she doesn’t. Fuck, that’s how I operated for most of my life. Her solution, the way she’s adapted to try and be normal, to just survive, is to look the other way and pretend it’s not happening.

      I should understand this. But deep down, in my gut, it worries me.

      These things, this other world…it wants you to look at it.

      And I’m afraid that it will get angrier the more we ignore it.

      There’re so few who are able to do what we do. People say they want to explore the unknown, to stare into the abyss and have that fucking abyss stare right back at you.

      In reality though, they’ll always turn and run away with their tail between their legs. Very few people have the stomach to face the things that scare them.

      That’s one reason why I think taking up Mr. Cox on his offer might make a lot of sense. There is no fear here. This is a desperate man who lost his wife, who will do anything to connect with her.

      If I put myself in his position, I know I’d give all the money in the world to hear from Perry again. I’d do anything. Give my own life if it could save hers.

      I’ve done it before.

      And this time, it’s not exploitive. We could actually help someone. We could be in control. We could communicate with this woman and unite her with her lost loved one. We could make a real difference in the lives of the living and the dead.

      And it would let Perry know that there’s nothing to fear here.

      The past is behind us.

      So are the people we were.

      But we’re in control of the people that we can be.

      It starts with facing our fears.

      Naturally, a hundred grand comes along for the ride, just to sweeten the pot.

      But money or no money, I know I’ve got my work cut out for me. Tomorrow is Halloween, and since we’re spending tonight with her family in Portland, we’re going to stay at a cabin on Cannon Beach tomorrow. Celebrating our wedding anniversary on Halloween felt fitting.

      Yet, if tomorrow is supposed to be the best night to communicate with the dead, according to some witches or whatever, then it looks like our romantic getaway will have to be postponed.

      Yeah. Perry is probably going to kill me if I push for this again.

      Luckily, I know how to deal with her wrath.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The drive from Seattle to Portland is usually boring as shit, but this time it’s a little more exciting, thanks to my Highlander’s transmission problems when we stop for gas in Kelso. The car is usually reliable but this year it’s started to show its age and I know it’s only a matter of time before it starts to be a constant issue.

      Thankfully I’m able to get it started after twenty minutes fiddling with the engine, while Perry threatens to call roadside assistance and take away my man card.

      “You know, with a hundred grand, we could trade this puppy in and get one of them new hybrids,” I tell her once we’re back on the road, smacking the wheel.

      I can feel the spike of anger from her and I glance at her. She’s all flinty-eyed.

      “I thought we already discussed this,” she says.

      “No, you said you would think about it.” I pause. “I know I’ve been thinking about it. A lot.”

      She worries her lip between her teeth and looks out the window. “It’s a bad idea, Dex.”

      “Why?”

      “I already told you why. Don’t you listen to anything I say?”

      I know it seems like I’m not listening, but I need to approach this whole thing from another angle.

      “Let’s pretend I’m a fuckwit and you need to explain yourself again.”

      She lets out a long, heavy sigh, putting her head briefly in her hands. “Fine. I don’t want to because I’m scared. Okay? You happy now?”

      “Happy that you’re scared? No, baby. That doesn’t make me very happy.”

      Honestly, I didn’t expect her to just admit it like that. She’s tough as shit and has been through so much, that it takes a lot for her to just be vulnerable, even with me, even after all this time.

      We drive in silence for a few minutes. My mind is spinning over what she said. Even though I know facing her fears would be good for her, I could never put her in a position where she’s admittedly scared.

      Not for all the money in the world.

      “I’m sorry,” she says eventually.

      “What for?”

      “I know you really want this.”

      I lick my lips, trying to weigh my words carefully. “It’s not that I really want this, Perry. I just…until you told me the truth, that you were scared, I just thought it was a good life-changing opportunity. It wasn’t just about the money, even though that’s a huge fucking part of it.”

      “So what else is it about?”

      “It’s like…you know, I like what I do, I like our company.” I give her a quick smile. “Love our company. It’s so very us and even though we’re quite niche, we’re able to make a living. It’s the perfect combination of the two of us. But…”

      “But what?” She’s sitting up straighter, her eyes on me, bright and focused.

      “I fucking hate to say this because it sounds ridiculous, but the two of us are special. I hate that word, hate it, but sometimes it makes sense. It does here. We’re unique. We have an ability that so few have. Don’t you think we’re supposed to do something with it? I mean what’s the fucking point of being able to see ghosts and travel through the Veil and talk to the dead if we’re not going to use it?”

      She swallows, blinks at me.

      I grip the wheel tighter, feeling that fear seeping out from her.

      “I’m just being honest,” I tell her quickly. I give her an expectant look. “You know, once upon a time, that’s all you ever wanted from me.”

      “I know when you’re being honest and when you’re not,” she says slowly. “Doesn’t mean I like to hear it.”

      “Well, you just told me you were scared, so don’t worry. That trumps everything I just said.”

      I exhale, the silence between us growing louder. I’m reaching for my phone to pick a playlist, when she grabs my hand, holding it tight.

      “I love you, you know that,” she says softly.

      I don’t know why every time I hear those words, my chest seizes, my stomach dips, like I’m hearing it again for the very first time. The intensity inside me, my feelings for her, they’ve only grown stronger over the years. Sometimes I find myself loving her so much that it scares me to my core. Maybe because in the back of my mind, there’s always that fear that I won’t have her forever. Deep down inside, I’m still that scared little boy that lost too much, too soon.

      I’ve learned not to take things for granted. It’s a survival mechanism.

      I manage a smile. “I love you too, baby. You know I won’t do anything that you don’t want to do, and I’ll never put you in the position where you’d be scared. Okay?”

      “I know,” she says. “I know that. And I know that this means something to you. That you want to use our gifts but…how does that lead to a happy ending for us? How does that not put us back in time, down a road of horror and sorrow and bad choices?”

      “Because we’re different people now.”

      “You’re a different person. You have no fear because you can’t die.”

      I let out a sharp laugh. “Hey, we agreed that we were never going to look at it like that. That only invites death, remember? I can die, I have died, lest you forgot that, and I can get hurt. To think otherwise is too damn dangerous.”

      “So how come you aren’t scared?”

      I shrug. “I don’t know. I’m just not. Because this is a different thing. It’s what I said yesterday, that we are in the position to help people for once in our lives, we can do some good, starting now. We can connect him to his wife, the love of his life.”

      “How do you know she’s the love of his life?”

      I balk. “Why else would he be doing this?”

      She shrugs. “Revenge?”

      I shake my head. “No way. I could feel it off him.”

      “His love for her?”

      “His desperation.”

      “Doesn’t mean he was in love with her.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “I’m saying that you should probably look into it a little more. It’s extremely weird, okay? I don’t know if I trust this person. He wants us to open up the Veil, that’s risking our lives, basically. What if his intentions aren’t as pure as you think they are?”

      Huh. She has a point. God, when did I stop being so jaded and cynical?

      Oh yeah. The money.

      “You don’t know that we have to do anything with the Veil,” I tell her. “He said it was Shabbadoo on Halloween, the Veil will probably be thin enough for her to walk right on through.”

      “Shabbadoo? Is that an Adam Sandler holiday?”

      “Whatever the fuck that witchy occasion is called. I mean fuck, isn’t Halloween enough? Anyway, I think it would be pretty low-risk. It’s one woman, it’s in a controlled environment, and for all intents and purposes, it’s probably a reunion between loved ones. We’re not filming a TV show out of it.”

      “We’re not filming anything at all,” she says quickly, and from the glint in her eyes, I know she was fucking reading me, since I was actually planning on bringing the camera for research purposes.

      “That’s not fair!” I exclaim. She’s such a snoop. “Give my brain some privacy. And anyway, now it sounds like you’re considering it. You’re all over the place.”

      “Someone has to be. Anyway, I’m still thinking it over.”

      “You’re not scared anymore?”

      “I don’t know. Yes. No. Maybe…maybe I don’t have a reason to be. But that really all depends on their relationship, it depends on what happened to her, it depends on if this is all real or not. I mean, for all we know this might be a set-up, a prank. Maybe we’ll be filmed after all, look what these losers from Experiment in Terror are doing now.”

      “Losers?” I say aghast, my hand on my chest. “Speak for yourself.”

      She leans back in her seat, staring at her hands in her lap. “I think I need to call him later.”

      “You think you can get a read on him that way?”

      “Maybe. Worth a shot. At any rate, my instincts work pretty damn well. Gut feeling never lies.”

      Same went for me.

      Just wish I knew what the fuck my gut was telling me now.
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      Thanks to the car trouble and traffic, we get to the Palomino house an hour later than usual. I have to admit, there’s something nice about the suburbs this time of year, when everyone has pumpkins and jack-o-lanterns and Halloween decorations up. All we have outside our apartment is the same hobo who keeps pissing on the door.

      Shit, what’s happening to me? I’m actually appreciating the suburbs? That’s where people go to give up and die.

      No, it’s where people go to have a family and settle down.

      I don’t listen to that voice. It’s like it’s forgotten I was born and bred in New York Fucking City.

      As we slow down the street, I glance at the quaint house next to the Palomino’s, which is currently occupied by one very cool couple in their sixties, Sage and Dawn Knightly.

      Unfortunately there’s a beige Mercedes outside, not their car.

      “Fuck,” I mutter, driving past it and parking the Highlander in the Palomino’s driveway. “That’s that freaky fucking ginger’s car, isn’t it?”

      “Yeah,” Perry says, looking past me at the vintage mobile. She looks a little troubled. “I guess Jacob’s here.”

      Jacob “The Cobb” Edwards was the band manager for Hybrid, which was Sage Knightly’s infamous rock band in the seventies. Long story short, he died decades ago when he was buried in a crypt in Prague, but apparently was pulled out of Hell, or wherever the hell he went.

      Now, he’s here in Portland, driving an old Mercedes.

      Did I mention he’s not exactly human?

      Oh, and he dresses like a badly upholstered couch that wouldn’t look out of place on the set of All in the Family. That’s probably the most disturbing part of all.

      “I still don’t trust him,” Perry says, unbuckling herself.

      “Neither do I, kiddo. Neither do I.”

      I’ve only met him a handful of times when he’s visiting the Knightly’s. He’s like Jay’s mentor, the King of the Supernatural Ginger Brigade, and I guess he talks to Ada a lot too, about how to hunt demons while balancing a college education.

      Thus, it shouldn’t be a surprise when we grab our bags and head up the steps to the front door that it opens, displaying both Ada and Jay, her tall, immortal redwood tree of a boyfriend.

      “Took you long enough,” Ada says.

      “I told you we had car trouble,” Perry says, pulling her into a quick hug.

      I give Ada a nod since she still thinks I have cooties or something, then I eye Jay. Just like Jacob, I don’t trust him. He seems like he’s a good match for Ada, from what I’ve seen, but he’s one of them, forever a thorn in my side. Plus, there’s the fact that he’s like hundreds of years old or something, and Ada is technically still a teenager, even if she’s now quite mature for her age.

      “You going to just stand there having a pissing contest with your eyes?” Ada asks me. “Come the fuck inside.”

      I shake my head, realizing that I’ve been staring down Jay this whole time. Also just realized that he’s wearing a leather jacket and white tee, like he’s trying out to be a Ginger James Dean. Beats Ginger Elvis, I guess.

      At that thought, a wash of sadness comes through me, but I immediately push it away. I’m good at that. It’s the only way to get through.

      Jay just squints at me, then lifts his giant jaw in subtle defiance and turns, heading back into the house.

      Behave, Perry says, injecting her thought into my brain. She had promised not to do it too often, and she usually only does it when I’m being a dick.

      I will, I tell her in my head, though I can’t tell from her expression whether she’s heard me or not. Probably, because she doesn’t believe me either way.

      We go inside. It smells comforting, like Ada’s lit a bunch of scented candles called Pumpkin Spice Princess or something.

      My father-in-law is standing in the kitchen with a glass of red wine filled up to the rim, the bottle next to him.

      “Ah, here’s the lucky couple,” he says to us, and for once I don’t feel his usual begrudging tolerance toward me.

      “Daniel,” I say to him as Perry goes over and hugs him. We aren’t quite on the “dad” level yet, and our affection usually consists of a nod, sometimes even a smile. I have to admit, the man still terrifies me. He looks harmless, balding, with a pasta gut, glasses, on the short side. But I know from personal experience he has a mean right hook. Sometimes I get a phantom pain in my nose when he’s around.

      “Wine?” he asks us.

      “Yes, always,” I tell him as he grabs two glasses from the cupboard.

      “Just thought I’d make sure,” he says, peering at me as he uncorks the bottle of Pinot Noir. “I know it’s not always recommended to drink when you’re on medication.”

      I give him a stiff smile. Always a cheap shot somewhere.

      “It’s not a problem,” I tell him, unable to keep the edge out of my voice.

      He gives me a look I can’t read and hands me my glass. “That’s good to hear. I know it took you a lot of trial and error to find the right ones.”

      “Dad,” Perry admonishes. “Why are we discussing this?”

      “We’re family, aren’t we?” he says.

      Perry’s eyes dart over to Jay who is standing off to the side with Ada.

      That red-headed cockwaffle is definitely not a part of the family.

      “It’s fine, Perry,” I tell her. “No secrets here.”

      Unfortunately.

      I’ve been on meds for about two years now. It’s been a hellish process, to put it mildly, to get it just right. I know I’m no stranger to medication, and I had gone off it for a while there, which in turn opened my mind up to the supernatural again and so many other fucking things.

      But the truth is, I do better on them. I’ve been seeing a therapist—a good one—who recently diagnosed me with ADHD. None of us were surprised in the least. I’ve always been ADHD personified and the writing was on the wall for years. It’s just that when you’ve come from a fucked-up family and have gone through some pretty crazy things in your life, it’s easy to blame it on other things.

      So, I’m on medication for that, which has helped immensely. So much so that I was able to be weaned off my anti-depressants (which were a total boner killer, so good riddance to that period of my life). I’m still impatient, impulsive, reckless, brash, and distracted, but at least it keeps me grounded, and in turn it’s helped me become a much better husband. I hope so, anyway.

      I’m also on anti-anxiety medication. The question always was whether being on meds again would affect the way I see the supernatural.

      At this point, I have no idea. I haven’t really seen anything since I went to Hell and back and we stopped EIT. Sure, there’s been a few times where I’ve felt things that weren’t technically there, but it’s not like it used to be.

      Which is yet another reason why I want to take Harry Balls up on his offer. I want to see what happens when we seek them out. I want to see if it still remains, this ability I have, or if it’s been buried again.

      I know Perry says she’s happier pretending they don’t exist.

      I’m just not sure if it’s the same for me.

      Dealing with the dead had a way of making me feel the most alive.

      “Well,” Daniel says, clearing his throat and raising his wine glass. “I’m glad to see you’re doing better, Dex. And even though I’m sure this is the last place you want to be for your anniversary, I have to admit I’m really grateful you’re spending it with me.”

      Damn. Guess I do feel for the old man. I mean, I have no choice, there’s nothing but emotional chaos inside him, and it’s nearly impossible to keep it at a distance.

      I raise my glass anyway, along with Perry, and cheers him.

      “Ahem, and where’s my wine?” Ada says from behind us.

      “You’re not twenty-one,” he reminds her sternly.

      “Jay is,” Ada says.

      I snort. Daniel gives me a funny look. I’m not about to tell him how ageless Jay really is.

      “Fine,” he concedes. “Would you like a glass of wine, Jay?”

      I can tell from the way he talks to him that he doesn’t like him anymore than I do. In fact, he might actually like me more, which says a lot.

      “I better not,” Jay says, glancing at Ada. “Out of solidarity.”

      I want to ask him if he can even get drunk anyway, but while Daniel is currently surrounded by people who experience the supernatural (including Mr. Supernatural himself), he still loves to pretend that it’s all a bunch of woo woo bullshit.

      “So, you’re having car troubles,” he says to me, changing the subject. “Toyotas are pretty reliable.”

      I shrug with one shoulder. “Everything has its limits. It’s treated me well so far, but what I’d really like to do is trade it in and get one of the hybrids.” I give Perry an expectant look.

      She ignores me, smiles at her dad as she takes a sip. “The new models look like we should be driving a pack of children to a soccer game. The car will be fine.”

      Hmmphf.

      We stand in the kitchen making small talk (her dad loves to talk about the business and then passive-aggressively drop hints that we’re doing things all wrong), until Jay excuses himself, saying he has work to do next door.

      I watch him leave, pausing by the door and squeezing Ada’s hand before he goes.

      But the moment he steps outside and starts heading next door, is the moment I realize I should be talking to Jay about our new opportunity. He might know something I don’t.

      “I’ll be right back,” I tell everyone, putting down the wine and heading out the door.

      “Dex!” Ada hisses after me. “Where are you going?”

      “I need to talk to your boy toy,” I tell her, heading across the lawn.

      “What? Why?” she cries out. “Oh god, Dex. Please don’t be problematic.”

      I turn around, brows raised. “Problematic? Moi?”

      Then I grin at her and run across the yard, leaping over the fence between the houses with room to spare. I manage to get right in front of Jay before he even has a chance to reach for the door.

      “Do you have a moment?” I ask him.

      He stares at me, then looks over at the fence that I ever-so casually jumped over like it wasn’t six feet tall, then back at me again. He looks a little impressed. He should be. I’m very impressive.

      “What is it?” he asks, going around me and opening the door, gesturing. “I suppose it’s only polite to invite you inside.”

      “I’m not used to any of your kind having manners,” I tell him, stepping inside the house. It’s a fairly cozy place, even though it’s absolutely packed with vibes, the kind that makes the hair stand up on your neck. It’s not bad, per se, it’s just a lot.

      “My kind,” he scoffs, shutting the door behind him. “You make me sound like an alien.”

      I shrug. “If the freaky shoe fits.”

      “Declan,” a woman’s voice says in surprise.

      I turn to see Dawn Knightly walking down the hall toward me, a mug in her hands, steam rising out of it. I’ve been over here a handful of times, usually to fanboy over her husband in his jam room downstairs, but I don’t dare ask her to call me Dex. She’s a legend in her own right.

      “What brings you here?” she asks, taking a sip of her tea and eyeing me curiously. I can tell she never really knows what to do with me.

      “I was hoping to talk to Jay about something, but now that you’re here too, another ear is always welcome. Where’s Sage?”

      “He’s in the studio,” she says. “I have a feeling if it’s a question for the three of us, it’s not going to be as simple as you borrowing a cup of sugar.”

      “Not exactly. I won’t take up too much of your time though.”

      She gives me a smile that makes her look youthful against her crow’s feet and gray hair. “We’re retired, Declan. We have all the time in the world.”

      She turns and heads down the hall and I follow, the hulking redhead behind me. “Is Jacob here?” I ask, looking around. “I thought I saw his car outside earlier.”

      “He was, he’ll be back later,” she says, giving me a knowing look over her shoulder. “Something about some portal to Hell he has to go close up.”

      I stare. “Are you serious?”

      “Hard to tell with her, isn’t it?” Jay says under his breath.

      While I’m still trying to figure out whether Jacob is acting as a demon bouncer or not somewhere, we walk down the stairs to the room in the basement. When the heavy door to the studio opens, sound floods out.

      Sage is standing in the middle of the room, his black Les Paul hanging from his neck, some righteous tune coming from the amp.

      He stops playing and looks up in surprise. “Am I being too loud?”

      “Not at all,” she says.

      “To be honest, you could be louder,” I tell him.

      I know I’ve got the cheesiest fucking grin on my face right now. I can’t help it. Not only is Sage the coolest dude I’ve ever met, but his jam room is amazing, and every time I’m down here I just wish everyone would leave me alone so I could geek out over all the band memorabilia and instruments without embarrassing myself.

      A little background: Sage used to be in the 70’s rock band Hybrid. Dawn was the young journalist sent to cover their North American tour. Jacob was their band manager, who was also managing a contract with the Devil who aimed to collect Sage before his twenty-eight birthday.

      You know how it goes.

      Anyway, the tour went horribly awry, people died, Dawn and Sage managed to fuck and fall in love, and now they’re here, in their sixties and retired, living next door to the Palominos.

      “I wasn’t expecting you, Dex,” Sage says, raising his hand in a high-five, and fuck yeah I never miss an opportunity to high-five a rock legend.

      I slap his hand and he winces slightly, which isn’t nothing when he’s pretty tall and solidly built for an old dude.

      “Sorry. Little too excited there.” I need to calm the fuck down. “Anyway, I just dropped by to run something past you guys.”

      Dawn and Sage exchange a furtive glance. “Everything okay next door?” Sage asks.

      “As far as I know,” Jay says, giving me an expectant look.

      “It’s not about them,” I explain. “It’s about me. And Perry.”

      I launch into everything about Mr. Harry Cox from beginning to end, and somehow I don’t even laugh once. By the time I’m done, all three of them have completely different expressions on their faces. Sage looks wary, Dawn looks curious, and Jay, well he’s impossible to get a read on. I think he just might be constipated.

      “So?” I ask. “What do I do?”

      “Why isn’t Perry here?” Dawn asks. “Does she even know you’re talking to us?”

      I give her a look. “Why would you assume I’m doing this without telling her?”

      Jay lets out a loud laugh.

      “Shut up, Ginger,” I snipe at him.

      “Ginger,” he says, shaking his head. “I expected a more creative insult from you, Dex.”

      I glare at him. “Yeah well, I ran out of all my ginger insults a long time ago.” I give Dawn an apologetic smile, since she still has some fiery red in her hair. “Sorry, Dawn. You’re okay.”

      “It’s hard to say what the right thing to do is,” Sage says carefully, ignoring our skirmish. “I err on the side of caution these days. I’ve had too many hard lessons, I’m sure you understand.”

      “But that’s a lot of money,” Dawn says to him.

      “It is only if there’s no catch. No exchange. Otherwise the price is too high.”

      Dawn turns to me. “I think if both you and Perry are open to dealing with the unknown for a night, if you think you can handle it, then it might be a great opportunity. I know why you might think there’s a catch, but to me it just sounds like a man in love. Maybe I’m a romantic.”

      Right. Well I haven’t quite told her that Perry’s not really on board. I just wanted to see if these guys saw any major red flags.

      Then again, Jay hasn’t said anything.

      I look at him. “Well?”

      He folds his arms, chewing on his lip for a moment. “What are you most afraid of?”

      “Clowns,” I reply. “And the dentist.”

      He gives me a look like I’m an idiot. “I mean, what’s your worst fear happening if you do this?”

      “That it unleashes something. That if we contact the dead, that something else, something worse, is listening. Waiting. That we open a portal to the Veil and can’t shut it. That some demon fucking beast thing comes on out. And, personally speaking, having been dragged to Hell by my brother Michael, I really don’t want to go through that again.”

      Sage raises his hand. “Am I the only one here who hasn’t died and or gone to Hell yet? Yeah? Then perhaps you better take my advice.”

      “You know, what you fear will harm you,” Jay says to me. “If you want to do this, you have to go into it with no fear.”

      I laugh. “Right.”

      “I’m serious. And if you can avoid it, don’t let Perry punch any holes into the Veil. I’m still not sure what she’s capable of. I know that she can do things that Ada can’t, and I’m not sure how much control she has.”

      “Hey, Perry’s got all the control, okay? Don’t you worry your pretty redhead about her.” I glare at him. “Anyway, if things play out like they used to with us, I’m sure we’ll just roll on into that house, walk around talking to the walls, and eventually this lady will show up. That’s how it worked before. You seek them out and they appear.”

      Although I’m a bit worried that won’t be the case on my medication. At any rate, Perry will definitely see her.

      “And then what?” Jay asks.

      “I don’t know, ask her what the weather’s like over there? It’s not up to me anyway, her husband is the one who wants to talk to her.”

      “Is he going to be there?”

      “I assume so. Or maybe I’m just supposed to ask and transcribe.”

      Jay looks at Sage and Dawn. “Maybe I should go with them.”

      “Okay, just wait a fucking minute here,” I tell him. “We don’t need a babysitter.”

      “Then why did you need to talk to me about it?” he counters.

      Fucker.

      “I wanted your advice, that’s all.”

      “And my advice is that I should go with you.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I can close up the Veil if shit goes down. Because I can suss it out ahead of time and see that the coast is clear.”

      “Is your own babysitter going to let you do that?”

      “Jacob?” Jay smirks. “Jacob doesn’t have to know.”

      “Whoa, whoa,” Dawn says, walking over to us. “Jacob knows everything.”

      “Not everything,” Jay says quickly, smiling about something I assume is Ada-related, but I don’t want to know. “And anyway, I think it would be a good idea.”

      “I don’t,” I tell him. “We’ve gone the threesome route before, and it gets pretty messy.”

      “Tell me about it,” Sage remarks.

      Dawn whips around, nearly spilling her tea, and punches him on the arm. “Hey. No one needs to know about what you did with your groupies.”

      “Also,” I say loudly, clearly my throat, “I was talking about being a threesome when it comes to filming. Since it’s usually just us two.”

      “Oh he knows what you meant,” Dawn says to me, rolling her eyes. “He just likes to brag about it when he can.”

      Sage just shrugs. Can’t say I blame the man.

      “So, what do you say?” Jay nods at me. “I can be the back-up, make things go smoothly. Safely.”

      I don’t like it at all but that’s purely because of my ego. I used to be a fucking pro at this, this was my job. Then again, the last few episodes of EIT did have either Rebecca or Maximus with us, so maybe I really do need someone else around to keep me in line. Lord knows Perry can’t rein me in all the time.

      “Okay. Just this once.”

      “Just this once?” he asks, tilting his head at me. “Is this going to be an ongoing thing.”

      I guess I just let that slip, didn’t I?

      “No,” I tell him. “But maybe it’ll be easier to convince Perry now that you’re on board.”

      “You haven’t convinced her yet?” Dawn practically screeches. “Declan!”

      The woman sure has a way of making you feel sheepish. “What? She’s stubborn. I’m just trying to, you know, streamline things a little.”

      Dawn does not look impressed. Sage seems more on my side, thank god.

      And Jay, well I tell Jay I’ll seek him out later once I’ve figure out what Perry is going to say. If he can keep this from Jacob, it’s worth a shot. I just don’t want two supernatural freaks fucking with the job that Harry wants to hire me to do, especially when I trust Jacob the least.

      I bid farewell to the trio and head back upstairs through the house and out the front door, just in time to see Perry marching down the driveway toward me, looking irate.

      “What were you doing in there?” she asks, and from the determined look on her face, plus this dull pressure building in my sinuses, I know what she’s going to try and do.

      “No fair!” I yell at her, putting my hands over my ears, as if that will help. Where the fuck is a Magneto helmet when you need one?

      I dodge to left and go over the fence again, leaving her in the Knightly’s yard, then run up the front steps and burst into the Palomino residence.

      “Dex?” Ada says, stepping in front of me in the hall. “What’s going on?”

      “Tell your sister to get out of my head, please,” I tell her, patting her on the shoulder as I grab my overnight bag off the floor and head up the stairs two at a time.

      Okay, so I realize I’m a husband running away from his wife, but I need to compose my own thoughts first before she tries to get a read on them.

      Of course Perry is stubborn as hell, so even though I’m in her old bedroom, which is now the guest room, and I’ve shut the door, she comes right on barreling in.

      “You’re running away from me now?” she asks, slamming the door shut.

      I sit down on the bed, totally trapped. I hold up a hand in defense. “You’re trying to read my mind. I had no choice.”

      “Because I don’t know what the hell is wrong with you. You suddenly ran after Jay and disappeared into That 70’s Show.”

      “I had questions.”

      “About the damn séance.”

      “Hey.” I press my hands at my temples. “You said you wouldn’t do that.”

      “I’m not trying to,” she says, putting her hands on her hips. Damn it, I wish she didn’t look so fucking sexy when she was yelling at me. “And even if I was, you’re actually doing something to keep me out.”

      “Right.” That’s something she’d say to make me lower my guard. “So then how do you know we were talking about Harry Cox?”

      “It was a lucky guess,” she says, a brow quirking up. “You think I don’t know you by now?” She leans in, wrapping her hands around the back of my neck, her palms warm and instantly calming me. She’s got a way.

      I give her a wry grin, reaching for her waist, and pulling her closer to me. “I think you know me better than I do, baby.” My hands slip under her sweater, sliding against the unbearably soft skin above her jeans. I lean in slightly to kiss her, my eyes falling closed.

      She pulls her head back and gives me look.

      No dice.

      “Why were you talking about that with them?” she asks pointedly.

      Oh right. The part where I fucked up.

      “I needed a second opinion.”

      “And a third and a fourth?”

      I shrug. “They were there.”

      Her hands drop away and she walks away toward the closet, staring at it for a moment, perhaps remembering all the crazy shit that went down in there a year ago. No wonder Ada wanted to change rooms again.

      “You know you’re a dick for not including me, right?” she says, turning around and folding her arms across her chest.

      “Yes?”

      “You can’t just go around getting second opinions for something I haven’t agreed to.”

      “Look, you can’t blame me for being proactive.”

      She studies me, and I can tell she wants to snoop inside my head, but what difference does that make if she already knows me so well?

      “So, what did they say?”

      “Well, Dawn seemed to think it was a good idea and probably innocent. I believe she used the word romantic. Sage just wanted to talk about a threesome he had once, and Jay said he’s going to be our chaperone.”

      “Excuse me? Our what?”

      “Yeah he’s volunteered to make sure we don’t fuck things up. Apparently I have a history of doing that.”

      She wiggles her lips, which in turn makes her nose wiggle slightly, and fuck if she doesn’t always look completely adorable when she does that.

      Then she comes over to me and sits beside me on the bed.

      “Maybe that’s not a bad idea…”

      I glance at her in surprise. “What, Jay coming with us?”

      She nods and then puts her hand on mine. “Yeah. I’d feel better.”

      “You think I can’t protect you?” I have to admit, that fucking hurts.

      She gives my hand a squeeze. “I worry that I can’t protect you. I almost lost you once, Dex. I’m not going through that again. But if something like that were to happen, maybe it’s good that we have one of them with us.”

      That hurts, too. I know I don’t want Jay to be the sacrificial lamb, just like Maximus was with me. I hate how this is setting up to be that way again.

      “This time will be different,” she adds

      “How do you know that?”

      “I talked to him.”

      “Who?”

      “Who do you think?” she says. “I called Harry while you were over there.”

      I break into a grin, leaning in to kiss her shoulder. “You are full of surprises, my love.”

      “Just trying to compete with you.”

      “And so…?”

      She stares down at my left hand, using her forefinger to slide my wedding band around and around. “He’s the real deal. Granted, I couldn’t really get a read but I’m trusting my gut here and my gut says he’s just a man with some money who wants one more chance to contact his wife. He says he has questions that need to be asked, even if he doesn’t get the answer, and he seems to think if we do it tomorrow, we have the best shot.”

      “But tomorrow we’re supposed to go to Cannon Beach.”

      “I know,” she says, giving me a sweet smile. “But we can always do that after. I mean, it’s our anniversary right now and we’re here, so what’s the difference? I’m not going anywhere.”

      “Neither am I,” I tell her. I lean in and kiss her, slow and soft and just so fucking sweet. Her mouth opens against mine, hesitant at first, probably because she knows how I get when I kiss her like this, and that I’m two seconds away from pushing her back down on the bed and having my way with her.

      Then the door springs open and Ada steps in, making us break apart.

      “Jesus H. Macy,” I swear. “Don’t you knock?”

      “You guys can make out some other time,” Ada says, tucking her blonde hair behind her ear. “I’m going with you.”

      “What are you talking about?” Perry asks.

      Ada points at the both of us. “You. Tomorrow. I’m going with you and Jay.”

      “How the hell did you know about that?” I ask her. “I literally just talked to him.”

      “While you two were about to have sex, I saw Jay,” she says, sounding rightfully disgusted.

      “We weren’t about to have sex,” Perry says, sitting up straighter, her cheeks flushing.

      I give her a look. Liar.

      “I’m going with you,” Ada says with a roll of her eyes.

      “I haven’t even committed to going,” Perry says.

      “What the fuck, woman?” I stare at my wife. “You literally just did.”

      “Anyway, Jay approved,” Ada says.

      “Yes, but I don’t approve,” Perry says, getting to her feet. She’s short, and her younger sister towers over her, and yet there’s so much life force in Perry that she’s completely overpowering. It’s hard to explain, but it makes me very proud.

      It’s enough that Ada takes a step back.

      “Why would you have to worry about me? Do you have any idea what I’ve been through over the last year?”

      “I would if you opened up to me more!” Perry fires back. “You tell me nothing!”

      “Ladies,” I interject. “Calm your tits.”

      “Dex, please,” Ada admonishes my choice of words, scrunching up her nose as she looks at me.

      “Look,” I tell them, splaying my palms. “If Jay says it’s fine, I think it’s probably fine. He knows what Ada is capable of more than we do.”

      “Only because she won’t open to me,” Perry says snidely.

      Ada crosses her arms, leaning back as she appraises her sister. “Well, well, well, sounds like you can’t read my mind anymore.”

      “I told you I wouldn’t,” Perry says, but from the hesitation in her eyes, I can tell she’s tried.

      “All I need you to know, blondie,” I say to Ada, “is that the money is our money.”

      “What money?” she asks, eyes round.

      Shit.

      “We’re getting paid to do this,” Perry tells her reluctantly.

      “How much?”

      I let Perry handle that one. She gives me a nod and then shrugs at Ada. “A hundred thousand dollars.”

      Ada gasps. Hand at her chest. Pretends to stumble backward.

      “What?! Are you serious?”

      We both nod. She shakes her head. “And you only committed to this now? What the hell is wrong with you?” She stares at Perry, open-mouthed. “Do you know how much money that is?”

      “I’m aware,” she says carefully, running her hands down her face. She eyes the both of us. “Okay. Fine. Let’s do it.”

      “You said that before,” I remind her. “Is this for real now?”

      “Yes. Let’s do it.”

      “And I can come?” Ada asks.

      “Would it matter if I said no?” Perry raises her brow.

      Ada seems to think that over.

      “It’s going to be fine,” I assure Perry. “I promise, kiddo.”

      “Ugh, you still call her kiddo,” Ada says, walking to the door.

      “Nicknames stick, Little Fifteen,” I shoot back.

      She leaves, sticking up her middle finger at me as she goes.

      “Are you telling me I’m number one?” I call after her. If I don’t get to piss Ada at least once while I’m here, then I’ve failed at my duty as her brother-in-law.

      “She’s rude, you know,” I comment to Perry, who looks pretty stressed for having just agreed to all this. “Are you okay?”

      She nods. “Yeah. Yeah I just…I’m nervous. You know?”

      I get off the bed and take her hands in mine. “No use being nervous about it now. We have all night tomorrow for that.” I lean in and kiss her softly, pulling back to search her eyes. They carry every single color of the ocean in them. “Thank you for saying yes.”

      “I didn’t just do it for you, Dex. I did it for us.” She licks her lips, her throat moving as she swallows. “It really could change everything.”

      “It will change everything.”

      For better.

      And hopefully not for worse.
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      Dinner at the Palomino’s was an interesting event, considering Daniel, once again, had no idea what was wrong with the rest of us. Perry was nervous about the whole thing and could barely eat, just pushed the food around on her plate, while Ada seemed beside herself with excitement, chatting away at a high frequency, and I was alternating between the two.

      I have to say, by the time I’d gone through three large glasses of wine, trying to match Daniel, who’s been drinking like a fish lately, I was leaning toward the excited side.

      And I don’t know if it was the wine (probably), but I was turned on as hell.

      I know. I’m a fucking weirdo, and a horny bastard on my best days.

      I kept thinking about what it would be like to be in that world again. The unknown. The thrill.

      The fear.

      Fuck, the fear got me hard.

      So much so that I spent the end of dinner with a raging erection, trying to make the eyes at Perry so she’d get the hint and stop lingering at the table making small talk over cheesecake. It isn’t until I bring my foot all the way up between her legs under the table that she finally notices me.

      Her brows raise.

      I give her a look. She knows the one.

      She frowns, most likely because she didn’t expect that look at the dinner table.

      “Need any help cleaning up?” she asks her father, getting out of her chair.

      Oh god, I am in no position to do the dishes, why is she volunteering us?

      But Daniel just waves her away. “I’ve got it. Ada will help.”

      Ada shoots Perry a dirty look but it’s too late, Perry is heading to the stairs and I’m pushing my chair back while thanking Daniel for dinner, and then I’m hot on her trail.

      We’re down the hall, near the bedroom, when she turns around and eyes me suspiciously. “Are you drunk? What’s wrong with you?”

      The question should be, what’s right with me?

      Right now? Everything.

      I don’t say that though.

      Instead, I usher her inside the room, close the door, locking it shut, and then I’m on her.

      She lets out a little yelp of surprise as I grab her face in my hands, kissing her deeply, walking her backward until her legs hit the end of the bed. Her hands go up to the neck of my t-shirt and she grips it, holding me back as she pulls away.

      “Dex,” she says, trying to find her breath, her eyes searching mine. “What happened?”

      “Everything,” I tell her, managing a smirk before the hunger overwhelms me. It starts as a building fire in the base of my balls, igniting up my spine until my mouth is on hers again, fucking her with my tongue, driven by some strangely insatiable need. If she’s caught off-guard, so am I, but like hell if I’m going to do a thing to stop it.

      She moans into my mouth, and Christ on a cracker, that sets me off like nothing else.

      My hands work feverishly all over her body, pulling up at her sweater, tugging down at her jeans, feeling acute desperation, like if I didn’t stick my dick inside her and come right here, right now, I might possibly die. A tragic death by blue balls.

      Thankfully Perry gets over her confusion and hesitation at me mauling the fuck out of her and reads into my urgency. She unzips her jeans and tries to step out of them, but I impatiently shoved her back onto the bed.

      “I’m going to fuck the hell out of you,” I practically growl at her, pulling my shirt over my head, taking off my pants. I slip off my boxer briefs, my cock standing at attention, painfully hard.

      Perry’s eyes go round and, sweet Jesus, the fact that my dick still gets that reaction from her is priceless.

      “Spread your legs,” I tell her, making a fist over my cock and sliding it slowly up my shaft. I have to be careful as fuck or I’m going to jack myself off with ease.

      Her cheeks go pink, and that only turns me on even more. My god, I’m just torturing myself right now.

      “You’re bossy tonight,” she says, biting her lip. “I like it. Just tell me what to do.”

      A rush runs through me, and holy hell am I the luckiest fucker alive.

      “Get yourself off,” I tell her. “Let me watch.”

      Whenever we fuck, I almost always make Perry come twice. That’s the bare minimum. The only problem now is, I am so damn horny that if I go down on her right now, I’m going to end up coming into the bedspread like I’m fourteen years old again. The taste of her alone can set me off on my good days.

      So yeah, this time I’m going to let her get herself off so I can fuck her hard and fast and be done with this painful, primal surge that’s threatening to pull me apart.

      She moves into it fast, too. Her legs spread wider, showcasing the glistening pink of her cunt, her fingers working herself. She’s surprisingly uninhibited, considering she usually keeps a part of her guarded, even during sex, even after all this time. But I guess whatever I’m feeling right now, that buzzing in my veins, the pounding in my chest like I’ve just been injected with steroids, she’s feeling it too.

      I watch her closely, in awe, as her back arches and her perfect creamy tits rise, her tight little nipples pointing at the ceiling. Her mouth is open, eyes pinched shut in concentration, and I am fucking dumbstruck by two competing feelings that are starting to merge into one: how much I love this woman, and how much I want to fuck her brains out.

      My dick is a monster and I have to grip it hard, force myself to think of bad memories in order to have some modicum of control, especially as I watch her come to a climax, the tiny, breathless cries that spill from her open lips, the way she’s writhing on the bed.

      Thinking unsexy thoughts isn’t going to get me anywhere. If I keep this up, I’m going to come while imagining something awful, and that wouldn’t be fun.

      She’s still convulsing when I get on the bed and prowl over her, moving fast, feeling like time is running out. I steady myself between her legs and she looks up at me with big, sated eyes as I push myself inside her with one hard, slick thrust.

      We both cry out, the air expelled from our lungs, and my eyes practically roll to the back of my brain. I’m buried in so deep, I swear I’m being fused to her.

      But this was always the case with her.

      Our connection is like no other.

      And when I’m inside her, when I’m moving in her body, when we’re tangled together as one, it’s like we’re two magnets unable to keep apart. This isn’t just about the sex, about the nearly supernatural desire and pleasure that we give each other, this is about our souls. This is where they meet, meld, lock together.

      But fuck it if I’m not a slave to this need to get off right now.

      “Dex,” she says through a moan, her hands going into my hair, making tiny fists, trying to hold on even though I can’t be stopped, not now, not when I’m losing my fucking mind to her body.

      I’m rutting into her, raw and ruthless, my ass cheeks clenching with unlimited power as I drive into her, again and again, deeper and deeper. She makes these incredible noises that are nothing short of a symphony and I’m the conductor.

      “Jesus,” she swears, hands going down my back now in an effort to contain me as I thrust harder, faster. I bury my head into her neck, biting her there until I taste blood.

      She gasps in pain.

      Sweat pours off me.

      The bed slams against the wall.

      The smell of sex fills the room.

      “Dex, Dex, oh god,” she cries out, clawing at my back in vicious scratches, and I can’t hold it together any longer. I feel her clench around me as the breath inside her stills.

      Then she’s unleashed, quaking beneath me.

      And I come so motherfucking hard it feels like I’ve been hit by a truck.

      “Fuck!” I call out, my mind going black and blank, the roar of the orgasm ripping me apart at the seams. “Holy fucking FUCK.”

      I’m blabbering now, barely aware that my thrusts are slowing down, that I’m still coming inside her somehow, like there’s a dam inside me that won’t subside.

      But eventually it does.

      I collapse on top of her, trying to get air back into my lungs, my heart thundering against my ribs so hard I feel like it’s trying to meet hers.

      What the hell just happened there?

      We have sex a lot. Sometimes it’s freaky.

      But it’s been a long time since it’s been like that.

      I don’t even have words for it.

      “Dex,” Perry says softly.

      I lift up my head and gaze at her, my eyes trying to focus.

      My god, she’s beautiful.

      And to think she’s mine.

      “I’m sorry, am I crushing you?” I ask, licking my lips, making a sorry attempt to push off of her.

      “No!” she cries out, eyes flashing. She grabs my shoulders, holding me against her chest, the sweat of my exertion sticking between us. “No. Don’t. I just…”

      “I know,” I manage to say, smoothing her hair off her forehead. I eye the bitemark on her neck. I hate that it turns me on, like I’ve left my permanent mark there. I guess a wedding band isn’t enough. “I got carried away.”

      She nods slowly, her eyes resting on my mouth, my nose, searching the corners of my face, like she can’t really believe it’s me. “I didn’t mind,” she says softly. She swallows, nostrils flaring. “I can’t remember the last time I came that hard.”

      I give her a wry smile. “Gee, thanks.”

      “I can’t remember the last time you came like that either,” she says. “Something changed.”

      “Nothing changed,” I tell her quickly.

      But, of course something has.

      It’s what we’re about to do tomorrow.

      It’s that step into the past.

      Into the unknown.

      Into the fear.

      And if I wasn’t afraid of spooking her, I’d probably tell her my theory.

      That sex heals me, it’s a balm on the wounds I bury deep.

      It quiets the chaos of my mind.

      And it strengthens that bond between us when we’re going to need it most.

      “Well, that was one hell of an anniversary present,” she says, as if that was to blame.

      And then I realize fuck, I never bought her an anniversary gift. I thought that having a romantic night somewhere would be enough, but of course that’s not enough, you always get the wife something else nice as an extra. And now we’re not even going to the beach at all. Instead we’re going to be re-enacting scenes from Beetlejuice with her sister and the Cheeto-head.

      Dex, you fucking tool. Worst husband of the year award, right here.

      Oh well. At least there was the orgasm.

      I pull out and roll off of her, also aware that the chances of her sister and father hearing us were quite high.

      I think from the way she’s sitting up, looking sheepish, she’s thinking the same thing.

      “If anyone asks, we’ll just tell them we had to battle the closet monsters again,” I tell her, slipping on my briefs. I toss her her bra and sweater.

      “Dex, don’t talk about that,” she warns me, eyes darting to the closet.

      “Hey, that’s all done with. You know that.”

      But for how long? Her voice whispers softly in my head.

      I guess we’ll see.
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        * * *

      

      The next day rolls around in harmony with Halloween. The morning is foggy and dark gray, with trails of mist moving through the fir trees outside the window in the kitchen.

      I’m sitting at the table, mainlining coffee, along with Ada and Perry.

      The two of them are quiet as they pick at their breakfast, then they occasionally look at each other in either surprise or annoyance, which makes me think they might be having a conversation in their heads. Either way, I’m not about to get involved in their sisterly business, which seems more and more complicated by the day. Judging by the way Perry is keeping her hair wrapped around the bite mark I left on her, Ada is probably giving her shit about that.

      Honestly, I’m in my own world, trapped in my own head. My thoughts are bouncing back and forth on a loop, as it happens sometimes. I have good days and bad days, and some days the medication isn’t enough, I need extra coffee to power through. Or a cigarette. Fuck, I would kill for a cigarette.

      I keep thinking about two things.

      One is the sex I had last night, because I’m nothing if not on-brand.

      And two is what we’re about to do tonight.

      As for the sex, I’m not sure what exactly came over me, but I have a feeling that it won’t be a one-time thing. There’s something in my blood that runs hot, saturating my veins like smoke, that pulls at me. Pulls me back to those same feelings from last night. The lust. The insatiable wild necessity. Like some primal, lizard-brained part of me is waking up for the first time in a long time and it only has one need.

      And that’s to fuck.

      It’s not some vague feeling either. It’s specific in its want.

      It’s focus is solely for the woman sitting across from me, biting into a piece of toast, her eyes going to the window and taking in the rolling fingers of fog.

      That’s who I want.

      More than anything.

      And I know I have her…I know I do. That’s the funny thing about all of this. Perry is mine and always will be. She’s wearing a ruby and topaz ring on her left hand, the ring I gave her. The ring that symbolizes our marriage, just as the band on my finger does.

      So she’s mine, I know she’s mine.

      Then why do I feel…I need to keep her?

      With a desperation I hadn’t felt in years?

      And why does this desperation make me feel so fucking alive?

      Which brings my brain back to the other thing I’m obsessing over.

      Tonight.

      The reason why I have goosebumps all over my body already.

      Why the hair on the back of my neck is already raised, like whatever we’re about to do has already started, just by our own intentions.

      Plus, I have a hard-on.

      I’m a fucking mess of a man.

      “Are you okay?” Ada asks me.

      I glance over at her, wondering what she’s picking up on.

      I give her a quick smile, adjusting myself. “I’m fine.”

      She studies me, suspicious as always, then has a sip of her coffee before glancing at Perry.

      Perry is still staring out the window, oblivious to either me or Ada.

      “Then stop looking at her like that,” Ada says.

      My brows raise. “Pardon? Stop looking at my wife?”

      “Yeah. It’s weird. You’re looking at her like she’s food.”

      “Food?” I pause. “What kind of food?”

      Ada rolls her eyes. “Look, I just want things to go smoothly tonight, and it’s quite obvious that you’re just rolling with your feelings right now.”

      “I’m not rolling with anything,” I counter. “I’m just…getting prepared.”

      Don’t tell me she can hear thoughts too now.

      But while I’m talking with Ada, I notice Perry hasn’t said a word. She’s still staring out the window.

      “Perry?” I say softly, trying to not look at her like a fucking Big Mac or whatever the fuck food Ada was talking about.

      She still doesn’t look at me.

      Finally I reach across the table and take her hand.

      She blinks, jolted back into reality and looks at me in surprise.

      “God. Sorry, I…” She shakes her head and looks at the both of us. “I was daydreaming. There are these birds out there. They’re so strange…”

      I follow Perry’s gaze out the window, across the lawn to the towering maple trees on the other side of the road. I don’t know how I didn’t notice it before, considering the branches are mostly bare, with a few patches of orange leaves hanging on, but there’s a giant flock of tiny birds that keep taking off and landing on the trees.

      The birds take off as one, like a black cape, swirling and twirling up into the air and then swoop back down, covering the trees. They stay there for a moment, chirping and bouncing along the branches, before they do it again. A blot in the sky.

      Leave as one.

      Land as one.

      A chill runs down my spine.

      I twist in my seat to look at Ada and Perry.

      Perry’s expression is blank, almost dreamy. Ada looks bothered.

      “I hope that’s not an omen,” Ada says.

      “I wonder what they’re doing,” Perry muses softly.

      “Oh good, you’re still here,” Daniel says, walking into the kitchen with a newspaper under his arm, maybe the only person alive who still reads them. He breaks up the weird vibes, with all of us snapping to attention.

      He puts the newspaper down and stares at us, like he has something to say.

      Then he looks at me.

      I can’t read his expression, but I can feel what he’s carrying in him.

      Worry and fear.

      But he doesn’t know what we’re up to tonight, unless Ada has told him.

      “Dex,” he says, grabbing the coffee pot and pouring himself a cup. “You’re good at gardening, right?”

      Perry snorts. “Dad, have you met Dex?”

      But what Perry isn’t picking up on, what she should be picking up on, is that the conversation is a ruse.

      “I know some things,” I tell him, and god help me if I’m wrong about this because I know shit-all. I’ve had numerous marijuana plants over the years, and they’ve all died. Probably because I didn’t water them. Look, I can barely take care of myself.

      “Perhaps you can tell me what’s wrong with the fig tree in the back yard,” he says, walking across the kitchen with his cup of coffee, gesturing with his head to the sliding doors in the living room.

      “Uh, yeah, I can do that,” I say, avoiding the rapid-fire looks that Ada and Perry are shooting me.

      I get up and follow Daniel, my palms sweating.

      I feel like I’m in trouble.

      Like I’ve done something wrong.

      He’s about to go all Italian mafia on my ass, isn’t he?

      I’m out of the family, just like that.

      We step through the doors and onto the patio, the floor cold and damp through my socks. He slides the door closed behind us.

      What are you doing? Perry comes into my head, but I just shut my eyes for a moment, booting her back out.

      “You okay, Dex?” Daniel asks.

      I look at him, giving him a quick smile. “Oh fine. Just a bit concerned you might be plotting to murder me and have a quick burial.”

      I expected him to laugh at that, or at least smile, but he doesn’t do either.

      “Here’s the thing,” he says. “This isn’t about the fig tree.”

      “You mean that fig tree?” I ask, pointing to a small one in a large white pot.

      He glances over his shoulder at it. “Yes.”

      “Well I can tell you one thing, you need to plant it soon. It won’t do too well in a pot.”

      He frowns at me. “So you do know how to garden?”

      Honestly, I’m just making shit up. I shrug. “So, what is this about, if not about figs?”

      He sighs and pinches the bridge of his nose before adjusting his glasses. “Okay. You have to promise me you won’t tell Ada or Perry about this.”

      Oh no. I’m being sworn to secrecy. That’s not the easiest thing around my wife.

      I swallow. “You know, I’m not the best with secrets.”

      “Then you’ll have to try, alright?” He says sternly.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “I’ve been having…visions.”

      “Visions? Like…of the Virgin Mary?”

      “No,” he says sharply. “You know I’m not a priest, right? Anyway.”

      “Right, right. The visions.”

      “You’re going to think I’m crazy, but I keep seeing Ingrid.”

      My heart goes still. Perry’s mother.

      “That’s not a crazy thing,” I try to reassure him. “That’s normal.”

      “It’s not normal,” he says, a wild spark in his eyes. He’s shaking his head. “She keeps telling me the same thing over and over again. Like she’s stuck on repeat. I see her before I go to bed at night. I see her in the morning. Sometimes I see her in the middle of the road. Sometimes the mirror. It should be comforting Dex, but it’s not.”

      The chills are back, cascading down my spine. Above us, in the misty sky, a flock of birds flies past, chattering and moving as one until they disappear.

      I swallow thickly, the cold in the air seeping to my bones. “What, uh, what does she keep saying?”

      He stares at nothing for a moment, and even though I’m trying not to pick up on anything, I know he’s waging a war with himself. That he thinks he’s crazy.

      “You’re not crazy,” I quickly tell him. “Let’s just settle that right now. And these aren’t just tricks of your mind either. You know by now, you’ve seen enough.”

      He grimaces, then nods sharply in agreement. “You’re right. It’s not my mind. But I have to pretend it is, don’t you see? Or I really will lose it. I can’t afford that. I’m all my daughters have left.”

      “What is Ingrid saying?” I ask again.

      “She keeps saying…don’t let her.”

      “Don’t let her what?”

      “That’s just it. I don’t know. I’ve asked. I ask and I ask and that’s all she says. She pleads. Don’t let her, don’t let her.”

      More chills, the rawness in my father-in-law’s voice.

      “And you don’t know who she’s talking about…Perry or Ada?”

      He shakes his head. “No,” he says quietly, staring at the ground. Then he glances up at me. “That’s why I told you, Dex. Because I know, no matter who she’s talking about, you’ll be there to protect her. Protect the both of them when you can.”

      “I think Jay can look out for Ada,” I tell him. I hate to stick up for him, but I at least believe he protects her and cares for her.

      “Nah,” he says dismissively. “I don’t like him.”

      “Neither do I, but…your daughter has been dating him for a year.”

      “She says they aren’t dating,” he says. “If you can believe it.”

      I smile. “Not as tricky as she thinks.” I pause, my stomach starting to feel unsettled. “Do you have any idea at all what your wife would have meant?”

      “I really don’t.”

      “And you think it’s her?”

      Not, like a demon, I finish in my head.

      “I don’t know what I think, Dex.”

      “And you don’t want to tell them?”

      “I don’t want to worry them. Talking about their mother…it’s hard. I know neither of them are okay yet. I know I’m not. I’m not sure when I will be either. I just…I want to keep them safe and in the dark, for as long as I can, until I can figure out what’s going on. But in the meantime…just look out for them, Dex. Look out for Perry. I’ll watch Ada as closely as I can, but only you can protect Perry.” He rubs his lips together, making a face. “I know you have so far.”

      “Was that so hard to say?” I ask, half-joking.

      He puts his hand on my shoulder. “You love her. I know you do. Just keep loving her, please.”

      Good lord. His words are breaking my heart.

      “I love her more each morning than I did when I went to sleep.”

      “Good,” he says after a moment. “And hopefully this is just me worrying for nothing. I have been stressed lately, drinking a little too much. Perhaps it’s a wake-up call to stop the booze. Maybe the hallucinations will go away.”

      But I know that’s not the case.

      It takes a lot to get a man like Daniel Palomino to admit he’s seeing ghosts.

      Unfortunately, whatever message Ingrid is passing on is an important one.

      Too bad we don’t know what it means.
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      “So he doesn’t trust Jay?” Perry asks.

      We’ve been driving for about an hour, and she’s been grilling me non-stop on the whole exchange with her father. Naturally, I had to cover the truth with a lie, one that she’d believe.

      “No, he doesn’t,” I tell her for the millionth time. Not a lie either.

      “No wonder he seemed so bothered by them coming to Seattle for the night. Wait, you didn’t tell him anything about the haunted house, did you?”

      I give her a loaded glance. “Come on.”

      “Okay, just checking.”

      After Daniel dumped that secret on me, which I really want to chalk up to him just having too much to drink and hallucinating, the rest of us got going. Perry and I in our car, Jay and Ada smushed together in her Mini Cooper, which she just raced past us on the I-5 only moments ago.

      Of course, Ingrid’s words are bouncing around in my head now.

      Don’t let her. Don’t let her.

      Who? What?

      If it’s Perry, what isn’t she supposed to do?

      Buy the overpriced Slayer vinyl she’s been eying on Ebay?

      Or, like, go into this haunted house tonight?

      Or is it something much deeper than that?

      And if it’s Ada, same questions apply.

      There’s just not enough to go on, and it’s not like I can stop Perry from doing anything in the first place.

      You just need to protect her, I remind myself. Love her, fuck her, protect her. That’s always been my duty.

      “So why did he talk to you about her and not me?” she asks, snapping me out of it.

      I sigh tiredly and go back to lying. “Because he didn’t want you to worry about her. You already worry about her enough. I guess he wanted me to look out for her, you know, since I’m a big tough man and all that.” When she doesn’t say anything, I glance at her. “Don’t you dare laugh.”

      She presses her lips together, eyes dancing. “I’m not laughing because I know you’re stronger than anyone has a right to be. But my dad doesn’t know that.”

      “Look, just because he got a good punch at me once…”

      Truth be told, I like that people underestimate me. They think because I’m not over six feet, and that I’m not crazy bulky, that I can’t possibly possess the strength that I do. But I do. And my favorite thing is catching people completely off-guard.

      Not that I ever want to challenge her father to a boxing match or anything.

      Not really.

      When we finally get back to downtown Seattle, it’s just us two. Ada and Jay went to Target for some reason, and while I’m usually pretty lenient, I put my foot down when Perry said she wanted to join them. That place is worse than Wal-Mart. At least in Wal-Mart, you’re in and out, lest you get sucked in and become of those Wal-Mart people you see on the internet. Target is the same pig in a different shade of lipstick, and I have no idea how it captures women for hours, how they disappear inside the cavernous white walls looking for toothpaste and a bag of Cheetos and yet come out with five-hundred-dollars worth of crap, all disoriented, not remembering why they even went in there in the first place.

      Did I mention how much I hate Target?

      So we get back to an empty apartment. Fat Rabbit has been with our friends, Dean and Rebecca, since we thought we’d be celebrating at a fancy hotel tonight instead of going ghost-hunting.

      Ghost-hunting.

      I never thought those words would cross my mind again, and yet they are.

      That’s what we’re doing tonight.

      Call it a séance, call us mediums, call us two amateurs trying to talk to the dead.

      But we’re hunting for ghosts.

      Fuck-a-doodle-do.

      This shouldn’t feel this good.

      Ah…

      And there it is again.

      This strange electricity in the air between us as Perry walks in and throws her bag down on the sofa, her posture immediately relaxing now that she’s home. She pauses, her back to me, raising her arms above her head in a long satisfying stretch.

      I can’t help myself. I walk over to her, my veins buzzing like I’ve just been plugged into a socket. Those raw, desperate feelings I felt earlier are back with a vengeance.

      I put my hand at the back of her neck, grabbing her there, and pull her around to me. She lets out a gasp, spinning on her feet, and I bring her crashing against my mouth, kissing her hard and hungry.

      She kisses me back, fueling the fire, my hands drift to her jeans, trying to unbuckle them, my fingers fumbling, not working fast enough.

      But then her palms are on my chest, pushing me back.

      We break apart.

      I stare at her, feeling fucking crazy and wild, breathing hard.

      She stares back at me in complete confusion.

      “What has got into you?” she says, her eyes huge. “Dex.” She presses her fingers into my chest, as if she’s checking to make sure it’s me.

      And it is me.

      I’ve never felt more like myself.

      “We’re alone,” I tell her, my voice going husky. Do I have to actually tell her that I just want to screw her like crazy right now, right here in the living room?

      “Not for long,” she says. “Ada and Jay had a head start, they’ll be here any second.” She licks her lips, blinking. “Look, last night was amazing but…”

      “But what?” I ask quickly.

      Oh god, is that…rejection that I’m starting to feel?

      Is this her payback for not letting us go to Target?

      “I’m just not used to this,” she says carefully.

      “Not used to this?” I repeat. “We used to fuck non-stop.”

      “Yes, we did,” she says, her cheeks flushing, and fuck, of course that also turns me on. I couldn’t be harder, even when she’s turning me down. “We did. Back then. And then we got married and it slowed down and that was okay too.”

      She’s leaving out the period when I was on anti-depressants where it didn’t just slow down, it completely stopped. We survived that lurch, but it wasn’t a lot of fun. Sure, my brain felt better, but when your dick doesn’t cooperate, and you can’t fuck your wife on the regular, it does wear on you. Our connection suffered.

      Then again, I went down on her all the time, so I’m not sure she faired as badly as I did.

      “What are you saying?”

      “I’m saying I…I don’t know what’s come over you, but something has. And it’s not that I don’t like it, I do. I’m just…a little caught off-guard.”

      I place my hands on her face and hold her in place, running my thumb over her bottom lip. “Baby, I don’t know what it is, but lately, I’ve been feeling so damn alive. I can’t help it. Like all I want to do is feel alive with you. And part of feeling this alive is getting you completely naked and fucking you six ways from Sunday.”

      She swallows, nodding, her eyes searching mine, looking sweet. “Lately? Or just the last twenty-four hours?”

      Okay, she has me there.

      “Dex,” she says patiently. “I know you like I know the back of my hand. I’ve watched you through these years. I know how you were when we were doing the show, I know how you were after. You have always been easily excitable, even on medication, but I haven’t felt…this,” she gestures with her hand at me in a circle, “I haven’t felt this in a long time. And I know it’s less about the money now, less about the excitement of how that will change our lives, and more about fucking around with the dead. In fact, if Harry called and told you he wouldn’t be able to pay us tonight as planned, you’d probably still want to do it for free. Wouldn’t you?”

      I don’t have to say anything. She knows.

      “And that’s fine,” she goes on. “I get it. I know you. I wouldn’t expect anything less. But it’s all connected.”

      “Are you saying that dealing with the supernatural, or just the thought of it, is turning me into raging horndog?”

      She laughs, her eyes crinkling at the corners. Such a beautiful face.

      “Yes. That’s exactly what I’m saying. I feel like I’m dealing with the old you. And that’s not a bad thing, but that’s what’s happening. You’ve got so much fucking adrenaline in your system that it has nowhere else to go.”

      I know Perry is right about all of that, but I also know that it goes a few layers deeper too. It was what I was thinking last night. That this is about establishing a connection between us before we need it the most.

      I just refuse to let myself think about why we need it the most.

      “And look,” she goes on, wrapping her hands around my neck and staring up at me, “I don’t want you to think you can’t have me when you want me. You can. Believe me, I’m…well, let’s just say I welcome it. Part of me is feeling this too. But I just need a little time to adjust. So until then, just keep it in your pants, okay?”

      She gives me a teasing smile and then reaches down, pressing her palm against my erection, eliciting a groan from my mouth.

      “That’s not fair.” I practically whimper, grinding against her hand. “You play a dirty game, Perry Foray.”

      The apartment buzzer goes off.

      She looks at me triumphantly. “Told you they’d be here.”

      She gives me one last hard squeeze and then heads over to the buzzer.

      She’s right, but that doesn’t mean my hard-on is disappearing anytime soon.

      That is, until she opens the door and Ada and Jay walk in. One look at that wankhammer and I completely deflate.

      “Surprise!” Ada calls out, lifting Target shopping bags high in the air.

      “What now?” I grumble.

      She looks up at Jay with a mischievous smile, but I swear the big redhead looks pained. “I got us Halloween costumes!”

      “You did what?”

      “It’s Halloween, you guys,” she says, looking at us like we’re totally out of touch. “And so, I got us costumes. Obviously.”

      I cross my arms, feeling mildly amused. “Ada, what do you think is going to happen tonight? This isn’t a Halloween party. We’re not going trick-or-treating.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” she says, plopping the bags on the counter and rummaging through them. “You guys are in such weird moods, I thought I would lighten things up. This can be fun, you know.”

      “We’re not in weird moods,” Perry protests.

      Ada glances at her through her blonde hair that’s fallen over her eyes. “Uh huh. You keep telling yourselves that.” She jerks a thumb at me. “This guy over here, well, let’s just say I’m glad I can’t hear what he’s thinking.” Her eyes go to Perry. “And you, well you’re putting up your tough front, but I know how scared you are about doing this.”

      Don’t let her, don’t let her.

      I close my eyes, trying to bury those words, almost as if I’m hearing Ingrid say them herself.

      “Dex?” Jay asks.

      My eyes pop open to see him staring at me, brow furrowed.

      “Yes, what?” I say, trying to play it off.

      Except, shit. What if what Ingrid was telling Daniel really was about tonight?

      Oh god, I’ve never done well with conflicting feelings.

      On one hand, we need the money, and I want, need, this to happen.

      On the other hand, maybe it’s a bad idea.

      Maybe it’s a really bad idea.

      I clear my throat. Everyone is already looking at me. “Jay,” I say to him. “Since we’re all here talking, relatively safe, haven’t fully committed to anything we can’t back out of…I’m going to need some supernatural reassurance from you.”

      His brow raises. “What do you mean?”

      “Ever since I told you about this…have you had any pushback? Any bad feelings? Any voices from the other side telling you that it’s a bad idea?”

      He shakes his head. “No.”

      That should make me feel better, but…

      “You still haven’t told Jacob,” I point out.

      “He hasn’t been around,” he says, eyes narrowing for a moment.

      “But would you if he hadn’t gone off to close some demon portal?”

      “He’s doing what now?” Perry interjects.

      Jay ignores her. Wiggles his jaw. “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because he gets too involved,” Ada says quickly. “Now don’t tell me you’re having second thoughts.”

      I raise my hands. “I wouldn’t be a very good man if I didn’t. I just want to make sure that we’re all one hundred percent on board and that none of us have any doubts. Or warnings that you’ve brushed off. Each and every one of us are tapped into something bigger than us, the unknown, the Veil. Whatever you want to call it. We each have some sort of ability or, fuck, affliction, when it comes to dealing with the dead. Obviously some of us here aren’t even mortal or human. I won’t mention names. But I think if we’re going to be successful tonight, and safe, we all need to be honest.”

      I know I’m the one not being honest. That I’m carrying Daniel’s secret with me. But since I don’t know what the hell Ingrid meant, then I can’t say it has anything to do with tonight. If it did, I’m more than certain one of these three would have felt something.

      Right?

      “Well, I think the whole thing will be fun,” Ada says. “I don’t have any gut feelings telling me this is wrong or dangerous or something.”

      Hmmm. That doesn’t really help. Ada would be the type to have gone to Hell and come back thinking it was a fun trip.

      I look at Jay.

      He shrugs. “I don’t have any issues with this. I’m here just in case, but it sounds pretty straightforward to me. Go in the house, try to summon his wife, ask her some questions, and leave. You don’t need to open up the Veil. In fact, to make things even more simple, if you can’t contact her, just leave it at that. You don’t have to go looking for trouble.”

      I know I find Jay sketchy sometimes, and that’s due to the nature of what he is and my own personal experiences with “Jacobs,” but I believe what he says.

      Finally I look at Perry. “And you, kiddo?”

      She gives me a wan smile. “You know how I feel. I’m scared. That hasn’t changed. But I think there’s a part of me that’s excited too. More than that, I’m focused on what the money can bring us. It makes handling these fears worth it.”

      “So you’re not scared enough to put up your hand and tell me no?”

      “Dex, you know I will if it comes to it.”

      That I know. I’ve had more than enough experience putting Perry in risky and dangerous situations where she’s put up her hand and told me it was too much.

      Unfortunately, there’ve been a few occasions where I’ve ignored that and pushed her anyway. I’d like to think I’ve grown out of that.

      “Okay then,” Ada says, clapping her hands together. “Then it’s settled. We’re going, and we’re going to have some fun while we’re at it. Dex, you’re first.”

      “First with what?”

      She grins, pulling out a few tubes of face makeup and a sponge, coming at me like a serial killer. “Your costume.”
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      A couple of hours later, the four of us are sitting in the fireside lounge at the Sorrento Hotel in the First Hill neighborhood, drinking beer and mulled wine, all of us in costume (along with everyone else in this place).

      Ada decided to go the sexy Mother of Dragons route from Game of Thrones, her hair braided and little dragons stuck all over her, while Jay got off easy and is just wearing a kilt. He’s supposed to be some character from Outlander, and with his stupid chiseled face he probably fits the role well.

      Perry doesn’t look that different from normal. Her long black hair is in soft waves, she’s wearing red lipstick that shows off the shape of her plump perfect lips. But she’s poured herself into a long black velvet gown that is way too tight for her breasts and they’re spilling over like they’re trying to escape their velvet prison.

      She’s Morticia Addams.

      My teenage crush. I don’t even want to think about all the hours I spent jacking off to Angelica Houston in those movies.

      I feel like Ada knew I’d lose my mind over this, hence why she got it for Perry, and she was right. I am going fucking mental, peeling back the labels on my beer bottle like I’ve got SEXUALLY FRUSTRATED written all over my face.

      Then there’s me.

      Naturally, I’m Gomez Addams.

      Not that I’m particularly complaining. Though I’ve been wearing more of a beard lately, I shaved it off and left the mustache. Ada darkened it with black paint, put white makeup on the rest of my face, then ringed my eyes with dark liner. I slicked my hair off my face with a fuckload of gel, and put on a ridiculously ill-fitting striped suit that smells like plastic, and then the bowtie.

      I have to say, I look the part.

      And just like Gomez continuously lusted after his wife, I’m doing the same to mine.

      But Perry’s mind is elsewhere again, and even though the restroom is right around the corner, and I would be very, very quick with her, she did tell me to keep it in my pants. So I sit back, drink my beer, and take it out on the label.

      The reason we’re at this hotel is because it’s in the neighborhood of Harry Cox’s house (not even snickering at his name anymore). First Hill is directly east of downtown, and one of the oldest residential areas of the city. The buildings and religious institutions here are vibing with energy, and the address he gave us is about a ten-minute walk from here. Plus, a few pre-ghost-hunting cocktails will probably help with the nerves.

      Jay looks around at the wood-paneled walls of the lounge. “You know this place is haunted, right?”

      “What?” Perry and I both say in unison, our heads swiveling toward him.

      He gives us a curious look. “I thought you would have both picked up on that. This Veil is very thin here. There are things I’m seeing that you’re obviously not.”

      I glance at Perry and she shrugs. “I’m not seeing anything unusual,” she says, her eyes scanning the crowd. “Though everyone is in costume so that doesn’t help. I mean that guy over there is dressed as a tub of Mayonnaise.”

      “I don’t see anything either,” Ada says. “Oh wait, what about that vampire in the corner over there?”

      Jay looks over his shoulder at the vampire trying to sip a cocktail with his fangs and laughs. “Not a ghost.”

      For a moment I thought my ability was hampered by the medication, but if every normal person couldn’t see them, then it wasn’t just me.

      “Maybe we’re all a little rusty,” I tell him, glancing at the grandfather clock by the fireplace. “And maybe we should get going. Doesn’t hurt to be early.”

      “You, on time for something?” Perry asks incredulously, finishing her drink. “I don’t believe it.”

      I get to my feet and hold out my hand. “Believe it, Cara Mia,” I say in my best Gomez impression.

      I can tell by the way her cheeks go pink that she likes this as much as I do. I don’t know how I could be attractive with this particular mustache, and the eye makeup, but I guess it does something for her.

      But my plans for ravishing her will have to wait until we get home, whether that’s tonight or in the early morning hours.

      “You know,” Jay says to me as we leave the hotel, stepping out into the foggy, cold night. Firecrackers go off in the distance, the air smelling acidic. “If you ever do think about starting up your show again, that hotel would be a great place to start.”

      “That ain’t happening,” Perry says, giving Jay a sharp look. “There’s a reason why we’re not filming this. Tonight is about the money, not a step backward.”

      “Tell me how you really feel,” I say under my breath.

      “Dex,” she says, pulling at my arm, eyes flashing. “Please tell me that this is just a one-time thing. Unless someone else wants to pay us an obscene amount of money, we’re not doing this again. We have to agree on that.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” I tell her, but I can tell from the way Jay’s looking at me that he’s thinking about what I said yesterday. He only had to help just this once.

      I ignore him and try to keep my thoughts focused on tonight, not the future, not where this might take us, as tempting as that might be.

      We walk down the dark street, fallen leaves crunching beneath our feet. There are still a few groups of trick-or-treaters straggling about, but most of them are idle drunk teenagers trying to make the night last. It’s nearly ten p.m., only two more hours until the supposed witch holiday comes to an end.

      “This should be the house, right on the corner,” I say, staring at the GPS on my phone. We come to a stop and stare.

      The house is haunted as fuck.

      I don’t have to see anything spooky to know it, and judging from the chill in the air, the silence that thickens between the four of us, we’re all feeling it.

      The house is three-stories tall, the bottom half brick, the rest timbered. In the dim light of the flickering streetlight, it looks sick in color, this yellowish beige, framed with dark brown. The windows on the first two levels are all boarded up and the house looks completely dark, save for a faint light coming from one of the windows on the third floor.

      There’s a set of stairs leading to the door, which, in the dark, looks almost like a church door, angled at the top.

      Yeah, this is some scary fucking shit already and we’re still standing on the street, holding our breath as if the house is about to take it from us.

      Maybe this isn’t a good idea?
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      I can’t take my eyes off the house.

      It’s like it’s been…waiting for us.

      “Hello!” A man suddenly darts in front of us, and the four of us scream and jump in unison.

      “Holy shit,” Ada yells, hand to her chest.

      “I’m so sorry,” the man quickly says, holding his palms out at us. “I was sent here to you meet you.”

      I try to control my heart, which is bouncing around against my ribs, focusing on the man. It’s hard to see him clearly in the dark. He’s about six feet tall, dark wavy hair, light eyes, bit of a tan, my age, maybe a bit younger or older, it’s hard to tell. He’s wearing a black trench coat, which probably accounts for us not seeing him until he was right in front of us.

      I can’t get a read on him either. His vibes are a bit…off. Foggy, like the mist around us.

      “You must be Dex and Perry,” the man says to us, then squints at Ada and Jay. “I’m sorry, I don’t know who you are.”

      “Actually, we don’t know who you are,” I tell him.

      “Right,” he says. “I’m Atlas. Atlas Poe.”

      “Atlas Poe?” I repeat, snorting. “As if that’s your real name.”

      “I’m afraid it is. But it could be worse. I could have my stepfather’s name. Harry Cox?”

      “Harry is your stepfather?” Perry asks him. “He never mentioned you.”

      “I suppose he wouldn’t,” he says with a tired sigh. “He’s very singularly focused these days. Some might call it an obsession.”

      “Well, I’m calling it weird since I’ve only talked with him. Are you supposed to pay us now?” I ask.

      “Yeah, we ain’t doing shit until we see the money,” Ada says, talking as if she’s in some gangster film.

      “Shhh,” Perry shushes her. “It’s not even your money, Ada.”

      “I have the money right here,” Atlas says, pulling an envelope out of his coat. He hands it to me. “Go ahead,” he says. “Take a look.”

      While I open the envelope, Ada says to Atlas. “So, who are you supposed to be for Halloween?”

      “Myself,” Atlas answers, a lilt to his voice.

      “Uh huh,” she says. “I thought maybe you were trying to look like Edgar Allan Poe.”

      “No, no,” he says. “Though I am one of his descendants.”

      I pause to look at him, squinting between him and the check in my hands. “Poe had no children. That’s a known fact.”

      Atlas shrugs. “How could that be known as fact?” He nods at the check. “Does that make sense to you.”

      It’s hard to get a read on the check since the light is so dim, but it does look to be a one followed by six zeros.

      My heart skips a beat. I look back at Poe. “How do I know this is any good?”

      He gives me a faint smile. “You know, don’t you, Dex?”

      The hairs at the back of my neck start to rise again, an unsettling feeling in my stomach. I swallow.

      He’s right. I do know it’s real. I can feel it.

      I glance at Perry, who is staring at Atlas with a peculiar look on her face, trying to get a read on him too. He’s staring right back at her, seeming smug.

      He clasps his hands in front of him and then looks to Ada and Jay. “As for you two, you’re not part of the original plans. I’m afraid I can’t let you in the house.”

      “What?” Ada exclaims.

      “Why not?” asks Perry, both sisters getting worked up.

      As for me, I mean, fuck, I have a hundred grand that I’m slipping into my wallet, I couldn’t care less what happens after this.

      That’s not true, I hear an unknown voice snake around in my head. A woman’s voice. You know you want to go inside.

      Go inside.

      Go inside.

      Oh shit. I press my hands to my temples, trying to stop the voice.

      But no one is paying me any attention.

      Go inside.

      Perry and Ada are trying to argue with Atlas.

      Go inside.

      Jay is staring at Atlas like he wants to kill him, which is a bit of an overreaction I must say.

      Go inside.

      And then Atlas’ gaze goes to me. A hint of understanding in his eyes.

      The voice stops.

      “I think we should go inside,” I find myself saying. At least, I think that was me saying it.

      Perry gives me a look. “Really? Without them?”

      “We’re the ones who invited them. Well, I did. Harry never knew.”

      “He just trusts you two,” Atlas says. “You understand that you’re being invited into his house, to talk to his wife? This is a situation of great reverence. Dex and Perry, you were chosen for a reason.”

      All the right reasons.

      Okay, holy fuck. What is that fucking voice?

      I look at Perry and she’s staring at me, brows knitting together. It’s definitely not her. I glance at Atlas. I don’t think it’s him either.

      Perry reluctantly tears her eyes off me and gives Atlas a sour smile. “Fine. It will be just us two.”

      “Perry,” Ada says. “Come on, we can help.”

      I expect Jay to say something similar, but he’s just standing there, still looking at Atlas like he wants to take his head off and bounce it around for a bit, maybe shoot some hoops with the basketball net on the other side of the street.

      Finally, he clears his throat. “It’s fine, Ada,” he says, grabbing her by the elbow and pulling him toward him.

      I have to say, if Jay had said this was a big mistake right now, I wouldn’t do it. I would give the money back and call it quits. But he’s not saying anything at all. Perhaps his sudden hatred for wannabe Johnny Depp is purely a jealousy thing, I mean, who fucking knows with those ginger bastards anyway.

      “Okay then,” Atlas says. “Follow me.”

      He turns and starts walking up the path to the house.

      I grab Perry’s hand, giving it a squeeze, and then look over at Jay and Ada. “You’ll be right here?”

      “Not fucking going anywhere,” she says. “And if there’s anything remotely scary, just call me.”

      Jeez, when did Little Fifteen get to be such a hot shot in the ghost department?

      We nod goodbye to them and then follow Atlas toward the house, going up the creaking front steps. Yes, classic haunted house fixings.

      Atlas takes out a skeleton key from his pocket (another nice detail) and opens the interesting door. It groans loudly as he pushes it.

      I look back at Khalessi and Outlander boy, who are watching us like hawks.

      Atlas steps inside, and I swear the air around him shimmers, just for a second.

      Perry squeezes my hand and I gaze down at her.

      “Are you ready?” I ask her.

      “I think so.”

      “You gotta be sure, baby. If you don’t want to do this, I think this is our only chance to say no. To turn and go. If we walk through that door…I think we’re in it. Either we dive in. Or deflect.”

      “We dive in,” she says, giving me a small smile.

      We look back to see Atlas standing in the dim interior of the house.

      We walk through.

      I flinch as we go, expecting to feel the hiss and pop of the Veil, to feel ourselves pulled into a place without color or air.

      But nothing happens. We just walk in.

      “Mind if I close the door?” Atlas asks, pushing the heavy door shut. I watch as Ada and Jay disappear. “Don’t want this place draftier than it has to be.”

      I lean over and flick the lights on, but nothing happens.

      “There’s no electricity,” he says to me. “It’s been cut off for years.”

      “That’s not true, I saw a light on in the upstairs window,” I tell him.

      “Did you?” Atlas asks, with a raise of his brow.

      I look at Perry. “You saw the light, right?”

      She shakes her head. “No, but that doesn’t mean anything.”

      Atlas pulls out a couple of small flashlights from his pocket and hands us each one. “Here, this will do. You know, back in the day I used to give guided tours of this place, so you’ll have to pardon me if I revert back into old ways.”

      He starts walking down the long hall and we follow. “Now, outside you may have noticed the gables and archways as being stylistically medieval English Tudor, while the interior rooms combine elements from various historical styles including Moorish, Romanesque, Gothic, Neoclassical, and Renaissance.”

      “Sorry, are we actually getting a tour right now?” I ask him, shining my light along the walls. “Because I have to tell you, whenever there’s a choice of having a tour guide or going on your own, I always pick the latter.”

      “I figured,” he says with amusement. “I thought you would find it interesting.”

      The thing is, he is kind of right. This house is batshit. It’s somehow larger than it looks on the outside with the hallway seeming to stretch forever, ending in a giant, cavernous room. A round arch supported by Romanesque columns frames the view.

      “Wow, the ceilings,” Perry says in a hush, shining her light up.

      The exposed beam ceilings and walls are intricately patterned with painted details, almost mirroring the worn rug that runs down the middle of the hallway. We continue down the hall, the dark room getting closer and closer.

      “Where are we going?” I ask, trying not to sound afraid, but there’s something about that black, cavernous space that we keep heading toward which makes me feel like my head isn’t screwed on straight.

      “I’m trying to take you to where my mother was last seen.”

      “Your mother?” I repeat.

      “Last seen? I thought she drowned,” says Perry.

      He stops and we almost bump into him.

      Turns and eyes me. “Yes, Dex, my mother. My mother married Harry after she had me.” He looks to Perry. “And yes, she did drown. But the last place she was seen was here. Last Halloween.” He points into the room. “Sitting in the dining room.”

      Chills. I’ve got motherfucking chills going down my spine.

      Hell, it’s been a long time since I felt that.

      “So, let me get this straight,” Perry says. “You believe the same thing as your stepfather.”

      “Believe?” He purses his lips quizzically.

      “Yeah. That her ghost is here.”

      “Oh. Well, of course her ghost is here. It’s been here since the day she died. I see her all the time.”

      “You do?” I ask, and once again, I don’t think the guy is lying.

      “That’s right,” he says with a quick smile, his teeth flashing white. “Why do you think I’m giving you the tour?”

      “But then why give us one hundred grand if you can just talk to her for free?”

      He laughs, the sound falling flat in this place. “Because my father doesn’t trust me. I don’t even think he believes me, to be honest. Maybe because I’m too close to her, I don’t know. Maybe it’s a jealousy thing. Either way, he doesn’t want me doing it.”

      “Not even to pass a message?” I ask.

      “Who said anything about passing messages?” Atlas says.

      “Your father did,” I tell him, getting an uneasy feeling about all of this.

      “Oh. I see.” He slides a hand into a pocket and shrugs. “If he has a message for her, then I don’t know about it. It doesn’t matter, he’s here all the time yelling at her, even though he rarely sees her himself.”

      I raise my palm. “Okay, okay. This is getting way beyond the thing that we were told. How do I know that you’re not lying to us?”

      “You know I’m not.”

      “Stop fucking acting like I’m supposed to know you, I don’t. And you don’t fucking know me.”

      He sighs tiredly, pinching the bridge of his nose. “This isn’t the best place for an argument. The more we fight, the more the bad shit will come out.”

      “Bad shit?” Perry says, her eyes glowing. “Is that a technical term?”

      “Tell us why we’re really here,” I tell him. “Or we’re walking.” And taking the money, but I don’t say that.

      He looks us both in the eyes. “Fine. There are no secrets here. My mother is dead, but she hasn’t moved on. She…can’t. For one reason or another. She’s stuck in this house. She just needs a little…push.”

      “A push?” I ask, narrowing my eyes. “Which way?”

      He grins at me. “I suppose that’s up to her now. At any rate, my father picked you two because you’re somewhat famous and I went along with it because my mother said you would do.”

      I shake my head. “I don’t know what to make of it. What are we supposed to do?”

      “He wants us to open the Veil,” Perry says quietly. “I won’t do it.”

      Atlas smiles. “You don’t need to open the Veil, my dear. It’s already open.”

      I swallow, my body feeling hot and cold. “What do you mean?”

      “Samhain,” he says. “The most powerful day of the year for a witch. The Veil walls are thin, and in here there are no walls.”

      That’s why I’m here.

      The woman’s voice slices through my head again, my eyes going wide.

      “Dex?” Perry asks in concern.

      But I can’t move.

      My eyes are glued to the space in the dark beyond Atlas.

      The graying body of a dead woman slowly disappearing into the black.

      Fuck!

      “Dex,” Perry says again, sharper now.

      You’ll have to come back, the voice says. I know how hard that thought gets you.

      Fucking hell, and I do have a fucking erection, don’t I?

      We’ll be here. Waiting.

      Then the voice stops and I can move again.

      “You okay?” Atlas asks, and luckily no one is pointing their flashlight at my crotch.

      “I’m fine,” I say, swallowing.

      “You look like you saw a ghost,” he says, smirking.

      “Well I kind of fucking did.”

      “What did you see?” Perry asks.

      “Maybe his mother?” I say, pointing to the dark room where, of course, there’s nothing. “I gotta tell you something, I’m not fucking going in there.”

      Atlas stares into the black for a moment and then nods. “Understood. Come on, I’ll give you a tour of the rest of the house.”

      He walks around us, and even though I don’t want a fucking tour, I refuse to be left alone with Perry in this hall. We hurry after him, but the immense darkness at my back feels like a black hole, and if I don’t escape from it fast enough, it’s going to suck me back in with that dead woman.

      “So, wait a minute,” Perry says to Atlas, catching up to him. “If the walls are down in this house, why do you need us to do anything?”

      “Because I don’t have what you guys have,” he says, leading us over to the stairs. “Your gift. Just because the Veil is down or thin, doesn’t mean spirits will walk through. They might not even know they can. They need to be drawn out. They need to be shown the way. That’s what the two of you have always done. That’s your purpose in life.”

      Oh, Perry isn’t going to like that.

      “Purpose?” she practically spits out as we climb the stairs. “I have a purpose in life and it’s not this. It never was.”

      He glances down at her. “I suppose if you tell yourself that enough times, sooner or later it might be true.” He smiles. “But you’re here, aren’t you?”

      “For a fuckload of money!”

      “Easy now,” he says. “Last time we had words, your husband saw a ghost. Do you want that to happen again?”

      “I thought we were here to see ghosts,” I tell him as we get to the second floor.

      “You’re here to talk to my mother,” he says. “What you saw wasn’t my mother. You definitely don’t want to see her again.”

      “Fucking hell, what else should we not want to see?” I mutter under my breath.

      But as Atlas takes us from room to room on the second floor, showing us different bedrooms, still fully furnished, filling us in on some of the seemingly harmless history of the so-called Stimson House, we never see anything else.

      That is, until we get to the third floor.

      Where I had seen the light from outside.

      On that floor I stop dead when I see bloody water seeping out from underneath a doorway.

      “Uh,” I say, pointing at it, and holy fuck have I never wanted a video camera as bad as I do right now. This is fucking gold.

      “Oh my god,” Perry says softly, jumping back from the water as it seems to rush toward our feet. “What’s in there?” She stares at the door.

      “It’s a bathroom,” Atlas says. “It’s locked and I don’t have a key.”

      Oh, this Edgar Allan Fuck is lying, that much is true.

      “And it seems we’re out of time,” he says, taking out his phone.

      “What do you—?” My words are cut off by all the lights in the house going on at once.

      Illuminating people standing all around us.

      Dead people.

      Fucking everywhere.

      Perry and I scream bloody murder, our voices rattling through the house.

      And then the lights go back off.

      The dead people disappear.

      The bloody water that was inches from my boots, retreats back under the door, like a film in reverse.

      “November first,” Atlas says tiredly. “The walls have closed.”

      I barely hear him, barely take in how quickly time has passed while we’ve been in this house.

      All I hear is the rush of blood in my head.

      The dry rasp of my breath as I try to breathe.

      And all I feel is something deep inside me coming alive again, hitching a ride on the adrenaline that’s pumping through my veins.

      I look down at Perry to see if she feels it too, the electricity, the heat, the desire. The…purpose. Because fuck it if Atlas wasn’t right about that.

      She’s breathing hard, her hand to her chest and she looks scared.

      Really wish that didn’t turn me on so much, but this house has fucked with me a bunch of different ways already.

      And I want more.

      I glance over at Atlas to see him watching me with curiosity, a gleam in his eye.

      He knows. He knows what I have planned.

      That’s why he brought us here.

      “So,” he says carefully. “I’ll have to tell my father that it didn’t quite work this time.”

      “This time?” Perry asks, giving her head a little shake. “No, we only agreed to this one time.”

      “You won’t come back another night? I don’t think you’ll have any problems getting through.” He pauses, licking his lips. “Or are you just going to take the money and call it quits?”

      “That’s not fair,” Perry says. She looks at me expectantly. “Dex? We’re not doing this again.”

      But didn’t you feel it? Didn’t you feel plugged into the motherfucking universe?

      I’m not sure if she hears me or not.

      “We’ll think about it,” I tell Atlas, even though he knows I’ve already made up my mind. “Give us a few days.”

      “Take all the time you want,” he says. “She’ll stay dead forever.”

      What a callous way to think about your own mother, then again, I’ve thought that and worse about my own. Perhaps Atlas and I have more in common than I thought.

      We make our way down the stairs, and I hold onto Perry’s hand the whole time to give her reassurance for the time being.

      Then Atlas opens the front door and we step outside into the night. The air smiles like firecrackers again, it’s cold as hell, and I feel like every sense I have is suddenly heightened.

      Ada and Jay are at the bottom of the steps and Ada immediately rushes toward us, pulling Perry into a hug. “Oh my god, are you okay?” she cries out. “We saw all the lights in the house go on. I saw a fucking ghost boy in the window!”

      “Yeah, we, uh, saw all that,” Perry says.

      We walk down the steps and then Atlas gives a nod, like he’s some old timey gentleman saying goodbye. “Let me know when you want to talk,” he says, and then he goes down the street, disappearing around the corner as quickly as he had appeared earlier.

      “What the fuck was that?” Jay asks me. “That fucking house is not a house, is it?”

      “I don’t know what that was,” Perry says. “I just want to get the hell out of here.”

      “Oh, let’s go back to that hotel and get more drinks.” Ada claps her hands together, apparently able to turn from “I saw a ghost boy” to “More underage drinking!” in a heartbeat. “Do you think they’re still open?”

      “Princess, it’s past midnight,” Jay says, putting his arm around her. “And we have our own hotel to get to.”

      She grins at him, remembering.

      We start walking down the street back the way we came, and the further we get from that house, the less of a pull it has on me. By the time we’re at the Sorrento Hotel and calling an Uber, it almost feels like a dream, like none of it happened at all.

      But I know it happened.

      I know what I saw.

      I know what I felt.

      And I know that I’ll be back.

      With my camera next time.

      

      THE END

      …or…the beginning…

      

      Have you heard the good news? This story continues on in CAME BACK HAUNTED, the all-new full-length novel, Experiment in Terror #10. Releasing on December 11th, 2020.
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      Dex & Perry are back, baby! Make sure to join me on social media for all the latest updates.
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