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        “You and me, if the world should break in two

        Until the very end of me, until the very end of you”

        --

        We’re in This Together, NIN

        

        “All this has happened all before

        And this will happen all again”

        --

        I Would For You, NIN

        

      

    

  


  
    
      For Derry.

      And for me.

      I wrote this for me.
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      Yes, it’s true. Dex and Perry’s story continues after a few year’s break. Have you missed anything in the meantime?

      I highly recommend you read Veiled, Ada’s novel, before starting this book.

      And you definitely need to read Ghosted before embarking on Came Back Haunted. This novella is told from Dex’s POV, with events leading right up into this book.

      So go check out Veiled first, then Ghosted.

      Then come right back here.

      This book will be here waiting for you.
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      There was a man who lived in Hell.

      He hadn’t been there that long, but in Hell, even a second feels like an eternity.

      The man didn’t deserve to be in Hell at all. The last thing he did with one of his many lives was to sacrifice it for a friend of his, someone he had once sworn to protect, someone who proved more complicated than he ever could have imagined.

      But the thing about Hell is that it’s not just a place for the people who deserve it. The murderers, the rapists, the people who lick the ice cream at the grocery store and put it back in the freezer. No, sometimes people are just unlucky.

      In the case of this man, he happened to be in a portal to Hell when he died, so it was easy for a demon to drag him in the rest of the way. Though he wasn’t perfect (and for most of his life, wasn’t even mortal), he certainly didn’t deserve this fate.

      But it was because he was special, because he didn’t deserve it, especially after the numerous sacrifices he’d made for others during his time on earth, that an exception was made.

      Another man, one of his brethren, a mentor, a friend, decided to break the rules and go into Hell to get him out.

      Or at least get him as far as he could.

      To the Thin Veil.

      To a place between worlds where he could stay, safe from an eternity of torture, yet doomed to watch the world he once lived in pass him by.

      He could live with that, though.

      He had hope that one day he could step through and rejoin his friends. Weirder things have happened, haven’t they?

      And until then, he would watch and wait.

      Biding his time.

      It’s unfortunate, then, that this man wasn’t alone.

      Something else, something unspeakably evil, was in the Veil with him.

      Also watching, also waiting.

      Watching.

      Waiting.

      Biding its time.
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      I was fifteen when a demon told me to burn down a house.

      I know he was my Jacob, a supernatural guide that was supposed to help me navigate my affliction, but in the end, he failed. And so in my mind, he’s always been a demon to me. What else do you call something that revels in your darkness, that pulls you away from the light?

      Sometimes it feels like only yesterday, when it’s been eleven years now, eleven years since my life started to change for the worse. And the better. It’s hard to say when so much good has come out of so much bad.

      Not surprisingly, I was also fifteen when I first started seeing a shrink. A man who never for a moment believed me, who thought I was borderline certifiable. He would listen to me under the guise of wanting to help, wanting to understand. But in the end, he was like so many others. It was easier to medicate me and call it a day. Easier to threaten me with loss of freedom, as if that would make all the ghosts and demons go away.

      Today I’m sitting in the office of Dr. Lana Leivo, who has become a crucial part of my life over these last three years. Going back into therapy was something I’d fought against for so long, but it wasn’t until I mentally hit rock bottom that I realized I didn’t have much of a choice. Thankfully I lucked out with finding a psychologist who listened to my life story, inside and out, no secrets, no shame, and seemed to truly believe me when I told her about my dalliances with the dead.

      And even if she doesn’t quite believe me (I mean, who can blame her?) she listens and offers solutions, like my word is gospel to her, and honestly that’s made all the difference in the world.

      “So, Perry,” Dr. Leivo says to me as I get comfortable on the couch. She has this little scruffy rescue mutt called Porgus who likes to cuddle when you’re feeling sad, but so far he’s snoozing away in his dog bed in the corner. “How are you?”

      The question is always the same, no matter how many (or few) times I’ve seen her. After my mother died I saw her once a week. Now that I’ve gotten my shit together, that’s tapered off to once a month. Progress.

      “Good,” I tell her. My answer is always the same too.

      She gives me a kind smile, taking her time to observe me for a moment. I like that she does this, that she can glean things from me off the bat without having to talk about it. Sometimes I think she can hear my thoughts, but I haven’t dared ask her yet. How easy it would be to lie back and just let her sift around inside my brain and make things right.

      She tilts her head, her blonde hair falling to the side. Dr. Leivo is surprisingly young. I’ve never asked her age, but she looks like she’s in her early thirties at most. “Good,” she eventually says, smiling again. “But things are different now, aren’t they?”

      I look at her for a moment, wondering what exactly she was able to get from my expression. Then I suck on my lip while I think that over, because she’s right. Things are different from the last time I saw her.

      I slowly nod. “Yeah. Some things have changed. Big things. Big changes.”

      “Change is good, Perry,” she says to me. “Why don’t you start with the biggest change and we’ll go from there.”

      I can’t help but smile. “The biggest change? Well, we’re selling the apartment and we’re moving. I don’t know when—we haven’t put the apartment on the market yet, nor have we started looking, but still.”

      “Wow,” she says. “That is a big change. You’ve mentioned before that you wanted to move, right? That the memories…”

      “They aren’t all bad memories,” I say quickly. “There are good ones too.”

      But sometimes it feels like the bad memories have imprinted themselves into the floor. There’s a bloodstain on the hardwood that won’t come out, no matter how hard I try to clean it. Blood that bled from a dead girl, long after she died.

      I bat the image of Abby out of my brain, hating that even though it’s been nearly four years since I saw her in the apartment, she still has a hold on me. But I guess that’s what happens when someone gets inside your soul like that.

      “Perry,” the doctor says gently.

      I snap out of it, give her a quick smile. “The apartment is fine, really. But yeah, I’ve wanted to move. The location is great, I really do love living downtown. The only thing is, it’s never quite felt like…ours. You know? Like it’s always been his, but never really mine.”

      She nods. “So what motivated the move? Did you have a discussion with your husband or…?”

      “Not exactly.” I suck on my lip again, letting the incredulous feeing wash over me. “We came into some money. A lot of money.”

      She straightens up, crossing her delicate ankles in her cropped beige pants. “May I ask how?”

      “Two weeks ago, just before Halloween, I’d been getting messages and emails from a man—Harry—who wanted to use our services. And I don’t mean like our video production services through Haunted Media. I mean…our abilities.”

      “To see ghosts?”

      “Yeah,” I say carefully, grateful that she said it. “He said he had a wife who died and he wanted us to talk to her.”

      “Wanted you and Dex to talk to her?”

      “Yes. And I ignored the messages because I thought he was a loon and the last thing I wanted to do was step back into that world. But he didn’t give up easily. He found out where we lived. Waited for Dex to leave the apartment and then accosted him. Told him the deal.” I pause. “Only what he told him, and what he hadn’t told me, was that he wanted to pay us one hundred thousand dollars.”

      She blinks at me, mouth falling open. “You’re kidding me.”

      I shake my head. “I thought the same. That it couldn’t be real.”

      “A hundred thousand dollars to…”

      “To just go into the abandoned house and talk to his dead wife.”

      “And so you did it?” She looks surprised when I nod. “I know how often you talk about that life and how you’re so glad you’ve put it behind you.”

      “I know,” I say with a sigh. “I know, and I really had to think about it. But…I don’t know, it was making Dex really happy. Like happier than I’d seen him in a long time. And that, plus the money, which we need, I figured…maybe it was worth the risk.”

      “And was it?”

      I shrug, looking down at my hands, at the chipped dusky blue nail polish. “I’m not sure yet.”

      “Did you get paid?”

      “We did,” I tell her, meeting her eyes. “But I don’t feel good about it.”

      She frowns. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, we did what Harry asked. We went into the house, though it wasn’t exactly how we thought it was going to go down. He wasn’t even there, his weird stepson was there to show us around, like he was giving us a tour. Time just…flew by. And by the end of it, we hadn’t talked to her. We hadn’t talked to anyone.”

      “So you feel like you don’t deserve the money, is what you’re saying.”

      “Yeah.”

      She crosses and uncrosses her ankles again, leaning back in her chair to study me. “Do you want to talk about what you saw in there?”

      “What makes you think I saw something?”

      “Did you?”

      I close my eyes for a moment, quickly going over what happened in my head on Halloween night. There was Dex, my sister Ada, and her boyfriend Jay. We were all in Halloween costumes. Harry’s stepson, Atlas Poe, met us outside the house and brought me and Dex inside, while Ada and Jay waited in the front yard.

      I clear my throat. “The house had some crazy fucking vibes, that’s for sure. It was so weird inside, dark, bigger than it should have been. Like a chasm. Like it would never stop, like it led to somewhere…deeper.” I shake the feeling out of my head. “Dex said he saw a woman, a ghost, and specifically heard a woman talking to him in his head. I believe him, of course, but I didn’t see or hear her.”

      “That wasn’t the dead wife?”

      “No, I don’t think so. Atlas said it was someone else. Anyway, we explored the floors and honestly other than the oppressive, sketchy nature of the place, I didn’t see anything until the end. Until I saw a river of blood flowing out from under a locked bathroom door, before it retreated. The lights suddenly went on and, well, then I saw things.”

      “Things?”

      “People. Dead people. Ghosts. Whatever. And then they disappeared and that was that. We left.”

      A tiny smile lifts the corner of her mouth. “You say that all so simply.”

      “It was surprisingly simple.”

      She leans forward, her elbows on her knees. “Perry. For as long as you’ve been coming here, you’ve been very straightforward about what you’ve seen. You’ve also been very straightforward about how your gift, your ability, has made you feel. You’ve told me you’ve seen ghosts throughout the years, even after leaving the show. You’ve also told me that you don’t tell your husband that you do.”

      “It’s just not a big deal. I’m used to it. But he’s protective of me and I don’t want him to worry.”

      “I know that. Which is why I’m a little concerned about how flippant you’re being about the whole ordeal. You just willingly stepped back into a part of your life you were more than happy to leave behind. I know money is a huge part of it, but this isn’t something to be taken lightly. This is the bigger change here, bigger than getting the money, than wanting to sell your apartment. You need to come to terms with that.”

      I think that over, inspecting my cuticles now. My heartbeat has picked up the pace and I can feel it pulsing against the anchor tattoo on my wrist.

      “I don’t want to come to terms with it,” I tell her quietly.

      She nods slowly, pausing. “How did it make you feel? When you agreed to do this, when you went into the house and saw the things you’ve been trying to hide from?”

      “Scared,” I admit. “Of course I was scared. But I think I was more terrified at the idea of doing it than actually doing it. I was afraid that it could ruin us. You know, there was so much pain after my mother died, after Dex um, well...I was so afraid that doing that, inviting the dead to communicate, to be seen, that it would pull us back into that pain.” I exhale, my breath shaking. “But when I went inside, it was like the fear was gone. Well, okay, the fear was still there. But it had changed into something thrilling, I guess you could say.”

      “A positive emotion?”

      I smile faintly. “I think so. I felt both scared and comfortable? Like I was doing something I knew how to do, even if it wasn’t a particularly nice thing.”

      “And what did it feel like, to have your husband at your side through all of that? When you saw the ghosts at the end, and he saw them too, when you realized you didn’t have to hide that from him anymore. What did that feel like?”

      “Relief,” I admit. The truth was, I wasn’t sure what to expect. Dex has been on medication for a few years now and we don’t really talk about ghosts anymore. I don’t tell him what I’ve seen, and I’ve assumed he hasn’t seen any, because the man would definitely tell me. Neither of us knew what to expect. But when he saw the lady in the dark, then I knew it hadn’t really left him.

      And I was somewhat relieved. As hellish as it is to see the dead, his history with medication has been complicated. Now we knew the drugs were working with him this time around. He’s able to get better, manage his anxiety and ADHD through medication, without it affecting who he really is at heart.

      “And how did he feel about it? You said you hadn’t seen him that happy in a long time.”

      “He’s ecstatic,” I tell her, smiling because it’s impossible not to smile when I’m thinking about how happy Dex has been lately. “He wants to go back and do it again.”

      “And will you?”

      “I think so. Only because it doesn’t feel right to take the man’s money and have nothing to show for it. I want to do it right this time, connect with his wife. Earn it. Of course Dex wants to film the damn thing.”

      “Like your old show?”

      “No,” I say adamantly. “Nothing like that. To be honest, I’m not even sure he knows. In the past, before my mother died, we talked about becoming paranormal…well…investigators. I know that sounds ridiculous. Do you know who the Warrens are?”

      “Of course. The couple who investigated Amityville, the Enfield Poltergeist, the Smurl Haunting, and many others.”

      Wow. That’s impressive knowledge for a psychologist. Perhaps treating me has rubbed off on her.

      “Yeah,” I say. “I used to think that could be us. Using our abilities for good instead of exploitation. That’s another reason why I agreed to go into the house. The man wanted us to talk to his wife, to pass on messages. I felt like I could help.”

      “That’s a noble way of looking at it,” she says. “But it’s one thing to say it and another to do it. Would it be just this once, or would you make it a thing?”

      “I don’t know,” I tell her. And I really don’t. “I have a hard time thinking it could be a career.”

      “You’d be surprised what people pay for. Though I guess you already have proof of that.” She presses her lips, rubbing her nude lipstick together. “Has your relationship with Dex changed since then?”

      I run my tongue over my teeth, my heart doing a little backflip in my chest.

      “A little.”

      “How so?”

      I feel my cheeks go hot already. Man, this always happens when I talk about sex with her, or with anyone, really. “Our sex life has, um, picked up.”

      “That’s positive,” she says, smiling.

      “Yeah. I’m not complaining.” I let out a soft laugh, trying to pull my hair in front of my face so she can’t get a good look at me. “It’s just a big change.”

      “I’m assuming he’s initiating it.”

      “Oh yes.”

      “And you don’t have a problem with it?”

      “Nope.” I pause. “It’s just surprising, that’s all. The man is…I don’t even know. Insatiable, I guess. It feels like when we first got together, you know? That kind of…energy. Passion. Obsession.”

      She raises a brow. “Obsession?”

      “Maybe that’s the wrong word. Because it’s good, whatever it is. Can obsession be good?” I want to say possession but I let the word stay on my tongue. “I mean, it’s really good. I’m just getting used to it. As you know, our sex life really suffered when he was on his anti-depressants and it took a long time even after he went off them for things to go back to normal. But this…this is…”

      “Sounds pretty amazing if you ask me,” she says softly, and when I look at her, she has a twinkle in her eye. “So I have to ask. Have you told him about what you want? What we’ve talked about. That you want a child.”

      I swallow, stiffening slightly as a strange sense of shame floods through me. I shake my head. “No. Not yet.”

      “Do you think maybe he’s picking up on that?”

      “That I want a baby?”

      “Could explain the sex.”

      I frown, trying to think.

      It’s been about four months since I really felt my biological clock kick in. It was always there, but I’d done a pretty good job of ignoring it After all, I’m young. I was dealing with a new career, a marriage, the death of my mother. Oh, and there was all that don’t let Perry and Dex ever have a child because they’ll both die and the kid will become the anti-christ shit. So whenever I felt that longing, I pushed it away. There were times that Dex brought it up with me too, but I shut it down pretty fast because I didn’t want to deal with it. It scared me.

      It still scares me. The idea of becoming pregnant. Of having a baby. Of being parents. It scares me for all the normal reasons it scares anyone, and then of course all the batshit crazy reasons that are only applicable to us.

      But ever since this one sunny day in July when we were lying on the grass in Gasworks Park, watching a young family run around, I was hit with it. I’d never felt anything like it. I woke up that morning with the idea of a baby as something that might happen one day, to going to bed that night knowing it had to happen. That it’s all I ever wanted. I wanted this for us so badly, I felt like we wouldn’t ever be complete without it.

      Fucking terrifying, if you ask me.

      And so I let that want just fester away inside me, too scared to voice it to Dex. Which is ridiculous, because I know it would make him happy. It’s never been a secret how he’s felt about having kids. Yet I know the minute I tell him that I want a family, is the minute that will become a reality. And as much as I want to have his baby, want to raise our child together and be a family, I’m also scared the worst could happen.

      I’ve been through the worst before…what if it’s waiting for me again?

      “I don’t think he knows,” I say eventually.

      “But you say he can hear your thoughts sometimes,” she points out.

      “I usually block them around him, just in case.” I give her a sheepish smile. “It’s automatic, purely instinctive. It’s just easier that way. Unless I want him to hear them.”

      “But you can hear his thoughts.”

      “I try not to. He’s also gotten good at blocking me.” We’ve come to an agreement when it comes to the privacy of our minds, for both our sakes. All I know is if Dex was picking up on my I’d die for a baby thoughts, he’d let me know.

      She adjusts herself in her chair and looks over her shoulder at Porgus snoozing away in the corner, and then looks back at me. “I’m not sure if I should be telling you this, but sometimes I can hear your thoughts too.”

      I blink at her. “Are you serious?”

      She nods. “I try not to hear them, but I do. Honestly, it makes things so much easier, Perry. I wish I had this with all my patients.”

      “You hear me?”

      Her smile is quick, apologetic.

      “But that means…” I start. The only people I’ve been able to do this to are people like us. Dex, Ada, my mother…Maximus. People with abilities. If Dr. Leivo can hear me…

      I squint at her in disbelief. “You see them too. You see ghosts too.”

      Another brief smile. “We’re not here to discuss me, Perry. Just you.”

      “You can’t just drop a bomb on me like that!”

      Fucking hell. She sees ghosts too. She can hear my thoughts. No wonder she never treated me like I was crazy. It’s because she knew I was telling the truth the whole damn time.

      “Wow,” I say, sitting back. “That is just wow.”

      She smirks at me for a moment and then clears her throat, her features becoming soft and innocuous again. “Shall we continue?”

      I nod, though my brain is still tripping over that revelation.

      “Back to the baby,” she says, bringing my attention around. “You don’t think Dex is picking it up from your thoughts. But that doesn’t mean he’s not doing so subconsciously. You often talk about how linked you are. That could be a possibility.”

      “Could be,” I admit. “Maybe that’s it. But honestly, I think it’s the fucking adrenaline in his system. From dealing with the dead again. I know he’s never felt more alive. He’s told me as much.”

      She studies me for a moment and then nods. “I suppose it doesn’t really matter,” she says. “Eventually you will have to tell him how you feel. About what you want for the both of you.” She pauses. “And, Perry, based on what you’ve told me in the past, I know exactly why you’re holding back. The fear over those warnings. At some point you have to find out what matters more. What you want. Or what you fear.”
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      November is a shitty time to be out riding your motorbike, especially in Seattle, and yet for some reason I thought the clouds would hold off today.

      I was wrong. The minute I got on Putt-Putt and pulled away from Dr. Leivo’s office in Northgate, the sky opened up and let loose a torrential downpour. Going home via the I-5 would be the fastest way, but I didn’t trust drivers in this city. You’d think they’d know how to drive in the rain considering it rains all winter long, but they don’t, and especially not when you add a little motorbike to the mix.

      So I take the long way, driving on side streets, cursing myself for not taking an Uber today while the rain sinks in through my leather jacket, my jeans soaked and cold.

      But even with the rain as a painful distraction, I keep going over what Dr. Leivo said. Not just that I need to choose between my fear and what I want, but that she can see ghosts too. I wanted to talk to her about that in detail, because it’s not every day that you come across someone just like yourself. Especially since she’s a psychologist. I can’t imagine the kind of insight she might have.

      I’m almost home, and even though the rain is still pouring and I’m completely drenched and cold, for some reason I don’t turn right onto East Denny Way toward the apartment. Instead, I continue along Bellevue Avenue until I’m in the First Hill neighborhood. My brain doesn’t even have time to catch up until I find myself coming to a stop outside the Stimson-Green mansion, AKA the haunted house.

      I swing my leg over the bike and walk a few feet, stopping just where the lawn begins. I honestly don’t even know why I’m here, it’s like I was riding in my sleep for the last few minutes.

      My phone beeps from inside my leather jacket and I know it’s Dex wondering if I’m done with my appointment yet and if he needs to pick me up in the storm, although now the rain has suddenly stopped, the grey clouds above growing lighter.

      I stare up at the house, looking at it with new eyes in the daylight. It doesn’t look as scary as it did on Halloween. The paint job doesn’t look as tired and is a pale yellow instead of a decaying grey, and the dark brown trim looks well-maintained.

      The lower windows are still boarded up, but the plywood looks fresh and new.

      My eyes drift along the house, moving from the first floor to the third, searching. For what, I don’t know. There’s just some crazy energy pulling my eyes there, making me feel like someone is watching. Or something, of course. Can’t ever rule that fucking out.

      That’s when I see it.

      A figure.

      At a window on the second floor.

      A tall, familiar-looking man. A flash of red hair, large hands on the curtains, snapping them closed.

      My heart drops in my chest, free falling as I stand there in awe, staring at the window curtains.

      That couldn’t have been…

      Max.

      It looked just like him. I only saw the man for a second, and he wasn’t clear at all, but somewhere deep in my gut I know it was him.

      That he’s in that house.

      I start walking down the path, being pulled forward like a moth to a flame, not really processing what I’m doing. I just know I saw Maximus, the man who died saving my husband’s life, a man for all intents and purposes, I never expected to see again.

      I climb up the creaking front steps, heading to the door.

      I stop just before my hand grabs the handle.

      What are you doing? I ask myself, blood pounding in my ears.

      My hand starts to shake.

      Moves forward.

      Toward the handle.

      Like I’m being pulled.

      Like I’m compelled to open the door and walk inside and look for a man that I know is dead, the very man whose name I have tattooed on my ribs in memorial.

      “Can I help you?”

      I yelp, the magnetic energy between me and the house severing in two, and I spin around to see a man standing at the foot of the stairs, staring up at me.

      Atlas Poe. The owner of the house.

      He’s looking at me curiously, wavy dark brown hair blowing across his face in the cold wind, his cool eyes appraising me.

      I haven’t seen him in the daylight before, so he takes me by surprise. He looks younger than I thought he was on Halloween, in his early thirties, though he’s dressed in all black just the same.

      “I’m sorry.” I breathe out, my hand at my chest. Holy fuck, this is all sorts of awkward. I can feel my cheeks going red. “I don’t…”

      “Didn’t know what you were doing?” he asks, slowly coming up the stairs toward me. He stops at the step below, yet he’s still taller than me. The dude has height.

      I lick my lips, wondering how to explain myself. I figure the best way is always the truth. At least this guy will understand. He’s the one who gave us the tour of the place on Halloween, looking for his dead mother.

      “I thought I saw someone,” I tell him.

      He raises a brow but his expression doesn’t change. “Someone?”

      “In the house.” I feebly point upward. “On the second floor. Someone I once knew.”

      “Someone you once knew?” he repeats, more deliberately this time.

      I can’t help but narrow my eyes. “Are you going to just repeat everything I say?”

      Finally a hint of a smile. “I just caught you about to break and enter.”

      “I wasn’t going to break and enter,” I tell him.

      “So what were you doing?”

      I cross my arms, staring at him for a moment. “Honestly, I don’t know. I guess I thought I could just walk in and see if I could find him.” I realize how crazy that sounds the moment it leaves my lips, even if it’s true. “I’m sorry, I’m obviously having some issues here.”

      I move past him down the steps, but he reaches out and grabs my elbow. “You don’t have to leave. I know exactly what just happened to you.”

      I eye his grip on me until he lets go, my heart hammering in my chest. Atlas, a supposed descendent of Edgar Allan Poe, doesn’t scare me per se, but there’s something about him that has all the alarm bells inside me ringing. There’s something not quite right about him.

      It takes one to know one.

      “Then what just happened to me?”

      He gestures toward the house. “Why don’t you come inside and we can talk?”

      I let out a dry laugh. “Yeah, no thank you. I saw enough the other night.”

      “Right,” he muses slowly, his ice blue eyes growing sharp for a moment. I could have sworn a second ago his pupils were so dilated that his eyes appeared black. “I trust you’re enjoying my stepfather’s money already.”

      And there it is. The guilt.

      “You know I was talking to your husband the other day,” he adds, going toward the door.

      “Dex?” I blink at him in surprise.

      “Do you have another husband I should know about?”

      “What did you guys talk about?” I hated to ask, but obviously Dex never told me anything. The last I heard is that he was going to call Harry about when we could come back and finish the job.

      “Not too much, just that on the seventeenth it’s going to be a new moon. Perfect time to do shadow work and come back and finish what you started.”

      The seventeenth? That was my birthday.

      “Really? That makes it that much more interesting,” Atlas says.

      I frown. What the fuck? “What are you talking about?”

      “It’s your birthday.”

      I freeze. Don’t tell me that for the second time today, someone else has heard my thoughts.

      Atlas gives me another smirk and then taps his finger on his temple. “Who else heard your thoughts today?”

      My heart thuds against my ribs, and I quickly shut my eyes, steeling myself, building walls around my mind. Normally I do it instinctively but apparently not today.

      “It’s okay,” he says, raising his palm. “I won’t pry. You’re just such an open book, Perry.”

      Okay, that’s another thing I don’t like about this guy. The fact that he acts like he knows me when he doesn’t know me at all.

      “Look,” he says, putting his hand on the door. “Why don’t you come inside. You say your friend is here, then maybe he is. Maybe you can speak to him.”

      I can barely swallow, my body awash with cold pin pricks as he slowly opens the front door, and I get a glimpse of the black, fathomless void beyond. The same pull I got earlier is back, tugging at me, like all my molecules are loose inside me, being vacuumed into the abyss.

      “No,” I say quickly, turning around so my back is to him and the house. My fists are balled up, nails digging into my palms, sweat mixing with my wet hair at the base of my neck. “It was just in my head. There was no one there.”

      “You sure about that?”

      I nod but I don’t turn around. I don’t dare turn around. I feel Atlas’ eyes burning into my back as I go down the steps and to the curb where Putt-Putt is resting. I grab my helmet and slip it on, just as another text from Dex beeps in my pocket. I’m mad as hell at him for talking to Atlas behind my back, but right now I just want to get home where I feel safe.

      I get on my bike and ride off down the street. It takes all my willpower not to look over my shoulder at the house. It takes a bit before I feel the darkness at my back weaken.

      It’s not far of a ride to the apartment, but even though the rain has stopped, I’m so cold I’m shaking. I park the bike in the garage underneath the building and then I’m in the elevator, trying to get my emotions under control. I take a deep breath, trying to expand my chest like my spin instructor tells me to do all the time.

      I’m almost at the door when it flings open and Dex is staring at me, wide-eyed, worried, and breathless.

      “Where the fuck have you been?!”

      I just raise my hand to shut him up and slip past him into the apartment. “I took a detour.”

      He shuts the door behind us and looks me over, shaking his head. “Look at you. You’re soaked. Why didn’t you wait for me to pick you up? I texted you.”

      “I know,” I tell him, peeling off the leather jacket which is sticking to my gray sweater underneath. Ugh, so uncomfortable. “I didn’t get your text until I was almost home.”

      He takes the jacket from me and hangs it up, then grabs my hands, holding them as his eyes search the corners of my face. “Are you okay?” He pauses. “For a moment I thought you really did run off with her.”

      I can’t help but roll my eyes. Every single time I come back from seeing Dr. Leivo, he asks if I’m about to divorce him and run off with my hot psychologist.

      It’s then that I remember I’m kind of mad at him.

      I take my hands out of his and gather my wet hair behind me, quickly putting it in a loose braid. “Why didn’t you tell me that you’ve been in contact with Atlas Poe?”

      Dex is pretty good at lying when he’s had time to prepare for it. When I first met him, I felt like I was just unearthing lie after carefully crafted lie. But when he’s caught on the spot, I can see through him pretty well.

      He stares at me, the dark brown of his irises glinting in surprise. His mouth opens for a moment before the words come out. “How did you know?”

      “I’ll tell you how I know once you tell me why you kept that from me.”

      He nods and slowly runs his hand over the thick stubble on his jaw, a beard-in-progress. “Because I didn’t have an answer for him. I wanted to talk to you about it.”

      “Talk about what exactly?”

      I walk over to the couch where Fat Rabbit is having his afternoon snooze, and sit down, unlacing my combat boots. I glance up at Dex, who is still standing by the door, his brain working overtime. For fuck’s sake, if I wanted to I could try and get the answers from him. I’d just rather not.

      As if he heard me, he walks over to me and crouches down, his fingers wrapping over mine, pushing them aside. He starts to unlace my boots for me.

      “I told you I wanted us to go back, right?” he says, glancing up at me, his dark brows set low. “With the camera. You agreed to it. Said it didn’t feel right taking the money for what little we did. So obviously I got in touch with him through Harry.”

      “Uh huh. And then?”

      He finishes one boot and then pulls it off my foot before starting on the next. “And then I talked to him and he suggested the night of the new moon.”

      “That’s my birthday.”

      “I know, kiddo,” he says patiently. “For whatever reason, I didn’t feel like telling him that. Felt too…personal. I told him I’d talk to you about it. I swear I was going to.”

      “When?”

      “Tonight?”

      I glare at him. Likely story. I know him. He was going to spring this all on me the day of my birthday, somehow pretend this was part of the celebration.

      He winces as he looks back at me, either reading my thoughts or getting them from my body language. “So,” he says slowly, undoing the last of the laces and slipping the boot off. “Do I dare ask how you knew all this? Got it from my brain?”

      “I ran into Mr. Poe.”

      His brows shoot up as he places my boot on the floor. “Where? Wait. Don’t tell me. Edgar Allan Fuck goes to the same shrink you do.”

      I shake my head, looking down at my hands. “It was at his house.”

      Silence.

      I dare to look at Dex. He’s staring at me, completely dumbfounded. “I don’t understand. His house? Like his real house or…?”

      “The one on Seneca Street. The haunted house.”

      His frown deepens. “You went there? Why?”

      I shake my head as I get off the couch and head toward the bedroom. “I don’t know. I honestly don’t know.” I grab the hem of my wet tunic and start peeling it off. I need a hot bath ASAP.

      Naturally Dex is right behind me. “What happened? Tell me everything.”

      I throw the tunic in the laundry bin in the corner so I’m just in my bra, keeping my back to him. Not that I’m especially self-conscious around him, though I am on some days, but it’s because his one-track mind as of late will quickly derail everything. My boobs are still his kryptonite to this day.

      I go over to the drawer and pull out a t-shirt and pajama pants to crawl into after the bath, then head toward the bathroom. “I need a bath first to compose my thoughts. I feel gross.”

      He reaches out and grabs my wrist, pulling me to him. His eyes rest on my chest for a second before he manages to pry them off. “Are you kidding me? Tell me now. Why the hell were you there, Perry?”

      I can tell he’s getting more worried and agitated by the second. “I told you. I don’t know why. Suddenly I was just there. It was like I was on autopilot. I should have gone right home but for some reason I didn’t.”

      “And then what happened? How did you see Atlas?”

      I stare down at his grip around my wrist, how strong and assured and protected he makes me feel even from the slightest gesture.

      “I thought I saw someone in the house. The next thing I knew, I was reaching for the door, trying to get inside.”

      His grip tightens. I glance up at him, knowing he won’t take this very well. His jaw is clenching, nostrils flaring. “What? You were trying to go inside?” he says, his voice coming out in a ragged hush. “Why would you do that without me? Perry, you know how fucking dangerous that is.”

      I give him a faint smile. “I know, okay? I know. Like I said, it was like I was on autopilot. I felt…compelled. Like I wasn’t even in charge of myself.”

      He swallows audibly as he stares at me. “Did you go inside?” he whispers.

      “No. Atlas stopped me. He was in the front yard. Caught me trying to get into his house, which was all sorts of embarrassing.”

      “Was he angry?”

      “I don’t think so. It’s hard to tell with him. Actually, he invited me inside to talk.”

      Dex stiffens again. “I see.”

      “I said no,” I assure him. “I left. Came right here.”

      He frowns. “So who did you see in the house? You said you thought you saw someone.”

      “Just a ghost.”

      I don’t want to tell him it was Maximus. I have a feeling that will upset him, and he’s already agitated as it is. Besides, the more I think about it, the more I think it wasn’t him at all. Maybe a trick of the eye, or a trick of the house. Making you think there was something you wanted inside. Certainly worked with me.

      “Did you hear the woman’s voice?”

      “No. Nothing else.”

      He closes his eyes for a moment, worry washing over his brow, then opens them, fixing his gaze on mine, his hand going around to the back of my neck, holding me there. “Please promise me you won’t do that again.”

      “It wasn’t on purpose, Dex.”

      “Promise me,” he says again, voice hard. “I mean it. You shouldn’t…you can’t do these things without me, okay? We either do this together or we don’t do it at all.”

      It’s a hard thing to promise when it felt like I had no control over it, but even so, I need to put his mind at ease. “I promise.”

      His gaze sharpens on mine, heat igniting, before his eyes drop to my lips. “I don’t know what I’d do if something were to happen to you.”

      Okay, now he’s making me nervous.

      “Nothing is going to happen to me,” I assure him.

      But why does it feel like I’m lying?

      A strange look of fear comes over his features for a moment. His hand at the back of my neck holds me tighter, his palm warm against my cold, damp skin. He leans in and puts his lips on mine, kissing me hard, my mouth opening to his, letting him in.

      I feel the kiss all the way to my bones, making my toes curl against the floor, his tongue straight-up fucking mine. Nothing soft or slow or sweet, just a wild plunge that strokes a fire inside me, the kind of fire that will engulf the both of us if we let it.

      I put my hands on his firm chest and push back enough to catch my breath.

      “I need to take a bath,” I manage to say.

      The lids of his eyes are heavy, his gaze carnal. “Have to get naked first.”

      He captures my mouth again, his kiss more urgent than before, causing my legs to squeeze together, flames licking me from the inside. One hand goes behind my back, deftly unhooking my bra, my nipples already hard. I drop the clothes I was carrying, and my bra falls with it to my feet.

      He’s not going to let me take my bath, is he?

      I’m thinking no, especially as he brings his mouth across to my jaw, nipping hungrily at my skin as his lips and teeth work their way to my neck.

      While still gripping me tight, his other hand skims over my stomach, popping the button on my jeans before sliding his palm down into my underwear.

      I let out an audible gasp, my nails digging into his shoulder, as he slips a long finger over my clit.

      “Fuck,” he groans, taking my earlobe between his teeth. “You’re so fucking wet for me, baby.” The heat of his breath makes me shiver as his fingers start working at me, rubbing me until I’m weak in the knees. I can barely stand up as it is.

      “This isn’t fair,” I whisper. He can’t just start fingering me when I’m obviously trying to go and do something.

      “I think this is very fair,” he says hoarsely before sucking at my skin.

      God, I can’t handle this man, not when he knows exactly what to do to make me lose my fucking mind.

      To prove my point, he thrusts a finger up inside me, reaching deep, enough to make my head go back, my mouth falling open in a low, animalistic groan.

      Shit.

      “Oh fuck,” I cry out, my voice high and breathy, my balance starting to waver.

      He’s strong and relentless, holding me in place as he brings his finger up and over my clit again before plunging back in, three of them now.

      I’m going to come right here if he keeps it up.

      He knows this too. Of course he does.

      “Are you going to come like a good girl?” he asks.

      Dear lord, I’m flushed from head to toe, my skin burning from his dirty talk.

      His head darts down to my breasts, his lips wrapping around my nipple and sucking hard until I whimper with frantic need.

      I can’t even speak, can’t even answer. I can only make greedy little noises, expanding around him as his fingers drive in deeper, his tongue flicking my nipple until every single nerve inside of me tightens into a ball and I’m seconds from going over the edge.

      He lifts his head, kissing me again, his mouth wet and tasting like my skin, his lips ravenous, the kiss building and building as he fucks me with his unyielding fingers.

      His thumb glides over my clit.

      He pulls his mouth away, his forehead resting against mine, searching my eyes with his primal, wild stare. A smirk appears at the corner of his lips, the smirk that tells me what he’s about to do.

      The pressure from his thumb increases, just enough to trigger me.

      “Oh, hell!” I yelp, my nails digging into his back while I go off like a motherfucking bomb. The air is ripped from my lungs and I can’t even stand up anymore. I’m a quaking mess of cells, my limbs turned to jelly. Somehow he manages to keep me upright, his hand still working at me, extending my orgasm again and again and again until the room begins to spin.

      “God, I fucking love to watch you come,” he murmurs, and I try to focus on his face, the look of pure lust that’s borderline destructive.

      Then he pulls his hand away, and as he holds me in place by my neck, runs his tongue along his fingers, savoring the taste of me while never breaking eye contact.

      I don’t have time to react before he suddenly guides me by my neck over to the bed and shoves me down on it, face first. I’m so disoriented from my orgasm that I’m completely helpless and at his mercy. Not that I’m complaining.

      His fingers grip the waist of my jeans and underwear, and he starts to yank them down over my body, the fabric still wet as he pulls them off me. He works fast, urgent in his need for me, and I prop myself up on my elbows, glancing at him over my shoulder.

      He’s pulling his t-shirt off over his head, tossing it behind him. I take a moment to drink him in, to be slapped in the face with how lucky I am. He’s in such fucking good shape, nothing but lean, hard muscle and smooth tanned skin. The words And With Madness Come the Light are taut across his chest, a constant tie to who he was and who he is.

      His eyes catch mine and they shimmer with intensity, his full lips quirking up with a hint of devious smile. He swiftly unzips his jeans, stepping out of them and his boxer briefs. He’s hard as anything, and for whatever reason, his cock is extra intimidating today.

      He reaches forward and grabs my hips, yanking me back to the edge of the bed. Hard fingers press into the tender flesh of my ass as he spreads my cheeks wide, his head dipping down.

      My god.

      A low, throaty groan escapes my lips as he starts licking me over every sensitive part. I swear I’m still throbbing when his tongue pushes inside me, making my eyes roll back in my head.

      “You want more, baby?” he whispers harshly, pausing before he runs his tongue allllll the way up between my ass cheeks.

      Fucking hell.

      “God, yes,” I eke out, my heart hammering in my temples, my lungs constricting as my breath shortens, never having had a chance to recover.

      Dex is nothing if not relentless.

      In every sense of the word.

      He makes quick work of me, licking me out like he’s at a fucking buffet, his appetite insatiable. His tongue is beyond skilled, wide, wet, and hard, and he plays with me as he devours me, making sure I enjoy every fucking second while letting me know how much he’s enjoying it.

      It’s not long until I’m coming again, my body practically rising off the mattress. I’m still shaking, pulsing, when he thrusts his cock inside me, driving in deep.

      “Fuck!” I scream, my fingers gripping the bed covers, curling around them like a vise as the air is pushed from my lungs. Even though I’m wet as sin and technically still coming, he feels larger than ever, like he’s sinking into every forgotten place inside me.

      “Jesus, baby,” he says through a moan as he slowly pulls out and then pushes in again, the grip on my hips deepening. “You’re so fucking tight right now, so fucking tight. I think I’m going to lose my goddamn mind inside you.”

      I can only make an incoherent noise. He thrusts back in and then I’m gasping, expanding around him while gripping him at the same time. I try to spread my legs wider to let him in, but he places his palms at my thighs, pushing them together, making me squeeze him tighter.

      “Fuck yes,” he murmurs, his voice shaking from the strain. Even his fingers at my hips are starting to tremble as he pushes in and out, pumping as deep into me as he can go.

      It feels like he’s reaching me in ways he never has before, like he’s fusing himself to me, branding me, making his mark from the inside out. I can’t say I mind. I can’t say much except that I love this man with my whole body and soul and every single inch of my heart.

      He keeps pushing into me, his pace getting faster and faster, the bed starting to jerk from the movement. With a deep, quick thrust he moans loudly, the sound filling the room, and then pauses to lean forward, his hand slipping over my throat. He grips me there for a moment, pulling me back off the bed until I can barely breathe.

      His other hand parts my hair from behind, wrapping the long thick strands across my throat then yanking them back, both choking me and pulling my hair at the same time, holding it like reins.

      I quickly bring my elbows up to alleviate the pressure on my throat so I don’t pass out from lack of oxygen. As far as the kinky shit goes, I do like being choked during sex from time to time, but he’s always been a little apprehensive about doing it. Today though, well, today he’s in it one hundred percent.

      So am I, even when his pace gets faster, the rhythm faster, more relentless, more punishing. I feel like I’m being fucked from behind into oblivion, constantly dancing on the edge of losing consciousness, between that and feeling absolutely everything.

      “Jesus, fuck!” Dex cries out, his deep, throaty groan bouncing off the walls. He stiffens for a moment, then slides his hand underneath my stomach, stroking my clit at the last possible moment before he loses all control.

      My eyes pinch closed and I come in an instant, my body blasted into the galaxy while he pours himself inside me, his fingers bruising the skin on my waist, his hips thrusting once, twice, before he drives in as deep as he can go. We’re so tightly connected at this moment that I don’t know where he ends and I begin. I barely feel the drops of sweat that sprinkle onto my back, barely hear the shake of his exhale.

      All I feel is him inside me.

      In the end, he’s all I ever feel.

      I’m not sure how long I lie there on my stomach. Dex lets go of my hair, and I’m able to take in deep breaths to calm my heart and put order back into my body. I’m spent in more ways than one.

      He leans forward, pressing long kisses all along my spine.

      “Better to get dirty before your bath, don’t you think?”

      He gives my ass a hard thwack with his palm that stings to high heaven, and then pulls out, leaving me both bereft and breathless.

      And completely obsessed with whatever version of ourselves we’ve recently become.
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      The next day I meet Rebecca for lunch at Barolo, one of our favorite places to get food and catch up, an Italian restaurant that serves the best truffle pasta in the world. It’s an easy walk from the apartment, just enough time to soak in the rare day of sunshine before another week of rain ahead.

      When I step inside, the crisp, all-white ambiance of the place has a calming effect and before I can ask the hostess if Rebecca is here, I see her and Lucinda at a booth in the corner.

      Lucinda is Rebecca’s nearly three-year-old daughter, and as one would expect with such a cool (in more ways than one) and collected mother, she’s a little angel. Hanging out with her is bound to kick my baby fever up another notch.

      “I hope you weren’t waiting long,” I say to Rebecca, hanging my crossbody purse on the hook and sliding into the seat across from them.

      “Not at all,” she says, handing Lucinda her iPad and headphones.

      “Hi, Perry,” Lucinda says to me in her sweet sing-song voice. I swear she picks up her mother’s English accent from time to time.

      “Hello, Lucinda,” I say with a big smile, taking a moment to gawk at her. She’s such a darling, pretty girl. Because Rebecca is whiter than milk and Lucinda’s father, Dean, is black, she’s got this gorgeous tawny skin tone and curly dark brown hair with these amazing natural highlights. Every time I see her she seems to grow before my eyes, though her round cheeks remain completely squishable.

      Like her mother, she’s impeccably dressed, wearing a fuzzy pink sweater, her hair pulled back in a matching scrunchie. She gives me a polite smile, as if excusing herself, before she slips on her rose gold headphones and picks up the iPad.

      I look at Rebecca, who, much like me, would never be caught dead in pink, even though I love her daughter’s whole aesthetic. Right now she’s wearing a fitted grey sweater with lace details at the shoulders, a black velvet choker around her neck, a grey beret sitting jauntily atop her sleek bob. As usual I feel like a total schlub around her, even though I’m wearing black skinny jeans and a long teal sweater underneath my leather jacket, which I shrug off onto the seat beside me.

      “You’re looking lovely,” Rebecca says to me as she slides over a menu.

      “Oh. Thanks,” I tell her, hastily pushing my hair behind my ears, looking over the menu even though I already know what I’m going to get.

      “No, really,” she says, and I look up to see her studying my face. “New makeup or skincare routine?”

      I shrug. “No.”

      “You’re all dewy and fresh-faced. Like, I would bloody kill for that highlighter.”

      I pull my sleeves down over my hands, fidgeting at the compliments. “No highlighter. I don’t know what it is. I haven’t been doing anything differently.”

      She pauses and then looks over at Lucinda who is humming to herself, playing a game. She leans in, folding her red-shellacked nails in front of her, and gives me a fixed look. “How are you and Dex doing?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean how are you doing? How is your relationship?”

      I squint at her, not sure what she’s getting at. “I just talked to my shrink about this. You want to hear the same thing I told her?”

      “You have the look of someone who just had a bloody good shag.” Her eyes dance. “That’s all.”

      My eyes go wide and I quickly look at Lucinda, who thankfully isn’t paying us any attention.

      “Oh, don’t worry about her. She can’t hear us,” Rebecca says, her red lips twisting into a smirk. “But you did, didn’t you? That’s what it is. I can always tell, especially since I’m not getting any. I have a sixth sense for it, which is quite unfortunate.”

      My mind reels back to yesterday, how utterly insatiable and dominant he was with me, like he’s been a lot lately.

      But I don’t talk about my sex life with Rebecca, much to her disappointment, and I’m not about to start now. “Things are good,” I tell her, smiling with relief at the waitress who comes by to take our orders, interrupting the awkward talk.

      After we’ve decided on a bottle of white wine, as well as pasta for ourselves, Rebecca orders a slice of cake for Lucinda.

      “Cake for lunch?” I question.

      “It’s my trick for getting her to behave in restaurants,” Rebecca informs me. “I make sure she eats before we go out, that way she’s full and happy and the dessert is a nice treat.”

      “I’ll have to remember that,” I tell her, reaching for the bottle of Pellegrino in the middle of the table. I catch her eye and she gives me a funny look.

      “What?” I ask, unscrewing the cap and pouring some in my glass, then doing the same to hers.

      “I think this is the first time I’ve heard you allude to having children.”

      I busy myself with the mineral water and have a sip, shrugging lightly. “I’m sure I’ve done some alluding in the past.”

      She shakes her head. “No. You haven’t. You’re always so cagey about it.”

      I swallow, rubbing my lips together as I try to figure out whether to talk to Rebecca about this. She’s my friend, not my psychologist, so I should feel comfortable confiding in her. I guess what’s holding me back is the fact that she’s Dex’s good friend too, perhaps more so than mine, and since he doesn’t know how I feel, I don’t want to burden her with a secret.

      “Perry,” she says gently, putting her hand over mine and giving it a light squeeze, her dark eyes prodding me. Then she suddenly gasps and slaps her fingers on the back of my hand. “Bloody hell. You’re pregnant!”

      I literally spit out my drink in an arcing spray across the table. My eyes water, I have bubbles up my nose, and, yep, now I’m coughing loudly, the whole restaurant turning to look. I grab for my napkin, pressing it to my mouth, shaking my head at Rebecca, while Lucinda giggles loudly at my outburst.

      Rebecca dabs a napkin at her face in amusement, but I’m quick to shoot her down when I can. “No. Sorry. But no. Not pregnant.”

      “Could account for why you’re all glowy.”

      “That’s the sex, okay?”

      “Hmmph. Well, I was right about something, then.”

      The waitress comes back with the bottle of white wine and pours us each a glass. Rebecca raises hers in a toast, smiling at me. “Regardless, here’s a toast to the birthday girl.”

      “That’s not for another couple days,” I remind her, raising mine.

      “Yes, but you’re not spending it with us, you’re going to be with your family. Oh, and this meal is just part of your present. I’ll get the rest to you later.”

      “You don’t have to get me anything,” I protest.

      “Of course I do. I’m your friend, Perry. That’s what friends do.” She takes a sip of wine, her lipstick leaving behind a crimson stain. Her eyes go back in her head for a moment. “God, this wine is brilliant.”

      She’s right. It’s delicious. We have a bad habit of drinking two bottles of wine between us on our lunch dates and getting totally day-wasted. Lucinda is the saving grace today, I hope.

      “I’m not pregnant,” I assure Rebecca again, my voice low. I bite my lip for a moment, about to take the plunge. “But…”

      “But?” Her brows arch.

      “Well…maybe it’s a little ironic that it was over lunch that we first discussed me getting an IUD and now I’m talking to you about getting it…out.”

      She blinks at me. “You’re what?”

      “I want it out. I want to start a family. I want a baby.” I don’t know why it sounds both immature when I say it, my voice shaking and everything, as well as incredibly right, but it does.

      “You’re kidding me!” she exclaims. “What? Really?” I nod and she claps her hands together gleefully. “Yay! Perry. Oh my god, no wonder you’re having all the sex. What has Dex said? He must be over the moon!”

      “Uh, well,” I say, taking a quick sip of wine to steady my nerves. “He doesn’t exactly know.”

      “What? He doesn’t know?”

      I nod. “No. Only you and Dr. Leivo. And you have to promise me you won’t tell him.”

      Her mouth drops open. “You can’t do that to me!”

      “You have to promise, Rebecca. I’m going to let him know when I’m ready to let him know, so for now, just keep it to yourself.”

      She crosses her arms and makes a huffing sound. “Well, that’s rubbish. Why am I always caught in the middle of you guys with all your secrets? You know how hard it was to pretend he wasn’t going to propose to you? And now I have to pretend that you don’t want to have babies.” Her features soften and she sighs, giving me a weepy face. “Oh, Perry, you’re going to have babies. Beautiful little babies. God, I hope they get all of your personality.”

      I laugh. “Good lord, that would be a tragedy. No, I need Dex in there to balance me out. And anyway, we’re getting ahead of ourselves here.”

      “So why haven’t you told him?”

      “I’m just…waiting for the right time, I guess.”

      She gives me a soft smile, her eyes twinkling. “He’s going to be so bloody happy. You have no idea. He wants to be a father so badly.”

      My heart does a backflip at hearing that.

      “He does? Really? He doesn’t talk to me about it all that much.”

      I know he’s brought it up a few times, in a very light, almost joking way, but I’ve always brushed it off, refusing to let myself really think about it and what it means.

      Still, to hear this from Rebecca, that he wants this badly enough to talk to her about it, well, fuck. I’m positively melting inside.

      Rebecca scoffs. “Maybe he doesn’t talk to you about it because you’re always so squirrely around the subject!”

      “I have my reasons,” I protest. And he knows that, too.

      “Yes, well, I have to say I’m glad you’re ignoring all that shite and going for it. It’s not like you’re cursed, Perry.”

      “I know,” I tell her.

      Or do I?

      “Please tell him soon,” she implores me. “I need to live vicariously through your romance.” She takes a big gulp of wine, her expression wistful as she looks down at Lucinda who is glued to her game. “You know, I wouldn’t trade Lucy for the world. She’s the best thing that has ever happened to me. I just…” She closes her eyes for a moment, exhaling. “I wish I had what you and Dex have.”

      “Things with Dean still weird?” I ask. Rebecca’s history is all sorts of complicated. For one thing, she’s a lesbian (though now she says she’s more pansexual, but doesn’t want to label things), had a girlfriend named Emily, and went through a bad breakup, which resulted in her sleeping with Dean and then getting pregnant. She and Dean have this Ross and Rachel baby mama drama thing where they live together but aren’t together, and the last I heard was they were screwing each other. I don’t know, it’s hard to keep up.

      “Yeah,” she says, lowering her voice and glancing at an oblivious Lucinda. “Things were getting too much, too complicated. I love Dean, I really do, but I don’t…I don’t feel that fire. I want to be with someone I do feel the fire for. And the more I’m, you know, with him, the more I feel like I’m leading him on. He wants more, something I can’t give him.”

      “I’m sorry,” I tell her, knowing what a tough spot she’s in. “Have you thought about moving out?”

      “Well, honestly, now that I’ve got the show going, and he’s working, we don’t really see each other that often. We’re basically trading off shifts with Lucy Goose and that’s it.”

      Rebecca used to have a show called Wine Babes (alongside she who shall not be named) with Shownet, the company that put EIT on the web. For a little while there, she was even a third member of our crew until we decided that shit got too real and we needed to walk away. After floundering for a bit, she finally got cast as a host on a Seattle house-flipping reality thingy. At least this one is a little different from the rest because it’s two (hot) women doing the flipping, Rebecca as the interior design expert.

      “You’ll make it work,” I tell her while the waitress brings us our food. “I know you will.”

      We all dig in, Lucinda putting her game away to devour the cake. I don’t talk much, the truffle pasta blowing my mind as it always does, and we comfortably sit in silence until I’m absolutely stuffed.

      I push my plate away and pour the rest of the wine into our glasses. “So, how is your co-host anyway? Claire?” I ask her. “She’s…” I glance at Lucinda, who is staring at me with big eyes, cake on her face. “Very pretty.”

      Rebecca can pick up on what I’m getting at because she gives me a flirty kind of smirk, which tells me she thinks she’s quite pretty indeed.

      “Claire’s great,” she says emphatically while she takes her napkin and wipes the cake off her daughter’s face. “Someone I’m eager to get to know better.”

      Just as I thought.

      I gulp some wine, smiling at her when suddenly the hair on the back of my neck starts to raise and the air around me goes shockingly cold.

      I stiffen, quickly swallowing, trying to get my bearings on why I’m feeling creeped out all of a sudden, when my gaze goes to Lucinda.

      While Rebecca dabs her napkin on Lucinda’s sleeve to get a smear of frosting off, Lucinda’s eyes go as round as saucers, staring across the restaurant.

      I blink at her and then slowly turn my head, following her gaze.

      The nearest table has a single woman sitting at it, her back to us.

      Her hair is long, all the way to her ass, and black. Wet, even. Actually, the more I look at her, the more I realize she’s soaked to the bone, dressed in an almost translucent, white lacey gown that sticks to her skin.

      Her hand is pale, smeared with blood, and it’s holding on to a chain leash that disappears into the blackness under the table.

      Everything inside me goes absolutely still.

      Holy fuck.

      I’m looking at a ghost, aren’t I?

      More than that, it’s the leash that’s getting me, the way it leads to something that I can’t see, that I don’t want to see.

      I’ve seen something like that before.

      So has Rebecca.

      “What is it?” Rebecca whispers harshly. “Lucinda? Perry!”

      I pull my eyes away from the dead woman and glance at them.

      Rebecca is looking between the two of us, frowning, while Lucinda’s eyes are still fixed on the woman in a look of both fear and curiosity.

      “What are you looking at, Lucy?” Rebecca asks, her voice growing higher.

      Lucinda doesn’t answer.

      I look back toward the woman, expecting her to be gone.

      But she’s still fucking right there.

      And now…now there’s a hint of a leathery tail sticking out from underneath the table.

      My mouth goes completely dry, the room starting to spin. I press my hands down on the table to steady myself.

      “You don’t see her?” I manage to ask Rebecca, not taking my eyes away from the tail that’s twitching ever so slightly.

      “See who?”

      “The lady,” Lucinda says quietly. “The lady with the monster.”

      “What?” Rebecca hisses. “Lucy, please love, what are you talking about?”

      I try to swallow and look at her, hearing the fear in her voice. “I’m seeing what Lucinda is seeing.”

      “A ghost?” she whispers, her arm going around her daughter, pulling her close. “Please don’t tell me she’s like you.”

      I frown, feeling a pinch in my heart just for a moment. Then I shake my head. “Kids can see things until a certain age. Doesn’t mean she’s like me.”

      I look back at the woman, only this time she’s in the middle of slowly turning her head to look at me.

      I don’t want to see her face.

      BAM!

      Something hits one of the large windows looking out onto the street, making everyone in the restaurant jump and cry out in alarm.

      My eyes move to the window where there’s a large crack forming in it, some people ducking beneath their tables, others peering outside.

      I quickly look back at the woman, but she’s gone.

      There’s no one at her table at all.

      “What the hell was that?” someone yells out, pointing to the window.

      “A seagull,” a man says in horror as he presses against the glass, looking down onto the sidewalk. “A damn seagull just flew into the window. Broke its neck.”

      Fucking hell, that’s disturbing. I love birds and absolutely hate window strikes. A seagull flying into a glass, this fast and this low, in the city? Almost unheard of, and yet not the most alarming thing to happen here in the last five minutes.

      While the commotion at the window continues, I look back to Rebecca and Lucinda. “The woman is gone, isn’t she?” I ask Lucinda.

      She nods. “Yes. She disappeared. The monster did too.”

      “Did you get a look at the monster?” I whisper to her.

      “Perry,” Rebecca says sharply. “Please don’t scare my child.”

      “I’m not scaring her,” I tell her, though it does make me pause. Maybe I don’t have a right to be talking about this with her. “I’m sorry,” I say quickly. “I just…it looked familiar.”

      “Familiar?”

      I lower my voice. “The woman was holding a leash that went under the table. You know where we last saw that, don’t you?”

      The one time in her life when Rebecca Sims saw a ghost was when we were investigating a haunted school on the Oregon coast, which was also an ex-sanatorium where hundreds of children died from TB, as well as from the hands of their evil caregivers. There was a monster there that the children called “the bad thing,” that one devious ghost girl kept on a leash. The bad thing was a demon, and once it was off the leash, it terrorized the three of us. I’ll never forget the look in Rebecca’s eyes the moment she finally saw what we were all so scared of. It didn’t help that the demon was probably the most demented, disturbing creature of all.

      And from the look on Rebecca’s face, she’s reliving that fear right now.

      “Wow, that was pretty awful,” the waitress says, making us flinch in our seats as she comes back over. “I’ve never seen a seagull do that before. Can I take your plates?”

      We absently nod, while Lucinda asks Rebecca if they can go home.

      “Sorry this birthday lunch ended this way,” Rebecca says as she pays the bill. She glances at the empty wine bottle. “I have to say, I wouldn’t mind finishing another one of these right now. Want to come back to our place?”

      I shake my head. “I would but I have to help Dex with some production stuff.”

      I can tell Rebecca doesn’t want to be alone though so I add, “Why don’t you and Lucinda come over? We can pick up another bottle of wine, and I can get it done pretty fast. It’s such a short walk and the sunshine will do us some good.”

      She agrees to that, giving me a grateful smile, and though Lucinda puts up a minor fuss at the change of plans, that all changes when I promise her she can play with Fat Rabbit.

      The three of us leave the restaurant, the outside feeling so free and bright compared to the restaurant that seemed to turn on us all of a sudden.

      But the moment I see that dead seagull, still lying on the pavement with its neck bent at an impossible angle, blood spilling from its beak, the despair comes back. We walk to the apartment, trying to leave it all behind us, but I can’t help but think about the woman at the table, and the broken bird.

      Wondering if that was a one-time thing.

      Wondering what it means.

      “Can you do me a favor?” I ask Rebecca a few minutes later as we step inside the shop across from the apartment to get a bottle of wine.

      “Anything, love,” she says to me as she peruses the scant selection of cold whites.

      I lean in close, getting a whiff of her tobacco and vanilla perfume. “Let’s not mention anything to Dex about what Lucinda and I saw,” I whisper into her ear.

      She frowns. “Really?”

      “I don’t want him to worry,” I tell her. And that’s the truth. Just as I didn’t want to tell Dex who I saw at the window in the house, just as I’ve kept other ghosts close to my chest, I don’t want him to think I’m being haunted again.

      Especially if I’m going to broach the whole baby subject with him. If I thought he was overprotective now, what’s he going to be like when I’m pregnant?

      “Well, I won’t say anything,” Rebecca says, her eyes going to Lucinda who is holding on to her hand and looking around the store. “Can’t say the same for her.”

      Thankfully, when we step inside the apartment, Radiohead’s OK Computer blaring from the stereo, Lucinda is immediately attacked by Fat Rabbit, who scampers right to us and jumps all over her in a flurry of licks and kisses.

      “I’m jealous,” Dex says to us, sauntering into the kitchen with a mug in his hands. “Smelly bastard doesn’t even lift his head when I come home.”

      He’s wearing his day-off clothes, black sweatpants and a tight white undershirt, obviously not expecting company, but also not caring just the same. I have to say, Dex on his day off is one of his sexiest versions, probably because he’s all messy hair, muscles, and tanned skin, tattoos on display. The cut of his tank makes his shoulders look broader than ever, tapering down to a narrow waist, his sweatpants barely staying on his hips. He meets my eye as he walks past me, his lips curving into a smile as he leans in and kisses me on the cheek. He knows when I’m ogling him.

      “Sorry to barge in on you like this,” Rebecca says, looking him up and down, seemingly unimpressed. “We thought we would have a few drinks here.”

      “Don’t let me stop you,” he says with a yawn, putting his mug beside the sink and pulling his sweats up higher. He turns and looks at Lucinda. “Well, well, well, if it isn’t my favorite niece.”

      I roll my eyes. He’s got a silly habit where he insists that Lucinda call him Uncle Dex, even when she politely points out that he’s not her uncle.

      “I’m not your niece,” Lucinda tells him matter-of-factly. I have to bite back my smile. “And you’re not my Uncle Roger.”

      “I know I’m not your Uncle Roger,” Dex says. “I am much, much cooler. Would your Uncle Roger do this?”

      Dex comes at her with the most mischievous smile on his face, grabbing Lucinda by the waist and hoisting her up in the air effortlessly. Lucinda squeals with joy as he spins her around the room like she weighs nothing at all.

      Oh my god.

      I know I’ve seen Dex do this with her before, but this time it hits completely different. It hits deep. How happy he looks, laughing along with Lucinda, totally in his element. I press my hands to my chest, feeling like my heart is growing too fast, too soon.

      I glance over at Rebecca who is watching me so gleefully I swear there are tears in her eyes.

      Jesus. My ovaries aren’t exploding, they’re fucking detonating.

      Dex eventually turns Lucinda into an airplane, swooping her up and down past us until he’s about to put her on the couch.

      “We’re coming in for a landing,” Dex says to her, making his voice sound like a crackly mouthpiece as he starts to lower her. “Hopefully there won’t be any beasts on Planet Vogsphere and…oh no.”

      Fat Rabbit suddenly starts running for them, jumping on the couch, trying in vain to leap his little legs high enough to lick them.

      “Abort mission, I repeat, abort mission.”

      “Nooooo!” Lucinda yells, trying to reach for the dog.

      Dex pauses her in the air. “So you’re saying you want to land on Planet Vogsphere, even though there’s a giant, ferocious, fart-blasting beast poised to attack?”

      “Yes!” She giggles.

      “Okay then.”

      He puts her down on the couch where she’s immediately overtaken by Fat Rabbit again, laughing as the dog wriggles all over her.

      “You have quite the brave daughter, Rebecca,” Dex says as he comes over to us. “He’s been stinking up the place all morning.”

      But despite the fact that he’s talking about the dog being a fart factory, I think I’ve somehow fallen more in love with my husband. No, not think. I have. I never think it’s possible, yet it’s been proven time and time again to me that there are many layers to our love.

      I’m willing to keep falling, as deep as I can.

      “What?” Dex says, leaning against the island, his head cocked to the side as he studies me. “Don’t tell me you’re jealous.”

      I try to shake the probably sappy expression off my face, but before I can, Dex comes over to me, making the grabby hand motion.

      “No!” I yell, trying to make a run for it while Rebecca eggs him on.

      Too late. He grabs me by the waist, his arms slipping around me, lifting me off the ground, higher and higher. His muscles strain as he does so, and yet he does it with so much ease that you’d think he was a strongman for the circus or something.

      “Put me down!” I tell him, even though I’m laughing, my legs kicking out.

      “If you say so,” he says, carrying me to the couch and effortlessly swinging me over the back of it so that I’m plopped beside Lucinda and the dog. “Prepare to be attacked.”

      Both Dex and Lucinda start tickling me, the dog getting in on the action too.

      I laugh and laugh.

      And for the rest of the afternoon, I forget what happened in that restaurant.

      I forget what I saw.

      I just feel what it’s like to be normal.

      And completely in love.
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      I’m dreaming again.

      It’s often the same dream.

      I’m forced to relive the moment I found Dex dead.

      I walk down the stairs into the basement in a house that should have never existed, and I know what I’m going to find, know that it’s going to rip my life in two and bring me to my knees, suck the soul right out of me. I try to keep myself from going down the stairs, but there’s nothing I can do. I’m powerless and compelled to see my worst nightmare come to life.

      I follow the trail of blood against my will, walk across the cold stone floor, surrounded by black charred walls, and that’s where I find him.

      Where the trail of blood ends.

      Dex is lying on his back, eyes wide open, a sword sticking out of his throat.

      As I always do, I run to him. I can’t stop myself. I run to him and collapse on my knees, and I cry and scream and shake him.

      But it does me no good.

      Because he’s dead.

      He died that day.

      And even though I refused to give up on him, even though I went to Hell to find him, even though I brought him back to life again, it still doesn’t erase the fact that the man I love more than anything else in the world died.

      He fucking died.

      Sometimes I find myself in my dreams, wondering if this is my punishment for never really dealing with it, like I’d so easily swept it under the rug. The fact that I saw my beloved die, something no one should ever see.

      I rarely talk about it during therapy. I’ve talked about my mother’s own selfless sacrifice, how she jumped in front of that train to save us all. But I never talk about what it was like to have Dex do the same thing…how it sticks with you. The horror of that night settled itself into my veins like ink, mingling with my blood, never leaving me.

      And now, as I stare at his body in my dream, looking at his lifeless eyes, I’m struck by how much sick conviction he must have had to take that sword and plunge it right into his throat.

      Dex killed himself.

      Literally took that sword and ended his own life.

      And I don’t think I’ve ever really talked to him about it either.

      “Dex,” I whisper to him in my dream, my fingers stained with his blood, tears running down my face.

      His eyes move to the side, look at me.

      Completely black.

      I scream.

      And then I’m awake.

      I’m awake.

      Sitting up in bed in the darkness, a cry caught in my throat, sweat trickling down my back.

      Dex is beside me, rolling over in his sleep.

      “Baby?” he whispers, his voice ragged from dreams of his own. “You okay?”

      Am I okay?

      No.

      I look down at him, his eyes slowly blinking open, the room faintly lit by the streetlights of Fifth Avenue that seep through the curtains.

      “You died,” I whisper.

      His brows knit together in confusion. “You had a nightmare?”

      “No,” I say. “I mean, yes, I did but…Dex, you died.”

      I lower myself on my side, facing him, my fingers gently pressing into the hollow of his throat where only the faintest scar remains, so faint that you have to look for it. “You killed yourself.” My voice breaks.

      I feel like my heart is shattering all over again.

      He’s watching me closely, eyes glinting in the din. “Baby,” he says to me, licking his lips. He reaches out and cups the back of my head, bringing my face closer to his on the pillow. “What’s done is done. I’m here. That’s all that matters.”

      Tears prick at the corners of my eyes, hot and threatening. “But it does matter. You willingly took your own life, Dex. You did that.”

      He presses his lips together, searching my face. “I made a sacrifice. You would have done the same.”

      Would I have? Would I have had the courage to drive that sword into my throat and end my life for the greater good? I’m not sure if I would have been that strong, that selfless, that brave. I’m not like my mother.

      “You would have done the same for me,” he repeats, his voice hard, moving closer to me until I’m pressed up against him. He holds me tight, and I bury my head into his neck, trying to fight back the images of him dead and lifeless, trying to convince myself that he’s here, he’s real, he’s alive, and he’s mine.

      I hold back the tears somehow, taking a deep breath, his smell so achingly real and familiar that it feels like home. I press my lips against the soft, warm skin of his neck, feeling his pulse underneath.

      He’s alive, he’s alive.

      But, god, to think of what he went through when he had to make that choice.

      “It wasn’t all bad,” he murmurs, kissing the top of my head, picking up on my thoughts as he sometimes does when my emotions are high. “I died knowing how fucking lucky I was. How lucky I am.”

      He runs his hand down the back of my head, down my back, pressing me to him even harder. “You know I’d tried to kill myself before,” he whispers, his voice thick and rough in the quiet of the night. “Back then, when I didn’t know who I was except that I was someone I hated. It was nothing like that. Not even close.” He shifts my head back, resting his forehead against mine. “Perry, you made my life worth living. And you were worth dying for. Please believe that.”

      My chest sinks, feeling hollow, carved out. I pinch my eyes shut and the tears start spilling over my eyes. I can’t help it. There’s just been too much going on, too many changes, I’m so scared, and yet I’m so fucking grateful that I have this man by my side.

      “Shhh,” he says to me, wiping the tears away with his thumbs. “It’s okay. I’m not going anywhere. You know you’re stuck with me. For better or for worse.”

      “Til death do us part,” I manage to say, shaking.

      “No, baby, that vow never applied to us,” he says softly. “We know better than that.”

      He brushes his lips against mine, tasting my tears, then adjusts himself, turning me over so that my back is against him. His arms wrap around me, so hard and strong, and despite my fear, I’ve never felt safer.

      “Get some sleep,” he whispers to me, pressing his lips against the back of my head. “I’ll be right here.”
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      “Once again,” Dex says as he puts the Highlander into park and fixes his eyes on me. They glow orange from the reflected streetlight. “Are you sure you’re up for this? Because we can always call it quits and turn back now. Go home and forget about it.”

      I stare out the rain-splattered window at the house. It’s only six, but it’s been dark for hours, and everything feels darker still, parked in front of this place.

      After what happened to me the last time I was here, plus my sighting of the dead lady and her unseen monster at the restaurant, followed by my nightmare of Dex dying, you’d think I would have called the whole thing off. That’s what any sane person would do. Tell Dex that I don’t want to go through with it, that things are dicey enough as it is, that Mr. Cox can keep his money.

      But apparently I’m not sane in the slightest.

      Because when morning came and Dex told me he was having second thoughts about tonight, and about going back into this world in general, my first instinct was to get defensive. That I needed to, wanted to do this. I know, it surprised me too. I’m starting to think that even through the fear, some part of me feels strangely at home.

      Either that or I’m being compelled by this fucking house, which isn’t much of a stretch either. Guess we’ll find out.

      I give Dex a quick smile. “I’m fine. I promise. A little scared, but that’s normal.”

      “It’s more than normal,” he says, reaching across and holding my hand, rubbing his thumb over the back of it, his touch calming. “And the moment you feel it’s too much, then we stop. Okay?”

      I nod, grateful for the easy out, if needed. “How about you? Are you scared?”

      He leans over me to peer up at the house, eyes searching through the blurry glass. “Not yet,” he says after a moment. “Come on. I think I see Edgar Allan Fuck over there.”

      I open the door and get out of the car, grabbing my crossbody purse and putting it on, twisting it forward. I have no idea what to expect, but Dex and I started cramming things in there that we might possibly need before we left. Flashlights, headlamps, extra batteries, a wireless mic, a spare, old iPhone (we’ve learned our lesson many times before), EMF meter, and an EVP recorder. To be honest, I was surprised when he pulled the recorder out of a storage box. I never expected to see the thing again, and yet the moment he handed it to me, it felt like I’d only used it just the other day.

      Dex joins me by my side, locking the car with a loud beep that makes me jump (I’m on edge already), a camera bag slung over his shoulder.

      Atlas Poe is standing at the base of the stairs, staring at us. I can’t really make out his features in the dark, but it’s enough to creep me out.

      Dex takes my hand for a moment, giving it an encouraging squeeze, before pulling his newsboy cap down on his brow and walking toward Atlas.

      I follow, my Chucks slapping against the rain on the pavement as I hurry along.

      “You’re filming this?” Atlas asks as we approach. He’s not even under the shelter of the porch, just standing out in the rain and getting wet.

      “Is that a problem?” Dex asks, placing a protective hand on the camera bag.

      “Not at all,” he says. “Provided you’ll let me review what you’ve shot first.”

      Dex stiffens, looks over his shoulder at me, brows raised. I know he’s not happy with that, but he also didn’t run this by Atlas either. He’s definitely one of those “better to ask for forgiveness than seek permission” kind of people.

      I shrug. “Can we finish talking out of the rain?” I move past them and up the steps to the porch. My eyes focus on the door handle for a moment and I feel that strong, strange pull again. I have to force myself to look away, to put my back to the house while Dex and Atlas continue their dick-measuring contest or whatever the hell they’re doing staring each other down.

      Finally, Dex finishes his glaring and walks up the stairs, stopping by my side.

      “So, let me guess, you want to give us another tour?” he asks mildly.

      Atlas remains where he is. “No. Just came here to unlock the door for you.”

      I exchange a wary glance with Dex before looking back to him. “So that’s it? What about the messages?”

      “I told you last time, there are no messages.”

      “But your father said…”

      He sighs, pinching the bridge of his nose for a moment. I feel a strange sense of relief at seeing Atlas bothered. “As I said last time,” he repeats, voice tired, “he doesn’t know what to believe.”

      “So why the money?” Dex asks.

      “Love?” he suggests, glancing at us warily. “He’s got a lot of money, always has. Always paid his way through this and that. He loved my mother to the point of…obsession. It makes sense he would feel this way after her death. He wants you to communicate with her. About anything. He lacks clarity right now. Hence why I’m here.”

      He’s not the only one in that family who lacks clarity, I think.

      “But you said it yourself last time, that you want us to give her a push through the Veil,” I tell him.

      “Well, that was on Samhain, wasn’t it?” Atlas says. “You dicked around and didn’t even get the chance. So you lost the chance.”

      “Dicked around?” Dex repeats, his tone like flint. “You were with us the whole time. If anyone dicked around it was you. And it wasn’t our chance, it was yours.”

      “Guys,” I say quickly before this turns into an argument, even though Dex is totally right. “Can we stay on track? Okay, Atlas, you’re saying now that reaching your mother through the Veil can’t happen because we lost our chance two weeks ago?”

      “It’s easier on Samhain.” He shrugs and looks off toward the street. “Maybe on the next full moon. But just because you can’t reach her, doesn’t mean you can’t talk to her.”

      “This is really fucking confusing,” I tell him, rubbing my palm on my forehead. “So we can talk to her?”

      He gives me a quick smile. “Yes. That’s why you’re here. Go inside and talk to her. But as for bringing her out of the Veil, I guess that will have to wait for another time.”

      “Let’s back the fuck up here,” Dex says, crossing his arms, his legs in a wide stance. “Your father is paying us to communicate with your mother, about something, the weather, sports, I don’t know, he doesn’t seem too picky from how it sounds. You, however, her son, want us here to bring your mother…back from the dead?”

      “She’ll remain dead, don’t worry.”

      My eyes go wide and I look at Dex. Don’t worry? She’ll remain dead?

      “But yes, from the Veil,” he continues. “She needs the push. She needs to be invited. You two have the power to do that.”

      “No offense, Donnie Darko, but we would never agree to that. We’re here to communicate, maybe even clear the place, if that’s what you want. This what-the-fuckery is the opposite of that.”

      “You agreed last time.”

      “We agreed to draw her out,” I speak up. “As in have her appear. We did not mean so that she can physically step back into the world. This isn’t Pet Semetary. You can’t just bring people back from the dead…”

      But my voice trails off, because of course you can.

      I did.

      And I think he knows that.

      Atlas stares at me for a moment, wheels turning. He then looks up at the house, the rain falling in his eyes, shoving his hands into the pockets of his trench coat before giving us a veiled glance. “Fair enough. I thought maybe you both would have a little compassion for a man who lost his mother, considering how you both lost yours.”

      I freeze, feeling icy trails down my neck. I don’t even have to look at Dex to know he’s feeling the same way.

      “I’ll leave you now,” Atlas says. “Please put the key under the mat when you’re done.”

      Then he turns and walks quickly down the path toward the street.

      I glance up at Dex, whose furrowed gaze follows Atlas’ every move until he disappears. “That wasn’t fair of him,” I mumble, trying to shake away the uneasiness, though I know there’s no point considering what we’re about to do.

      “I don’t like how he knew that about us,” Dex eventually says.

      “Me neither. But I guess it’s easy to find on the internet.”

      “No,” he says, slowly shaking his head. “I don’t think it’s something he read on the internet about us. I think he just…knew. The real question is, what else does that fucker know about us?” He rubs his lips together for a moment before he glances at me, frowning. “Are you okay?”

      I lift a shoulder. “A little cold and wet and spooked.”

      “I won’t blame you for having second thoughts.”

      I glance at the door, the way it seems to hum for me, promising things I can’t quite put my finger on. “Are you hearing any of those voices in your head?” I ask him.

      “Not yet. You?”

      “No. But this house has some wild, dark energy. Don’t you feel that pull?”

      “Yep. All the more reason to never open up anything inside there, no veils, no portals, nothing,” he says. He starts to unzip his camera from the bag. “We just go inside and film and try to communicate with her…for fuck’s sake, we don’t even know her name.”

      Samantha Poe.

      The name just pops into my head, whispered very quietly.

      “Samantha Poe,” I tell him.

      His eyes go to mine, bewildered. “How did you know that?”

      “I don’t know. I just…heard it. In my head.”

      “A woman’s voice?”

      “I’m not sure…” The more I try to think about the sound of the voice, the more I can’t hear it at all. Maybe I never did hear it.

      “I might be wrong.”

      “Oh, I’m sure you’re not.” He nods at my purse. “You should bring out the EVP, just in case that thing hears things more than we do. And the flashlight. And the EMF meter as well.”

      “I only have so many hands,” I say, rummaging through my purse.

      Dex doesn’t say anything to that so once I’ve got the EVP in my hands, I look at him. He’s staring at me with the goofiest smile on his face, his expression catching me off-guard.

      “What?” I ask. I can’t help but smile right back.

      “You,” he says, bringing the camera up to his face, taking off the lens cap before looking through it at me. “There you are.”

      I look away, feeling put on the spot, especially as the camera focuses on my face. “This is crazy, isn’t it?”

      “That we’re right back where we started?” He peers at me over the camera, meeting my eyes.

      “In a way, yeah. I just never thought we’d be doing this again.”

      His mouth curls as he squints at me. “Did you really think that?”

      I suck on my lower lip for a moment. The truth is, even if it was something I didn’t actively think about, I think my subconscious, some deep part of me, knew I would return to this in some shape or form. “I guess not.”

      He grins, his tongue briefly poking through his teeth. “I guess the difference is, now I can touch you all I want.”

      My brow raises. “Oh, you can, can you?”

      “Perks of being your husband,” he says, stepping closer. He lowers the camera and grabs my free hand, pressing it against the fly of his black jeans so that I feel the thick, hard length of his erection.

      “Good lord, Dex,” I say, glancing up at him. I give him a squeeze, just to see his eyes roll back in his head, hear the sharp intake of his breath. “Completely inappropriate, as always.”

      He leans in, nose brushing against my ear. “You can’t tell me that you’re not turned on as fuck,” he murmurs.

      I wasn’t, actually, until now. But even so.

      I give him a stern look. “Dex. No.”

      He just gives me a lazy grin, the heat in his eyes flaring up, causing my body to do the same.

      But I’m not crazy. “We’re not fucking in a haunted house, okay?”

      His expression doesn’t change. If anything, I feel him grow harder against my hand. “This hasn’t been on your bucket list?” he asks, his voice going low, husky, the kind of voice that gives you goosebumps. “Because it’s sure as hell has been on mine.”

      “I wasn’t even aware you had a sexual bucket list,” I tell him, giving him another squeeze. “But of course you do.”

      His eyes flutter closed, mouth falling open. “You know, you’re looking at me like I’m crazy yet you’re the one who keeps touching me.”

      He’s right. But even though my body seems to want to check off his bucket list right now, the rest of me knows we have a job to do.

      I take my hand away and place it at his chest. “Fair enough. Besides, you know we’ve already had sex in a haunted school. Doesn’t that count?”

      He practically growls with disappointment. I have to admit, it gives me a lot of pleasure knowing how much I turn him on, even when I don’t mean to (and especially when I do).

      “It’s not the same,” he says gruffly as I push past him toward the door. “And, if I remember correctly, you came three fucking times, and that was after you said I was crazy for wanting to have sex with you there. See, nothing bad happened.”

      I pause and give him a wry look over my shoulder. “We almost died.”

      He adjusts his dick in his pants and walks over to me, full of swagger. “Kiddo, when don’t we almost die?”

      His tone is light and his eyes are dancing in that half-manic, half-carnal way, yet his words hit deep. Last night’s dream, combined with the real-life memory, flashes before my eyes. The time that “almost” became absolute.

      Dex obviously picks that up from me because his expression quickly softens and he leans in to place a gentle kiss on my cheek, his lips warm. “Come on. We have a job to do. I promise I’ll keep it in my pants for now. All bets are off when we get home, though.”

      He puts his hand on the doorknob and waits for me to join him at his side. “You ready, baby?”

      I nod, quickly eager to get inside before I have another chance to think about it and change my mind.

      He turns the handle and the door opens wide. It looks more like it’s pulling away from Dex’s hand and opening on its own.

      Showcasing the fathomless black inside.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Dex is first to step inside the house, but I’m not far behind him.

      I try to keep the door open, making sure it doesn’t close on us while we’re trying to get the place lit. Dex quickly turns the camera light on, illuminating a path straight to the back wall, where it glints against the broken glass of a china hutch.

      I clutch the flashlight in my hand, the beam of light strong and steady, then press record on the EVP, sticking it in my back pocket. I think about taking out the EMF meter, which reads electronic frequencies, but honestly we’ve never needed a lot of help in that department. We’re not exactly ghost hunters anymore, and to be honest, I don’t think we ever were. After all, the ghosts were hunting us.

      A cold shiver crawls down my back and I grip the flashlight tighter.

      Why am I doing this again?

      “You can close the door now,” Dex says, gesturing over his shoulder.

      I really don’t want to. I feel like the door is our only connection to the real world, like everything in this house exists somewhere else.

      But I do it anyway.

      At least I take my body weight off of it, and the door then basically pushes me out of the way, slamming shut, making both of us jump.

      Yup. Totally normal.

      “You okay?”

      “Yes.” I close my eyes for a moment, willing my heart to calm the fuck down. I’ve literally taken two steps inside and I’m already shaking.

      When I open them, my eyes are more adjusted to the light.

      “I hate to say it, but this place is pretty fucking cool,” Dex says, shining the camera light around. I do the same, my flashlight following his.

      The house looks the same as it did two weeks ago, an old eclectic mess of rooms and architectural style. There are beams on the ceilings, red wallpaper gilded with gold lions, wood floors, thick faded crimson rugs. The front entry area is less of a room and more of a long hallway that continues on into the darkness.

      That’s where we went last time, stopping just before the dining room. We never went in there, even though Atlas said that’s where he last saw his mother. Probably because it’s where Dex saw a random ghost woman, who Atlas said was bad news.

      “What do you think?” Dex asks, turning the camera on me.

      I wince at the light, shielding my face with my hand. “We’re doing this already?”

      He lowers the camera, and I catch a sheepish look on his brow. “Sorry. I guess we should probably talk about the plan first.”

      “We probably should have talked about the plan outside,” I say, supressing another shiver as I continue to shine the light around. At least that horrible magnetic pull I was feeling toward the house earlier has dissipated. I’m not sure if it’s because I’m with Dex, or because we’re actually in the house now.

      It has us where it wants us.

      I try not to dwell on that.

      “Well, here’s my idea,” he says, eyes glittering in the faint light. “I’ve had a lot of time to think about this over the last two weeks. Actually, if I’m being honest, I’ve been thinking about it for a while now. You know how I wanted to do a documentary on haunted places? Well, I’m switching gears. We do the Warrens thing. We become paranormal investigators, but we film it. We already have a production company, we just shift Haunted Media’s focus onto us. That’s the documentary now. The reality show. Whatever it ends up being. Then we sell it to Netflix.”

      I can’t help but be impressed by his ambition. “Netflix? That’s a lofty goal.”

      “It’s an attainable goal. There’s nothing stopping us. There are ghost-hunting shows left and right and they’re all the same. Ghost hunting is a huge business now. But paranormal investigators? Real ones? That’s new. Done properly, with the right budget, the right equipment. Baby, you know we can do this.”

      I continue to shine my light around, having a hard time coming to terms with what Dex is saying. I mean, I get it, and I’ve obviously thought about it in some ways, and even Atlas mentioned something about my “purpose” the last time I was here.

      But standing in this house isn’t the best place for this discussion.

      “I have no doubt you can do this…” I tell him.

      “That we can do this.”

      “Right. But for now let’s just…see how tonight goes before we start making grand plans. We don’t even know if we can communicate with the dead in a professional manner.”

      He sighs and runs his hand over his beard. “There you go being the voice of reason. But you know I’m right, too. That this makes sense. And anyway, we still need a plan for right now. Tonight. In this house.”

      “Atlas was leading us down there last time,” I say, gesturing to the darkness at the end of the hall. “Where you saw the ghost. He seemed to think that was the best place.”

      “Yeah,” he says carefully. “Think I lost my balls down there though.” He lifts the camera up onto his shoulder. “Though seriously, fuck that guy. He wasn’t leading us anywhere. He was leading us away from something.”

      “From what?”

      “The third floor. The bathroom. Door was conveniently locked, wasn’t it? Didn’t have a key? Happened to also have a trail of bloody water leaking out of it? Not a fucking coincidence.”

      “Then up we go,” I say, my voice going quiet. For some reason I’d rather take my chances in the dining room at the end, but Dex is probably right. Atlas didn’t seem surprised by the blood, which makes me think he wanted us to avoid it.

      He turns, and we walk over to the wooden staircase, heading up. Our footfalls are soft despite the hard floors, like the house is devoid of an echo, as if sound doesn’t spread. For a moment I almost have a panic attack thinking there’s no air in here, but of course there is.

      Then again, if this house really is the closest place to the Veil…

      “I also think they’re full of shit,” Dex says, as if he’s been talking this whole time. Maybe he has.

      “Who?” I say as we round the second floor and head up to the third. “Atlas and Harry?”

      “Yeah. Or maybe just Atlas. I don’t know. But they’re lying to us, kiddo.”

      “About what?”

      “About everything. I don’t know.”

      “And yet we’re here.”

      “Fair is fair.” We both stop once we reach the third floor. “And obviously there’s something going on here. Look. The bathroom.”

      He aims the camera light down the hall and I quickly shine my flashlight on the bathroom door. Like before, a trail of bloody water is slowly leaking out from underneath.

      Almost as if it was waiting for us.

      It probably is.

      “So now what?” I ask, keeping my voice low.

      “Take out the EMF meter,” he says, keeping the camera focused on the blood.

      “For what? Proof? There’s blood. That’s proof.”

      “Just do it.”

      I grumble, fishing it out and flicking it on. The meter beeps, immediately shooting up to level four, going orange. Even though I figured it would go off, it still gives me the creeps. I quickly turn the volume down, since the beeping isn’t going anywhere.

      Dex turns the camera on me now as I hold the meter.

      “So what do you want to do?” he asks. A beat passes, darkness coming over his eyes. “Someone is inside the bathroom.”

      Motherfucking chills run through me.

      I try to shake it off, knowing I’m being filmed. “We don’t have to go in there,” I tell him.

      “But his mother might be in there.”

      “How did she die again?”

      “Harry said she drowned.”

      I look down at the bloody water. “Uh huh.” I look at the door. Part of me wants to open it, wants to go inside, but that feeling comes from a black place inside me, that sense of being compelled. I’m not sure I trust it. “Maybe we should save that for last.”

      “For last?”

      “We can always communicate with her right here. There’s blood. We’re at level four. She can hear us.” I pause. “She’s watching us.”

      Or maybe a lot of them are watching us. We were standing right here last time when the lights went on for a second, showcasing a range of dead people in the house with us. Were they there just because it was Samhain? Or are they here all the time?

      More chills. My nerves already feel shot.

      “Okay,” Dex says, adjusting his camera on the door. “How do you want to do this? Want to say something?”

      “Me?”

      “Yeah you,” he says. “You’re the ghost whisperer.”

      “Why am I the ghost whisperer?”

      “You have the boobs,” he says, referencing Jennifer Love Hewitt. “And ghosts don’t like talking to me. They know I’m an asshole.”

      He’s right, but still…I have no idea what I’m doing. Which is kind of funny, considering all the encounters we’ve had, but we’ve never purposely tried to draw something out. Things always just…happened. In fact, I think if we just stand here long enough, she’ll probably show herself.

      But I guess this isn’t EIT. If we’re supposed to be paranormal investigators, we have to put in the effort now. It gives me just the faintest bit of respite to know that in this version, we’re the ones controlling this thing.

      “Okay,” I say, taking in a deep breath. “Here goes nothing.” I clear my throat. “Samantha Poe? Can you hear us?”

      The EMF meter keeps beeping at a steady rate, holding orange. God help us when and if it goes to red.

      I glance at Dex, who is both watching me intently and listening.

      I don’t hear anything.

      “Maybe I should turn this off completely,” I tell him, and just as I say that, the meter swings down to zero, green.

      I gulp. “Did you do that, Samantha? Did you turn that off?”

      The meter goes to orange in a flash, then disappears again, the sound spiking through me, my heartbeats skipping.

      Jesus.

      “Looks like we have contact,” Dex says quietly. “Makes we wonder if we should have invested in one of those spirit boxes.”

      “We never needed one before,” I tell him. But if I’m only communicating with Samantha through energy frequencies, I’m not sure how far this will take us.

      “Ask her if she’ll show herself to us,” Dex whispers to me.

      “What? No.” I don’t want her appearing to us if she doesn’t want to. Actually, I’d rather her stay where she is.

      “Then ask her if she wants to talk.”

      “You ask her,” I whisper back. “She can hear the both of us.”

      Dex holds my gaze. I can hear him think, just do it.

      Bossy.

      I take in another deep breath and close my eyes, trying to channel my energy through the door. “Samantha, do you want to talk to us?”

      The EMF remains low. Both Dex and I listen hard as I absently watch the dust motes dance in front of the beams of light, the black of the rest of the house seeming darker than ever.

      Then Dex frowns, raises a finger at me, and leans in close to the door, as if he can hear something faint on the other side, something I can’t hear.

      He blinks and then turns his head to look at me and—

      KNOCK KNOCK.

      The door rattles on its hinges.

      Both Dex and I scream in unison, jumping back from the door. I immediately duck behind him, hands gripping his jacket, peering over his side at the door that has gone silent.

      “Oh my god,” I whisper, breathless. “Did you get that?”

      He nods, keeping me behind him.

      Holy fuck.

      Whatever is in that room is a physical being.

      Something strong.

      And I’m not sure if I’m strong enough to match it.

      “Samantha?” Dex asks, voice wavering. “Can you come out of there?”

      “What are you doing?” I hiss, punching him in the side, feeling panic rise in my throat. “She can stay there!”

      He ignores me, keeping the camera focused on the door. I suddenly have an image of what’s on the other side and it’s too gruesome to even entertain.

      “Samantha?” he goes on.

      The EMF climbs to orange again.

      “We’re here on behalf of your husband.”

      The EMF goes down to green.

      “Did you ever think that maybe she doesn’t want to talk to Harry?” I whisper to Dex.

      He lifts his face off the viewfinder and glances down at me over his shoulder, the light causing deep shadows under his high cheekbones. “I hadn’t thought about that.”

      He clears his throat. “Samantha?”

      We wait. We listen. I’m prepared to hear the pounding on the door again.

      But there’s nothing.

      Except…

      The low, drawn-out creak of a door opening, coming from down the hall.

      Oh no no no.

      While I keep the flashlight’s beam on the bathroom door, Dex shifts the camera light over, faintly illuminating a door at the end of the hall that’s slowly opening…

      by itself.

      Dex starts walking down the hall toward it.

      “Where are you going?” I cry out urgently.

      He doesn’t respond, just keeps walking.

      I look back at the bathroom, the bloody water seeming to have stopped flowing for now, then quickly step over the stream, and hurry down the hall after Dex, feeling the darkness nip at my heels.

      “Dex,” I whisper harshly, trying to catch up.

      “Let me check it out first,” he says, putting his arm out to hold me back.

      “That’s a first.” But I’m not arguing.

      He steps inside the room and I keep the flashlight shined on him as he stops in the middle of it, looking around. “I think it’s just a study. I—”

      Suddenly the door slams shut with a huge BANG that rattles my teeth, separating us.

      “Dex!” I yell, running to it, my hands on the knob, trying to turn it.

      He pounds on the door from the other side. “It’s locked! I’m locked in!”

      The knob won’t even turn.

      Fuck.

      “Okay, don’t panic,” I tell him, even though I’m seconds from panicking myself. He might be in that room, but I’m in the rest of the house, alone.

      The door starts to jump as he throws his weight against it.

      “Wait, hold on!” I yell at him. “Let me try to pick the lock before you break down a door in a heritage house.”

      I stick my flashlight in my mouth and open my purse, looking for my lock-picking paraphernalia, which I know I packed for exactly this reason. “Are you okay? Are you alone?” I ask him, trying to speak over the flashlight, my words coming out muffled.

      “What did you say?” he asks through the door, but at least he’s stopped trying to break it down. The weird thing is, with his strength, he could have broken it already. I’m guessing it’s not a normal door.

      I take the flashlight out for a moment. “I’m looking for something to pick the lock with. Are you okay?”

      “Yeah,” he says. “I’m alone in here. At least I fucking hope I am. Are you okay?”

      “So far, so good. Just hang on.” I put the flashlight back in my mouth, wishing I had at least organized my purse a little better.

      That’s when a cold breeze flows over me.

      And I mean COLD. Like stepping into a freezer.

      Not good. Not fucking good.

      I lower the flashlight.

      “Dex?” I ask, my voice cracking.

      “Yeah? What? What?”

      “Are you feeling a cold spot in there?”

      “I don’t think so? Are you?”

      I’m about to tell him yes, but then the cold dissipates. “I just was. It’s gone now.”

      “I’m going to break the fucking door down if you don’t hurry up. Atlas can bill us later.”

      “I’m trying,” I tell him.

      Then I drop the flashlight.

      “Shit,” I swear under my breath, crouching down to pick it up.

      I straighten up once I have it.

      And feel a cold breath at my neck.

      I open my mouth to scream, but a hand goes over it, pressing gently but firmly, the smell of cinnamon filling the air.

      Oh my fucking god. No.

      I scream anyway, the sound blocked by the cold hand, and as panic and adrenaline course through me like a runaway train, I bring my elbow back sharply.

      And strike something. Hard.

      “Ooof,” groans an oddly familiar voice that makes my head spin. My first thought is that this isn’t a ghost at all, but a person, maybe Atlas, I don’t know.

      But then the person keeps talking, even as I squirm, trying to get free.

      “I’d forgotten what a fighter you can be, little lady.”

      Little lady?

      WHAT.

      THE.

      FUCK?

      I stop moving, my body as stunned as my brain, which is trying to process whose voice this is, and every single cell in my body telling me my brain is totally right.

      “I didn’t mean to come upon you like this, it’s just better that Dex doesn’t know for now,” the man says in his drawl. “He can’t hear me or see me anyway.”

      And then the hand is removed from my face and I gasp for breath, wheeling around, shining my flashlight erratically.

      I expect to see nothing at all.

      But I do and I gasp again.

      Towering over me, well over six feet, dressed in boots, worn jeans, and a flannel shirt, is Ginger Fucking Elvis. He looks pretty much as he did before he died, thankfully not after he died, since that was a sight I hoped to never see again.

      “What the fuck?” I whisper, my hand at my chest, heart trying to punch through.

      This is not happening.

      “Perry?” Dex says from behind the door. “What are you doing?”

      Maximus folds his arm and gives me a crooked smile. “I didn’t think you’d be so surprised, Perry. I know you saw me at the window the other day.”

      I blink, trying to focus on him. “This can’t be real.” My voice is barely audible.

      “Can’t fully say if I’m real or not,” he says, pulling up his sleeve and giving his skin a pinch. “But I feel real, if that helps.”

      I try to swallow, shaking my head. “No. No that doesn’t help.”

      I close my eyes, trying to breathe in through my nose, feeling like I’m not getting enough air. This is all an illusion, it’s all in my head. I’ve finally lost it.

      “Perry!” Dex yells and starts throwing himself against the door again.

      I open my eyes, expecting Maximus to be gone but no.

      He’s still right there.

      Clear as day.

      Staring at me with an amused twist to his mouth.

      “How is this possible?” I whisper.

      “Because it is,” he says, taking a step toward me, running a hand through his red hair.

      “You’re…you’re dead. I saw you die.”

      “Very true.”

      I remember the demon that was in Michael, Dex’s brother, and how easy it was for it to take his form. “How do I even know it’s you? This isn’t you. This can’t be you.”

      “I reckon I can prove it,” he says, green eyes glimmering.

      Before I know what’s happening, he leans in and kisses me on the lips.

      A hard, wet kiss.

      Oh my god.

      Okay, so it does kiss like him, and really this is such a Maximus thing to do.

      “What the fuck?” I cry out softly, pushing back against his chest. Even in death, he’s still built like a tree and isn’t going anywhere. “I’m married now, you jerk.”

      “Perry, what is going on?” Dex yells.

      You don’t want to fucking know.

      Maximus smirks. “I’m well aware that you’re Mrs. Dex Foray now. Just wanted to let you know I appreciate that tattoo you got on your ribs. Very touching. Guess I meant more to you than I thought I did.”

      I can’t even with this.

      I lick my lips, trying to find my voice again. “You did. You do. I mean…just try not to kiss me again, okay?”

      Like, holy fuck. Is this really him?

      Tears spring to my eyes and Maximus gives me a sympathetic look in response.

      “Perry?” Dex says again, his voice more worried now. “Who are you talking to?”

      “No one. Just a minute,” I tell him, disappearing into my head now, making sure my thoughts are blocked from Dex.

      Tell me again why I can’t open that door and let Dex see you? I ask Maximus. Why can’t he know you’re here?

      Because only you can see me, he answers.

      Then how do I know this is real?

      Want me to kiss you again?

      Don’t you fucking dare.

      He grins. I have a connection with you and you alone.

      You have a connection with Dex. A much deeper one.

      Not in the way I have with you, he says, giving me a heated, poignant look. If you catch my drift.

      What? I say, trying to think. Oh my god. Why, because I had sex with you?

      He shrugs. You have a way about you, Perry. You have no idea.

      I shake my head. I slept with Maximus, like ages ago, when I wasn’t even in my right mind, so now I have a connection with him? Is that…is that why I was able to get Dex back from Hell? If I had done the same for Max, would that have worked too?

      I’m not sure, he says, reading my thoughts. Either way, you didn’t have a choice in the matter. You had to leave me. If you stayed a second longer in that house, you both would have died. For good.

      I raise my brow, keeping the light focused on his green flannel shirt. Even dead, he’s still wearing plaid. For good, for good, or like how you died for good?

      I’m still dead, short stuff, he says, folding his arms.

      Then why are you so…real? So here?

      Ask Jacob.

      I give him a sharp look. Jacob? Why?

      He’s the one who brought me here. This is as far as I can go. With him, anyway…

      This makes no sense.

      I don’t make the rules.

      I’m starting to think no one makes the rules. Not even Jacob.

      Feels like it, doesn’t it?

      “Perry,” Dex says again. “Please. Talk to me. What are you doing? I can hear you out there. That is you, isn’t it?”

      “I’m here,” I say absently. “I’m fine.”

      You better go to him, Maximus says, stepping away from the door. Poor guy will have a literal meltdown.

      I frown at him, not liking his choice of words, considering he’s seen many of Dex’s meltdowns over the years. And so then what? I’m just supposed to keep you a secret?

      Do what you like, he says. But I reckon it’s best he figures this out on his own. Come back another time and we’ll see what happens.

      But what then? You’re just going to be here in the meantime? In this house?

      This is my home now, he says matter-of-factly.

      Forever?

      Unless someone brings me out.

      Meaning me?

      He gives me a sad smile. Wish things were that simple.

      Then he brushes past me, that cinnamon smell wafting over me, and disappears into the dark. I shine my flashlight, but all I see is dust dancing in the air.

      There’s no sign of him at all.

      Holy. Fuck.

      “Perry?” Dex is practically pleading now.

      I give my head a shake, trying to make sense of things, and then go to the door. I put my hand on the knob.

      It turns. I thought as much.

      Dex yanks the door open from the other side and then rushes into the hall, pulling me into his arms, holding me tight. “Jesus H. Macy, what the fuck just happened?”

      You have no idea.

      He pulls away, peering at me frantically, trying not to get the light in my eyes. “Are you okay? I heard you talking to someone. Who were you talking to?”

      I swallow. “You must have been hearing things.”

      I feel bad for lying, and I’m not sure why I am. I guess I’m trusting the advice of a dead friend, thinking he might know better than I do. I mean, he’s dead, so he probably knows a lot of things.

      “You look like you were crying.” His hand goes to my cheek as he frowns. “Did something happen?”

      I manage a small smile. “I’m fine.”

      “That scared the shit out of me,” he says, breathing hard. “You sure you’re okay?”

      I nod, pressing my lips together.

      He looks behind him at the room, then shines the light down the hallway, fear in his eyes. “You know what? You’re going to think I’ve totally lost my balls, but how about we wrap this up for tonight?”

      Part of me sighs in relief, because getting out of this house has been a subconscious priority since we stepped in here.

      Another part of me doesn’t want to leave. Now that I know Max is here, I want to stay, see if I can find him again. But if Dex can’t see or hear him, then it feels kind of pointless. I’ve been in this position before, where I’ve seen the ghosts and Dex hasn’t, and I hated it.

      “We can come back another night,” I say to Dex.

      He blinks at me in surprise, then smiles. “Absolutely, baby. This is just the start.”

      We quickly walk down the hall, noting that the blood has retreated under the bathroom door. It feels different now to me, knowing that there’s someone in this house that I care about. A ghost that I don’t fear. A ghost that I miss deeply.

      I mean it’s Maximus! Fucking hell, I mourned that man and everything he sacrificed for us, and now he’s here. He’s back. He’s really back. Not quite alive, and not quite in the flesh but…

      I press my fingers to my mouth. Even though I can’t believe that ginger bastard kissed me, there something thrilling about it. Not that I particularly enjoyed it, or that it was appropriate, but the fact he was actually able to.

      I felt him.

      And it felt just like he used to.

      I just don’t know what the fuck it means. What did Jacob have to do with all this? How come he couldn’t bring Maximus back further than this house? And why is this all connected to Atlas, Harry, and his mother? I don’t believe in coincidences on a good day, but this is a little extreme.

      Good thing I’m going to see my father and sister tomorrow for my birthday.

      I think I need a few words with the Jacob next door.
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      I wake up to Dex’s head between my legs.

      “What are you doing?” I groan, my voice groggy with sleep. I manage to lift my head an inch to see him moving under the covers, feeling his mouth trail down along my inner thigh. Once again I’m ever so grateful for a regular bikini wax.

      “What does it look like I’m doing,” he murmurs against my skin, one hand curling over the edge of the bedspread and pulling it back so I have full view.

      And what a view. Even though I’m still half-asleep, my eyes focus lazily on his dark hair as he makes his way to where I’m already wet. He pauses and glances up at me through his lashes, his eyes simmering, a teasing smirk on his lips. “Do you want me to stop, birthday girl?” he murmurs. His fingers hook around the lacy hem of my underwear.

      “No,” I say, my stomach tingling with anticipation. I prop myself up on my elbows and watch as he drags my panties down over my thighs until they dangle from my right foot.

      He gives me a quick smile. “Good.”

      Then he dips his head, his wet tongue making contact with my most sensitive parts, the pressure hard.

      “Fuck,” I can’t help but say, the word turning into a moan. My head goes back, my hips automatically rising to meet his mouth.

      I can feel him smiling against me, loving when I’m verbal and loud, which I often am. He’s taking his time this morning. His tongue is flat, lapping me up in slow rhythmic strokes that melt into me, making me feel boneless, like I’m sinking through the mattress.

      I try to watch him as he works me, meeting his eyes as he glances up, his gaze burning. Him and his fucking eye contact, always making things as intense as they can possibly be, and I’m always the first to look away. I know he wants to see into my soul, see me at my most vulnerable, watch me as I come to pieces around him.

      But my head falls back onto the pillow as his tongue grows stiff against me, the hard pressure increasing around my clit before dipping inside of me.

      I reach down and grab his thick hair, holding on, my thighs squeezing the side of his face as he brings his fingers into the mix, one of them slipping inside me as his tongue does circles around and around.

      While his other hand grips my ass, he brings my hips off the bed to get in deeper, the muscles in his arm rippling.

      Holy hell.

      I don’t even know if I’m fully awake yet or this is some wonderful sex-filled dream because this is unreal. Something buzzes at the base of my skull, skirting down my spine until I feel like I’m plugged into an electrical current.

      Then he takes it to the next level, pausing to lick one of his fingers before running it between my ass cheeks. I flinch for a moment, my body caught off-guard.

      He pauses, lifting his head. “This okay?”

      I gulp and say yes through a choking exhale.

      He resumes, his mouth greedy but his finger gentle as he keeps stroking me. It’s wet and suggestive, and fuck, I think I want it.

      No, I know I do.

      He gently inserts his finger, taking it slow.

      Oh. My. God.

      Not that he hasn’t done this before, not that he doesn’t have a fascination with my ass. But right now, this feels so taboo, so wicked and wild that it’s turning me on to the next level. I want more of him, more of this.

      I groan again, nonsense escaping my lips as he starts working his finger and mouth in tandem, deep, slick, and frenzied.

      There is so much to succumb to. The wet sound of his mouth as he eats me out, how his moans vibrate through me, the smell of sex in the room. My fingers grab the sheets, begin to claw at them, unable to hold back any longer.

      “Oh god,” I suddenly gasp, the words ripped out of me. “I’m coming.”

      And it happens instantly, like the world I was standing on is ripped away and I’m just a shaking, crying, incoherent mess who has no control over her brain, or her heart, or her body anymore.

      It’s as I’m coming—hard, so fucking hard—that I realize how damn lucky I am, because the man who is doing this to me, the man who is making my eyes roll back in my head, making me see through time, is the man I trust more than anyone else in the world. I trust him with my body, with my heart, with every inch of me.

      There’s nothing better than that. Nothing. To feel so fucking wild and free and safe all at the same time.

      He has me—all of me.

      “Dex,” I manage to say, my fingers a vise on the sheets, my heart in my throat. “My fucking god.”

      My eyes are pinched shut, mentally trying to return to the world and reality, but even so I can tell he’s smiling.

      “At your service,” he says, pulling away. “Now if you want my cock instead of my finger next time, you know who to ask.”

      I laugh, feeling like the bed is swallowing me whole, I’m so exhausted and spent and happy all at once. “It’s not your birthday, Dex.”

      “It will be some day,” he says, and I feel him lift off the bed.

      My eyes snap open. “Where are you going?”

      He saunters out of the bedroom. “To get your breakfast going, baby.”

      I feel guilty. I know how damn turned on he gets when he goes down on me, so it’s rare that I don’t return the favor. But even as I’m thinking that, I start to drift off to sleep again, my body turning to mush, my thoughts following.

      “Happy birthday,” I hear Dex say, and then I’m opening my eyes again, my nose assaulted by the small of bacon and eggs. I have no idea how long I’ve been asleep, but obviously that orgasm really took it out of me.

      He’s placing the tray of food down beside me. “You can keep sleeping if you want to. We had quite the night last night.”

      Memories come flooding back, what we did in the house.

      What happened.

      What I saw.

      For a moment I thought it had all been a dream but…

      Maximus.

      “I’ll get you coffee,” Dex says, leaving the room, and I try to sit up to make sense of everything. My brain feels so sluggish and rattled at the same time.

      On one hand, Dex just made me fucking breakfast in bed and it looks and smells so good, my stomach is grumbling, not to mention he just made me come so hard I passed out.

      On the other hand, I’m trying to come to grips with what happened last night.

      We went to the house, Dex got locked in that room, and I saw Maximus.

      The fucking ginger bastard kissed me.

      How could that have even been real?

      Maybe it wasn’t. The more I try and think about it, the more it slips away from me. I know I felt him, I saw him, I heard him. But Dex didn’t. He’d warned me that Dex wouldn’t, but isn’t that convenient?

      Dex comes back in the room, holding a mug of coffee while Fat Rabbit follows hot on his trail, little legs moving fast.

      He hands the coffee to me, leaning in to kiss me on the cheek before sitting beside me on the edge of the bed. I take a moment to look him over. He looks exceptionally bright this morning. Though his hair is messy, his dark eyes are clear, watching me curiously. He seems happy, energetic, a smile dancing on his lips.

      “There you are,” he says softly, peering at me.

      I know I must seem so out of it. I give him a quick smile. “Morning.” I take a sip of my coffee and the flavor stings my tongue. My eyes go wide. “What did you put in here?”

      He grins. “Just a little brandy. You only turn twenty-seven once.”

      “Ugh, I feel so old,” I tell him, taking another sip, the brandy sinking into me.

      “You watch your mouth or you’re going to get a spanking,” he says.

      “Always with the threats.”

      “I have nine years on you, kiddo. If you’re old, what does that make me?”

      “Also old.” I grin.

      He raises his chin. “You’re lucky I spent a lot of time on this breakfast, otherwise I’d be flipping it over, and this palm” —he raises his hand— “would be making very hard, loud contact with your ass.”

      “Don’t tempt me.”

      He lets out a growl. “You’re impossible to threaten, you know that?”

      He starts to get up but I reach out and grab his arm. “Where’s your food?”

      “Already feasted on you, baby,” he says, pulling out of my grasp and getting to his feet. “I need more coffee, minus the brandy.” He points dramatically at the tray. “Now eat.”

      I do as he says, taking advantage of the breakfast. Dex usually takes care of the dinners around here, but I often get up earlier than he does, so breakfast falls on me. And as much as I love bacon and eggs, I usually go the quick, healthy, and boring route with oatmeal, which he loves to complain about, even though he secretly enjoys it.

      While munching on a piece of bacon, my mind trips back to last night again. I’m tempted to tell Dex what I thought I saw, but something stops me. What if it was real? What if it did happen, and it really was Max? I know part of me thinks that maybe the house was just playing elaborate tricks on me for reasons I don’t understand yet. But the other part of me thinks that it was as real as it felt.

      The weird part is that I don’t really remember the rest of the night. It’s just a vague blur of us getting in the car, coming back to the apartment, Dex taking the dog out for a walk, and me falling asleep right away. It felt like a dream.

      “Are you done with your food yet?” Dex yells from the kitchen.

      “Almost,” I tell him, wondering why he’s being so insistent. I glance down at Fat Rabbit who is staring up at me with big eyes, his tall white ears twitching, and give him the last piece of bacon.

      “Okay. Close your eyes.”

      I watch the dog gobble down the bacon and then place the tray beside me on the bed, doing what he says. I have no freaking clue what Dex has planned. We don’t tend to go all out on each other’s birthdays, which keeps things really low-pressure for the both of us.

      I hear him come into the room, feel his presence beside me.

      “Open your eyes,” he says.

      God, it’s going to be his dick, isn’t it? I knew that butt stuff would come back to haunt me.

      But when I open my eyes, it’s not his cock he’s holding.

      It’s a motherfucking Twinkie with a cigarette.

      “What on earth?” I say, laughing.

      “Happy birthday, kiddo,” he says to me, placing the small plate in my hands. “I’ll get rid of that.” He plucks the lit cigarette out of the Twinkie, and pops the end into his mouth, giving me a salacious grin. “Mmm, sure beats menthol.”

      My eyes go wide as he inhales. “What are you doing? You can’t smoke inside.”

      Or, like at all, considering he’s quit a million times already.

      “I’ll put it out,” he says, the smoke falling from his mouth as he smiles at me. “Just let me have my moment.” Then he gets up, heading to the kitchen. “You better eat the damn thing. It’s symbolic.”

      I pick up the Twinkie and peer at it. Never did understand the appeal.

      “Put the cigarette out!” I yell, knowing he’s taking his sweet time trying to suck back as much of it as he can. “And don’t tell me you had to buy a whole pack just for this.”

      I hear the sink run and then he comes back into the bedroom, looking proud rather than sheepish.

      He moves the tray out of the way and gets on the bed beside me, so we’re sitting shoulder to shoulder, then he takes the Twinkie and breaks it in half, handing me one part. He smells like smoke, and the scent of that combined with the yellow confection takes me way back.

      “Can you believe this was four years ago,” I tell him, cautiously nibbling on it. I can taste the chemicals.

      “Time fucking flies,” he says.

      I turn my face to his, marveling for a moment at how far we’ve come. If I stare at him long enough, I can imagine his eyebrow ring back in place. He does wear it sometimes. He’s more beardy now than he was then, but aside from some laugh lines around his eyes and a little grey scattered in his hair, he looks the same as he did back on my twenty-third birthday on D’Arcy Island.

      Only difference is now I know what every little scar or mark on his face is from, I know how many different shades of red and gold are flecked in his dark brown eyes, I know that his eyelashes get longer in the summer (the fucking bastard, it isn’t fair), and that there’s a tiny patch on his beard that just doesn’t seem to grow in as thick as the rest. I know that his mouth is just as expressive as his eyes are and what every little curve and twitch and movement means.

      He raises a brow, conscious of how close I’m staring at him. “Admiring how handsome I am?”

      My heart feels like it’s blooming. “Why does it feel like I just met you? And when I first met you, why did it feel like I’d known you my whole life?”

      His mouth curves into a warm smile. “I know you believe in soulmates.”

      “Don’t you?”

      “I didn’t until I met you,” he says, placing his palm on my thigh. “But to be honest, sometimes I think there’s something deeper than soulmates. That’s just shit that someone made up. Probably Hallmark.”

      “Then what do you think it is?”

      He shrugs. “Maybe we knew each other in another life.”

      “Like a past life?”

      “Or a parallel one. All I know is that I have you in this one. I can only hope that all those other versions of myself are just as fucking lucky. They’d be nothing without you, baby.”

      My blooming heart continues to unfurl.

      Dex, I want to start a family.

      The words dance on my tongue. Everything in this moment is right and I’m this close to just projecting those words into his head so I don’t have to conjure up the courage to say it.

      But then he takes my half of the Twinkie, pops it into his mouth, and grins at me with his mouth full, like a complete goofball.

      “I can’t get too sappy you on you,” he says as he chews, climbing off the bed. “I’ll lose all my street cred.”

      “You’re a moment ruiner, you know that?” I mumble.

      “So I’ve been told,” he says cheerfully. “Come on, we have a bit of work to do before we head to Portland. And you have some brandy to finish off. I want you good and drunk all day.”

      The drunk part sounds good, especially after what happened last night. But I play it safe. Yes, I have another cup of coffee with brandy in it, then Dex and I get to work. I answer a few emails from clients, schedule some videos that Dex has to shoot in the coming weeks, then we sit down together and go over some of the footage that we shot last night.

      It’s pretty fucking good. I mean, I sound like a total amateur but we can just cut me out and do some voice over work instead. But the blood running under the door, the banging, the EMF meter going nuts, the door down the hall swinging open by itself, all of it is on here. Of course, people will say it’s fake, but even if a literal ghost showed itself to us on camera, people will dismiss it and say it’s CGI anyway.

      “Well, what do you think?” he asks me as he turns the computer off. “Think we have something here?”

      “Maybe. The start of something anyway. If she communicates with us.”

      “I have no doubt she will. There’s something about that house that…”

      “What?”

      “I don’t want to freak you out because so far, I’m really loving how involved and interested you’re being in all of this. But with Atlas and Harry lying about god knows what, the mysterious mother, not to mention whoever else the fuck is in that house, well…I just think there’s a lot going on and a lot to uncover. It might get fucking scary.”

      “Might get scary?” I repeat. “Don’t pretend you weren’t scared shitless when you got locked in that room.”

      He studies me for a moment. “And you were surprisingly calm and collected, considering.”

      I give him a tiny smile. “Someone has to be.”

      He laughs, eyes wide. “Okay, now you’ve earned two spankings today.”

      He makes a grab for me, but I giggle and run out of our office and into the bedroom to pack.

      Even though we’re just staying at my father’s house for a night, we’ve got two nights at Cannon Beach after at some super romantic resort that Dex booked. I’m not sure what super romantic means coming out of his mouth, but maybe it’s where we were supposed to stay for our wedding anniversary a few weeks ago, which got postponed.

      Either way, I’m looking forward to getting away for a few days. Rebecca and Lucinda are staying here to take care of the dog, so really it’ll be like our first vacation in a long time.

      When I’m packed, and Dex has just thrown a bunch of shit in a duffle bag and called it a day, we bid adieu to Fat Rabbit and head down to the underground garage. We have just stepped off the elevator when Dex tells me he’s forgotten something. He gives me the keys to the Highlander and gets back on the elevator.

      I shrug and continue toward the car. The underground parking is all one level and brightly lit. It’s never given me the creeps.

      Until today.

      I look over my shoulder as the elevator doors close and take a deep breath, wondering why everything feels so off all of a sudden. Because of all the shit that’s happened in our past, I’m so highly sensitive that I’ll make myself problems or give myself anxiety and a panic attack because of how my mind overreacts.

      To combat the prickling feeling on my neck, I raise my chin high and walk at a faster pace, dragging my little suitcase behind me, a black faux-crocodile print affixed with stickers of all my favorite bands, some I’ve been lucky enough to see in person, others I’ve just dreamed about.

      I pass by Putt Putt resting with a few other bikes and motorbikes in a stall, and keep going. It’s not the first time I’m wondering why our designated parking spot is so far from the fucking elevator.

      And then I hear a faint fuzz and pop.

      The space in front of me grows dimmer and I don’t have to turn around to know that one of the bulbs behind me just blew out.

      Great.

      I pause, even though I know I should just keep walking, and I slowly turn around.

      It’s dark behind me, only faintly lit by the bulb above my head. The garage seems to hum at a low frequency, and I feel every hair on my body rise in response, including the ones on my head.

      My nostrils flare, trying to breathe deep, to calm myself, my fingers gripping the suitcase handle for dear life.

      And that’s when I see it.

      Between me and the elevator, half-hidden in the shadows, something low to the ground and bigger than a dog, longer somehow, slinks across from one line of cars to the other.

      The only thing I can really make out is the way the light catches on its claws as it pulls itself along the concrete, disappearing behind a truck.

      A long leathery tail is the last thing I see.

      “Your curiosity will go a long way,” a low woman’s voice says from behind me, her words crackling like static.

      I let out a yelp, whirling around.

      There’s nothing.

      There’s nothing but deep mocking laughter in the air that reverberates around the garage, filling my ears.

      I drop the suitcase, my hands flying to my ears to block the noise.

      And yet it gets louder.

      It’s coming from inside my own head.

      “Stop it!” I scream.

      And it does stop.

      The garage hums with silence again, except for a faint scraping noise in the distance.

      The sound of claws on concrete.

      I hold my breath, trying to listen hard, to figure out if the claws are getting closer or further away, but I can’t make it out, I—

      The elevator doors open.

      A scream dies in my throat.

      Dex steps out, backlit, seeing me standing in the middle of the garage, looking like an idiot.

      “Perry? You okay?” he asks, adjusting his duffle bag on his shoulder as he comes closer.

      I don’t move. I know it’s him, but all the same, I need to be sure. In the dark it’s hard to tell.

      “Did all the lights go out?” he asks, stopping in front of me, and before I can move to see him at a better angle, the rest of the lights go back on.

      He frowns, putting his hand on my shoulder. “What happened?”

      I open my mouth to speak but I don’t know what to say. I don’t want him to worry about me. If I tell him I want to get pregnant yet he knows there’s weird stuff going on, he’s going to put his foot down.

      But I also hate lying to him. And I’ve lied to him enough already.

      “The lights went out,” I tell him, feeling breathless. My heart is going a million miles a minute. “And even before they went out, I knew something was wrong, something was off.”

      “It’s okay,” he says, though clearly from the intense mania in his eyes, it’s not okay. He places his hand at the back of my neck. “I’m here.”

      “There was…” I lick my lips, my throat feeling beyond dry. “There was something in here. With me.”

      Anger flares in his eyes but he nods, trying to keep his cool. “Okay. What was it?”

      I shake my head. “I don’t know. It had…claws.”

      The whites of his eyes pop. “Claws?”

      Yes. Claws we’ve seen before. At a sanitorium.

      But I don’t tell him that. For some reason, it feels like I need to protect him.

      “I just saw a hint of them. It was too dark. But that’s what it looked like, what it sounded like.”

      He purses his lips for a moment. “I hate to sound like I don’t believe you, because I do, but is there a chance that we’re locked in here with a raccoon? Because you know how I feel about raccoons.”

      I press my lips together and nod. “I don’t know. Maybe.”

      Also, definitely not. But if that’s what he thinks it could be, then I’m going to go with it.

      For now.

      “Well, whatever it was, let’s get in the car and get the fuck out of here.”

      No argument there.

      He bends down to pick up my suitcase and quickly walks it over to the car. We throw everything in the back and pull out of there.

      I’m watching the rearview mirror as we exit onto the street.

      The lights in the garage behind us flicker a few times.

      Then go out.
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      The drive down from Seattle is blissfully unremarkable, and despite what I thought I saw (and heard) in the parking garage, the brandy I had with my coffee has a tranquilizing effect on me. It isn’t until we’re just about to cross the bridge from Vancouver, Washington into Portland that I wake up to find everything engulfed in fog, the green beams of the bridge above us barely visible.

      “Well, this is ominous,” I say sleepily as I sit up in my seat, trying to get a glimpse of the Columbia River through the fog.

      Dex side-eyes me. “That’s what you get for having a November birthday in the Pacific Northwest.”

      “Better than rain, I guess,” I say. “Wonder if it’s going to be stormy by the ocean? That would be cool.”

      “I’m sure it will be. I feel like all you have to do is just show up on the coast and the storms come right to you.”

      He’s kind of right, but even so it makes a shiver run through me. I’ve heard time and time again that I have a strange type of energy, which probably accounts for all the paranormal supernatural stuff happening around me.

      On the other hand, Dex has that same energy. It’s no wonder that weird shit goes down whenever we’re together.

      I mull that over in a sleepy silence, thinking back to Max. He was Dex’s protector and guardian, his Jacob. For better or worse, they had a relationship that spanned a decade. It doesn’t make a lot of sense to me why he wouldn’t be able to see or hear him. Max said that it was because we had sex that the connection between us was different, stronger maybe. Had I known that having sex would create a weird bond that lasts even after death, perhaps I wouldn’t have done it. It does make me think back to Mason, the poor guy I lost my virginity to. No wonder he flipped the fuck out after that and left.

      “Dex,” I say carefully.

      “Mmm?”

      “Do you think I’m some sort of…sex witch?”

      He blinks hard and slowly turns his head to look at me, brows to the heavens. “I’m sorry…a what?” He bites back a smile, trying not to laugh. “A sex witch?”

      “You know all about sex magic, don’t you?”

      More blinking. He moves his gaze back to the road just in time to avoid rear ending the car in front of us as traffic begins to crawl. “Sex magic? Not that I don’t like the sound of that, but baby, what the hell are you talking about?”

      “I don’t know,” I admit, because other than the Chili Peppers’ album, I don’t even think I’ve heard the term sex magic until right this second, like it popped into my head. “I’m just thinking about sex.”

      “Always a good thing.” He pauses. “Wait. With me, I hope.”

      I nod uneasily. “You know I don’t have a ton of experience here but…I don’t know…” I press my lips together for a second. “You know what? Nevermind. It’s dumb.”

      “It’s not dumb. What were you going to say? You can’t use a term like sex witch and not elaborate.”

      I take a deep breath. “Don’t you think this connection we have gets stronger during sex? I know that’s normal for people, but sometimes it feels…more intense, more powerful, than it should be. Deeper somehow. In a really profound way.”

      He switches lanes and then gives me a thoughtful glance. “I’m with you on that.”

      “I mean, you’ve slept with half the country I’m sure.” He lets out a derisive snort. I continue. “And I’m not looking for compliments or anything, but what we have…it’s different, right?”

      I watch him carefully, his brows knitting together, hoping we’re on the same page or else I’m going to feel extra ridiculous for bringing this up.

      “Perry,” he says eventually, his voice low as his eyes go from the road to me. “It is different. It’s very different. And it’s not just because I know you inside and out, it’s not just because I’m madly in love with you, or that we’re married, or that we’ve been through a lot. There has always been some crazy energy when we have sex…hell, maybe it explains why I freaked out so fucking bad when we first slept together.”

      I narrow my eyes at him. “No. That was because you’re an idiot.”

      “Was an idiot.” He licks his lips. “You have a way about you, you know that. I’m pretty much powerless when it comes to you. Whatever you want, you shall have.”

      He pauses and I feel my cheeks go hot from the compliments.

      “But I don’t want to talk too much about sex while I’m driving here,” he goes on. “And especially when we’re about to go see your father and sister.”

      “Like that’s stopped us before,” I say under my breath.

      “But,” he says, then he clears his throat. “Every time I’m inside you, I feel myself fuse to you a little more. Sounds corny as hell, but it’s almost spiritual. Having sex with you is the closest thing to worship that I know.”

      Now my face is on fire.

      I avert my eyes from the sincerity in his gaze and look out the window. A flock of birds, hundreds of them, swoops in the sky above like a single entity.

      “Does that mean you’re a sex witch?” he continues. “I don’t know what a sex witch is, but I’m pretty sure you have to be conscious of it. Something you’re controlling. No baby, I think we’re both two very weird and fucked up people who are crazy in love with each other. We have a lot of power, a lot of wild energy, and when we’re together, well…I guess that’s where the magic happens.”

      I don’t think Dex is being literal, but it feels good to know it’s not all in my head. I don’t even know if a sex witch is a thing, but if I have this crazy connection with Dex, there’s a chance that Max is right. Maybe that’s why I could see him and Dex couldn’t.

      Then again, that whole encounter might have been in my head.

      Luckily, by the time we roll down the street toward the house, and I spot the vintage beige Mercedes parked outside the Knightly’s house, I know Jacob is home. He’ll have all the answers I need…providing he gives them to me.

      We park on the street, Dex taking both of our bags up to the house. Ada’s car is gone, which bugs me a little. I texted her when we left the apartment, and usually she’s at home when we get here.

      Once inside the house, my dad greets us.

      Drunk.

      Well, not drunk but definitely tipsy. Not in a joyous way either. He gives me a tight hug, almost bruising, a splash of wine falling out of his glass and onto the floor, leaving a red puddle that reminds me of blood.

      “Shit,” he swears, which is another unlike dad thing to do.

      I glance at Dex over my father’s shoulder, like what the hell?

      Dex nods. “Let me get that.” He disappears into the kitchen while my father stares at me, frowning.

      “Are you okay?” he asks me.

      “Are you okay?” I ask him, noting the dark circles under his eyes, how pale and thin his face looks compared to two weeks ago.

      “Just glad you’re here,” he says as Dex comes back and quickly wipes away the wine with paper towels. “Thank you, Dex. You don’t have to do that.”

      Dex straightens up, giving him a quick smile. “It’s not a problem.”

      “Where’s Ada?” I ask my dad as Dex goes back into the kitchen to throw the paper towels away.

      “She went to get the food,” he says, a sheepish look coming across his eyes. He adjusts his glasses. “I forgot to defrost the pot roast. Silly me.” He sighs deeply. “Hope you’re okay with pizza.”

      “Pizza!” Dex yells from the kitchen. He returns to us with a glass of wine for me. “Fuck yes to pizza.”

      My dad shoots him a disgruntled look but for once doesn’t admonish him for swearing. We all raise our glasses in a toast to each other. I’m totally okay with pizza, but forgetting to defrost the pot roast, on my birthday of all days, is very unlike him. Plus, it’s four o’clock, which is pretty early for dinner.

      “Pizza is great,” I tell him, giving him an appreciative smile. God, it makes my chest pinch to see him looking so out of it. I’ll have to talk with Ada later and figure out what’s really going on. I’m surprised she never mentioned anything to me.

      Dex and I finish the glass of wine with my dad, making small talk, then we go upstairs to my old bedroom to put our bags away.

      “He’s not well,” I tell Dex as soon as he closes the door, wringing my hands. “He doesn’t look well. And he’s drunk.”

      “He’s just had a bit of wine,” Dex says softly, placing his duffel bag on the window bench.

      “But he looks tired and, like, worn out. Why?”

      “Why don’t you ask him?”

      “Yeah right,” I tell him, folding my arms. “He’ll say he’s fine. He always does. I need to talk to Ada. I just don’t understand why she hasn’t been keeping me updated about him.”

      “Maybe because it’s not a big deal? Your dad is still grieving, too. It goes in cycles but it doesn’t just go away.”

      I give him a sharp look, his words pricking me. “You think you have to tell me that?”

      He sighs and comes over to me, pulling me into a hug, kissing the top of my head. “Just go easy on him, okay? And talk to Ada about it, but she’ll probably tell you that everything is pretty normal over here.” He pulls back to put his hand at my cheek, peering at me. “Maybe the better question is if you’re okay?”

      “Me?” I blink. “I’m fine.”

      He studies me for a moment and then nods. “It’s your birthday. Everyone here loves you and just wants you to have a good time. Let’s try not to worry about anything for today. Or tomorrow. Or the next day. In fact, let’s just enjoy our little vacation and when we get back to Seattle, you can start worrying again.”

      “Sounds great,” I mutter.

      “Come on,” he says, taking my hand and pulling me out of the room.

      We head downstairs just as Ada’s Mini Cooper comes to a screeching halt outside the house. My sister drives like a maniac.

      She practically kicks the door open, proudly displaying two large pizzas in both hands, a bottle of champagne sticking out of her purse.

      “Dinner’s ready!” she yells.

      At least Ada looks normal—I mean relatively. Her blonde hair is pulled back into a messy topknot, and while her eye makeup is heavy-handed as always, green glitter smudged over black, she looks fresh-faced. She’s wearing a giant furry coat I’ve never seen before that swallows her lithe frame, pale pink with white trim, and I’m pretty sure that Dior tote she has is real. She gets so much free shit from her Instagram posts, it’s crazy.

      She holds the pizzas out in front of me. “Happy birthday.”

      I smile and take the boxes from her. “Thank you.”

      She gives me a light hug, smelling like fancy perfume, but when I have the chance to look at her up close, she does look a little more tired than I first thought.

      Are you okay? I ask her in my head, conscious of our dad nearby.

      She gives me nothing in return but a quick smile and walks past me into the kitchen.

      Great. So now both my dad and Ada are being weird.

      Dex puts his hand on my shoulder, giving it a squeeze in that remember to have fun and not worry way.

      We all settle down around the kitchen table, my dad putting out the plates, cracking open yet another bottle of red wine.

      “Don’t forget the champagne,” Ada tells him, nodding at the fridge.

      He gives her a look, brow raised. “Dare I ask you how you managed to buy champagne when you’re only nineteen?”

      She shrugs and gives Dex and me a conspiratorial smile. “I guess I look older than I am.”

      Oh, that’s not true at all. She has a fake ID now, I bet on it. Either that or Jay bought it for her.

      Speaking of which…

      “Where’s Jay?” I ask.

      The bit of light in her eyes goes out momentarily. She straightens up, raising her chin. “He’s not here.”

      “Where is he?” Usually Jay is always here. That’s the convenience of dating the guy who lives next door to you.

      “He’s away,” she says, taking a piece of pizza from the box.

      “Jacob’s car is here.”

      “Jay is away,” Ada says, her words with an edge now. The look on her face has one too. Yikes. “Jacob is here.”

      Obviously there’s something going on with them but I’ll have to tackle that later, along with everything else. But if Ada and Jay are having problems, it might explain why she’s been texting me less lately. Though you usually can’t get Ada to shut up, she tends to get quiet when she’s going through something.

      My dad clears his throat. “How about a toast,” he says, raising his glass of red wine. We all do the same, including Ada, which surprises me since he’s been very strict about underage drinking. Then again, she just bought liquor and he doesn’t seem too fazed by that.

      “To the birthday girl,” Dex says as he smiles proudly at me.

      “To always being the oldest,” Ada says, and I kick her under the table, causing her wine to almost spill.

      We drink, then eat, and despite everything, things feel kind of normal. The pizza is good, even though I’m mentally planning an extra spin class for next week, and the wine is even better. Even my dad seems to relax a bit.

      SMASH!

      There’s a loud echoing crash from the living room, shaking the whole house. I let out a scream, jumping in my seat, my heart in free fall, while Ada yelps.

      “What the fuck was that?” Dex cries out, getting to his feet. It sounded like a bird hitting the window, multiplied by a million.

      We all get up and hurry through the living room to the sliding doors that open to the deck and the backyard.

      The sun has already set at four-thirty, but the sky is still lit by the endless twilight, showcasing absolute carnage.

      Ada gasps loudly beside me, reaching for my hand. The noise I make gets choked in my throat.

      The glass doors and windows are a mess of smudges, feathers, and spots of blood. On the deck below are at least fifty birds, all dead.

      “Good heavens,” my dad says softly. “A whole flock. I’ve never seen anything like this before.”

      I walk closer, peering down. It feels like I have an icy finger running down my spine as I stare at their lifeless bodies, heads bent at an unnatural angle, white beaks speckled with blood. They’re Oregon Juncos, my favorite kind.

      “God this is awful,” Ada cries out, quickly turning around and walking away, shaking out her arms.

      “At least they all died together,” Dex says. “Doesn’t seem like any of them made it.”

      “I’ve seen the flocks around here doing their thing,” my dad says, running his hand over his face. “Making these marvelous patterns in the sky, all moving as a single unit. So strange that they would all fly into the windows. I guess they thought they could fly right through.”

      But I know that’s not it. Juncos don’t fly in those kind of swarms, and while they’re jumpy birds, I don’t think they’d all go for the window at once, especially after the sun has set. Naturally, I’m thinking about the seagull who crashed into the window the other day.

      “Dex, want to help me bury the poor things?” my dad asks him.

      Dex agrees, and they go to the garage to get a shovel.

      I quickly walk over to Ada, who is in the kitchen, pouring herself more wine, looking about as shaken as I feel.

      “That was fucking weird, right?” I ask her, picking up my glass, leaning against the table. She nods, her eyes swimming with tears.

      “Ada, are you okay?”

      “Yes,” she says through a sniffle. “Just the birds, you know. It’s so sad. I hate when they fly into the windows like that. And all of them at once, I…” She takes a large gulp of her wine.

      Ada does have a soft spot for animals, but she’s not overly emotional, not in a sad way. So the tears make me think even more that there’s something else going on.

      “Hey,” I say, going over to her. She eyes me warily. “You sure you’re okay?”

      “Yes,” she says, flicking her manicured nails against the stem of the wine glass. “All those dead birds have me spooked.”

      “Anything else have you spooked?” I ask.

      I swear I see her flinch.

      Then her eyes go past me to the window.

      I turn and see the lights from the Mercedes go on outside.

      Jacob.
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      “I’ll be right back,” I tell Ada, quickly putting down the wine and running to the hall, throwing on my coat before heading outside, hearing her go, “Perry?” before I close the door on her.

      I’m not about to miss this opportunity.

      I run right in front of the Mercedes before it has a chance to pull away, and though the headlights are blinding me, I can tell Jacob is probably cursing me under his breath.

      Satisfied that he’s not going to drive off, I head to the driver’s side where he manually rolls down the window and eyes me.

      “Miss Palomino,” he says to me in his dry British accent, his thick red hair and amber eyes glowing in the street lamp, the scars on his face looking craggy in the shadows.

      “Mrs. Foray,” I correct him. “And hi. Sorry to flag you down like this but I was hoping I could speak with you.”

      He presses his lips together for a moment, squinting at me with distaste. Then he sighs. “I figured you would at some point. Why don’t you hop on in?”

      “Where are you going?” I ask, feeling a bit uneasy about getting in the car with him, though I don’t really know why.

      “To get a pack of smokes,” he says. “Old habits die hard, don’t they?”

      There was definitely some extra meaning in that.

      “Sure,” I tell him, going around the back of the car, sliding in the passenger side.

      Here’s the thing about Jacob “The Cobb” Edwards: He’s not normal. And I don’t mean it in the way that I’m not normal, I mean it like I’m not sure he’s even mortal. While he looks like he’s in his late fifties, he’s been around since who knows when, not quite a guardian like Max, I suspect something of more importance and power. He used to be the manager for Sage Knightly’s rock band Hybrid in the 70s and he infamously died, buried beneath a pile of bones in a crypt in Prague.

      Alas, death never seems to be final for these gingers. Jacob said a friend pulled him out of Hell, and I have a feeling I know who it is. Now Jacob lives with the Knightlys next door.

      “Buckle up, love,” he says smoothly, putting the car in drive. “Can’t be too careful these days.”

      I fasten the seatbelt as he pulls the car around and heads down the street. I know Dex and my dad are probably still burying the birds so I send both Dex and Ada a quick text letting them know I’m with Jacob.

      I feel Jacob’s eyes on me, and I slide the phone back into my coat pocket.

      “Don’t want them to worry now, do we?” he says, reaching over to the console and turning up the heat, his gaudy gold watch glinting as we pass under the lights. The car is freezing, but I didn’t want to say anything.

      “How did you know I was going to talk to you?” I ask him, pulling my coat closed. Please don’t tell me he’s all-knowing, all-seeing, because that’s going to get really annoying.

      “Because you’re here,” he says, glancing at me. “Surely you have questions about Ada.”

      Okay, so he doesn’t know everything. I abandon my plans to ask him about Max for now.

      “What’s wrong with her?” I ask. “She seems tired and on edge but she won’t speak to me. She barely texts me anymore, doesn’t tell me shit. Even my dad seems like he’s falling apart.”

      “She’s been having a tough go of it lately,” he says. “Normally I wouldn’t confide in you behind her back, but I do have to keep the order of things, and things have certainly been going out of order.”

      My heart clenches, hating that I’ve been kept in the dark. “What happened?”

      “Not just one thing. Many things,” he says with a sigh, adjusting his grip on the steering wheel. In addition to the watch, he’s got some giant gold rings with gems in them, which strangely complement his brown velvet blazer and orange shirt. The man dresses in everything awful about the 70s, though tonight he’s a little more subdued.

      “And what are those things?” I ask, failing to hide my impatience.

      “She really doesn’t tell you anything?” he asks mildly, brow raised, and I have to say it hurts to hear. “Well then. Over the last year she’s been training, as you know. With me, with Jay. She’s become quite adept at opening and closing portals. She doesn’t quite do any fighting yet, but that will come. What happened with your mother and Legion, well that seemed to be a one-off thing.”

      “So she’s not Ada the Demon Slayer yet?” I ask. It feels ridiculous to say it like that, but that doesn’t stop it from being true. Besides, the more outlandish it sounds, the more it sounds fake, and the less I worry about her.

      “Not quite,” he says. “And luckily there hasn’t been a lot of need for it. Until recently.”

      “Why recently?”

      “I have some ideas. Energy is a strange beast. There aren’t a lot of you out there, the ones who can see behind the Veil, but you all seem to come together and find each other, don’t you?”

      I nod. I’m thinking of how Dex and I found each other. I’m also thinking about my doctor, Lana Leivo, and how she’s like me too.

      He goes on. “The Veil walls are growing weak in places, and it doesn’t help that Jay and Ada are…well, together.”

      Oh, so he knows about that. I was always under the impression they were hiding it from him.

      “I know you knew that,” he says, eyeing me. “And I have to say, they did a bloody good job of keeping it under wraps. Your sister is adept at putting up walls and keeping things from me. From you too, it looks like. Or perhaps all the Palomino women have this gift?”

      I say nothing.

      “Unfortunately, it is forbidden all the same. The more they are together, the worse things will get, and when they were out there trying to push back demons and close portals, things got sloppy. They got sloppy because they are too entwined with each other and not thinking clearly. So I did what I had to do.”

      I think about what Ada said, that Jay is gone.

      “You killed him?” I whisper in horror.

      Jacob laughs. “Oh, love. Where your mind goes shouldn’t surprise me.” He gives me a wry smile. “No, I didn’t kill him. I just transferred him to someone else.”

      “Oh my god. That’s somehow worse.”

      “It’s not worse,” he says, his gaze growing sharp. “They both knew this could happen. They knew the risks.”

      “So she’s never going to see him again?” Like, holy shit, how the hell is Ada even handling this right now? No wonder she was crying over the birds.

      “She’ll see him again,” he says. “This is just to break their bond. He’s taking care of someone else right now and eventually he’ll come back to her. They can start fresh.”

      I shake my head, feeling absolutely awful for my sister. I hunch forward in my seat, my stomach hurting. “They’re in love with each other,” I manage to say. At least Ada is madly in love with him.

      “All love stories must end,” he says rather cryptically. “They all have their bumps in the road.”

      “Those are two different things,” I snap at him. “How could you do this to her? To Jay? To one of your own?”

      “Perry,” he says, his voice growing hard, his eyes brimming with importance. “You must realize this, for your own sake. I don’t do these things to punish anyone or to make anyone suffer. I do these things for the greater good. That is how I’ve always operated and I’m unable to operate any other way. Do you understand that? That is written in my code. I manage things. I’m a manager. I try to make things fair. And when it looks like something will be a problem, it is my literal job to fix it. In the case of Ada and Jay, they can’t be together. Their energy is too wild, too chaotic, and in the end Jay will end up making the wrong choice.”

      “You’re afraid Jay will go rogue and give up his immortality. Isn’t that his choice to make?”

      He clears his throat. “It is,” he says after a beat. “And if or when that happens, I can’t do anything to stop it. But in the meantime, I will do what I can, even if my actions seem a little extreme, even if it makes people hate me. Possibly want to kill me. I do these things because it is the only way. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

      I nod. I get it, but I don’t like it.

      “How is your marriage, by the way?” he asks, voice lighter now.

      I give him a sharp look. “It’s great. Why?”

      “No reason,” he says. “Just curious. You’re quite the pair, speaking of people with energy and chaos between them.”

      I stiffen. “I’d like to think whatever chaos we have can be attributed to a normal marriage.”

      He gives me a quick, crooked smile. “You’re right about that.” He pauses. “Just, do me a favor and keep an eye on yourselves.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means that for a couple such as yourself, changes can be harmful. Especially big changes. Better to keep the status quo, for both your sakes.”

      I don’t know why my stomach seems to sink with dread.

      What kind of changes? I want to ask.

      But I’m afraid to know the answer. I’m afraid that Jacob might do something I don’t want him to do, even though I don’t know what that is.

      I have to change the subject.

      “You know, the real reason I wanted to talk to you wasn’t because of Ada, though I’m grateful you filled me in on that,” I tell him.

      “Oh?”

      “I saw Maximus.”

      “I see.”

      “In a house. In Seattle. I take it you’re aware of this?”

      “I wasn’t aware that you were there, but I know the house.”

      “He told me what you did. He said you pulled him out of Hell.”

      He doesn’t say anything and I can’t get a read on his eyes. Then again, I can never get a read on him.

      “He said that the house was as far as you could take him. Is that true? Was that really him?”

      Eventually he nods. “That was him.” He gives me a quick smile. “We go back a long time. Did you know that when Hybrid was on their tour of Europe, Max was there with us? Thank god for that, because when I died and went to Hell, he was able to go in and get me. Took a lot of courage. Only fair I do the same for him.”

      “But why that house? And why didn’t you pull him all the way out?”

      “Because I can’t,” he says simply. “I tried. That was my intention. But…I couldn’t.”

      “And the house?”

      “It exists on a different plane.”

      “But don’t you think it’s weird that I was there?”

      “Not at all. It makes sense. Energy attracts energy. There are no coincidences.”

      “Then what am I supposed to do?”

      He pulls the car into the parking lot of a 7-11 and turns it off, twisting in his seat to face me. “You keep saying I instead of we. Dex wasn’t there?”

      “He was there. But Max said Dex wouldn’t be able to see him.”

      He seems to ponder over that, sucking at his teeth for a moment. “Why were you there?”

      “We were filming…”

      “You’ve gone back to the show.”

      “No, this is something different. Dex thinks we could become paranormal investigators. To help instead of exploit.”

      “I see. And why that house?”

      “Because we were hired to…try and talk to a man’s dead wife.”

      He mulls that over. “What is the name of the wife?”

      “I think it’s Samantha Poe.”

      “Poe?” He looks surprised.

      “Yeah. Like Edgar Allan Poe. But not. Actually, the son, Atlas, says he’s his descendant but I looked it up. Poe didn’t have any children.”

      “No legitimate ones, no,” Jacob muses. “And have you talked to Samantha?”

      “We don’t know. Max is the only one I could say for sure. There’s a lot going on in that house.”

      “So it would seem.”

      “I’m just wondering, if you can’t pull Max out the rest of the way, maybe Dex and I can.”

      Jacob stares straight ahead, thinking. I’m so tempted to try and slip inside his mind, but I know he’d block me in a second.

      He turns his head to look at me in amusement and I know he could tell what I was thinking.

      Don’t even try it, he says inside my head. A smirk follows.

      “Don’t try to read your mind or don’t try to rescue Max?”

      “Both,” he says. Then he opens the car door. “I’ll be right back.”

      I watch as he goes, briefly wondering what it must be like to have lived so long, to find yourself in this crazy fucking decade.

      Then I think about what he said.

      That we shouldn’t try to bring Max out.

      I sigh, not sure what the hell I’m supposed to do now. Just leave Max stuck there for eternity? Granted, I’m sure it’s a lot better than Hell, but still. Maybe being tied to that house as a ghost is its own form of Hell.

      Jacob comes back, a pack of cigarettes in one hand, a bottle of champagne in the other. He gets in the car and hands the champagne to me.

      “Happy birthday, love. It’s the finest that 7-11 had to offer.”

      “Thank you,” I tell him, touched by the gesture. Seems like the universe is telling me to get drunk today.

      He starts the car then pulls a cigarette from the pack, popping it into his mouth. “Do you mind?” he asks, the cigarette bobbing as he talks.

      “No.” I shake my head. “Those things will kill you, you know.”

      He grins at my choice of words and rolls the window down a crack before lighting it with an old tarnished gold lighter. “No, they won’t.”

      He takes a puff, trying to blow it out through the crack, and reverses out of the space, pulling the car back onto the road.

      “So, why can’t we try to bring out Max?” I ask him after a few minutes of driving in silence.

      “You really love to question everything, don’t you?”

      I shrug, watching and waiting for an answer.

      He puts the cigarette to his lips and takes a drag, in no fucking hurry at all.

      “I’m not sure that you and Dex can,” he eventually says. “If I couldn’t, then I’m not sure why you’d be able to. But even if you are successful, it’s far too dangerous.”

      “Why?”

      “You said there’s a lot going on in that house, including Samantha Poe. Don’t be mistaken in thinking this is an ordinary woman you’re dealing with. She’s not.”

      “She’s not? How do you know?”

      “Call it intuition. Nonetheless, it’s hard to bring people out of the Veil without other entities hitching a ride. I know you know this firsthand. If you bring out Max, who is to say that he’ll come alone?”

      “You think Samantha will come with him?”

      “Perhaps.” I watch as the smoke falls from his mouth.

      “And that’s a problem because?”

      “Because I don’t think you know who you’re dealing with. Perhaps you need to figure that out first. At any rate, if you were to bring Max out, you would need someone to make sure he comes alone. Someone that can push her back in and close the portal.”

      “Ada.”

      “Not Ada,” he says quickly. “She can’t handle it.”

      “Then you.”

      “I need to stay with Ada,” he says. “Now that Jay is gone, I’m all she has. But I’m sure you’ll figure it out.”

      Figure it out? What other option is there?

      “What should I tell Max?” I say. “I want to go back there. I can’t just leave him there.”

      “What if I told you it’s not a good idea?”

      “I’d ask why.”

      “And what if I told you to just trust me on it.”

      “Then I’ll do the opposite of what you say.”

      Because I don’t trust you.

      He glares at me in annoyance. “You and Ada really are sisters, aren’t you?”

      “Last I checked,” I tell him.

      The ride back to the house seems to go quickly, and by the time we pull up, both Ada and Dex are on the street, looking extremely annoyed.

      “Fuck,” I swear to Jacob. “I told them not to freak out.”

      Jacob chuckles. “Oh, Perry. You’d think you’d learn by now.” He turns to me. “Before you go, let me just say this. I’ve never been married but I’ve seen a lot of marriages” —he nods at Dawn and Sage Knightly’s house— “and I know this much. It’s healthy to have a few secrets. Don’t doubt yourself when you need to hold something close to your chest.”

      Then he gets out of the car and strides toward the house, not even giving Ada or Dex a second glance.

      Okay. That was weird. As much as what he said enables me, I don’t think I’ll be taking marriage advice from Jacob Edwards.

      In fact, I don’t know if I’ll take much of what he said to heart.

      I get out of the car, clutching the bottle close to me, while Dex comes striding over. “What the hell were you doing?” he asks angrily.

      “I went for a drive,” I tell him.

      “I told you she was fine,” Ada says, though she sounds annoyed as well. The poor girl. I really need to talk to her.

      “With Jacob?” he asks.

      I shrug. “The birds flying into the window freaked me out, and I wanted to talk to him about it. Not to mention the monster I saw earlier today.”

      “Hold on, wait, what?” Ada says, coming forward, her blue eyes like saucers. “You saw a monster? Where?”

      “In our parking garage.”

      She visibly shudders.

      “You said it could have been a racoon,” Dex says.

      “No, you said that. And maybe it was. So I wanted to talk to someone who might know.”

      “And what did he say?” Ada asks, looking a tad suspicious.

      “That it was nothing.”

      “Nothing?” she repeats.

      “Yes. Nothing.” I’m lying, I know. I don’t want to get into what Jacob told me about Ada and Jay in front of Dex, just because I know she’ll clam up more. “Anyway, look.” I wave the bottle at them. “This is a sign that we need to get drinking. It’s still my birthday, you know.”

      “Oh, and I have to give you your present,” Ada says, perking up.

      We head back toward the house. Ada goes in first, but Dex pulls me back, putting his arm around my waist and leaning in. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      “I never said I wasn’t.”

      “The birds freaked you out.”

      “Well, yeah. I assume burying them wasn’t a lot of fun either.”

      He looks grim as he shakes his head. “No.”

      “Is my dad okay?”

      Hesitation flashes across his eyes. Then he says, “He’s fine.”

      Something twitches in my brain and I try to get a read on his thoughts because that didn’t sound remotely true. But there’s nothing there. Dex is either blocking me or it’s happening instinctively.

      “Although I do think it sobered him up a little,” Dex adds, his breath creating a cloud in the cold air. He studies me closely. “So that’s all you guys talked about? You and the Ginger Hellmaster?”

      “Actually,” I say, glancing briefly at the house, “he told me some bad news about Ada.”

      “What bad news?”

      “That she and Jay broke up.”

      He frowns. “They broke up?”

      “Not by choice either. Jacob put the kibosh on their relationship and sent him packing to help someone else.”

      “Holy shit,” he says. “That fucking sucks. God, no wonder she seems so emo today. I can’t believe she hasn’t said anything to you about it.”

      “I know.” I sigh. “Dad must be happy though.”

      “Why?”

      I frown. “Isn’t that why my dad wanted to talk to you in private last time? He was worried about their relationship? He didn’t trust Jay.”

      Dex blinks at me, then nods. “Right. Of course. Slipped my mind.” He grabs my hand. “Let’s go inside, it’s freezing.”

      Once inside, we get the champagne flowing. Though my dad does seem more with it and relaxed, now that I know the cause of Ada’s mood, I can’t help but feel heartbroken for her.

      We settle down in the living room to watch a movie on Netflix, though it takes fucking ages to try and decide what to watch (that’s no surprise, my father and Ada have very different cinematic tastes from Dex and I).

      Then Ada heads upstairs and I take the opportunity to follow her.

      I find her in her bedroom, shrugging off a sweater until she’s just in a thermal top. Jesus, she’s gotten skinny.

      “What are you doing?” I ask her.

      “I’m getting too hot,” she says, going to her dresser and pulling open a drawer, rifling through an excessive number of cardigans.

      I close the door behind me, and she looks up at me, alert and on edge.

      “I know about you and Jay,” I say quietly.

      She flinches, then slams the drawer shut before opening another. “Figures he would tell you. No fucking secrets in this place.”

      “Ada I am so, so sorry.

      “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “I know how hard this must be,” I say, going over to her.

      I put my arms out in an attempt to hug her, but she steps back, her hand blocking me, her eyes looking wild. “Just stop, okay?”

      I shake my head, feeling extra rejected. “I don’t understand. You can talk to me about this.”

      “I don’t want to talk to you, okay? I don’t want to talk to anyone. Just…leave me alone.”

      That fucking hurts. But I have to remind myself it’s not about me and my feelings right now. I have to give her the space she needs.

      “Okay,” I manage to say, my voice shaking a little. “I get it. We don’t have to talk now. Or ever. But I want you to know I’ll listen if and when you’re ready. And I’m here for you. And I love you.”

      She just grumbles something in return and pulls out a cardigan, slipping it on. “I knew you’d start to pry.”

      “He brought it up,” I protest. “And even if he didn’t, why shouldn’t I? I’m your sister.”

      “Doesn’t mean I have to tell you anything,” she says, going to her bedside table and pulling something out. She turns her back to me before I can see what it is, but from the sound of the cap being popped off and the following rattle, I know it’s a bottle of prescription pills.

      “What are you doing?” I quickly walk over there, trying to see.

      “Nothing,” she says, putting the bottle back in the drawer.

      I watch her swallow it down, no water, then I open the drawer and fish it out, holding the bottle in my hand. It’s a prescription for Xanax.

      “Since when do you take Xanax?” I ask.

      “It’s been awhile. It’s not a big deal.”

      “Then why are you trying to hide it?”

      “Because I knew you’d get weird,” she says, walking over to her mirror.

      I put the bottle down on the table. “I’m not getting weird. I’m just wondering. Dex is on those too.”

      “So then, you know.”

      “But what made you start? Does dad know? Aren’t you a little young?”

      “I’m fucking nineteen, Perry,” she snaps at me, eyeing me in the mirror. “You were snorting fucking coke at fifteen, so lay off.”

      Whoa. I thought we were past this. It’s been awhile since she’s thrown my drug addiction in my face.

      “Okay,” I say slowly, trying to calm my beating heart. “Maybe that alone should make you pause. Have you told Dad?”

      “He made the appointment. He’s on shit, too. You’ve moved on with your life with Dex, with your perfect marriage, new life, and new career, but you’ve forgotten about us here in this house, trying to get through all this shit after Mom died.”

      It’s like she’s gone and punched me right in the gut. My lips press together, trying to compose myself. How on earth can she think I’ve moved on and forgotten about her?

      “That’s not fair,” I say quietly. “Just because…just because I don’t live here doesn’t mean I’m not going through the same things.”

      I see a wash of remorse in her eyes, but then she looks away and shrugs. “You wanted to talk, I’m talking.”

      I don’t even know what to say now.

      I try to swallow the brick in my throat, then head to the door. I expect her to say something to me before I leave, but she doesn’t.
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      Have you ever wanted something so badly that it takes over your life? That all your waking thoughts and your most lucid of dreams seem to converge on this one thing, this one need that opens up some chasm in your soul and makes it impossible to feed? Because that’s what want is sometimes, an urgent, deep-seated hunger for something you can’t live without, even if you haven’t had it yet.

      I felt that hunger for Dex. I still do. He still ignites a million flames from the scattered ashes inside me, always evolving, adapting, consuming me in one way or another.

      But now that want, that need, has grown. It’s born from our dark, passionate, infinite love for each other and evolved into a child.

      I want a baby with Dex so badly that I ache. It actually physically hurts me to want something this much, a kind of feverish clawing in my chest, like if I don’t get what I want soon, I might just die.

      It’s scary, is what it is.

      No, not scary. It’s fucking terrifying to want something that much.

      And yet I’ve kept all of this close to my heart. I’ve kept it bottled up, because on the other side of this need, is the fear. They go hand-in-hand. The fear that I might get what I want. And the fear that I won’t.

      What if I had my only chance all those years ago?

      What if I can’t get pregnant for a whole number of natural reasons?

      And what if I can’t get pregnant for supernatural reasons?

      The what ifs are killing me inside, adding to those claws that rake my chest from the inside out.

      All I know is that I can’t handle this anguish by myself anymore.

      I need to tell him.

      I missed my chance on my birthday yesterday, but twenty-seven seems like a good year to start.

      I glance at Dex in the driver’s seat as we motor down the winding US-26 highway between Portland and Cannon Beach, seeming to be locked in his own thoughts the way I’m locked in mine.

      Last night, after Ada and I had what can only be described as a fight, I went downstairs and attempted to watch Back to the Future with Dex and my dad. Ada never came back down after that. I didn’t even see her before we left this morning. My father called to her, but she was in the shower forever and never appeared, not even to give me my birthday present.

      I spent most of the drive talking to Dex about it. Last night I ended up drinking a whole bottle of champagne and falling asleep on the couch, so he had to carry me to my room. I’m grateful that I’m not as hungover as I should be, especially considering the zig zag of the road here.

      Anyway, his advice was to just let Ada be for now. This is her first major breakup with a guy, and with everything else that’s going on in her life, she might not know how to handle it. It might just be easier for her to turn inward and push me away, to pretend it’s not happening. I just have to wait it out and hope that she’ll eventually want to open up.

      I still don’t know what I did to make her so upset, though. Could it really be that she resents me, thinking I have things easy when she doesn’t? I guess I don’t like to complain to her too much, so maybe she thinks everything is perfect in my world. Perhaps I should have been more open with her, with all my ups and downs. I could have told her about the lady in the restaurant, I could have told her about seeing Maximus, I could have told her about this insane ache to start a family, and all my fears that go along with it.

      And I will do that, I decide. I just owe it to Dex to tell him first.

      When we finally get to the resort, I feel like a cloud has lifted, even though the place is totally fogged in. It doesn’t matter though. I already know the change of scenery is going to do us some good.

      Dex takes out our bags, and I follow him into the check-in. The resort is right on the beach, and though it seems fairly small, the lobby is done up with various driftwood pieces and marble, and through the hall you can see the endless stretch of beach buffeted by pounding waves and the center piece that is Haystack Rock.

      The hotel is composed of a main building plus a few little cabins. To my surprise, we have one of the little cabins, which includes a private hot tub in the front overlooking the beach.

      I practically squeal when I see it, then I remember I didn’t pack a bathing suit. Though there is a privacy fence, I still don’t know if I want to go in my underwear.

      “Ta-da,” Dex says, unzipping his bag and whipping out a red one piece that I own. “I thought ahead for once.”

      That settles it. I give him an appreciative kiss then quickly get changed.

      We soak in the hot tub for what feels like forever, both of us facing the beach, listening to the rhythmic pounding of the waves, smelling the sea salt mixing with the chlorine. The fog drifts over us, putting us both in a spell of sorts. I float and I feel at peace. I honestly never want to get out.

      But eventually we do, my skin seriously pruney. Dex says he made dinner reservations at the hotel’s fancy restaurant, so I take my time in the shower and getting ready. Though I’d forgotten the bathing suit, I did manage to pack a nice black dress. Nothing fancy, just long-sleeved with a sweetheart neckline that showcases my waist (and my boobs, obviously), a dress that reminds me of the one Kim Novak wore at the end of Vertigo. Of course, she didn’t pair hers with black leather knee-high combat boots.

      When I step out of the washroom, Dex is sitting on the edge of the bed, staring at a show on TV, wearing black dress pants and a black button-up shirt.

      “We’re going to look like a goth couple,” I lament, taking a few steps toward him.

      He looks at me, brows raised appreciatively as his gaze skirts over me from head to toe. “Wow. Baby…” He gets up, slowly sauntering over to me, running his hand over his jaw. “You look fucking incredible.”

      I blush and do a little curtsey. “Feels good to dress up, to be honest.”

      “And you look beautiful while doing it,” he says, sliding his hands over my waist and pulling me to him. I rise onto my toes and meet his mouth with mine, the kiss warm and sweet. “Maybe we should make a plan to do this more often,” he murmurs.

      I smile against his lips then place my hand on his chest, knowing he’s seconds from getting carried away, and as much as I don’t mind the sexy times, especially since I passed out last night, I’m also absolutely starving. “Let’s go eat.”

      “Don’t tempt me,” he says with a smirk, his voice getting husky.

      I grab his hand and tug him toward the door, slipping on my coat.

      The restaurant is located in the main hotel, surrounded by floor-to-ceiling windows with what would normally be a stunning view of the beach. It’s pitch black outside now, but the walls of the restaurant are all wood, with a giant stone fireplace, giving it an extremely cozy vibe.

      There’s even space in the middle for a dance floor, and a DJ in a tuxedo in the corner, where a few older couples are swaying to Billie Holiday.

      “We’re the youngest ones here,” Dex says to me as the waiter gives us our menus. My hangover has subsided enough that we order a bottle of expensive red wine (I mean, it’s all expensive here).

      “I can only hope that will be us one day,” I say, admiring the couples dancing in their finest. “They all look so happy. Except for that one guy. He looks constipated.”

      Dex chuckles and reaches for the bread bowl the moment the waiter puts it down. “You’re right though.”

      “That we’ll be like that one day?”

      “Yes.” He tears off a large chunk of bread and spreads an obscene amount of herbed butter on it. “We definitely will be, hopefully minus the constipation. But I meant in that we should do this more often. We just work so much and it’s just the two of us, and I think we forget we need to just…live a little. Get fucking wild. Do something reckless.”

      I can’t help but smile. His passion makes my heart skip a beat, and the fact that he looks insanely handsome at the moment only adds to it. “I never thought you’d tell me that we’re boring.”

      The whites of his eyes shine. “Boring? Baby, we’re not fucking boring.”

      “I know,” I tell him, putting my hand over his. “And even if we were, I think we deserve a bit of domestic normalcy considering all we’ve overcome in the past.”

      “Absolutely,” he says, flipping my hand over and holding it as he stares deeply into my eyes. “We do. And part of that normalcy is just…letting our hair down. Let’s do something crazy.”

      Oh, this could go so many different ways with him.

      “Like what?” I ask uneasily.

      “Go on a trip,” he says. “A real one. If you could go anywhere, where would you go?”

      I mull that over as the waiter comes by with our wine and takes our orders, scallop risotto for me, cedar-planked salmon for him. Even with the extra money, I’m trying not to panic at the prices.

      “Honestly, I don’t know,” I say as the waiter pours the wine and then leaves. “Paris, maybe? I’ve never been to Europe.”

      His face falls.

      “What did I say?” I ask. “Oh, is it because you’re French?” His mother was super French, spoke with a really thick accent. I know this because I met her, as a ghost, of course.

      He shakes his head. “No. I would love to take you to Paris. Maybe in the summer.” He raises his glass of wine. I do the same. “Here’s to your birthday, baby. To future adventures.”

      I clink my glass against his, beaming at him. “Thank you. Here’s to us.”

      While I’m taking a sip (the wine tastes expensive) he reaches down into his pants pocket and pulls out an envelope, sliding it toward me. “And this is your birthday present.”

      “For me?” I ask, swallowing the wine. “I thought this was my birthday present,” I say, gesturing to the restaurant and hotel.

      “No, that was your anniversary present,” he says. “This is your birthday present.”

      I have no idea what it could be. I take it from him and eagerly tear the envelope open, glancing up at him as he watches me intently.

      There’s a couple of folded pieces of printer paper inside.

      I give Dex a curious glance and pull them out, unfolding them.

      It’s a plane ticket. First class. To Kauai. In January.

      “Oh my god,” I say quietly, completely shocked. “Hawaii?”

      He’s staring at me expectantly. “Is this…good?”

      “Yes. My god. Really? Are you sure?” I’m beyond shocked. This is totally out of left-field, even from him.

      “Why not? We deserve to go somewhere nice and hot during the armpit of winter here.”

      I giggle, feeling positively elated. “I can’t even imagine you on a beach. Like a warm one, with white sand and sunshine and blue sky. Not a jacket in sight. It doesn’t fit.”

      He grins at me. “Hey, I tan easily. You’re the one who’s going to look out of place. You’re so pale, you’ll end up blinding everyone in sight.”

      “Hey,” I cry out, kicking him under the table, but I’m laughing. I end up getting up and going around to him, hugging him from behind as he sits, kissing him on the cheek. “Thank you,” I whisper to him. “Really. This means a lot to me.”

      I sit back down, feeling like I’m floating. I know going on a trip isn’t a big deal, but it is for us. We need to just throw all our responsibilities away for a bit and just relax and discover some place new together. Sure, a tropical island in the Pacific doesn’t exactly scream Dex and Perry, but that’s all the more reason to go.

      “Besides,” he adds. “It rains there for most of the winter, so we’ll feel right at home.”

      “I don’t care if it rains the whole time. It will be warm rain.” Then I clap my hands together. “Ooooh, we can go see all the places where they filmed Jurassic Park!”

      “That’s why I picked it.”

      Our food arrives, and we finish it—and the wine—in record time. The portions were small, so I’m not stuffed, which only leaves room for dessert. I made Dex promise to not let them sing me happy birthday, so thankfully when the crème brulee comes, there’s no embarrassing fanfare.

      Then, as we wait for our after-dinner drinks, Dex puts out his hand and asks me to dance. I noticed that he’d stopped by the DJ on the way to the restroom earlier, so when he exchanges a nod with him while leading me to the dance floor, I’m not at all surprised when the familiar beat of “Enjoy the Silence” by Depeche Mode starts up.

      While the other people dancing aren’t sure what to do with the song, Dex does. He pulls me right up to him, one arm tight around my waist, in a slow dance with a lively pace. He’s such a good dancer that I just let him lead me around, finding it easy to match his moves when I just let myself go.

      “All I ever wanted,” he sings to me, his voice matching the deep timbre of David Gahan’s voice like magic, “all I ever needed, is here, in my arms.”

      My body erupts in goosebumps, my stomach tingling as the depth of his perfect voice runs through me. I’m tempted to take Martin Gore’s high harmony, but I don’t want to ruin the velvet perfection that is Dex’s singing voice.

      Besides, it’s so fucking romantic. I close my eyes and rest my head against his chest, breathing in the scent of the man I love, letting the beat of a song I love move us together, synched in time.

      And that’s when I find it rising up from deep inside me, almost like a song I can’t keep buried.

      “Dex,” I whisper to him, wrapping my hands around his neck, staring up at him with so much emotion that I think I might just break into a million pieces. “I want to have a baby.”

      His brows raise. Eyes go wide. He blinks.

      “What?” he says, licking his lips, our movements slowing to a stop in the middle of the dance floor.

      I swallow, trying to keep everything in check. God, I didn’t think it would be this scary. The lyrics “words are very unnecessary” has me thinking twice as it plays out across the room.

      I look away but Dex is fast, his fingers at my chin, raising my face, making my eyes meet his. “What did you just say?” he says softly as he stares at me with wild eyes. His fingers at my chin tremble slightly.

      “I think I’m ready…” I begin. “No, I know I’m ready. I want to start a family. With you. Obviously. I want to have your babies.”

      My lord. Why the hell did all of this sound okay in my head but the moment I open my mouth to actually tell him, I sound like a total idiot?

      “This is probably coming out all wrong,” I quickly add. “I’m sorry.”

      “All wrong?” Dex finally manages to say. We’re still stopped in the middle of the dance floor, and he’s still searching my eyes like a man on a mission. His hands slide back along my face, disappearing into my hair as he holds me in place. “Perry, please tell me that you mean everything you’re saying, because I’m about to take it to fucking heart. And when I take it to heart, it’s going to stay there.”

      I give him a sweet smile. “I mean everything I’m saying. I would like you to knock me up.”

      He stares at me incredulously for a moment before he bursts out laughing, his eyes watering, his smile so wide that it makes me feel breathless. “I don’t even know what to say. I don’t.”

      “Say yes? Yes I want to knock you up?”

      He laughs again, leaning in, resting his forehead against mine. “I can’t believe you want this. Do you really want this? I’ve been trying not to pressure you—I know that it’s a difficult topic for us and—”

      “You didn’t pressure me,” I say quickly. “Not even a little. You’ve always given me plenty of space to come to my own decisions and…this is what I want, Dex. This is all I want, really. You and me and a baby. I want us to be a family. I want a little version of us to love.”

      He’s still staring at me in awe but now something else is coming over him. His lower lip starts to tremble, his eyes about to spill over with tears.

      Oh my god.

      I can barely breathe as he looks away, pressing his fist against his mouth, his eyes pinching shut as tears spill down.

      Oh no. Oh fucking no.

      I’ve made him cry.

      “Dex,” I say softly, putting my hand to his cheek, wiping away his tears with my thumb.

      “I’m okay,” he manages to say, meeting my eyes. He gives me a smile that’s both embarrassed and joyous. It’s rare to see Dex cry, and it’s even rarer to see him embarrassed. “I’m good.”

      “You’re crying,” I tell him. “You sure you’re okay?”

      He nods, letting out a soft laugh full of awe and disbelief. “We need to get out of here,” he says, looking around the room. He grabs my hand and pulls me past the other tables until we’re leaving the restaurant like we’re fleeing the scene of a crime. I guess the only crime here is Dex having some pretty big emotions.

      “What about the bill?” I ask as we grab our coats and head outside.

      “They have our room number,” he says, pulling me along in a hurry down the cold, fog-strewn path to our cabin. I feel like I’m operating on pure adrenaline, my insides feeling as light and fuzzy as champagne, a sense of wonder and unknown in the air. It’s electric.

      We get to our door and Dex tries desperately to get the key card to work.

      “You sure you’re okay? You’re not mad? Or upset?” I ask him.

      He pauses to look up at me like I’ve lost my mind. “Mad? Upset?” He comes right up to me, grabbing my face, manic eyes searching mine. “Perry. This is all I’ve ever wanted. Not just a family to call my own, a family to love, but a family with you. I fucking love you with every cell of my being and this…I can’t even process how badly I want to give you children. How much I want, need to be a father.”

      He kisses me deep, so deep that I feel it in my soul, his mouth tasting like tears.

      He quickly pulls away. “But if I don’t get this fucking door open, I’m going to end up screwing you right out here.”

      I laugh as he frantically tries the key card again. “You know I still have an IUD. I need to get that taken out before we can start trying.” I pull my room key from my pocket and lean over him, sliding it in. The light goes green, the door beeping open.

      “There’s no harm in practicing,” he practically growls.

      He kicks the door open wide and grabs me, pulling me inside.

      Dex is a fucking tsunami.

      Before I can get my bearings, he’s slamming the door shut and then pressing me up against it, overwhelming me in every possible way. His hands tear at my clothes in rough desperation, his mouth open and seeking as he devours my shoulders, my neck, my jaw, my lips.

      I’m caught in his undertow. I can barely keep up, my fingers clawing at his shirt, trying to undo the buttons with shaking hands. I end up popping the last few, the buttons scattering across the carpet.

      Dex grunts in my ear and then I’m swept away, off my feet, as he pulls me away from the door, spinning me around, trying to push me back toward the bed.

      The heels of my boots catch on the carpet and then I’m going down, falling backward, a cry caught in my throat. He grabs me by my elbows, breaking my fall, until we both end up on the floor together, his body over mine.

      He covers my mouth with his, his kiss turning wild and unhinged, like the match burning inside him just ignited the whole damn room. It’s a kiss that makes my heart squeeze in my chest, my body fueled by the animalistic way he’s handling me.

      While I’m caught between his lips and tongue, his hands urgently run down to my hips, hiking up the skirt of my dress, a groan escaping him as he realizes I’m not wearing underwear. That same hand then starts to swiftly unzip his pants, while the other goes to my throat, choking me lightly for a moment, enough for my eyes to roll back. Then he rips down the neckline of my dress and bra, exposing my breasts, my nipples immediately going hard.

      I need more, faster, so much fucking faster.

      He lifts his head to stare at me, his mouth wet from devouring mine, a raging fire burning in his eyes, and I know he heard my thoughts. Definitely one of the times where mindreading is an asset.

      His mouth dips low, teeth and lips biting and nipping down my jaw, my neck, my collarbone, the pain sharp and torturously sweet, over my breast until he’s sucking my nipple between his lips.

      I cry out, “Fuck!” But the word is strangled as he positions his cock between my legs and suddenly slams himself inside me.

      Holy fucking hell!

      There is no tenderness here, only savagery.

      I feel like I’m being impaled, driven into the floor as he pushes in so deep my lungs are emptied of air. I’m gasping, breathless, my chest rising, then I’m wrapping my legs around his waist, my boots digging into the small of his back, holding him inside.

      He moans loudly against my breast and then rises up, his hands pulling my hands up and over my head so they’re above me on the carpet. He links his fingers through my fingers, holding my hands down as he pulls out and then pushes back in, harder, deeper, filling every part of me.

      I can’t even think right now—my brain turns off, and I’m so far gone inside this moment that this moment is all I can see.

      “Does this feel good?” he asks me, voice breaking as he thrusts again, his mouth going to my neck. “Tell me this feels good. I just want to make you feel good.”

      “Yes,” I gasp, his hips moving faster now as they rut against my hips, pure energy being driven inside me. I squeeze his hands tightly, holding on, watching the muscles in his shoulders flex and strain as his body turns into a relentless machine, fucking me hard.

      So hard.

      And it feels too good.

      But I want more. More of his weight on me, more of his cock inside me. I squeeze around him wildly, my boots going over the clenched muscles of his ass, pressing him in deeper.

      “Jesus,” he swears before biting my neck hard. “You’re trying to kill me.”

      I let a breathless little moan, words escaping me now as he starts driving into me at a rough, frantic pace, his thrusts turning brutal and punishing. My back starts rubbing against the carpet, burning my skin.

      Dex straightens up, taking his hands out of mine, his motions fast and unrestrained as he presses a palm over my throat for a moment, until I’m gasping for breath, then slides his hand into my hair, tangling in the strands before making a tight fist.

      I’m mesmerized as I stare at him, the mass of his body over mine, the urgent, wild way he fucks me, like he’s nailing me to the floor, my breasts jostling with each tight, unrestrained thrust. Then my gaze meets his, and I see all the awe and lust and emotion that keeps flashing through his dark eyes. He’s staring at me with so much intensity I feel stripped and raw and acutely vulnerable.

      My eyes flutter closed, but he yanks back at my hair until they’re open again.

      “Look at me, look at me, look at me,” he murmurs, breath catching, eyes wild.

      I stare up at him, feeling the connection between us electrify, burning like the sun, our souls on fire.

      “I want to give you everything, Perry,” he whispers to me, pinning me in place with his gaze. “I want to give you a baby, give you every piece of me, give you the whole fucking world.”

      This only gets deeper for us, his thought sinks into my head. Are you ready to go deeper?

      I open my mouth to say something, yes, always yes, but I’m gasping again as his fingers make their way down, sliding over my clit. I’m so fucking wet that there’s barely any friction, but it’s enough.

      He lets out a low hiss, his fingers rubbing me expertly, and then everything happens so fast. I squeeze around him as if that will stop me from going over the edge.

      Going deeper.

      His fist tightens in my hair, causing pain to shoot through my body, my spine rubbed raw from the carpet, but that pain melts into the most overwhelming sense of relief, seconds before I come.

      And, fuck, here I go.

      I come so fucking hard it’s like I short-circuit my brain, my whole body quaking beneath his, uninhibited and shredded to pieces of pure chaos.

      I’m screaming, yelling, shouting, and I can’t stop, it doesn’t end. The sounds just keep coming and coming.

      I can’t think. I have no thoughts.

      I’m not even sure I exist anymore. I’m outside my body, outside time itself.

      It’s all purple here and soft and shimmering. I’m vaguely aware that Dex is still pinning me to the floor, thrusting harder, faster, until he’s shouting too, the sound filling the room, his body tight and strained as he comes inside me.

      I close my eyes, letting myself get swept away to this other place. He’s there with me too, his pumping slowing, his fingers tangled in my hair, his sweat dripping onto my chest. I feel it all, feel everything.

      And at the same time I feel nothing at all.

      I just am.

      And I’m with him.

      The two of us existing beyond time.

      Slowly, very slowly, the world stops spinning and I drift down through the purple waves, watching the shimmering stars disappear until I’m back on the floor of our hotel room.

      “Perry,” Dex whispers, voice shaking. A warm hand goes to my cheek.

      I open my eyes to stare at him, having trouble focusing on his face as it looms over me, the tip of his nose brushing against the tip of mine.

      I can barely swallow, my throat feels so ravaged. “What the fuck just happened?”

      He gives me a shaky smile. “I don’t know,” he whispers raggedly. “I don’t know. But I think I just saw through the fucking universe.”

      I grin lazily, reaching up to brush a lock of hair off his damp forehead. “I don’t even have words. But that about sums it up.”

      He kisses me deeply, then buries his head in the crook of my neck, head resting on the floor, his chest pressed against mine, our slick skin sticking together. Our lungs breathe and our hearts beat together in strange synchronicity, like we’re one person instead of two.

      I run my fingers through the hair at the back of his head, falling into the same rhythm.

      “My little sex witch,” he murmurs against my neck.

      I laugh, my heart beyond full.

      We fall asleep this way, on the carpet, with him still inside me.

      We fall asleep smiling.
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      I wake up too early. It’s still dark outside, though the corners of the sky are coming alive, stars fading.

      I lie in bed for at least an hour, listening to Dex breathing deeply beside me, sound asleep. I go over the events of last night, of how we woke up after midnight on the floor, then proceeded to get into the hot tub, where again we had some crazy fucking sex, though not as insanely otherworldly as before.

      We finally went back to bed somewhere in the middle of the night and I had fitful sleep the whole time, tossing and turning. My mind just wouldn’t shut off, no matter how dazed I was from sex.

      I’m still dazed, and a little sore too. My back stings and I don’t have to look in the mirror to know I’ve got rugburn down my spine, my dress providing no protection from Dex’s ruthlessness. I nearly screamed when I went into the hot tub.

      Despite it all, I’m bursting with this warmth inside me, like my heart has spilled over and is filling every inch of my chest.

      I told him. I finally told him.

      And his reaction was more than I could have ever dreamed and hoped for.

      He wants this baby as much as I do, wants to start a family together, and that is the greatest gift of all (though of course the plane tickets to Hawaii aren’t half-bad either).

      Of course, we haven’t spent a lot of time talking about it, unless you count the way we communicate with our bodies. We did a lot of that.

      But I wonder if he’s ever felt the fear that I feel about having the baby. Right now, that fear feels very far away. Like it was eradicated last night, the moment I opened my mouth and let Dex in to my wants and needs. Even all my other problems, like Ada, my father, Max…it all seems to belong to a different lifetime. Right now it’s just about me and Dex, and that’s it, that’s the whole damn world.

      But I can’t lie in bed, staring at the ceiling forever. I feel this itchy buzz at the base of my skull, the urge to move, to do something. I get up to go pee and splash water on my face, then wonder if I can make coffee without waking Dex. The man seems like he needs to sleep for days.

      I decide that the Keurig will be too loud, so I get dressed into my pajama pants and a long t-shirt, not bothering with a bra. I slip my Chucks over bare feet and shrug on my coat, making sure I have my wallet and the key card that works, before slipping outside.

      It’s still early and everything is still and quiet. Even the waves have lessened, the color of worn metal that matches the grey brown sky.

      I’m on the path heading toward the coffee shop I spotted in the lobby when movement on the beach catches my eye.

      It’s a woman with long black hair, walking toward the waves. Above her flocks of small black birds move in synch, swooping and diving in the sky.

      I stare at her, unable to move. She’s so far away but I have this inexplicable need to get closer. To really see her.

      I abandon the path and walk directly onto the sand, trudging across the beach, a cold wind picking up and throwing sea spray in my face, stinging my eyes.

      The woman is now straight ahead of me, walking into the surf. I realize she’s not wearing a white coat like I thought earlier, but a long white nightgown, her hair black and flowing down her back.

      I should be afraid of her. There’s this tingling in the back of my brain telling me that I should feel fear, that I need to stop walking, that I need to turn around and go back to the hotel.

      But I don’t. I don’t feel anything right now. I’ve gone numb from the inside out and I keep walking. Compelled to reach this woman.

      I must reach her.

      It’s beautiful here. The grey of the endless beach and the infinite horizon, the depth of the sky, the grace of the birds.

      And she’s beautiful. I can’t even see her face but I know she’s gorgeous through and through. An enchantress. Someone I want to be just like.

      Come join me, she says, the words sifting into my brain like grains of sand. Come feel what this is like to be so coupled with the world.

      “Okay,” I whisper, walking into the waves. I don’t even feel how cold the sand is beneath my bare feet, or the glacial temperature of the ocean.

      I’m closer now. I notice patches of blood on the sides of her nightgown, blood that won’t wash away.

      “Just a few feet more,” she says, and her head begins to turn toward me.

      “Perry!” a faint voice yells in the background, a voice coming from another place.

      “A few feet more,” the woman says.

      Her head completely turns around, like an owl, and I find myself only inches from her now. Her eyes go black and she smiles with broken teeth, her mouth opening wider and wider and wider and—

      “Perry!” A hand grabs my elbow, whipping me around so hard that I almost fall back into the surf. Dex catches me by the waist, pulling me to him.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” he cries in anguish, his eyes wild with panic as he looks me over. Before I can say anything—what is there even to say?—I look back over my shoulder at the woman.

      But she’s gone.

      Dex pulls me out of the surf, back to the shore, and it’s only then I realize I’d taken off both my shoes and coat, leaving them in the sand.

      What the hell was I just about to do?

      I know Dex is thinking the same thing as he places his hands on my shoulders, peering at me, trying to calm his breathing but it’s not really working.

      “What the hell were you doing? Why were you trying to go in the ocean? It’s freezing.”

      I stare down at my feet. They already look a little blue, my pajama bottoms soaked to mid-thigh. All at once the immense cold of the water and the air hits me, and my teeth start chattering. “I-I don’t know.”

      He bends down and picks up my coat, putting it around me. Then he grabs my Chucks with one hand and effortlessly picks me up, hauling me up on his back. I’m too dazed and cold to protest, letting him carry me down the beach and back to the room.

      At the last minute I look up, staring at the waves as a drizzle begins to fall.

      There’s something black and long swimming in the water.

      Just the hint of a tail rising from the waves.

      I close my eyes shut, trying to make sense of it all and failing, until we’re back in the room and Dex carries me right through the sliding door to the private patio and straight to the hot tub where he gently lowers me into it in my clothes.

      The water is breathtakingly hot and works instantly to end my chills. I sink in a little bit deeper, the water up to my chin, trying to breathe in deep.

      Dex quickly strips to his briefs and gets in the hot tub with me, crouching in the water as he faces me, hand at my neck. “Tell me what happened.”

      “I’m not sure,” I say quietly, trying to think. It’s like it all just…slipped away. “I think I saw someone out there. In the water. Maybe she needed help.”

      “You saw a woman?”

      “Yes, in the waves, I think.”

      I close my eyes and try to concentrate but it feels like just a dream. That there was no one there at all. My mind wants to put the woman I saw in the restaurant in the ocean, make me think that’s who I saw.

      But was it?

      “Maybe I was sleepwalking?” I ask him. Though I have a memory of grabbing my wallet and key card. I wanted coffee, didn’t I?

      “You’ve never done that before.” Then he hesitates, slowly adds, “At least not around me.”

      Because the truth is, I have done something like sleepwalking before. After my miscarriage, when I was possessed.

      I push both of those dark, looming threats to the back of my mind.

      “But you do look tired,” he says, gently running his fingers over my cheekbones.

      “I didn’t sleep very well.”

      “I slept like a log. I could have kept sleeping but I had a dream about you.”

      I raise my brow. Dreams are never good. “What was the dream?”

      Fear flickers in his eyes. “That you drowned,” he says after a weighty pause.

      Dread sinks into my bones. Fuck. “In the ocean?”

      He gives his head a tiny shake. “No. Maybe, I don’t know. It was so vague, just that I knew you drowned. I woke up and didn’t see you, so I panicked. Thank god I looked to the beach just in time. You were so far away. I ran like hell.”

      “I didn’t drown,” I try to say. I look away from his gaze, staring at the water, the chlorinated bubbles from the jets. “I wouldn’t have gone further…I wasn’t trying to…I’m not crazy.”

      “Hey,” he says, sharp enough that I jerk my head up, meeting his eyes. “I know you’re not crazy. Don’t even think like that. This was just…this was just probably nothing. Let’s hope it stays nothing.”

      I swallow. Oh god. I hope he doesn’t change his mind about having a baby now. This is exactly why I didn’t want to tell him about the woman. I don’t want him to think that something bad is happening or that something bad will happen. I just want things to be normal.

      He leans in and kisses me, soft and sweet. “I bet you’re just all sorts of mixed up. We had a lot of sex last night, even for us, and some of it blew my fucking brain into another dimension. And deciding to start a family isn’t nothing. It’s a big deal.”

      “You still want to?” My voice sounds so small.

      “More than anything in the world,” he says, kissing me again. “Now, when we get out of here, what do you want to do? We have a whole day. We could travel up the coast to see your uncle and the twins?”

      I shake my head. I feel like a brat not stopping by when they’re so close, but I want to keep this little bubble with just the two of us. “I’d rather not.”

      “That’s fine by me. We can just stay here at the hotel. Eat, drink, fuck…”

      I can’t help but smile, wrapping my arms around his neck. “That sounds more my tempo.”
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        * * *

      

      The rest of the day passes at a leisurely pace. After some time in the hot tub, we slowly got ready (perhaps falling back into bed for some more baby-making practice). We started with a walk down the side streets past the shingled houses and weather-beaten vacation homes, flanked by cypress trees permanently bent from the wind. Then we had some coffee and cinnamon buns at this really cool café before we ended up at Mo’s for clam chowder. I know some people say it’s a tourist trap, but as a proud Oregonian I still think it’s the best chowder in the state. I’m not sure Dex agrees though, because he put about eight packets of oyster crackers in the bowl, followed by a dangerous amount of hot sauce.

      After that we stopped at a pub or three, walking all the way up to Ecola Creek, hand in hand, feeling tipsy. The drizzle came and went but we stayed relatively dry, going back to the cottage for another round of the hot tub and then to a Mexican restaurant for tacos and margaritas.

      It doesn’t escape me that we actively avoided the beach all day. As fun as it was to just be with Dex, without a care in the world, I kept running the morning through my head. I hated that it happened, hated that it put a damper on the day, on our trip. But try as I might, it was really hard to let it go.

      But I had to, for both our sakes. It would drive me mad otherwise.

      After dinner, we stopped by a liquor store where Dex got not only a cigar but a big bottle of Jack Daniels. I expected us to just drink it in our hotel room, maybe the hot tub, so I was surprised when he went into a tiny hardware store to purchase some kindling and a charcoal lighter.

      “What’s the point of being on a beach in Oregon if you’re not going to light a bonfire?” he tells me, sticking the cigar in his mouth and putting a lighter up to it. He doesn’t smoke a cigar very often so I can tell he’s in a celebrating mood.

      We walk down a short street to the beach. In the early darkness, a few bonfires are already lit up and down the sand.

      We don’t have far to walk before we find a couple of logs facing a burned-out pile of charred wood. I light up the area for Dex with my phone as he scrounges around nearby for some smaller pieces of driftwood.

      “Are you sure you can light a fire with that?” I ask him, nodding to the wood.

      “Driftwood is the driest wood you can find,” he says. “Also, I used to be in the Boy Scouts. I know what I’m doing.”

      I laugh. “Oh, you were not.”

      He arranges the wood, sticking the kindling in at various intervals, then squirts the charcoal lighter in the middle. The lighter engulfs the wood in an instant with a big hot whoosh.

      “Okay, you’re right, I wasn’t in the Boy Scouts,” he says. “But only because they would have never taught you how to do that.”

      He stands there and stares at the fire for a minute, and I watch him closely, loving the way he looks in the glow of the flames, his face a mixture of light and shadow. His eyes seem to sit deeper, almost black underneath his dark arched brows, the shadows under his cheekbones more pronounced, his beard looking thicker.

      I start wondering what traits of his the baby will get. No doubt they’ll have thick black hair. Will they have his olive, easily tanned skin tone? Or my pale one (the only thing I inherited from my mother)? Considering I’m short and Dex isn’t especially tall, I don’t see any basketball players in our future, but I do hope they get his athletic ability. Will their eyes be blue or brown? Will they get my small nose or Dex’s strong jaw?

      Eventually he catches my eye, the flames dancing in his, and gives me a crooked smile as he takes a drag on the cigar, the embers at the end burning red. He sits down on the log beside me, blowing the smoke from the cigar in the other direction, and hands me the bottle of Jack Daniels.

      “Just like old times,” he says.

      “We’re really going back,” I tell him, unscrewing the cap with a satisfying snap. I raise the bottle to my lips, having the first swig. “Ahh, burns so good.”

      I hand it to him, our fingers brushing against each other, and fuck isn’t it so strange that even the slightest touch still has the power to unleash butterflies in my stomach. Though perhaps it’s all the alcohol I’ve already consumed today.

      “Speaking of going back,” he says, turning the bottle over in his hands. “Remember when we were up at Seaside, just before the haunted demon school? And we were talking about the future, and where we wanted to end up? Have you given that any more thought?”

      “What do you mean?”

      He takes a sip and hands me back the bottle. “I mean, we have the money. We’ll do what we can to honor what we promised Harry, but we have the money and we aren’t giving it back. I know we want to put the apartment up for sale, I know we want to move. But where? What do you really see for us? Where do you see us? Does any of that change if we’re going to have a family?”

      I rub my lips together, mulling it over for a moment. “It doesn’t change much for me. I like Seattle a lot. I feel a kinship with it.”

      “It’s because you’re a grunge girl at heart,” he interjects.

      “True. And a weirdo. Which is why I like Portland too, and it will always be my home, but despite what some people think, I think it’s better that I’m further away from my family. I don’t want to be too far, which is why Seattle works so well. But I don’t think I’ll have a chance to keep growing if I lived closer…though now that I say that, I get why Ada is so mad at me.”

      “She’s going through shit,” he says to me, leaning forward with his elbows on his knees, hands laced, bumping my shoulder with his. “Just give her some space and some time to figure it out.”

      “It’s nothing personal,” I go on. “It’s nothing really to do with her. Or Dad. But I don’t think she gets that.”

      “She will. So, you want to stay in Seattle. You haven’t thought about San Francisco?”

      “I would love to live there but we can’t afford it, no matter how much money we have.”

      “This is true.” He pauses. “But dreams do come true, baby. If our documentary gets picked up by Netflix or Amazon or someone, you never know. Until then though, we stay in Seattle?”

      “Sounds like a plan.”

      “And we try and get a house. With a yard. And adopt a little chubby gray pitbull named Fat Hippo?”

      “Absolutely. Either by the water or deep in the trees.”

      “Pretty sure we’ll only be able to afford deep in the trees. And probably far from the city.”

      Dex makes the grabby hand motion for the alcohol. I hand it to him.

      “We won’t know until we start looking,” I tell him.

      He takes a gulp of the JD and then puts it down in the sand between his boots. He reaches into the pocket of his utility jacket and pulls out his phone, quickly flipping through the apps. Then he hands it to me.

      “I’ve already been looking,” he says.

      I stare down at the Zillow page on his phone and quickly scroll through listing after listing.

      “I saved all the ones we should look at. It’s a lot, which isn’t a bad thing, and we can at least start narrowing it down.”

      The fact that he’s already been so proactive, already starting the process for us to buy a home together and start a new chapter in life, warms me more than the bourbon ever could.

      I lean in and kiss him softly on the cheek. “I love you, you know that?”

      He turns his head slightly, a soft smile curving his lips. He grabs my hand, giving it a squeeze. “I do know that. And that alone means everything.”

      He kisses me back and then hands me the bottle, getting to his feet. “Okay, I’m breaking the seal. Where does a guy take a leak around here without having someone shine a flashlight on him?”

      He takes out his phone, aiming it on the sand as he makes his way away from the fire and into the darkness. I watch as the light gets smaller and smaller, hoping he doesn’t go too far. Finally the light stops moving and I exhale.

      I turn my attention back to the flames, my mind drifting everywhere and anywhere. I don’t blame Dex for already looking at houses—I know how important it is for him to feel like we’re a real family unit, even without a baby. He’s had such a traumatic and tragic childhood, abandoned at every turn, that I know this is the kind of thing he’s always strived for. Or at least he did once he realized he was deserving of it. That was a difficult thing for him to move past, to realize he’s deserving of love and family.

      Sometimes that abandonment still comes out. He’s never been very needy, always been independent, used to looking out for himself and only himself. Selfish, but only because he had to be to survive. Even now I find myself reassuring him that he’s worthy of being loved. It’s a hard thing to overcome, and it’s not like he ever asks for the reassurance, but I always keep it in mind, especially if I act in a certain way that may put him in a bad space. And those bad spaces crop up from time to time.

      He’s had contact with his father, Curtis, over the last few years, but that hasn’t helped as much as I thought it would. He came to the wedding but that’s the last we’ve seen him. He does make the effort to call on Dex’s birthday or at Christmas, which is nice, and he and his wife Margaret send gifts and cards. But their relationship is very strained and I think Dex is still waiting, deep down, for his father to make up for running out on him, supplying him with all the love he missed out on.

      That hasn’t happened yet. I’m not sure it ever will.

      A scratching noise from behind me pulls me out of my thoughts.

      Distracted, I turn around and look over my shoulder.

      There’s nothing but darkness.

      I keep looking, training my eyes to try and see something but all I pick up is the sand closest to me, illuminated faintly by the fire. In the distance there’s darkness, then the lights of hotels and houses.

      Feeling the hair raise at the back of my neck, I turn back around and face the fire. In the distance, the light from Dex’s phone is now gone.

      What the fuck?

      “Dex?” I call out, rubbing my hands up and down my arms, feeling a deep chill come over me despite the warmth of the fire.

      I don’t hear him. I only hear the rhythmic pounding of the waves.

      And that scratching sound again, like someone has taken a stick and is drawing deep lines in packed sand.

      Shit.

      Now my body is abuzz with nerves, telling me to turn around, to look at what’s making that noise. To face the darkness, the truth.

      A puff of hot breath falls on my neck.

      I yelp, jumping to my feet, backing up until I almost fall in the fire.

      There’s nothing there at all.

      Just the log and the empty sand behind it and that infinite black.

      “Perry?”

      I whirl to the side to see Dex approaching, boots crunching in the sand.

      “Where did you go?” I ask, barely finding my voice, my pulse pounding against my throat.

      “I was right over there somewhere,” he says. “My phone died. Thankfully I had the fire to guide me back. Were you going to come look for me?”

      I nod absently and then look back at the log.

      I walk toward it, crouching down to pick up the bottle of JD. As I do so, my eyes drift over the back of the log. Long, deep indents are carved into the back of it, like a pair of claws took a swipe at the wood.

      Right where I was sitting.

      My eyes trail over to the sand behind it, where similar claw marks are visible, leading off into the darkness.

      Was that there before? I can’t even remember.

      “I’m getting a bit cold,” I tell him, giving him a quick smile before handing him the bottle. “Let’s have a shot and head back to the room. I think we need to abuse the hot tub.”

      “Sounds good to me,” he says. He takes a shot then gives me the bottle so I do the same. We quickly kick sand on the fire, putting it out into a puff of dark smoke.

      I make sure we walk back to the hotel by way of the side roads, taking solace in the lights and civilization.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      Our mini vacation did us a lot of good. Despite the couple of strange and scary things that happened, we returned home to Seattle feeling relaxed and refreshed and utterly satisfied with each other. Fat Rabbit, Rebecca, and Lucinda were there to greet us, and Rebecca gave me a birthday present (though she told me to open it later, alone).

      Since it was such a long drive from the Oregon coast, we decide to be lazy and order some Korean BBQ via UberEats. I make a pot of jasmine green tea to go with the meal (our livers need a break), prepared to have a quiet, calm night in.

      But then I can’t stop thinking about the house on Seneca Street. My mind keeps being taken back there, back to Max, to the woman in the washroom, to that terrible dark addictive energy of the place. To something like destiny.

      I’ve just finished swallowing a bite of beef bulgogi, watching David Attenborough narrate about blue whales on the TV, when I say, “I think we should go back to the house tonight.”

      Dex, sitting next to me on the couch, gives me a look of shock, rice balanced on his fork. “What?”

      “I mean, if you’re up for it.”

      He frowns. “You want to go to the house? Tonight? Why?”

      I shrug. I don’t actually know why tonight. Why it can’t wait. I guess I feel a little guilty about having this nice weekend away while Max is stuck in that house, still dead. I was all prepared to pretend that seeing him was in my head, but now that I have the confirmation from Jacob that it really is him, in his own limbo, it feels more pressing.

      Besides, I can’t keep this to myself much longer. I need Dex to see him. I just hope that can happen.

      “I just figure we’re not doing anything and we both have a lot of work to catch up on this week. But I totally get if you’re too tired. That was a long drive.”

      He blinks and then shakes his head. “No. Not too tired. I’ll text Atlas and see if it’s okay. Think he’d lose his shit if we showed up unannounced.” He gives me a funny look before shoveling rice into his mouth.

      “What?” I ask.

      He swallows, gives me a bit of a wicked smile, and I already know what the funny look is for. “Just to hear you taking charge, wanting to go back in that house and scare yourself shitless. It’s a turn-on.”

      “I often take charge,” I remind him.

      “You keep telling yourself that, kiddo.” He pauses. “When are you getting that damn IUD thing out?”

      “Calling the doctor first thing in the morning,” I tell him, getting to my feet. “Hopefully I can get an appointment sooner rather than later.”

      He reaches out and grabs my wrist, staring up at me. “You’re really going to do this? You haven’t changed your mind? I keep thinking back and getting scared that…” He trails off, averting his eyes.

      He almost looks hurt. I sit back down beside him and put my hands over his. “Hey,” I say softly, imploring him to look at me. “I haven’t changed my mind. I’m not going to change my mind. I’ve never been more sure of anything in my life.”

      He finally meets my gaze. There’s so much hope and uncertainty swimming in his eyes that it’s hard not to feel it physically manifest inside me.

      “What changed?”

      I manage a small smile. “I don’t know. But something did.”

      “You used to be so afraid…”

      “I’m still a little afraid, Dex. For so many reasons, not just the ones we’ve already been warned about. It just took me longer to get past them than you.”

      He gives his head a shake. “No. I still think about that, too. What they said. But I don’t want that to dictate what we can do. Or what we want. There was never anything concrete anyway, it was so fucking vague. Just horseshit mumbo jumbo that Max passed on to us. What the hell did that sequoia even know anyway?”

      “Sequoia?”

      “Tall, dumb redwood tree. Look, I know it’s not the best but I ran out of insults for him a long time ago.”

      I can’t help but smirk, hoping Dex pulls that one out later. Max probably hasn’t been insulted properly in a long time.

      “You’ve got a point,” I tell him. “About what he told us. I’m sorry it took this long for me to come to terms with it.” I get back up, picking up my plate. “Now come on, give Atlas a text before I lose my nerve about tonight.”
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        * * *

      

      Atlas took his sweet fucking time getting back to us and giving us permission, which meant the both of us were all prepped and ready, sitting around for about an hour before we hit the road. At least it gave us plenty of time to come up with a game plan for tonight. Last time was totally by the seat of our pants, which worked back in the EIT days, but not if we’re going to be taken seriously by any networks.

      We decided the best course of action this time would be to go to the dining room at the end of the hall first, hoping that perhaps spending time there would draw Samantha Poe out of the bathroom. She obviously wants to communicate with us, and there’s something to be said about how needy the residents of the afterlife can be. Once they can connect with you, they seem hellbent on keeping that connection going.

      Whether you like it or not.

      Besides, we don’t want her playing games with the EMF meter, we want to actually see her. Hear her words. Know what she has to say.

      Okay, so the idea of those things freaks the hell out of me, but it is what it is. Go big and get the footage of a ghost or go home.

      Anyway, if we start on the first floor and linger around there for a while, she might show herself. At the very least, by the time we get to the bathroom, she’ll be ready and waiting for us.

      Then of course, there’s the whole Max thing. I’m just going to play it by ear and hope that he shows up at some point so I don’t have to keep this news to myself a minute longer. Hell, I know that even if he doesn’t, I’m going to have to tell Dex anyway. I owe it to him, more than I owe anything to Max.

      Well, I do owe Max for both Dex’s life and mine.

      We park outside the house around nine, and despite being in the middle of a city and so close to the I-5, it’s still and dead quiet. A light drizzle is falling, clouds hanging low, and there’s a definite nip in the air.

      Dex locks the car, and we give each other a steady look, the kind that tells me to pull up my big girl panties and do this thing. I’m nervous, as per usual, the house looking darker and more foreboding than before. But I’m excited at the same time, and that’s what I try to focus on, for my sanity’s sake if nothing else.

      Atlas didn’t meet us this time, which I think was a relief to both me and Dex since he creeps me out and rubs Dex the wrong way, and the key was under the mat like we were a couple of friends dropping by to water the houseplants.

      “You ready?” Dex asks, his camera already out, the key in his hand.

      I have my flashlight in one hand and the EMF in the other. I nod, giving him a shaky smile as my stomach fizzles with nerves.

      He puts the key in the door and the handle turns, opening with a loud, steady groan.

      The darkness calls to me again, a magnetic pull that’s so much stronger this time than the last. I glance up at Dex to see if he’s noticed the difference, but he just walks right on through, flicking on his light as he goes.

      I swallow down my fear and step inside.

      I swear it feels different this time. Maybe even looks different, like the gold in the wallpaper has flaked away, the floors dull, laced with deep scratches in the wood.

      Familiar looking scratches.

      My mind rewinds to last night at the bonfire, the scratches in the log.

      Yeah…they remind me of that.

      The door slams shut behind me, making me jump.

      “It’s okay,” Dex says in a calm voice, thankfully not pointing the camera in my direction. “It’s just extra vibey tonight.”

      “You feel that too?”

      He nods. “Come on, let’s not spend any more time in here than we have to. You want to walk ahead of me?”

      I cock my brow, warily walking around him. “Just like old times.”

      “I’ve got your back,” he says with a quick wink.

      Right. But who has my front?

      I take in a deep breath, turn both my flashlight and EMF meter on, and start walking down the hall toward the room at the very back. I try to focus on Max when I can, hoping he’s watching, hoping he’ll make an appearance soon. There’s no way he can’t know we’re here. I assume every time that door opens in this house, every dead thing inside turns its head.

      The thought makes me shiver. I need to knock it off.

      Dex keeps the camera focused on my back, and every now and then I look over my shoulder and give it a haunting look, knowing he loves it when I get all dramatic like that. It definitely helps me believe I’m in a role and not reality.

      But the closer we get to the cavernous room at the back, the more scared I get. It’s hard to ignore how things change with each step, like the pressure is getting heavier, my ears feeling like they want to pop. It’s not too dissimilar from stepping into the Veil, which isn’t a good thing.

      “There are obviously more spirits in this house than just Samantha Poe,” Dex says for the camera’s sake. “We’re going to see if we can make contact with them.”

      We are? I ask in my head.

      Sorry, he apologizes.

      But I guess it makes sense. If we’re going to be investigators, mediums, then we have to be open to many possibilities, not just one. Many voices, many beings, many opportunities.

      I keep walking, ignoring the pressure building in my ears, the feeling that the air is getting drier, thinner, my breath becoming shallow.

      Then I stop.

      Before us is the black dining room, up a couple of steps at a higher level.

      It’s cold as hell and the beams from my flashlight and his camera seem to disintegrate in the air, like the light is being choked from them. There’s a strange wind too, blowing back strands of my hair. It smells damp, reminding me of the winds that whirl around inside a cave.

      “What is it?” Dex asks. He’s right behind me now, his presence only mildly comforting.

      “I don’t know. I don’t like it.”

      “We don’t have to go in,” he says.

      And just as he says that, I hear a scaping sound from the black depths, like a chair being pushed back somewhere in the room.

      Oh my god, that’s terrifying. Maybe I’m not as ready for this as I thought.

      “Who’s there?” Dex asks, projecting his voice into the room where it falls flatly. “Tell us your name.”

      The EMF meter which has been steadily beeping at a low volume, locked on green, is now slowly rising to yellow, the beeps increasing.

      “Want to go inside?” he asks.

      I shake my head.

      He presses his lips together into a hard line, then nods. “I’ll go.”

      “No, Dex,” I say, making a move to grab his arm, but he just saunters past me like he’s walking into a Panda Express.

      “Okay, ghosties,” he says, aiming the camera around him, even though the light only carries a few feet, like he’s surrounded by ebony fog. “You want to talk? Here I am.”

      Oh my god. So much for wanting to be taken seriously.

      I take in a deep breath, ignoring how my lungs burn, and then walk up the two steps so that I’m level with him and inside the room.

      We both stare at each other, our faces heavily shadowed, listening for a response.

      Another chair scrapes along the floor from behind Dex.

      He whirls around, shining the light.

      There’s nothing. Nothing that we can see anyway.

      Meanwhile, my heart is beating faster than hummingbird wings.

      “Maybe we should head toward the walls,” Dex whispers to me.

      “Why?” I don’t feel like going a single step further.

      His voice goes even quieter. “Just to know that there are walls.”

      I gulp. How did his mind even go to that place? Like we’re not even in the room, not even in the house anymore?

      I think back to what Jacob said to me.

      This house exists on another plane.

      Of what? The universe? Of existence itself?

      Dex starts walking away from me, the black of his hair and his jacket blending into the void. Even his light disappears.

      “Dex?” I cry out, but my voice is so fucking quiet.

      “I’m here,” he answers. He sounds far away, so my relief is short-lived.

      “How about you come back here?” I ask, shining the light around. I can see where the steps start to lead into the rest of the hall but I can’t see beyond that.

      Silence.

      “Dex?”

      I hear him make a strangled noise, like he’s trying to respond and failing.

      Then an ear-splitting scream fills the air.

      His scream.

      “Dex!” I yell, horror overtaking me, and I start running in his direction, my fight or flight instinct poised to fight for him.

      A light shines right in my eyes and suddenly he’s nearly bowling me over, his hands desperately clawing at my arms, holding me in place.

      “What was that, what happened?” I ask, trying to shine the light on him.

      His eyes look like onyx, the whites wide and shining. He’s breathing so hard I think he might be having a panic attack. Then he looks down at his hands as they shake and tremble.

      My fucking god. It’s rare to see him this scared. All bravado is gone.

      “What did you see?” I whisper harshly, wanting to get the fuck out of this room.

      “It’s not…” His eyes pinch shut and he tries to breathe in through his nose, his nostrils flaring. His eyes whip open and he stares at me wildly. “It’s not what I saw. It’s what I felt.”

      “What did you feel?”

      He lets out a long exhale, shaking his head. “A leg. I felt a leg.”

      “A leg!?” I repeat, practically shrieking.

      “Yes. On the wall. The wall was like…slimy, like membranes or…tissue.” We both make a disgusted face in unison. “I moved my hand over, at about this high.” He gestures straight out in front of him. “And then I…I touch a leg. An ankle, a calf. A man’s leg, I think. About five, six feet off the ground.” He swallows. “It was stuck to the wall.”

      My hands go to my mouth, the EMF meter clattering to the floor, though I manage to keep hold of the flashlight. I think I’m going to throw up.

      He quickly crouches down and picks up the meter, aiming it at the darkness he just came out of. “I have no doubt that this thing will go red if we go over there.”

      “We are not going over there,” I hiss at him, grabbing his arm hard. “We are leaving this fucking place. I did not sign up to be talking to ghosts where there are people’s legs on the fucking walls.”

      I motion my head toward the steps, so terrified that if I don’t do something, I’m going to freeze in fear. I need to walk away from this place, but I can’t leave him behind.

      Thankfully he just nods quickly, and we both hurry out of the darkness and down the steps, into the hallway. Here it’s still dark of course, but nothing like it was in there, like it was a black hole that swallowed all light.

      We walk fast until we’re back near the stairs. I stop, hesitating, remembering Max.

      “You really want to go up there?” Dex asks, following my eyes up the staircase. “I just touched a fucking leg stuck to a gelatinous wall.”

      “Samantha is up there. Maybe she can tell us what that room is about.”

      He gives me a crazy look. “I mean, if you want to, let’s do this.”

      “I don’t want to go back in there,” I say, gesturing down the hall. “But upstairs is familiar to us.”

      “You are full of surprises,” he mutters under his breath. He sighs and then aims the camera at me. It’s interesting to see him on the other side of things, him being cautious, me wanting to keep going into the unknown.

      I climb up the stairs, past the second floor, and onto the third, Dex close behind the whole time. I hear his breath growing steadier, though I can feel how chaotic his energy is. He’s scared shitless and I don’t blame him. I’m scared too but not as scared as I should be, considering.

      We stop outside the bathroom door, the stream of bloody water flowing out from under it, heavier and thicker than before.

      That’s not the only thing that’s different this time.

      The door is open a crack.

      Darkness lies behind it.

      I try to swallow, my heart feeling caught. I look at Dex, not sure what we should do.

      He lifts up the EMF, showing me that it’s back to green.

      As in, this should be harmless, safe.

      But what the fuck is considered safe with us?

      He gives me a barely perceptible nod, his eyes coaxing me.

      He wants us to go inside.

      I steady myself, straighten my shoulders, trying to calm my nerves which have turned into pins and needles up and down my limbs.

      Okay, I tell him.

      He studies me for a moment, I guess to make sure, then aims the camera at the door and slowly pushes it open.

      The door is heavy, as if it’s stuck.

      As if something is holding it in place.

      But Dex keeps pushing until it opens, inch by inch.

      And then it’s open wide.

      “Jesus,” Dex whispers, the light shining straight ahead.

      I have to walk through the blood to be by his side, but there’s a reason I wore boots tonight.

      I stop beside him and look forward into the bathroom.

      As it seems to be with so many rooms in this house, the bathroom is huge, longer than seems possible. It stretches on and on, black and white tiles on the floor like a chessboard, the stream of blood cutting through the middle of them like a gushing wound.

      At the very end is a large frosted window, a faint orange glow from the streetlights outside coming through, giving everything a sense of normality. It reminds me that there is a world outside this place, the normal world, and that this place isn’t forever.

      Beneath the window is a large claw-foot bathtub.

      Filled to the brim with bloody water.

      The source of the stream.

      “Samantha?” Dex asks, his voice echoing off the bathroom tiles.

      He steps inside.

      I follow.

      We walk slowly, carefully, our feet splashing through the blood. Our end goal is the bathtub, and somehow it seems to get further and further away. I shine my flashlight on the walls, at the mosaic of tiny tiles which at first glance seem abstract and artistic.

      On closer look, they resemble things.

      A black goat.

      A raven.

      A bat.

      A fur-covered baby with red eyes.

      Horns.

      Oh my fucking god.

      “Dex,” I whisper harshly, unable to process the utter fear I have running through me, the fear that these images are bringing me, like they’re striking me right in my lizard brain. “Look.”

      My flashlight is shaking, scattering the beam as Dex brings the camera closer, the lens focusing on the tiles. “What the fuck is this shit?” he breathes.

      A splash from the bathtub echoes in the room.

      We gasp and turn to face the tub, both beams focused on it.

      The water is moving, sloshing over the sides in red waves, flowing toward us.

      But we don’t move.

      We can’t.

      We’re unable to look away from the tub where a hand is slowly rising out of the bloody water. Then an arm. Pale and tinged with black streaks, the arm of a dead woman.

      The arm reaches over the side of the tub, long bony fingers pressed against the porcelain.

      And then the head rises, like a nightmare moon.

      White face, black hair, black eyes, black teeth.

      The woman in the ocean.

      She smiles at me.

      Hello again, she says.

      And then, fast, disarmingly fast, she hauls herself out of the tub and onto the floor, coming toward us on all fours.

      I scream so loud, I’m vibrating.

      Dex grabs my arms, screaming along with me, and starts running, shoving me in front of him, running and running, my boots slipping on the blood.

      I fall over just as I step out of the door, right onto the hardwood floor, my hands breaking my fall.

      I cry out, rolling over, watching as Dex pulls the door shut.

      “We’ve got to go,” he says frantically, hauling me to my feet and then swinging me up so I’m being carried on his back, for the second time in as many days.

      He starts running down the stairs to the second floor.

      “What the fuck!” he yells.

      Before I get a chance to ask him what happened, if I can even form words with this level of horror running through me, Dex runs right SMACK into something, everything coming to a full stop.

      The impact sends the both of us flying back, and I land on the floor again, this time my poor shoulder taking the brunt of the impact.

      “Fuck,” I cry out, more in terror than pain.

      I reach out to touch Dex, or my flashlight, anything, but there’s nothing.

      “Sorry about that, little lady,” I hear Maximus’ voice drawl through the dark. “Didn’t know if I’d be able to stop you or not.”

      I feel a hand on my arm, and I know it’s not Dex’s hand. Maximus gives my arm a squeeze, I guess trying to be comforting, though I don’t think I can be comforted right now by anything or anyone.

      “Dex?” I ask uneasily.

      “I’m afraid I might have knocked him out,” Maximus muses. “You got a flashlight on you?”

      A flashlight? Can’t ghosts see in the dark?

      I slowly sit up and then reach around until my hand grasps the flashlight. I knock it against the ground until a flickering light comes on and I quickly shine it around me.

      Dex is crumpled on his side, Maximus standing off to the side of me, staring down at Dex with what can only be called amusement.

      “Is he okay?” I ask, worry taking over as I get to my knees and crawl over to him.

      “You ask if he’s okay?” Max says with a soft laugh. “Perry, you know your husband better than that by now. If he can survive a sword through the throat, he can survive almost anything.”

      Almost anything.

      “Dex?” I whisper, putting my hand on his shoulder and shaking him.

      “Hopefully the camera is okay. You sure do have bad luck with that shit.”

      I glance over at the camera. The light isn’t on anymore and it might be broken, but it’s the least of my concerns right now.

      Max crouches down in front of Dex and gives me a sheepish smile. Just like last time, I’m completely struck by how whole and real and, well, large he looks. Like nothing changed for him at all. Like death was just a hiccup, like he hadn’t just been in Hell for a long time. I can’t even imagine what that would do to a person, whether they were alive or dead. Either he’s always been tougher than he seemed or he’s managed to move on. Maybe being a Jacob helps in that regard.

      “I’m doing okay,” Max says to me softly. “Don’t you worry about me. Let’s just worry about him.”

      “You said he can survive almost anything!” I cry out.

      He laughs. “Yeah, I reckon he can. But how is he going to handle me? That’s another story entirely.”

      But I can tell from the shit-eating twist to his lips that he’s going to enjoy the hell out of this.

      He clears his throat and puts his hand on Dex’s arm. “Dex? Bout time you pulled yourself together, son.”

      Dex lets out a moan and I shine the light on his face, his eyes pinching shut against the intrusion. “Fuck,” he eventually says, brows knitting together. “What the fuck just happened?”

      “You fell,” I tell him.

      He groans, trying to move, eyes still closed. He raises his hand to block the light. “Feels like I ran into a fucking tree.”

      I glance at Maximus briefly before looking back at Dex. “Well, you kind of did. Remember that sequoia joke you told me?”

      He blinks, opening his eyes in confusion.

      Only to see Maximus grinning down at him.

      “Nice to see you, old friend,” he says.
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      Stunned.

      Dex is absolutely stunned, staring right at Maximus, his eyes growing wider and wider, seemingly frozen in place.

      “Dex?” Max prompts.

      Then Dex yelps and tries to move backward, shuffling along the floor until he backs up against the wall.

      “It’s okay,” I try to assure him. “It’s really him.”

      Dex is breathing heavily, his eyes jumping to mine, now looking at me like I’m crazy, before going back to Maximus. “This isn’t real,” he manages to say, still in disbelief. “You’re not here. You’re not real.”

      Max gives him a sympathetic head tilt and then turns to me, offering his hand.

      “Perry!” Dex barks at me. “What are you doing? Don’t touch it.”

      But naturally I don’t listen.

      I put my hand in Max’s and he hauls me to my feet. I give him a grateful smile and then eye Dex, my brow raised as if to say, see, he’s real.

      “What the fuck is going on?” Dex asks, then rubs his hands over his face vigorously. “How hard did I hit my fucking head?” He removes his hands, frowning when he realizes Max is still right here. “I don’t get this.”

      Maximus folds his arms and peers down at him. “I have to say, you’re being more obtuse than I thought you’d be.”

      Dex eyes me, shaking his head. “How come you’re not freaking the fuck out? I don’t understand. See, this is how I know it’s not real.” He points his finger at me and then at Max. “If this were real, Perry would be losing her shit.”

      “Oh, she did,” Max drawls. “Remember the last time you were here, when you were locked alone in that room? Well, I sure as heck surprised her then.”

      Dex is looking at me now, eyes rapidly searching my face.

      It’s true, I try to tell him.

      “And when I kissed her, well, that really got her spooked.”

      “WHAT?!” Dex roars, scrambling to his feet.

      I close my eyes, pressing a fist to my forehead. Oh, fucking hell.

      “Max!” I hiss at him. “Are you trying to get yourself killed?”

      “Already dead, sweetheart.”

      Dex stands there, eyes wide, nostrils flaring, hands balling up into fists. He’s angry as hell but he’s also scared. “What the fuck are you talking about? You kissed her?” He looks at me. “He kissed you?”

      “I was trying to prove a point,” Maximus says dryly. “The point came across. Hey, if it helps you believe me, I’ll kiss you too.”

      Dex looks so horrified that I almost laugh. “The fuck you will.”

      “Offer’s on the table,” he says with a wink, just to piss him off more. “Things feeling a little more real now?”

      Dex keeps shaking his head, walking over to me. “Did this chodepigeon really kiss you?”

      “Oh my god, Dex, really? That’s your concern right now?”

      “Right, right, right,” he says, eyes flashing. “I guess my concern is why the hell this happened to you days ago and you never fucking told me.”

      I knew that would bite me in the ass.

      I wave my hand at Maximus. “He told me not to.”

      “And you just believed him? And you believed he was real?”

      “Well, no,” I say carefully. “I checked with Jacob.”

      His eyes nearly fall out of his head. “Jacob? When…the fuck, Perry! Is that why you went for a drive with him?”

      “Oh, you saw Jacob. Good,” Maximus says glibly. “Hope he’s doing alright.”

      I glare at Max to shut up, then look back to Dex. “I had to make sure.”

      “And you didn’t tell me!”

      “He said not to tell!” I yell back. I face Maximus. “You told me that I shouldn’t tell him about you.”

      He shrugs. “That’s right, darlin’. I did say that.”

      “And you honored his wish instead of telling me? Your husband?” Dex asks snidely. I know he’s full of anger right now, I just wish he didn’t sound so hurt underneath.

      “He’s dead,” I protest. “You can’t just not honor the wishes of the dead. I didn’t know what to do.”

      He turns his fury to Max. “And why the fuck couldn’t she tell me?”

      Max runs his hand over his jaw, supressing a smile. “No real reason. Just more fun this way.” Now he’s full-on grinning at us, looking pleased as punch. “I wouldn’t have traded any of this for the world.”

      “Ugh, please don’t tell me you reverted back to being an asshole,” I scowl at him.

      “I was in Hell, you know,” he points out. “Saving both your apparently ungrateful asses, lest you forget.”

      “Is this what we have to look forward to when we pull you out of there?” I say to him. “You reminding us of that? Because it’s going to get old real soon.”

      “What are you talking about?” Dex asks. “Pull him out of where?”

      “He’s in the Veil,” I say, waving my hand around. “This whole house is like the Veil. Jacob dragged him out of Hell but could only take him this far.”

      “You have got to be shitting me,” Dex says, a look of awe coming over him as he stares at Max. “It really is you, isn’t it?”

      “Something like that,” he says. “You gonna give me a hug or what?”

      Dex wrinkles his nose. “I don’t know. You going to try and kiss me? Because I might need a breath mint.”

      I watch in amusement as Max grins and goes over to Dex, putting a meaty palm on his shoulder and pulling him in to a hug. Dex winces, looking like he’s being crushed by the giant ginger. But eventually he pats him (rather awkwardly) on the back, and I swear there might be just a hint of emotion in his eyes.

      Maximus releases him and then slaps Dex on the back, HARD, making him cough.

      “Okay, okay. I get it,” Dex says, looking pained. “You’re real. Didn’t have to break my ribs like that.” He looks between the both of us. “So now what? Dex is all filled in here, no more secrets. Right?” He glares at me.

      I throw up my palms. “No more secrets. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you. I really wanted to. I would have if we didn’t see him tonight.”

      “So you wanted to come back tonight because of him.” He jerks his thumb at Maximus.

      “And Samantha,” I tell him.

      Seconds after her name falls from my mouth, the house fills with the sound of a door unlocking from the floor above us and slowly creaking open, followed by a thump.

      The bathroom.

      I look at Dex, wide-eyed. I do not want to run into her again.

      “Hey, big guy,” Dex says to Maximus. “You wouldn’t be able to do anything about a troublesome dead woman, would you?”

      Max’s expression turns grim, which I have to admit, puts all the fear back in me.

      “Follow me,” he says, lowering his voice. He goes down the stairs as Dex and I exchange a look of surprise, and then Dex quickly scoops up his camera, peering at it as we hurry after Max.

      “This better not be broken,” he grumbles. “And I can’t believe he fucking kissed you and you didn’t say shit about it.”

      “Sorry,” I tell him under my breath. “It’s not like it left an impression on me.”

      Max lets out a derisive snort from ahead of us as he leads us down yet another set of stairs, going into the basement. It’s barely lit from my flickering flashlight.

      “In here,” he says, opening a heavy door.

      “Oh great, he’s leading us into a basement,” Dex says. “Fucking love basements.”

      We step into a cold room that’s lit by ochre-colored windows that line the upper part of one wall, facing onto the street, the streetlights providing just enough glow. There’s a brick fireplace with a Moorish arch above it, and broken Middle Eastern lanterns strewn between old leather furniture.

      “What is this place?” I ask, shining my flashlight around.

      “I’m guessing this used to be the smoking room, back in the day,” Maximus says.

      Dex seems more preoccupied with getting the camera to work. I zip open my purse and find an extra flashlight, handing it to him.

      “Here,” I tell him. “I think I left my EMF reader upstairs.”

      “You can come get it next time,” Max says.

      “Next time?” I repeat. “You think there’s a next time? If that was Samantha Poe up there in that bathtub, I’m sorry but there’s no way in hell that we’re talking to her.” Not to mention the fact that I’ve seen her outside this house. “No, we’re getting you out of here tonight.”

      “I told you last time, sweetheart. It just ain’t that simple.”

      “But you said you had a connection with me.”

      Dex looks up from his camera, glaring at the both of us. “A connection?”

      I give Max a pleading look like, please don’t fuck this up and say something that will set Dex off.

      But Max gives me a smirk, and I don’t like the look of that smirk.

      “We do have a connection,” he says slowly. “Happens when you’re that intimate with someone.”

      Dex’s hands nearly crush the camera. “If you don’t shut up,” he growls at him, “I’m going to fucking kill you.”

      “Like I said, I’m already dead.”

      “What if the both of us kill you?” I threaten him. “That might count for something. Stop being such an instigator. We’re trying to help you, you jerk.”

      “Fuck that, I’m already having second thoughts,” Dex says.

      “Looks like the gang’s all back together,” Max remarks with a smile.

      “Shut the fuck up,” Dex and I both say to him in unison.

      The sound of the floor creaking above us steals our attention. All three of us look up, sucking in our breath. Well, Dex and I do—I don’t even know if Max breathes or not.

      There’s someone walking across the hall on the main floor. I want to think it’s Atlas paying us a visit, but I know that’s probably not the case.

      “Are you sure we’re safe down here?” I ask Max, trying to keep the panic from my voice.

      “I reckon so. She’s never come down here. None of them do.”

      “None of them?” Dex practically spits out. “Who are the rest of them? And are any of them missing a leg?”

      “Ah, I see you’ve met Victor, then.”

      “I think I met Victor’s leg…”

      “What is this place, Max?” I ask him. “It’s not just a house. Jacob said as much. He said it exists on another plane.”

      He sighs and sits down on the leather armchair, dust flying up from his weight. “I don’t really know. I’ve got no answers at all.”

      “Well, what did Jacob say when he brought you here?” Dex asks. “You didn’t ask him where you were? You just thanked him for the ride and that was it? No tip?”

      “No.” Max gives him a steady look. “If you could understand my frame of, well, mind at the time, then you’d know. Look, the two of you have no idea what Hell is like.” Dex opens his mouth and Max quickly waves at him dismissively. “You don’t, okay? You gotta trust me on that. The Veil has layers, Hell has layers too. The deepest ones…well, I’m thankful I guess I wasn’t there. I doubt anyone would have been able to get me out, and if they had, I’m pretty sure my brain would be scrambled eggs by now.”

      “Delightful,” Dex mutters.

      “So no, despite not having scrambled eggs for brains, I wasn’t really aware of where Jacob had brought me. Heck, I have no idea when that even was. What is time here? It might have been last week. I mean, how much time has even passed since I died?”

      “Three and a half years,” I tell him solemnly. “Give or take.”

      “Huh,” he says, placing his hands on the armrests and tapping his fingers on the leather, deep in thought. “Well, I’ll be damned.”

      “Okay,” Dex says after a moment, and I can see he’s trying to give him space. “So you’re here in this house, which may be a giant portal or a waiting room or who knows what. You’ve obviously had to interact with everyone else in here.”

      “Not everyone,” he says slowly, still staring straight ahead at the fireplace. “And not everything. There are things in here I don’t want to meet. Things that might take me back to Hell.”

      “What things?” I ask, uneasiness building in my stomach.

      “I reckon you didn’t see it with the witch?”

      I blink and look over at Dex. He’s staring at me with the same befuddled expression. “Witch?” I repeat.

      “Samantha Poe. She’s a witch. Or was a witch. Same difference, I guess.”

      “How do you know that?” I ask him.

      “I know a witch when I see one,” he says simply. “I’m sure if you investigated things a little further, you’d figure out more.”

      “That Edgar Allan Fuck is a literal son of a witch,” Dex says, shaking his head. “I knew he was hiding something.”

      “Maybe he doesn’t know,” I point out.

      “Oh, he knows.”

      Meanwhile, Maximus is staring at us in confusion. “Edgar Allan Fuck?”

      “Atlas Poe,” I tell him. “Samantha’s son.”

      “Ah yes, the son. I’ve seen him around in here. Talking to her.”

      “Hold on, before things get weirder, you said that we didn’t see it with the witch. What is it?” I ask.

      “The demon,” he says. “At least I think it’s a demon. I’m not about to tussle with it to find out. As long as I’m in this place, any demon can bring me back, I reckon.”

      “Would this demon, uh, happen to walk on all fours and crawl on the ceiling, have black, dense fur with white eyes, and a long leathery tail?”

      I can feel Dex frowning at me and I know I’m close to admitting the truth. I just hope this doesn’t bite me in the ass later. I’m so afraid that every time I mention something scary that happened to me, Dex is going to change his mind about the baby.

      And at that thought, Max catches my eye. A hint of recognition flashes over his, and I wonder if he happened to hear me. I hope not. I don’t want to go down that long road with him right now.

      He raises his chin and then nods. “Yes. That’s what the demon, or whatever it is, looks like. You’ve seen it then?”

      “We saw it in a haunted school on the Oregon Coast,” Dex says. “Scariest fucking thing I’ve ever seen.”

      “But you’ve seen it lately,” Max says to me knowingly.

      I glance quickly at Dex. “Yes. In the parking garage.”

      “You said that could have been a raccoon!” he cries out.

      “You said raccoon!” I tell him once again. “And anyway, that’s what it was. I, uh, I’ve seen it somewhere else too.”

      “Where?” Dex asks.

      “In a restaurant.”

      “A restaurant?” he and Maximus repeat together.

      “Shucks,” Maximus adds. “That’d be one hell of a Yelp review.”

      Dex reaches out and grabs my arm, eyes frantic. “Why didn’t you tell me this? What restaurant? When?”

      “When Rebecca and I went out for lunch with Lucinda,” I say guiltily. “I saw the same woman we saw in the bathtub. I couldn’t see her face, but I just know it was her. She had this thing on a leash—it was under the table. I couldn’t see it properly, but I saw the tail. I knew. And Lucinda called it a monster.”

      “Lucinda saw it?” Dex cries out incredulously. “Did Rebecca?”

      I shake my head. “No. And it quickly disappeared.” I know Dex is seething, I can feel the anger rolling off of him. I keep going. “And then I saw her in the ocean, at Cannon Beach. I remember now. It was her. I was, like, compelled or something. It was Samantha.”

      “Fuck,” Dex swears, throwing the camera down on the leather couch, his hands going into his hair as he turns around and walks away from me. “All this fucking time and you didn’t tell me.”

      “I didn’t want you to worry,” I plead.

      “I am your husband!” he roars, whipping around and storming back over to me, finger in my face. “It’s my job to worry about you! It’s what I do!”

      “Now I don’t want to get in the middle of a marital spat here,” Max says softly. “But the more of this energy you bring into this place, the more this place will feed off of it.”

      Dex closes his eyes, breathing hard. Then he turns and plops down on the couch next to the camera, trying to work through what I did.

      Max gives me a sympathetic look. “I’m glad you told us. From what it sounds like, she hasn’t hurt you out there.” He gestures to the windows. “I think this house works the same way on her. Being a witch, she can probably project or manifest herself better than I can. But her real power lies in the house. You’re seeing her because she wants you here, wants to talk to you. Wants something from you, anyway.”

      “Always Miss Popular,” I mutter.

      “Or maybe she’s just fucking with you,” he adds. “I don’t know. I think you should keep future visits brief.”

      “We have to come back for you,” I tell him. “Just tell us what we need to do to get you out.”

      He exhales and runs his hand through his hair, pressing his lips together for a moment. “I thought, with the two of you, perhaps that would do it. But I don’t think so, and I don’t feel like trying tonight. Maybe come back again, when you’re both calmer. We need that calm energy. Forget about the witch for now. Just come back, and come straight here. You’ll be safe.”

      “And if that doesn’t work?”

      “I have another person up my sleeve,” he says, looking forlorn. “Though I’m not sure where she is, or how she’s doing, or if she’d even want to come up here to see me.”

      “Rose,” I whisper.

      Maximus’s ex-girlfriend who seemed to be turning back into a girlfriend right around the time he died. I’d been in contact with Rose after his funeral in New York, but she didn’t want anything to do with either Dex or me. She was so distraught, and she blamed us for his death. Which was more or less true.

      Max nods. “If you could reach out…”

      That wasn’t going to be easy, but I’d be willing to give it a shot.

      “Of course,” I tell him.

      Max gets to his feet. “Now, I hate to kick out my houseguests, but I really think you both oughta leave now while you have a chance.”

      “While we have a chance?” Dex repeats, his voice low, his face sullen, doing all he can to avoid looking at me.

      “Follow me. I’ll be your escort,” Max says, heading for the door.

      “Dex,” I whisper, coming over to him, putting my hand on his arm. “I’m sorry, I—”

      “Don’t.” He whips his arm away, his eyes a raging storm, angry and hurt. “I’m fucking mad at you.”

      “Easy now,” Max reminds us, just as he opens the door. “Stay calm.”

      Shit. I knew keeping things from Dex was going to hurt me, I just didn’t think he’d take it this bad. I’ve always kind of been like this, but then again, everyone has their breaking point. Perhaps tonight is ours.

      I follow Maximus and Dex out of the room and up the stairs, my heart feeling heavier by the minute.

      We make it to the front door without any incidents, and leave Maximus inside, giving us a quick wave goodbye before the door closes.

      Dex and I walk in silence through the drizzle back to the Highlander.

      It’s a painfully awkward car ride home.
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      Dex is still mad at me.

      Even though I’ve just woken up, I can already tell. His animosity sits in the bedroom like lingering smoke.

      Plus when I roll over, he’s not in bed beside me. Usually I’m up first, and I didn’t even sleep in this morning.

      I sigh and roll back over, staring up at the ceiling and composing my thoughts.

      When we got back to the apartment last night, I tried in vain to apologize for keeping things from him, not just about Maximus, but about Samantha, too. But he wouldn’t hear any of it. Dex is a force to be reckoned with when he’s angry. It doesn’t happen very often, but when it does, those storm clouds roll in, and he can be brutal. He doesn’t yell unless you provoke him, but he does turn inward and seethes and simmers on all fiery cylinders.

      Suffice it to say, my apologies weren’t taken. We went to bed in a fight, which I fucking hate. And now, even though the morning usually has a way of making things seem brighter and lighter, I can tell that nothing has changed. He’s just as angry as before, so much so that he didn’t want to spend a second longer in bed with me than he had to.

      Honestly, I feel sick. My stomach is in knots right now, my heart physically aching in my chest. I was already feeling like this thanks to Ada, but now I’m on a whole other level.

      I sit up, clutching the covers to me, listening for Dex in the kitchen. It’s dead quiet. Maybe he left.

      That thought makes me feel sick too.

      Regardless, I know what I have to do today. I need to call my gynecologist and make an appointment to get my IUD out, I have to try and contact Rose, and I’m going to try and go to my morning spin class. It’s within walking distance, and if I skip my coffee and get going right now, I’ll make it.

      I get up, slipping on my pajama pants, and step out into the apartment. I go to the bathroom, and when I get out, I nearly jump out of my skin when I see Dex sitting on the couch with Fat Rabbit in his lap, drinking a coffee from his favorite mug.

      He doesn’t turn to look at me, even though the dog does, and I can’t help but feel he’s trying to turn the pooch against me.

      I could be petty. I could pull the, you’re angry at me so now I’m angry at you bullshit, because I’m really good at that. But I don’t want to add fuel to the fire—I just want him to talk to me.

      “I’m going to go to spin class,” I tell him, clearing my throat. “I’m running a bit late. I’ll call Rose after.”

      Silence. I couldn’t feel more awkward. The chill coming off of him is punishing.

      He takes a sip of his coffee but still doesn’t look at me. “Sounds good. I’ll get in touch with either Harry or Atlas. One of them will have to give us answers.”

      “Okay,” I say, my voice faint.

      I hurry back into the bedroom, shutting the door behind me, and exhale deeply. Have I mentioned how much I hate fighting with him?

      I quickly get dressed in my yoga pants, sports bra, t-shirt, and sneakers, grabbing my water bottle from the dresser and phone from the charger. I pull my hair into a ponytail and then head to the door, slipping on my black puffy coat that makes me feel like a goth marshmallow. “Text me if you need me to pick up anything,” I call out to him.

      He just raises his hand as way of saying goodbye.

      Ugh.

      I leave the apartment feeling like shit, hoping that the five-minute walk and forty-five minute class will get my endorphins up. I try to go spinning twice a week, even though I know I should be doing more, but I figure it’s better than nothing. I’m not as obsessed about my weight as I once was, and I have Dex to thank for that since he’s crazy attracted to me no matter what I look like it seems (plus I’m not about to give up my ass and boobs just so I can fit into a size eight), but I still like to keep in shape for a whole range of reasons.

      One of the best reasons is because it turns off my brain, lets my mind go completely and utterly blank.

      I get on the bike near the back of the classroom, giving a shy nod to the rest of the regulars who ride this class as everyone takes their usual spots. After the first five minutes of the warm up, I think about everything, from my body, to how I look on the bike, to Dex, to Maximus, to Rose, to the baby, to Ada, to everything about Samantha Poe. I replay scenes in my mind, over and over again, overanalyzing everything.

      And then, after five minutes, when things kick into high gear and the resistance and cadence goes up, and I feel sweat on my forehead start to break out, I stop replaying the scenes.

      I stop thinking.

      I go blank.

      It’s fucking bliss.

      Except it’s also not, because my legs are strained and my lungs are burning and I’m gasping for breath and I’m so damn hot and sweaty that I feel like I’m being smothered. All my thoughts are replaced with feelings. Not emotional ones but feelings from my body. That’s all I can focus on.

      By the time spin class is over and I’m exhausted, I’m still unable to think about much of anything. I’m just a blank space. I’ve got endorphins flowing through me and I’m calm. I know there’s shit going on in my life right now that should get me upset, but my brain literally won’t entertain it.

      Perry isn’t here right now.

      I head into the rest of the gym and lift some free weights. It’s almost empty in here, as it usually is on weekday mid-mornings, which is why I like it. I can do my workout without men lecturing me on my weight-training or feeling out of place.

      When I’ve done enough squats and lifts, and those endorphins fade and I start thinking about what a shitshow my life is at the moment, I head to the locker room to shower.

      I’m big on privacy (I mean, I get changed in the locked washroom stall), so locker rooms aren’t my favorite place, but they have private showers here, and at this time of day no one is here anyway.

      Case in point, when I step inside, the place is empty. I use the toilet and then go to my locker where I shoved my marshmallow coat and phone. It takes me a bit to get the key in the lock, and I have to stop and look at it to make sure I’m actually at the right locker and not someone else’s.

      I try again, and this time it clicks open with ease. I’m about to open it when I swear I sense someone walk past me from behind.

      I turn around, expecting to have missed someone in the washroom, but there’s no one there. Good.

      I know it’s silly to think that Dex may have texted me while I was doing my spin, but I check my phone anyway. There’s nothing, of course, and my heart sinks a little. I’m not really in a rush to go home and get the deep freeze, and I feel gross, so I put my phone back, lock it up again, and then grab a freshly laundered towel from the rack in the corner.

      Tucking the ends of my hair under my elastic band, I head into the shower stall, locking the door behind me. I wish I brought a change of clothes but I was obviously not thinking properly earlier. At least the walk home is short. I want nothing more than to crawl into comfy pajamas and curl up under the covers, waiting for Dex to defrost.

      I quickly strip and then turn on the water, doing that awkward waiting thing, shivering just out of the spray while the water slowly heats up. While I don’t wear a ton of makeup, I’m actually pretty vain about my hair, so I refuse to wash it here considering the shampoo and conditioner they provide is pretty awful and leaves your strands like straw.

      Finally the water gets warm enough and I get under the stream, careful not to get my hair wet.

      Over the sound of the shower, I hear the door to the locker room swing open.

      But I don’t hear anyone walk inside.

      Odd.

      Maybe it was a janitor checking to see if someone was in here.

      I go back to showering, pumping some shower gel into my hand, when I hear the stall door next to me open and then lock. The person has quiet footsteps. Of course, there are four shower stalls in a row, so I don’t know why they had to pick the one next to me.

      They turn on the shower, the hiss of their water joining mine, and I start rinsing the soap off of me, watching the suds go down the drain, round and round.

      Blood red water flows across from under the stall, almost touching my toes.

      I flinch, instinctively backing up against the wall.

      For a second I think I might be bleeding, though I won’t have my period for another week, then I realize the blood is coming from the other shower.

      I try not to feel disgusted—maybe she has her period—but there is a pretty decent depression in each stall, so there’s no way the water could flow over to me unless their drain is clogged.

      And as that thought goes through my mind, I watch as more blood flows over from the other stall.

      I gasp and quickly step out of the water, avoiding it just in time, my heart pounding so hard it’s shaking me.

      “Are you okay?” I ask the person, my voice echoing in the room.

      I listen, but all I hear is the shower running and all I see is the red flowing over from the space underneath the stall, going down my drain.

      Oh my god, this isn’t good. What if they really hurt themselves?

      “Hello?” I ask.

      I’m about to crouch down and look to see through the gap when suddenly a pair of feet appear at the side of the stall, facing my direction.

      I stare at the feet for a moment, the sense of dread inside me deepening. The feet are familiar to me somehow, ghostly white with black cracks in the skin, broken toenails. Blood runs down the legs in never ending rivers.

      Then one foot disappears.

      Then the other.

      The metal on the side of the stall pops out, as if someone is pushing on the other side.

      I automatically look up to the top of the stall, just in time to see a long white arm reaching over the top and the tip of a black head rising, about to pull itself over.

      I scream.

      I scream bloody murder and turn on a dime, nearly slipping on the slick floor, my hands flying to the stall door lock.

      It won’t open. It won’t unlock.

      Of fucking course it won’t!

      “Help!” I scream, trying desperately to open the door, banging on it, trying to rip it off the hinges. “Please, someone help me!”

      I hear a wet thump behind me.

      She’s in the stall with me now.

      The water splashes.

      There’s cold breath at the back my neck.

      I won’t turn around.

      I won’t turn around.

      Finally, I hear the door to the locker room swing open, footsteps, shouts, and then a woman is pulling the door open and I nearly fall out into her arms, totally naked.

      “What happened?” she asks, holding on to me. “Oh dear me.”

      But I can’t even form words. Even if I could, it would do me no good to tell the truth.

      Because when I look back at the shower, everything is normal, the door slowly swinging shut.

      The water is running.

      There’s no Samantha Poe.

      And there is no blood.

      But I know what I saw.

      “I…” I say eventually, my panic mixing with embarrassment as another gym member steps into the room, eyeing me with concern. I manage a fake smile. “I’m so sorry. I have panic attacks. The door wouldn’t open…”

      “That’s okay, honey,” the woman holding me says, her voice warm. She gives the other girl a look that says I got this so that the other girl leaves.

      But I don’t got this.

      I’m going fucking insane. I’m totally wet and naked, being held by a stranger.

      Somehow I manage to pull myself together, giving her an embarrassed smile, though the fear is still lingering beneath the surface. I don’t want the woman to leave me alone in here either.

      “I’m so sorry,” I tell her. “I didn’t mean to scream.” I glance back at the stall door, which has closed itself again. “I hate to ask, but do you mind retrieving my clothes?” I point feebly at the shower. I can’t go back in there.

      “Of course, honey,” she says.

      I sit down on the bench closest, awkwardly covering myself up with my legs and arms, until she hands me my clothes. “Do you mind waiting until I get changed?” I then ask. I feel so pathetic doing so, but I can’t stand to be alone right now.

      She nods and turns her back to me, giving me privacy while I quickly get my gym clothes on, slipping on my shoes. Then I fight with the lock again, tears of frustration and everything else building behind my eyes.

      The woman comes over to me, calmly unlocks it, and pulls out my coat.

      I quickly slip it on and try to give her a brave smile.

      “You need a ride home? Someone to come get you?” she asks me.

      I shake my head. “It’s a short walk. I’ll be fine.”

      “Okay,” she says slowly. “You take it easy now, you hear?”

      I nod. “I will.”

      I quickly leave the locker room, my cheeks burning as I go through the reception area, people staring at me, wondering what happened.

      I’ve never walked home so fast. The fear has me so shaken that there’s nowhere for it to go and I’m barely holding myself together.

      When I get to our building, I go up the stairs instead of the elevator, unable to handle the idea of standing still for too long.

      Then I open the door to the apartment.

      Fat Rabbit’s head pops up over the couch and he gives a bark at me.

      “Dex?” I ask, praying he’s not still mad at me, not now. But I don’t hear him. I’m alone.

      I go over to Fat Rabbit, scooping him up into my arms and holding him close, scared to death, hoping he’ll calm me down. He licks my face with his stinky dog breath and I swear my blood pressure lowers.

      Then the front door swings open.

      Fat Rabbit jumps out of my arms and onto the couch just as Dex bursts inside.

      “Perry!” he yells at me, running over, looking crazed.

      He grabs me by the shoulders and pulls me into him, holding me tight. I’m shocked only for a moment, then I sink into his chest, my hands going around his back, nails digging into his t-shirt. “What happened? I was just looking for you,” Dex asks.

      “How did you know?” I say softly, trying to fight back tears. If holding Fat Rabbit lowered my blood pressure, being held by Dex is like a double dose of Xanax.

      I’m safe.

      I’m safe.

      “I heard you,” he says, breathing hard. He must have been running. He puts his hand at the back of my head and presses my face against him. “I heard you yell, somebody help me. I heard it in my head. Fuck, I’d never been so terrified before. I thought I lost you. I ran to the gym but they said you’d left. We must have just missed each other.”

      He pulls back, holding me by the shoulders again, his grip vise-like. Manic, anguished eyes rapidly search mine. “I thought…I thought I wouldn’t see you again. I had this terrible fucking thought that you were gone. And that I never got a chance to...that the last thing I did was treat you like shit and…”

      “It’s okay,” I tell him adamantly. “I’m okay. And I’m sorry.”

      “No,” he says, voice getting gravelly. “No. I’m sorry. I know why you didn’t tell me. I know I can get overprotective of you. I know you thought I’d change my mind about the baby. I know all these things. I should have talked to you—instead I didn’t know how to process it…”

      “I should have told you everything that was happening.”

      He closes his eyes, breathing deeply through his nose. “I was hurt that you didn’t trust me. That’s all. But that was no excuse. Baby, I love you so much.” He puts his hand on my cheeks. “I love you. Forgive me.”

      “I love you,” I whisper. “There’s nothing to forgive. It was just a fight. We do that from time to time, you know.”

      He kisses me softly, then pulls me into a hug again, wrapping his arms around me. “What happened? The woman at the gym said she heard you had a panic attack?”

      I’m almost too scared to say anything, as if talking about it, thinking about it, would invite Samantha into our home. But I won’t hide anything anymore, not from him. “I was in the shower after class. Someone got into the shower next to me. There was all this blood coming over and…I saw her feet. I saw her arm as she climbed over the stall. It was her, Dex. It was Samantha.”

      “Shit.” He holds me tighter.

      “Yeah. I tried to escape, but I couldn’t get out. I heard her behind me. Thank god a woman came in and got me out. Of course there was no blood, and no dead witch. I had to lie, tell her it was a panic attack. She wouldn’t have believed me.”

      It feels like he’s trying to crush my ribs now. “You’re not going anywhere without me.”

      Normally I would point out that this overprotectiveness is what I was trying to avoid, but I don’t argue with him. I don’t want to be alone ever again, to be honest.

      “I’m not going anywhere,” I whisper, managing to look up at him.

      He stares down at me, a million different emotions passing through the depths of his eyes, the line between his brows deepening.

      “I hate it when we fight,” he says in a low, rough voice, hands sliding into my hair. “It kills me. I would have never been able to forgive myself if…if it ended like it did.”

      “But it didn’t. I’m okay.”

      “Doesn’t matter, baby. I…I can’t lose you. I won’t. You’re more than my other half, you’re in my blood and in my fucking bones. To lose you is to lose my very soul. To lose you is death.”

      I feel my heart crumbling into tender little pieces, rendered weak by his words.

      When I feel strength again, I manage to give him a faint smile. “Don’t be so—”

      Dramatic.

      But my words are cut off by his mouth on mine. The kiss is sweet and sad and desperate, making my heart expand in my chest. My toes curl in my shoes, my fingers dig into his shoulders. There is safety and solace in the wet slide of his tongue, the hungry fever that spreads from his lips to mine. This kiss is the doorway to becoming whole again, to healing all wounds.

      We stumble backward to the couch, moving fast and slow all at once. Like we have all the time in the world, yet there’s an urgency running through us both, that need to come together, to make things right between us again.

      We’ve always been very good at making up.

      Our clothes are discarded as we go, and thankfully Fat Rabbit gets the hint and jumps off the couch, disappearing into the den.

      I press my hands on Dex’s shoulders and push him down onto the couch so that he’s sitting, and I straddle him, my knees on either side of his thighs, the front of me rubbing against his shaft.

      He lets out a low moan, one hand going to the back of my neck, the other to my breast where he feels the weight of it in his palm, his breath hitching. His head dips forward, licking over my nipple, teasing it until the fire in my core is building with pressure. He licks me like I’m something to be treasured, cherished, my nipple turning pebble hard under his tongue, nerves sparking like a live wire.

      I gasp, leaning forward, reaching down to take a firm hold of his cock, his skin hot and hard and soft all at once. I feel his desire pumping against my hand, growing larger by the second, the heat pressed against my palm.

      I should take my time with him, luxuriate in this, in the both of us coming together again, erasing the fight and hurt and anger, but I can’t. I need to be completely removed from what just happened, need all my thoughts and wants and feelings to whittle down to just him, just us.

      Slowly, I tighten my fist around his girth and move him into position, and gradually lower myself down until he’s pushing his cock up into me, trying to take control.

      He hisses out a breath, his face rising to meet mine in another hot, wet kiss that feels like forgiveness and hope, and I expand around him until he’s inside me to the hilt and I’m breathless again.

      God, this is so, so good.

      “Perry,” he whispers to me, hands on my face, in my hair, hands trailing down my back, to my waist where he spreads his palms wide, bracketing me.

      He doesn’t say anything else, just offers up my name like a prayer and I close my eyes, moving my hips back and forth, up and down, trying to control as much as I can. Every single moment is pure exquisite bliss, the silky slide of his body inside mine, the purity of our connection.

      Eventually he can’t handle it. He rarely can when I’m in charge. His grip around my waist turns bruising, and he starts to lift me up and down on his cock, faster, deeper enough that I have to dig my fingers into the back of the couch to stay remotely in control.

      “I don’t know how but I keep falling in love with you,” he says, emotion and desire rippling through his voice. His tempo slows momentarily as he brushes my hair off my face, continuing to rock his hips up into me, continuing to make every part of my body feel alive. “I can’t stop it.”

      He kisses me, just getting my bottom lip, pulling it into his mouth for a wet moment. Then he breaks away, taking in a deep, shaking breath and resting his forehead against mine. “I don’t think it’s normal to need someone this much.”

      I’m about to tell him I know how he feels. That I feel the same, how I can be married to him and yet have these feelings be so intense and deep and permanent that it still scares me. But he tightens his grip at my waist and lifts me up instead.

      “Get on your knees so I can take you from behind,” he says gruffly.

      And just like that, he goes from sweet to crude, and I’m being flipped over by his strong arms so that my ass is to him, my breasts pressed against the back of the couch. He shoves a knee between my thighs, parting them roughly, and then wedges himself inside me. He’s so hard where I’m so soft, and the change in positions has me wild, like I’m feeling him deeper than he’s ever been before, like we can’t ever be parted.

      He shudders a breath in my ear, kissing the back of my neck, his hips moving in tight, controlled circles that has his body straining behind me, trying his hardest to hold back, to keep the pace from getting punishing. I love him at this stage, when all he wants to do is come, when he’s fighting the urge to rush through it, to succumb to the intoxication of it all.

      He’s in a fucking battle.

      Another controlled pass of his hips, and then one hand is sliding between my legs, the other squeezing between my breast and the couch. I try to move back a bit, but he’s right there, all of him, this hot, chaotic energy that wants to undo me.

      He starts fucking me harder, the couch moving in inches across the floor. Each hard shove makes my mouth drop open, my eyes rolling back in my head, breathy little cries rising from my throat.

      He whispers hoarsely to me, pressing kisses on my neck, my shoulders.

      He tells me how good I feel.

      How much he loves me.

      How badly he wants me to come.

      That I’m a good girl.

      That he can never be without me.

      His finger slides across my clit again and again, and I know that I can’t hold back. I gasp as the orgasm rocks through me and then builds, builds, higher and higher, until I don’t know where it ends or if I can come back down. My cries get louder, more incoherent, and if I went off like a bomb, then the real explosion was lying in wait.

      I am obliterated.

      So is he.

      “Fuck!” he yells in a choked cry, pumping in as deep as he can go, holding me so tight to him that we’re fused. He’s shaking as he comes, and the way he keeps saying my name, that prayer again, brings tears to my eyes, all the emotions of the last twenty-four hours flooding through me.

      He falls forward, his damp chest pressed against my back, his face buried into my neck, breathing hard.

      We stay like that for a few moments and it grows so quiet that I can hear the fridge kick on, mixing with the sound of our breathing. In all that we’ve gone through, we’ll always come back together like this. Like there are magnets in our hearts.

      “That’s my girl,” Dex whispers into my hair, words shaking. “That’s my girl.”

      A single tear rolls down my cheek, and I quickly wipe it away with the heel of my palm. I don’t always get so emotional during sex, and for some reason it embarrasses me today. I’m a wreck.

      He pulls out, and I hate that empty feeling I get afterward, even though I feel so much more whole now than before.

      “You okay?” he whispers, placing a kiss on my shoulder before getting to his feet.

      I nod, closing my eyes, turning my head to give him a small smile.

      The exhaustion suddenly hits me, and it takes all my effort to actually face him, collapsing onto the couch.

      He pulls on his briefs, smiling at me with that blissfully sated look in his eyes that tells me everything between us is back to normal just as his phone rings from his jacket on the floor.

      “Might be Atlas,” he says, pulling it out of his pocket. He peers at the number and shrugs. “Hello?” he answers.

      I gather my scattered clothes, about to take them to the laundry basket in the bedroom, but I pause when I notice that Dex is silent, looking absolutely dumbfounded.

      “How?” he asks breathlessly into the phone. I watch as his expression gets more confused, more fearful. An icy river trails down my back.

      “Okay, thank you,” he says. “I’m sorry.” That comes out in a whisper.

      He hangs up the phone and looks at me, blinking for a few seconds.

      “What is it?” I ask him.

      His mouth opens and then closes again. “Harry is dead.”
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      I stare at Dex, trying to process what he just said.

      “Harry is dead?” I repeat. “What do you mean he’s dead?”

      He swallows and sits back down on the couch, elbows on his knees. “I mean, he’s dead. That was his accounting firm. I’d left a message with them when I couldn’t get a hold of him or Atlas. They told me he was found yesterday on the shore of Seward Park in Lake Washington. They’re doing an autopsy right now but they’re calling it an accidental drowning.”

      My hand goes to my chest. “Oh my god.”

      It’s then that I realize I’m still naked. I’m tired of being horrified and naked at the same time.

      “Hold on,” I tell him, hurrying into the bedroom to throw my gym clothes in the laundry basket. I quickly get dressed into a long thermal shirt and leggings, pulling my wet hair back into a bun. I rush back out to see Dex zipping up his jeans, subtly shaking his head.

      “This can’t be a coincidence,” he says in a grave voice.

      “Maybe he…maybe he tried to kill himself.”

      “Then he didn’t try. He succeeded.” He pulls on his shirt, messing up his hair. “Why would Atlas let us go to the house?”

      “Maybe he didn’t know his stepfather was dead? They didn’t seem close from the way he talked about him. And Harry never even mentioned Atlas at all.”

      “I knew there was something off about the both of them.”

      “We both figured that. I mean, he paid us all that money for pretty much nothing…” I trail off, realizing something. “Oh my god. They’re going to think we’re suspects now!”

      Dex frowns. “What are you talking about?”

      “They’ll see Harry wrote us a giant check. They’ll wonder why he paid us that huge amount and then died like three weeks later.”

      “From what his company told me, it didn’t seem suspicious.”

      “Yeah right! Why do an autopsy then?”

      “Covering their bases?” he says with an unsure raise of his brows.

      “Well fuck. I don’t know. What if the police contact us?”

      “So then they do. We haven’t done anything wrong.”

      “We’ve been in his house.”

      “His abandoned house and with his permission.”

      “We need to get a hold of Atlas.” The apartment seems cold suddenly, and I rub my hands up and down my arms. As if I wasn’t already anxious enough, this is just throwing more shit on the fan.

      “I’ll try again,” he says, picking his phone up off the coffee table. “I’ve literally been calling and texting him all morning. Of course, I looked him up on Facebook, Instagram, all the usual suspects. There’s nothing. Nothing but a phone number. I’m starting to wonder if…”

      “Wonder what?” I ask uneasily.

      “Is he even alive?”

      “Atlas?”

      “Yeah. What if he’s not? What if he’s a ghost?”

      I try and think back to all our encounters. We’ve only seen him at the house, nowhere else. Never seen him get in a car or an Uber. Never seen him beyond the property. He just always sort of…appears. Beyond cryptic and creepy too.

      “He could be,” I say. “But…it doesn’t make sense. If he’s dead, what does he need us for?”

      “To open the Veil to get his mother out. Look at the ginger bastard. He can only do so much.”

      “But Atlas has a phone. What ghost has a cell phone?”

      Dex shrugs. “I don’t fucking know. The millennial ones? What I do know is we need to talk to him and we’re not going back in that house until we do.”

      “Dex, come on. We can’t do that to our friend.” Then again, with Dex so mad at me up until now, we’ve never really had a chance to discuss Maximus together. I mean, wow, there’s a lot to unpack right there.

      He gives me a slight nod. “You’re right. But we still have to talk to Atlas first. I have to know who his mother is.”

      “Well, if you can’t find anything about Atlas online, maybe you can find something on Samantha?” I point out.

      He agrees, walking past me into the den. I follow, taking a seat beside a napping Fat Rabbit on the twin bed while Dex pulls up Google on the computer.

      We find an old Facebook profile belonging to her, but it’s private and locked down. Her profile picture is one of a casket though, which is jarring. I’m assuming that after she died, either Harry or Atlas took over the account and that was their way of letting people know she was dead? Either way, creepy.

      Then I remember what Maximus said about her being a witch. I get Dex to type in “Samantha Poe witch” figuring it’s a long shot, but lo and behold some public Instagram page for Washington State Wiccas comes up. Apparently about ten years ago Samantha Poe was part of leading an intensive three-day program in the Olympic Peninsula about elemental witchcraft.

      “That could be something,” I say.

      “Could be. Could be there are a million witches named Samantha Poe. I mean, come on. If you were a witch, wouldn’t you pick that name?”

      “Are witches even real though?”

      “Are ghosts real? Sasquatch? Zombies? Come on, kiddo, you know better than that.”

      You’d think I would.

      “So now what?” I say.

      “We just have to keep trying Atlas.”

      “Well, when is Harry’s funeral? Why don’t we keep an eye on the obituary columns and see when it is? Then we can show up, see if we spot Atlas.”

      “Providing he’s not a ghost.”

      “Even if he is a ghost, he still might be there and we’ll still be able to confront him.”

      “I like the way you think,” he says. “In the meantime, have you tried Rose yet? Can’t forget about her.”

      “It slipped my mind,” I admit. Nearly dying at the hands of a dead witch in a shower stall at the gym will do that to you. I head into the living room to grab my phone from my coat (remembering now that I left my favorite water bottle at the gym), then come back into the den, scrolling through my contacts until I find Rose’s number.

      It’s so fucking weird. The last texts I sent to Rose were over three years ago; I’d ended up sending five in a row after she stopped responding to me. I had first called her on the phone to deliver the awful message that Maximus had died. That phone call broke me.

      Then after the fact, I tried to keep in touch, to know how she was doing.

      My eyes drift over her last text to me: I knew he should have never left, never gone to New York. He’d still be alive.

      AKA, if it wasn’t for me flipping out because Dex had gone missing, Maximus would have never come to help, and never would have died.

      I responded to that, asking for forgiveness, telling her I was sorry.

      I texted for a few weeks.

      Nothing.

      Now I’m about to text her again. Better news this time, I hope, but what the hell do I say? Your boyfriend’s back and you’re going to be in trouble?

      I end up texting: Hey Rose, I hope this is still your phone. It’s Perry. I have some information about Max that you need to hear. Please let me know if we can talk on the phone.

      I push send, wondering if it will reach her.

      After I send the text, I decide to text the other blonde who won’t talk to me.

      “What are you doing?” Dex asks, peering over at me.

      “I’m texting Ada again.”

      “She still not talking to you?”

      “She is, but only one-word answers,” I tell him, blowing a loose strand of hair off my face in frustration. “I can’t get anything out of her, and the more I pry, the more she clams up. I know she wants to deal with this alone, maybe because she feels stupid, and believe me, when her pride is wounded, she gets rabid.”

      “Oh, I know.”

      “So maybe it’s for the best, but still. She’s been there for me through all the awful bullshit you put me through.”

      His brows furrow. “Hey. No cheap shots. Dex 1.0 had a lot to learn.”

      “Does Dex 2.0 have to talk about himself in the third person?” I ask. He rolls his eyes. “Anyway, I just want to help. I hate the idea of her alone in that house.”

      “She has your father.”

      “You know he’s not doing well, either.” I sigh, resting my forehead in my hands. “God, there’s so much to keep track of right now. I can’t keep my head on straight.”

      Dex gets up from the desk chair and sits next to me on the bed, forcing the dog to move over an inch, to which he loudly complains through various snarfs and snorts. He puts his arm around me and I rest my head on his shoulder.

      “Let’s just focus on one thing at a time. That works better for me and probably works better for you. So, Samantha is the main problem right now. We deal with her first. Then Max. Then Ada. Then your father.”

      “And the baby?” I whisper.

      He moves his head back to look at me. “There’s no problem there. That will happen when it does. Don’t you worry about that, okay?”

      I sigh, grateful to at least push that concern out of my head. He still wants that for us, no matter what’s been happening.

      “We’re going to find Atlas,” he says. “That will happen.”

      “And Max?”

      “We’re going to help him too, the best we can.”

      I raise my head and look at him, our faces close. “Isn’t it crazy? That he’s here? Maximus?”

      He swallows audibly and nods. “Yeah. To be honest with you, it still feels a bit like a dream. Like he’s not really there. Like I imagined it all.”

      “I felt the same way the first time. Now it feels more real.”

      “And we’re sure it’s not the house fucking with us?”

      I shake my head. “I definitely think it’s fucking with us, but after confirming with Jacob, I know it’s real. That he’s real.”

      “It would have been a hell of a lot easier if Jacob had just finished the job. What happened to him being all powerful?”

      I think back to what he told me, about restoring order. “That’s the thing. I don’t think he has all the power in the world. I think he can only do so much, whatever his role allows him to do. Which means he probably answers to someone else.”

      “Fucking ginger conga line.”

      “Either way, at least he brought Max back this far. I really never thought I’d see him again.” I pause. “I wouldn’t have gotten a tattoo of him otherwise.”

      Dex laughs sharply. “He probably did this on purpose.” He exhales, running his thumb down my arm. “I will say, I’m relieved to see him again. I just…I don’t know if I can really relax just yet. What does this even mean? If we bring him out of the house, is he still a ghost? Is he human again? A Jacob? Where does he go, what does he do? How the fuck does someone go to Hell for years and then come back and be as right as rain? I just don’t know. As much as I know we need to help him, that we owe it to him, I think it makes sense to keep our guards up.”

      I don’t want to agree with him. The Maximus in the house was the same that I remember. A bit of a dick, living to piss Dex off, overly casual until he’s not. Also surprisingly selfless. But Dex is right. We don’t really know what happened to him (not to mention he might not either), nor what will happen if we pull him free.

      But I guess we’ve both committed to making it happen anyway.
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        * * *

      

      It’s been four days since we learned that Harry died.

      In those four days, not much has happened.

      Rose never returned my text.

      Ada continues to give me one-word answers.

      My father hasn’t been any more forthcoming.

      I’ve stuck by Dex’s side the entire time, not even leaving the house to walk the dog by myself.

      At least I made a gynecologist appointment for next week.

      Three days ago, there was an obituary for Harry in the newspapers and they also did a brief write-up about him and his “accidental drowning” in the lake. They mentioned that people had seen him walk straight to the shore, strip himself of his clothes, and then walk right into Lake Washington, swimming out into the middle where he went under.

      I wish I could have talked to the witnesses myself. I would have asked them if it looked like Harry was trying to rescue someone, or if he looked like he was walking into the water in a daze, like he was compelled. I’m actually surprised they didn’t rule it a suicide, or maybe they did and didn’t want to put it in the paper.

      Harry’s funeral is today at 2 p.m. at a cemetery in Bellevue. Obviously, getting a hold of Atlas hasn’t worked at all, so Dex and I are crashing the funeral in hopes of seeing him there.

      I know that sounds disrespectful, but we’re also there for Harry, too. I never met the guy, but Dex did, and he did give us enough money to change our life, at least for a while. I just hope the man is at peace and that his death wasn’t at the hands of the very wife he loved so much.

      “I’ve always wanted to do this,” Dex says to me as he parks the Highlander outside the cemetery. It’s pouring rain, the sound of the drops on the roof filling the car, and in the distance, people with umbrellas have gathered in the middle of the graves.

      “Do what?”

      “Be the mysterious person at the funeral lurking in the background, holding the big black umbrella.” He reaches around into the backseat and grabs the black umbrella, giving me a devious grin.

      Figures.

      He exits the vehicle and then comes over to my side, opening the door and holding out the giant umbrella so it shields us both.

      Unfortunately, we end up doing just as Dex wanted his fantasy to play out. We lurk in the background, trying to look respectful while also looking deeply suspicious, our eyes searching for Atlas.

      And that’s when we spot him.

      Actually, it’s rather hard not to.

      After one person finishes speaking by the open grave, Atlas, dressed in all black, naturally, steps out of the front row and takes his place in front of the crowd.

      He doesn’t have an umbrella at all, and is getting absolutely drenched by the rain until the priest comes over, using his own umbrella to shield him.

      “Well, I’ll be,” Dex muses. “The ghost has an audience.”

      “I don’t think he’s a ghost, Dex.”

      We can’t hear what Atlas is saying, obviously talking about his stepfather, and it’s not long before he’s sitting back in the crowd and a woman goes up to speak, maybe an aunt.

      “What should we do?” I ask Dex.

      “Wait and see.”

      So we wait. It’s cold and I’m huddled under Dex’s arm, clouds of our breath rising in the air, the rain rhythmic on the umbrella.

      Finally people start to disperse.

      Atlas solemnly greets a few people, shakes a few hands, and suddenly I feel kind of bad that we’ve been hating on him (or assuming he’s a ghost) when he just lost his stepfather. For all we know, he might not have his biological father around anymore, and now he has no family at all.

      “Hey.” I nudge Dex in the ribs. “Be nice to him, okay?”

      He nods, seeming to understand.

      We watch until Atlas leaves the crowd and then starts walking in the opposite direction from most of the attendees.

      We start walking after him. I don’t think he’s seen us, but even so we don’t want to lose sight of him either.

      He’s almost out of the cemetery gates when Dex yells, “Hey, Poe!”

      So subtle.

      Atlas stops in his tracks, glancing at us over his shoulder. He doesn’t run, but he does look resigned to see us.

      We quickly catch up.

      “I knew you were here,” he says quietly. “I just didn’t want to believe it.”

      “We’re really sorry about your stepfather,” I tell him. “I can’t imagine how hard it is.”

      “Is that why you’ve been calling me all day and night?” he asks, eyeing Dex.

      Dex shrugs. “We wanted to offer our condolences.”

      “But we also have questions and we really need you to answer them,” I tell him. “Please,” I add, practically begging.

      He eyes the both of us, then pushes his wet black hair off his face. His green eyes match the color of the cedars today. “Okay,” he says with a tired sigh. “I knew this was coming.”

      “What else do you supposedly know?” Dex squints at him.

      “More than any man should,” Atlas answers. “I saw a coffee shop around the corner,” he says and then starts walking.

      “You don’t want the umbrella?” Dex asks, though I’m momentarily horrified that if he’s offering his spot, that means I have to share it with Atlas.

      Atlas waves his hand dismissively. “I like the rain. It’s cleansing.”

      He keeps going.

      I exchange a wary glance with Dex, and we follow.
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      In hindsight, walking wasn’t the best idea. It would have been better to drive, and by the time we finally get to the hole-in-the-wall coffee shop turned diner, my jeans are splashed with water and I’m freezing. Of course Atlas looks like a drowned rat, but it doesn’t seem to bother him at all.

      The shop is dim and almost empty except for an elderly couple in a booth in the corner and a blue-collar type man at the counter, talking to the waitress.

      We take a booth by the window and Atlas excuses himself to use the restroom.

      “He better fucking talk,” Dex practically growls as Atlas walks away, though the minute the waitress comes by he turns on all the charm.

      “Hello, Flo,” he says to her, though her nametag says Kim. “What kind of pie do you have on this beautiful day?”

      I kick Dex under the table but it does no good.

      She gives him a wry look and absently taps her nametag. “Apple.”

      “What kind of apples?”

      “Apple,” Kim repeats, looking at him like he’s stupid. “Like from a tree.”

      “We’ll just have two coffees,” I tell her quickly, smiling big to make up for Dex. “Cream and sugar.”

      “Okie dokie,” she says, walking away.

      “You never let me have any fun anymore,” Dex whines. “You know I’m particular about my pie.” Then he straightens up when Atlas walks back.

      For whatever reason, Atlas is mostly dry now. Like his hair is only wet at the ends.

      “How the hell are you dry?” I ask him.

      He slides into the seat across from us and gives me an odd glance. “Huh?”

      “You were soaked.”

      “Oh,” he says, trying to catch the waitress’ attention. “I used the hand dryer.”

      “In two minutes?” Dex questions.

      Atlas gives him a tight smile that does not meet his eyes. I swear the color in them is different than earlier, not so much a cedar but the blue gray of a spruce on a cold day. “I suppose you want to get down to business.”

      We do. But I mean, I’m also intrigued by how he dried off so fast, like there’s no way that’s possible.

      But the waitress comes by with our coffees, which look thicker than motor oil, and Atlas puts in an order for green tea.

      “What do you want to know?” he finally asks, folding his hands in front of himself. He has a lot of silver rings on his fingers, something I never noticed before. Maybe because I’ve never been this close to him in the daylight, inside a public building.

      I look at Dex, trying to figure out who should go first. He gives me a nod to take the lead. I guess it’s mainly my story now.

      “Atlas…” I begin. “I’m not really sure how to say this, but I think your mother is haunting me.”

      Of course the waitress picks this moment to drop off his green tea, giving the three of us quite the look before she quickly leaves. I don’t think she’ll be by to offer us a refill.

      He picks up the string on the tea and moves the bag back and forth in the hot water, not saying anything for a minute. Then, “How do you know it’s my mother?”

      “What really happened to her?” Dex asks, plowing on through. So much for me taking the lead. “You lied to us.”

      “I never lied to you,” he says simply in that vacant tone he does so well, staring down at the mug.

      “You fucking did. You said she drowned. You left out the part about her drowning in a pool of her own blood. Did she kill herself? Did someone kill her? What happened in that house?”

      Dex’s leg is starting to bounce, the adrenaline running through him, and I put my hand on his thigh to remind him to calm down. He’s already in a mood.

      Atlas finally looks up, meeting Dex’s eyes. “Harry said she drowned because he couldn’t face the truth of what she did and what she was. He never could. That’s why he killed himself.”

      “You think he killed himself?” I whisper.

      His eyes go to mine but they give me nothing. “What is the alternative? That he went for a swim?”

      “That he was compelled to do so,” I offer.

      The tiniest smile creeps up on his lips. “So then you know about her.”

      “I have theories,” I tell him. “But we need to hear the truth from you, about all of this. Both of you were lying to us from the start and we need to know why.”

      His eyes flutter closed, his lashes dark, and he inhales and exhales deeply, like he’s suddenly meditating.

      “I will tell you everything,” he says in a low voice, enough so that Dex has to lean in to hear him. “And when I am done, I won’t say anymore. I can’t. You have to trust me on that.”

      I automatically push my hand into Dex’s thigh, silencing him, knowing he has a rebuttal to that.

      “Okay, we will,” I assure him.

      “And no matter what I say,” he says, his eyes still closed, “you should choose to believe me, for your own sake.”

      His eyes open and now they’re not green at all but grey. The dull, desaturated gray of the Veil. My hand on Dex’s thigh turns into a fist.

      “Dude,” Dex says in a whisper, “do you know that your eyes just changed color?”

      “Did they now?” he asks, not looking amused. He looks to me. “I come from a long line of witches. This is one of the traits passed down.”

      Witches. So Maximus was right.

      “Your mother was a witch,” Dex says.

      “She still is,” he says. “Just because she’s dead, that doesn’t mean anything.”

      “Are…you a witch?” I ask. “Can a guy be a witch?”

      Again, not amused. His eyes go dull. “I’m not your focus here. This is about the women. It’s about the line. I wasn’t lying when I said I was related to Edgar Allan Poe. He had a child out of wedlock, two years before he died. The woman, Jacinda, a witch, took his name regardless of the fact he wanted nothing to do with her. She then had a son and that son married a witch. And then they had a son and that son married a witch. And so on, and so on. Blood passed down through the generations, mixing with power.”

      “So you really are a son of a witch,” Dex comments, running his hand over his jaw.

      “Yes,” he says dryly. “Can’t say I haven’t heard that one before.”

      “So your mother, a witch, then married a descendent of Poe. Obviously not Harry,” I say.

      “No. She married my father, Victor.”

      Both Dex and I stiffen in unison.

      Atlas eyes us uneasily. “I take it you’ve seen him in the house?”

      Dex clears his throat. “Uh, part of him.”

      Atlas nods. “I see. So that was Victor. He was an awful person. Just awful. Abusive to me, to my mother, overly cruel. Hated animals, people, hated me especially. Hated everything and delighted in hurting others. He was a psychopath and there wasn’t a moment growing up where I didn’t feel like my mother and I could die any day at his hands.”

      “Oh my god,” I say softly, while Dex loudly slurps his coffee, his attention glued to Atlas.

      “He wanted to control her, he wanted the power she had. She wasn’t an especially powerful or prophetic witch, but she could work with the elements well. Water, fire, wind. Water especially. Birds were her familiar. But he hated that, hated that she could do things he couldn’t.” He takes a sip of his tea, looking ever so casual. “They were destined, you see. A witch is always destined to marry the sons of Poe. That’s the way it is. And after so many generations, you were bound to get a man with bad blood. At least she had me, so that was her reasoning. And she took the abuse over and over again until one day she couldn’t.”

      He looks around the restaurant absently, as if reminding himself of where he is. Then he visibly relaxes in his seat and gives us a tepid look.

      “She killed him.”

      Fuck.

      Samantha Poe killed her first husband. Somehow I’m not surprised at all.

      “It was self defense,” Atlas continues with a shrug. “Except that it was done in a ritualistic way. The worst kind. Black magic. The stuff she wasn’t supposed to touch. Not to mention that killing him ruined any future chances of the line carrying on, in the event that I don’t…succumb to destiny, as they say.”

      “What kind of ritualistic way?” Dex asks.

      “I came home from school one day and found my father spread out on the kitchen table, set up like an altar, cut up into different pieces.”

      I nearly choke on my coffee, my hand shaking as I lower the mug.

      Holy shit.

      No wonder Atlas is so fucked up.

      “I thought I had it bad,” Dex says, whistling under his breath.

      “You still had it bad, Dex,” Atlas tells him, and I don’t bother asking how he knows that about Dex. I’m assuming he knows everything about us going forward. “Don’t let someone else’s horror story diminish that. Besides, I still had my mother.”

      “Did your mom go to jail?” I ask.

      He gives me a patient look. “When you know black magic, when you go that far, you can do anything. No, she didn’t go to jail. She was able to glamor her way out of things, tell people what they wanted to hear. No one liked Victor much anyway, so when she told them that he just up and left us, no one bothered to double-check and track him down.”

      “So where does Harry come in?” Dex asks. “Because that man looked like he’d be terrified of Count Chocula.”

      He gives a genuine, albeit close-mouthed, smile for once. “She married Harry because he was in love with her and he was the safest, most boring person she could imagine. She had him so glamored, so wrapped around her finger, that she could do anything. And it helped, since she was cursed. Or, is cursed. Still.”

      “Cursed?” I repeat.

      He nods. “Yes. This is the problem.”

      I look at Dex again, who raises his brow.

      This is a lot to take. First Atlas and his ever-changing eyes telling us how his violent father was murdered via ritualistic black magic (which might account for how Dex found his leg on the wall), and now that his mother is cursed.

      “Please explain,” I say to Atlas, spinning the coffee cup around in my hands.

      It doesn’t make me feel good to see a wash of trepidation come over him. I can’t imagine Atlas getting scared easily, especially when we’re sitting in this slice-of-Americana diner.

      “It was her punishment,” he says carefully. “I don’t know from who. I don’t know if it’s a thing that just happens when you cross a line, when you evoke dark sources. But the curse isn’t just a concept. It’s a thing.”

      “What kind of thing?” Dex frowns.

      “A demon,” he says softly.

      I’ve got ice water in my veins. My hand automatically goes to my chest.

      “You’ve seen it?” Atlas asks me. Oh, he knows I’ve seen it.

      I nod. “I think so.” My voice comes out squeaky.

      “Terrifying thing, isn’t it?” he comments, sipping his tea. “So that’s what we both had to live with. It became attached to her by a leash, never letting her go. She was forever chained to it.”

      “So she doesn’t keep it on a leash.”

      A sad smirk. “No. It keeps her on a leash.”

      “And Harry…” Dex prods.

      “Harry couldn’t see it,” Atlas says. “But I could. And of course my mother could. So she tried to live with it until she couldn’t. She killed herself in the bathtub, with a razor blade, hoping it would drown the curse with her but…” He sighs, putting the mug down, staring into it, eyes searching the water like he’s watching something in it. “Now she’s bound to the house. With the curse. Forever.”

      That almost sounds sad, except for the fact that she keeps trying to kill me.

      “So you wanted us to free her,” Dex says. “Is that it?”

      “Harry did. Harry was compelled by her after death. Obsessed with her. It was all her own doing, all in her control. She knew she would be free if you could do it, so she made Harry contact you. Give you money. Give you anything.”

      “But you want us to free her, too,” I tell him.

      His smile is strained as he looks up at me, his eyes wavering between grey and green. I’m suddenly very aware of his pain. “I do and I don’t. I do because she’s my mother and I love her and I’m still in so many ways compelled to do this, and I don’t because she’s cursed and she’ll hurt people and I’m fucking afraid of her. Black magic never leaves you. It changes you, corrupts you, ruins you.”

      “She’s compelling you?” Dex asks quietly after a minute.

      His eyes close. “I don’t think I’ve slept in years. She’s always there, in my mind, telling me to free her. Sometimes she’s not in my mind at all, but right in front of me. Screaming at me.”

      I can barely swallow. “Can she…hurt you? Is she actually appearing before you?”

      “I’m not sure if she can physically hurt me, if that’s what you’re asking, but she can project herself. She’s obviously projecting herself to you if you think she’s haunting you.”

      “I just need to know if I’m in any danger.”

      He opens his eyes and fixes his stare on me. “Has she made physical contact with you?”

      I shake my head. “No. But she’s like…in the room. Like she can open doors, turn on a shower, that kind of thing.”

      Atlas keeps staring at me for a moment, thinking. “I think you’d know if she could hurt you or touch you at this point. You might be okay. Still horribly traumatizing, but okay.”

      “Perry can’t live like this,” Dex points out. “No one can, not even you. So how do we get rid of her for good?”

      Atlas flinches, tea spilling over. He reaches over for a napkin and mops it up, shaking his head. “This is the problem. I don’t know how. I can’t get rid of her, and that’s when I want to. Most of the time, I won’t let you do it. I want you to free her, even if I know it’s a bad idea. Because she gets this control sometimes and…”

      Basically, Atlas wants to help but at some point his mother will make him do what she wants.

      “If we stay away from the house,” Dex says, “do you think she’ll lose interest in Perry?”

      “Maybe. It’s worth a shot. I certainly never expect you two to go back there ever again. And that’s for the best.”

      “Yeah, but the only problem is we have to go back to get Max out.”

      Atlas’ eyes go wide. “Who the hell is Max?”

      “You haven’t met Ginger Balls?” Dex asks. Then he shoots me a grin. “Finally, something we know that he doesn’t.”

      “Maximus is a friend of ours,” I tell Atlas. “A friend that was dragged into Hell in exchange for saving our lives, and he happens to be in the house now.”

      He shakes his head. “Fucking portal,” he swears. “It’s Samhain all the time in there.”

      “We want to get him out,” I go on. “When we finally do, then we won’t come back.”

      Atlas’ brows go up. “You think you can get him out?”

      “We’re trying to figure that out,” Dex says. “Though you seem to think we can get your mother out.”

      “Different story. Is your friend a witch?”

      “No, he’s a Jacob.”

      “I don’t know him.”

      “Supernatural guardian for the gifted?” I say. “Neutral gatekeepers? Paranormal babysitters? Bunch of redheads?”

      Atlas shrugs. “There’s a lot of different things out there that I’m not familiar with. Either way, if you think you can get him out, there’s no way you’ll be able to do it without my mother coming out too.”

      His words fall on us like ashes, the diner seeming to go silent except for the steady rain outside. Jacob had said as much but it sounds worse coming from Atlas.

      “Well, fuck,” Dex says, slumping back against the booth.

      “Indeed,” says Atlas.

      “But we have to try,” I say quietly. “Maybe we can do it in a way where she can’t.” I want to mention that Maximus was pretty adamant that he was safe in the smoking room in the basement, and that perhaps if Rose or whoever is able to open the Veil there, Samantha won’t know. But I don’t say that, because I know not to trust Atlas now. He said so himself, that his mother sometimes has control.

      “Suit yourself,” Atlas says. “But just keep that in mind.”

      “So now what?” Dex says. “The biggest issue here is your mother, Atlas. And what she wants with Perry.”

      Atlas studies me. “I don’t know what she wants with Perry,” he says. “Maybe she’s trying to manipulate you the way she manipulates me. Maybe she’s trying to glamor you, or compel you.”

      My heart thuds in my chest. “To do what?”

      “Get her free?” He gives me a wan smile. “If it puts your mind at ease, she loves women. She hates men. I don’t see her wanting to harm you, a woman that she doesn’t know. It doesn’t make sense to me.”

      But her demon thing, I’m pretty sure it wouldn’t mind slicing me up. And that thing is the one in control, apparently.

      “None of this makes any fucking sense,” Dex says with a shake of his head. He glances up at Atlas. “But I have to thank you for meeting with us and finally telling us the truth.”

      “May it set us free,” Atlas says, abruptly getting to his feet and taking a black leather wallet out of his trenchcoat. He tosses down a five-dollar bill and gives us a nod. “I’ll be seeing you. Maybe.”

      “Will you at least return my calls next time?” Dex yells after him as Atlas strides to the door.

      Atlas glances at him over his shoulder but doesn’t say anything. Opens the door and walks out into the rain, disappearing from sight.

      “Well, kiddo,” Dex says with a heavy sigh, putting his hand on top of mine. “That was fucked up six ways from Sunday.”

      “You can say that again.”

      “I almost feel sorry for the guy. Can you imagine growing up in that house? Seeing that shit? Still being controlled by your dead mother? Granted, I did go through that for a bit so I’m not one to talk, but still. No wonder he’s so fucking weird.”

      “I wonder if he’s a witch. A warlock? A wizard?”

      “He’s a something, I’ll say that much.” Then he raises his other hand, trying to attract the attention of the waitress. “Hello, Flo? Can we get more coffee and some of that apple pie?”

      “Dex,” I chide him.

      “What?” he says to me, wagging his brows. “I think we need dessert after a main course of witchcraft and demon talk, don’t you?”

      Not really, but there’s no arguing with Dex’s appetite.

      Apple pie it is.
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        * * *

      

      Three o’clock in the morning.

      With a melancholy sigh, I put the phone facedown on the dresser after glancing at the time.

      It’s the worst hour to wake up in the middle of the night. The hour when all the bad shit happens in scary movies…and in life. I’d hoped it was at least six a.m. so I could get up and start the day, but no such luck.

      I’m lying on my back, staring up at the ceiling while the streetlights dance through the curtains. It’s still pouring outside, and while the sound was soothing when we fell asleep to it, now it just sounds haunting. It sounds like laughter.

      I glance beside me at Dex, sleeping on his stomach, sprawled out across the bed, the covers half off. His hair is dark and messy, his back rising gently with his deep breathing. My eyes dance over the tattoo on his shoulder, the words he inked there just for me. That I’m his light.

      Only right now, I feel darkness. It’s this thick, oily black feeling pressing down on me like an invisible cloak.

      My hand reaches out, hovering inches above the tattoo. I can feel the heat of his skin rising up to my fingertips, like it’s greedy in its need for connection, its need for touch. The energy inside him yearns for the energy inside me. I want to run my fingers over him, borrow some of his light, make me feel warm inside when my blood is running incredibly cold.

      But I don’t want to wake him up. It would be selfish of me, just because I’m scared and can’t sleep.

      So I take my hand away and get out of bed carefully, sliding my feet into my sheepskin slippers and then grabbing my fluffy robe from the chair. It’s cold in here, colder than it should be.

      I go to the thermostat and notice that it’s not even on. I’m relieved there’s an explanation. I turn it until I hear the heater click on, then I step out into the apartment.

      It’s cold out here too. I pad my way to the kitchen, listening to Fat Rabbit snoring loudly from the couch. He used to have a dog bed at some point, but we finally admitted that it’s his apartment now and we’re just his guests. It’s better that he has the sofa than our bed.

      I get a glass from the cupboard and fill it up with water from the tap, wishing I had some sort of trick or drug that would help me get back to sleep without fucking me up the entire next day.

      I turn around to drink it, leaning back against the counter. If I’ve learned anything in this apartment, it’s to not let your guard down at three a.m. and to never have your back face any room.

      Drinking the water slowly, I’m unable to keep from feeling on edge. That thick, inky darkness still smothers me, like it’s trying to seep into my veins, and it’s becoming impossible to shake off. Every second that I stand here, I feel like I’m just waiting for something to happen to me, and the more I think about that, the more I feel like I’ve been lured out of bed, that I was never in control to begin with.

      Am I really thirsty?

      Why am I here?

      And that’s when it happens.

      My eyes focus on the space in front of the bathroom.

      At the slow spread of darkness seeping out from under the door.

      Bloody water.

      Oh, fuck no.

      I put the glass on the counter before I drop it, and that’s the last thing I’m able to do, because suddenly my limbs freeze and I’m paralyzed. I can’t move; it’s like I’m glued to the floor, as if someone went into my mind with a pair of sharp scissors and cut the command center in two.

      My eyes go over to Fat Rabbit who is still sleeping soundly, then back over to the bathroom. My mouth opens to yell for Dex but no sounds come out. My vocal chords have also been slashed.

      Then, with a slow creak, the bathroom door opens. From the side view here I can’t see who it is, but there’s no point in wondering when I know it’s her. I just don’t know how she’s going to come out. Walk out slowly? Or run quickly on all floors? Or will the demon, the curse, be the first one out?

      A foot appears.

      A dainty foot, pale as the moon, steps out onto the hardwood floor.

      Samantha follows.

      A cry freezes in my throat.

      But this Samantha looks different from the Samantha of before.

      She’s still bleeding profusely from the wrists, the blood running in rivulets to the floor, but her skin is different. It’s smooth, nary a blemish in sight. Her white nightgown has no stains, flows freely around her body like silk. It’s slightly see-through and I can see her nipples through the material, the shape of her taut body underneath. She’s built like a supermodel.

      And she looks like one too.

      Her face is porcelain smooth, with big dark eyes, long lashes, a full red mouth.

      She’s absolutely beautiful, can’t be more than thirty-five.

      I know I shouldn’t be thinking this, I know I should be freaking out, but I can’t help it. Samantha Poe, whether she looked like this before death or not, is gorgeous.

      She’s mesmerizing.

      She walks toward me, slowly, one foot in front of the other, her chin raised high in confidence, her eyes locked to mine until I can feel electricity at the base of my skull.

      Fat Rabbit lifts his head, his big eyes watching her every move. For a moment I think he’s going to bark but she just raises her hand at him without looking and gives him a wave. He snorts, settling back down onto the couch and closing his eyes.

      “It’s so hard to get you alone,” she says to me, her voice husky and cool, making my insides feel like jelly. “I’ve been trying.”

      You’ve been terrifying, I think.

      She smirks, her eyes lighting up. “Sometimes I can’t help it,” she says. “You understand what happened to me, don’t you?”

      She keeps walking, coming closer and closer.

      And closer.

      She stops a foot away, close enough to feel the energy radiating off her like a nuclear reactor. It’s a cold energy, making my breath freeze in the air, my skin prickling as if from frostbite.

      I’m terrified.

      “Don’t be scared,” she says, smiling. Her teeth are white and perfect.

      She inches forward, her eyes searching the corners my face.

      “I’m not going to hurt you,” she adds. “I just want to open your eyes.”

      My eyes are open.

      “They’re looking at me, but they aren’t seeing the truth,” she whispers.

      She raises her hand and slowly reaches for my face.

      I can’t fucking breathe.

      She can’t touch me.

      She shouldn’t be able to.

      But she does.

      Her fingertips rest on my cheekbones, shocking me with a jolt of electricity that sinks into my skull, making my bones vibrate. It’s almost painful.

      “I know you talked to my son today,” she says softly. “It’s too bad that you’re already a taken woman. You could have ended up with him. Destiny is a beautiful thing when you let it happen.”

      I’m not a witch.

      She smiles sweetly, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear.

      “No. You’re not. But you could be. Perry, you can be anything you want to be.” She leans in to my ear. The smell of the ocean overwhelms my senses. “You have so much power inside you,” she whispers, her breath causing my ear to freeze. “You don’t even know what to do with it. What you’re really capable of.”

      She pulls back and her other hand goes to the other side of my face, holding me. “I could show you if you let me. I could show you everything that you can be. Don’t you want to know what it’s like? To have the world at your fingertips? To make people love you?”

      People do love me.

      She frowns at that, then laughs like music, pressing her fingers into my cheekbones harder. “They do. I forget about that. That you’re already so lucky. Almost seems to be such a waste, for someone like you to have everything to begin with.”

      I swallow thickly, my nerves icing over. I didn’t always.

      “No, you didn’t,” she muses with a smirk. “Don’t you wonder how that was? How you went from having nothing to having everything?”

      I don’t want to mention all I’ve lost along the way, but she knows I’m thinking it anyway.

      “We all go through loss, Perry,” she says. “But what determines who you are inside is what you do with that loss. For people like me, like you, like us, we can use that loss to make us stronger.”

      A wash of sadness comes over her eyes, her fingers trailing down to my lips where they rest gently. My eyes go round. I suck in a cold breath.

      “Maybe it’s not too late for us,” she says. “Maybe there’s still time.”

      Time for what?

      She just smiles and leans in.

      Oh my god.

      She fucking kisses me.

      Her lips send shockwaves through my skin, liquid nitrogen filling my body, seconds from cracking like ice.

      Samantha pulls away teasingly, glancing up at me through her dark lashes.

      “Don’t you want your baby to be safe?” A grin slowly spreads across her face.

      Then she vanishes into thin air.

      I’m too enraptured and confused to move, to make a noise. I feel my brain come back online, feel the cold burning away from my skin, my muscles twitching.

      “Fuck! Fucking hell!” Dex yells from the bedroom, and before I can move, there’s a crash, and then he’s throwing the door open and running out in his underwear, his hands at his head.

      I’m still too stunned to react, everything feeling underwater.

      “Perry?” he says to me, looking up just as a crow flies out of the bedroom toward us. “Holy fuck,” he swears, ducking just in time. “There’s a fucking bird in here!”

      I just stare wide-eyed at the crow, even as Fat Rabbit wakes up and starts barking.

      Without thinking, I head to the balcony doors and open them.

      The crow flies right on through into the rainy night.

      I watch for a few moments as it flies away, then I close the windows.

      Dex is watching me uneasily.

      “Did you know? I woke up and you were gone and there was a bird in your place,” he says. “The fucker looked at me and then started flying around the room, trying to peck my damn brains out.”

      “I…” I begin, feeling everything drain out of me like I’m losing my dream. “I got up to get water and…” I try to swallow. “I think Samantha was here?”

      He goes still. “Are you serious?”

      I nod, pressing my fingers to my lips.

      Did she fucking kiss me?

      Dex comes over to me, grabbing my hand. “Are you okay? What happened?”

      “I don’t know I…I think she was trying to talk to me. She wasn’t trying to scare me. She looked…younger.” I close my eyes, trying to concentrate but it’s impossible. It just vanishes like dust. “She looked beautiful.”

      His eyes narrow at that. “Was the demon with her?” he asks in a low voice.

      “No. I don’t think so. It wasn’t as…scary.”

      He’s studying me closely, trying to see through any lies.

      I give him an empty smile. “I’m not trying to downplay it. I just know she didn’t hurt me. She didn’t want to hurt me. That’s all.”

      He gives his head a shake, putting his hand at the back of my neck. “That’s all? Baby, this is already too much. First the gym, now she’s in our fucking apartment? This is Abby all over again.”

      “No, this is nothing like Abby.”

      “Maybe not this time, but what about next time?”

      “I think maybe Atlas is right, that she doesn’t want to hurt me. She just wants something from me.”

      Or something for me.

      But I don’t voice that last part.

      “I don’t fucking like this,” he says, practically growling, his grip growing protectively tight. “I should have been able to protect you. You should have woken me up.”

      “I didn’t want to.”

      “But you have to next time, okay? You have to. Promise me.”

      “I promise.” A beat passes, my chest growing tight. “You think there’s going to be a next time?”

      He closes his eyes and sighs, pulling me into his chest and wrapping his arms around me. “I hope not.”

      That night I fall back asleep in his arms. He doesn’t even give me an inch.

      And I’m remembering the last thing Samantha said to me.

      Don’t you want your baby to be safe?
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      A week passes without Samantha returning.

      Things almost feel like normal again. I go out for lunch and drinks with Rebecca (sans Lucinda), and then we go shopping for her upcoming holiday party at her house renovating show. She invites Dex and me, saying the more the merrier, plus Dean and Seb will be there too. I guess the show has a big budget and an open bar, so why not? Plus I want to see how Rebecca is with her sexy co-star, Claire. Of course with Dean there, this might lead to some drama, but it might be the perfect distraction from my life.

      I also finally got my IUD out, which felt like a momentous (albeit uncomfortable) occasion. Naturally we’ve been having sex non-stop since then, despite me reminding Dex that I only have a few days a month in which I can actually conceive. He doesn’t seem to care, of course. And I’m not complaining either.

      As for Atlas, we haven’t talked to him since we last saw him. There’s been no point.

      But we also haven’t been back to the house.

      Honestly, it’s been weighing on me heavily. The fact that Max is still there, that we haven’t gone back for him. After everything he sacrificed for us, we’re just biding our time. Dex will say it’s because he wants to keep me as far from the house as possible after Samantha showed up in our kitchen.

      But also, it’s because we don’t have anything to report.

      Rose never got back to me. She’s on Facebook, but she unfriended me long ago so I’ve got nothing much to go on. It’s frustrating as hell because I don’t know what we’re supposed to do. It’s not like we can call Maximus up on the phone and let him know the score. We have no choice but to go to the house if we want to connect.

      Which is what we’re doing tonight.

      I know that it’s inviting trouble into our lives, and I know Dex isn’t happy about this, but something inside me tells me that we need to do this.

      There’s something even deeper inside that tells me I might see Samantha again. That I’ll get answers about what she really wants from me.

      You see, it has all come back. Every moment of when she walked out of the bathroom looking like an angel, every word she said, the way she felt when she kissed me.

      Like ice.

      So as much as it’s been a relief that I haven’t seen her, I’m also…missing it.

      I know that sounds crazy.

      My next appointment with Dr. Leivo isn’t for a bit, but if she could hear me today, she would probably come to the same conclusion. That I’m slowly losing my mind. Not quite in the way when I was possessed by Abby. In that, I had no choice. I was taken over. No, this is more like…invited possession.

      Or maybe it’s obsession.

      Which is scary in itself.

      “So, what are we going to tell the big guy?” Dex asks me as we sit in the Highlander outside the house of horrors. “We tried our best, sorry?”

      “We’ll figure something out.”

      He muses over that for a moment, staring at me in the darkness of the car.

      For once it’s a clear night and the stars are out, but it also means the temperature is dipping close to freezing. I want to hurry up and get in the house, because the longer Dex stares at me, the more anxious I get.

      “Are you sure you’re up for this?” he eventually asks.

      I nod, teeth chattering. “Uh huh. Guess I’ve missed the guy.”

      He raises a brow, not amused. “I don’t want this to be a mistake.”

      “We have to go in there,” I remind him.

      “You don’t have to. You can stay here.”

      “Like hell I’m staying here with you in there alone.”

      “I’ll be fine.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “She’s stayed away.” He licks his lips, twisting in the seat to face me. “Right? She’s been gone for a week. If you go back in there, you could be inviting her back into our lives. Perry, I know you think last time everything was fine but I don’t believe it for a fucking second. She’s a witch.”

      “Witches aren’t bad.”

      “I’m not saying that witches are bad. Or modern paganism is bad. They aren’t. It isn’t. As you know, I think the more that we have people to push back against the church and all their control in this country, the better. But with all sects of people, you’re going to get some bad fucking seeds. And a bad witch is probably the worst of the lot because she has power, and that power can’t be trusted. She can’t be trusted. She didn’t hurt you last time, but that doesn’t mean she won’t next time. And if what we’re doing is inviting that…”

      I put my hand in his palm and give it a squeeze. “We’re going straight to the basement, straight to Max. Then we’re leaving. Okay?”

      No. You want to find Samantha.

      I push that intrusive thought away.

      He sighs, squeezing my hand back. “Then I guess we should leave the camera behind this time.” He turns his head, eyeing the camera bag in the backseat.

      “Dex,” I warn him. “Don’t even.”

      The last thing I want to do is film this. That’s for another time, for something else entirely.

      I get out of the car, and he joins me by my side, grabbing my hand.

      We walk toward the house and I notice things I never noticed before, like the flowers in the beds that are still blooming despite being the end of November, the new paint job on the exterior. Even the windows are no longer boarded up. In fact, now that I think back, they weren’t boarded up when we were here last week.

      It’s like the house is getting…younger.

      I’m not quite sure what that means.

      Dex doesn’t even go for the key under the mat this time. He just puts his hand on the handle and it opens for us.

      We exchange an anxious glance and then step inside. At least we both have strong flashlights, and I have backups in my purse.

      The door closes gently, but it sounds like it’s sealing us in.

      It’s dark, deadly quiet, and we’re alone.

      I expected Maximus to come greet us, but then again he doesn’t know we’re here.

      Dex raises a finger to his lips, motioning for me to be quiet, as if I’m suddenly going to start chatting about the weather, and we slowly creep across the hall, shining the light in the dark corners as we go.

      Then I stop dead.

      I gasp.

      Down at the end of the hall, coming out of the cavernous darkness of the dining room, is a man.

      Lying still on the floor.

      Who the hell is that? Dex asks me in my head.

      I have no idea. It’s hard to see from where we are. The man is lying at the top of the two steps that lead up into the dining room. The room still has that effect of being a black hole, of swallowing light, so it’s hard to make out anything except his head and torso, his arms stretched in front of him, hands dangling over the edge of the step.

      For a moment I fear it’s Maximus and he’s dead. Again. But the more I stare, the more I can see greying hair. It’s not him.

      But who is it?

      We should go to straight to the basement, I tell Dex.

      Of course my fucking husband starts walking down the hall toward the person.

      “Dex!” I hiss at him.

      And then the man lifts his head from the floor.

      Looks right at us.

      I shouldn’t have opened my mouth.

      Dex goes still while the man looks from me to him and back again. In the shadows he looks gaunt, his eyes round and black like a shark.

      Then he starts to move.

      Pulling himself down the steps.

      Thump.

      Thump.

      And that’s when I realize he really is just a torso.

      The bottom half of him is just a bloody trail, legs missing.

      Probably chopped up.

      “It’s Victor Poe,” I manage to say, my body starting to shake in fear. “Dex, come on.”

      Dex seems mesmerized, watching as Victor pulls himself along the floor, coming for us. He’s slow at the moment, but there’s no telling when he might pick up the pace.

      I quickly stride over to Dex and grab his arm, pulling him to me, just as Victor lets out a raspy growl, teeth snapping.

      Holy shit.

      He’s moving faster now.

      Finally Dex snaps out of it, and we hurry back down the hall and down the stairs to the basement, taking them two at a time until we get to the closed door to the smoking room.

      I bang on it as lightly as possible. “Max. Max, it’s us. Hurry up and let us in.”

      No answer. I press my ear to the door as Dex tries the handle.

      Fuck, fuck, fuck. What if Max isn’t here? What if Victor comes after us?

      “What do we do?” I ask Dex.

      “What I do best,” he says, and with that canned remark I know he’s about to kick the door down.

      But before he can do that, the door swings open.

      “Max!” I cry out as he appears—same red hair, same flannel.

      “How long have you been out there?” he asks us as we push past him into the room.

      Dex waves his finger at the door. “Long enough. You might want to lock that. We ran into Victor. The rest of him this time.”

      “Ah,” he says, running his hand over his jaw. “He’s a terrifying fucker, ain’t he?” He closes the door and locks it.

      “That’s putting it mildly,” Dex says, sitting down on a leather armchair and trying to catch his breath.

      “I’m so sorry we weren’t by sooner,” I tell Max. “How are you holding up? You look good.”

      Maximus chuckles. “Pretty fly for a dead guy? I’m doing as good as I can be. Have to keep reminding myself that it’s better than Hell. And it is. I can just sit here and…exist. Or not exist. It’s hard to figure that out. Either way, it feels like you were only gone a day if that helps.”

      “It does,” I tell him, perching my butt on the arm of Dex’s chair. “It’s been a week. I hate knowing that you’re in here.”

      “Better than the alternative, sweetheart.”

      “What do you even do to pass the time in here?” Dex asks. Then he looks disgusted. “Wait. Don’t answer that.”

      Maximus chuckles at that. “As I said, time doesn’t have much relevance here. It passes with ease. And anyway, I still have my memories that I can live in. The good memories. Of my life before. I just skip over the last…how many years was it that I was gone again?”

      “Three,” I tell him.

      “That’s a lot,” he says with a sigh. “So what’s changed in three years? Anything I should know?”

      Dex snorts. “Well, Donald Trump is now the President, and a lot of crazy fuckers worship this incel named Q who lives in his parents’ basement.” He grins at him. “I bet Hell isn’t looking so bad, is it now?”

      Max’s eyes go wide and he looks to me for confirmation. I nod.

      “Guess I’ll have to take my chances,” Maximus says, shaking his head in disbelief. Then he clears his throat. “Speaking of things changing…did you manage to talk to Rose?”

      My heart sinks. “No,” I say softly. “I’m sorry. I called her and texted but no reply. I don’t even know if it’s her number and I can’t reach her on Facebook. She unfriended me years ago.”

      He frowns. “Why would she do that?”

      I swallow uneasily. “Because I had to be the one to call her and tell her that you died. And after that…she blamed me. Blamed us. Said that if I hadn’t contacted you, if you hadn’t gone to New York you wouldn’t have died. That you’d still be with her.”

      His face falls. “Shit. I’m sorry, Perry.”

      “It’s not your fault,” I tell him.

      “Technically it is,” he says, walking across the room and staring up at the golden windows that line the top of the wall facing the street. The light causes his hair to glow like a flame. “I knew what I was doing, though.”

      He folds his hands behind his back and closes his eyes, keeping his face tipped up to the light. “That’s the funny thing about death. Even when you come back from it, you’re still left behind. Everyone else has moved on. The world keeps going. I have no idea what the heck I’m going to do when I get out of here. Makes me think that there’s really nothing for me to go back to. Or no one.”

      I look down at Dex who is watching his friend with sorrow in his eyes.

      “You can go back to Rose. Find her,” Dex says. “Just because she’s mad at us, doesn’t mean she will be with you. I assume it would be the opposite.”

      Maximus glances at us. “And if she’s moved on? People move on.”

      “They don’t,” I find myself saying. “Not really.” I feel tears burning behind my eyes. “My mother died just a few days after you did, Max. And I haven’t moved on. None of us have. You try but…when you really love someone, it remains, like a chain. And it’s a chain you don’t want to remove, no matter how heavy, no matter how painful it gets.”

      Maximus swallows. “I’m sorry,” he says. “I didn’t know.”

      “I know.”

      “She wouldn’t have been with me, and that’s a good thing.”

      “Well, actually,” Dex muses slowly. “She did end up in Hell.”

      He frowns. “How is that possible?”

      “She didn’t belong there,” I tell him. “But then again, neither did you.”

      “But she got out,” Dex says, his voice rising in strange excitement. His eyes go wide and shiny. “She got pulled out.”

      “Back to…here?” Maximus asks.

      Dex shakes his head, his leg bouncing. “Back to where she belongs. Heaven. Wherever or whatever. With Perry’s grandmother, Pippa.”

      Maximus looks at me. “You did this?”

      “No,” I tell him, and a wash of shame comes over me, as it often does when I think about the fact that I had nothing to do with it. “It was Ada.”

      Max balks, brows raised. “Ada? Your sister?”

      I nod, the shame quickly turning into pride. “Yeah.” I smile. “My little sister. She did that. She had help, but she was able to do it.”

      “Help from who?” he asks.

      “The same man who helped you get here,” I tell him.

      “Which means,” Dex says, leaning forward in his chair, “that we don’t need Rose at all. We have Ada.”

      “No.” The word automatically falls from my mouth, my hackles rising. “No, no, no.”

      Dex turns to me, incredulous. “Why not?”

      “Because she’s my sister!”

      “You were going to have Rose do it.”

      “Rose isn’t my sister. I barely know her,” I tell him. I look at Maximus. “And you trained Rose, right? She knows what she’s doing.”

      He nods but Dex keeps talking. “Ada knows what she’s doing. She got your mother out of Hell. That’s not nothing.”

      “She had Jay and Jacob,” I tell him. “And now Jay is gone.”

      “So she has Jacob.”

      “Jacob won’t do it. Or he can’t do it.”

      “Did you ask him?”

      “As a matter of fact, I did ask him. He said that he’s not able to and that Ada isn’t ready.”

      Dex looks at Maximus. “She’s ready.”

      I punch Dex on the shoulder. “She’s not. Stop volunteering my sister for a suicide mission.”

      “How is this a suicide mission?” Dex cries out. “It should be a fuckton easier than what she did for your mother. She’s not going to Hell, she’s coming into this house, into this very spot where we’re all sitting and having a fucking grand old time, and she’s going to do something to the Veil and pull him out.”

      “May I say something?” Maximus says, raising his hand like he’s in school. “First of all, I just want to say that it might not be as simple as all of that. What does Ada have that the two of you don’t?”

      “A nicer handbag collection,” Dex says.

      “She can do things,” I tell him. “She was being trained by, well, one of your kind, and then I guess things got complicated between them and he was sent off.”

      “So she’s like Rose, then,” Maximus says. “If we’re not guarding, then we’re training. Sounds like she’s shaping up to be the same. Which means she should be able to do this just fine.”

      I clamp my mouth shut. I don’t want to tell Maximus that I don’t want my sister to get him out of here, but I hate that she’s been brought into this at all. She’s already going through so damn much with Jay leaving her.

      “However,” he goes on, coming over to us and sitting his big frame down on the leather couch. “Just because she can doesn’t mean she’ll be able to. You said that Jacob sounded against it?” I nod. “You have to wonder why that is.”

      “Exactly,” I tell him.

      We all lapse into silence for a few moments.

      Dex then says, “So it sounds like the plan is, we bring Ada here and we don’t let Jacob know.”

      “Dex,” I growl at him. “Stop it. And what makes you think she’ll want to do this? She’s barely even talking to me.”

      “That doesn’t mean she won’t want to help Maximus. She was his friend, too.”

      Maximus looks pleased at that. It’s almost adorable.

      “Perry,” Dex says, grabbing my thigh. “Come on, kiddo, you know this is the only way.”

      “Not if Rose gets back to me,” I grumble.

      “Then Rose will get back to you and it will all be fine. But if she doesn’t…”

      I sigh, rubbing the heel of my palm into my eye, feeling exhausted all of a sudden. “I can’t ask her over the phone. I’ll have to ask her in person.”

      “We’re going there for Christmas,” Dex points out.

      “That’s like three weeks away.”

      “But Big Red here said time doesn’t pass the same.”

      I look at Maximus, and he nods. “It won’t make much difference to me. I promise.” He grins. “Would make a mighty fine Christmas present, though.”

      “Then it’s settled,” Dex says, getting to his feet. “We’ll come back here bearing tidings and joy.”

      “Going so soon?” Maximus asks.

      Dex pulls me to my feet. “Unfortunately, there’s that crazy witch lady in this house and I don’t want to tempt our fate a minute longer.”

      “Understandable,” Max says, also getting up. “I think I need to escort you again, just in case Victor is making the rounds.”

      “You know what happened to him, right?” I say to Max as we head to the door.

      He nods. “Oh yes. The fella likes to follow me around the house, telling me all the things his wife did to him. Just my kind of luck that I get stuck in a house with a bickering married couple.” He looks at us over his shoulder. “Though you guys have given me plenty of practice.”

      “Hey, you knew us before we were married,” I remind him.

      “And you acted like a damn married couple from the very start,” he says. “Now shush.”

      He opens the door and looks around the hall.

      Just like before, we follow him up the stairs and leave without incident.

      No more Victor.

      And no Samantha.

      I hate that twinge of disappointment I feel for not seeing her. It makes no sense, and I don’t dare voice it to Dex because then he’s really going to worry about my mental health.

      I suppose I should be worrying too. I know I should.

      So then why is there a part of me that thinks I just need to give her a chance to explain herself?

      And why, when I finally crawl into bed that night, do I spend a few minutes staring up at the ceiling, her name whispering over and over in my head, inviting her back into my life?

      I have questions.

      She has answers.

      I want to see her.

      Just once.
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        * * *

      

      Three a.m.

      I sit up in bed, breathing hard.

      I don’t even have to look at my phone to know the time.

      I just know.

      I take in a deep breath, trying to shake the doom from my heart. I had a nightmare. I know that much. I think I was back in the house, hiding in different rooms from Victor. Maximus was nowhere to be found, so I was calling for Samantha to help me.

      She never came.

      And then Victor opened the door.

      Crawled toward me.

      I screamed and screamed.

      And here I am, awake.

      It’s raining again, the clouds having moved in while we were sleeping, smothering the stars. The light in the room seems more shadowy than normal and I keep thinking I’m seeing people standing in the corners of the room, watching me.

      I am very, very afraid, and I can’t tell if it’s because of the nightmare clinging to me, or because I have reason to be.

      I glance at Dex sleeping so peacefully beside me. I’m so envious that he doesn’t have to put up with this shit. I know he has in the past, but right now he’s just able to disconnect and let go and I…I have this horrible, dark feeling inside me that this is now a game I’m in and I’m never going to be able to escape. Like a trap has been set and I gladly walked into it.

      I need to get up.

      I need to use the toilet, get a glass of water.

      I’m about to swing my legs out of bed and go, but I remember what Dex made me promise. That I would wake him up next time.

      I stare at him for a moment, having an internal debate with myself.

      Just let him sleep.

      Don’t bug him.

      He’s being overprotective.

      What’s he going to do, join you in the bathroom?

      You can protect yourself.

      There’s nothing to fear.

      But that last thought feels foreign to me. I know I fell asleep with less fear than I’ve had in a while and more curiosity than anything, wanting to reconnect with Samantha despite my logical side telling me otherwise.

      Yet I know there is plenty to fear, especially right now, when that black oily feeling is pressing down on me again, and I’m starting to feel like an animal with its leg in a trap.

      Before I get out of bed and change my mind, I reach over and tap Dex on his shoulder.

      “Hey,” I whisper. “Are you awake?”

      He sucks in a breath and then rolls over on his side to face me, eyes slowly opening. Then he blinks and sits up. “Are you okay?”

      I nod. “Just scared for no reason.”

      “No reason?” he repeats, yawning. “What’s going on?”

      “I have to go to the bathroom. You told me to wake you up…”

      “I’m glad you did,” he says sleepily. “What time is it?”

      “Guess.”

      He leans over and picks up his phone, squinting at the bright light. “Ah. Three a.m. All right, well I might as well get some water.” He gets out of bed and comes over to my side, taking my hands and pulling me up. He kisses the top of my head. “Come on. I’ll be your shadow.”

      We step out of the bedroom, and the rest of the apartment is freezing cold. He heads right over to the thermostat, fiddling with it. “Shouldn’t be this cold,” he says. He looks at me as I put my hand on the bathroom door. “You going to be alright in there?”

      I open the door to the bathroom and flick on the lights.

      There’s no one in here.

      “I should be,” I tell him.

      He frowns as if he doesn’t believe me, then comes over, walking in the bathroom, pulling back the shower curtain.

      “Alright. You’re clear. You sure you don’t want me to stay?”

      I give him a steady look and point to the door. “Get out.”

      He raises his palms and leaves. “Fine, fine. I’ll be out here if you need me.”

      He closes the door.

      I take a chance and look at myself in the mirror, always wary of doing this in the middle of the night, expecting someone to be behind me or my face to change.

      But it’s me. My face is thinner than it’s ever been, purple circles under my eyes. I don’t look great, and I’m exhausted to the bone. I need a good night’s sleep or something. I assumed that I’d been sleeping okay lately, but now I’m wondering if I’ve been getting up in the middle of the night without even realizing it. Have I come to the bathroom or gotten a glass of water and not remembered it? Have I met Samantha during any of those times? Maybe my week without seeing her has been a total lie.

      That thought gets pushed out of my head. It won’t do me any good to entertain it.

      I splash water on my face quickly, then use the toilet.

      I wash my hands after, inspecting my face again, making a mental note that it’s time to start buying anti-aging cream, then head to the door.

      I’m just about to put my hand on the knob when I watch the lock turn by itself, locking me in.

      I stare at it for a moment, stunned. For a second I think that somehow Dex locked me in, but the lock is on this side, and I saw it move.

      Then I hear the metallic scrape of the shower curtain closing.

      Fear prickles my scalp, my skin erupting in a flurry of pins and needles, nausea rising in my gut.

      I take in a deep, shaking breath, and slowly turn around, looking over my shoulder.

      The curtain is closed around the bathtub now.

      I gasp, the air catching in my chest. I can’t even scream.

      And I can’t look away.

      Can’t turn away.

      Can’t stay away.

      I find myself walking slowly across the bathroom in my bare feet, eyes glued to the tub as blood slowly starts to trickle over the edge and down the sides.

      All my instincts inside me are screaming.

      Telling me to run.

      Telling me I’m going to die.

      And yet I keep moving.

      I have no control over myself anymore.

      And deep down, there’s this curiosity that’s insatiable, that doesn’t really care if I live through this or not, so long as I find out the truth.

      The blood starts to spill over my feet and I watch it sink into my skin.

      My hand reaches for the curtain, expecting to see Samantha on the other side.

      I pull it open.

      But it isn’t Samantha floating in the bathtub of blood.

      It’s me.

      I’m naked, eyes clouded white, staring blankly at the ceiling, my black hair swirling around me like spilled ink, blood seeping from gashes at my wrists.

      It’s me and I’m dead.

      I shake in horror, my fingers reaching up, grabbing the shower curtain to steady myself.

      My voice finds me.

      I let out a violent SCREAM that echoes in the room.

      And then the dead me turns her head to look at me.

      Smiles.

      “It’s going to happen sooner or later,” she says while rising up from the tub.

      I scream again, the sound ripping out of my throat, yanking half the shower curtain off, and I’m turning around, slipping on the tiles and crashing to the floor just as the door starts to shake on its hinges, Dex yelling from the other side.

      I feel the dark malevolent presence behind me as I lie on the floor, trying desperately to get to my feet, tangled in the shower curtain. Cold hands grab my ankles and start pulling me backward into the water. I scramble, trying to kick her away, trying to dig my nails into the floor, the bloody water splashing over me.

      But it’s no use.

      I can’t stop her.

      I can’t hold on.

      She’s pulling my legs up, my bones nearly breaking, twisting me around so I’m on my back and watching my dead doppelganger drag me into the tub with her.

      “Dex!” I scream again. “Hurry! Please!!”

      The room starts to shake as he slams himself against the door, but it holds when it shouldn’t.

      Oh my god.

      Oh my god.

      He’s not going to get in here, is he? He’s not going to be able to save me in time. And I can’t fucking save myself.

      Not even from myself.

      Then CRUNCH.

      I hear the door slam open as Dex breaks in, my heart fluttering in relief.

      “What the fuck?” he cries out.

      The other me lets go of my legs, sinking quickly into the water, disappearing from sight.

      There’s a lag, a silence, and I’m sure Dex is trying to process what he just saw.

      Then the floor shakes as he runs to my side, drops to his knees beside me, pulling my legs out of the tub and onto the floor.

      I crumple on myself as he pulls me up into his arms, holding me tight.

      “I’ve got you,” he says to me, his arms shaking.

      I’m shaking too.

      I don’t think I’ll ever stop.

      Something inside me has snapped, something that was keeping me whole, something that can’t be put back together.
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      “We don’t have to go to this party if you don’t want to,” Dex says, fiddling with his tie for the millionth time. “In fact, I’m more than ready to stay home. Just give me the signal.”

      I roll my eyes, more at the fact that he can’t ever seem to do his tie correctly. I get off the bed and come over to him. “Let me.”

      His hands drop to his sides, while I take the silky ends of the tie and bring them together at his collar, the hollow of his throat moving as he swallows, his skin still nicely tanned against the white shirt. I can feel his eyes burning on me, the muscles in his jaw tense.

      I glance up at him through my lashes and give him a soft smile. “I’m okay. I want to go. I mean, I really want to go. I need to be around people. I need to feel…normal.”

      He presses his lips together, nodding softly. “I worry about you,” he says, voice rough, and I know that’s an understatement. He’s got hollows under his eyes now too because of all I’ve been going through.

      “I worry too,” I say quietly, looping the end through and making it tie. “But I also know that if I stay in this apartment any longer, I’m going to go insane. More so than I already am.”

      It’s been two weeks since the incident with Samantha in the bathroom. We’re well into December now, the holiday season around us in full swing.

      It’s been hard to enjoy it.

      To enjoy anything, actually.

      My life now is nothing but fear.

      Since the incident, I’ve seen Samantha many more times.

      I’ve seen her while on a walk with Dex and the dog, her figure hovering in the background, walking behind us, trailing us, like a hunter stalking its prey.

      I’ve seen her in the mirror behind me in the bathroom, so much so that we had to cover it up with a towel. That was after I smashed the mirror with my fist. I could still see her reflection fragmented in the cracks.

      I’ve seen her standing in the corner of the bedroom.

      And I’ve seen her crawl out of the fucking kitchen sink.

      She hasn’t hurt me yet.

      I can’t tell if she wants to or not.

      The beautiful Samantha I saw in the apartment is gone, and I don’t know if she’s ever coming back.

      Part of me knows she’s trying to reach me, trying to convince me of something. She wants to promise me things and I’m starting to fear that I might not be strong enough to ignore her promises. The other part of me knows she’s manipulative at the very least, and that the demon, the curse, is what’s really in control.

      Dex doesn’t always see her, but sometimes he does.

      Sometimes that makes things worse.

      Like the time I woke up in the middle of the night, lying on my side, facing away from him.

      I could tell there was something at the foot of the bed.

      I could feel the presence.

      And Dex was talking to it.

      “Please stay away from her,” he’d said. “I’ll do anything.”

      He was pleading with it, the agony and anguish breaking in his voice, which in turn broke me inside. I couldn’t move, couldn’t let him know I was awake.

      So I just laid there, listening to him trying to reason with a malevolent shadow that wouldn’t leave until the break of dawn.

      We’re both suffering.

      And, as a result, the both of us need to get out of here tonight. We need to have a little fun, if that’s even possible.

      To be honest, I don’t think it is. I’m too fragile, like I’m not even me anymore, like all that remains is a shell, and even that is cracking. I’m so afraid that I’m just going to give up and let her have whatever the fuck it is that she wants from me.

      “There,” I tell him, my voice catching. I tug on the end of the tie and glance up at him. Even though he looks as exhausted as I do, he’s still so goddamn handsome that a few butterflies in my stomach have the strength to flutter.

      “I love you,” I tell him.

      He frowns, his dark eyes sparking with worry as they search mine.

      I put my hand on his face, feeling the warmth of his skin mix with the cool of my palm. “Kiss me,” I tell him.

      His eyes drop to my lips and he leans in without hesitation, mouth covering mine, hands going behind my head. I need the reassurance of his kiss, the way it connects us, the way his tongue claims my mouth, tells me that I’m his. Our lips move in an easy rhythm, slow and hungry and sensual, taking our time with each other. Loving each other.

      I could kiss him all night.

      I could do this forever with him and lose myself and it would be okay, because we would be together and nothing could hurt us. There would only be us.

      I’m so scared that I’m going to lose something before it even started.

      I don’t want to be scared anymore.

      He pulls back, his breath raspy, rubbing the tip of his nose over mine, hands in my hair now, messing up the curls I just put in it. “Stay,” he whispers to me hoarsely. “Let’s just stay.”

      I want to. I really want to.

      But that’s what we’ve been doing so far.

      “We promised Rebecca,” I tell him, running my thumb over his full bottom lip. “We need to go. I need to go.”

      He closes his eyes and presses himself against me. “I’m hard as a fucking rock,” he practically begs, the huskiness in his voice sending shivers down my back.

      “When aren’t you?” I tease, kissing him quickly. “Come on, we’re going to be late.”

      He groans in frustration, running his hands down his face. I almost feel sorry for him. It’s tempting to just fall into bed with each other, but I need to get out of here.

      We throw some Milk Bones on the couch for Fat Rabbit and I grab my purse and my leather jacket, slipping on my red velvet heels. Thank god it’s not snowing or raining or they would be totally ruined, and they go with my black velvet strapless cocktail dress perfectly. It’s nice to worry about superficial things.

      The party is held in a bar downtown, which is walkable, but we decide to get an Uber, even though the weather is fair. We climb into the back of the car and the minute we pull away from the building, I feel a sense of relief flood through. Maybe it really is the apartment.

      “I think we should put it up for sale soon,” I say.

      Dex twists in his seat to look behind us as it disappears from view. “We can do that.”

      I bite my lip for a moment, glad I hadn’t put on lipstick yet. “You still want everything we talked about?”

      Dex slowly brings his eyes to me. “Of course.”

      But there something guarded about his gaze.

      I’m afraid he’s changing his mind about the baby, but I’m too afraid to press him. Not now, on the way to the party. Not anytime, really.

      I think it would destroy the rest of me.

      He grabs my hand, holding it. “Tomorrow, let’s find a realtor. Let’s start looking.”

      I’m still feeling like glass about to shatter, but he manages to hold me together.

      It’s not long until we’re pulling up outside the bar. I’d just texted Rebecca to tell her that we were close and she’s already waiting outside, waving at us happily while smoking a cigarette.

      “I would kill for that cigarette,” Dex grumbles as we slide out of the car.

      Normally I’d tell him no way, but considering all we’ve gone through, I think he probably deserves a pack.

      “You’re here,” Rebecca says excitedly, coming over to hug me. She envelopes me in her perfume, then holds me by the shoulders, looking me up and down. “You look gorgeous. I knew that dress was going to work with you. And those heels.” She inspects my face. “You just need that red lipstick to match. You have the one you bought at Sephora?” Her eyes narrow slightly as she takes me in more closely. “Are you okay?”

      I nod and manage a smile. “Yes, of course.”

      “No hugs pour moi?” Dex asks, taking her attention off of me.

      “Phhhfff,” Rebecca says, giving him a quick hug.

      “And no compliments either?” he asks with mock hurt as she pulls away. He gestures to himself. “What about my suit?”

      “It’s a black suit, Dex. I’ve seen you wear it before.”

      “But I’m wearing a tie this time.”

      She rolls her eyes. “You look handsome, okay? Like your ego needed to know that.” She puffs on her cigarette and blows it in his face, grinning.

      For one blissful moment it feels like old times. The days before Samantha Poe and that awful house. But that moment doesn’t last. It hits me like a pile of bricks when I realize that she’s never going to go away at this rate. I’ll be lucky if she doesn’t show her face here like she did at the gym, terrorizing me in plain sight where no one can see her.

      “I need a drink,” I tell Rebecca.

      “And I need a cigarette,” Dex says to her.

      “You’re all right with this?” she asks me as she hesitantly pulls a jeweled cigarette case out of her clutch and hands him one.

      I shrug. “Whatever he wants.”

      They both raise their brows in unison, Dex looking extremely intrigued. “Oh really? I wasn’t aware that was the rule now.”

      I know what he’s thinking. Keep it in your pants, I tell him.

      He gives me a knowing grin, like he even listens to me to begin with.

      He takes the cigarette from Rebecca, classing up his image by sticking it behind his ear, while Rebecca puts hers out on the brick wall, flicking it into the garbage can.

      We walk inside the crowded bar and Rebecca grabs us both by the hand, leading us to a table in the back where we find familiar faces, Seb and Dean, obviously ostracized from the rest of the party who all know each other.

      Seb is still a stoner through and through, but he chopped off his ponytail recently and now has his hair short and messy. He didn’t quite make it into a suit, but at least his dress shirt doesn’t have any stains on it.

      He greets us, smelling like weed, eyes rimmed red. Oh, to be Seb in his happy little world all the time. Must be nice.

      Then there’s Dean, who is looking more striking than ever.

      “Are you working out, baby daddy?” I ask him as he gives me a hug, feeling the muscles in his back.

      He shrugs, giving me a shy smile as he adjusts his glasses. “Not really.”

      But I can tell that he has been. I wonder if it has something to do with Rebecca. The last time we went shopping together she mentioned they were trying to make it work again, though with the way she has the hots for her co-worker, I’m not sure how long that will last.

      Speaking of co-workers, I look around the bar, trying to spot the striking brunette. I think I spot her in the corner, surrounded by men in suits.

      I give Rebecca a look. “Want to get a drink?” I ask her.

      She nods and then looks at the boys. “You want anything?”

      “Jack on the rocks,” Dex says, taking a seat beside Dean. “And a beer.”

      She gives him a double take. “Well then, starting off on the right foot I see.”

      Seb and Dean then put in orders for beer and we’re both already regretting getting their drinks.

      Rebecca leads me over to one of the open bars and we get in line.

      “So, how are you?” she says to me, keeping her voice low. “And I mean really.”

      I press my lips together, debating on how much to say. I don’t want to be a downer at her holiday party. “I’ve been better.”

      “I know,” she says, looking at me closely. “You look tired, Perry. And I mean really tired. You’ve been ignoring my texts for the most part. So has Dex. Are you guys…?”

      “Oh,” I say, realizing what she’s getting at. “We’re good. I mean, our marriage is fine, in case you’re worried about that.”

      She lifts her dainty shoulder in a half shrug. “I figured maybe my birthday present shook things up too much.”

      Ah yes. Her birthday present to me, a pair of leather handcuffs.

      “They’re still in the box under the bed,” I say. “They’re for emergency use only. Though I must ask, do you give those to all your friends?”

      “Only my best ones.” She smirks, then her expression softens. “So what’s really going on then? Is it baby stuff?”

      I shake my head, though I’m not sure for how much longer that card will be on the table.

      “It’s the usual,” I tell her. “Ghosts and stuff.”

      “You always see ghosts, Perry. What’s different this time? You’ve even lost weight, haven’t you? Are you eating?”

      “Does vodka count?” I say, only half-joking. I sigh, looking around. The two tall dudes in front of us are loud and boisterous, not paying us any attention. I lower my voice and lean into her. “Remember that woman and the monster that Lucinda saw at the restaurant?”

      Her eyes go wide. “You’re seeing that?”

      “Her mainly. Not the monster.” Not yet, anyway, because I know that’s coming.

      She shakes her head, letting out a soft whistle. “Bloody hell. I don’t know what to say. Is she haunting you?”

      I nod.

      “And Dex knows?”

      I give her a look. “Yes. He knows now. And he sees her too, but she doesn’t bother much with him. I don’t even know what she wants, but she definitely wants me.” I let out a bitter laugh. “Then again, they always do. Story of my life.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “I don’t know,” I admit, making fists by my sides, nails digging into my palm. “I really don’t.”

      “Are you still seeing your shrink?”

      “Day after tomorrow,” I tell her, giving her a quick smile. “Don’t worry, I know I sound crazy.”

      She tilts her head sympathetically. “It’s not that. I just think having more people to confide in, the better.” She pauses. “Does Ada know?”

      Guilt floods through me. “No. We’re having…she’s having problems. I don’t want to burden her with my own. But we’ll see her at Christmas. I’ll tell her then. Merry Christmas, I’m being haunted.”

      The line is moving quicker now, and before we know it, we’re getting everyone’s drinks, struggling to carry them all, and bringing them back to the table.

      Then we sit down and drink and talk and I’m able to escape again. Rebecca and Dean tell stories about Lucinda, Seb talks about this girl he’s seeing, and Dex and I mainly stay silent, not wanting to open up a can of worms right here.

      Eventually Rebecca introduces us to her co-star Claire, who is as charming and gorgeous in real life as she is on the show, then a few other people who work with her. I watch the two of them together closely, trying to figure out if their chemistry could lead somewhere. It’s hard to tell, but they seem to get along very well and they look amazing together.

      Then more drinks are had, including a few rounds of shots, and everyone is getting nicely wasted. Dex goes outside a few times to smoke a cigarette while Seb gets high, and I sit back letting the alcohol sink into my bones, making my problems disintegrate to dust.

      Every now and then though, I’ll feel that darkness press down on me from above, that oily black wave that wants to drown me. There comes a point where even the alcohol can’t keep that feeling away. I’m starting to think maybe the booze is making it worse, that it’s inviting my inner demons out to play.

      Dex has seemed preoccupied all night too, and I can’t blame him. Sometimes he’s on his phone, distracted, or he’s staring off into space. I figure he’s just drunk or maybe he’s feeling that darkness too.

      When Rebecca gets up to have a smoke, Dex goes with her outside, leaving his phone on the table. Dean is sitting across from me with Seb, laughing with him about something. I think he’s stoned too.

      I’m stabbing the ice cubes in my vodka soda when Dex’s phone lights up beside me. Curiously, I glance over.

      It’s a text from Daniel.

      …my dad?

      I pick up the phone and peer at the text before it disappears.

      I saw her again. In the bedroom. Same message as before.

      I frown, looking up at Dean and Seb, but they aren’t paying me any attention.

      I enter in Dex’s passcode, refusing to feel guilty about it. It’s rare that I use his phone unless mine dies, and I’ve never had any sort of reason to read texts or emails or anything like that.

      But I’m already feeling so fragile, so close to cracking, that seeing a message from my father is setting me off.

      I go to the messages and start scrolling through the ones from my father to Dex, going all the way back to around Halloween.

      I saw Ingrid again. This time on my walk. She didn’t say anything.

      Today Ada saw her, but I didn’t. Ada said she didn’t say anything, just stared at her.

      Ingrid appeared in my dreams last night, telling me the same. Don’t let her. I tried to yell at her but I woke up.

      She was in the kitchen when I was getting my morning coffee. I almost dropped the pot. Don’t let her. That’s all she said.

      Ingrid paid me a visit twice today. The first time was actually nice, it felt like she was alive again. The second time she was begging me, don’t let her. I don’t know what to do. I feel like I’m going insane.

      I can’t even breathe. My heart is pounding so hard I think it might just give out right here at the table. What is this? My mother appearing in front of my father? Of all people? Don’t let her? What does that mean? Why is he telling Dex this? Why hasn’t Dex told me? He’s only responded to him a few times, are they talking on the phone?

      And still I scroll in horror, hands shaking.

      I haven’t slept in days. I’m not sure how long I can keep this from her.

      What am I not understanding? Has Perry said anything? Has she seen her too? Have you?

      Don’t let her don’t let her DON’T LET HER.

      I drop the phone on the table with a clatter, my hands flying to my mouth.

      Seb and Dean look up at me.

      “Perry?” Dean asks in concern.

      I stare at him with wide eyes, trying to blink, to breathe. I shake my head. “I…I gotta go. I gotta go home.”

      “What happened?” he asks, while Seb reaches over and takes Dex’s phone, looking at it.

      I abruptly get up, grab my coat and throw it on, then grab my purse.

      I can barely stand, not just because I’m drunk, but because I’m vibrating with so much fucking rage that I can’t even see straight, like I’ve been plugged into a motherfucking volcano.

      How could Dex do this to me?

      How could he be having all these conversations with my father and not tell me?

      My mother! My fucking mother has been haunting my father with a message? Don’t let her? What does that even mean?

      Is it about me?

      Of course it’s about me.

      And my husband has kept this to himself all this time.

      I storm my way through the bar, bumping into the ends of tables, spilling drinks, jostling hips, until I’m bursting through the front doors and into the frigid air.

      Dex and Rebecca are outside smoking so I hurry in my heels in the other direction, taking out my phone, hoping to get an Uber. I just want to get in a car and go back home before I explode.

      But Dex spots me, yells my name, and then I hear him running after me.

      I walk fast, my eyes filling with tears, hot, venomous hate rising up inside me, like I have a pit of vipers in my stomach. I’m trying the app but it can’t seem to find me a ride and my hand is shaking so much that I can barely see the screen.

      I head off the sidewalk and down a dark path through a tiny park, just a sliver of trees between buildings, when Dex grabs my arm, pulling me back.

      “Perry!” he yells. “Where are you going? What’s wrong?”

      I stare at him in the dim glow of the nearest streetlight, my whole body trembling, the anger rising out so hot and fast that I’m desperately afraid that I’m going to do something I’ll regret.

      “You,” I manage to eke out, pointing my phone at him. “You are a liar. You are a fucking liar. A fucking hypocrite!”

      I can only make out his eyes clearly in this darkness, confusion contorting them.

      “What are you talking about?” he says, his grip tightening.

      I rip my arm out of his hand. “I saw your phone! I saw what you’ve been hiding from me! About my father! About my mother!” I scream that last part, not caring if anyone hears. We seem to be alone in the park so far, not that people yelling in downtown Seattle parks gets anyone’s attention. “I know it all!”

      Dex’s expression collapses. Now he knows.

      He displays his palms, as if that’s going to calm me down.

      “Let me explain,” he says in a low voice.

      “Let you explain!” I yell. “Explain what!? What?!”

      He reaches for me again and I lash out like a snake, smacking his arm away with my purse. “Don’t touch me!” I snap at him.

      He backs off an inch, panic running through him. “Your father told me not to tell you,” he says. “I thought I was doing what was best.”

      “Tell me what, Dex?”

      He takes in a deep breath through his nose, looking to the side. “He’s been seeing your mother. A lot.”

      “I fucking gathered that. Why was I not supposed to know?”

      He rubs his lips together, eyes now on the ground, the space between us. Then closes his eyes. “He thought…he wanted me to keep an eye on you. He said…your mother keeps saying don’t let her. He doesn’t know what it means. I don’t either. It might not even be you, it might be Ada, and—”

      “Fuck you,” I sneer.

      His eyes open in shock. “What?”

      I can’t stop it. All this anger in me is uncontrollable, like it’s taken over me, like I was so easy to discard. I’m nothing but fire and hate and loathing and I want to take everyone around down with me.

      “Fuck. You,” I say, jabbing my finger into his chest. “You’re a piece of shit, you know that? Of course you do. You knew exactly what you were doing when you decided not to tell me. Don’t let her? Don’t let me what? Go into the fucking house? Have a fucking baby? Which is it? Which fucking part is it? All this time I’ve been fucking haunted by that bitch and you’ve sat back and you’ve kept this from me. You could have told me and I would have played it safe. I wouldn’t have done anything. But you didn’t. No, you didn’t! And now look where I am!!”

      I turn my back to him, trying to breathe, trying to shake out my arms that feel so coiled up and tense that it’s just adding to the terror inside me.

      “I was doing what I thought was best,” he says quietly.

      That does it.

      The rage spikes through me like a shot and I whip around, slapping Dex right across the face with an open palm. The sound fills the air.

      His eyes go wide, mouth dropping open. His hand goes to his own cheek where I hit him as he takes an unsteady step backward.

      And I can’t stop what’s happening inside me, can’t stop what I need to say.

      “I hate you,” I seethe at him.

      He chokes on his breath, eyes wide with hurt, looking like he’s going to be sick.

      Good.

      “I fucking hate you,” I say again, then start walking off, the anger inside me an inferno, even though I know it isn’t true, even though I’m starting to hate myself instead. Maybe I’ve always hated myself.

      But Dex doesn’t let things go easily.

      And for my sake, I hope he never lets me go.

      He grabs me by my wrists and spins me around, pressing me so my back is up against a tree, the bark digging into my leather jacket.

      “You don’t mean that!” he cries out, his face inches from mine, eyes burning. “I know you don’t fucking mean that. You love me, Perry. You love me.”

      Part of me is breaking down the middle from seeing the pain and desperation igniting his eyes, like my soul is being split into two.

      The other part of me is this endless pit of anger and frustration and sorrow that I can’t keep under control. I don’t know why it has me like this, why it’s taking over, if it’s Samantha or if it’s just me, if there’s something truly fundamentally wrong with me, all this shit I thought I’d dealt with but I hadn’t, and it’s finally coming out.

      I clamp my jaws together, the muscles straining and sore as I try to keep everything back, to stop hurting him, but fuck, I am so hurt myself.

      “You lied to me,” I manage to say, breathing hard. “Why did you keep this from me? You’re supposed to tell me everything. After you were so fucking angry at me because I didn’t tell you about Samantha, now you expect to get away with this? That you’re allowed to keep this from me and it’s all fine? It’s not fine, Dex.”

      He swallows audibly, his eyes watering, his hands still holding me in place with all his strength. I couldn’t move even if I wanted to.

      “I did what I thought was best and I’m sorry that I was wrong,” he says, voice breaking. “I wanted to honor your father Perry. He’s my father now, too. He’s the closest thing I have to family, and he confided in me. He pulled me aside and confided in me over his own daughters. Like I really was his son.”

      The rage inside is tempered, just a bit.

      “I trusted you,” I whisper. “I trusted you to keep me safe.”

      Now I’ve broken him. He seems to crumble before my eyes. “I’m really trying, baby,” he says, pleading. “I’m trying so hard to keep you safe.”

      And that’s when I realize what a fucking burden I am.

      No wonder the me in the bathtub did what she did.

      One less person to worry about.

      I close my eyes, my hate spreading from him to me, until I’m hating us both, and from such a deep, dark place, that I don’t think I’ll ever crawl out.

      “Perry,” he whispers, putting his hands on my face. “Please. Please don’t go down this hole, don’t let it win.”

      “Let what win?” I whisper.

      “Your depression,” he says hoarsely. “I know what it looks like. I know what it feels like. I know that it’s not always the thing right in front of you, the thing that’s haunting you, but it’s something deeper.”

      “You’re saying Samantha is all in my head?”

      “No baby. No. She’s real. She’s very real. But so is this darkness within you. I feel it. I know it as intimately as I know my own. And I know we can get you out of it. Just, please, don’t turn away from me. Not now.”

      I open my eyes, tears running down my face now. “You broke my trust, Dex.”

      His chin trembles, his fingers pressing into my skin, eyes wild. “I know I did, baby. I know and I’m sorry. I was wrong. I should have told you from the start, I know I should have. I just didn’t know how to honor your father and you at the same time.”

      “You’re supposed to honor your wife first,” I whisper. “Especially when it involves her life.”

      He nods, licking his lips anxiously, still looking so pained. “I know. All your father wanted was for me to protect you. And I couldn’t even do that.”

      There’s a sharp pinch in my chest, the kind that wants you to keel over.

      This man loves me so fucking much. I can’t let anything cloud that. I have to find that again. I have to believe it.

      “You’re doing all you can,” I whisper. “You’ve done so much for me, Dex. I’m sorry I said those things. I didn’t mean it. I don’t hate you.”

      He gives me a sad smile. “I know you didn’t. But that doesn’t mean it didn’t kill me to hear it. Please don’t ever say that again.”

      “I won’t.” I lift my head so it’s resting back against the tree, my eyes going to the branches above. “I’m just…so angry, Dex. It scares me. I’m angry and tired and I’m scared and…I’m just so tired of being scared all the time.” I try to swallow. “I felt like I was so close to getting everything I wanted and then…it was taken from me.”

      Dex runs his hands over my hair, over my face, cupping my chin. “I’m still here.”

      I lower my face and stare at him, overwhelmed by every emotion under the sun, my mind clearly not thinking straight. “Kiss me,” I tell him for the second time tonight. But this time I’m begging.

      Flames run through his eyes.

      Then he kisses me.

      His lips bruising mine, the back of my head pressed against the tree, the bark in my hair. Whereas our kiss from earlier was soft and sensual, this one is rough, and raw, and panicked. As if there’s some hourglass somewhere that’s just been flipped over and we’re running out of time.

      Maybe we are.

      “I’m still mad at you,” I murmur as his mouth goes to my neck and he grabs my ass, lifting me up until I’m pressed against the tree.

      “Then stay mad,” he says, sucking and biting at my skin while I wrap my legs around his waist. “I deserve it.”

      The anger wants to consume me still. So does the darkness. So does desire. Dex reaches down and unzips his pants and before I can even breathe, he’s pushing my underwear to the side and thrusting up inside me.

      I gasp, pain overwhelming me for a moment, my body not quite ready for the size and speed of him. Then I’m holding onto his shoulders as he slowly pulls out and pushes back inside me, tight and hard.

      “Fuck,” I cry out softly, feeling like I’m being broken and mended all at once. I want this to reset what happened, I need to let go.

      “Never do that to me again, baby,” he says into my neck, thrusting into me hard against the tree. “Never tell me you hate me. That’s not fair.”

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper to him, my words trailing off into a cry. “I just…”

      I’m so mad.

      I’m so lost.

      So scared.

      And yet with each sharp pump upward from his hips, each scrape of the bark along the back of my head, each time he catches my skin between his teeth, the fear goes to the background.

      “Promise me,” he says, giving another punishing thrust, my neck arching from the impact, my mouth falling open as he drags himself over every coiled nerve. “Promise me we don’t fight like that anymore. We don’t get vicious. We don’t purposely hurt each other.”

      His words trail off, his grip tightening around me. “Fucking hell, Perry,” he says, breathless. He lifts his head to stare at me, lust and love and sorrow in his eyes, his mouth wet from kissing my neck. “We can’t afford to fight like this.”

      “But we can afford to make up like this,” I say as he lets out a rich groan, his hips slamming into me again, knocking the air from my lungs.

      “We fight and then we fuck. In that order,” he says, pressing his forehead against mine. “But we don’t fight like we fuck, okay?” He lets out a low curse and then pins me against the tree, his hand against my throat as he pumps inside me. “Not us.” His hand goes off my throat and back to my jaw, holding my face. “Promise me.”

      “I promise,” I whisper, before he kisses me viciously, consuming me, and the pressure inside me starts to build. The hurried breath of him at my mouth, the fact that we’re fucking in public, the emotions from the entire evening are swirling around us, it’s all coming together in a hurricane. “I love you.”

      “I love you.”

      He grunts roughly, and with a few deep, hard shoves, his brings us both over the edge. We come hard, holding on tight, our bodies melding together like liquid metal.

      But when he lowers me off the tree with trembling hands, my own legs shaking from holding his waist, I don’t feel any stronger. The connection I have with him that usually feels unbreakable now feels precarious. Like one wrong move and it could all come crashing down.

      The sex didn’t help this time. It was only a Band-Aid, a balm on the wound. Something to soothe the fear and the anger and hopelessness inside me, but it did nothing to eradicate it.

      “Perry,” Dex says to me, grabbing my hand and pulling me to him. He reaches over and smooths the hair behind my head. “I’m really sorry I didn’t tell you. I’ve been wrestling with it for weeks and I feel…I feel terrible. The worst. Like a fucking jackass. I didn’t mean to hurt you and I know I have and I wish I could take it back.”

      I nod. I’m still really hurt, and I still think he made the wrong choice, but I understand where Dex was coming from. “I’m sorry I said those awful things. I didn’t mean them.” I pause, eying his cheek. “And I’m sorry I slapped you.”

      He rubs at his face and gives me a quick smile. “I actually deserved that. Better than you getting me in the nose again, anyway.” He cups my face in his hands. “Ready to go back to the party?”

      I nod. The party. I forgot all about that.

      He kisses me lightly and then grabs my hand, leading me out of the park.

      But for all it seems like we’ve made up, I know that something changed tonight. That I showed both him and myself a part of me that I’ve tried to keep hidden. And that maybe I’ve damaged us in ways I can’t even imagine.

      No. I can already imagine what it’s changed.

      I feel it in my soul, and in my bones.

      And I know it’s going to kill me.
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      At three a.m. Samantha pays me a visit.

      I wake up because she places her fingers on my eyelids, cold as icicles, and physically pries my eyes open until I’m staring at her awful face, just inches away.

      “You had your chance,” she says in a low, metallic voice, her mouth this fathomless pit of evil, moving with a million black tongues. “You should have taken it Perry.”

      Her fingers trail to the side of my face where she gently strokes my cheek, her eyes turning from all white to black to white again. I can’t move at all, can’t breathe, can’t speak. It’s like she’s reached into my chest and put an icy hand over my lungs, over my heart, holding them hostage.

      “I was trying to help you,” she goes on, the rasp of her voice twisting my gut with fear. “I was trying to get you to see your potential. Your power. If you had listened to me, you wouldn’t be in this position.”

      What position is that?

      A grave expression comes over her. “You don’t know? You’re the sacrificial lamb.” She smiles. “I tried to give you an out. You could have joined me. We could have won together. You could have stopped this all. But you didn’t, because you’re weak. You’re pathetic. You’re very much in love, and love doesn’t even exist.”

      She runs her finger over my lips and it feels like she’s freezing them solid.

      “The next time I see you will be the last time I see you,” she says. “But I won’t be alone. I tried for so long to get you to see your potential, but I don’t have the strength to try anymore. You’re just a lost cause. You always have been.”

      What do you mean you won’t be alone?

      She gives me a smile that’s both sad and terrifying. “You know what I mean. You know that I’m cursed, and will continue to be cursed until you set me free. But you don’t want to do that anymore, I can tell. It doesn’t matter. I will find my way. But you…you have lost your way. And when you lose your way, you’ll so easily be led. Believe me on that.”

      Then she gets up and starts moving backward until she fades into the shadows of the room and then she’s completely gone.

      It’s only then that I manage to breathe.
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        * * *

      

      I wake up hungover, my body reeling from all the drinks last night.

      My mind is reeling too. Not just over what’s happening to my father, or that Dex and I had the worst fight of our lives, or that even sex did nothing to put us back together. But that Samantha paid me a visit in the middle of the night.

      The last time she’d be alone.

      I don’t have to think much to know what she meant by that. For whatever reason, perhaps Samantha was trying to save me all this time? Or maybe that’s what she wants me to think. Either way, when she comes back, she’ll have the curse with her, the demon, and I know in my heart of hearts that it will be the end of me. That the both of them will take me to some place I can’t come back from.

      Dex isn’t beside me, but I hear him in the kitchen, smell bacon sizzling on the stove. Normally I’d be all over this him making me breakfast after letting me sleep in, but my appetite is gone. I doubt I’ll even be able to get down dry toast.

      I get up and step out of the bedroom, my mouth dry, feeling so incredibly delicate, like all my bones might break with one wrong step.

      “Morning,” he says to me, giving me a quick smile over his shoulder as he stands at the stove. “How are you feeling?”

      I just stare at him, my words slow. I shake my head and carefully walk forward, leaning against the island. “I don’t know how I feel.”

      “Hungover?” he asks, almost hopefully.

      “Yeah,” I say, staring blankly at my hands on the counter. But that’s not only it. I don’t feel brittle because of the alcohol. I feel brittle because I know how close I am to losing everything. “I saw Samantha last night.” I glance up at him.

      He stills. Turns to face me, brows knitting together with worry. “You didn’t wake me.”

      “I fell asleep.”

      “What happened? Did she do anything to you?”

      I press my lips together. “Not really. But she said that next time she comes for me, she won’t be alone.”

      I watch as his tries to take that in. His Adam’s apple bobs in his throat as he swallows. “Perry…”

      “I know.” I stare back at my hands. They don’t even feel like mine anymore. “She’s going to come back and she’s going to bring that curse with her. I don’t know what to do.”

      “Bird,” he says, after a moment. “I can get in contact with Bird. With Roman.”

      “I’m not possessed.”

      “Yet.”

      I shake my head and straighten up. “I’m going to spin class.”

      His mouth drops open, nearly dropping the spatula. “Are you insane?!”

      I laugh bitterly. “Yes. Clearly. I’m fucking insane, Dex. Don’t you get it? I don’t even know what’s real and what’s not real anymore! I don’t know if that really was Samantha or if it is some crazy manifestation of depression or my anger or what the hell it is.” I throw my arms out. “I mean, look at me. I don’t even know who I am! So I’m going to go to spin class, because that’s one normal thing I can do, one way I can just stop thinking and worrying, and maybe those endorphins will show up for me and for a little slice of time, I can pretend that everything is okay.”

      Dex stares at me for a moment before he puts the spatula down. “You should probably eat first,” he says, gesturing to the bacon.

      “Not hungry.”

      “Please,” he says. “You’re losing weight.”

      I fight the urge to roll my eyes, because there’s no way in hell that I’m too skinny, but I get what he’s saying. I get that he’s worried. Beyond worried.

      “Fine,” I say, but only to appease him. “I’ll eat first. We have a bit of time, I guess.”

      The bacon does smell good and it tastes good too, as do the fried eggs, but I only manage a few bites before I give the rest of the bacon to the dog and leave the table to get changed into my workout gear.

      Dex walks with me to the gym, always my shadow, choosing to do weights while I take my class. I’m not able to give it my all as I normally do, but it doesn’t really matter. I just want to blank out for a bit. Eventually the endorphins appear, just enough to take the edge off, and I climb off the bike a sweaty mess.

      Of course, there’s no way in hell I’m taking a shower at the gym this time.

      So I wait around, walking on the treadmill until Dex is done lifting the million pounds as he normally does, both impressing and pissing off the steroid jocks who watch him in awe, and then we leave.

      On the walk back I’m only feeling marginally better. The weather turned moody and misty while we were in there, and I swear I feel it swirling around in my lungs, turning into black smoke. It takes everything in me to try and hang onto those endorphins that are quickly fading.

      Dex holds my hand the whole entire way, letting me know he’s there, that he’s not letting go of me. It helps. I keep looking over my shoulder, thinking I’ll see Samantha and her demon, but I don’t. The world around us seems normal, even though I know it’s not.

      Then we pass by a young couple pushing a baby stroller, cooing and smiling at their child as they go.

      It takes everything inside me not to burst into tears. I feel that emptiness inside me returning, scooping me out until I’m carved bare. I have to bite my lip until it bleeds in order to hold it together.

      And I look up at Dex.

      He’s not looking at the couple, or the stroller, or the baby.

      He’s looking straight ahead with the most determined look in his eyes, a look that sends chills through me, that fills my hollow places with fear that I won’t be able to shake.

      We get into the apartment and I know I have to face it head on.

      I hang up my coat and watch as Dex goes straight into the kitchen to start cleaning the frying pan.

      I take in a deep breath.

      “So should we start looking for houses today?” I ask him, trying to keep my voice light.

      I watch him carefully as he pauses for a moment before continuing to scrub. “Not sure that’s such a good idea.”

      I feel like there’s a fist over my heart, threatening to squeeze.

      “Why not?” I ask, coming over to him.

      He pinches his eyes shut for a moment, breathing in deep through his nose. Swallows. “Perry…”

      “Why not?”

      He brings his eyes over to mine and I can see how hard he’s trying to be patient with me. “We need to put that on hold. You understand that. I know you do.”

      I shake my head, giving him a shaky smile. “But you said yesterday you wanted to sell this place and—”

      “I know what I said,” he says quickly, eyes flashing. “That was yesterday. This is today.”

      “But nothing has changed.”

      If looks could kill. “You don’t remember last night? The things you said?”

      “In response to the thing you did!” I suddenly yell, the words ripping through me. Fat Rabbit hops off the couch and runs into the den. “I knew this wasn’t over! I could feel it!”

      “It’s far from over. You aren’t well, Perry,” he says, words breaking softly, his eyes searching my face. “You’re losing yourself, and on top of it, we have a fucking witch who is coming for you with her demon in tow. House hunting is the least of my concerns right now. That shit has to wait.”

      “But change could be good. It could fix everything.”

      “It will fix nothing.” His tone is pure steel. “You know that. We need to focus on you right now, not the future, not anything else but you and getting you well, making sure that you can’t hurt yourself, that she can’t hurt you either.”

      I shake my head, not understanding. “What makes you think I’d hurt myself?” I ask quietly.

      He doesn’t say anything for a moment, and I know he’s thinking back to when he saw the dead version of me trying to pull myself into the bathtub. Was that a ghost of me from the future, a me that killed herself? Was that Samantha in disguise? Or was that my own subconscious brought to life?

      What if Dex is right, and I’m as dangerous to myself as Samantha is?

      “I’m really, really worried about you,” he goes on. “I don’t know what is going on in that head of yours, you’ve closed yourself off, I can see that you’re drowning in it. You’re scared, and I’m scared too, okay? I’m fucking so scared. I don’t know what’s going to happen next, I don’t know if I can save you, save us. It’s like every minute that goes by I feel like I’m closer to losing you.”

      “Maybe we could just…go away somewhere,” I say feebly.

      “We’re not going anywhere. And we’re not moving.”

      “But it could be the apartment.”

      “And you know that it’s not! You know that this is happening to you, to us, no matter where the fuck we go. We should have never gone in that fucking house!” He takes the frying pan and, in a fit of rage, smashes it on the counter, cracking it down the middle.

      I gasp. Stunned at his strength and his anger. I’ve never seen him do anything like that before.

      He leans over the sink, the muscles in his arms straining, chest heaving. “I’m sorry,” he whispers, and he sounds so broken. “I’m sorry, I’m just so fucking…angry. Not at you, at myself. For not listening to my instincts. I just didn’t want to listen, I couldn’t…”

      My mouth goes dry. “What instincts?” I whisper.

      “The instincts that told me this was a bad idea.”

      “What’s a bad idea? Moving?”

      He gives a stiff shake of his head. “No. Not moving.”

      “What?” I go over to him, gripping his arm. “What, Dex?”

      He turns his head to me, slowly meeting my eyes. I can see everything in them, feel everything in them. All the anger and so much fucking pain, that I know what he’s talking about.

      “You don’t want to have a baby anymore?” I say, my voice barely above a whisper, my heart bleeding in my throat.

      Please don’t let that be it, please don’t let that be it.

      Please.

      But I know wishing it won’t make it go away.

      Especially when Dex seems to collapse in front of my eyes.

      “I’m sorry,” he manages to say, eyes watering.

      I feel like I’ve been kicked in the gut, hard enough to bring my hands to my stomach, pressing them in like I’ll lose everything if I don’t.

      But I’m already losing everything.

      “Perry,” he says, reaching for me but I stumble backward, needing him to stay away.

      “No,” I whisper, still hunched over, trying to breathe. “No. Please don’t do this Dex. Don’t change your mind. Don’t do this to us.”

      “I have to,” he cries out softly. “Don’t you see? I have to put my foot down. I have to say no…we can’t do this. A baby…I want a baby so badly, I want a family, I want it all, but we can’t. We just can’t.”

      The pain keeps coming, a million knives slicing me through the heart, draining me, adding to the emptiness that keeps growing and growing. “Now? Or ever?”

      “We can’t have a baby, Perry,” he says quietly.

      “Now, or is this forever!?” I scream at him, lashing out, every part of me shaking to the core.

      “I don’t know!” he yells back, a tear escaping the corner of his eye. “I don’t know, okay?!” He runs his hands over his face, shaking his head. “Don’t you think this is going to happen every single time?” he says into his hands. “Maybe this is a sign. Maybe everyone else was right.”

      “You told me you wanted this more than anything!” I sob.

      He rips his hands away from his face, his cheeks red. “I do!” he yells in anguish. “I do, but not more than I want you! I’m not doing this at the expense of my wife! I’m not losing you and that’s all there is to it.”

      “That’s all there is to it?” I repeat. “This would complete us.”

      “No,” he says, grabbing my shoulders, his fingers digging into my skin as his eyes wildly search mine. “No. My life cannot be complete without you in it, Perry.” He swallows thickly, another tear running down his face, which causes the tears to run down mine. “I’m sorry,” he whispers. “I am so, so sorry but I will not risk you in this.”

      I can’t breathe. I can’t fucking breathe.

      I back up and Dex reaches for me but I slip past him, heading to the bathroom.

      “Leave me alone,” I say through a choked sob, going in and closing the door behind me. I start stripping off my gym clothes, tears blurring my vision. I’m aware that I’m in the bathroom alone, that I closed the door on Dex, that I’m at my most vulnerable right now, but I don’t are. Not even a little. Samantha can have me now if she wants, she can take me over. I almost welcome it. I’m so useless now as it is. I have nothing to offer this world anymore.

      And yet, as I turn on the shower and get in the tub, I know she’s not coming for me here. Not now. It’s just me. All alone. Just me and that darkness pressing down from above, pressing and pressing and pressing until the light inside me is snuffed out.

      Who needs demons when you’ve got your own inside you?

      I collapse to the bottom of the tub, overwhelmed by grief, overtaken by the dark, wanting everything to be over. I’m mourning a baby I once had, a baby that was ours and taken from me, now I’m mourning the loss of the next one, taken before it even had a chance to begin.

      There is no light in this madness, there is no light in this darkness.

      “Perry?” Dex’s voice breaks through my sobs as they ravage my body, echoing off the tiles. The water streams down on my side as I’m curled in the fetal position, my fingers clawing at the base of the tub.

      I hear the door close and the sound of him running over.

      “Shit,” he murmurs.

      Next thing I know he’s getting in the tub with me, fully clothed, the water raining down on both of us. He sits up, pulling my back up against his chest. He wraps his arms around me tightly, holding on as if for dear life, his mouth at my ear.

      “I’m sorry,” he whispers to me, crying too. He presses his hand against my head, holding me in place as he gently rocks us back and forth in the falling water. “Please don’t hate me. Don’t hate me.” He kisses my ear. “Don’t leave me.”

      I continue to cry, the sobs hurting my ribs, until I’m practically screaming. It’s ugly and it’s messy and I cry for everything I’ve lost and everything I will lose.

      Including Dex.

      Including myself.
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      “Perry?” Dr. Leivo asks.

      I look up from the Reader’s Digest I’ve been staring blankly at, wondering where the time went. It feels like Dex dropped me off seconds ago and I just sat down in the waiting room, but from the gentle sound of the doctor’s voice, I have a feeling she’s been calling me for a while.

      “Hi,” I say quietly, getting to my feet and heading into her office. I feel the receptionist’s eyes on me, probably seeing how close I am to shattering.

      To be honest, I didn’t even think I’d make it this far. I was so certain yesterday that Samantha was going to come for me with the demon by her side. When Dex held me in the shower, I think that was maybe the lowest point of my entire life, and if it wasn’t for him there, I don’t know what would have happened. Maybe she would have come. Or maybe it would have been worse.

      Maybe the danger would have been myself.

      After that, I slept. I slept all day and all night, with Dex watching over me the whole time. At least in my dreams I was safe, and while he protected me the best he could, I also know that at some point, his protection won’t matter.

      But I’m here now. I’ve made it this far.

      Barely.

      It’s early afternoon and, even after sleeping so much, I feel exhausted to my marrow. Coffee doesn’t help, nothing helps. I’m held together with unraveling string.

      “Have a seat,” Lana says to me softly, as she closes the door.

      I gingerly sit down on the couch, wringing my hands together, as if that will help me stay whole.

      “Perry,” she says gently. “Look at me.”

      I look up from my hands as she takes the seat across from me, leaning in close, her elbows on her knees.

      “Something has happened to you,” she says after a moment, her expression strained as she takes me in.

      For a horrible moment I think she’s going to tell me that I’m crazy, that I’m beyond her expertise, that I should be committed just like my grandmother was.

      Then she holds out her palm in offering.

      I stare at it for a moment, then up at her warm face, then gingerly lift my hand and place it in hers.

      She grasps it, just tight enough, and I feel a hot current flow from her palm to mine, warming me to the core.

      “Let me in,” she says softly, her eyes imploring mine. “Let me in your head, in your thoughts. Let me help you.”

      I’m afraid. I’m afraid that she’s going to see everything, even the ugly bits I never tell her. I’m afraid that she’ll see my soul and what I’m made of and find out that I’m not made of much at all.

      But with the last ounce of strength that I have, the last thread of hope, I push that fear to the side.

      I close my eyes.

      And I mentally move back the walls. They’re heavy and they don’t want to move and I have to keep pushing at them, so used to trying to keep people out.

      I let her in.

      I feel her too, this presence, like the black has lifted just a bit, and a beam of light and warmth has been able to sneak past. It settles inside my head, pushing things around, not unpleasant, but not quite comfortable either.

      This goes on for a few minutes, my body tense, wondering when she’ll find what she’s looking for.

      Then suddenly it all withdraws.

      I open my eyes to see her staring at me with a pained expression, swallowing hard.

      “I’m so sorry Perry,” she says to me, squeezing my hand. “No one should have to go through any of that.”

      I clear my throat, feeling strangely emotional over that experience. “What did you see?” I ask, noticing her eyes are watering. She’s emotional too, first time I’ve seen her like this.

      She pulls her hand out of mine and looks up at the ceiling, delicately running her fingers under her eyes to make sure the tears aren’t falling. “I saw everything.”

      “I think you know me better than my husband does now,” I comment.

      She gives a slight shake of her head and looks at me, a soft smile curving her lips. “No. He knows you better than you know yourself. That much is true and will never change.”

      “But he can’t protect me now,” I tell her. “No one can.”

      Lana sighs and sits back in her chair, looking me over. “This isn’t quite true. But we’ll come back to that. First, we have to look at what’s really happening here. Where this all started…the want for a child.”

      My heart beats heavily in my chest, feeling waterlogged. “Is it so wrong to want that?”

      “No,” she says. “It’s natural. It’s normal. Maybe not for everyone, but for most people I would think.”

      “Do you want kids?” I ask.

      She waves her left hand at me. “Got to find a man first. But I’m not looking for either right now. And as much as I would love to tell you all about my personal life, we have to focus on you. We have to work through this. And in the end I think I might be able to help you, if you keep an open mind and do as I say.”

      For the first time in weeks, I’m properly intrigued.

      Dare I say, hopeful.

      “Perry, you wanting a baby as much as you do is normal. We’ve talked about this before. But you are not normal. You know this. I know this. Dex knows this. You are a very powerful woman, yes just as Samantha has said. She wasn’t lying to you about that. In fact, she’s never really lied to you…just purposely twisted the truth to suit her own needs. But we’ll come to that later. I have a lot to say about her.” She pauses, crossing her legs.

      “How do you know that about her?”

      “I’ll get to that. There’s so much to unpack here that we have to move quickly. We don’t have a lot of time.” I nod, vowing myself to shut up. She continues. “Back to the baby. Back to your abilities, your power, your energy. You can manifest and create things with ease, and you don’t even know it. Your need and want for the baby attracted so much energy to you because you feel things so incredibly deeply. You’re not just a magnet for your husband, you’re a magnet for others. Samantha took advantage of that need. Everything that happened was because of her.”

      She’s right about that. Even poor Harry was compelled by her from beyond the grave to bring us into the house.

      “Your need made her seek you out. She has a need too, to be free of her curse. It attracted Maximus to the house. He has a similar need, to be free of the Veil.”

      “But Jacob brought Maximus back.”

      “Did you ask him why now? If he’s been dead three years, why now? Jacob was fulfilling something, brought on by your need. It’s all connected. All of it. Even we’re connected.”

      “How?” I ask her, but then I fill in the blanks. “We’ll get to that later, right?”

      She gives me a quick smile. “I know Dex thinks that this will happen every time you want to have a baby. I don’t think that’s the case. I think things got out of hand because you kept it bottled up inside for too long, and when you were finally honest with him, it was too late. It was all in motion.”

      “You’re saying this all happened because I didn’t tell Dex?” I ask incredulously.

      “I’m saying that in normal people, it’s harmful to keep things bottled up. In your case, it has extreme consequences. Food for thought going forward.”

      “He’s the one who kept something from me,” I point out indignantly.

      “This isn’t a competition, Perry. You know why he kept it from you. Doesn’t mean it was the right thing to do. His actions have consequences too. This was something he was stewing over ever since you first stepped into that house. Having that worry at the back of his head constantly, well it’s no wonder that all that shit started happening to you. The two of you both have a power, and between the two of you…well, you know what happens, what that feels like.”

      Oh god. She had a good long look at our sex life, didn’t she?

      “Sorry,” she says, looking sheepish. “When I say I saw it all, I saw it all. But believe me when I say it was more than helpful.”

      I scrunch up my nose, giving her an odd look. “Okaaaay.”

      She folds her hands in her lap. “There are three things happening right now, and with a little luck, we can fix them all. One is that you want to get your friend out of the Veil. It sounds like your sister will be able to help with that, and no it doesn’t matter if you want her to or not, because she’s her own person with her own will and she will do as she likes.”

      I cross my arms and grumble under my breath. I really don’t want Ada to do this, and I’m still holding out hope that Rose will get back to me.

      “The second thing,” Dr. Leivo goes on, “is that Samantha wants to possess you in order to free herself. She’s got you at the lowest point possible. You’re already inviting her in. Your hatred for yourself is palpable, and she knows it. When she comes for you again, she won’t be alone, she’ll have that demon with her, and together they will take hold of you and I don’t know what to do after that, I don’t think I’m that powerful.”

      My chin jerks back. “Powerful? What are you talking about?”

      Since when is my psychologist powerful?

      She lets out a soft laugh. “I have so much to tell you and so little time. Let me go on, while I still can. As I said earlier, Samantha wasn’t lying to you. She’s a witch and she can recognize power in others, whether they are witches or not. Like attracts like. She wanted to save you in a way. She kept that curse from getting you for as long as she could. But it owns her, it controls her in the end. So that’s what’s happening.”

      “You make it sound like this happens every day,” I say, my chest feeling tighter by the minute.

      “Thankfully it doesn’t. And you should know that too. Just because you went into that house, because you went seeking ghosts, doesn’t mean that this was bound to happen. It’s only because it was coupled with your need. I feel your need for a child, Perry, I know how big and strong it is. Had you not been feeling that, I don’t think anything would have happened at all. And you probably wouldn’t have ever been called on by Harry to begin with.”

      “So, you’re saying having a baby and seeing ghosts can co-exist?”

      “I believe so. But you have got to get a hold of your emotions, for your own sake and everyone else’s sake. I’m afraid that if you don’t, you could, I don’t know…cause planes to fall out of sky because of how angry and or sad you are. And the easiest way is just to talk about them. Let them out before they get too big. Not just with me. With Dex. With Ada. With your father. With everyone you try and keep at arm’s length.”

      “So what do I do about Samantha? You said that we can fix it all.”

      “I’m almost done,” she says. Her smile is less than patient. “Three, is that you are suffering from clinical depression. It’s normal. It’s especially normal for someone like you, who has been down this road before, and your family history. You have a lot of anger inside you that you haven’t faced, a lot of grief, and you have unresolved trauma from your past that you have not faced.”

      I know all of this is true, but it still hurts to hear. “But I’ve been seeing you.”

      “I’m a psychologist, Perry. We’ve been working through things together, but until recently I could only go off what you were telling me. And I can’t prescribe medication for you, and I really think you should be on something. With everything going on, especially the loss of the future when it comes to starting a family, all that unknown, it’s really important that we get you medicated and that you start seeing me more often. I’m going to refer you to a psychiatrist, just to get something prescribed for you.”

      I nod. “Okay. I can do that.”

      “Good.”

      “That was the third thing,” I point out. “What can I do about Samantha?”

      “It involves your husband,” she says with a wary tone to her voice, as if I’m not going to like what she’s going to say.

      “How?”

      Oh god, please don’t tell me he has to sleep with the witch!

      She smiles faintly. “No, Perry. Don’t worry about that.” She pauses, leaning forward on her elbows again, her gaze searching my face. “You’re very weak right now. Physically, emotionally, and spiritually. You keep thinking that you’re hanging by a thread, and you are. You can’t keep her out, no matter what you do.”

      Well fucking great. So much for being so powerful. It feels like any hope inside me just died.

      “But Dex is not weak,” she adds. “He’s under a lot of strain and pressure right now, but he’s not weak. He’s very strong in every single way. Strong enough for the both of you.”

      “He can’t protect me from her, though.”

      “Yes, he can. But not from where he is. He has to get inside of you.”

      My eyes go wide. “Like…sexually?”

      Her lips twist to the side. “Not quite.”

      Are things about to get really weird here?

      “That depends on what you think weird is at this point,” she says. I guess my thoughts are just a free-for-all buffet now. “And how much of an open mind you’re willing to have.”

      “I’ll consider anything as long as it has a chance of stopping this,” I tell her. Plus, my mind was literally open enough for her to walk around inside of it.

      “Good,” she says simply. “Have you ever heard of sex magic?”

      My mind goes back to the sex witch/sex magic conversation I had with Dex about our strange connection.

      “I know what you’re thinking,” she says quickly. “I know what you discussed. I know that you have this intense connection between you that is heightened during sex. See Perry, sex isn’t just a physical thing. It has a spiritual and emotional component as well. At least all the good sex should have those three things as a part of it. But you two, well, you know you have something special there, enough so that you got you thinking about what it all means.”

      “So, what does it all mean?”

      “It means that you have a bond that’s stronger than anything else and the two of you always make sure to keep that connection fused, whether you’re conscious of it or not. This connection has saved you in the past, it will save you now, and it will save you again in the future.”

      “The future? What do you mean the future? You can see the future?”

      She gives me a tepid smile. “Perry, please. We have to focus on the present or there will be no future.”

      She’s got me there.

      “Sex magic is something different,” she says. “But your thinking was on the right track. It involves witchcraft.”

      My eyes go even wider. “Witchcraft?!” I squeak, as if I want to dabble in that shit now of all times.

      “You need to be a witch to fight a witch.”

      “I’m not a witch!”

      “I know. But with your energy, it really doesn’t matter.”

      I blink, not sure what to say.

      “Don’t even think of dismissing it yet. I haven’t even gotten to the good part,” she says.

      Oh hell.

      “Sex magic is using sex to manifest something for yourself,” she explains. “Witches believe that there is divine power in sex, and that’s all very true. What it comes down to though, is the belief and the sharing of energy and using that to make things happen. Traditionally, sex magic can be used as an offering for deity worship, to attain knowledge, to be initiated into a tradition, to raise energy for workings, to empower sexual fluids for magical uses,” I wrinkle my nose at that, “to conceive, to empower a sigil, for healing, for protection, for a lot of things. That last part is the part that interests us.”

      “Actually, all of that,” I wave my hand around, “interests me.”

      Especially the conceiving part, but there’s no point mentioning it since she can hear my thoughts anyway.

      “I take it you’ve heard of blood play,” she goes on.

      “Yeah,” I say uneasily, thinking back to the pair of handcuffs under the bed that Rebecca gave us. There’s kinky and then there’s…blood play.

      “With blood play, you take sex magic to the next level. Blood creates a bond. It binds you. Deeper than anything else. Combined with sex, it’s unbreakable. I take it that you and Dex have been tested for absolutely everything?”

      “Yeah…” I’m not sure if I’m going to like where this is going.

      “You’re going to need that bond, Perry. And you’re going to need to invite him in.”

      “You said this wasn’t sexual.”

      Though we have just been talking about sex magic.

      “This is about a physical and spiritual act of possession. You need to invite Dex inside you, through sex, through the blood bonds, so that you carry part of him. That is how he’s going to be able to protect you from Samantha, from the demon, from everything.”

      I shake my head, unable to wrap my brain around any of this. “Like…forever?”

      “Not forever,” she says. “The bond is forever. The possession can be temporary.”

      “Then what happens after? Won’t she come back for me?”

      “You’ll have bought yourself enough time to get stronger, and if she knows that she can’t get you easily anymore, she won’t come after you. You’re special Perry, but there are others out there who have the same energies.”

      “Like you,” I point out.

      “Maybe,” she says. “But she wouldn’t dare.”

      I tilt my head as I examine her. She looks like the perfect blonde, from her light tan, to her green eyes, warm smile, nice clothes. “You’re a witch too, aren’t you?” I say. “You’re Glinda.”

      She watches me for a moment, her eyes sparkling.

      “I try,” she eventually says. “Now, back to the blood play.”

      “Of course.”

      “I’m serious about this, Perry.”

      I nod. “I know. I’m making a joke because I’m finding this really hard to deal with.”

      And also, I just found out my psychologist is a witch. I guess now I have to trust her in what she’s talking about.

      “It’s not a big deal,” she says, and then she stops herself. “No. I take that back. It is a big deal. You’re inviting your husband inside you, not just physically but metaphysically. I have no doubt that you’ll both be able to handle it, but it’s not to be taken lightly. But the actual act of blood play itself doesn’t have to be extreme. You don’t have to hurt each other. You just need to draw blood and mix the blood, while you’re having sex, and that sex needs to be…it needs to be had with intention.”

      “Intention?”

      “That’s what witchcraft is, Perry. Intention mixed with energy. The most important thing is to make sure you’re focused on what you want from the universe, what you need, and to take your time getting there. This is not a quick roll in the hay. This is prolonged foreplay with both of you brought to the edge in order to build up that energy before release.”

      “So, like edging to the extreme?” I have no idea how we’ll survive that. Dex can go all night long, but I also don’t bring him to the brink and then back off either. That seems cruel.

      “You’ll be fine.” She glances at the clock on the wall. “I wish we had more time.”

      “Do you have another patient after?” I ask, wanting for them to be rescheduled since this is life or death over here.

      "I do," she says. “But what I mean is, you don’t have enough time. You need to do this today, tonight at the latest. If you can do it outside, even better.”

      “It’s December,” I remind her. I know Dex and I just had sex outside, but if we’re going to be dabbling with blood play, that’s a whole other thing.

      “I know. Just do what you can.” She pulls out her business card and hands it to me. “Just in case you don’t have this anymore, that’s my cell number at the bottom. Text me tonight.”

      “You want a play-by-play?”

      “I want you to stay in touch with me.” She exhales through her nose, lips pressed together in a thin smile. “And when you end up going back to the house with Ada, let me know if you need me to come along.”

      I stare at her. “Why?”

      “Your sister will be successful with Maximus. She has that power. But I have my doubts that she’ll be able to keep Samantha back if she decides to come along for the ride.”

      “And you can stop her?”

      She nods. “I can stop her.” She grins to herself, like she’s laughing at an inside joke. “I’ve stopped her before.”

      “Wait.” I raise my palm. “You actually know know Samantha? Like before she died?”

      “It’s a small community,” she says, getting to her feet. “A little too small, sometimes.”

      I’m too befuddled to say anything. I grab my bag and get up, walking toward the door.

      She puts her hand on it, ready to open and I say, “Hold on.”

      She pauses, looks at me thoughtfully.

      “Since you seem to know everything, how do you know Dex will go along with any of this? I know he’s a kinky guy, but blood play?”

      She puts her hand on my shoulder. “He’ll do anything for you, Perry. I’m surprised you even have to ask.” She then points at my neck. “Besides, seems like he has no problem with drawing blood on the regular.”

      I press my palm there, where Dex has left various bitemarks over the years. Maybe his vampire tendencies were just a warm-up.

      “You stay strong, okay?” she says to me opening the door. “And call or text if you need anything. Alright?”

      “I will.”

      I step out into the waiting room, and aside from her next patient, Dex is also there, waiting for me. I was going to text him when I was done, but he’s obviously not taking his chances.

      Lana looks at him and nods. “Hello Dex,” she says.

      Something passes between them, something that leaves Dex looking a little confused.

      “Hey,” he says uncertainly.

      Then Lana invites in the next patient and closes the door.

      “What is it?” I ask, going over to him.

      “Nothing,” he says frowning. He eyes the receptionist and then grabs my hand and pulls me out of the waiting room and into the hallway where we have privacy. He closes the door and looks to me. “I could have sworn I just heard her thoughts in my head.”

      “What did she say?”

      “To trust you. What did she mean by that?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      “You don’t seem surprised that she just put her thoughts in my head?”

      “Oh, I never told you about that? Yeah, she’s a witch.”

      Dex’s eyes go round as saucers.

      “Come on, we need to go home,” I tell him. “I’ll explain on the way.”
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      The drive back to the apartment goes by quickly, and I’m barely able to fill Dex in on everything. I’ve left the sex witch blood play stuff out because I think we both need to be fully immersed and ready for it when that happens. I don’t think it’s something you can spend a lot of time thinking about.

      Except that I have.

      Dex makes a stop at a pharmacy to pick up his medication and some other things and I come inside with him, not willing to be alone in the car. While we wait, I bring up sex magic and blood play on my phone and start doing some quick reading, trying to get an idea of what I have to do. Obviously if you want to get into the spell territory, you can follow very rigid (and graphic) rituals, or you can just go in with your own kind of flow. We’ll be doing the latter option.

      The most important things I gathered from my research is that the knives have to be sterilized, you have to be careful where you cut so you don’t harm the other person, doing it outside isn’t as important as doing it somewhere meaningful, and as Lana said, the more delayed the orgasm the better, and that it should be done with love and respect and intention. This isn’t about the kink of cutting each other up with knives, it’s not about drinking blood (though that can help with the possession). It’s about inviting that person inside at a cellular and spiritual level. The literal melding of the souls.

      They said the possession can last as long as the person wants. The person who invited the person in always has control (pretty sure this doesn’t work when it comes to demon possession, but whatever), and that it can be pretty jarring to both people, getting used to sharing a mind and hearing each other’s thoughts. At least in that, we already know what to expect.

      “So, what’s the plan?” Dex asks as we step into the apartment. “In the car you said she had a plan. Least I think you did. This is still such a fuckload of information to take in. Who the fuck knew we were surrounded by witches?”

      “I know,” I tell him. It’s dark outside now and we’re running out of time. I walk right over to Fat Rabbit on the couch and pick him up in my arms. I kiss him on his head and then bring him over to the den, closing the door on him.

      When I turn around, Dex is staring at me curiously as he takes off his jacket, wondering why I just did that.

      I take in a deep breath.

      Here we go.

      “Dex, I need to talk to you about something,” I say, walking toward him, hoping he can see how serious I am. “Something very important. Something that will save us. I don’t want you to think it’s a joke, I don’t want you to take it lightly, I don’t want you to push back against it. I just need you to know how grave this is, and why we must do it.”

      “Okay,” he says slowly, running a hand down his face. “I have to admit kiddo, you’re scaring me a little.”

      “Because it is scary,” I tell him, stopping right in front of him. “I’m scared too. But you’re going to have to trust me on this.”

      “Is this what your doctor was getting at? Do you trust her?”

      “Yes. And even if I didn’t, I know that this is right. I know deep inside that this is the way. The only way for us.”

      He swallows, fear swimming in his eyes.

      I put my hand at his cheek and peer up at him, looking him as deep in the eyes as I can. “Dex. I love you. I love you with all that I have, even when it feels like I have nothing left. It’s all for you, everything is. And I am so deeply sorry for the words I said the other night, words I have never once believed and should have never been said. It wasn’t me talking. But this is me talking now.” I run my fingers up over his face, brushing a strand of dark hair off his forehead. “I need a favor from you.”

      His jaw tightens, his eyes growing in intensity. “Anything. I’ll do anything for you.”

      “I need you to possess me. So that nothing else can.”

      His brows come together. “Possess you? Don’t I already possess you?”

      “I don’t mean in the fact that you’re mine and I’m yours,” I say, my hand falling away. I move past him to the knife rack. “I mean in the most literal way.”

      I pull the smallest knife out, which also happens to be the sharpest.

      Turn around to face him, holding it up in front of my chest.

      His eyes go to the knife to my eyes, and back again. “Baby, what are you doing?”

      “You have to trust me.”

      “I’ll trust you if you tell me what you’re doing.”

      I put the knife on the counter and then fish out a bottle of disinfectant from the medicine drawer. I pour some of it on a clean towel and rub it over the knife.

      Dex watches my every move. “Perry? That thing I said earlier about how you’re scaring me? Well, that still stands.”

      I look over at the bedroom. It would be too messy in there. Then I look down on the kitchen floor. Then the island. It would be uncomfortable, but it would be easy to clean up the blood. And more than that, it holds importance. That counter was where Dex and I first had sex.

      I remember it like it was yesterday.

      How he felt.

      How we felt like together.

      I remember a shimmer enveloping the entire apartment, bending and warping, and not really knowing what it meant at the time. Now I do.

      That was our energy finally coming together. A hint of what it can do, of what we can do as one.

      Now we’re going to test it like it’s never been tested before.

      Four years later.

      To…wait a minute.

      To this very day?

      My mind flips back, seeing the dates line up, the night of the Shownet company Christmas party.

      Holy shit.

      There are no such things as coincidences.

      “Perry?” Dex prompts me.

      I look at him.

      “Why did you just disinfect a knife?”

      “Take off your clothes,” I tell him.

      He balks. “What?! No.”

      “Fine,” I tell him.

      I take off my sweater and my shirt underneath, throwing them to the floor, then I pull off my leggings and socks, until I’m just in my bra and underwear.

      I pick up the knife and hold it out for him.

      “Take this,” I tell him.

      He blinks, and I know he’s trying to make sense of this, scared that I’m going to make him hurt me. And he will, but only a little.

      “Take it,” I repeat.

      He takes it from me by the handle, his fingers wrapping around mine, not letting my hand go.

      “Tell me what we’re doing.”

      “I need you to possess me.”

      “Tell me what we’re doing.”

      “We need to create a blood bond. A blood pact. A way to tie ourselves to one another, a thread that can’t be broken no matter what. In that blood bond, while having sex…” I close my eyes, trying to find the words. “I invite you in. You possess me. And once you possess me, no one else can. Not Samantha, not anyone. This is the plan. This is the only chance we have, as crazy and fucked up as this all sounds. This is what we have to do.”

      I open my eyes and look at him. He’s breathing hard, a war raging in his eyes, still holding onto my hand and the knife. “A…like blood play? Like we cut each other up?” He’s vaguely horrified.

      “Yes. You know how when kids were young they’d slice open their palms and shake hands? A blood bond.”

      “Fucked up kids!”

      “Don’t kink shame.”

      He almost laughs. “Kink shame? Baby, I am all for whatever the hell you want to do in the bedroom, but come on, give me a minute here before I start slicing you up with a knife, okay?”

      “I know this sounds nuts,” I tell him, pulling my hand away from the knife and cupping both sides of his face. “But I believe in it. This makes sense for us. Think about it.”

      “You’re asking me to actually literally possess you? This is witchcraft.”

      “That’s exactly right. It is witchcraft.”

      “You’re not a witch.” He narrows his eyes. “Are you?”

      I shake my head. “It doesn’t matter though. Anyone can be with the right energy.”

      “And if it doesn’t work?”

      “Then Samantha wins,” I say, trying to ignore the defeat in my heart. “And we have a few scars to remind us that we at least tried.”

      His brow softens, eyes finally taking in how serious this is, how serious I am. “Okay,” he says quietly. “Then we’ll do this. Just tell me what to do.”

      My lips twitch. “Oh? So you’re letting me be in control now?”

      “I guess so,” he says. “You better enjoy it though, because once I possess you, that’s all over.”

      “We’ll see. Apparently I can kick you out at any time.”

      He smiles faintly before his expression turns grave. “You sure you want to do this? I don’t even know what this entails. I’m going to be in you…like…really in you.”

      “I know.”

      “And what happens to the rest of me?”

      “I believe you can be in two places at once,” I tell him. “And I also think that you can just be in the background most of the time, only coming forward when needed.”

      “You think or you know?”

      “I was possessed once, remember?”

      “And you and Abby were having conversations about the living quarters of your soul?”

      Urgency floods through me. We’re running out of time.

      I give Dex a look to shut up, then say, “Put me on the counter.”

      He’s caught off-guard for a moment then puts the knife down. He wraps his hands around my waist and picks me up, placing me on the edge.

      Keeping my eyes focused on his, I reach back and unhook my bra, tossing it to the side.

      Dex’s gaze is pinned to my bare breasts, my nipples tightening. “Well, fuck, Perry. Maybe you should have just opened with this and I wouldn’t have questioned anything.”

      “Take off my underwear,” I tell him.

      He gulps. “Yes ma’am.”

      I take in a deep breath as he reaches for my hips, his fingers curling over the edge of my panties, and I lift myself up slightly as he brings them down over my thighs, knees, calves.

      I part my legs, enough for his eyes to drop between them, hunger flaring. The more I turn him on, the less chance he has of backing out. Pretty sure he’s already a goner and I’m just getting started.

      “We’re supposed to take our time,” I tell him, running my fingers over my clit. I’m already wet and the sound is lewd and Dex looks like he’s going to fucking faint as he watches my every move. “The more turned on we get, the more we delay coming, the better it is.”

      He swallows, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand, eyes coming up to mine. “Does your therapist usually give you this kind of advice? Maybe you should see her more often.”

      I know I will be seeing her more often now, but I can’t focus on that. I can only focus on this moment. What I want. What I need. Energy and intention.

      “Take off your clothes,” I tell him again.

      This time he listens.

      While bracketed between my legs, he reaches down and pulls off his t-shirt, and I don’t know if it’s the lust and danger and energy that’s circulating in the air, but he’s never looked better. His shoulders are as broad as the horizon, his muscles are perfectly rounded, hard and big as rocks, leading to his wide biceps and thick ropey forearms that flex as he starts to undo his jeans. His skin is tanned, smooth, perfect.

      My eyes trail over his taut chest, absently taking in his tattoo, then coast down over the six-pack that doesn’t go away, no matter how much beer he drinks.

      Lower.

      Lower.

      The jeans fall to the floor, leaving him just in his grey boxer briefs, his cock so rigid and defined underneath that he might as well be naked.

      It’s one of my many wow I married that moments.

      Which is quickly replaced with a wow we’re about to get extremely fucked up moment.

      “All your clothes,” I remind him.

      “Greedy little thing.” He’s been smirking at me this whole time. “Let’s wait until we’re done with the knife, shall we?”

      Fair enough.

      I swallow, thinking of the next steps, hoping I can brave. Hoping he can be brave too.

      “Now take the knife,” I tell him.

      He seems to freeze. “We’re starting with you?”

      “Pick up the knife, Dex.”

      Reluctantly he leans forward and picks up it off the counter. “Next time we try role playing, I vote for not being the butcher.”

      “Dex,” I say sharply. “This isn’t funny.”

      He gives me a chagrined look. “Sorry. I’m sorry. I know it’s not, I’m just trying to…get through this.”

      I know how he feels. The only way I’m able to get through this is by taking complete control until I have to give it all up.

      Though I have to say, having this control is empowering, like I’m not only using my own energy, but creating something too.

      Maybe being a witch ain’t half bad.

      “Now,” I say through a long exhale. “Do you think you can touch me and cut me at the same time?”

      He blinks, mouth opening. He then snaps it shut, shaking his head. No.

      “That’s fine,” I slide my fingers over myself again and Jesus this is going to be hell because I’m already so turned on.

      “Fuck Perry,” he whispers, eyes glued to where I’m touching myself.

      “Cut me,” I tell him, reaching forward with my other hand and grabbing his, pointing the knife at my chest, just above my breasts where the bones disappear. “Right here. Little cuts, just deep enough to draw blood.”

      “It’s going to hurt,” he warns me.

      “Not any more than when you bite me during sex. The pain feels good when I already feel good,” I tell him. I mean, I’m just going by what they say, that sexual arousal dulls pain, hence why a lot of BDSM works the way it does.

      I close my eyes and bite my lip, waiting for it.

      I hear Dex’s breath catch.

      Feel the warm of his hands and the cool of the blade as they approach.

      Then the sharp sting as he makes a cut across my skin.

      It hurts but only a little.

      “I’m sorry,” he says softly.

      I open my eyes and look down to see a single tear of blood bleeding from a two-inch cut above my left breast. I glance up at him. He looks both scared and fascinated, watching the blood trickle down.

      “It’s fine,” I tell him, still playing with myself. “Do it again. Where my skin is soft. Make me bleed all over.”

      He shakes his head, sucking in his upper lip. “I don’t think I can.”

      I reach up and grab the back of his head, bringing his face to mine. “Do this for me.” Then I kiss him, hard and wet and violent, leaving him gasping against my mouth.

      “Okay,” he says, trying to catch his breath.

      His brow lowers in determination and makes another quick cut on the other breast, then between my breasts. I lean back on the counter so he can do the same to my stomach. It hurts every time, but the pain is almost transcendent, like it’s bringing me to another plane of existence. Good lord, I hope I don’t turn into a masochist after this.

      “I’m done,” he says, voice shaking. “I can’t do anymore.”

      I straighten up, looking at the blood run down me. At first, I was a bit worried that it would feel like I used to when I was cutting myself, back in high school. My inner arms still bear those faint scars. But there is no relief or anguish in this, just determination that we’re doing the right thing.

      Okay, and it’s also a little bit hot. I don’t make the rules.

      “I can do myself,” he says, bringing the knife toward his chest.

      “No,” I tell him, holding my hand out. “Give it to me.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you do things to the extreme, Dex.”

      “I do not.”

      You once stuck a sword in your fucking throat.

      “You’re going to hurt yourself. Give me the knife. I’ll be quick.”

      “Maybe I’m afraid of how comfortable you are with this whole thing,” he says, but he hands me the knife anyway.

      I press one hand against his shoulder to steady myself, trying to decide where to put the cut. The weird thing is this won’t even hurt him a little, and by next week he won’t even have a scar. Makes it a little easier on me.

      I make quick work of him, matching the same places where he cut me. Two on the chest, one between, three on the stomach. He doesn’t even fucking flinch.

      “Not even an ouch? What’s wrong with you?” I ask him, putting the knife to the side, watching the blood run down him.

      He shrugs. “Tis only a flesh wound.”

      I glare at him. “No jokes, Dex.”

      “Sorry.”

      “You going to finally get naked, or do you need me to slice them off of you?”

      “I hope to god you’re talking about my underwear,” he says, running his thumbs under the waistband, teasing me for a moment. Then he pulls them down, stepping out of them. His cock looks phenomenal, sticking straight up and I instinctively reach out, running my fist over it from balls to tip.

      He hisses out a breath, and we watch as my bloodied hand leaves red behind.

      “Am I crazy, or this the fucking hottest thing we’ve ever done?” he asks. I look up at him to see all the worry and fear disappear from his eyes, replaced by pure carnality.

      There he is.

      I give him another squeeze, running my palm over the crown, a fever running through me. He thrusts up into my hand, a groan escaping his lips, and I remember how important it is to draw this out, to delay the orgasms as long as we can.

      This is going to be HELL.

      “Jesus,” he swears, leaning in to kiss me, his mouth gently sucking in my lip, then my chin, my jaw. “I want to fucking maul you.”

      “You already have,” I tell him as he finds my neck. He tentatively licks at my skin and I start jacking him off, making my fist tighter, harder.

      “Fuck,” he cries out, and then bites down on my neck hard, and I know he’s broken the skin there. Vampire husband will come in handy tonight.

      I grip him harder, watching his back rise as he tries to catch his breath, tries to keep it together. Then I suddenly let go of him. Not only did they say to delay foreplay, but they said getting each other to the point of coming several times would help, as cruel as that seems.

      And right now, it seems very, very cruel.

      “I need to be inside you,” he says to me, grabbing my chin with a shaking hand. He has my blood on his lips and I lean in, licking it off of him.

      “Not yet,” I tell him before kissing him deeply.

      I make fists in his hair and then pull away, yanking his head down between my legs. “Don’t you dare get me off and don’t you dare get yourself off either,” I tell him.

      I lie back on the counter and he starts devouring me, one hand spreading me further open, the other I know he’s touching himself with.

      My back arches, my hips rise, and he works me so good with his tongue and teeth and lips that I just want him to keep going, but I know I can’t come, not yet.

      “Stop,” I whisper but he’s not listening, his tongue swirling around my clit.

      I grab his hair tighter and lift his head off me. “Stop,” I say again, gasping. “Oh god.” I was so close to coming.

      He stares up at me through my legs, blood on his face, his hands. My stomach and breasts are already smeared red, so is his chest.

      I hoist myself up to sitting position and he straightens up. His dark eyes are lost to lust, they look crazed and unsteady, gripped by fever. I part my thighs further and grab his bicep, pulling him up to me, wrapping my legs around his waist.

      “Come here,” I tell him, reaching up and putting my hands behind his neck. “Closer.” I pull him into me so that I’m almost sliding off the edge of the counter, his shaft pressed right up against my clit, sliding easily against me. I’m so fucking wet, it’s insane.

      I place my chin on his shoulder so that my breasts are pressed against his chest, so that our stomachs meet, so that the blood between us mixes. I swear I feel the heat building on our skin, sparks where the blood fuses together.

      “Can you fuck me like this?” I whisper.

      I hear him swallow, let out a heavy breath. “Yes.”

      He reaches down, scooting back just a few inches to position himself.

      Then he pushes his cock inside me, sliding in like silk, our bodies pressed together again.

      “Oh, fuck,” he says through a gasp, and I’m widening for him, squeezing down on him as goes.

      He’s already inside me so deep, and I press my heels against his ass, driving to drive him in deeper. I know we can’t rush, I know we have to wait, but I’m so fucking crazed right now that I almost don’t care. I just want to get off.

      Focus with intention, I remind myself.

      My fingers trip over the strained muscles of his back and he keeps pumping into me, his hips working in tight controlled circles at first, before getting more and more wild. He’s fucking me here, working me hard, just like he did four years ago, when we had absolutely no idea what was ahead of us.

      And we still have no idea what the future holds.

      All I know is that I will do anything to keep him in my life.

      To keep having a life.

      And that’s why we’re doing this.

      “Slow down,” I whisper to him, pulling my head back to look him in the eyes. “Dex. Slow down.”

      He shakes his head, sweat beading on his brow, his lips red with blood, his dark eyes flashing. “I can’t.”

      “You have to,” I tell him, moving back a couple of inches on the counter until he almost slips out.

      He’s breathing hard, so gone to desire and this raw, primal passion that I don’t even think he hears me. I press my hands on his face, steadying him.

      “Slow down,” I say again. “Please.”

      I am begging him with my eyes.

      He listens, though I know it physically hurts him to stop from coming.

      He leans in.

      His wet mouth covering mine.

      Tongue snaking against my tongue, stoking the fire, filling my veins with beautiful smoke. We are more joined than we’ve ever been before.

      I keep the intentions going in my head.

      I want you to possess me.

      I want you to keep me safe.

      I want you to keep my soul as yours.

      I say it over and over again in my head, feeling it, visualizing it, manifesting it.

      I want you to save me.

      I want you to always love me.

      I want you to be mine forever.

      I keep saying them, intentions turning into vows, and without realizing what I’m doing, I’m reaching down the muscles of his back, and my legs are tightening around him, pulling him back inside me. Deeper and deeper and deeper.

      “Perry,” he says through a choked cry, his movements growing quicker. “Baby, I need to come.”

      “Wait,” I whisper. “Wait until I invite you.”

      He growls in frustration, biting my neck on the other side, the pain mixing with pleasure.

      I repeat my intentions, focusing with my heart and soul and I feel it. I feel the energy rising up between us, I see the apartment shift and blend into something purple and then grey, like we’re in the Veil, and then back to purple again.

      Something is happening.

      This is it.

      I pull my head back, grabbing his face, as he continues to slam his hips against mine, his jaw tight with so much restraint.

      “Dex,” I say to him, breathing hard. “Come inside. Be inside me. Possess me.”

      His eyes meet mine and I feel the connection snap into place, a cord of electricity that can’t be broken.

      Then his mouth opens and a loud moan escapes from his lips, his eyes pinching shut, face contorting with pleasure as he’s overtaken.

      I come at the same time, finally letting go, gripping him as we ride this out together, doing my best to keep my thoughts focused on letting him in, letting take over, inviting him inside of my soul.

      And then I feel it.

      Feel him.

      He’s shouting my name, voice loud and hoarse as he’s coming inside me, as I’m exploding around him, and then…

      Then he’s shouting from inside me.

      Then he’s inside me.

      Not just physically.

      But spiritually, soulfully, in every way.

      I feel like he’s sifted into the essence of my being, slid underneath my layers, into the very heart of who I am and where I began and he’s just…

      There.

      Here.

      Dex, I say inside my head.

      I hear his breath as if he breathes from my lungs.

      It’s so fucking weird, but at the same time, not scary at all.

      His body is still moving, still thrusting slowly up into me, the orgasm starting to fade away.

      I’m here, he says.

      I manage to pull back a few inches and grab his face, making him look at me.

      His eyes are dull, clouded over, and for a moment I’m horrified that I’ve killed him. Then they blink and as they do so, go back to dark mahogany brown, and I feel that essence of him inside me slide to the background of my brain.

      His eyes widen and he’s back in his body again.

      His mouth opens, closes, he takes a deep breath into his lungs, shaking.

      “Oh my fucking god,” he says. “I was just inside you. I mean I was…”

      “I know,” I tell him, pressing my fingers into his temples. “I felt you.”

      “Was that it? Can I do that again?”

      I nod. I close my eyes, concentrating on letting him in, pushing back those black doors inside my mind, then opening the windows behind them, letting in purple sky.

      And there he is. Inside me, not just as his half-hard cock still is, but like he’s living in my veins, occupying my cells, sharing a soul and a brain with me.

      There you are, I say, smiling.

      I feel his own smile from within me.

      Then I open my eyes to look at him, at his body.

      This time his eyes are closed, but I have no doubt that there’s only a fraction of him beneath them.

      I know, he says, hearing my thoughts.

      Of course, when he’s like this, he can hear everything.

      I can’t seem to be in two places at once, he says. It’s like my body is sleeping if I’m in here. I don’t know if this is an ADHD thing, but I can’t split my focus.

      I laugh. Not everything is an ADHD thing I remind him. And certainly not possession. There is no guidebook.

      No? You seemed to know a lot of shit about this. You sure you don’t have a guidebook tucked away somewhere?

      No, I tell him. But you should probably get back in your body because you still need to pull out of me.

      Whoops.

      And just like that, I feel him leave, kind of like when he gets out of bed before I do. The space he left is still warm, there’s still an imprint of where he was.

      His eyes flutter open and he looks at me, taking a moment to focus.

      Then the most beautiful smile spreads across his face, causing my heart to leapfrog. “Hi,” he says to me.

      “Hi,” I say, grinning right back at him.

      We spend a while just staring at each other, smiling like idiots, unbelievably happy. Then he remembers to pull out.

      And we set about getting ourselves cleaned up.

      He helps me off the counter, my legs shaking, and while I can still feel his presence inside me, it’s so faint, like a shadow. It’s enough to know that he’s there, that he can come out at any time and take over.

      That he can protect me.

      We make our way over to the shower, and for the first time in a long time, I don’t feel afraid anymore.

      He turns it on and we take a moment to look at the absolutely bloody mess that we’ve made of each other.

      “All those times you wouldn’t let me go down on you when you had your period,” he says, shaking his head. “Baby, we were missing out.”

      “Don’t get any ideas,” I warn him.

      We get in the water and rinse ourselves clean.
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      When I married Dex, I always knew that he’d be mine, body and soul.

      What I didn’t know is that he would eventually be inside my body and my soul. Sharing that space. Not just in the metaphorical way but the metaphysical way.

      I wanted him to possess me, to make me his.

      I didn’t think he’d actually come inside me and take over.

      But that’s exactly what happened.

      The sex magic worked.

      The blood magic worked.

      I invited him inside me, to possess me, and he did.

      He did so that he could protect me, so that he could save me. No one can take over my soul if it already belongs to someone else.

      For the first few days we made it work.

      He stayed in the background of my mind and we were alert and watching for Samantha, waiting for her to show her face with her demon in tow, waiting to do battle. Dex would always win, I would always be safe.

      But those days turned into a week and she still didn’t show.

      I’d been texting with Lana since right after the blood ritual, telling her what happened (leaving out the more intimate details of course). She said to keep our guards up, to stay aware.

      But, eventually, after Samantha started to seem like a memory, Lana told me that we were probably safe. That Samantha would be able to sense now that taking over me was impossible. She’d probably been watching me from inside the Veil, probably knew that Dex was in complete control at the drop of a hat.

      She said it was okay to revert back to normal.

      For now.

      So I gave Dex the boot.

      I have to praise the poor guy for not taking it personally. I think for him it felt a little off-putting to always have this extra shadow, which is how he tried to explain it, that feeling of being outside of yourself. Even when he was fully in his body, there was that small part of him inside me and it was exhausting him.

      So I kicked him out and he gladly went. Besides, I don’t think it’s healthy to have your spouse know every single one of your thoughts, no matter how close you are. I mean, when he was inside, he had to deal with life looking through my eyes, in my body, and that’s pretty fucked up if you ask me. Handy in some ways, but overwhelming in others.

      Naturally, that left us feeling a bit on edge, not knowing if Samantha was going to come back at any moment. But even I could feel that the energy I was giving off was different now. I wasn’t so needy, so desperate. I made peace with my feelings the best I could.

      And Dr. Leivo said that at any time we can have sex and I can invite him to come inside and possess me and that it will work, no blood play needed anymore. We haven’t tried yet, of course, but it’s nice to know it’s there on standby.

      The doctor also told me that when we finally go back to see Maximus, that I should give her a call.

      That’s something I need to discuss with Dex, and if I’ve learned anything from our last therapy session (aside from how to get willfully possessed by your husband), it’s that I need to share with him more. I need to share with everyone. Be as honest and open and truthful as possible, even if it hurts.

      And so, while we’re in the Highlander on Christmas Eve, driving down the I-5 toward Portland in the dark, as the freezing rain falls outside, Fat Rabbit napping in the backseat, I turn to Dex and say, “Dr. Leivo wants to join us on our Maximus expedition.”

      His brows go to his hairline as he steals a glance at me. “What?”

      “She wants to come with us.”

      “Why?”

      “Because she’s a witch.”

      “And?”

      Oh, so Dex is all blasé about witches all of a sudden.

      “Because Samantha is a witch,” I repeat. “Look, we don’t even know if Ada is going to agree to any of this, but if she does, the most she can do is get Max out.”

      “Yeah, and?”

      “And what if Samantha comes along for a ride? We’ve been warned by everyone that’s the risk when you open the Veil. That things hitch rides. That opening a spot weakens it, draws attention to it. We can’t assume that this is going to be easy.”

      He lets out a soft laugh. “Easy? Kiddo, nothing with us is ever easy.”

      “So, do you mind if she comes along?”

      He loosens his grip on the steering wheel. “If you think it will help.”

      “She knows Samantha. Or she did, before she died. On a personal level. She can help us with her. Banish her, do whatever it is she needs to do.”

      “Do you have faith in her?”

      I don’t even have to think about it because I’ve been mulling it over the last few days. “Complete faith. She has our back. And she’s been inside my head. She knows me inside and out.”

      “I’ve also been inside your head. Your body, too.”

      “And you know me more than anyone should, Dex. I mean, that was always true of you, but now you know what it feels like when I fucking sneeze.”

      He breaks into a grin. “I know. Who would have thought that people experience sneezes differently? And fuck, I wish you let me get you off just once, just so I could see how that feels like for you.”

      “Hey, some things are meant to be sacred,” I tell him, smacking him on the arm. “Concentrate on your own orgasms.”

      “Oh. I do.”

      To be honest, I’m a little nervous about tonight. I know that seems silly, after all I’ve gone through in the last six weeks, but Ada and my father mean so much to me, that I’m determined to make things right.

      I’m determined to, once and for all, sit down with them and fill them in.

      On everything.

      Absolutely everything.

      And they can share or they can stay quiet, but I can’t afford to keep them out anymore. They’re my family, my blood, and they deserve more than that.

      But that doesn’t stop me from being anxious, and as we pull onto the familiar suburban street I grew up on, each house decorated with Christmas lights, some front yards filled with inflatable snowmen and Santa displays, the anxiety kicks into high gear.

      “Do you have any Ativan?” I ask Dex, as he parks the car out front. The house looks cheery enough, and there’s a bit of relief in seeing the Christmas lights out across the front, which means my dad’s been feeling well enough to put them up.

      “Do you really need any?” he asks me, inspecting my face. “I think you’re going to be okay.”

      “You’re holding out on me,” I tell him.

      “Come on,” he says, opening his door. “We can at least get you drunk.”

      That’s true.

      I might as well, too. Lana got me a referral to a psychiatrist, Dr. Chan, apparently someone who specializes in people like me, whatever the hell that means at this point. Is Dr. Chan a warlock? I don’t know. Anyway, I have an appointment with him just after New Year’s, and she seems to think he’ll be able to prescribe me anti-depressants.

      I’ve had long discussions with Dex about this over the last few days. We used to be so anti-medication, and for good reason, that it’s something the both of us have to get used to. But I’ve seen how Dex has moved forward on his pills, which only help, not hinder him, and I have to trust that the medication will do the same to me.

      The truth is, I do need it. Still. Even with Samantha kept at bay for now, even though I feel closer to my husband than I’ve ever felt before, I’m still dealing with that darkness. It’s still there pressing down on me, wanting to drown me. I’m still dealing with letting go of the life I wanted, the life I needed. Dex and I haven’t discussed the baby thing again, it’s too soon for both of us, and we’re both too fragile, but it just adds to the weight of everything that I’m already grappling with.

      Anyway, I’m sure there will be a lot of ups and downs with the pills. You can’t drink much on them, it takes at least three weeks to work, and sometimes the side effects are less than ideal. But I’m hoping that the right pills, along with more therapy sessions with Dr. Leivo, tackling the nitty gritty, that I can beat this thing.

      Dex comes to my side of the car and opens the door for me, helping me out. “Should we go say hi first, or just bring Fat Rabbit and let him go nuts.”

      “He’s a good buffer. Bring him in now.”

      So Dex grabs Fat Rabbit from the backseat, scooping him up in his arms, and we head toward the house. He lets the dog down on the lawn so he can pee, but by the time my father opens the front door, the dog is running full speed toward him.

      He fucking loves my dad, and my dad isn’t the biggest fan of dogs, so go figure. I swear Fat Rabbit does it on purpose.

      “Hey Dad,” I say to him, as we go up the front steps. Fat Rabbit is jumping up on him repeatedly, trying in vain to kiss his face, though he’s only getting as far as his thighs.

      “Fatty Rab, get down,” Dex chides him, grabbing the dog and scooping him up in his arms where he thrashes around, trying to lick anyone, anything, to death.

      “He must be excited for Santa,” my father says, chuckling. It’s a dorky thing to say, but it makes me feel good for a moment, because it makes everything seem normal.

      Then when I get close enough to hug my father, I see that things aren’t normal at all.

      “You’ve lost weight,” I tell him, and I know it’s not the best thing to say to someone and I don’t really mean it as a compliment either. I mean, he’s lost a lot of weight, his pasta belly having shrunk dramatically, but I know it’s not because he’s on a health kick.

      “So have you,” he says to me, holding me tight. “You’re skin and bones, pumpkin.”

      That’s not even a little true. Whatever weight I had lost I’m sure I’ll gain it back after Christmas. “I am not,” I tell him. I pull back and give him a quick smile. It breaks my heart to see him like this. He’s smiling too, but it’s a brave face. Now that I know what’s really going on, now that I know the truth of what he’s dealing with, it’s no wonder he looks so tired and worn out. All he must be doing is worrying about me and Ada.

      And my mother.

      At least tonight I get a chance to set him straight.

      Dex and my father exchange pleasantries, though now that I know they’ve been talking on the regular, I can see both how comfortable they are with each other, and also how much they’re not saying.

      We step inside, the house warm and toasty and smelling like gingerbread cookies. I can’t tell if it’s the room spray that my mother used to use all the time, or if one of them has actually baked cookies. Either way, Dex puts the dog down and he starts ripping around the living and kitchen, searching for Ada.

      “Ada made cookies,” my father says. “They’re not half-bad.”

      “Ada?” Dex says in surprise. “She didn’t poison them, did she? I mean, she knew I would be here, and she knows how I feel about cookies.”

      “Dex, you say that about every pastry,” I point out.

      “What can I say, I’m a man who knows what he likes.” He grins at me. “The sweet stuff.”

      Don’t get weird, I warn him in my head, before he can add some sort smart ass comment about the filling or something.

      We file into the kitchen where my father pours us red wine and gestures to the cookies cooling on the rack. He then checks the salmon in the oven, our traditional Christmas Eve meal. It smells divine.

      I’m about to ask him where Ada is when she appears in the doorway.

      I have to do a double-take.

      She looks surprisingly good. I only say that because my father seems worse and she was looking awfully tired and skinny last time. She’s still skinny, and she still seems a bit tired, but she’s gone lighter on the makeup and she’s cut her hair to just above shoulder length, sleek, straight, and shiny, the color more wheat than bleach.

      “Well, if it isn’t Santa’s little helper,” she says, and then I realize she’s talking to Fat Rabbit, who is desperately trying to climb up her. She picks him up, using him as a shield against hugs, and walks into the kitchen.

      “When did you cut your hair?” I ask, feeling both awkward and left out of the loop. “And you had it colored. It looks really good.”

      She gives me a half-smile. “Thanks. DeeBee from down the street, she took me out. She said she wanted a girls’ day or whatever. She took me to this super old lady salon and I was so convinced that I was going to walk out of there like Blanche from the Golden Girls, but actually the stylist did a really good job.” She bats at the ends of her hair. “Still shorter than I would have liked, but oh well.”

      She looks from me to Dex and back to me again. “You guys look…tired.”

      “We all look tired,” my father says, closing the oven door and putting the oven mitts away. “I’m sure we’re all tired.” He exchanges a quick glance with Dex.

      I want to start talking now, let it all out, but I know it’s best to wait until dinner. It’s just that things are awkward between all of us now, and I hate that, and even though Ada has some wine and hangs out with us in the kitchen, we’re making small talk. Like, I don’t do small talk with my sister, ever.

      Eventually though, the wine warms us over, the dog calms down, and dinner is served. We all sit around the table, a playlist of Christmas classics playing softly in the background, and after my father says grace, we start to eat.

      I decide to let everyone get a few good bites in (the salmon, as always, is really good) before I start my spiel.

      I look at Dex and he gives me a nod of support. I take in a large gulp of the cabernet sauvignon and then take my knife, tapping it against the glass, like I’m making a speech at a wedding.

      Ada and my father, who are sitting across from us, look to me in surprise.

      “I have something I want to talk about,” I say, and from the way they both tense up, I think they know what’s coming.

      “Is this like the Festivus airing of grievances?” Ada asks warily.

      I smirk at her Seinfeld reference, because she’s actually kind of right.

      “It might seem that way, but just stay with me,” I tell her. I take in a deep breath. “Ada, I know things are really hard for you right now. I know that you love Jay and I know Jacob sent him away.”

      Ada’s eyes go round, mainly because my father probably doesn’t know about any of this. And from the look on my father’s face, I know that’s true.

      “Jacob sent Jay away?” he asks. “I thought he just moved?”

      “Dad,” I tell him. “I’m going to say some things that are going to seem insane, but you have to just accept it as truth, okay? It’s going to go against everything you were taught at church, it’s going to go against every logical wall in your brain, but for your sake and our sake, you have to accept it.”

      “Perry,” Ada hisses. “What are you doing?”

      “I’m doing what needs to be done. For all of us.”

      She looks at Dex for support. “Dex,” she pleads.

      “Just let your sister speak,” he says sternly.

      I give him a grateful smile, then turn my attention back to them.

      “Ada, I know that you think what Jacob did was wrong, and I think he’s wrong too. And I know how much it must suck to have to still work with the guy after he sent Jay away. I’m with you on that. I just don’t want you to keep what you’re feeling bottled up, because if I’ve learned anything lately, it’s that it can be destructive. Especially for people like us.”

      “What do you mean, people like you?” my dad asks. He turns to Ada. “And how are you working with Jacob? Doing what? Did you get a job?”

      Ada pleads with me. Don’t tell him.

      I answer back. I have to.

      “Dad, Ada and I see ghosts. And other stuff. This isn’t news to you, but I think now you finally get that we’re telling the truth. We have abilities with energy, with portals, with a whole bunch of crazy shit that we don’t even fully understand yet. We inherited this from mom, who you know was on medication to hide it, and she got it from Pippa, and we all know what happened to her.”

      I’m shaking as I speak, but damn it feels good to let it out. “Ada was being trained by Jay, now being trained by Jacob, to put demons back in their place. Yes, literal demons, Dad.” I’m about to mention the big truth, that she went to Hell to get our mother, but that seems like a topic for another time. I don’t know how he’d handle it, knowing she was there, even if it was brief. Frankly, I don’t know how I handled it, but I guess that’s what Dr. Leivo meant about repressed trauma.

      “I don’t believe this,” he mutters, his fork shaking. He puts it down.

      “But you do believe it,” I tell him. “Because you’ve been seeing our mother regularly. You’ve been seeing her ghost.”

      “What?” Ada squeaks, staring at him with her mouth open.

      Now my father looks to Dex with about enough venom to bring down a horse.

      “Don’t blame, Dex,” I quickly tell him. “He didn’t even tell me, though he should have. I saw your text on his phone and then I went through them all. Dex then told me what’s been going on. He kept your secret, but I have to say that you can never ask him to keep any of your secrets again, I don’t care who you think you have to protect. That’s unfair to put him in the middle. I’m his wife, he has to protect me first, he has to put me first. That’s what you’d want your son-in-law to do, isn’t it?”

      He doesn’t say anything, just stares down at his plate.

      “Can someone tell me what the hell is going on?” Ada says, looking between the three of us wildly.

      I stare steadily at my father, hoping he’ll tell her the truth here so I don’t have to.

      He closes his eyes, inhaling deeply through his nose.

      We all watch anxiously.

      Finally he looks at Ada. “I’ve been seeing your mother for a couple of months now. Her ghost. At least I think it’s her ghost.”

      “Wait,” she says. “You knew I’d seen her ghost. I didn’t know you’d seen her too? Why didn’t you tell me? This is huge, Dad!”

      “Because she’s been trying to pass me a message and I’ve been too scared to tell you what it is.”

      Ada looks at me, brows raised, and then back to him. “Well, what’s the message?”

      “Don’t let her,” he says, his voice cracking. “She keeps saying don’t let her, and I don’t know who she’s talking about or what she means. I just want her to stay and talk to me, I want her back.” He sounds so small and scared that my heart breaks into pieces. “I miss her so much, girls.”

      Fuck. I get up from my chair and go around the table to him, hugging him from behind his seat.

      He starts to cry, which in turn makes me cry, and then Ada starts to cry. She leans over, adding to our hug. I don’t think we’ve had a big family cry like this since mom died, and it’s been long overdue. That grief doesn’t vanish, it lives with you, and it’s been living in all of us, and we’ve all tried to push it away to no avail.

      Eventually we break apart and I look across the table at Dex, who gives me a soft smile, his eyes wet. Still part of our family, but not wanting to intrude.

      I sit back down beside him and he kisses me softly on the cheek, grabbing my hand under the table.

      I think that was needed, kiddo, I hear him say.

      “So what do you think it all means?” Ada asks, dabbing her tears away with a napkin. “Don’t let her?”

      “She’s either talking about you or Perry,” Dex says. “And none of us can figure it out. But we have some ideas…”

      I take the reins again. “This whole talk wasn’t to spoil our dinner, or to make the both of you feel bad, or to throw all your secrets in the air. It’s about me coming clean to what’s been happening in my life. There’s a lot going on, things I should be more open about. Things I need to be more open about. I can’t keep you guys out anymore. You’re Palominos. You’re my family.”

      And then I launch into it.

      They attempt to finish the rest of their dinner while I yammer on about the last six weeks, but more often than not, they’re both staring at me, slack-jawed. I tell them everything, from my depression, to my therapist, to wanting a baby, to Samantha and her demon, to Atlas and Harry and filming again, to Dex’s possession (minus the sex part)…everything except Maximus, and that’s only because I need to talk to Ada about that alone.

      When I’m finally done, my throat hurts from talking, my pulse is racing, and I finish the rest of my wine with trembling hands.

      Neither my dad nor Ada know what to say. I just piled a dump truck full of information on them.

      “So,” Dex says, clearing his throat. “Perhaps Ingrid’s message was about going into the house. Don’t let her go into the house. Or maybe it was don’t let her get pregnant. Or maybe it was don’t let her keep things bottled up inside. Or maybe it’s don’t let Ada continue to screw Jay, and if so, problem solved.”

      My father blinks at that. Ada looks less than pleased.

      “We don’t know,” Dex continues. “And until she gives us something more concrete, we can’t know.” He shakes his head. “I don’t know why you Palomino women are always so vague.”

      “Well, I don’t know what to do with that,” my father says, adjusting his glasses. “She’s so…adamant. It’s terrifying.”

      “But until she clears it up, we can’t do anything,” Dex points out. “We’re not mind readers here.” He glances at me. “Well, you are.” Then he looks at Ada. “And maybe you are…”

      “There’s a reason though that she’s going to you, Dad,” I tell him. “Don’t you think? If it was really about me or Ada, and she wanted to keep us safe, don’t you think she’d appear to us?”

      “Yeah,” Ada says. “I saw her, but she didn’t say anything to me. It was just for a second but she could have tried. She didn’t.”

      “Maybe it’s not even her,” Dex says quietly, running his long fingers up the length of the wine glass.

      We all ponder that for a moment.

      “Well, it doesn’t really matter,” I say. “All we can do is just move on and hope that at some point the truth will come to light. None of us can stop living over this. And Dad, that means you have to stop worrying.”

      I pause to have a sip of water. “Ghosts, even ghosts of the people we love the most, they aren’t like us anymore. They can’t always communicate in the same ways that they once did. You should have seen how Pippa first appeared to me, scared the crap out of me. I think we just need to take this as it comes.”

      Silence settles over us like snowflakes. We’re all lost in our thoughts.

      When dinner is over (though honestly no one ate very much thanks to me) we do the dishes and then retire to the living room to stare at the presents and the Christmas tree. Ada serves us all mulled wine with cinnamon sticks, my dad puts on A Christmas Story as is the tradition (he loves that damn lamp), and we settle in for a cozy night, candles lit, lights twinkling.

      About half-way through the movie, Ada calls me into the kitchen to help her with something.

      “What is it?” I ask, looking around. The kitchen is a mess, flour everywhere. She’s really turned into a Suzy Homemaker.

      “I thought maybe you’d help me decorate the cookies,” she says, sliding a sheet of freshly baked sugar cookies toward me. “These are for tomorrow.”

      “Sure,” I say, and she hands me a piped bag of frosting.

      “Listen,” she says, while I feebly attempt to decorate. This is not my strong suit. “I’m really sorry you’ve been going through all of that. You should have told me.”

      I give her a quick smile. “You have your own problems, Ada. I didn’t want to add to them. But yes. I should have told you. And I will next time…”

      I stare at her so she realizes it’s her turn to say the same.

      She laughs softly. “Yes. I should have told you too. I should have opened up, but honestly, it’s just…I feel stupid. It’s embarrassing. I can’t believe that Jay would just…leave me like that. He left me, Perry. He listened to Jacob, picked him over me.”

      “You knew that might happen…”

      “I know. I know, but I didn’t want to believe it. I love him. I really do and I thought he loved me. But he fucking didn’t.”

      She swallows hard and I go over to her, putting my arm around her shoulder. “Hey. Maybe he did love you. He sure acted like he did. I know he’s hard to read to an outsider, but even I could tell that he cared about you a great deal.”

      “But not enough.” She pulls away, sniffing.

      “He’ll be back though, won’t he? That’s what Jacob told me.”

      “Jacob lies,” she says. “I fucking hate him.”

      Perfect segue.

      I fold my arms. “What if I told you that you could do something that would really piss him off. And that you would have to go behind his back.”

      Her eyes go bright. Now I have her full attention. “What are you talking about?”

      “All that I said earlier, I left something out. Something about the house.”

      “What?”

      “Maximus is in that house. He’s back.”

      “Maximus!” Her eyes nearly fall out. “He’s alive?!” she squeals.

      “No. No, he’s dead. But he’s back.”

      She frowns. “Like a ghost?”

      “I don’t know what he is. He’s more than a ghost, he’s very physically real, but we have an opportunity to pull him out of the Veil, out of that house. For good. Dex and I can’t do it, and we can’t get a hold of his ex, Rose, who would have been able to help. But you can do it.”

      “I can?”

      I nod. “I talked to Jacob about it. When I was here last. Jacob went into Hell and pulled Maximus out, but he could only get him as far as the Veil, in that house. I don’t know why he couldn’t do the rest, but when I asked if you could, he said you weren’t ready, and he also said he wouldn’t do it. To me, it sounded more like you were ready, and he just didn’t want you helping.”

      “I can’t believe he said that,” she seethes, biting on her lip, her eyes flaring. “And didn’t even give me the choice!”

      “Well, Maximus thinks you’ll be able to do it, no problem. And my witch…doctor…she said you should be able to as well. You went to Hell to get Mom, you can easily do this. We all have faith in you.”

      “And you’re just letting me?” she asks, brow cocked.

      I chuckle. “I’m not saying I want you to do this, but I know I can’t stand in your way if you choose to do so.” I pause. “Do you think you can do this?”

      She breaks into a wide, sassy grin. “Perry, you have no idea what I can do.”
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        * * *

      

      Christmas arrives the next morning, right on time.

      There’s no snowfall here in Portland, but there’s a thick layer of white frost on the lawn that looks just as pretty.

      We all get up slowly, and make coffee spiked with Baileys, have a big breakfast, then gather around the tree in our pajamas and slippers and house robes, opening presents. Christmas music plays, the house is warm, everything feels perfect for once. I have my loved ones, my family, and we’re all safe in this moment.

      Like that darkness inside me lifts just a little, just enough to let the light in.

      And when the day turns into night, Ada, Dex, and I start making plans.
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      “Can we go to the bar after this?” Ada pipes up from the backseat. “I brought my fake ID.”

      I eye her in the rearview mirror. “Why don’t we play this by ear? You sure you want to go to a bar looking like Catwoman?”

      She smiles like that’s a compliment, even though I think she was going for more Buffy than anything else. She’s wearing a black body suit with black yoga pants, with giant black Prada combat boots (of course), her hair pulled up off her face in a twist bun. She’s also added extra smoke to her smoky eye, creating these wings with her eyeliner that nearly reach her temple.

      She looks older than her age, and her outfit leaves nothing to the imagination. I’m having one of those moments where I realize my little sister is all grown-up.

      And despite everything that’s been happening with her and Jay and my father, tonight she’s lit up like a firecracker. She has been ever since I told her about rescuing Max. She’s treating this like not only is it her life’s mission, but that she’s being the ultimate rebel. Perhaps she is.

      We left Portland this morning, the day after Christmas, telling our dad that she was going to come stay with us for a few days. I think we both felt bad about leaving him alone, but Uncle Al and the boys were going to drop by for dinner. Normally we would stay for that since it’s been a long time since we’ve seen them, but we’re all itching to get this over with.

      Then we got back to the apartment and I sent Ada on an errand to keep her busy, so that Dex and I could have some privacy.

      And by privacy, I mean sex.

      It’s the only way I could get him to possess me again. We both know there’s no way I would get in that house again unless he’s inside me, and thankfully this time we didn’t have to delay any orgasms or do any blood rituals (thank god, because the cuts are only just starting to heal on me). No, it was a quick hard fuck, made with intention, and it did the trick.

      Dex slipped inside me, literally and metaphysically, lying in wait.

      Right now he’s in the passenger seat and I’m driving the Highlander, just in case. I’m the one stable in my own body, but he isn’t.

      And he’s awfully quiet, even for him, just watching the buildings pass us beyond the rain-streaked windows.

      You okay? I ask him.

      His presence brightens inside me for a moment, like a growing flame. In response, he slumps a little in his seat. Yeah, this definitely isn’t a party trick. I look forward to not having to do this again.

      I’m fine, he says from inside me. Just nervous.

      I can tell. About Ada?

      No. About Samantha.

      You’ll be fine.

      I’m worried about you, kiddo.

      We’ll be fine. You’ve got this.

      Of course, I’m naturally nervous too. I don’t want to see her or the demon again. Or Victor for that matter. Or Atlas or anything and anyone to do with that house. I just want to go in, get Max out, and leave.

      Never step foot in or even look at that place again.

      But for now, we have to face it head on.

      I pull the car up outside the house and turn off the engine. I glance at the time. We’re supposed to meet Lana here in five minutes, which gives us just enough time to get ready.

      “So, what happens next?” Ada asks, leaning forward and wresting her wrists on the backs of our seats. “When does he totally possess you?”

      I twist to look at her. “When I want him to.”

      “He can’t just do it?”

      I probably could, he pipes up.

      “I don’t want to test it,” I say firmly to the both of them.

      “Shouldn’t you do it now?” she asks.

      “I’ll do it when we’re ready.”

      I’m ready.

      I glance at him, his head against the window. He already looks like he’s sleeping. I wish we didn’t have to leave him in the car like this, but we aren’t sure yet how far he can be from his body and we don’t want to find out the hard way. Also, he needs to be able to get back into himself right away if needed.

      I’m ready, he repeats himself.

      “Okay,” I say. Jeez.

      I close my eyes and lean back in my seat and feel that flame inside me getting brighter and bigger, the rest of me being pushed aside to make space. Such a weird otherworldly fucking feeling, I can’t fully describe it.

      And there he is.

      Hi, I tell him.

      Oh hey, he says. I like what you’ve done with the place.

      Shut up, I tell him but I’m smiling.

      “Okay, what’s going on?” Ada asks. She leans further forward to peer at me. “Is he in you now?”

      “Yes,” he says, but he’s saying it through my voice. “I’m in her all the way.”

      Oh my god, don’t do that again, I tell him.

      He’s laughing. It makes my skull vibrate.

      And stop laughing!

      “Perry you look insane,” Ada says, breathless in awe. “And one of your eyes is now brown. Oh that’s so weird and creepy! It’s like when you were possessed by the demon lady, except now it’s Dex. Man, that must be so annoying.”

      “Yeah it is,” I manage to say before he does. “That’s me talking, not him. He’s having a ball.”

      Headlights flash past us and a Lexus pulls up ahead. That must be Lana.

      “I think that’s her. Time to go,” I say, getting out of the car.

      We lock Dex’s body in the car and take the keys, hoping he’ll be safe in there.

      I’ll know if something is wrong, he reminds me. I can always hop right back.

      Good to know.

      Lana meets us on the sidewalk, wearing a camel-colored trench coat, her blonde hair braided to the side. She’s like the antithesis of Atlas Poe.

      You got to wonder if they know each other, Dex says to me. With all his talk about destiny and witches all that fucking jazz.

      Lana smiles at me. I’ve never met him, she says inside my head. And I plan to keep it that way.

      “Okay,” I say loudly, throwing my hands out. “Can we all stop talking inside my brain for a second?”

      “Sorry,” Lana says. “I just wanted to check in on you. I see Dex has made himself comfortable.”

      Do I say hi? he asks me.

      I ignore him as Lana goes to Ada, sticking out her hand.

      “I’m Dr. Leivo,” she says to her. “But you can call me Lana.”

      Ada shakes her hand. “I’m Ada. But you can call me Demon Slayer.”

      Lana eyes her up and down. “You’re certainly dressed for the part. You’re not cold?”

      Ada shakes her head, oblivious to the freezing rain. “I’m fucking pumped. Let’s do this thing!”

      Oh, she’s going to be a handful, Dex comments. And stop telling me to shut up. I can’t turn off my brain.

      Fair enough.

      The four of us walk down the path to the house (though to anyone else, it would look like only three of us), and then up the front steps.

      The house thrums with energy, stronger than I’ve ever felt it.

      So this is what it feels like to you, Dex says. That’s quite the pull. I think your fillings are rattling around.

      “What’s the plan again?” Ada asks, rubbing her palms together while we stand by the door.

      “We go straight to Max,” I tell her. “In the basement. That’s where he should be. Granted it’s been weeks since we talked, so I really fucking hope he’s still there.”

      “And I’ve already started working on blocking spells,” Lana says, her hands moving inside her coat pockets. I wonder if she’s got some crystals or witch shit in there. “I’ll keep those going, so that Samantha doesn’t see us.”

      The both of them look at me, waiting for my signal.

      “Let’s go,” I say, admittedly a lot less enthusiastically than Ada would have.

      Dex takes control of me, which I fight for half a second before I relent, and he puts my hand on the door, opening it.

      The door creaks open, the black beyond it suffocating.

      Yeah, this is much worse being inside your head, Dex says. We should make this as fast as we can, I feel like it’s doing your body some harm.

      Maybe you’re not used to being in a body that’s not invincible, I tell him, feeling a little defensive. We can’t all be Declan Foray 2.0.

      Yeah, yeah.

      I have to say, the fact that I’m sitting back and letting Dex control this ride makes things a little easier. His devil-may-care attitude prevents me from freaking the fuck out, even if the literal devil does care and may hunt us down at any moment.

      Stop it, Perry.

      Sorry.

      I close the door behind us, sealing us in the house.

      We turn on our flashlights and step further into the hall, shining it on all the corners.

      Lana spends some time standing at the base of the stairs, staring up, saying something under her breath over and over, occasionally closing her eyes.

      Think she’s doing witchy stuff? Dex asks.

      Obviously yes, I tell him.

      You’re an expert now?

      “What the hell is that?” Ada cries out, breaking the silence.

      I immediately tense, sucking in my breath, as Lana and I look down the hall to see Victor.

      Dragging himself out of the dark cavern of the dining room, the path of blood trailing behind him.

      And Ada starts walking off toward him.

      What is she doing?! Dex yells.

      Oh, so now you see how annoying it is?! I yell back at him.

      “Ada, stop!” I shout at her.

      She does stop, back to us, facing Victor. She raises her arm out at an angle, signaling for us or for him to halt.

      Then she walks to one side of the hall, then the other, pacing, keeping her eyes on him the whole time.

      Then she walks backward toward us a few feet and puts her hand out at Victor, motioning for him to come forward.

      “Come and get me,” she says.

      What is she doing?

      And Victor starts to move.

      Fast as hell.

      Coming straight for her.

      “Ada!” I scream.

      She doesn’t budge.

      She crouches down instead, watching him as he comes at her, staring right at him. His hands are turning into claws, ripping up the carpet on the floor as he frantically drags himself along, mouth snapping, about to throw himself at her.

      A scream gets caught in my throat as Ada suddenly springs into action, leaping up into the air sideways, her boots making contact with the wall like she’s in the fucking Matrix, and then she’s pushing off the wall, twisting around until she lands right on top of Victor, facing us.

      “Ha, you little bitch!” she yelps, bending down and snatching Victor by his throat, pulling him off the ground with one hand.

      With her other hand she puts her palm flat out toward the wall until a hole appears in thin air, showcasing the grey world beneath. Her fingers dig into Victor’s neck, his mouth snapping, trying to get at her, but she pays him no attention.

      With a quick flick of her wrist, the hole starts to swirl, turns from grey to burning flames and ash, a roaring sound of hellfire and anguished cries filling the house, vibrating through my cells.

      And then, like she’s tossing a paper ball into a wastebasket, she chucks Victor through the air.

      He goes flying right into the hole, igniting in flames, and then she brings her palms together, swirling them counterclockwise until the hole closes, sealing shut.

      The sound stops, the energy disappears, the house returns to normal.

      She smiles at me and Lana, dusting off her hands. “Okay, now where is Ginger Balls?”

      I glance at Lana, both our mouths are open in disbelief.

      Oh my god.

      Holy fuck, Dex exclaims. How the hell did she do that?

      Ada saunters over to me in her little catsuit, grinning like she’s got the canary. “I told you,” she says sweetly.

      Told you what? Asks Dex. Told you what?

      She said I have no idea what she can do, I admit. She was right.

      No fucking shit we had no idea, he says. I’m just glad your body has better bladder control than mine does.

      Dex, please.

      “That was…impressive,” Lana says to her, looking awed. Then she glances up at the ceiling. “But very loud. I’m not sure how well my spells will have worked through that. We should hurry.”

      Dex snaps out of it faster than I do, and he leads us, via me, down the stairs to the basement.

      I knock on the door, feeling more confident about this now. After seeing what Ada is capable of, I feel foolish for even doubting her to begin with. She’s a fucking badass.

      You’re also a badass, Dex reminds me. Don’t you forget it. A beat passes as I wait for Maximus to open the door. Shit, it really is hard for you to accept compliments. It feels like you’re deflecting it, like it’s not even sticking. You need to work on that, baby.

      Not now, I tell him, trying the door. It’s locked.

      “Shit.”

      “Is he not there?” Lana asks.

      “I don’t know,” I say, trying not to panic. “It took a while last time. I think maybe he sleeps or zones out, I don’t know…”

      Maybe we can kick the door down? Dex asks hopefully.

      Wrong body, Dex.

      I look over my shoulder at Ada. “Do you think you can kick down this door?”

      She raises her brows. “Doubtful,” she says. “But I’ll try anything once.”

      Lana and I step out of the way while she moves back, steely determination across her face. It’s at this point that I really have no idea what her training with Jacob and Jay actually entails, but it seems to be a lot of physical shit.

      “Here goes nothing,” she says, and from the way she positions herself, full of both bravado and uncertainty, I’m reminded of myself, the way I kicked those doors down in my uncle’s lighthouse.

      I was thinking the same thing, Dex muses.

      But as Ada flies forward, the door opens, revealing Maximus, and she collides with him, kicking him right in the crotch.

      He falls to his knees with a groan, while Ada screeches an apology.

      “Oh my god!” I cry out, but then Dex takes over and is making me burst out laughing, clutching my stomach. I can’t even straighten up. Why is it always your first instinct to laugh when someone gets kicked in the crotch?

      Dex is still laughing inside me and I glance over at Lana who is wide-eyed and unsure of the dynamic here.

      “I’m so sorry,” Ada squeaks, dropping to her knees and putting her hands on Max’s shoulders. “But it’s really so nice to see you, Big Red.”

      He tries to look at her, wincing. “The fuck?” is all he can say, breath catching. Then he looks up at me, then Lana. “Who are you?”

      “Lana Leivo,” she says. “It’s nice to meet you. But we need to get inside because the spells are officially broken.”

      OH SHIT.

      We go inside the room, brushing past Max and Ada, Ada putting her hands underneath his arms and trying to haul him to his feet.

      Lana closes the door behind us, locking it, then faces the door, mumbling those words again, her hands moving in her pockets.

      Maximus gets to his feet, a bit unsteady, looking around. He blinks at Ada who is smiling at him apologetically. “Really sorry about that,” she says.

      He seems to do a double-take and then looks her up and down, his eyes lingering everywhere.

      Fuck that, he’s checking her out, Dex growls.

      Dex is right. He’s literally checking her out, admiring her legs, her ass, her boobs, like a hot-blooded, undead male, his gaze pausing at her mouth, then her eyes.

      “Ada?” Maximus asks as he stares at her.

      “In the flesh.”

      “Shit,” he says. “Wow. This is the first time I’ve realized how much time has passed. You’ve changed. You’re like…a whole woman now.”

      And then she actually blushes.

      Oh this is so inappropriate.

      “Max,” I warn him.

      He looks to me, clearing his throat, not even looking a little bit caught that he’s been ogling my nineteen-year-old sister. “Where’s Dex?”

      “I’m right here,” Dex says through me.

      Max blinks again at me. “The fuck is going on?” he says. He looks to Ada. “Dammit Ada, how hard did you kick me?”

      “I don’t know, are your brains in your dick?” she asks, putting a hand on her hip.

      “I’m possessed,” I tell Max before he has a chance to answer that. “On purpose. It’s the only way we could do this, just in case Samantha shows up.”

      “And she might just show up now,” Lana says, still facing the door. “I can sense her. She’s coming down the stairs. She’s not alone.”

      Oh fuck.

      “You let Dex possess you?” he asks incredulously.

      “Yeah, you jealous, douchenugget?” Dex says through me.

      I roll my eyes. My god this is not the time!

      “This is so fucking weird,” Maximus says, running a hand through his hair.

      “You think you’d be used to weird by now,” Ada says. “You’re dead.”

      “Thanks for the reminder, Blondie. Now you gonna get me out of here or what?”

      “Wow,” she says, her other hand going on her other hip, full of sass. “You’re awfully impatient for someone who just went to Hell. Better be nice to me, or I’ll send you back there instead.”

      He gives her a crooked grin. “I reckon I’d like to see you try.”

      Please stop their bantering, Dex says to me.

      But Lana stops it for me. “You guys,” she says, voice growing higher. “She’s on the floor above. Hurry the fuck up.”

      “Who are you again?” Max asks.

      “Ada,” I bark at her. “Come on, we’re counting on you.” I point at Maximus. “You shut up and do what Ada says.”

      His brows go up, intrigued. He nods, staring at her.

      Ada steps back from him, and I take a few steps back too, not wanting to be anywhere near this Veil. “You’re so close, you’re pretty much here already,” she says absently, as she examines the space around him. “I wonder why Perry and Dex weren’t able to do this.”

      “Maybe this is your destiny,” Maximus says to her.

      She gives him a small smile. “I doubt you’re my destiny.” Then she frowns, concentration coming over her face. She waves her palms in front of him, side to side, top to bottom, until a line appears.

      It burns in the air like the edges of paper, forming a jagged doorway around him.

      She waves at him, motioning for him to go to her.

      “Come on through,” she says. “Step over the line.”

      Max looks down, about to step over the burning flames when suddenly I spot a black flash behind him, getting closer.

      Closer.

      Closer.

      It’s the demon.

      “Hurry!” I scream. “It’s behind you!”

      Max jolts and rushes through as Ada waves her hands around, quickly attempting to close the portal.

      But it’s too late.

      As the burning lines collapse in on themselves, the demon snakes forward, all black malevolent energy, with the intention to kill.

      Maximus stumbles toward me, pushed by momentum from the collapsing Veil, then stands in front of me, putting himself in front of me and the demon.

      Willing to do this for me, for us, all over again.

      Tell him to get out of the way, Dex says. We don’t need his sacrifice. I can do this.

      But to be honest, I’m not sure he can.

      Because now the Veil is closed and the demon is on the ceiling above us, its long oily black body hanging there, that leathery tail whipping back and forth. I’m so horrified that I’m mesmerized as I stare at it, and from the way Dex has gone quiet, I know he feels the same way. My god, those claws. Those claws should never exist.

      I swear I feel it smile at me.

      Its tiny white eyes find me, pin me in place.

      Maximus puts his arms back to shield me, but I know it won’t do me any good.

      “Get out of the way, Max,” Dex says through me, my voice loud and firm. “You’re not doing this again. You can be selfless some other time.”

      “Dex,” Lana says, and I glance over at her to see her hands out, one aimed at the demon, the other aimed at Max. “Get ready.”

      Before I can say anything, I feel Dex completely take over, booting me to the back of my brain, where all I can do is watch, imprisoned inside myself.

      “Ada,” Lana says to her, giving her some instruction I’m unsure of.

      Then the demon lets out a bloodcurdling cry, a cry of hunger and savagery and evil, a sound that fills the room and makes the walls shake, causing the lanterns to fall over, paintings to crash to the floor.

      It lunges for me, flying through the air until all I see is black.

      Lana does something to Max, his energy changes and he yelps, and then the demon passes right through his body, right onto me, physically knocking me to the ground, those horrible claws digging into my shoulders. I don’t feel pain at this point, but Dex does, and he’s crying out through me.

      I can feel the beast trying to get inside, trying to smother both of us from the inside out, and for a moment I think we’re just not enough. We can do so much together, but we can’t do everything.

      Then I feel that flame inside me grow brighter, stronger, until my whole body feels like it’s a supernova, light filling the room. And I know that’s all Dex now.

      This soul is already taken, he says gruffly, staking his territory.

      Then with a final pop of energy, the demon is expelled out like smoke, then physically pulled off of us until the weight lifts.

      I look to see Ada grabbing it by the tail, while Lana does something with her hands in the air, and Ada swings it around, opening a portal at the last second while it goes flying through it.

      Samantha appears in the portal, staring at me in shock and horror, opening her mouth to scream, her eyes pleading, but Ada is fast. She closes the portal as quickly as she can, shutting Samantha in before falling to her knees in exhaustion.

      The room goes silent, the malevolent energy sucked away.

      Everything stills.

      Then Max is on his feet, grabbing my arms and helping me to mine.

      “Are you okay?” he asks, hands on my shoulders. He looks at one of my eyes, then the other. “The both of you?”

      Dex shifts inside me and I move to the foreground again, trying to find my voice, my body. I nod. “I’m fine,” I manage to say. Feels like I’m putting on shoes I haven’t worn in a long time.

      “You big dumb idiot, what were you trying to prove?” Now that’s Dex talking.

      Maximus shrugs. “Can’t help what you’re born to do,” he says. He slaps my shoulder with his meaty palm, the kind of slap that was meant for Dex. “Glad you’re okay.”

      Then he goes over to Ada and helps her to her feet. “Very impressive, little lady,” he says to her. “I reckon your training has been going well. You’re about as good as Rose, after we worked together for years.”

      Ada blushes again, waving him away. “Oh, whatever. As you said, can’t help what you’re born to do.” She bites her lip. “Sorry again for getting you in your ginger balls, Ginger Balls.”

      I bring my eyes off of them and look at Lana, who is watching us curiously.

      “And thank you,” I say to her. “Though I don’t really know what you did…”

      Lana gives me a mysterious smile. “I did enough,” she says. “Enough to help, anyway. I was actually hoping that Samantha would have made it out too, I could have banished her for good.”

      “So what happens to her now?”

      “She’ll stay in this house.”

      “Still cursed?”

      She frowns. “I’m not sure. I don’t know where Ada sent that demon. If she sent the demon to Hell, to the deepest layers, it won’t be back. Samantha will still be dead, still in this house, but I don’t think she’ll be on a leash anymore.”

      I’m not sure how I feel about that. A curse is an awful thing, but Samantha was also the one who decided to chop up her husband, as abusive as he was. Was she ever really trying to help me, or was she trying to use me from the start? I guess I’ll never know.

      “Okay, so now can we go to the bar?” Ada asks, adjusting the neckline of her top.

      “Fuck yes,” Max says emphatically. “You have no idea how badly I want a drink.”

      “I can imagine,” Lana comments. “But if you don’t mind, I’m going to go home. I’m tuckered out from all that and I need to recharge my crystals overnight.”

      We walk out of the basement and into the house, and the place already feels different. I have no doubt that there are a lot of souls trapped in this house, in fact we saw them on Halloween, but the evil is gone. It feels lighter, cleaner, like the air from the real world, from the outside, is finally flowing through it.

      I open the door and step onto the porch, Lana by my side.

      I turn to look behind me, to see Ada walk through the door.

      Then Max.

      He stands there on the other side, staring at us, then past us, into the world.

      He steps over the threshold.

      And grins, smile lines at the corners of his eyes. “We fucking did it.”

      If he says anything about the gang being back together again, kick him in the shin, Dex tells me.

      Tell him yourself. We’re almost at the car.

      Fuck this, I’m leaving now.

      And just like that I feel Dex leave my body. The movement is so rapid that I sway on my feet a little.

      “You okay?” Ada asks me, hand on my arm.

      I nod. “Dex just—”

      On the street, the car door opens and Dex steps out of the passenger seat, adjusting the newsboy cap on his head. “Are we going to the fucking bar or what?” he yells up at us.

      Max lets out a whoop and hurries down the steps, Ada following him.

      I grin and look over at Lana next to me, expecting her to find this all amusing, even if she’s not a part of our crew. But her attention is elsewhere

      I follow her eyes to see what she’s looking at.

      At the street corner, under the light, in the rain, is Atlas Poe.

      He’s staring right at Lana.

      She’s staring right at him.

      “That’s—” I begin.

      “I know,” she says, cutting me off.

      Then Atlas quickly turns and walks off into the darkness.

      Gone.

      I have to say, I feel sorry for the guy.

      I nudge Lana with my elbow. “Are you going to be okay?”

      She blinks and then looks at me. “Yeah. I’ll be fine.” Then she turns to me. “I’m really proud of you, you know? Not just as your doctor, but as a friend. You did good. You all did. You’re lucky to have these people in your life.”

      “I know,” I tell her.

      I really am.

      “Do we still have an appointment next week?” she asks as we head down the steps. “I know you’re going to Hawaii next month.”

      “Next month is in a week,” I say with a groan. “Time flies. It’s going to be 2018 already.”

      “Might be your best year yet,” she says. “It certainly sounds like it’s starting off great. I’m jealous of all the sunshine you’ll get.”

      “We’ll see if I spend most of the trip with a sunburn,” I tell her. “Might still be worth it though.”

      She grins at me.

      “Take care, Perry,” she says, giving me a wink before walking off to her car, her coat flowing behind her.

      I wipe the rain from my face and then hurry over to the Highlander where Dex is waiting with the passenger door open, Ada and Max already in the backseat.

      “Hey baby,” Dex says to me, smiling broadly.

      “Hey,” I tell him. “Fancy seeing you in this body. Got to say, I missed looking at you.”

      “Same goes for me.” He leans in and kisses me. I grab his collar, holding him tight, our kiss deepening. Even our kisses feel different now, so much more intimate, so much better.

      HONK!

      We both jump and turn in annoyance to see Ada leaning forward through the seats, her hand on the horn. “We’re going to the bar!” she yells at us. “Then you can get a room!”

      I laugh, getting in my seat and buckling up while Dex closes the door.

      I turn around and look at Ada and Max sitting beside each other. “Okay, Maximus, since this is your first time being among mortals in years, you should pick the bar.”

      “Hell no,” Dex says, getting in the driver’s seat. He adjusts the rearview mirror and scowls at Max in it. “He’s got awful taste in music. It’s going to be country or some redneck shit like that.”

      “Then I’ll pick the bar,” Ada says, bringing out her phone.

      “You also have awful taste in music,” Dex tells her, starting the car.

      “Then you pick it Dex,” I tell him.

      “No, he’s going to pick some weird dive bar,” Ada grumbles. “All the men in there are so gross.”

      “I’ll think of something,” Dex says, pulling the car out on the road.

      We drive through rainy Seattle.

      “Hey guys,” Maximus says after a minute. He leans forward, his head between us. “I reckon I’m homeless for the next while. Can I sleep on your couch?”

      Dex and I exchange a look.
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      “You’re going to turn into a lobster. What kind of Italian are you, anyway?”

      A shadow passes over me and I lift my head to see a Mai Tai dangling in front of my face.

      I lazily pluck the drink from Dex’s fingers and manage to bring it to my face with minimal effort, my lips wrapping around the straw. Damn, I’m addicted to this shit.

      “I have SPF 50 on me,” I remind him, as if he doesn’t recall slathering it on me every hour.

      “Maybe we should raise this,” he says, going to the back of the wooden lawn chairs and lifting up the half-moon canopy.

      “Suit yourself, I’m going in the water soon,” I tell him.

      This is literally all we’ve been doing for the last few days. We go back home to Seattle the day after tomorrow, and I’m only now finally feeling like we’re on vacation. Next time we come here, we’re going to have to stay longer.

      Kauai has been beautiful. We’ve been staying at the Sheraton on the south side of the island, which has the perfect crescent-shaped beach with clear warm water, soft sand, fun waves, and snorkeling too. We rented a Jeep (and now Dex wants to trade our Highlander in for a big black Jeep, which I’m not opposed to since it’s a pretty sexy car), and we’ve done a lot of the touristy scenic stuff, like checking out the waves on the North Shore, or looking at waterfalls, or hiking the canyon.

      But mainly we’ve just been here at the hotel, either by the pool or renting one of these cabana loungers on the beach. It’s so cool, you have a menu and you just put up a flag beside you and someone comes and takes your order and brings you drinks whenever you like. It’s amazing.

      Okay, obviously my experience with resorts and tropical vacations have been pretty nil, since I get overly excited about the littlest thing, but still. This has been my idea of heaven and I’m kicking myself for not suggesting something like this sooner.

      Thank god for Dex, who is always thinking ahead. He’s been enjoying himself immensely. I think his favorite part is how tanned and brown he’s gotten and the fact that when he walks around the pool and the beach in just his swim trunks, his body all oiled up from the tanning lotion, he’s got every head swiveling, men and women. The jerk has turned this resort into his own little catwalk.

      I stare up at him and smile as he brings the canvas forward, covering me from the sun.

      Yes, then there’s me. Cautiously pale. I’ve been slathering myself in the goopy stuff and it’s only in the last two days that my skin has been getting the slightest hint of sun. And no, I haven’t burned myself yet.

      Dex sits down next to me and I prop myself up on my elbows, pushing my sunglasses to the top of my head. “Where’s your drink?” I ask him.

      “I finished it at the bar,” he says.

      “You know, if you put the flag up, they come bring it to you,” I say, telling him what he already knows.

      “Yeah, but then I can’t parade past the people by the pool.”

      I laugh. “Your ego is out of control, mister.”

      He shrugs. “Only cuz I’m with you, baby,” he says with a grin, teeth white against his skin, so handsome it hurts.

      My heart skips several beats in response.

      You’d think that things between us would be strange after the whole possession thing, but it’s only made us closer in ways I can’t even explain, because we were already super close. I think it’s given Dex an idea what it’s like to be me, to think my thoughts, to be in this body, to feel things as deeply as I do. And it’s certainly made me realize that I have nothing to fear in sharing my feelings with him.

      And while our relationship and marriage has strengthened, other areas of my life have too. Granted, it’s only been a few weeks since we rescued Max and got rid of Samantha and her demon, but I’m taking every little improvement as a win.

      I’ve seen the psychiatrist Dr. Chan. I’m not on anti-depressants yet, he’s going to have another session with me when I get back, but it seems promising and he’s a cool dude. I think he’s just a regular shrink, nothing like Lana, but even so, he’s easy to talk to.

      I’m still seeing Lana of course, working through a lot of things from my childhood, as well as dealing with my mother’s death and afterlife. Even Pippa. Apparently I have a shitload of grief connected to losing her in my life, even if it was always in such a cryptic way. It helps that Lana already knows every single thing about me, which makes working though things easier.

      Ada has been doing fine.

      So has Maximus.

      Actually, when Ada went back to Portland, Max went with her. As much as we loved to have him in the den for a week, and as much as Dex misses fighting with someone all day long, Maximus found himself back at his old apartment in Portland. He’s over at the Knightly’s a lot now, since he actually used to be friends with Dawn and Sage back in the day (I know, there are so many twisted webs here), and of course he knows Jacob. He hasn’t been able to get a hold of Rose yet, so I know that’s weighing on him, but he’s been keeping busy.

      The last I talked to Ada, it seemed like Jacob was having Max train her instead. I think their training started when we left for Hawaii, so I haven’t been able to check in with her too much, but I assume it’s going okay. At least her and Max have a lot of history together and they seem to get along great. Sometimes I worry that they might get along too well, but I trust Ada to keep her head. There’s no way she’s over Jay yet anyway, and also I would murder Maximus if he touched her in any way. So would Dex.

      My father seems to be doing well too. He texts and calls me now if he sees my mother, and she’s still repeating the same thing, almost like she’s stuck. I’m not always sure how the worlds work between the Veils, but I told him it’s possible that this is a message she’ll keep repeating until something budges. What that is, I don’t know.

      But the good thing is, he’s doing better and gotten closer with Debbie (Deebee) from down the street, and we’re both checking in with each other more often.

      Then there’s Dex, my husband, who is currently taking the Mai Tai from my hand, complaining that I’m drinking too slowly, before he quickly sucks back the rest of it.

      That Dex is doing just fine. Better than fine. He’s talked about using the vacation as a reset button and that when we return home, we’ll list the apartment, start looking for a new house, get a Jeep, start back at work on the documentary. He even mentioned Lana joining our little paranormal investigator team, saying we could probably use an actual psychologist in our midst when dealing with ghosts.

      Not to mention a witch.

      I’m not sure about that yet. It might be weird if she’s still my therapist, though I think she’s already broken a whole bunch of rules and oaths by both helping us in the house, and also going into my head. And advising us to use sex blood magic as well. But hey, it all worked out. I don’t even have scars anymore.

      “Okay,” Dex says, pushing the empty drink into the sand and then grabbing my arms, trying to pull me up. “Let’s go in. I’m hot.”

      I push myself up, swinging my legs around, and we walk down the slight incline of the beach toward the water, the sand burning the soles of my feet. I check the skin around the straps on my tankini and so far it looks like I’m not getting burned.

      Dex runs the last few feet to the water, splashing through the surf before diving in effortlessly.

      I take my time, yelping as the waves break on me, and then he’s swimming over to me, grabbing me by the waist and hauling me into the water.

      “Stop!” I yelp, but he’s laughing and throwing me through the air so I land with a splash, saltwater going up my nose. The water is so nice and warm but now I also have sand in my bathing suit, the waves pounding me.

      Dex pulls me back away from the break, and then I wrap my legs around his waist, my arms going around his neck, laughing.

      “Can you touch the bottom?” I ask him, peering down beside us at the sand below.

      “Just how tall do you think I am?” he asks me. “I’m treading water.”

      Of course he’s so strong that when he treads water, he’s barely moving.

      “So where do you want to eat tonight?” he says, kissing the salt from my lips. “How about room service,” he adds before I can even answer. “We stay in. I eat you for dessert.”

      I grin. “Room service sounds great,” I tell him, kissing the tip of his nose.

      His lips curve into a wicked smile. “Where in your cycle are you?”

      His question doesn’t take me by surprise because we’re always double checking my cycle via the various period apps I have. I didn’t want to go back on birth control so soon after going off of it, so we’ve been going by my cycle when it comes to sex. On the days where I’m most fertile, he usually just comes all over me instead, which I actually kind of like. Guess the blood play desensitized me or something.

      “Actually, I think today I’m heading into the fertile window,” I tell him, prepared for some disappointment. “I’m supposed to ovulate in like five or six days.”

      “Do you want to try?” he asks, a sweet hopeful tone to his voice, a tone I don’t hear too often.

      I stare at him. “Try what?”

      His eyes grow serious, water droplets sticking to his dark lashes. “To have a baby.”

      My brain does a double-take.

      The baby thing is something we’ve touched on only briefly this last while. We talked about how seeing ghosts, doing the documentary, just living the lives that we do shouldn’t have any bad effect on us having a child. That I shouldn’t lose my mind and get almost possessed each time I deal with the supernatural. We talked about what Lana had said, that this time it was brought on by that deep, scary need inside me, and since I didn’t deal with it properly, it allowed Samantha to use that energy to manifest herself.

      But we didn’t discuss it beyond that. I still want a baby, a child, a family with Dex. I’ve just been learning to deal with the feelings properly, to try appreciate the cards I’ve been given, the wonderful life I have in front of me. This wonderful man who would do anything for me, who has done everything.

      To be honest, I didn’t think this was something we’d discuss so soon.

      “Are you sure?” I whisper, afraid to get my hopes up, my hands tightening around the back of his neck.

      He nods, swallowing. “Yes,” he says. “I’ve never been more sure.”

      “Dex,” I say, my heart swelling in size, pressing against my chest, all this hope growing and growing. “Please don’t…please don’t tell me these things and change your mind again. Promise me.”

      “I won’t promise you that,” he says gravely. “I can’t. Because if something comes up again, I will always choose you first. You’re my wife, Perry. You’re my life. My everything. There will never be a point where you’re not what matters most.” He licks his lips, eyes flashing in intensity. “So no, I can’t promise you that. But I can promise that I want this. And I never ever stopped wanting it.”

      I press my hands on both sides of his gorgeous face, brushing a lock of wet hair off his forehead, my legs holding him tighter and tighter around the waist. “Okay,” I tell him, almost laughing at the joy that wants to escape from the very heart of me. “Okay. Let’s do it.”

      My god. I’m so happy I’m almost crying.

      This, this, this.

      I really have everything.

      I have him.

      His hand goes between our stomachs, sliding down beneath my bathing suit bottoms.

      “What are you doing?” I say with a gasp, feeling scandalized as I look around the water and the beach to see if anyone is noticing that he’s fingering me in public.

      “What does it look like I’m doing?” he asks, kissing my neck, his lips moving against my skin as he talks. “We’re trying to make a baby.”

      I laugh, pulling back to kiss him happily. “We can go back to the room, you know.”

      “And pass up a chance to do it right here?” he says, taking his cock out of his shorts, rubbing up against me in the water. “This is bucket list, kiddo.”

      I laugh harder now, overjoyed. The damn bucket list.

      I kiss him again.

      And again.

      And again.

      Then I throw my neck back to the blue sky and the hot sunshine

      and let him in.

      

      
        
        THE END

      

      

      

      but not really…because Dex and Perry’s story continues in IN THE FADE.

      Preorder now: Click Here

      Coming March 2nd 2021

      

      Ada and Max and Jay’s story continues in SONG FOR THE DEAD

      Preorder now: Click Here

      Coming January 26th 2021

      

      AND in the meantime, you can keep up with news and inside looks at the series and what’s coming by:

      Following me on Instagram

      -> or in my Facebook Group (we’re a fun bunch and would love to have you join)

      -> Otherwise, feel free to signup for my mailing list (it comes once a month) and Bookbub alerts!
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      Where do I even begin?

      First of all, I’m going to make this easier on myself and on you guys by just saying this: If you read this book, then this book is for you! Yes YOU! And I owe you a lot of thanks for your love and devotion of Derry.

      A lot of people ask me why I decided to write this after saying I was done for the last six years.

      Well, I was done. I told the story that I had for Dex and Perry that ended in Dust to Dust. I always had ideas for continuing the series, maybe by a spinoff, but I knew that it would be something I would do only if I felt really passionate about it and if the muse called me.

      The muse for this world only popped up once in the last six years and that was to write Veiled.

      Otherwise, I’ve been very happy writing my contemporary romances. See, romance was the point and the heart of EIT to begin with, horror was just the plot, the fancy dressing. But Derry’s romance was what kept me going, so there’s no wonder why I continued with contemporary romance after that (and why I’ll still continue to write it). Give me complex characters and romance and heartache and sex and love and that’s all I need.

      Also, EIT was born in 2009, years before I met my husband, back when I was in a bad place. It saved me (and I know it’s saved many of you). Finding my own love and happiness, well it made me want to step away from the horror and concentrate on happy sweet things.

      AND THEN…2020 showed her ass.

      And suddenly…we were ALL in the bad place.

      Ironically, it was Dex and Perry’s romance that drew me back in this time, not the horror (probably because 2020 is the horror show). I wanted to explore what their marriage would be like, something I rarely do in my books (Love in Spanish is the only example, oh and the Sins Duet).

      I started off by doing a short story, Ghosted, for my All the Love in the World Anthology collection. But it was while writing that short story that I realized

      A) I missed Dex and this needs to be a novella

      B) this also needs to be a book, I have way too much for a novella

      C) I need Dex and Perry and their world in my life.

      Everything is so upside down right now, that being with them in their apartment with Fat Rabbit, hanging out with Rebecca and Ada, and Maximus (I missed that guy!), and being immersed in their marriage felt like a balm on the wound, like being with my best friends.

      I needed this book to take me to a good place, where even though parts of this book were very hard to write emotionally (OH and just wait until In the Fade…oh boy…), it was a world that I knew and felt like home to me.

      It was…safe. And loved. And we all need to feel safe and loved right now.

      Anyway, I’m yammering now. All I’ll end with is, at least this shitty year brought Derry back into my life and reignited my love for writing again.

      I hope you’ll stick with me for the ride.

      PS my biggest acknowledgement is for Scott, as always. I love you. I would definitely let you possess me more than you already do <3
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