

  [image: Cover]




Violet Kensington

Between Us


A Dark MM Romance 





  

  Copyright © 2026 by Violet Kensington


  
    All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored, or transmitted      in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise without      written permission from the publisher. It is illegal to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute      it by any other means without permission.

  
    This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters, and incidents portrayed in it are      the work of the author's imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or localities      is entirely coincidental.

  
    Violet Kensington asserts the moral right to be identified as      the author of this work.

  

  

  
    Second edition

  

  

  

  
    This book was professionally typeset on Reedsy

    Find out more at reedsy.com
  


  





  Content & Trigger Warnings



Content & Trigger Warnings




The Haunting Between Us contains mature and disturbing material intended for adult readers only.




This book includes, but is not limited to:





	Rough sexual content

	Consensual non-consent (CNC)

	Non-consensual sexual acts

	Paranormal non-consensual acts

	Extreme violence

	Extreme gore and graphic injury

	Obsessive and possessive behavior

	Orgasm denial

	Light bondage

	Psychological horror and supernatural horror

	Murder and torture (depicted in graphic detail)

	Forced proximity

	Depictions of drug and alcohol abuse







Please note:


The relationships depicted in this book are intentionally unhealthy, unbalanced, and morally dark. No part of this story should be interpreted as a model for real-life relationships or behavior.




Your mental health and personal boundaries matter more than any story. If these themes are distressing for you, please prioritize your well-being and choose what feels safe to read.




Additional Reader Warning




This is Book One.




It ends on a cliffhanger.




Not a gentle one. 




Not a “maybe everything will be fine” one.




A why would you do this to me one.







Please proceed accordingly.







xoxo




— Violet 
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Waiting for him to really see me feels like swallowing glass. It scrapes my throat on the way down, but I keep my mouth shut so I do not bleed on the floor. 

“You’re doing the corpse stare again,” Aries says. He drags a tattooed hand through his ink-black hair, long on top, shaved tight at the sides. The motion is careless, practiced, and it makes his bicep flex in a way that should be illegal. “What’s the damage?”

“Just calculating the lethal dose of boredom,” I lie, rubbing my face. “This semester is a slow death.”

Aries laughs. “You signed the waiver, Doc. You’re the one who wanted to save lives.”

“Mom and Dad just want a trophy,” I say. “I’m just the display case.”

“Don’t be a dick. It suits you.” He slaps my arm playfully. “Deborah and Mark are great. Plus, you have to be a good role model for Lexi.”

I scoff and look away before my face gives me up.

“I brag about you constantly,” he continues. “My best friend. Future surgeon.”

Best friend.

The words slide around my throat and tighten, like a collar I never agreed to wear.

“I should have followed your lead,” I say, my eyes betraying me as they trace the way his shirt clings to his chest. “You take your clothes off and dance for strangers and make more in a night than I will see in a month.”

“Yeah, well,” Aries grins, wicked and bright. “Nobody respects the pole. They just respect the abs.”

“I respect the hustle,” I murmur, carefully casual, terrified he will hear the worship underneath. “And the abs are not bad either.”

The waiter slams two steaming bowls of tonkotsu between us. Aries snaps his chopsticks apart. My eyes drop to his forearm without my permission.

The movement ripples through the ink on his skin. I know the anatomy. I know I should not be staring at it like it is the most fascinating thing in the universe.

I force my gaze into my broth.

“I’m thinking about cutting Laura loose,” Aries says, blowing on the noodles.

My heart performs a traitorous flip. I nearly choke on my water. I have to swallow the sudden, toxic spike of hope before I can speak.

“Trouble in paradise?” I ask. My voice comes out steady.

“It’s not paradise. It’s purgatory.” He shoves noodles into his mouth. Chews. Swallows. “It’s been over a year. She’s so stuck up. I’m just wasting my time. All she cares about is money. I’m tired of her mean girl attitude.”

“That’s… unfortunate,” I lie.

I am a terrible person for vibrating with relief.

“She’s beautiful. She really is,” Aries continues, completely unaware that I am mentally packing Laura’s bags and setting them by the door. “But I can’t deal with someone so annoying. You know?”

“Yeah,” I say, stabbing a piece of pork belly. “I know what you mean.”

“Enough about my dead end love life. What about you?” Aries asks, slurping noodles with zero shame. “Med school isn’t a nunnery.”

I freeze and the pork belly turns to rubber in my mouth.

“I’m busy trying not to fail,” I say.

“You’re always busy,” he replies. “You’re going to die of stress before you cure anyone.” He points his chopsticks at me. “There has to be someone. One of those brainy girls in anatomy lab. Someone who knows her way around a scalpel. Or even the pink-haired girl from the campus coffee shop.”

I stare into the cloudy broth. It looks murky and directionless. Just like my excuses.

“Yeah. Sure,” I say. “There are a few.”

“A few?” Aries lifts an eyebrow, a wicked glint in his eyes. “Okay, player. I didn’t know you had it in you.”

“I contain multitudes,” I deadpan.

“Well, stop hoarding them.” He laughs. “Pick one. Ask her out. You need to get laid, E.”

I grip my chopsticks until my knuckles turn white. He has no idea that the only person I want to ask out is sitting across from me.

“It’s not that simple,” I mutter.

“It is literally that simple.” He shrugs. “You’re smart, you’re not ugly, and you’re going to be rich. That’s the holy trinity.” He winks. “Take a shot. What’s the worst that happens? She says no and you die alone. You’re already doing that.”

I force a smile.

“Maybe I will,” I lie. “Maybe I’ll do exactly that.”

“E,” Aries snorts, looking me over. “You’re blonde, toned to hell, hazel eyes, great jawline. Total ladies’ killer.” He shakes his head. “If I was gay, I’d totally snatch you up. You’re just short enough for me to rest my chin on your head.  If we were gay, we’d look incredibly cute together.”

My heart drops. I laugh, because I have excellent survival instincts.

“Yeah,” I say lightly. “You’re incredibly tall, Mr. Six-foot-six. We understand.”

Aries barks out a laugh, slurping the last of the broth, and wipes his mouth with the back of his hand.

It is barbaric.

I want to lick the drop of soup off his thumb.

“You ready for tomorrow night?” he asks. His eyes are wide, bright with manic energy. “I found a spot. It’s actually insane.”

“Define insane,” I say. “Are we talking spooky noises or active squatters with knives?”

“Ha ha. You’re hilarious.” He leans in, lowering his voice to a whisper. “The old hospital off Route 9. The forums are losing their minds over it. Shadows. EVPs. The works.”

I nod like I care.

I nod like I believe in anything other than biology and decay.

“Sounds terrifying,” I lie.

I do not believe in ghosts. I do not believe in the afterlife or spirits with unfinished business. Dead is dead. There is no lingering, no watching, no reaching back.

But Aries loves the thrill. He loves the adrenaline. And I love that when the floorboards creak, he smacks my arm in excitement.

“It’s going to be epic,” he says, grinning. “I can feel it. This is the one where we finally see something.”

“I’m sure we will,” I say.

I’m chasing a ghost, all right. I’m sitting right in front of him. I will spend four hours standing in a moldy basement in the pitch black just to feel his shoulder press against mine. It is humiliating. It is devoted. It is terminal.

“Don’t forget the flashlight this time,” Aries warns.

“I won’t,” I promise. I would follow him into hell without a flashlight. An abandoned hospital is nothing. 

Aries tosses a wad of crumpled twenties on the table. Stripper money. It smells like vanilla perfume and desperation.

“My treat,” he says, winking at the waitress, who is absolutely too old for him and absolutely enjoying it anyway.

The walk back to campus blurs into streetlights and cracked pavement, Aries humming some pop song I pretend to hate. He walks close enough that his jacket brushes my arm every few steps.

I count the contacts.

Seven.

Eight.

Nine.

My dorm room is a fortress of solitude. I got lucky with a single this year. I told Housing I had severe night terrors and insomnia. It was only half a lie. The result is a room with one bed, twice the floor space, and zero witnesses to my increasingly humiliating pining.

Aries shoulders the door open and beelines for the mattress. He face-plants into my duvet. He rolls onto his back, arms spread wide, claiming more than half the bed.

“Remote,” he commands, wiggling his fingers toward the ceiling. “Zak Bagans is waiting for us.”

“You’re obsessed,” I say, grabbing the remote from my desk. “It’s the same thing every episode. Dust motes and theatrics.”

“It’s science, Easton. It’s history.” He pats the empty space beside him. The mattress dips. “Come on. Sit down. You’re hovering.”

I sit.

I keep a distance between his thigh and my hip. The demilitarized zone. If I cross it, I die. Possibly dramatically.

I turn on the TV and queue the episode we paused last night.

“I bet they find a demon today,” Aries says, eyes glued to the screen.

“I bet they find a drafty window,” I mutter.

I stare at the TV, but I am watching him in my peripheral vision. The steady rise and fall of his chest. The way his dark lashes flutter when he blinks. The delicate dusting of freckles on his flawless nose.

I have the best seat in the house for a show that has absolutely nothing to do with ghosts.




———




Zak Bagans is screaming at a demon in a Nevada basement. The TV flickers with green night vision, but the real haunting is happening right here on my mattress.

Aries has been quiet for ten minutes.

I glance sideways. His head is tipping forward. His breathing has slowed, deep and heavy.

Then gravity takes over.

He shifts, sighs, and collapses sideways. The demilitarized zone is obliterated. He crashes straight through the invisible border and lands heavy against my side. His head settles on my shoulder. His knee knocks against mine and stays.

I freeze.

My entire nervous system detonates. Fight or flight kicks in, but I cannot fight him and I definitely cannot fly. I am pinned by two hundred and twenty pounds of muscular, sleeping stripper.

His hair tickles the sensitive skin of my neck. It smells like cheap vanilla and smoke.

It is the best smell in the world.

I stare straight ahead at the TV, afraid to even blink. If I move, he wakes up. If he wakes up, he pulls away. And God help me, I do not want him to pull away.

He mumbles something unintelligible and burrows closer, seeking warmth.

He is using me as a body pillow.

My heart becomes a jackhammer. It is pounding so hard against my ribs I am convinced it is going to wake him up. 

Thump. Thump. Thump. 

Louder than the ghost hunters screaming about cold spots and demonic energy. This is a very specific kind of hell. Custom tailored. Monogrammed. I am trapped under the weight of the only person I want, and he is dreaming about absolutely nothing while I silently lose my mind.

I look down at him.

His lashes are dark against his cheek. His mouth is slightly open. He looks soft.

He looks like he could be mine.

But he is not.

I grit my teeth and turn up the volume on the TV, just to drown out the sound of my own pathetic internal screaming.
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Aries is out cold, oblivious as always, his arm thrown across the pillow inches from my face. But it is his other hand that is the problem. It is resting way too fucking close to my crotch. 

I cannot move. One twitch, and he will wake up. And if he sees this raging hard-on tenting the sheets, it will shatter everything we have built since we were kids.

My cock pulses against the thin fabric of my boxers, hot and insistent, begging for attention I cannot give it. 

His fingers are splayed out, knuckles brushing the edge of my thigh, so goddamn near the base of my shaft that I swear I can feel the warmth radiating off his skin. 

Fuck, what I wouldn’t give to grab that hand and wrap it around my dick. To feel those strong fingers squeeze and stroke until I blow all over him. 

But he is straight. He doesn’t know I am gay, doesn’t know I’ve been jerking off to thoughts of him since we hit puberty. 

I clench my jaw, trying to will my erection away, but it is useless. My body is on fire, hips aching to buck up into that teasing proximity, to grind my leaking length against his palm without him even knowing. 

I’ve fantasized about this a thousand times. Me sucking his thick cock down my throat while he sleeps, tasting the salt of his skin, feeling him harden in my mouth before he wakes up confused and horny. But reality’s a bitch. 

Sweat beads on my forehead, trickling down my temple as I stare at the ceiling, counting breaths to stay still. My cock throbs again, precum soaking through my boxers, making the fabric cling to the swollen head. 

His hand twitches, just a tiny shift, fingertips grazing the underside of my shaft through the sheet. 

Fuck.

Electricity shoots up my spine. I bite my lip hard enough to taste blood, stifling the groan building in my chest. 

What if he rolls closer? What if his hand slides right over my dick, squeezing in his sleep? I’d cum in seconds, spilling across his fingers, marking him in the filthiest way. But then he’d wake, see the mess, and it would all be over. 

I’ve loved him since the day I met him, watched him date girls, fuck them while I pretended not to hear the moans through thin walls at parties. This unrequited ache is killing me, turning every innocent touch into torture. 

I force my eyes shut, thighs trembling from the effort to stay frozen. His breathing hitches slightly, and my heart slams against my ribs. 

Is he waking up?

His hand inches closer, the heat of it searing through the barrier, so close to wrapping around my girth. I can almost feel his fingers stroking me off, thumb circling the tip to smear my precum. The need coils tighter in my gut. 

Fuck, I can’t take much more of this. One more twitch from him, and I might shatter, whispering his name as I edge myself into oblivion right here, silent and suffering.

The tension snaps, and before I can stop myself, I shift closer under the sheets. My cock, rock-hard and leaking, presses right against his thigh, the thick length of it grinding into the warm muscle there. 

Heat explodes between us, his skin hot through the thin fabric of his boxers, making my balls draw up tight. Fuck, it feels so good, that solid press of his body against my throbbing dick. 

I bite down on my lip harder, as a low groan vibrates in my throat. His breathing stays steady, deep and rhythmic, but my heart’s pounding so loud I swear it’ll wake him. 

I shouldn’t do this. He is straight, oblivious, and my best friend. But the need claws at me, years of secret jerk-off sessions to thoughts of his body fueling this madness. 

What if he wakes up? What if he feels my cock against his leg? The thought terrifies me, but it only makes my dick twitch harder. I love him so much it hurts, this forbidden pull that’s ruined me for anyone else, and tonight, with his hand so close to my crotch, I can’t fight it.

My hand trembles as I slide it under the blanket, the fabric whispering against my skin. I move slow, fingers grazing the sharp bone of his hip first. His skin’s fever-hot, smooth under my touch, and I feel the faint hardness of muscle there, the V dipping towards his groin. 

God, he’s built. 

My breath catches, ragged and quiet, as I trace lower, brushing the waistband of his boxers. 

I cup his cock. My palm molds around the soft bulge in his boxers, fingers curling to feel the weight of it.

Fuck, even flaccid, it’s thick and heavy in my hand. My pulse thunders in my ears, a mix of terror and thrill surging through me as I give it a gentle squeeze. 

He doesn’t stir. 

I start jerking him off slowly, stroking up and down the length through the cotton. The material drags roughly, but I can feel him responding already, thickening under my touch, the head swelling as blood rushes in. 

Precum dampens the front, slicking my strokes, and I have to stifle a whimper at how good it feels, this secret violation of the man I love.

I crave his moans, those deep, gravelly sounds I’ve heard him make with girls at parties, muffled through doors while I palmed my own dick in the hallway. 

I imagine him waking up to my secret touch. His eyes fluttering open, confusion turning to shock as he realizes his best friend’s hand is wrapped around his hardening cock. It sends a fresh wave of lust crashing over me. 

Would he push me away? Or would his body betray him, hips bucking into my fist? 

I grind harder against his leg, the friction building pressure in my balls, threatening to make me cum without even being touched.

Tension coils tighter as I control my breath, forcing it shallow and silent, desperate to keep him asleep. 

His dick’s fully hard now, straining against my palm, thick veins pulsing under the fabric as I pump him steadily.

Every stroke sends jolts through me, my mind flooded with dirty visions: flipping the sheet down, sucking his cock into my mouth, tongue swirling around the slit to taste his precum while he slumbers. Or climbing on top, guiding his thick shaft into my ass, riding him slow until he wakes buried deep inside me. 

My love for him twists like a knife, making this stolen moment both heaven and hell. I’m finally touching him, but he’ll never know.

His breathing hitches just a fraction, and I freeze, hand still wrapped around him, mid-stroke.

Is he waking up? 

Dreaming of some girl while I jerk his dick like a pervert? 

The fear spikes my desire, making my strokes resume even slower, teasing the sensitive underside with my thumb. I want to hear him groan, feel his body arch into my touch, but I can’t risk it.

What if he rolls over? 

What if his hand finds my cock in return? 

The possibility hangs there, electric and terrifying, as I keep pumping, lost in the heat of it all.

I start stroking faster through the damp cotton of his boxers. 

Fuck, it’s massive, swelling even thicker as I twist my wrist at the head, rubbing the sensitive slit until more precum leaks out, soaking the fabric and making obscene wet sounds that I pray he doesn’t hear in his sleep.

This is so wrong.

I want him to wake up, to grab my wrist and force me to suck him clean.

His hips jerk slightly under the sheet, a subtle buck that makes my heart slam into overdrive. He’s responding, even asleep. His breathing turns shallow, quick pants matching the twitch of his cock in my fist. 

I stroke faster, desperate now, thumb pressing hard along the underside, feeling the vein there bulge and throb. God, he’s close; I can sense it in the way he’s twitching.

My stomach clenches at the thought, imagining him flipping me over and ramming his dick deep inside me. 

But he’s straight and this stolen moment is all I’ll ever get.

A low, sleepy groan rumbles from his throat, and I freeze for a split second, but his cock pulses harder. So I keep going, even faster, the slick noises echoing softly as I push him towards the edge. His body tenses, thighs flexing against my grinding cock, and then it hits. 

He cums. 

Hard.

His cock erupts in my palm, soaking through his boxers. It drenches my fingers, warm and sticky.

Fuck, it’s everywhere, seeping between my fingers as I squeeze the head, wringing out every drop while his hips stutter in unconscious thrusts.




I shoot awake, leaving the dream behind so abruptly that the return to consciousness feels like a violent shove. My body arches. A gasp rips from my throat before I can clamp it down. And cum fills my boxers.

“Motherfucker,” I growl low, the curse vibrating in my chest as the last spurts pulse out, leaving me shuddering and spent. My dick twitches in the mess, softening slightly but still sensitive, cum cooling against my skin in a filthy puddle.

My eyes dart to Aries. He’s still sleeping soundly, chest rising and falling in steady snores. No sign he heard. Relief mixes with the guilt gnawing at my insides. 

“Fuck, it was a dream.” I groan. 

My hand on his cock, the hot cum between my fingers… just my horny brain playing tricks after blue-balling all night. 

I groan softly, swinging my legs over the edge of the bed, the fabric sticking wetly to my crotch. Standing up, I adjust my pants to hide the damp stain and the half-hard bulge that’s already stirring again. 

I swiftly switch off the TV and plunge the room into darkness. I grab a fistful of paper towels from the roll beside my bed, wadding them up as I keep one eye on Aries. 

I unbutton my jeans and shove the towels into the waistband of my boxers, scrubbing roughly at the mess, the paper rasping against my skin. 

Cum smears everywhere, sticky threads clinging to my inner thighs, but I work fast, wiping away the evidence while my mind screams warnings. 

“Thank god it was a dream,” I mumble to myself, shaking my head at the absurdity. 

“Non-con isn’t cool, Easton, you dumb ass.” The words taste bitter, a slap of reality against the forbidden desires that clawed their way out tonight. 

Aries’ snores cut off abruptly, the silence hitting like ice water. 

I freeze mid-wipe, paper towels clutched in my fist, heart slamming against my ribs so loud I swear he’ll hear it. My body goes rigid, breath caught, every muscle screaming to bolt or hide.

Did he hear the gasp? 

Fuck, please don’t let him have felt my side of the bed shaking. 

“Dude, I didn’t mean to fall asleep,” Aries’ sleepy voice drifts through the room, thick with grogginess. “You okay over there?”

His words jolt me, confusion swirling with panic. My mouth goes dry, the paper towels crumpling in my grip as I stare at his shadowed outline. The room feels smaller, the air charged, my soaked boxers a guilty secret clinging to my skin. 

What do I say? 

Play it off, pretend I’m fine? 

I decide to lie. “Yeah, just had another night terror.”
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I wake up because my neck is screaming. I am pretzel-twisted halfway off the mattress, one leg thrown over Easton’s like a seatbelt. I groan and peel my face off his shoulder. There is a damp spot on his gray t-shirt.

I definitely drooled.

Cool. Great. Love that for me.

Easton is already awake. He is lying perfectly still, staring at the ceiling with bloodshot eyes like a man who has spent the last six hours contemplating the death of the universe. He looks wrecked.

“Morning, sunshine,” I croak, rolling off him. “Sorry about the night terror you had last night. I’m guessing sleep did not make a triumphant return.”

Easton grunts.

I take that as a no.

I stretch until my spine pops loudly enough to qualify as a medical event. “You comfortable? You feel like a bag of cement.”

“I didn’t want to wake you,” Easton mutters. He shoves me the rest of the way off and sits up, rubbing his neck. “You sleep like an octopus.”

“A sexy octopus,” I correct automatically.

I stand and scratch my stomach. My body is requesting coffee and a cigarette in that exact order. “And you’re welcome for the cuddles. I charge extra for that at the club.”

Easton flushes instantly. He hops up and starts straightening the bed like it personally offended him.

He is so weird about his space.

It’s kind of adorable.

“Speaking of the club,” I say, scanning the room for my boots, which I apparently kicked into two separate dimensions in my sleep. “I need you to swing by tonight.”

Easton freezes mid-tuck. He is holding a pillow in front of his chest like a riot shield. “I have studying to do, Aries. I can’t hang out at Crimson Hour while you grind on strangers.”

“Not to hang out. To pick me up.” 

I find my other boot under the desk and crouch down to snatch it.

“My shift ends at midnight. I need you to grab me so we can head straight to the haunted hospital. I cannot believe you already forgot.”

“You have a car,” he says.

“Yeah, but if I drive, I can’t mentally prepare for the ghosts.” I find the second boot and jam my foot into it. “Plus your car has heated seats.”

He stares at me.

“Come on, E,” I add. “Be a pal. Midnight. Back door. I’ll even steal you a Red Bull.”

He sighs.

It is the long, dramatic sigh he uses whenever I drag him into my nonsense. It is the sigh of a man who has already lost.

“Fine,” he grumbles. “Midnight. But if you’re late, I’m leaving.”

“I’m never late,” I grin.

I clap a hand on his shoulder and give it a squeeze. He stiffens under my grip, just for a second. Something about it tugs at me, sharp and fleeting, like I missed a step on the stairs.

I ignore it.

“I’ll see you then,” I say. “Don’t study too hard. You’ll burst a blood vessel.”

I straighten my jacket and head for the door.

Tonight is going to be sick. Ghosts, adrenaline, abandoned hallways, and my best friend.

Life is good.

I hit the hallway and the air shifts.

It smells like panic, Febreze, and the distinct musk of people who have not slept in hours.

I do not belong here. I am an invasive species in an ecosystem built on textbooks and tenure tracks. I am wearing yesterday’s eyeliner and combat boots while everyone else is wrapped in university branded sweatpants and academic despair.

A few girls in pajama bottoms clock me as I pass the common room. 

They whisper. I wink. They giggle.

It is embarrassingly easy.

I shove through the double doors into the crisp morning air. The sun is offensive. I fish my sunglasses out of my pocket and slide them on.

Much better.

The campus coffee shop is a glass box. The line snakes out the door. I ignore it and head straight for the pickup counter. I am not built for waiting.

The girl behind the espresso machine spots me instantly. Her name tag reads Chloe. Bright pink hair. Big blue eyes that go wide like a startled animal every time I walk in.

I lean against the counter, resting my chin in my hand.

“Morning, Chloe,” I say with a grin. “You look radiant today. Did you change your hair?”

She did not. It is the same highlighter pink it was yesterday.

“Oh. Hi, Aries,” she stammers, nearly dropping a pitcher of steamed milk. Color creeps up her neck. “No. Same hair. Just… you know. Working.”

“Well, you make the grind look good,” I lie smoothly. “I need saving, sweetheart. Black coffee. Two shots of espresso. I am actively dying.”

“I got you,” she blurts, immediately abandoning the order she was working on. She moves with frantic efficiency that screams: please notice me.

Thirty seconds later she slides a cup across the counter. 

“That’ll be…” she glances at the register, then bites her lip. “Don’t worry about it. It’s on me.”

“You’re an angel, Chloe,” I say, lifting the cup in a mock salute. “Literal lifesaver.”

I walk out without paying a dime. Even though I can afford it just fine.

I take a sip. It tastes like victory and manipulation.

Easton pays seventy grand a year to be here.

I just have to smile.

Life is all about leverage.

I check my phone. A text from Laura lights up the screen. I do not open it.

I take another sip of stolen coffee and head for my car. I have a shower to take before I go be naked for strangers.

I slide into the driver’s seat of my 1967 Ford Mustang. Classic muscle. Black. Obnoxious in all the right ways. I have a habit of collecting beautiful things and refusing to feel bad about it. I down the rest of Chloe’s love potion in one burning gulp. The caffeine hits my bloodstream like a kick straight to the teeth.

I quickly take a picture and send it to Easton. I caption it: Guess who got a free coffee from the pink-haired hottie?

I fish a cigarette out of the pack on the dash. The lighter sparks twice, then the flame catches. I inhale deep, filling my lungs with the only thing I rely on besides Easton.

A golf cart whines nearby.

It rolls up beside my window, the suspension sagging under the weight of the man driving it. He is massive, in a uniform that is fighting a losing war against gravity and cholesterol. Campus security, apparently.

He taps on the air, mimicking knocking on a window. I roll mine down an inch. Smoke pours out into the clean morning air like a deliberate insult.

“Can’t read, son?” he says, pointing at a metal sign ten feet away. 

Drug Free. Smoke Free. Campus.

“I’m not a student,” I say, exhaling a gray cloud directly toward his face. “So technically your rules don’t apply to the illiterate.”

His face turns red. “Put it out. Or I’m calling the police.”

“Call them,” I say, flicking ash onto the pristine pavement. “Tell them I’m armed with nicotine and a bad attitude. They’ll send a SWAT team.”

He looks like he might have a heart attack right there in his golf cart. I do not stick around to see if that becomes my problem.

I twist the key in the ignition. The engine roars to life, drowning out his sputtering outrage. I crank the volume until the speakers rattle the doors. Heavy bass. Screaming vocals. Something angry enough to match my mood.

I peel out of the parking lot, leaving behind exhaust, cigarette smoke, and a profound lack of respect.

The security guard is shouting into his radio, his voice furious.

I have places to be.

And none of them are smoke free.




———




My apartment smells like palo santo, clean linen, and money. Real money. The kind that makes people uncomfortable when they realize how fast I earned it.

It is a high-rise apartment downtown with floor-to-ceiling windows and a view of the city that exists purely to flex. Polished concrete floors. A leather sectional that no one is allowed to sit on incorrectly. A glass coffee table that looks expensive and absolutely hates knees. The art is abstract and pretentious.

Everything is black, chrome, and aggressively curated. Not a single thrifted item in sight. Even the plants look judgmental.

I paid for all of it myself.

That part matters.

There is a king-sized bed, dressed in hotel-quality sheets that have never known commitment. A dresser that cost too much. A mirror that stretches from floor to ceiling and reflects back a version of me that knows exactly what he’s worth.

I kick the door shut behind me and toe off my boots, leaving them wherever they land. 

I head straight for the bathroom and turn the shower on hot enough to hurt. Steam blooms immediately, fogging the mirror.

I peel off my clothes and step under the spray. I let it rinse off the campus, the coffee shop, and the cigarette smoke.

Laura’s name pops into my head uninvited.

I groan and tip my head back, letting the water beat down on my face.

She’s incredibly beautiful, but she’s always preoccupied. She’s always busy. She likes the idea of me more than the reality of our relationship. She enjoys having a boyfriend, but she doesn’t like showing up in person. She wants me on her arm at parties because we look great together.

We’ve been together for over a year, and I can count the number of times she’s visited my place on one hand. She detests everything I enjoy: my love for ghost hunting. Easton being my best friend. My hairstyle. My clothing.

She never wants to hang out.

She never wants to be here.

I scrub shampoo into my hair harder than necessary. I am done chasing someone who treats me like an inconvenience.

I shut the water off and grab a towel, wrapping it around my waist. Steam curls through the bathroom as I step out and pad back into the main room, dripping water across the floor without caring.

I pick up my phone.

Laura’s text is still there. Unopened.

I open a blank message instead.

I type.

Delete.

Type again.

Delete again.

Finally, I settle on something simple.




Aries: Hey. I've been thinking. I don't think this is working anymore. 





I stare at it, then add another line.




Aries: I care about you, but I'm ready to move on.





There. Honest enough.

I hit send before I can overthink it.

The message delivers.

I exhale slowly, surprised by the absence of guilt. There’s no heartbreak, no dramatic ache. Just relief.

I glance at the time.

Work in an hour.

I move to the dresser and pull out my clothes for the night. Black pants. Mesh top. Boots polished to a mirror shine.

As I get dressed, my phone buzzes again.

Not Laura.

Easton.




Easton: Did you get home okay?





My thumb hovers over the screen, and I smile despite myself.




Aries: Yeah. Alive and unarrested.





The reply comes almost immediately.




Easton: Good. Try not to piss anyone off before midnight.





I snort and finish getting ready, checking my reflection one last time. The eyeliner is sharp. The expression is easy. The version of me everyone expects. I pack a change of clothes to change into after work.

As I zip up my clothes into a bag, Laura’s reply finally comes through.




Laura: Okay. Take care, Aries.





That is it. No fight. No tears. No begging. I slip my phone into my pocket and lock the door behind me.

Apparently, she was as done as I was. Her response reads like something a lawyer approved.

I chuckle and give the door a playful smack.

Tonight is ghosts and adrenaline and Easton’s heated seats.

I am officially free and I have somewhere to be.
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Dr. Palumbo is droning on about ischemic necrosis. It feels appropriate. Parts of my brain are actively dying from boredom while the rest is trapped in a recurring loop of this morning.

I keep seeing Aries’ back. The way his spine curved when he stretched. How hot he looked in that leather jacket. The brief sliver of skin between his jeans and his t-shirt when he bent down to find his boots.

I am supposed to be memorizing the stages of cell death. Instead, I am cataloging a stripper’s lower back.

It is deeply pathetic. I am a medical student with a 4.0 GPA and the emotional maturity of a golden retriever waiting by the door for its owner to come home.

Something sharp jabs me in the ribs.

I flinch and drop my pen. It clatters loudly against the linoleum, echoing far too much in the lecture hall. Half the room turns to look.

Dr. Palumbo pauses, peers at me over his spectacles, then resumes describing gangrene like nothing happened.

“Gross,” I mutter.

“You’re doing it,” a voice whispers.

I glance to my right. Katlyn is watching me. She sits next to me in every class we have together. She is organized. She uses color coded highlighters. She smells like sanitizer and peppermint.

“Doing what?” I whisper back, retrieving my pen.

“Dissociating,” she says quietly. “You get that look. Like your body showed up but your brain took a sick day.”

She smiles. A little too wide. A little too hopeful.

“Just tired,” I say. The universal excuse. Works every time.

She shifts in her seat, leaning closer. Her large tits press against my arm.

It does nothing.

There is no electricity. No panic. No spike in my pulse. Just fabric against fabric. A neutral contact.

“Well,” she murmurs, eyes still on the professor, “I was thinking we could hit the library after this. Review the pathology notes. I could grab us a study room.”

I hesitate.

Aries’ voice surfaces immediately in my head.

Pick one. Ask her out.

Katlyn is smart. She is pretty in a clean, practical way. The kind of girl who fits easily into a white coat future. The kind of girl people expect me to end up with.

She is watching me now, biting her lip.

Waiting.

She does not want to study pathology. Even I am not that stupid.

“Sure,” I say.

The word comes out flat. “I could use the review.”

Her face lights up and it is blinding.

“Great,” she says. “I’ll text you the room number.”

I turn back toward the front of the lecture hall, pen poised, notes abandoned.

I feel like a fraud.

I am going to go study with a nice girl who likes me, and the entire time I will be checking my watch. Counting down the minutes until midnight.

Until I can go pick up a stripper and hunt for ghosts that do not exist.




———




Class ends like a mercy killing. Dr. Palumbo snaps his book shut and half the lecture hall is gone before the echo fades.

“See you in a bit?” Katlyn asks. She is already packing her bag.

“Yeah,” I say. “Just need a coffee first.”

She smiles again, bright and hopeful. Earnest enough to make my stomach twist.

I’m leading her on. I know it. I’m not a monster, but I’m also not brave enough to be honest. And I need caffeine more than I need moral clarity right now.

I head for the coffee shop.

When I reach the counter, it’s Chloe.

Pink hair. Name tag crooked. Expression flat with boredom. Her eyes slide over me like I barely exist. 

“Help you?” she asks.

“Black coffee. Large,” I say. 

“Room for cream?”

“No.”

She taps the screen without looking at me. “Name?”

“Easton.”

She scribbles on a cup. 

Ethan.

“Six fifty,” she says.

I pull out my wallet and slide my card. The machine beeps. Approved.

I think about Aries.

I think about how he leaned on this exact counter four hours ago and walked away with a free drink and a temporary devotion pact just by existing. He smiles and the world opens its legs. I exist and the world asks for six dollars and fifty cents.

Chloe slides the cup toward me and turns her back before I even touch it, already rinsing a pitcher like I am done mattering.

“Thanks,” I mutter to the space where her attention used to be.

I pick up the cup and walk out.

I am not the main character. I am the background extra who pays full price and still gets his name spelled wrong.

I take a sip and it tastes burnt. Gross.

I check my watch. Nine hours until midnight. Nine hours until I get to be the sidekick again.

I turn toward the library.

Katlyn is waiting.

At least someone is.

My phone vibrates against my thigh.

I do not have to guess. My heart does that stupid stutter-step before my brain can catch up. Pavlovian. He buzzes, I salivate. It is humiliating.

I pull my phone out.

One new message from Aries.

It is a photo.

The lighting is red and sleazy, unmistakably the VIP room at Crimson Hour. Aries is the focal point. 

He is grinning at the camera, fending off a blurred woman in a sparkly Bride to Be sash who is clearly attempting to climb him like a tree.

The caption reads:




Duty calls. Pray for me, Easton. These women bite.





I scoff, the sound sharp in the open air.

“Idiot,” I mutter.

I still cannot stop looking.

I stare at the way the red light catches the ink on his ribs. The sheen of sweat already forming along his collarbone. He looks feral. 

A smile splits my face before I can stop it. It hurts, but it is real. I am standing in the middle of the quad, staring at a photo of my best friend about to be mauled by a drunken bachelorette party, and I am smiling like I just won the lottery.

I save the photo.

It buzzes again.




Katlyn: Room 304.





I head into the library, the air going cool and quiet the moment I cross the threshold.

Room 304 is a glass fishbowl tucked near the back stacks. Katlyn is already inside. She has fully colonized the table. Textbooks spread like territory markers. Highlighters arranged by color. A laptop open. A neat stack of index cards.

She looks up when I open the door. Her face does that brightening thing again. It makes me feel like I am punting a puppy every time I fail to match it.

“Hey,” she says. “I saved you the good chair. The one that doesn’t squeak.”

“You’re a saint,” I reply, dropping my bag. I sit. The chair is indeed silent. “Let’s get this over with. Necrosis waits for no man.”

She giggles, a little too eager. “Right. So I was thinking we start with the vascular changes.”

I open my notebook. I am prepared to leave my body for two full hours.

Then the door opens.

I look up.

Becca and Jules stand there. Two girls from anatomy lab. Becca is the one who fainted during the cadaver dissection last week. Jules is the one who caught her.

“Oh my god,” Becca whispers, slipping inside like she is escaping something. “We saw you through the glass. Are you doing a study group? Can we join? We are literally drowning.”

Katlyn’s smile tightens. Her eyes flash with something brief and homicidal. “We were just starting.”

“Please,” Jules says, already dragging over a chair that definitely did not exist a moment ago. She slides in on my left. Becca claims the right. “Easton, you explain things so much better than Palumbo. You’re the only reason I passed the last test.”

I blink. “I just repeated what was in the book.”

“Yeah, but you have a soothing voice,” Becca says, resting her chin in her palm. “You make horrifying decay sound… nice.”

Katlyn clears her throat. “We only have the room for two hours.”

“Awesome!” Jules hums, brushing her arm against mine as she opens her book. 

I look around the table.

Katlyn is glaring at Becca.

Becca is staring at my mouth.

Jules is practically in my lap.

They all act like I am holding the answer key to existence.

I do not understand it. I am boring. I am the guy who color codes notes, drinks black coffee, and goes home alone. Aries is the magnet. Aries is the sun.

I am just the guy standing in the shade.

Apparently, to the female population of the medical department, that is enough.

“Fine,” I sigh, clicking my pen. “Page 520. And stop looking at me like that, Becca. It’s weird.”

“It’s admiration,” she says, unbothered.

“It’s creepy,” I reply. “Focus on the rotting flesh, please.”

I start explaining bacterial infection.

They listen like I am reciting poetry.

I check my watch. Eight hours and forty-five minutes until I can escape back to the only person who actually matters.

These girls want a doctor.

Aries just wants a ride.

I would rather be the chauffeur.
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The bass from the main club slams against the wall behind me. It is a dull, rhythmic headache I can feel in my molars. Today has been an extra-long shift, and I’m ready for it to be over.

I stand in the narrow hallway between the locker room and the VIP suite, adjusting the waistband of my pants. 
I lost my mesh shirt two hours ago. I’m quite certain the redhead with gorgeous green eyes stuffed it in her purse during the VIP show for the bachelorette party she was attending.

I inhale deeply.

The club has a very specific scent: floor cleaner and expensive perfume of women who are trying very hard to forget their own lives for a few hours.

It smells like money.

It smells like rent.

I check my reflection in the darkened glass of the VIP door. My hair is a mess of intentional chaos. My eyeliner is smudged just enough to suggest I’ve been awake for days doing things I will never explain.

I look like a bad idea, and that’s the point.

This is the fifth private dance of my shift and my legs are starting to feel it. My smile is still sharp, but it takes effort now. 

I push the door open and step into the red light. The VIP room is smaller than the main floor. Intimate in theory. Suffocating in practice.

The scream hits the moment I enter.

It is the collective, high-pitched shriek of a bachelorette party that has been drinking since noon. It pierces straight through my skull.

I do not flinch.

I smirk.

I give them the crooked half-smile I practiced in the mirror for three hours back when I first started this job. The one that says: I am trouble and you absolutely want to make it your problem.

They lose their minds, and just like that, I slip into the role.

The bride is wearing a plastic tiara and a sash that reads Future Mrs. Montgomery. Her smile is stretched tight between terror and exhilaration. Her friends surround her like wolves, drunk and ravenous, clutching stacks of fives and tens like they are weapons instead of tips.

I walk toward the small stage in the middle of the room. It is barely raised. Just a slab of plexiglass with a chrome pole rising from the center.

The DJ booth overlooks the room. I glance up at Marcus behind the glass. He catches my eye and gives a subtle nod.

He knows the drill.

The lights dim. The red deepens. The noise from the main floor fades away, replaced by the slow, heavy bass of ‘Earned It’ by The Weeknd pouring through the speakers.

It is a cliché.

It is overplayed.

It works every single time.

I let the beat roll through me.

I do not move.

Stillness is a power move. Most guys come out swinging, hips already in motion before the music settles. They look eager. Desperate. Like puppies begging for attention.

I stand there.

I meet the bride’s eyes. I let the silence stretch until it tightens the room, until the women lean forward without realizing they are doing it.

Then I move.

I start with my hands, slow and deliberate. I drag them up my chest, tracing the ink along my ribs like I am reacquainting myself with my own body. I rake my fingers back through my hair, grip at the roots, tilt my head back just enough to sell the fantasy.

I let my eyes slide shut for half a second.

The truth is, I’m not thinking about the music. I’m not thinking about sex.

I am thinking about my electric bill. About how it spiked last month. I am thinking about ghost hunting with Easton later. About how excited he pretends not to be. I am thinking about the dull click in my left knee and how I should probably ice it when I get home.

I drop to the floor.

My knees hit the plexiglass hard. I do not dance softly for private parties. It ruins the aesthetic. I will have bruises tomorrow.

I will tell Easton I tripped.

He will give me that look, the one that says he knows I am lying but respects the lie anyway. He will probably offer to get me ice.

I roll my body.

The wave starts at my shoulders and travels downward, slow and deliberate, until it settles in my hips. I crawl toward the edge of the stage and lock eyes with the Maid of Honor.

She is clutching a champagne flute and staring at me like I’m a snack and she skipped lunch.

I stop inches from her.

I reach out. I take the glass from her hand. I bring it to my lips and take a sip, never breaking eye contact.

Then I put it back.

She exhales, a shaky sound that somehow cuts through the bass.

Hook, line, sinker.

I turn away smoothly and head back toward the pole. Playtime is over, it’s time to work.

I swipe my hand against my pants to clear the sweat. Grip is not something you fake. If you slip, you fall. If you fall, you break something important. There are no safety nets here. Just hard floors and liability waivers.

I launch.

It is pure physics. Muscle and leverage and repetition. I haul my body up against gravity, one hand over the other.

I reach the top.

Ten feet in the air. The heat is thicker up here, clinging to my skin.

I hook my right leg and release my hands.

I drop into an invert, the room flipping upside down. I arch my back and let my arms dangle toward the floor, loose and unbothered.

The scream from the booth is louder this time. It vibrates through the floor.

I hang there.

I am a bat.

I am a spectacle.

I count silently. One Mississippi. Two Mississippi. Three.

My inner thigh burns where skin pinches against the pole. 

I crunch upward, reengaging, grab the pole, and pull myself back into vertical. I slide seamlessly into a transition. One leg hooked, the other extended, my body spinning around the axis of the pole.

I glance down at the booth. The women blur together into sequins, teeth, and flushed faces.

And then I see it.

A twenty-dollar bill waved high in the air.

Target acquired.

I slide down in a controlled descent. I use friction and muscle memory to slow the fall, skin dragging against chrome until the burn blooms hot. It feels like rug burn on a grand scale. I land on my feet and walk to the edge of the stage. The bride is holding the money. Her hand is shaking.

I lean forward and place my hands on her knees, grounding her, claiming the space. I press them apart, just enough for me to step between them.

“For me?” I ask.

My voice drops low, pitched so only she can hear it. 

She nods, unable to speak. 

I take the bill with my teeth.

The room detonates.

Her friends lose their minds. Screams tear through the booth. Hands clap. Money rains down like confetti, fluttering to the floor around my feet.

I pull back, slow and deliberate, winking. I tuck the twenty into my waistband, turning my back on them. Want is louder when you walk away.

I head to the back of the stage and the song shifts.

The tempo changes. Faster. Dirtier.

‘Pony’ by Ginuwine.

Ugh. Groundbreaking.

But the beat is filthy, and filthy sells.

I reach for the waistband of my pants and rip the Velcro. The sound is sharp, cutting through the music. I step out of them cleanly and kick them aside. I am left in black leather underwear, leaving absolutely nothing to the imagination.

This is usually the part where dignity leaves the room, but I don’t let it. I own the lack of clothing. My cock is large, even when it’s not hard. And that—that sells. 

The screaming starts all over again.

I hit the pole. This time, it’s power moves. I do a shoulder mount. I lift my legs straight over my head, balancing through my shoulders and upper back.

I spin.

My muscles are screaming. My shoulder is throbbing. I did chest day at the gym yesterday like an idiot. I’m going to pay for this tomorrow. I’m going to need Easton to massage out the knot.

Easton.

The thought of him cuts through the heat and noise. I picture him in his dorm room. Probably reading a textbook that weighs ten pounds. Probably wearing those gray sweatpants I like. The ones that hang low on his hips.

He’s waiting for me. He’s going to be at the back door at midnight. The thought gives me a second wind and I push harder. 

I come off the pole and move into the crowd. This is the danger zone. Hands are everywhere.

I put one foot on the leather seat, right between the bride’s legs. I lean in.

A hand touches my calf. Another touches my thigh. The Maid of Honor is reaching for the waistband of my leather underwear.

I catch her wrist without looking at her and gently move her hand away, keeping my attention on the bride. But the message is clear: Look, don’t touch.

She pouts. She pulls another five from her purse. She tucks it into the waistband of my underwear. Her knuckles graze my hip bone.

I tolerate it. 

“Having fun?” I ask the bride.

She giggles. “I… I think so.”

“You think so?” I lean closer, my face inches from hers. I can smell the alcohol on her. “Let’s make sure.”

I grab her hands. I place them on my chest. 

I grind. It’s mechanical. It’s hips and core. It’s isolation exercises set to a beat. She blushes a deep, furious crimson as her friends cheer. They are taking pictures, blinding me.

I hate the pictures.

I pull away and give her a final smirk. 

The song is ending, the final notes fading out.

I need a finisher.

I run at the pole and I jump. I catch it high, spinning my body to gather speed. Then I release and drop.

I reach the ground and start rolling my abs and hips to look like I’m fucking an invisible body.

The music cuts.

For a second, there is silence. Just the sound of my own heavy breathing. Then the applause starts.

I stand up. I don’t rush it, slowly unfolding my body. I pick up my pants and sling them over my shoulder.

“Thank you, ladies,” I say. My voice is rough. I don’t have to fake that. “You’ve been… educational.”

They laugh and I walk off the stage.

I scoop up the loose bills from the floor on my way out. I push through the door and step into the hallway.

I lean back against the door and slide down until I am crouched, forearms braced against my knees. I bow my head and breathe.

My hands are shaking just a little.

The adrenaline dump.

I close my eyes. Lights spin behind my lids. Phantom hands linger where they should not. The echo of screaming still hums in my bones.

I open my eyes and check the clock mounted on the wall.

11:45 PM.

Fifteen minutes.

I need a shower. I need to scrub the sweat off my skin until it squeaks. I need to get the perfume out of my pores and the noise out of my head.

Easton will be here soon, and that thought steadies me.

I push myself upright, knees popping in protest. I groan quietly.

“Showtime’s over,” I murmur to the empty hallway.

I head toward the locker room, moving faster now. Purpose replacing exhaustion. Every step feels lighter.

I have a ghost hunt to get to, and for the first time all night, I smile. It’s not the practiced one I use with women. It’s real. Because in fifteen minutes, I do not have to be Aries the stripper.

I can just be me.
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The alley behind Crimson Hour smells like dumpster juice and regret. It is the perfect waiting room for my life.

I lean against the hood of my car. The metal is cold enough to bite through my jeans. I check the time.

It is 12:01.

He’s late.

I told him I would leave if he was not here on the dot. That was a lie. I would wait here until the sun came up and burned us both to ash. I’m a creature of habit, and my habit is him.

The heavy steel door bangs open, slamming into brick with a dull thud.

Aries spills into the alley like he was ejected.

The transformation is complete.

The leather and sweat are gone. He’s swallowed by a hoodie two sizes too big and gray sweatpants that have no business looking that good. His hair is wet, and I have to resist the urge to run my fingers through it.

“You didn’t leave!” he chuckles, jogging over. “I knew you loved me.”

“I was about to drive off,” I say, crossing my arms. “Key in the ignition.”

“Liar.” He slaps the hood next to my hip. “This thing is freezing. Oh shit. I forgot to grab the Red Bull. Want me to run back in?”

I reach through the open window and pull the can from the cupholder. Sugar free. The exact flavor he drinks.

I am a pathetic enabler.

“Look at you,” he groans happily, snatching it. “You’re a god.”

He cracks the tab, the sound too loud in the quiet alley. He tips the can back and downs half in one swallow. I watch the movement of his Adam’s apple and then look away before I embarrass myself.

“I needed that,” he says, wiping his mouth with his sleeve. “The vibe inside was weird tonight. I felt like a piece of meat.”

“You are a piece of meat,” I say. “That is the job description.”

“Yeah, but usually I’m the one holding the fork.” He shudders. “Tonight they were biting. Whatever. I’m out. I’m free.”

He looks at me then.

His blue eyes are bright and a little wild.

“Ready to go catch a demon?” he asks, bouncing on the balls of his feet. “I looked up the history while I was in the locker room. Tuberculosis ward. Nineteen twenties. Tons of death. This place is going to be active.”

“Can’t wait,” I say. “I hope a ghost throws a brick at me.”

“That’s the spirit,” he says. “Pun intended.”

He circles to the passenger side and slides in without asking. He knows the door is unlocked. He knows the seat is adjusted for his legs. He knows the heat is already on.

“Let’s go,” he says, buckling in. “Destiny awaits.”

I slip into the driver’s seat, and the car feels smaller with him inside. It’s as if all the oxygen gravitates towards him.

I do not care about the hospital. I do not care about tuberculosis wards or EVPs or the shadows he swears he sees.

He’s here, and for the next four hours, in the darkness and silence, he is mine.

“Let’s go bother the dead,” I say. “Oh, I placed the flashlights in the bag in the backseat.”

“Sweet! You didn’t forget!” Aries chuckles.

I put the car in drive and pull away from the club. Aries immediately fills the silence.

“Listen to this,” he says, already animated, “one girl kept asking if my tattoos were real. Like. Ma’am. What do you think? Do you think I wake up every morning and draw them on with a Sharpie?”

“Mmhmm,” I say, eyes on the road.

“They always go for the ribs,” he continues. “It’s like a law of nature. Everyone wants to touch the ribs. I don’t know why. They hurt the most and take forever to heal.”

“Makes sense,” I murmur.

He takes my noncommittal noises as encouragement.

“And Jake swears he’s going to put up a sign. No grabbing the dancers. Like that’s going to stop anyone. These women see a harness and lose all higher reasoning.”

I nod and turn down a side street. The city thins out, neon replaced by long stretches of dark and empty storefronts.

Aries talks with his hands.

Which is a problem.

They are tattooed, veins faintly visible under the golden tan skin. One hand rests on his thigh. The other gestures wildly as he tells me about a woman who tried to tip him with a bracelet.

I look for too long, then force my gaze back to the road.

“So I’m thinking,” he continues, “we start in the east wing tonight. Everyone always goes straight for the surgical floor, but the forums say the day room is where the weird stuff happens. Cold spots. Whispers. Full body chills.”

“Love that for us,” I say.

He laughs, delighted. “See. You get it.”

The heater hums softly. The windshield fogs just a little at the edges. Aries smells so fucking good.

I steal another glance.

His hands are still moving. One taps absently against the door. The other curls and uncurls. I have seen those hands do terrible things to buttons and straps and zippers. I have also seen them carefully bandage a cut on my finger like it mattered.

I swallow.

“Also,” Aries says, oblivious, “if something tries to possess you, I read you’re supposed to ground the person. Like physically. So if I grab you, don’t freak out. It’s for science.”

“Right,” I say. “Science.”

He grins at me, bright and excited. “Relax. I won’t let anything happen to you.”

Something about the way he says it settles heavy in my chest.

I turn onto Route 9. The streetlights grow farther apart, darkness pressing in from both sides.

Aries finally pauses, catching his breath. He leans back in the seat, hands still.

For a blessed moment, the car is quiet.

I feel the weight of him beside me. The space his presence takes up. My hand tightens on the steering wheel.

His fingers drift. Not touching. Just close enough that I am acutely aware of the inches between us.

I do not move.

If I do, something might happen.

“So,” he says suddenly. “If we die tonight, I just want you to know I had fun.”

I snort. “Comforting.”

He smiles softly, eyes forward now. “I always do when I’m with you.”

My heart stumbles.

Aries is vibrating with nervous energy. He taps the empty Red Bull can against his knee.

Click. Click. Click.

“I did it,” he says suddenly, staring out the window at the passing dark.

My heart starts pounding out a warning rhythm against my ribs. I keep my eyes on the road.

“Did what?” I ask. “Rob a bank? Kill a man?”

“I cut the cord. I amputated the limb.” He crushes the can in his hand. The aluminum crunch is loud in the enclosed space. “I texted Laura before I left the apartment.”

My grip tightens on the steering wheel again until the leather creaks. I have to physically restrain the smile trying to appear. I shove the pure, unfiltered joy down into the pit of my stomach where I keep all my other secrets.

“You did it,” I say. Oscar worthy. “Via text? That’s cold. Even for you.”

“It was efficient,” Aries says. He turns to look at me, his face washed in the green glow of the dashboard clock. “I didn’t want a scene. No tears. No we can work it out speech. It’s dead. Why perform CPR on a corpse?”

“So what did she say?” I ask.

I need to know.

I need to know she is gone.

I need to know the seat next to him is empty.

Aries scoffs. “Nothing. Well, not nothing. She didn’t even care.”

I glance at him. “Really?”

“Yes.” He shakes his head. “Not even a sad face. Like I told her I was picking up milk, not ending a year-long relationship.”

“Wow.”

“Right?” He hurls the crushed can into the backseat. It rattles against the door. “She was probably relieved. Waiting for me to do it so she didn’t have to.”

“Maybe,” I say carefully. “Or maybe she just knew.”

“Knew what?”

“That you weren’t all in,” I say. “People can tell.”

He goes quiet and picks at a loose thread on his sweatpants.

“Yeah, well. It’s done now.” He slumps lower in the seat. “I’m officially unattached. No responsibilities. No anniversary dinners I have to pretend to enjoy.”

“Must be nice,” I say.

“It is,” he insists, but his voice rings hollow.

“Love is a scam anyway,” he continues. “Just hormones and proximity. Chemical nonsense. We’re better off without it.”

“Speak for yourself,” I mutter.

“I am.” He gestures loosely between us. “And for you. Look at us. We’re the only consistent thing in each other’s lives since we were eight. Girls come and go. Laura. That girl with the nose ring I dated for two weeks. The one who stole my favorite hoodie. They’re temporary.”

He looks at me, his gaze settling heavily in my chest.

“You and me, though?” he says. “We’re for real.”

Something in my throat locks up. It burns. He says it like it’s comforting. Like it’s enough. He has no idea he is describing my personal purgatory.

“Yeah,” I manage. “We’re for real.”

I press down on the accelerator, the car surging forward. I want to get to the hospital. I want to hunt ghosts. I want to stand in the dark and pretend fear is the problem.

I want to be anywhere but here, trapped in a car with Aries, who thinks we are the same. 

I’m drowning.

He’s just watching the water rise.
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The hospital looms out of the darkness like a rotting tooth. It sits on a hill, because of course it does. Architectural sadism dictates that all places of prolonged suffering must look down on the town that abandoned them. The structure is massive, a sprawling beast of red brick now blackened by mold and time. Its windows are jagged holes, punched-out eyes staring blindly into the night.

Easton kills the engine and silence rushes in.

“Look at her,” I whisper. I’m practically vibrating. “She’s beautiful.”

Easton leans forward, squinting through the windshield. “She looks like tetanus and a lawsuit waiting to happen.”

“You have no romance in your soul, E.”

I kick the door open. Cold air slams into me immediately. It is sharper out here than in the city, heavy with pine needles, wet earth, and old stone. The kind of smell that seeps into your clothes and refuses to leave.

It smells like history.

I grab the backpack from the floorboard. It is packed with essentials. Two industrial flashlights that Easton tossed in. A digital voice recorder. A bundle of sage I lifted from a hippie shop downtown, just in case things go full Exorcist. 

Easton gets out and slams his door.

The sound cracks through the clearing like a gunshot. 

“Subtle,” I say.

“I’m freezing. It was 75 degrees last night but tonight it feels like it’s in the 40s. Georgia is so annoying,” he mutters, shoving his hands into his pockets. He is bundled in a thick coat, but the wind still has him hunched in on himself.

He looks smaller out here.

Something sharp tugs in my chest. The same instinct that flares when a drunk guy at the bar stands too close to him.

“Come on,” I say, slinging the bag over one shoulder. “Adrenaline will warm you up.”

We head for the perimeter fence. Chain link topped with rusted barbed wire, sagging with neglect. I scoped this place on Google Earth. There is a washout on the north side where rain chewed the dirt out from beneath the fence.

I drop down first.

The mud is slick and cold. I crawl under on my elbows and come up on the other side smeared and grinning. I wipe my hands on my hoodie.

“Your turn, Princess,” I call.

Easton stares at the gap, exhaling slowly. It’s the sigh of a man reevaluating every life decision that led him here.

Then he drops to his knees and crawls.

He gets snagged halfway through on a root.

I grab his coat and yank. He slides free and tumbles into the grass at my feet. He looks up at me, breathless, a smear of mud across his cheek.

“I hate you,” he says.

“You love me,” I grin.

I reach down and haul him up. He’s heavier than he looks. My hand brushes dirt from his shoulder and lingers a second too long before I realize I am doing it.

I let it drop.

“Let’s find a way in,” I say.

The ground floor is sealed tight. Plywood sheets bolted into brick to keep people out. But the second floor tells a different story. A fire escape clings to the wall, a rusted skeleton bolted into place.

“There,” I say, pointing. “The ladder’s pulled up, but I can reach the bottom rung if I jump.”

Easton squints up at it. “Aries. That thing looks like it’s held together by bird poop and hope.”

“Trust the process.”

I shrug off the backpack and let it hit the ground with a soft thud. I take three steps back, then run and jump. My fingers clamp around the cold iron. It groans immediately. Rust flakes shower down into my eyes. I hiss, blink hard, and pull anyway.

My muscles scream. Core locking. The gym pays off. The pole pays off. I haul my weight upward, swing a leg over the railing, and drop onto the metal grate.

The platform shudders beneath me.

I release the ladder mechanism. It shrieks as metal grinds against metal, sliding down toward the ground before slamming into place with a clang loud enough to wake the dead in the next county.

I straighten and give an exaggerated bow from the balcony.

“After you.”

Easton grabs my bag and climbs carefully. He tests every rung before trusting it with his weight. I track the way his hands wrap around the metal. The tension in his shoulders. The hard line of his jaw as he focuses.

He reaches the top and I grab his arm, pulling him over the railing. We land close. Too close. Our breathing is heavy and uneven. White clouds of breath bloom in the cold air, drifting together and dissolving between us.

For a second, neither of us moves.

“Let’s go,” I whisper, and shoulder the door. It resists at first, swollen and stubborn, but the wood is rotten. I take a step back and kick near the lock. The frame splinters with a dry crack and the door swings inward.

I grab my bag from Easton, pulling out the flashlight and clicking it on. The beam slices through the dark, illuminating a long hallway choked with debris. Ceiling tiles sag and crumble across the floor. Broken glass glitters everywhere. Papers lie scattered, their ink long since bled into nothing. An overturned gurney blocks half the passage, its wheels frozen in place. 

“Welcome to the Tuberculosis Ward,” I say.

My voice ricochets down the hall and comes back wrong. Too loud. Too hollow.

Easton clicks on his own flashlight and sweeps the beam over the walls. “Lead paint,” he mutters. “Asbestos. Black mold. This is a respiratory nightmare.”

“Stop diagnosing the building, Doctor Stark.”

I step inside. The floor crunches beneath my shoes, a brittle, bone-dry sound.

The air changes immediately.

Outside, it was just cold. In here, the air is thick, like we are wading through something instead of breathing it. The silence presses in hard.

“This is the men’s wing,” I say, falling into the rhythm of facts. “Opened in nineteen twenty-two. Closed in seventy-four after a patient scandal. Abuse. Neglect. Unauthorized experiments.”

“Comforting,” Easton says.

He stays close. Close enough that his shoulder bumps mine every few steps. I do not move away. If anything, I lean into it.

“We need to find the day room,” I continue. “That’s where the energy concentrates. Suffering leaves a mark, E. It stains the walls.”

“Or,” he says lightly, “that’s just water damage.”

But his voice is tighter now.

We move deeper.

The hallway refuses to end. It stretches on longer than it should, doors open along both sides at wrong angles. Some hang from a single hinge. Others are gone entirely, leaving dark, rectangular mouths in the walls.

I sweep my flashlight into a room on the left.

A metal bed frame sits dead center. The mattress is long gone, but the springs are rusted red, bent like exposed ribs. A wheelchair waits in the corner, angled toward the wall as if it was left mid-thought.

I step closer.

“Hello?” I call. My voice slides across the space and does not come back right. “Is anyone here?”

“Aries, don’t invite them,” Easton whispers sharply.

“That’s the point,” I whisper back. “I want to see them.”

I want the rush. I want proof. Proof that this isn’t it. That the stripping, the bills, the grind, the endless loop of mediocrity is not all there is.

I need magic.

Even if it’s dark.

Something moves.

Scrape.

We freeze in unison, my heart slamming into overdrive.

“Did you hear that?” I breathe.

“Yes,” Easton says. His voice is tight now, stripped of humor. “It came from the end of the corridor.”

“Let’s go.”

I start walking before he can argue. The beam of my flashlight jitters wildly, catching doorframes and shadows and nothing at all.

The temperature drops.

One second it is cold. The next it is unbearable. The air snaps sharp and brutal, cutting through my hoodie, stinging my cheeks, burning my lungs with every breath.

“Aries,” Easton warns. “It’s freezing.”

“Cold spot,” I say automatically. My words fog thick in front of my face. “Manifestations use energy. They pull heat from the air.”

We reach the end of the hall and it opens suddenly into a larger space.

The day room.

“Welcome to the day room, Doctor,” I say, shining my flashlight across the room.

Chairs are scattered across the room like they were flung in anger. A broken television lies on the floor, its screen spiderwebbed and dead. Against the far wall sits a piano, half the keys missing.

It looks like a mouth with broken teeth.

Plink.

A single note rings out, high and wrong.

I stop cold.

Every hair on my arms lifts, adrenaline flooding my system, hot and electric, roaring in my ears.

“The piano,” I whisper.

“Aries,” Easton says urgently, “the floor is rotting. It’s probably settling. Tension in the wires.”

“Stop being a skeptic,” I snap. 

The shadows in the room stretch unnaturally long. Our flashlight beams carve the darkness into warped, twitching shapes that crawl along the wall.

I sweep my light slowly across the room again.

Overturned chairs.

Mold-slick walls.

The piano.

Then a shadow behind the piano moves.

It does not shift with the light.

I hold the beam steady, my hand suddenly very still.

The shadow peels itself off the wall. It is darker than the dark around it. Not absence, but density. A void shaped like a person. It rises, uncurling from the floor, stretching upward.

Too tall. Too wrong.

“Easton,” I say.

My voice is calm. The kind of calm that comes from absolute terror. “Tell me you see that.”

“I see it,” he breathes.

The thing just stands there.

No features. No face. No eyes. Just weight. Like gravity learned how to walk.

Then it takes a step toward us and the air compresses. My ears pop hard, sharp pain spiking through my head. A sound floods the room.

A low-frequency hum that rattles my teeth and sinks into my bones, deep enough that I feel it in my chest before I hear it.

Easton stumbles back, gasping and clutching his chest.

“I can’t breathe,” he chokes.

The thrill dies instantly. Adrenaline goes ice-cold in my veins as I spin toward him.

Easton is pale. Ash-white. His lips are already tinged blue. His hands claw at his throat like something invisible has its fingers wrapped tight around his windpipe.

“Easton!?”

I drop the flashlight. It clatters to the floor and rolls, the beam spinning wildly across walls and ceiling.

I grab him by the shoulders and he’s freezing.

Not cold. Not chilled. Frozen straight through, colder than the room itself.

“Look at me,” I snap, my voice cutting through the hum. “Breathe, E. Breathe!”

His wide eyes lock onto mine. He shakes his head, panic spiraling, his chest jerking uselessly.

The shadow is closer.

I don’t need to see it to know. It presses against my skin like static. 

The vibration ramps up, the hum spiking into a shriek that drills straight into my skull. Pain blooms behind my eyes.

“Go away!” I scream at whatever is in the room with us. “Leave us alone!”

Then the piano explodes. Every remaining key slams down at once. A violent, teeth-rattling crash of sound that fills the room and then cuts off mid-note.

Silence.

The pressure vanishes and the cold snaps back to normal air. The shadow unravels, dissolving into the corners of the room like it was never there at all.

“Aries,” Easton wheezes.

He rubs at his throat, sucking in shallow breaths. I cup his face in my hands, fingers shaking.

“Are you okay?” I demand. “Are you hurt?”

My eyes scan him automatically. His neck is flushed, skin angry and red with finger marks.

Something hot and violent ignites in my gut.

“We’re leaving,” I growl.

“I’m fine,” Easton rasps. “It just… felt like the air was gone. Like a panic attack. Textbook panic attack.”

“No.” The word comes out low and sharp. “We are leaving.”

I snatch the flashlight from the floor and we move.

We do not walk. We speed-walk, boots slipping on debris, breath coming sharp and fast. I keep Easton glued to my side, my shoulder slightly ahead of his. I angle my body instinctively, putting myself between him and every open doorway we pass. If something comes out, it goes through me first.

We burst through the exit and onto the fire escape. Cold night air slams into my lungs, and it feels warm by comparison. 

I do not stop until the car is in sight.

We duck under the fence. I all but throw Easton into the passenger seat. He stumbles, catches himself, breath ragged.

I slam into the driver’s side and lock the doors.

Click.

I hit the button again.

Click.

Only then do I realize I am shaking.

I turn toward him.

Easton has his head tipped back against the seat, eyes closed, chest rising unevenly. He looks drained. Fragile in a way I have never seen him before. I reach out without thinking and touch his neck.

He flinches hard, eyes snapping open.

“Sorry,” I whisper immediately. “Just checking.”

My thumb traces the red marks along his throat. They are already fading, but I know what I saw. I know they were there.

Something touched him.

Something tried to hurt him.

It makes me want to burn the building to the ground.

“You went all mama bear back there,” Easton says quietly.

I look at him and the expression on his face makes my chest tighten. 

“Of course I did,” I snap. My voice comes out rougher than I intend. “You’re the doctor. You save people. I’m the stripper. I’m expendable.”

His brow furrows instantly.

“No.” He reaches out and grabs my wrist, stopping my hand before I can pull it away. He’s stronger than he looks. He pulls my hand down, but he does not let go.

“Don’t say that,” he says. “Don’t you ever say that.”

The air in the car shifts.

It’s not fear this time.

It’s something electric.

I stare at him. At his mouth. At the way his lips part when he breathes. For one dangerous, traitorous second, I wonder what he would taste like. The thought scares me more than the thing in the hospital did.

“Give me the keys,” I whisper. Easton fishes his keys out of his jeans pocket. I snatch it, jamming them into the ignition.

“We need whiskey,” I say. “And lights. Lots of bright lights.”

“Aries,” Easton starts.

“No.” I cut him off sharply. “Don’t analyze it. Don’t rationalize it. Just… let’s drive.”

I peel out of the clearing, the tires spinning in the mud before catching hard. The car fishtails onto the road.

I drive too fast.

I keep checking the rearview mirror, half-expecting something to spill out of the trees behind us.

Nothing does.

I glance sideways.

Easton is watching me. He has not looked away.

“Thanks, mama bear,” he murmurs.

I grip the steering wheel until my knuckles bleach white.

“Shut up, Easton.”

But the warmth of his words settles deep in my chest. It burns better than the whiskey I am absolutely going to drink.
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We pull into my apartment’s parking garage like we’re fleeing a crime scene.

I kill the engine and sit there for a second too long, hands still locked around the wheel. The concrete hums softly around us. Fluorescent lights buzz overhead. Everything is painfully normal.

I do not like it.

“Out,” I say, already opening my door. “You’re staying.”

Easton blinks at me. “Aries—”

“No.” I cut him off before he can finish the thought. “You don’t have classes tomorrow. You’re not driving back alone. You’re not going back to a dark dorm room and pretending you’re fine.”

“I said I was okay.”

“You said a lot of stupid things tonight.”

He opens his mouth again and I fix him with a look.

He shuts it.

We ride the elevator up in silence. Easton moves in close, brushing against my arm. 

The apartment door opens and I flick the lights on. All of them.

Living room. Kitchen. Hallway. Bedroom. Bathroom.

I want brightness. I want proof. I want to see every corner at once.

Easton takes it in quietly.

“You okay?” I ask, taking my boots off.

“I think so,” he says. Then, more honestly, “I don’t know.”

“Good.” I head straight for the kitchen. “That means you’re staying.”

I yank open a cabinet and grab the whiskey. The good bottle. Not the cheap stuff I save for friends of friends. I pull down two glasses. One slips against the other because my hands still aren’t steady.

I pour, then shove one into Easton’s hands before he can protest.

“Drink.”

He takes a quick sip and immediately chokes on a cough.

“Jesus,” he mutters.

“Welcome back to your body,” I say.

I down mine in one go, the burn immediate and grounding.

Easton sinks onto the leather couch, glass clutched in both hands. He looks tired now. The kind of tired that comes after fear, when your muscles finally realize they’re allowed to stop.

I hover for a second, then sit beside him, close enough that our knees almost brush.

“Hey,” I say quietly. “You scared me back there.”

He swallows and stares into his glass.

“That thing,” I continue. “It… went for you. I saw finger prints on your th.”

“I keep thinking I imagined it,” he admits. “Like my brain filled in the blanks.”

“No.” My voice is certain. “You didn’t imagine fingers around your throat.”

“Why me?” he asks. 

I don’t answer right away because I don’t know. Instead, I stand up and turn on the lamp by the couch. And the one by the window. And the stupid accent light under the kitchen cabinets.

Easton watches me with fondness and concern.

“You’re going to blow a fuse,” he says.

“Worth it.”

I pour us another round.

I grab my phone and queue up music before the silence can settle again.

Something loud. Familiar. Bass-heavy. A playlist I’ve used a hundred times to drown out my own thoughts. The speakers come alive, filling the apartment with noise.

“Come on,” I say, already tugging him to his feet. “You’re not sleeping in jeans that just crawled through an abandoned hospital.”

“I don’t have anything else,” he protests weakly.

“You do now.”

I grab the alcohol and our two glasses, dragging him down the hallway and into my bedroom. I turn on all the lights immediately.

I set everything down, then open my dresser and start pulling things out.

A t-shirt. Then a hoodie. Then sweatpants.

I glance at him, reassess, and add another hoodie for good measure.

“These will not fit me,” he says, staring down at the pile in his arms.

“Correct,” I reply. “You’re fun-sized and I am built like a structural concern.”

“I am not fun-sized. I’m six foot. You’re just freakishly tall and muscular.”

“Sure,” I say, already steering him toward the bathroom. “Go change. I’ll be right here and absolutely not listening. Probably.”

He rolls his eyes but disappears into the bathroom anyway. I take off my hoodie and sweatpants, and swiftly put on clean ones.

I flop back onto the bed and pour us another drink, turning the volume up a notch. The music thumps softly through the mattress. Familiar songs. Dumb lyrics. The kind of background noise that makes your brain unclench.

Easton comes back out a minute later. The hoodie swallows him whole, sleeves hanging past his hands. The sweatpants sit low on his hips, bunching awkwardly at the ankles.

It does something stupid to my chest.

“You look ridiculous,” I say immediately, because I’m not equipped to handle this sensation like a normal person.

“You dress like a Goth SoundCloud rapper,” he fires back. “We all make sacrifices.”

I snort despite myself.

He climbs onto the bed, careful at first, then settles against the headboard beside me. We sit shoulder to shoulder, legs stretched out, backs propped against pillows. The bottle sits between us and we drink.

The music shifts to something older and nostalgic. Easton hums along under his breath before he realizes he’s doing it.

“You know all the words to this,” I say.

“Shut up,” he mutters, but laughs after a moment.

It’s sudden and surprised, like it caught him off guard too. It cracks something open in the room.

“Remember when I did laundry that one time and I turned all your shirts pink?” he says.

“You ruined a vintage band tee,” I reply. “I’m still not over it.”

“You told me to separate colors. You did not specify emotional importance.”

I shake my head. “You’re the worst.”

“You love me.”

I pause. “Yeah. I do.”

He doesn’t tease me for it. He just bumps his shoulder against mine and takes another sip.

The music keeps playing. The lights stay on. The bottle gets lighter.

At some point, he slides down under the blankets without thinking, curling on his side facing me. I hesitate for half a second before doing the same, turning toward him.

“Hey, Aries?” he murmurs, already half-asleep.

“Yeah?”

“Thanks for… tonight. For not letting me pretend it was nothing.”

I stare at his hair, swallowing around something tight.

“Anytime,” I say. “That’s literally my job now. Professional night monster deterrent.”

He smiles, closing his eyes.

I watch him for a long time. Every time he exhales, I wait for the inhale. I wait for the hitch. I wait for the shadow to wrap its fingers around his throat again.

“Shit.” 

I’m exhausted. The whiskey is buzzing a dull, warm static in my brain, trying to drag me under. I try to fight it. I count the lights.

One lamp by the bed. One by the window. The LED strip under the desk. The glow of the city leaking through the glass.

It’s bright and obnoxious. 

I blink. Just for a second. Just to wet my eyes.




———


When I open my eyes, the lights are gone. The room is gone. The bed is gone. The city is gone.

I am standing in the hospital hallway.

“Easton?” I call out.

My voice doesn’t echo. The darkness swallows it whole. It eats the sound before it can leave my throat.

I try to move but I can’t.

My boots are fused to the floor.

Then I hear it.

Plink.

A piano key. 

It comes from the darkness ahead of me. The darkness that is moving.

The shadow detaches itself from the wall. It rises up, tall and featureless, a void where the world should be. 

It drifts past, ignoring me completely.

It moves toward the figure crumpled on the floor behind me.

I try to turn my head, neck screaming. I fight the paralysis with everything I have.

Easton is on the ground.

He is wearing my gray hoodie. He looks small. He looks broken.

The shadow looms over him, reaching down. Its fingers are long, spindly things made of smoke and malice.

“No,” I try to scream, but my mouth is sewn shut. 

The shadow wraps its hands around Easton’s throat.

Easton’s eyes fly open, wide and terrified. He looks at me, reaching his hand out, begging for me to help him.

I pull. 

I strain. 

I try to rip my feet from the floor. 

I want to tear my own legs off to get to him. But I am frozen and useless.

I have to watch as the shadow squeezes.

Easton’s face turns red. 

Then purple. 

Then gray.

He thrashes. His heels drum a frantic, dying rhythm against the rotting floor.

I am screaming inside my head, so loud my skull is going to fracture.

Let him go. Take me. Take me instead.

The shadow turns its head. It doesn’t have a mouth, but I can feel the smile. 

Easton’s hand drops, his eyes rolling back. 

The shadow laughs, sounding like piano wires snapping.

I explode, the paralysis breaking.




A scream tears out of my throat. “Get off him!”

I scramble backward, my back hitting something with a hollow thud.

My chest is heaving. I can’t breathe. There is no air in the room.

“Aries!”

Hands grab my shoulders and I flinch, slapping them away.

“Don’t touch me!” I snarl. I’m still in the hospital fighting the shadow. “Back off!”

“Aries! Hey! It’s me!”

Easton’s voice cuts through the static. 

I blink and the hospital dissolves. The paint melts into expensive gray drywall. The rotting floor becomes my black duvet.

The lights are on. 

Easton is kneeling on the mattress in front of me. He looks terrified, his blonde hair a mess.

“It’s me,” he says again. His voice is shaking. “You’re in your apartment. You’re safe.”

I stare at him, panting. Sweat is dripping down my temple and my shirt is soaked.

“Easton?” I croak.

“Yeah. It’s me.”

He moves slowly, like he’s approaching a wild animal caught in a trap. He reaches out again.

I don’t slap him away this time.

He puts a hand on my knee.

“You were screaming,” he whispers.

I squeeze my eyes shut, the shame hitting me harder than the fear.

I slump back against the headboard, dragging a hand down my face. My whole body is vibrating with leftover adrenaline.

“Nightmare,” I mutter. My voice sounds wrecked. “Fuck. I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be sorry,” Easton says, moving closer. “Did you… want to talk about it?”

I nod but I can’t look at him. If I look at him, I’ll see the Easton from my dream.

“You were dying,” I whisper. “I couldn’t move. I just watched.”

Easton goes quiet, then I feel the mattress dip.

He doesn’t ask. He doesn’t hesitate. He crawls over the tangled blankets and wraps his arms around me. He buries his face in my neck, and holds on tight enough to bruise.

I freeze for a second. I’m used to being the shield. I’m used to being the one who holds it together. I don’t know how to be the one who falls apart.

I break.

I wrap my arms around him, pulling him in. I hold him like he’s the only thing keeping me from falling off the edge of the earth.

“I’ve got you,” he whispers into my skin. “I’m right here. I’m not going anywhere.”

We stay like that for a long time.

My breathing slows down. The shaking stops. The room settles back into being just a room.

I pull back before I do something stupid like kiss him or tell him that I love him.

Easton lets me go, but he doesn’t move away. He sits back on his heels, watching me. His hazel eyes are soft.

“First time ever experiencing a night terror?” he asks.

“Yeah. I’ve had nightmares before. Just never like this. Never this real. Must be the stress. Or the whiskey.”

“Or the malevolent entity that tried to strangle me a few hours ago,” Easton suggests dryly.

I huff a laugh. It’s weak, but it’s there.

“Yeah. That too.”

I reach for the water glass on the nightstand. My hand shakes. Easton reaches out and steadies the glass while I drink. His fingers brush mine, taking the glass when I’m done.

He grabs the blankets I kicked into the floor, pulling them back up.

“Lie down,” he says.

“I’m not tired.”

“Liar. You look like hell. Lie down.”

I lie down and he presses his side against mine.

“I’m keeping the lights on,” I say.

“I know,” Easton says. “I wasn’t going to let you turn them off.”

I close my eyes, but the shadow persists, lurking in the back of my mind.
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I wake up to the muted, filtered glow of morning light. It paints the room in pale gold, and for one confused second, I don’t know where I am.

Then I remember.

The hospital.

The shadow.

The way his scream tore the air apart.

I go still.

Aries is beside me, sprawled awkwardly on his back, one arm flung above his head like he fell there mid-thought. His mouth is slightly open. His hair is a disaster. He looks wrecked. 

I glance at the nightstand.

Every light is still on.

Lamp. Window light. LED strip.

None of them were turned off.

I swallow, the memory of his nightmare creeping back in pieces. The way he thrashed. The panic in his eyes when he woke up.

I have never seen him like that.

Aries is always noise and confidence and sharp edges. He moves through life like nothing can touch him.

Last night, something did.

I ease myself up on one elbow, watching him closely. His brow twitches, fingers curling slightly, like he is holding onto something even in sleep.

I slide out of bed quietly and pad into the kitchen, still wrapped in his clothes. The apartment looks different in daylight. Less dramatic. Still expensive. Still obnoxiously put together. But softer somehow, like the night peeled something back.

I get a cold bottle of water and drink it all, tossing the plastic into the trash bin. My throat still feels tight if I think about fingers that weren’t there.

When I go back to the bedroom, Aries has shifted onto his side. 

I sit on the edge of the bed.

“Hey,” I whisper.

His eyes flutter open immediately, like he never really slept. For a split second, fear flashes across his face.

Then he sees me and it drains away.

“Morning,” he rasps.

“You okay?” I ask.

He scans me automatically. My face. My neck. My hands. Only when he seems satisfied does he nod.

“Yeah,” he says. “You?”

I hesitate. “I think so.”

He pushes himself up on one elbow, wincing a little. “Any… lingering ghost strangulation symptoms?”

“Just existential dread,” I say. “Nothing new.”

A corner of his mouth lifts.

There it is. The familiar version of him, peeking through.

“Good,” he says. “I was worried I might’ve traumatized you.”

“You screamed like someone was being murdered,” I reply gently. “It was alarming.”

He exhales, scrubbing a hand down his face. “Sorry about that.”

“Don’t apologize,” I say immediately. “You don’t get to apologize for being human.”

He studies me for a moment, something unreadable passing through his eyes.

“Stay for breakfast?” he asks. “I’ve got coffee that doesn’t taste like despair.”

I nod. “Yeah. I’ll stay.”

He relaxes at that. Then he gets up and follows me around the apartment like we’re tethered by an invisible cord. When he passes behind me, his hand brushes my back. When I stop at the counter, he crowds my space under the excuse of reaching for a mug. He keeps glancing at my throat like the marks might come back if he looks away too long.

I pretend not to notice.

I kind of enjoy it.

He makes coffee, strong and illegal-tasting. He slides a mug toward me and watches until I take a sip.

“Okay?” he asks.

“Okay,” I say.

He nods, but doesn’t relax, drumming his fingers against his mug, restless. 

I clear my throat.

“So,” I say carefully, “are we… going back tonight?”

He freezes, slowly turning his head to look at me.

“No.”

I blink. “Wow. No hesitation.”

“Correct,” he says. “Zero hesitation. Negative hesitation. We are never going back there.”

I smile despite myself. “Aries—”

“No,” he repeats, firmer. “Absolutely-the-fuck-not.”

I lean back against the counter, playing it casual. “I mean, hear me out. It could’ve just been a panic attack.”

His eyes narrow.

“I get panic attacks,” I continue quickly. “They can feel like you’re choking. Like the air is gone. And that place smelled like rot, mold, and death. It makes sense my throat closed up.”

“That does not explain finger marks,” he says flatly.

“Only you saw them,” I say. “If I had genuinely been choked, I would have bruises for days. I’m certain it was a panic attack.”

“Easton.”

I shrug. “You know how the brain works. Stress plus environment plus adrenaline. Perfect storm.”

Aries moves abruptly, stepping into my space, bracing his hands on the counter on either side of me.

“Stop,” he says.

His voice isn’t angry. It’s worse. It’s scared.

“I don’t care what explanation you want to slap on it,” he continues. “Panic attack. Mold. Hallucination. I do not care. Something put its hands on you.”

I swallow.

“And I am not taking you back there so you can prove how brave you are.”

“I’m not trying to be brave,” I say quietly.

“Yes, you are,” he shoots back. He exhales hard and runs a hand through his hair.

“You know what I liked least about last night?” he asks.

I shake my head.

“The part where I couldn’t get to you fast enough,” he says. “The part where I watched you stop breathing and had to hope it would end.”

Something in my chest twists, but I open my mouth to push again.

Then I stop.

Because he’s still standing too close. Because his knee is almost touching mine. Because his hand is braced near my hip like he’s unconsciously blocking an exit.

“Okay,” I say softly. “Okay. We’re not going back.”

His shoulders drop.  “Good,” he mutters.

I tilt my head, studying him. “You’re really shaken.”

He scoffs weakly. “Don’t flatter yourself. I just don’t feel like dying in a condemned building.”

“Mm,” I say. “Sure.”

He shoots me a look. “Don’t.”

I smile. “You’re clinging.”

“I am not.”

“You followed me to the fridge.”

“I was getting orange juice.”

“You hate orange juice. You only keep it for when I stay over.”

He opens his mouth, then shuts it.

I laugh under my breath.

He grumbles something unintelligible and finally steps back, giving me space. Too much space. The cord between us snaps.

I miss it immediately.

“Next time,” I say lightly, “we’ll just watch ghost shows from the couch.”

He nods. “With the lights on.”

“Obviously.”

“And no haunted hospitals.”

“Deal.”

He reaches for his coffee again, hands still not quite steady. I watch him over the rim of my mug, finishing my coffee.

He says we’re not going back.

I’m tempted to make us go again, just to have another excuse to spend the night. 

I rinse my mug and set it in the rack, then head back into the bedroom to change into my dirty jeans.

I can hear Aries behind me. Too close. Like Velcro with abandonment issues.

I roll my eyes, but I don’t hate it.

I walk into the bathroom, kick the sweatpants off, and step into my jeans.

As I walk back into the room it hits.

That sudden, sick hollowness. The instinctive, evolutionary check-your-pockets alarm that fires in every human brain like a flare.

I pat my back pocket. Nothing.

Front pocket. Empty.

I freeze.

Aries clocks it instantly. Of course he does.

“What,” he says.

“I…” My pulse spikes. “I don’t have my wallet.”

The room goes dead quiet.

Aries stares at me like I just suggested we go back and juggle chainsaws in the tuberculosis ward.

“No,” he says flatly.

“I had it last night,” I say, thinking out loud now. “I paid for gas just before I picked you up. I remember sliding it into my pocket when I got into the car. I—” My stomach drops. “It must’ve fallen out… at the hospital.”

“No,” he repeats, louder this time.

“I’ll cancel the cards,” I say quickly, already trying to soothe the explosion I can feel building. “It’s fine. I can freeze everything.”

“Good,” he snaps. “Do that. Problem solved.”

“But the wallet—”

“Order a new one.”

“I can’t.”

He turns fully toward me. His jaw tightens. “Yes, you can.”

“It was a gift.”

“I don’t care.”

“Aries.”

“I really don’t care,” he says, sharp now, brittle around the edges. “We are not going back there.”

“It was my grandfather’s,” I say quietly.

That stops him.

“It’s stupid,” I add. “It’s just leather. I know that. But it’s the last thing I have that he actually touched. That he picked out.”

The silence stretches, and Aries looks away first.

“Fuck,” he mutters.

I don’t push. I just let it sit there between us. 

“You could still cancel the cards,” he says, weaker now. “We don’t need to—”

“I will,” I say. “But the wallet is still there.”

He drags a hand down his face, fingers shaking. “You almost died.”

“I know.”

He looks at me again, eyes flicking to my throat. Then back to my face.

“You’re asking me to walk back into that,” he says. “After what it did.”

“I’m asking you to help me get something that matters,” I say. “Then we leave. Ten minutes. In and out.”

He laughs, sharp and humorless, pacing.

“Fuck,” he says again. “FUCK.”

Finally, he stops in front of me.

“If we do this… if I feel anything,” he growls, voice dropping, “anything off, we’re gone.”

I meet his eyes. “Okay.”

He exhales hard.

“You’re an asshole,” he mutters.

I give him a small smile. “You love me.”

“Don’t say that.”  But he’s already stepping out of his sweatpants and into jeans, grabbing my keys.
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The hospital sits on the hill peacefully. It’s the same building as last night, with the same broken windows and rot. But in the daylight, it somehow looks worse. The sun doesn’t touch it. The light seems to bend around the brickwork, leaving the structure in a perpetual, gray sort of dusk.

Aries cuts the engine. The silence that follows isn’t the peaceful silence of the countryside. It’s the silence of a held breath.

“You’re sure about this,” Aries says. It’s not a question. His hands are still gripping the steering wheel, knuckles white. He’s staring at the front door like he’s calculating the odds of a structural collapse versus a spiritual one.

“No,” I answer honestly. “But that doesn’t matter.”

He looks at me, his jaw tightening.

“Right,” he says. “Let’s go. In and out. Five minutes. If we see a shadow, we leave. If we hear a piano, we leave. If I get a bad vibe, we leave.”

“Agreed.”

Aries rips off his hoodie and tosses it into the back seat. I’m already nervous with sweat, so I toss mine back there too.

Then, we gear up. It feels ridiculous to be checking flashlights at two in the afternoon, but the broken windows are boarded up. Inside, it will be midnight. 

We approach the perimeter fence. The mud is slicker today, churned up by our panic last night. 

We slide under, the cold slime soaking instantly through my jeans. I snag my sleeve on the same root as before, tearing the fabric.

Aries is there before I can even curse. He grabs my arm and yanks me through with a grunt of effort. He hauls me to my feet, his hands lingering on my arms to steady me.

“Careful,” he says. His eyes are scanning the tree line, the windows, the roof. He is in full protection mode.

We walk to the fire escape and start climbing.

The metal groans under our weight. 

Reeeeee-chunk.

Aries pauses at the top landing. He tilts his head, listening.

“You hear that?” he asks.

I strain my ears. “Hear what?”

“Exactly,” he whispers.

There are no birds. No wind in the trees. No traffic noise from the highway. The world has gone mute.

We step through the broken door.

The hallway is exactly as we left it. The peeling paint. The debris on the floor is scattered in the same chaotic pattern. But the shadows seem deeper. They pool in the corners, thick and impenetrable.

“Okay,” Aries says. “We retrace our steps from last night. That’s down the hall, left turn, past the nurses’ station.”

We move, our footsteps sounding wrong. Last night, they were muffled. Today, they are sharp. 

Click. Click. Click. 

We walk shoulder to shoulder. Aries is technically leading, but he keeps angling his body toward me, putting himself between me and the open doorways we pass.

“Keep your eyes on the floor,” he commands. “Don’t look into the rooms.”

“Why?”

“Because if you see something staring back, I’m going to have to punch it, and I really don’t want to do that today.”

We reach the intersection. The nurses’ station is a rotting desk covered in rat droppings. 

I sweep the light across the floor. Broken glass glitters like diamonds. A rusted bedpan. A solitary shoe.

“No wallet,” I say, my heart rate climbing. “It has to be further down.”

A door creaks.

We freeze, turning in unison, beams cutting through the dark. A door halfway down the hall is moving. It swings open slowly. 

Eeeeeeeee.

Then it swings back.

Thunk.

“Draft,” I say immediately, my voice an octave too high. “Pressure differential. Old building.”

“Easton,” Aries says. His voice is low and lethal. “There is no draft.”

We stand there, paralyzed, watching the door. It doesn’t move again.

“Okay,” Aries says. “We check the floor. Fast. Ten feet. Then we turn around.”

We inch forward, the linoleum slick with moisture that shouldn’t be there.

Scrape.

It comes from behind us.

I spin around, shining the light back toward the exit.

Nothing. Just the empty hallway.

“Did you hear that?” I ask.

“Yes,” Aries says. He doesn’t look back. He keeps his eyes forward, scanning the debris. “Ignore it. It wants you to look.”

The temperature drops.

One second, I’m sweating. The next, the air is freezing. The flashlight in Aries’ hand flickers. 

“Come on,” he urges. “Where is it?”

“I don’t see it!” I’m panicking now. “Maybe I dropped it in the day room. Maybe it’s in there with the piano.”

“We are not going into the day room,” Aries says firmly.

Another flicker. This time, the light dies completely for two seconds before buzzing back to life. In the darkness, the silence feels like a physical weight pressing against my eardrums.

Then, a whisper curls through the hall.

It doesn’t come from a direction. It comes from everywhere. It sounds wet. It sounds like someone with a slit throat trying to speak.

“…lost”

I grab Aries’s arm. “Did you hear that?”

“We’re leaving. Forget the wallet.”

“But—”

Aries snaps. “We go. NOW.”

He turns to shove me back toward the exit.

Plink.

A piano key rings out from the darkness ahead of us. 

We both freeze.

Plink. Plink.

Two more notes. Closer this time.

“It’s moving,” I whisper. “The piano is moving?”

“Run!” Aries snaps.

“Wait!” My beam sweeps across a pile of debris near the wall. “There!”

I see it. Brown leather half-buried under a rotted ceiling tile. I don’t question how it ended up there. 

“I see it!” I lung forward.

“Easton, no!” Aries grabs for me, but I’m already dropping to my knees.

I scramble through the trash and shove the tile aside. My fingers close around the cold leather of the wallet.

Relief washes over me, cold and dizzying.

“Got it!” I yell, holding it up.

Then the whisper happens again.

This time, it isn’t everywhere. It is right behind my ear. Cold breath hits the sensitive skin of my neck.

“Doctor… Easton.”

It says my name. 

I scream. I can’t help it. It’s a primal reaction, bypassing my brain entirely. I scramble backward, kicking at the empty air.

I slam into Aries’s legs.

He curses, reaching down to haul me up.

“Go! Go! Go!”

The flashlight strobes. In the flashes, the hallway is changing. The doors are slamming shut one by one. 

Bang. Bang. Bang. 

Approaching us like a wave.

The shadows on the walls detach and stretch. They elongate into shapes that are too tall, too thin, too many limbs.

We turn and run.

The footsteps are behind us now. Whatever is chasing us has mass, and it’s fast.

The hallway seems to stretch, perspective warping. The exit door looks miles away.

“Don’t look back!” Aries roars.

A screech of metal tears through the air. The piano. It sounds like it’s being thrown down the hall.

We reach the nurses’ station. A gurney shoots out from a side room, slamming into the wall right in front of us.

We skid to a halt, bodies colliding. I slam into Aries’s chest. The air leaves my lungs in a whoosh. The flashlight falls to the ground. 

Aries wraps his arms around me, steadying us both. For a second, we stop. We have to. The gurney is blocking the path.

The whispers behind us rise into a chaotic, laughing chorus.

But in the circle of Aries’s arms, it’s quiet.

I look up at him.

He’s looking down at me.

His chest is heaving against mine, and I can feel his heart beating through his shirt.

His pupils are blown so wide his eyes look black, sweat beading at his hairline.

He looks terrified. 

And he is looking at my mouth.

The world narrows down to this. The smell of fear. The strobe-light flickering from the flashlight on the floor. Aries’ hand gripping the back of my neck.

“Easton,” he breathes. It’s not a question. 

I stare at his parted lips. I can see the rapid rise and fall of his chest.

Adrenaline has burned through every rational thought I have. Friendship. Boundaries. Self-preservation. All that’s left is his body against mine and the insane, overwhelming need to get closer.

I want to kiss him.

I want to kiss him more than I want to survive.

I lean in just an inch. It’s an unconscious magnetic pull.

Aries’ eyes flicker to my lips, then back to my eyes. His grip on my neck tightens, pulling me closer.  
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A sharp scrape sounds behind us. Aries’s eyes snap past my shoulder. Before I can turn, he spins us, driving me back against the wall. The impact knocks the air from my lungs.

“Shit, Easton.” His voice cuts off mid-word as he listens. Every muscle in him goes rigid, coiled and alert. His chest presses flush to mine, broad and solid, a barrier between me and whatever made that sound.

I feel it then, unmistakable: his cock hardening against my thigh through his jeans. My breath hitches, heat flooding my own groin as my dick twitches to life, swelling fast.

I shift to pull away, but our hips grind accidentally as we both try to steady ourselves. His hardness presses right into me, and mine answers back, straining against my zipper.

“Aries, I—” My voice cracks, face burning in the dim light. He doesn’t move, eyes wide, confusion flickering across his face as he realizes what’s happening.

I bite my lip to stifle a groan.

We freeze like that, pressed tight in the shadows, chests heaving. His hand slides down to my arm, gripping me harder.

“What the fuck… Easton?” he mutters, voice husky, not pulling away. I can feel every inch of him.

My mind races. I’ve dreamed of this, of touching him, tasting him, but now it’s real, accidental, and terrifying.

My body trembles. I want to grind harder, to grab his ass and pull him closer, but I hold back, heart slamming.

“It’s the fear,” I whisper, trying to play it cool, but my voice shakes. “Adrenaline.”

He nods slowly, but his hips shift just a fraction, making my knees weak. The noises start up again, softer now, like laughter in the walls. His free hand brushes my waist, accidental or not, fingers grazing the skin under my shirt, and I gasp softly.

Sweat beads on his forehead, trickling down his temple, and I fight the urge to lick it away. Our eyes lock, the air crackling with unspoken want.

He’s unaware of how deep my craving runs, how I’ve jerked off thinking of his hands on me just like this.

Another bump echoes down the hall, closer this time, and Aries presses even tighter, his hard length grinding deliberately now.

I tremble harder, craving to drop to my knees right here, to unzip his jeans and suck that fear-hardened dick until he moans my name. But I hold back.

I hear footsteps dragging across the floor above us, and Aries’ eyes snap to mine, dark and intense in the flashlight’s glow.

My hands tremble at my sides, itching to roam over his muscular chest, to feel the ridges of his abs under his shirt.

Aries presses closer, his hips bucking slightly, grinding against me in a way that feels anything but accidental now.

The friction sends jolts of pleasure up my spine, my balls tightening as I moan. His breath hitches, hot against my ear, as he leans in.

“Easton,” he growls low, voice rough. “What the fuck is happening?”

His words send a shiver through me, his tone demanding answers I can’t give without spilling my soul.

“It’s…” I whisper, my voice cracking, “the adrenaline. It’s a normal reaction that the human body has.”

But even as I say it, my hips shift involuntarily, rubbing my swollen dick against his.

His free hand slides up my arm, gripping my bicep hard enough to bruise, pulling me tighter until our chests heave together. Another scrape sounds from the hall, closer, like invisible fingers clawing at the doorframe.

My trembling hands finally break free, one pressing against his chest to steady myself, feeling the rapid thud of his heart under my palm, the other hovering near his waist, craving to dip lower.

“Aries, we should—” I start, but he cuts me off, his lips grazing my jaw.

“Don’t fucking move,” he commands. His hips roll again, deliberate now, fucking against me through our clothes, the desperate friction building a fire in my gut. I whimper softly, unable to hold it back.

His hand releases me to cup the back of my neck, holding me in place as he ruts against me, his hard cock dragging over mine again and again. Pleasure coils tight in my core.

I’ve loved him for so long, hidden it so deep, and now this touch in the haunted dark is unraveling me.

His breath comes in pants against my ear, lips so close I feel the vibration of his groan.

“Easton… fuck,” he mutters, his muscular thighs flexing against me.

Another thud shakes the wall behind us, jolting us, but Aries doesn’t stop, instead, he thrusts harder, his hand sliding down to grip my hip, fingers digging into my ass through the fabric. My mind spins with need, body trembling as I fight to hold on.

Aries’ fingers dig deeper. I shiver, the contact sending sparks of raw need through me, my slender body molding to his muscular one like it was made for this.

A ghostly thud echoes in my ears, but it’s drowned out by the pounding of my heart. Aries leans in closer, his breath ragged against my skin, and then his teeth sink into my jaw, marking me with a bite that stings.

I gasp, the sound tearing from my throat, my hands finally giving in as they clutch at his broad shoulders, nails digging into the fabric of his shirt.

“Aries,” I whimper, voice breaking with the weight of years of secret longing.

“Fuck, Easton,” he murmurs against my jaw. My own fingers tremble as they dip under his shirt, feeling the hot, smooth skin of his abs, tracing the deep V leading down to his waistband. I want to feel all of him, to map every inch I’ve fantasized about in the dark.

I tilt my head back as his tongue teases the sensitive skin of my jaw, licking a wet path up to my ear before nipping it sharply.

“Aries, please,” I beg, the words slipping out laced with emotion.

Our hands fumble with zippers in the dim flashlight glow flickering across the floor. Aries yanks mine down first, rough and urgent, shoving my jeans and boxers to my thighs to free my cock.

Aries stares down, eyes dark with lust and growing curiosity. His breath catches as he wraps his hand around my shaft, stroking once, slow and firm. The touch is electric. His warm palm slides over the length, thumb smearing precum over the head.

I can’t hold back anymore. My hands slip inside his jeans to free his cock. It’s massive, the head flushed and leaking just like mine. I wrap my fingers around it, feeling it twitch in my grip, hot and velvet-smooth. We stroke each other, hips bucking in sync, wet sounds mixing with our moans that echo louder, chasing away the haunting whispers.

“Aries, I need…” I trail off, emotions crashing. He bites my jaw again, lighter this time. My cock pulses in his hand, pleasure coiling tight in my gut, balls aching as I pump him faster, feeling him throb and leak over my knuckles. Our foreheads press together, breaths mingling hot and fast.

Another ghostly moan drifts from the hall, but it only spurs us on. Bodies slick and grinding, we explore deeper. My knees buckle and I drop to the cold, gritty floor. Aries gasps, reaching to pull me up, but I lean in, heart hammering as my tongue flicks out, tracing the underside of his cock from base to tip.

Aries groans loudly, his hands tangling in my blonde hair, fingers twisting tight at the roots, pulling just hard enough to send a sting of pain down my scalp.

“Fuck, Easton,” he moans.

Curiosity colors his tone. His muscular thighs tense under my palms as I grip them for balance. I don’t hesitate. My mouth opens wide, lips wrapping around the flushed head, sucking him deep. Inch by inch, I swallow him down, my throat relaxing to take every thick part of him. I’ve never sucked cock before, but I’ve read enough dark romance to know what to do.

He fills my mouth completely, hot and heavy on my tongue. Salty precum coats every surface as I bob my head, hollowing my cheeks to create suction. His hips jerk forward with each pull.

The sensation of him throbbing against the roof of my mouth makes my untouched cock throb harder, leaking steadily onto the floor between my knees. I ache for more; for him to spin me around, pin me against the crumbling wall, and fuck me raw, claiming my body with his.

My free hand slips down to stroke myself, fingers wrapping around my slick shaft.

Aries’ breaths come in sharp pants. His abs contract under the dim flicker of the flashlight as I swirl my tongue around his length, tracing the vein that pulses with his heartbeat.

“God, your mouth…” he mutters, surprise threading through his voice.

His hand guides my head now, not forcing but urging. His hips rock gently, fucking my face in shallow thrusts. Saliva drips from my lips, mixing with his precum. The wet slurping sounds are obscene in the quiet hallway, drowning out distant creaks and whispers from the shadows. I hum around him. The vibration makes him curse under his breath, his cock twitching deep in my throat.

He’s not pulling away.

He’s leaning into it.

A metal tray hits the wall beside us, spiking adrenaline through both of us and heightening the urgency. Aries’ grip in my hair turns fierce. He yanks me off him with a wet pop that leaves strings of saliva connecting my swollen lips to his glistening cock. I gasp for air, looking up at him through watery eyes, my chest heaving. His face is flushed, blue eyes dark.

“Up!” he commands, voice low and rough, pulling me to my feet by my hair.

“We’ve gotta leave!”

The moment shatters.

He pulls his jeans up, then yanks mine up as well.

He shoves me hard to the left, vaulting over the overturned gurney. He grabs my shirt and yanks me over after him.

The spell breaks. Horror rushes back in.

“Go! Go! Go!” he yells.

We scramble over the obstruction, sprinting the last twenty feet.

We hit the fire escape at full speed, practically falling down it. We hit the ground running and scramble under the fence, tearing clothes, uncaring of the mud.

We don’t stop until we reach the car.

Aries slams the door and locks it.

He jams the key into the ignition. The engine roars to life. He peels out of the clearing, tires spinning, throwing mud and gravel everywhere.

I sit in the passenger seat, my heart trying to beat its way out of my ribs.

I look over at Aries.

He’s driving like a maniac, jaw set in a rigid line. He refuses to look at me as his hands shake on the wheel.
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I drive like I’m qualifying for NASCAR. The speedometer hits ninety. The trees blur into a green smear. I don’t care about the speed limit. I only care about putting miles between us and that hospital.

And putting miles between me and what just happened in that hallway. My hands are shaking. I grip the wheel tighter until the leather bites into my palms.

It was the adrenaline. 

It’s the fight-or-flight response. The brain gets rewired when you think you’re about to die. It confuses fear with arousal. It’s biology. It’s a survival mechanism.

It wasn’t real.

But I can still feel his breath on my face.

I can still see the way his pupils dilated. Black holes swallowing the hazel-green. He looked at my mouth. He leaned in. We grabbed each other’s cocks. He sucked my cock.

And I didn’t pull away.

I wanted it. God. I wanted it more than I wanted air.

I risk a glance at the passenger seat.

Easton is staring out the window. He’s clutching that stupid wallet like it’s a holy relic. His chest is still heaving. 

He looks wrecked. He looks beautiful.

There is a smudge of dirt on his jaw. I have a violent urge to reach over and wipe it off with my thumb.

I keep my hands on the wheel.

I am a coward. I shoved him. I physically shoved him away and vaulted a gurney to escape what was happening. 

Who does that?

Me. I do that. 

He will wake up tomorrow morning and realize he made a mistake with his stripper best friend.

I can handle ghosts. I can’t handle losing him.

The silence in the car is deafening.

I reach for the radio. I need noise. I need bass. I need anything to drown out the sound of my own heartbeat.

Easton’s hand shoots out. He hits the power button before I can turn the volume up.

The car stays silent.

“So,” he says. The word scrapes out of him, rough and fractured. It cracks halfway through, like his voice hits something sharp. He clears his throat and tries again.

“So… are we just not going to talk about what happened back there?”

My foot stutters on the gas.

The car jerks forward, tires whining in protest.

I keep my eyes locked on the ribbon of asphalt ahead of us.

“The ghost?” I say. My voice is too tight, stretched thin. “Yeah. It was aggressive. High-level manifestation. We’re lucky we got out.”

“Aries.”

“Next time we bring salt.”

“Aries.” 

My hands clamp harder around the steering wheel. 

“What, Easton,” I snap.

“Stop the car.”

“We’re on a highway,” I say, because apparently I’ve decided stupidity is my last defense.

“Pull over.”

“I’m not pulling over.”

“Pull. Over.”

He reaches over and grabs the wheel.

He doesn’t yank it. He just puts his hand on it. His fingers brush mine.

It’s an electric shock.

I slam on the brakes.

The car skids. Tires screech against the pavement. We drift onto the gravel shoulder, dust billowing up around the windows.

I kill the engine.

The silence rushes back in.

I stare at the tree line. I can’t look at him. If I look at him, I’m dead.

“We’re not talking about the ghost,” Easton says quietly.

I close my eyes.

“We almost died, E. We were hyped up. It was adrenaline. It was fear.” I’m speaking fast. I’m throwing his words back at him. “Misattribution of arousal. You said it. You’re the doctor.”

“Is that all it was to you?” he asks.

“Yes,” I lie. “Of course that’s what it was.”

“Look at me,” he commands.

“No.” 

“Aries.” 

I turn my head.

He is looking at me. His eyes are clear now. The panic is gone. 

“You didn’t shove me because you were scared of the ghost,” he says.

“I shoved you to get you over the gurney.”

“You shoved me because you started to freak out that you were about to cum down your best friend’s throat.”

The words hang in the air, and they are dangerous.

“Easton,” I warn. “Don’t.”

“You were about to.”

My heart stops.

“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” I whisper.

“I know exactly what I’m talking about.” He shifts in his seat. He turns his body toward me. The movement is deliberate. 

He reaches out, touching my face.

His fingers are cold, trembling against my skin. He traces the line of my jaw and I stop breathing.

“Tell me I’m wrong,” he says softly. “Tell me you don’t feel it. Tell me I’m imagining it. Look me in the eye and tell me you don’t want me.”

I stare at him.

I could lie. I’m good at lying. Hell, apparently I’m even better at lying to myself.

There were moments. I just never let myself look at them too closely.

Senior year. Easton hit the home run that won the game, and I lost my fucking mind. Ran onto the field, grabbed him, hauled him against me so hard his feet left the ground. He was laughing into my neck, arms wrapped around my shoulders, and something weird twisted low in my stomach.

Something warm. Sharp. Too fucking good.

So naturally, I shoved that shit into a mental box, duct-taped it closed, and labeled it BEST FRIEND FEELINGS.

Because obviously that’s what it was.

Obviously.

I’ve been having a battle with my own mind for years. 

Brain: Hey, that feeling when Easton hugs us is kinda… 

Me: Friendship.

Brain: You like his sweatpants.

Me: Fashion appreciation.

Brain: You wondered what his mouth tastes like.

Me: Bestie curiosity.

Brain: He just sucked your dick.

Me: ADRENALINE. BIOLOGY. ASK THE DOCTOR.

Easton’s hand rests on my face, thumb brushing against my cheekbone.

I break.

“I can’t,” I whisper.

“You can’t what?”

“I can’t tell you that.”

Easton exhales, a shudder running through him.

“Good,” he says.

Then he leans across the center console.

He doesn’t give me a chance to run this time. He doesn’t give me a chance to think about the consequences or the friendship or the fact that I am a disaster and he is a future surgeon.

He grabs the front of my shirt, and yanks me forward, kissing me.

The kiss lasts exactly one second.

Maybe two.

It’s real, and it detonates every rational thought I’ve ever had.

I pull back and shove him, not hard this time, but enough to put space between us. Enough to breathe.

“Fuck,” I whisper.

Easton doesn’t chase me. He doesn’t grab me again. He just sits there, stunned, lips parted, chest rising and falling.

Neither of us speaks.

I start the car.

The engine roars to life, and I pull back onto the road, slower this time, but still too fast for common sense. My hands are locked on the wheel. 

I don’t look at him.

If I do, I’ll either kiss him again or say something that ruins everything.

The world feels unreal, like the hospital followed us out and just changed costumes.

After a few minutes, Easton speaks.

“Alrighty,” he says quietly. 

I nod. I don’t trust my voice.

We drive the rest of the way in silence.

Not the suffocating kind this time. Not the haunted kind. The fragile kind. Like one wrong word will shatter it.




———




My apartment lights up like an interrogation room the second we walk in.

Every switch. Every lamp. The under-cabinet LEDs. The stupid accent lighting I installed because a designer told me it would make the place feel “warm.”

It’s obnoxiously bright.

Perfect.

“Shoes off,” I say automatically. “Mud.”

Easton obeys without comment. His socks are ruined anyway. Mine too.

I dump the backpack by the door and head straight for the laundry room like it’s a lifeline.

“Clothes,” I say. “Everything. We’re not letting whatever that was hitch a ride.”

He doesn’t argue.

We strip down to our underwear like it’s the most normal thing in the world, because somehow today broke the part of us that would’ve made that weird.

I shove muddy clothes into the washer. I pour in detergent like I’m trying to drown a demon.

The machine roars to life. I lean back against the wall and finally let myself look at him.

He’s standing in the doorway, arms folded over a toned chest. 

He has abs. 

Great abs. 

Damn. When did he get abs?

I shouldn’t like it.

I really, really shouldn’t like it.

“Kitchen,” I say, clearing my throat. “We need food.”

“I’m not a child.”

“We almost got strangled by a shadow piano,” I counter. “We’re eating.”

He snorts, which helps a little.

I just need to do something to keep myself from devouring him.

I pull leftovers out of the fridge. Pasta. I don’t remember cooking it. Doesn’t matter.

We eat standing up at the counter, shoulder to shoulder, the way we always do. Forks clinking. 

Normal.

Thank God.

After a few minutes, Easton laughs.

It slips out of him, sudden and surprised, like he didn’t mean to.

I glance over. “What.”

“This is the dumbest day of my life,” he says, shaking his head. “Found my wallet. Got haunted. Almost died. Sucked my best friend’s cock. Kissed on the side of the road. And now I’m eating cold pasta.”

“Objectively,” I say, “I’ve had worse days.”

That gets a real laugh. The kind that loosens something in his chest.

We start spiraling from there. Dumb shit. Inside jokes. That time I tried to sage his dorm room and set off the smoke alarm. The ghost show episode where the guy yelled at a chair for ten minutes.

The tension doesn’t disappear, but it softens.

I grab his empty bowl and set it in the sink.

“Bed,” I say. “Let’s take a nap. I’m exhausted. And you look even more exhausted than I feel.”

He hesitates, just for  a second, then nods.

We crawl in. He stays on his side. I stay on mine.

The lights stay on.

The world stays solid.

As the ceiling fan hums quietly overhead, I stare up at it and think about everything. About how it felt. About how I didn’t hate it.

About how I wanted it.

Easton shifts beside me.

Closer than before.
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His head rests on my chest, his soft breath puffing against my skin in steady rhythms. I feel his warmth pressing close, and something stirs deep in my gut. 

I should put some space between us. Get out of bed, take a cold shower, and pretend my entire understanding of myself hasn’t been kicked down a flight of stairs in the last twenty-four hours.

Instead, I look at him.

His cheek is pressed against my chest, one arm thrown over my stomach. I know this face better than my own. I’ve known it since we were eight years old. Watched it change from round cheeks and missing teeth to sharp cheekbones and a jaw that, apparently, I really fucking like.

That’s new.

Or maybe it isn’t.

Fuck.

I’ve spent my whole life looking at women and knowing exactly what I wanted. There was never a question. Never a crisis. See something pretty, want it, go after it. Simple.

But Easton isn’t simple.

I don’t know if I want men.

That thought should probably scare me more than it does.

What I do know is that I want him.

I want to know what happens if I stop pulling away. If I let myself touch him without blaming adrenaline or fear or a fucking haunted hospital. No ghosts. No gurneys flying through the air. No possibility that we’re about to die.

Just me.

Just Easton.

And I’m curious.

Dangerously fucking curious.

I want to know what his body feels like under mine when we aren’t running for our lives. I want to know if touching him will still make my pulse go insane when there’s nothing around to blame it on.

Maybe I’ll hate it.

Maybe the second this becomes real, something in my brain will finally snap back into place and go: see? Not your thing.

Or maybe I’ll like it.

My stomach flips.

That possibility should make me move away.

Instead, my arm tightens around him.

Because for the first time, I don’t want an excuse.

Fuck the nap. 

My cock twitches in my boxers, hardening fast against the fabric as I picture fucking him.

I’ve never been with a guy. But I won’t lie, I’ve had wet dreams about fucking Easton since puberty. I just laughed it off. You can’t control your dreams… right?

But Jesus Christ. My cock is leaking all over me.

My heart pounds, a mix of love and lust surging through me. I shift slightly, my arm tightening around him, pulling his hips flush against my erection.

Easton stirs, his hazel-green eyes fluttering open to meet my intense gaze. 

“Aries?” He murmurs, voice soft and sleepy.

I grip his wrist firmly, yanking him up so he’s straddling my lap. 

His body trembles, but he doesn’t pull away; he melts into it, his breath hitching. I lean up, my lips brushing his.

Easton’s soft whimpers fill the room as I grab his ass, my fingers digging into the firm cheeks through his thin boxers. The fabric clings to his skin. I yank the waistband of his boxers down hard, exposing his ass. He moans low, his body trembling under my touch, hips bucking instinctively as the cool air hits his bare skin.

“Aries… please,” Easton whispers. His cheeks burn pink, eyes wide and glassy as he stares down at me from where he’s straddling my lap. 

I squeeze his ass. “Toss them on the floor,” I whisper, my voice rough with hunger and anxiety. He bites his lip, fumbling to kick the boxers off.

I rip mine off and smirk at him.

Easton shifts nervously, his naked body exposed now, cock half-hard against his stomach. 

“Aries… I need to tell you something,” he whispers, his eyes downcast.

“What?” I ask, nervous that maybe he doesn’t want to do this, and I overstepped.

“I haven’t had sex before,” he confesses, his words barely audible, hands clutching at my shoulders like he’s afraid I’ll pull away.

My heart slams in my chest. I pause, gripping his hips to hold him steady. “Wait… not even with a girl?” I ask, searching his flushed face.

“No,” he says softly, his vulnerability hitting me like a punch.

“Fuck. You’ve had your dick sucked before, right?” I press, my own cock throbbing despite the shock.

“Well… no.” His admission hangs in the air, making my gut twist.

“So you’re telling me, you’ve only jerked off, and that’s it? You’re twenty-five, and you’ve never once fucked?” I sit up straighter, my cock starting to soften from the weight of his words.

“All I’ve ever wanted was you,” Easton whispers, his voice breaking, tears glistening in his eyes as he meets my gaze.

My heart drops, a fierce protectiveness surging through me. I cup his face, thumbs brushing his damp cheeks. “Why… why didn’t you tell me sooner?”

“Because. You’re straight. You’ve been chasing girls since middle school, Aries,” he replies, his breath hitching.

“So, what? You were just gonna be a virgin forever because you just wanted me?” The thought ignites something primal in me.

“Well, no. I eventually would probably just date a girl to make mom and dad happy…” His words trail off.

What the fuck?

I stare at him like he just told me he’s been secretly living on Mars.

Twenty-five years old. Nobody has touched him. Nobody has gone down on him. Nobody has seen him like this or heard the sounds he makes when he feels good. Nothing. And for some reason, that pisses me off so badly I can feel it crawling under my skin.

But underneath the anger is panic.

Real, stomach-dropping panic.

Because this isn’t Easton experimenting with his best friend after a fucked-up night anymore. If I keep going, I’m going to be his first. His first hands that aren’t his own. His first mouth. His first time letting someone see all of him and trusting them not to fuck it up.

Me.

Jesus fucking Christ.

I’m the asshole who forgot his Red Bull after promising one and nearly got him murdered by a haunted piano, and now I’m supposed to be trusted with this?

Part of me wants to wrap him in a blanket and demand to know why the fuck he never told me. The other part wants to lock every door, shut out the entire world, and make damn sure the first person who touches him knows exactly how fucking lucky he is.

Which is apparently me.

Fuck.

No pressure.

I flip him underneath me, pinning his slender body to the mattress with my weight. 

His gasp echoes in my ears as I press down, my chest against his, feeling his heart race wildly. 

“Easton, I’ve never sucked a cock before, but I’m going to right now. You’re going to cum down my throat and then I’m going to fuck your ass,” I murmur into his ear, my hot breath making him shiver.

He nods frantically, his hands sliding up my back, nails digging in as he arches beneath me.

“Aries…. please.”

I slide down his body, kissing a rough trail over his chest, nipping at his nipples until he whines, his hips jerking up. The taste of his skin is salty, addictive, as I lick lower, over the faint trail of hair leading to his cock. This should feel weird. I’ve always considered myself straight. I mean, I know when a guy is hot. But I’ve never been like: yes, I want to fuck that.

But with Easton it feels different… it feels right. 

Easton’s untouched dick stands rigid now, flushed and leaking precum. I wrap my hand around the base, feeling it pulse hot in my grip, and he moans loud, thighs quivering. “Oh god… Aries…”

Okay, Aries. You can do this. 

I lean in, tongue flicking out to lick at the slit, tasting the salty precum. He bucks, a sharp cry escaping as I swirl my tongue around the head, savoring the smooth, velvety skin. 

I’ve fucked plenty of women, felt their wet pussies clench around me, but this… this is new.

I take him deeper, lips stretching around his girth as I suck hard, hollowing my cheeks. Easton thrashes beneath me, hands fisting the sheets, his moans turning to desperate gasps. 

“Fuck… ah!” His words dissolve into whimpers as I bob my head, saliva dripping down his shaft, my hand stroking what I can’t fit in my mouth.

The room fills with wet slurping sounds, his cock sliding in and out, hitting the back of my throat. I gag a few times, but push through.

Okay, this is a lot fucking harder than it looks.

My jaw is already starting to ache, and I’ve been doing this for what? A minute? Two? How the fuck did all those girls who went down on me make it look so easy? Nobody ever stopped halfway through and complained about jaw cramps. Meanwhile, I’m over here trying to remember what the hell I’m supposed to do with my tongue, breathe through my nose, and not accidentally use my teeth.

Jesus Christ.

There are too many things to think about at once.

Then Easton makes another desperate sound, and apparently that’s all the encouragement my ego needs.

Okay.

Jaw hurts. Technique questionable.

But he’s making noises like that because of me.

I can work with this.

I reach down, fingers probing between his ass cheeks, finding his tight hole and circling it gently at first, then pressing the tip of one finger in.

“Aries!” he yelps, body tensing. I freeze so fucking fast my heart practically stops.

“Fuck! Sorry. Shit, did I hurt you?” I blurt, immediately pulling back like I just touched a hot stove. So much for knowing what the fuck I’m doing. “Easton, you have to tell me if I’m hurting you. I’m serious.”

He stares at me for half a second before his lips twitch. “Aries, I’m okay.”

“You made a noise.”

“I’m pretty sure I’m going to make a lot of noises.”

Oh.

Right.

Fuck me.

Easton spreads his legs wider, inviting me back in. I spit on my finger and push it inside him, feeling the hot, clenching ring give way. I suck his cock back into my mouth, causing him to sob out a moan as his dick twitches against my tongue.

I suck faster, adding a second finger, scissoring them to stretch his virgin ass. The thought of claiming it, of burying my thick cock inside and making him mine, has me grinding against the bed, precum smearing on the sheets. I’m shocked that I am finding this so fucking hot.

Easton’s breaths come in ragged pants, his hips thrusting up into my mouth, chasing the building pressure.

“I’m… gonna… cum,” he warns, voice high and broken, tears streaming down his face from the overwhelming sensation.

I hum around his length, the vibration making him shatter completely. His cock pulses hard, sending hot spurts of cum flooding my mouth, thick and bitter on my tongue. I swirl my tongue and swallow until he’s limp and gasping, body slick with sweat.

It feels awkward, but I don’t hate it.

“Are you ready?” I murmur, pulling off his cock. He nods weakly, eyes locked on mine. I grip his hips hard, fingers bruising the soft skin as I flip him over, forcing him onto all fours. 

He gasps, knees spreading on the rumpled sheets. His virgin ass clenches, pink and slick from my fingers. Sweat beads down his back, and his flushed cheek pressed into the pillow, eyes squeezed shut in nervous anticipation.

“Aries…” he whimpers, voice muffled. The tone hits me hard.

I’ve done anal before. Plenty of times. I know what I’m doing.

Apparently all that confidence packs its shit and leaves the second the ass in question belongs to your best friend, who also happens to be a virgin, who also happens to have been in love with you for years.

Fantastic.

Twenty-five years of sexual confidence, gone in under five minutes.

No pressure, Aries. Just don’t traumatize the love of your life.

Wait.

Did I just call Easton the love of my life?

Jesus Christ. Way to go overboard, idiot.

We kissed for the first time in the car. Now apparently I’m mentally picking out matching headstones.

Relax.

He’s my best friend. Of course I love him.

The of my life part was unnecessary.

Extremely fucking unnecessary.

I’m not unpacking that.

I have enough problems right now.

I spread his cheeks wide, thumbs digging in, exposing him completely. Leaning in, I spit on it. My tongue licks the tight ring roughly.

Easton yelps, his body jolting forward, but I catch his hips and pull him back toward me, keeping him close.

And thank fucking God, he’s clean.

Like, really clean.

Salty skin, faint soap, nothing remotely horrifying. I don’t know what I was expecting, but apparently some part of my brain had been preparing for a worst-case scenario that I absolutely refuse to examine any further.

Fantastic.

One less crisis to manage today.

I rim him hard, tongue thrusting in and out, sucking at the sensitive flesh.

“Oh fuck… Aries! Fuck!” Easton’s cry breaks, his arms shaking. 

Fuck. I want to cum. 

He pushes back now, moaning louder, the shyness cracking as pleasure overrides his nerves. 

I pull back.

His ass is glistening now. I grab the lube from the nightstand and slick him thoroughly before coating my cock.

I line up, pressing the head against his rim. “Easton, are you sure?”

He nods frantically, glancing back over his shoulder, eyes wide and teary with emotion. “Yes,” his voice cracks, making my chest tighten even as lust surges.

I push in slowly, the head popping past his ring with a burn that makes him hiss. 

Fuck, he’s tight. 

Inch by inch, I slide deeper, feeling his body yield. 

“Shit!” he whimpers, burying his face in the pillow, but his body opens up, ass swallowing me until my balls slap against him. The stretch is obscene, his hole stretched white around my base, and I groan, holding still to let him adjust, my hands kneading his hips.

Easton pants, trembling beneath me, but after a beat, he rocks back. 

“Move… fuck me, Aries.” 

That’s all I need. I pull out halfway, then slam back in. He cries out, shy whimpers turning to desperate, broken moans, as I rail him from behind.

I grip his body tight, one arm around his waist to haul him back onto my cock, the other hand fisting his hair, yanking his head up. His back arches, ass presented perfectly, as I drive deeper, hitting his prostate, making him sob. Sweat slicks our skin, the bed creaking under the force.

“Aries—I’m—” he bucks back, meeting my thrusts. I’m so damn close, but I hold on, wanting to drag this out, to own every whimper.

He’s so fucking full of me, his body shaking as I rock into him, the base of my dick grinding against his rim, forcing out those desperate whimpers that make my balls tighten. 

“Fuck, Easton,” I growl low.

He gasps, his fingers clawing at the sheets, body arching as I hold him there. I lean down and sink my teeth into his shoulder, just hard enough to leave a mark.

“This ass is fucking mine now,” I whisper against his skin.

The words leave my mouth before my brain gets a chance to approve them.

Well.

That was aggressively possessive.

Apparently one blowjob and five minutes inside my best friend have turned me into a territorial fucking lunatic.

Cool.

Definitely adding that to the list of things I’m not emotionally equipped to unpack today.

He cries out, a sharp, overwhelmed sob that echoes off the walls, his body bucking wildly beneath me. The sound of his cries fuels the fire in my gut, my cock pulsing inside him. 

I flip him onto his back, slipping my cock back inside. His body trembles beneath me, chest heaving, cock leaking precum that pools on his abs. 

Fuck, those abs are hot.

Why am I staring at them?

I’ve seen abs before. I have abs. They’re just muscles. Completely normal, medically unremarkable muscles.

So why the fuck do I suddenly want to lick his?

Jesus Christ.

Get a grip, Aries.

Apparently today’s list of discoveries includes the fact that Easton’s stomach is sexually interesting.

His eyes lock onto mine, wild and desperate. His ass clenches around my slow thrusts, pulling me deeper. I lean down pressing my mouth against his, tongue shoving in to taste his whimpers. 

I pull back, and wrap my hand around his leaking cock. Precum coats my palm instantly. He’s so fucking hard, veins pulsing under my grip, the head swollen.

I start jerking him hard, fist pumping from base to tip in tight, rough strokes. His body thrashes under me, ass lifting off the bed as I keep my hips rolling, cock sliding deep with every grind. 

My thrusts pick up speed, pounding deeper now, stretching that tight ring wider. 

Easton’s hands claw at me, nails raking red lines down my skin. 

“It hurts… but I love it…” Easton moans, that first-time high hitting him like a storm. I stroke him faster, thumb rubbing the slit, while I hammer into his ass, hips snapping hard. 

“Cum again for me, Easton,” I growl, breath ragged, my own release building, cock swelling thicker inside him. Easton’s body goes rigid under me, his ass clenching around my pounding cock, and then he’s exploding, cum shooting across his heaving chest and my jerking fist. 

“Fuck! Aries!” he screams, voice breaking into a raw sob. His ass spasms wildly, squeezing my shaft with every pulse, tears streaming down his flushed face as his whole body shakes uncontrollably in my grip. 

I keep my hand flying over his cock, squeezing out every last drop, the sticky warmth coating my fingers while his balls empty.

His cries turn into desperate whimpers, body limp. I groan, sweat dripping from my brow onto his trembling abs, where his spent cock is still leaking. 

I feel my own edge crashing close, balls tightening. He gasps, oversensitive and wrecked, his hands fisting the sheets. I moan, cock pulsing violently as cum fills him.

“Fuuuccckkk…” I grunt, burying myself completely, hips grinding hard to push every drop deeper into his stretched, leaking ass. His body twitches around me, overflowing with my cum, the excess leaking out around my shaft in filthy rivulets that soak his thighs and the sheets below. 

We collapse in a tangled heap, my weight pinning him to the mattress, cock softening but still inside, breaths heaving in sync. His ass clenches weakly around me, keeping me inside.

Easton’s chest rises and falls under me, his arms wrapping around my back, fingers tracing the scratches he left earlier. I brush sweat-damp hair from his forehead, my possessive growl softening. His flush deepens, a shy smile breaking through the tears, body shifting under me like he’s already ready for more.

I linger inside him a moment longer, feeling the last weak pulses of my cock, before pulling out, making Easton gasp as my cum leaks out. 

I roll off him but keep my arm slung over his waist, our bodies sticking together in the humid air. His chest heaves, marked with his own cum.

Fuck.

He’s wrecked.

He’s shaking from head to toe, ass raw and stretched, and I can’t just leave him like this. Not when this was his first time. 

I shift, hooking my hands under his arms and pulling him up with me, his body limp and heavy against my chest. 

“Come on, Easton. Let’s get you cleaned up.”

The second Easton tries to take a step, my stomach drops.

His knees wobble.

Not in a sexy way. Not in a look what I did to him way.

In a way that immediately has every protective instinct in my body screaming that I fucked up.

“Easy.” I tighten my arm around his waist before he can stumble, taking most of his weight. “Jesus, Easton.”

“I’m fine,” he mumbles against my shoulder.

“Yeah? Because your legs are making a pretty convincing argument otherwise.”

He gives this tiny exhausted laugh, but I’m already looking him over like I somehow developed a medical degree in the last thirty seconds. He’s flushed. Sweaty. Still trembling. There are marks on his skin from my hands, my teeth, and the sight of them doesn’t hit the same anymore. A few minutes ago, they made something possessive flare hot in my chest.

Now all I can think is: was I too rough?

Fuck.

Of course I was too rough.

This was his first time, and I got so caught up in him wanting me, in finally letting myself want him back, that somewhere along the way I forgot Easton has never done any of this before.

“You’re really okay?” I ask again, quieter this time.

Easton turns his head enough to look at me. “Aries.”

“I’m serious.” Something in my voice must give me away because his expression softens.

“I’m sore,” he admits.

My chest fucking caves in, and I stop walking.

“Sore how?”

Easton blinks at me. “Are you asking me to medically describe how my ass feels right now?”

“Yes.”

“Aries.”

“Easton.”

His lips twitch.

I am not fucking laughing.

Okay, maybe a little.

But my hand stays firm around his waist as we start toward the bathroom again, and this time I slow down, matching every step to his.

“If anything feels wrong, you tell me,” I mutter. “Anything. I don’t care if it’s embarrassing.”

“I will.”

“And you’re not allowed to pull that doctor shit where you decide you’re fine because you’re technically not dying.”

He laughs, leaning heavier against me, and that sound loosens something in my chest.

Still, I hold him a little tighter.

I wanted to know what it would be like to have him. I didn’t expect to be this fucking terrified of hurting him.

The bathroom door creaks open, and I flick on the light. We move to the shower and I crank on hot. 

Easton’s breath hitches, his cock still half-hard and sticky, brushing against my thigh, leaving a smear of precum and leftover cum. I guide him under the spray first, water cascading over his flushed skin, rinsing the mess from his chest. 

He melts against the wall, head lolling back. My mouth trails up his neck, nipping at the pulse point while my hands roam, soaping up a washcloth. Starting with his cock, I wrap the warm cloth around it, stroking slow and firm, cleaning every inch of his shaft, thumbing over the sensitive head where his slit still weeps clear fluid. 

“Aries… oh god,” he moans, voice shaky and raw, hips bucking weakly into my grip. 

Dropping to my knees, I turn Easton around, exposing his freshly fucked hole, puffy and red, my cum still streaming out. 

I part his cheeks with soapy fingers, sliding the cloth gently over his entrance. He cries out, a mix of oversensitive pain and needy pleasure. I kiss higher, pressing my mouth to the curve of his ass, then right against his entrance. 

My tongue darts out for a quick lick, tasting the mix of soap and my own salty release, but I keep it gentle, washing away the mess while my free hand strokes his balls, rolling them softly.

Easton’s legs quake, his breath coming in ragged bursts, but he doesn’t pull away.

Instead, he pushes back, craving the touch despite the ache.

“Please… Aries,” he whispers. I rise slowly, turning him, and capture his mouth again. 

My hands are everywhere, washing his arms, his back, dipping between his legs to rinse his ass thoroughly, while our lips stay locked, kisses turning sloppy and desperate under the heat.

I massage shampoo into his hair, fingers scraping his scalp until he moans low, body arching into me. Easton’s hands find my chest, tracing the ridges of my abs. His touch is shy but hungry, like he’s finally letting himself explore after years of wanting.

We stay in that position longer than necessary, the water cooling slightly before I help him out of the shower. I start drying him off with a towel, kissing his skin. He trembles under my lips, breath shaky, eyes half-lidded with that post-fuck haze. 

His arms wrap around me as I towel his hair. Soft moans escape him with each kiss. His vulnerability pulls at me, making my cock stir against his stomach, but I keep it slow, holding him close in the misty bathroom.
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I am watching a man put on socks. It is a mundane activity. It’s something billions of people do every day. It involves cotton, elastic, and feet. There is no reason for it to feel like a slow-motion car crash, but here we are.

Easton is sitting on the edge of my bed. The mattress, which is currently a tangle of black sheets and evidence of the last two hours, dips under his weight. The evening sun is slicing through the floor-to-ceiling windows, illuminating his head like a halo.

He pulls the left sock up. He smooths the fabric over his ankle.

I feel a physical pain in my chest. A sharp, jagged ache that suggests my heart has decided to vacate the premises and lodge itself in my throat.

I have had a life-altering emotional and physical event. I have been rewired. My nervous system, previously calibrated for survival, cynicism, and locating the nearest exit, has been wiped clean. The new operating system has one directive: Keep Easton close.

And yet, here he is. Putting on socks. Like he intends to leave. Like we didn’t just cross a line that I burned the bridge behind.

He checks his watch.

He checks it again.

“I have to go,” he says gently. He says it the way you talk to a wild animal you accidentally trapped in your garage. 

Nice feral stripper. Don’t bite.

“I have a test tomorrow,” he adds, apologetic. “Pathology.”

I blink. The word makes no sense. Pathology. Does pathology matter when the world has fundamentally shifted on its axis? 

No.

“Right,” I say. My voice sounds normal. This is a lie. I am not normal. “College.”

“Yeah. College.”

He stands up and reaches for his clean jeans that are still warm from the dryer.

I watch the muscles in his back shift. I watch the way he balances on one leg to step into the denim. I am cataloging this. I am building a shrine in my mind.

This feels wrong.

Not morally. Morally, we’re fantastic. Morally, I’m a saint. Existentially, however, this is a disaster. It feels like someone picked up a snow globe, shook it violently, and then smashed it on the floor, and now I’m just standing in the glass trying to figure out where the little snowman went.

I snort. It’s a loud, ungraceful sound.

I roll out of bed. My back protests when I stand. So does my jaw, which feels like I spent the afternoon chewing concrete.

Worth it.

Easton turns to the chair where I throw my clothes. He grabs my hoodie.

The gray one. The oversized one. The one I wear when I hate the world.

He pulls it on.

I stop breathing for a solid three seconds.

He shoves his arms into the sleeves and flips the hood back. It swallows him. He looks soft and ridiculous. 

It looks like it belongs to him now.

Incorrect.

Everything on him belongs to me now. This is not a healthy thought. This is the kind of thought that gets people restraining orders. I accept it immediately. I welcome it. I nurture it.

“You’re keeping that,” I say.

Easton looks down at himself. “I’ll wash it and bring it back.”

“No,” I say. “It’s a hostage situation. The hoodie stays with the hostage.”

He pauses and gives me a look, a small smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. “Am I the hostage?”

“Debatable.”

He laughs and leans down to tie his shoes.

I cannot let him leave.

The panic rises again. It’s not the ghost panic. It’s worse. It’s the realization that if he walks out that door, he goes back to a world where I can’t see him. A world with cars and crosswalks and stress and maybe other ghosts that I didn’t beat up yet.

I walk to my dresser.

I yank the top drawer open, the wood screeching.

Easton jumps. “What are you doing?”

I ignore him. I grab a handful of boxer briefs and toss them onto the bed.

I open the next drawer. T-shirts. Black. Black. Dark gray. Black. I grab a stack.

I open the third drawer. Sweatpants.

“Aries?” Easton is standing up now. One shoe tied, one lace trailing. He looks concerned.

“I’m packing,” I say, my tone casual. 

“Packing?” he repeats. “For what?”

I grab a gym bag from the closet floor. I dump the clothes inside. I add a phone charger. A bottle of cologne. A switchblade. You know, the essentials.

I turn to face him, zipping the bag with a decisive zzzzzip.

“I’m coming with you.”

Easton blinks. “You’re… coming with me,” he repeats carefully. 

“Yes.”

“To the dorm?”

“Yes.”

“To my dorm?”

“Yes,” I answer flatly, slinging the bag over my shoulder. “Unless you have a secret second location I don’t know about. Do you? Because we established honesty is key.”

“Aries,” he says, taking a step toward me. “My dorm is the size of a shoebox.”

“I like shoeboxes. They’re cozy.”

“My bed isn’t big.”

“I’m great at Tetris.”

“You’re not a student.”

“I’m a vivid hallucination. No one will even see me.”

He stares at me. His mouth opens, then closes. He looks like a fish. A very cute, very confused fish.

“You live here,” he gestures to the apartment. To the floor-to-ceiling windows. The skyline view. The expensive art. “You pay an obscene amount of money to live here.”

“For now,” I correct him.

“What does that mean?”

“It means this apartment is compromised.”

“Compromised how? By a ghost?”

“No. By the fact that you aren’t in it.”

Easton flushes. A bright, violent red that starts at his neck and shoots up to his ears. It’s fascinating. I want to study it under a microscope.

“You can’t just move into my dorm,” he says, trying to regain control of the situation. “There are rules. There are RAs. There are quiet hours.”

“I will be a church mouse,” I promise. “I will be silent. I will be the wind.”

“You are never silent,” he counters. “You breathe loudly.”

“I will stop breathing. Don’t test me.”

He rubs his temples. “Aries. Be serious.”

I drop the bag. It hits the floor with a heavy thud.

I step into his space, crowding him. Not in a threatening way, but in a gravitational way. I need to be close enough to verify he’s solid.

“I am serious,” I say. I look him in the eye. “I’m not letting you out of my sight. Not today.”

“Because of the ghost?” he asks quietly.

“Because of everything,” I gesture vaguely at the air between us. 

I grab his hand and squeeze it. “So. Options. Option A: I come to the dorm. I sleep on the tiny bed. I glare at anyone who looks at you wrong. Option B: You move in here.”

He freezes.

“What?”

“Move in,” I say. “Here. With me. Today.”

“I—what?” He fumbles. He actually stutters. It’s adorable.

“You heard me. Pack a bag. Bring the textbooks. Bring the skeleton model you talk to when you’re studying. I don’t care.”

“We’ve been… this…” he gestures between us, “…for five hours.”

“Efficient,” I nod. “We’re saving time.”

“People don’t move in together after five hours, Aries.”

“Excuse me? We’ve known each other since we were eight. I started crashing at your house at the age of twelve, and officially moved in shortly after. Also, we aren’t people,” I say. “We’re a trauma bond with great chemistry. Keep up.”

He stares at me. He’s trying to find a flaw in my logic. There isn’t one. My logic is bulletproof because it is entirely based on insanity.

“I have a test,” he repeats weakly. It’s his only defense.

“I’ll drive you. I’ll wait in the car. I’ll bring snacks.”

“You work tonight,” he says suddenly. “Don’t you? You have a shift.”

I stop.

Right. Work. The job. The place where I take my clothes off for money and pretend to be interested in people named Tiffany.

I haven’t thought about work in twenty-four hours.

“Hold on,” I say.

I pull my phone out of my pocket. The screen is cracked from when I dropped it in the parking lot. It adds character.

I unlock it and find Jake’s contact.

Easton watches me with suspicion. “What are you doing?”

“Handling it.”

I type one-handed, staring at Easton’s clavicle while I do it.




Aries: Hey Jake.

Aries: Need tonight off.

Aries: Personal emergency.

Aries: Long story.





I wait. Three dots appear. Then disappear. Then appear again. Jake is probably screaming into a pillow.




Jake: u alive?





Aries: Debatable.





Jake: fine. But dont make a habit of it.





I lock the phone and toss it onto the bed. It bounces.

“Handled.”

Easton looks personally offended by my lack of work ethic.

“You just… cancelled work?”

“Yes.”

“You never cancel work. You worked with a sprained ankle. You worked with the flu.”

“I do now.”

“Why?”

I pick up the gym bag again, stepping closer to him. 

“Because,” I say, lightly, but meaning it with every terrifying fiber of my being, “you’re mine.”

The words sound possessive as hell, but that’s not what I mean. Not really.

I mean you’re my person.

You always have been.

Apparently my brain has only now decided to become fucking dramatic about it.

You are mine. 

“Medical school can have you for a few hours a day, but I’m reading the fine print on that contract.”

Easton stares at me. His eyes are wide. He looks a little overwhelmed, a little scared, and if I’m reading the flush on his cheeks right, a little turned on.

“So,” he says, his voice quiet. “You’re just going to strong-arm your way into my dorm?”

“Yep. Watch me.”

He exhales a laugh. It sounds like surrender.

“You’re being weird.”

“I’ve always been weird. You know this. I’ve been weird since eight.”

“No, this is… new weird.”

“Yeah,” I admit. I run a hand through my messy hair. “I unlocked a new achievement.”

“What is it?”

“Obsessively Doting. It comes with a +10 to Stamina and a -50 to Common Sense.”

He chokes on a laugh, covering his mouth with his hand. “You’re an idiot.”

“You kissed me. You let me fuck you.” I point out. “Legally binding. No take-backs.”

“That’s not how the law works.”

“Tell it to my brain chemistry. The chemicals have spoken, Easton. They want you safe. They want you here.”

I know I can’t actually keep him chained to me at all times. I’m having a sexuality crisis, not auditioning for a felony.

He rubs his face, smiling now. He looks tired. He looks like he’s realizing that he’s stuck with me.

“You’re really coming,” he says.

“I am.”

“At the dorm.”

“Yes.”

“It’s going to be cramped.”

“Good.”

“You have zero boundaries,” he sighs.

“I have one boundary,” I correct him. My voice drops, and I lose the humor for a second. “And it’s that nothing gets near you without going through me first. Living or dead.”

Easton looks at me for a long second. The air in the room settles. He sees it. He sees the fear under the jokes. He sees the absolute desperation.

“…Okay,” he says.

Just that.

Okay.

Relief hits me so hard my knees actually buckle a little.

“Good,” I say, clearing my throat. “Let’s go. You need dinner. Or breakfast. What time is it? Food. You need food.”

“I do not need—”

“You need food, sleep, and supervision.”

“I am a grown man.”

“You almost died.”

“That was paranormal!”

“Get your keys, Easton.”

Easton grabs his keys from the nightstand. I hold out my hand.

“What?” Easton looks between his keys and my hand.

“I’m driving,” I state.

“It’s my car,” he replies slowly.

“Congratulations. Keys.”

He shakes his head, handing me the keys.

“You’re impossible,” he says.

“I know. It’s part of my charm.”

We head for the door and I grab my sunglasses. 

He pauses, hand on the knob, and glances back at me. He looks worried again.

“…You’re really okay missing work?”

I shrug. “I’ll make the money back. I’ll strip twice as hard on Thursday. I’ll do the fireman routine. They throw wallets at the fireman routine.”

Easton rolls his eyes, but he’s smiling.

I step closer and kiss him.

It’s quick. It’s soft. It’s the most domestic thing I’ve ever done. It feels electric.

“This,” I say, gesturing between us, “is non-negotiable.”

His smile is small. The kind of smile that could convince me to do anything. Burn down a building. Rob a bank. Go to medical school.

“Okay,” he says, opening the door.

We walk out into the hallway. It’s bright and normal.

I walk a half-step behind him, watching his back. I watch the shadows.

I check the corners.

Nothing there.

But if anything decides to show up? If anything decides to look at him sideways?

I have a switchblade in my bag, and absolutely nothing left to lose.
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My dorm room is a coffin for the living. It is ten by twelve feet of painted cinder block and despair. Usually, it feels empty. Today, it feels like I’m trapped in a phone booth with a sun that has decided to wear sweatpants.

I am trying to read about cellular apoptosis. It is fascinating stuff. Cells dying for the greater good. Controlled demolition of the biological self.

I cannot focus on a single word because Aries is staring at me. He’s lying on my bed on his stomach, propped up on his elbows, resting his chin in his hands, watching me intently.

I turn the page. I don’t read it. I just turn it to simulate productivity.

“Aries,” I say without looking around.

“What?” Aries asks, his voice lazy. 

“Staring. It’s creepy.”

“I’m admiring,” he corrects. “There’s a difference.”

I spin my chair around.

Aries grins, making my stomach do a traitorous flip. He’s wearing a black tank top that shows off the ink on his arms and gray sweatpants he pretends doesn’t look hot on him. He looks completely at home. 

Technically, he’s a squatter. Emotionally, he’s the landlord.

“Why are you just watching me?” I ask.

“I am currently employed as your emotional support human,” he says. “The pay is terrible, but the benefits include watching you frown at textbooks.”

“If all you’re going to do is stare, just go to work,” I lie. “Jake probably misses you. The pole misses you. Society misses you.”

“Society can wait,” Aries says. He rolls onto his back, stretching his arms over his head. His shirt rides up and I see a sliver of skin. I look away immediately. “Besides, I can’t leave. I’m guarding the perimeter.”

“The perimeter is a hallway that smells like Ramen and feet, Aries. I think we’re safe.”

“That’s what the ghosts want you to think.”

He reaches out and grabs a bag of gummy worms from the nightstand. He bought them twenty minutes ago from the vending machine.

He throws one at me and it bounces off my forehead.

“Eat,” he commands. “Brain food.”

I pick up the worm. It’s green. Lime. My favorite.

I eat it because I am weak.

“You’re ridiculous,” I say, turning back to my desk.

“I’m adorable,” he counters. “And you love it.”

I do.

I really, really do.

I look back down at my textbook.

I stare at the diagram of a dying cell, but all I can think about is the fact that Aries is five feet away, guarding me from invisible monsters and feeding me candy.

He kissed me.

He fucked me.

He moved in.

He called me his.

I should be terrified. I should be setting boundaries. 

Instead, I feel extremely fucking happy.

Like a piece of me that has been vibrating with anxiety for years has finally gone still.

I highlight a sentence. I don’t know what it says. I just want to look busy.

Knock. Knock.

The sound is sharp and sudden.

Behind me, the bedsprings squeak violently.

By the time I fully turn around, Aries is already at the door. He looks ready to fight a SWAT team. His shoulders are tense. His hand is hovering near the waistband of his pants where he tucked that stupid switchblade.

“Aries,” I say calmly. “It’s a dorm. People knock.”

He ignores me. “Who is it,” he growls.

There is a pause on the other side. A confused silence.

“Um,” a voice says. “It’s… me?”

Aries looks back at me, raising an eyebrow. “It’s ‘me’? Who is ‘me’? Is ‘me’ a demon?”

“It sounds like a girl, Aries. Open the door.”

“That’s how they get you. They use a nice voice.”

“Open the door or I’m revoking your snack privileges.”

He scowls. It’s a petulant, childish expression that looks ridiculous on a man covered in tattoos. He unlocks the deadbolt and rips the door open. He doesn’t step back.

Katlyn is standing there.

She is holding a textbook against her chest like a shield. She is wearing a cute sweater and jeans. Her blonde hair is up in a messy bun. She looks like the picture of collegiate innocence.

She looks up. And up. And up.

She sees Aries.

She sees the tank top. The ink. The scowl. The general aura of I will bite you.

Her brown eyes go wide as she takes a step back.

“Oh,” she squeaks. “I… um…” 

Aries crosses his arms, biceps flexing. It is entirely unnecessary.

“State your business,” he says.

“Aries!” I stand up. “Stop terrorizing my classmates.”

I walk over, having to squeeze past Aries. He doesn’t move. I have to nudge him with my shoulder. He grunts but gives me an inch.

“Hey, Katlyn,” I say, smiling the apology I can’t speak aloud. 

Katlyn blinks. Her gaze darts from Aries to me, then back to Aries. A flush creeps up her neck, cheeks turning a bright, cherry red.

She isn’t scared.

She’s flustered.

“Hi, Easton,” she says, her voice a little breathless. She looks at Aries again. 

He glares at her and she blushes harder.

“Um,” she says, looking back at me. She tucks a strand of blonde hair behind her ear. “Anyway. I was just… the test is tomorrow. And I was struggling with the section on thrombosis. I saw your light was on under the door.”

She holds up the book.

“I was wondering if you wanted to… maybe study together? For a bit?”

I hesitate.

I usually study alone, or with her in the library. But never here in my room.

I can feel Aries stiffen beside me. He doesn’t want her here. He wants the door locked. He wants the world shut out.

Which is exactly why I should say yes.

Because if I let him isolate me, if I let him build a fortress around us, we’re going to suffocate.

Also, I actually do need to review thrombosis.

“Sure,” I say. “Come on in.”

Aries rolls his eyes.

“Great!” Katlyn beams. She steps forward, but Aries doesn’t move.

“Aries,” I say.

He looks at me, blue eyes dark. 

I give him a look. Be nice.

He exhales sharply through his nose. He steps back just enough to let her pass.

Katlyn squeezes into the room. She brushes past Aries, and definitely lingers for a microsecond.

“Wow,” she says, looking around the tiny room. “It’s… cozy.”

Aries mutters something as he slams the door shut, locking it. 

Click. 

Katlyn jumps slightly at the sound.

“This is Aries,” I say, gesturing to the brooding storm cloud in the corner. “He’s my…”

I pause.

What is he?

Best friend? Too little.

Boyfriend? Too new.

Soulmate? Too loud.

“…roommate,” I finish.

Aries snorts. “Roommate,” he repeats. He tastes the word and spits it out. “Sure. We’re roommates.”

He walks over to the bed and flops down on it, sprawling out to take up as much space as physically possible. He grabs a pillow and hugs it to his chest, glaring at Katlyn over the top of it.

“Don’t mind him,” I tell Katlyn. “He’s teething.”

She giggles, pulling out my desk chair—the only chair—and looks at it.

“Oh, you take the chair,” I say quickly. “I’ll sit on the… uh…”

There is nowhere else to sit. Just the bed.

Aries pats the mattress beside him, grinning, It is a sharp grin.

“Sit here, Roommate,” he says. “Plenty of space.”

I sigh and I sit on the edge of the bed.

Aries immediately shifts, sliding closer. 

He is marking his territory, like a fucking dog.

“So,” Katlyn says, opening her book on the desk. She glances at Aries, then at me, then quickly back at the page. “Thrombosis. It’s…”

“Formation of a blood clot inside a blood vessel,” I finish.

“Like what happened to my patience five minutes ago,” Aries mutters.

I elbow him in the ribs. He catches my arm and doesn’t let go. He holds my elbow, his thumb rubbing circles on the bone.

It’s distracting. It’s electric.

“Focus,” I tell myself. “Okay. Virchow’s Triad. Do you remember the three factors?”

Katlyn frowns, trying to concentrate, but her eyes keep drifting to Aries’s hand on my arm.

“Um. Stasis?” she guesses.

“Correct.”

“Hypercoagulability?”

“Yes.”

“And… vessel wall injury?”

“Perfect,” I say. “You know this.”

“I guess,” she says. “It just makes more sense when you explain it. You have a great voice and good way of… simplifying things.”

She smiles. It’s that bright, hopeful smile again. Her eyes dart to my hands, then to Aries, and finally back to my hands.

Aries tightens his grip on my elbow.

“He’s a genius,” Aries says flatly. “He’s going to be a surgeon. He’s going to cut people open and fix them. It’s very intimate.”

Katlyn blinks. “Right. Intimate.”

“Very,” Aries says. He leans forward, his face right next to my shoulder. “He has great hands. Steady. Strong. Soft.”

I choke on my own spit.

“Aries,” I warn.

“Just stating facts,” he says innocently. “Katlyn seems interested in your hands. I thought I’d elaborate.”

Katlyn turns beet red. “I… I wasn’t… I mean, they look… capable?”

“They are,” Aries purrs. “Very capable. They feel great.”

I am going to kill him. I am going to murder him and hide his body in the anatomy lab.

“Let’s move on to embolisms,” I say loudly. “Pulmonary embolisms.”

“My favorite,” Aries whispers in my ear.

We study for an hour.

It is the longest hour of my life.

Katlyn tries. She really does. But every time she asks a question, Aries chimes in with unhelpful commentary.

“What causes endothelial injury?” she asks.

“Trauma,” Aries says. “Like emotional trauma. Or ghosts.”

“It’s usually hypertension or toxins,” I correct.

“Or ghosts,” Aries insists.

“How do you treat it?” she asks.

“Anticoagulants,” I say.

“Whiskey,” Aries suggests.

“Heparin,” I say.

“Cuddling,” Aries adds.

By the time we get to infarction, Katlyn looks exhausted and closes her book.

“I think… I think I get it now,” she says. She stands up, looking relieved to be escaping the vortex of weirdness that is my room.

“You sure?” I ask. “We didn’t cover shock.”

“I think I’ve had enough shock for one day,” she says, glancing at Aries.

Aries waves, wiggling his fingers. “Bye, Katlyn. Good luck with the blood clots.”

“Thanks, bye Aries,” she says. “Bye, Easton. See you in class?”

“Yeah. See you.”

She leaves, the door clicking shut.

The silence returns.

I turn to Aries and he looks very pleased with himself.

“You,” I say, “are ridiculous.”

“I was helpful,” he argues. “I contributed.”

“You told her to treat a blood clot with cuddling.”

“It lowers blood pressure. It reduces stress. It’s medically sound.”

“You were marking your territory,” I accuse.

“I was,” he admits. He doesn’t even have the grace to look ashamed. “She likes you, E. She was making eyes at you.”

“She was looking at your tattoos.”

“She was looking at us,” he corrects. “She was trying to figure out if she had a chance. I just clarified the data for her.”

“Clarified the data?”

“Yeah.”

He sits up, and before I can react, he straddles my lap.

He grabs the front of my hoodie—his hoodie—and pulls me forward.

“I made sure she knew,” he whispers, his nose brushing mine. “That the position has been filled.”

My heart hammers against my ribs.

I’ve watched women touch him for years and swallowed every ugly spark of jealousy because I had no right to it. Now he’s looking at Katlyn like she committed a felony by asking me about blood clots.

“You’re jealous,” I say.

“Obsessed,” he corrects. “There’s a difference.”

He kisses me and it tastes like lime gummy worms.

I kiss him back.

I forget about thrombosis. I forget about necrosis. I forget about the test.

There is only this. The heat of him. The weight of him. The absolute, terrifying certainty that he is right.

The position has definitely been filled.

His thighs clamp down on either side of mine, strong and unyielding, hooking his legs behind my back to pin me against the bed. 

His weight presses into my thighs, heavy and deliberate, grinding just enough to make my cock twitch under my jeans. He yanks me forward, our faces inches apart.

“You’re mine, Easton. No room for her flirty little stares.”

My heart slams against my ribs, blood rushing south as his hips shift, rubbing against the growing bulge in my pants. 

Fuck, he’s jealous and it’s making me hard.

He rocks forward harder, making me groan low in my throat.

He kisses me, hard, all teeth and tongue. I kiss him back just as fierce, my fingers digging into his ass through his sweat pants, pulling him down to grind our cocks together. The friction sends sparks up my spine.

He breaks the kiss first, panting, lips swollen and wet. His hands grab my wrists, slamming them above my head against the headboard. The wood creaks under the force, and he holds me there.

“No one’s squeezing in here, E. Not her, not anyone.”

I buck up against him, my cock straining, precum leaking into my boxers. 

“Prove it,” I challenge, voice hoarse, loving the way he pins me, his body a cage of muscle and heat. 

He smirks, leaning in to nip at my jaw, teeth scraping skin hard enough to mark. 

“Oh, I will.” His hips roll again, deliberate, his hard length pressing right against mine, the zipper of my jeans biting into me. 

His mouth crashes back onto mine. I moan into him, wrists straining against his hold, the tease of restraint making my balls ache. 

He releases one of his hands from my wrists but continues to hold the other hand against the frame.

His free hand slips under my shirt, nails raking down my abs, dipping lower to palm my cock through my jeans, squeezing just right. The pressure builds, urgent, my body arching into his touch, lost in the raw claim he’s staking.

He pulls back slightly, eyes locked on mine, dark with need. 

“Easton,” he whispers, thumb circling the head of my dick over the fabric, teasing the wet spot blooming there.

“Aries,” I gasp, the word ripping out as he squeezes harder, the dominance in his grip sending me spiraling. “Fuck me.”

His grin turns feral, and he releases my wrists only to yank my belt open and attack my zipper, fingers diving in to wrap around my cock. The first stroke is rough, urgent, pulling a groan from me as he leans in again, lips brushing mine in a promise of more.
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His fingers clamp tighter around my cock, stroking up and down with a firm, possessive grip. Precum coats his palm, the slick sound of each pump filling the room as he works me harder, thumb dragging across the slit to spread the wetness over the head. I thrust into his fist, groaning low, hips snapping forward like I’ve lost control.

“That’s right,” Aries growls against my mouth, breath hot and ragged. He lets go of my dick without warning, leaving it throbbing and aching, then drops his hands to my belt. The leather hisses free from the loops, the heavy strap dangling from his grip.

He yanks my jeans down my thighs, freeing my cock. It slaps up against my stomach, rigid and dripping. His eyes sweep over it, ravenous, and he doesn’t hesitate.

He threads the belt around my wrists, the rough leather scraping my skin as he feeds the end through the buckle.

“Arms up,” he commands, voice low. I lift my wrists above my head and he yanks the strap tight, locking it to the headboard slats. The leather bites deep, pinning me without give. My shoulders stretch, muscles trembling, but the helplessness only makes my cock twitch harder.

I gasp when he tests the restraint, jerking it once to check the hold. The sudden pull shoots straight to my dick; my hips jerk off the mattress, chasing friction. 

“Aries—fuck—”

He smirks, settling between my spread thighs. He doesn’t touch me yet, just watches the way I strain for him. His palms glide up my legs, thumbs digging into the tender skin beside my groin, close enough to tease but never enough.

“Look at you,” he murmurs. “Leaking so much.”

My wrists tug at the belt until it burns.

“Leaking for you,” I rasp.

He laughs, dark and quiet, then wraps his fist around my cock. He strokes slow and tight, twisting before squeezing the head. I moan, loud and broken. His free hand slams my hip flat, fingers bruising as he keeps me still.

Leaning down, he drags his tongue up the full length of my shaft. He seals his lips around the head, stretching wide, tongue flicking over the slit.

I arch, but he pins me down, sinking lower until half my cock slides into the slick heat of his throat. The sudden suction rips a curse from me.

He pulls off and climbs up, straddling my waist. His weight presses me into the mattress as he grinds against my bound body. The friction is brutal. He grabs my jaw, forcing my eyes to his, and rolls his hips in a punishing rhythm.

“Aries, please—fuck me.”

He shakes his head, slowing the grind to a teasing drag.

“Not yet. I’m going to make you beg until you’re shaking.” His mouth crashes onto mine, tongue thrusting deep, mimicking what I want lower. My wrists strain harder against the belt, leather rubbing raw, but the burn only heightens the submission.

He breaks the kiss, panting, and shifts down, shoving his pants low enough to free his cock. He strokes himself once, eyes locked on mine. He lines us up and wraps his fist around both shafts, sliding them together. He jerks us rough and fast, thumb pressing into my slit while his own precum coats my length. The dominance rolls off him, marking me with every stroke.

My balls tighten, orgasm coiling hot and urgent, but he senses it and slows to a torturous drag. “Not without me,” he warns, voice gravelly.

“More,” I beg, hips straining upward, the belt creaking.

“Soon,” he promises, voice breaking with his own need.

Sweat beads on my forehead. My body aches, wrists raw from the belt that digs in every time I tug. Aries’ eyes burn into mine, jealousy still blazing, and he shifts lower. He rips my jeans off completely, tossing them behind him. 

His hands clamp my thighs hard enough to bruise. He spreads me wider, knees pushing my legs apart, exposing everything to his gaze.

Without a word, he sinks down, lips hovering over my cock for one torturous second. 

Then he sucks my cock into his mouth.

Fuck.

His mouth is a furnace, wet and tight, throat relaxing as he swallows me to the base. My cock hits the back of his throat; he gags once, the vibration shooting straight to my balls. I moan loud, hips jerking up to fuck his face.

He pins me down with one hand splayed across my stomach, fingers digging into muscle to hold me still. The other hand drops to his own cock, wrapping around the thick shaft. His fist pumps fast, slick with precum. He jerks off while he sucks me, owning the moment, marking me with every swirl of his tongue.

“Aries—shit, that’s so fucking hot,” I groan, head falling back against the pillow, the belt creaking as I strain.

His mouth works me relentlessly, sucking harder, cheeks hollowing as he draws me in deep. He moans around my cock, the hum vibrating through me, making my thighs quake.

He pulls off just enough to speak, lips brushing the head, spit dripping down my shaft.

“This cock is mine, E. No one else gets to taste it, feel it throb like this.” His voice is rough, possessive, laced with the same jealous edge that started this.

Then he’s back down, sucking wet and filthy, marking every inch of me with his mouth. 

I gasp, overwhelmed, the restraints holding me captive as his mouth consumes me. My hips twitch under his grip, desperate to thrust, but he controls it all, setting the pace, drawing out every sensation.

The sounds in the room are obscene: his sucks, my moans, the frantic jerk of his fist on his own dick.

His eyes lock on my face, watching every flush creep up my neck, every desperate twist of my expression. He jerks off faster now, hand blurring over his cock, the head purple and slick as he edges himself right along with me. The jealousy fuels him, turns his mouth into a weapon of possession, sucking me like he wants to brand me from the inside out.

“Fuck, Aries—gonna cum,” I whine, voice breaking, body arching as much as the belt allows. But he doesn’t let up, just hums approval around me.

His strokes on himself grow erratic, breaths harsh through his nose, eyes never leaving my face. 

The belt bites deeper when I yank against it. Raw friction sparks down my arms, sharpening every sensation. He pops off my cock and switches to his hand, twisting over the head while he pants.

“Beg for it, E. Tell me who owns your cum.”

“You—fuck,” I gasp. My hips buck into his palm, the words tumbling out. 

He smirks, that smug look flashing, then his hand shoots up to the belt. He yanks it tighter. Leather digs in, burning as it cinches down, cutting circulation until my fingers tingle.

Pain shoots up my arms, sharp and electric, mixing with the ache in my balls.

“Easton,” he growls, voice rough from sucking me. 

He grabs my shoulders, fingers bruising muscle, and drags me up a little bit, where I’m pressed against the small headboard. The shift makes my head spin. My cock bobs heavy and untouched between us, leaking onto my stomach. Bound wrists stretch taut against the headboard, leaving me exposed and helpless.

Aries doesn’t waste time. He grips the base of his cock.

“Open up,” he commands, voice low and possessive. His thumb pries my jaw apart when I hesitate. I part my lips, tongue darting out, and he thrusts in.

His cock pounds deep, stretching my lips wide around his girth. The head slams the back of my throat on the first push. I gag hard, saliva flooding my mouth and dripping down my chin while he fucks my face relentlessly. 

The taste of him overwhelms me, precum coating my tongue, mixing with spit as he uses me like a toy.

“Fuck,” he grunts. One hand tangles in my hair and yanks my head back. The other roams my body, possessive and rough, nails raking down my chest and leaving red trails that sting. He pinches my nipples hard, twisting until I moan around his cock. The vibration makes him hiss and thrust harder.

I choke on his length, throat convulsing around him, but he doesn’t let up. Tears prick my eyes from the stretch and relentless pace, yet submission floods me with heat.

I moan helplessly, the sound muffled and wet. My body jerks against the headboard with each brutal thrust. 

His cock swells thicker in my throat, veins pulsing against my lips. He grinds deep, holding there for a beat, cutting off my air until black spots blur my vision.

I gag again, choking on the fullness. I try to suck harder, tongue swirling desperately under his shaft, hollowing my cheeks to take him better.

His breaths come ragged, hips stuttering just a fraction as he nears the edge, but he pulls back enough to let me breathe.

“No one else gets this mouth.” He slams back in.

My mind blanks under the assault. My body is his to ruin. 

Aries’ eyes flash with a dark, jealous fire as he watches me choke on his cock, throat raw from the pounding. He reaches up without pulling out, fingers wrapping around the belt again, yanking it even tighter. Leather bites deeper into my wrists, burning like hellfire. Circulation cuts off completely now. My hands go numb, fingers twitching uselessly as pain radiates up my arms in sharp waves.

I whimper around his thick shaft, the vibration making him groan. 

Spit bubbles at the corners of my mouth, dripping down my chin and onto my chest, mixing with the sweat slicking my skin.

“Fuck,” he moans. His free hand clamps down on my jaw to hold me open wider. He doesn’t thrust anymore; he just rocks his hips in short, vicious circles, the head of his cock hitting my tonsils, veins pulsing hot against my tongue. My gag reflex kicks in hard, throat convulsing around him.

He finally pulls out. I gasp, coughing, lungs burning, but he gives me no time to recover. He grabs my hips and flips me over roughly. My bound wrists twist painfully against the headboard as my face presses into the mattress. The sheet muffles my cry. My ass is suddenly exposed, knees scrambling apart on instinct.

Aries pulls my ass higher, arching my back.

I hear him spit, then his cock presses against my entrance. He slams in deep. The stretch burns like fire as he splits me open.

I cry out, raw and broken, my ass clenching around his girth. No lube, no prep; just spit and raw possession.

Each drive bruises my insides, the head hammering my prostate until I feel lightheaded. My bound wrists yank against the belt, leather scorching my skin raw.

One hand slides up my back and presses my face harder into the mattress. The other grips my hip.

I moan helplessly, my body rocking forward with every brutal thrust. He leans over me, chest to my back, teeth sinking into my shoulder. Pain spikes through me, heightening everything. My ass clenches tighter around his length as he drives deeper.

He moans hot against my ear, thrusts turning erratic, cock swelling thicker inside me. The tight coil in my gut snaps as he hammers my prostate.

“Cum for me, E—fucking show me you’re mine,” he groans, voice breaking on the edge.

I shatter. My cock pulses against the sheets, spilling hot cum that soaks the fabric beneath me. 

Waves crash through me, my ass tightening around his length in spasms, pulling him deeper as I cry out into the mattress, wrists yanking uselessly against the burning leather.

Aries follows right after, a dark moan tearing from his throat as he buries himself balls-deep. His cock throbs violently, flooding my insides.

His body shudders against mine, sweat-slick chest heaving, hips grinding in short, erratic jerks to push every drop deeper. The warmth spreads, leaking out around his shaft as he stays inside, possessive even in the aftershocks. 

He collapses over me for a beat, breath ragged in my ear, teeth grazing my neck in a final bite, hard enough to bruise.

With a rough yank, he pulls out. The wet slide of his softening cock leaves me empty. I whimper at the loss, my body still quaking, but he grabs me and flips me over like I weigh nothing. My back presses flat against the cum-soaked sheets. The headboard creaks as the belt holds firm, my arms stretched taut above my head, numb fingers curling weakly.

My spent cock lies limp against my stomach, smeared with my own release and twitching from overstimulation. Aries’ eyes rake over me, dark and hungry.

He crawls between my spread legs, knees shoving my thighs wider, exposing everything. Without a word, he wraps his lips around my spent cock, sucking slow and deep, tongue swirling over the sensitive head.

The heat of his mouth engulfs me, wet and insistent, drawing a sharp hiss from my lips. It’s too much. My dick is raw, nerves firing painfully. He hums low in his throat, the vibration shooting straight to my core.

“Aries—fuck, stop!” I beg, voice hoarse and cracked from the throat-fucking. My hips buck involuntarily, trying to pull away, but his hands clamp down on my thighs, pinning me in place. Dominance radiates from every touch. The belt bites deeper into my wrists as I strain, the burn reigniting and heightening the helpless ache pooling in my gut.

He ignores me and sucks harder, cheeks hollowing, tongue swirling around the shaft to clean every trace of cum. Spit mixes with the remnants, dripping down to my balls, which he cups and tugs gently.

My throat is sore, raw from gagging on him, but the words spill out anyway. “Please—it’s too sensitive.” 

A moan cuts me off as he grazes his teeth lightly over the head, sending sparks of unwanted pleasure-pain racing up my spine.

My body betrays me. My cock stirs despite the exhaustion, thickening slowly in the wet heat of his mouth. His eyes lock on mine, smug and possessive, as he works me back to hardness.

He lets go of my left thigh and starts to stroke himself lazily while he worships mine. The sight of him, tattoos flexing with each bob of his head, pushes me closer. The dominance in his gaze makes my pulse race.

I beg again, weaker now. “Aries—fucking stop!”

But my hips lift toward him, chasing the suction despite myself. He growls around my length, the sound vibrating through me, and speeds up just enough to edge the pleasure higher, tongue pressing flat against the underside.

It builds fast, too fast. The overstimulation twists into urgent need, my balls drawing tight as he sucks relentlessly.

“I’m about to cum again—shit, Aries!” I gasp, head thrashing against the pillow, wrists burning from the tight restraints.

He doesn’t pull off. He just takes me deeper, swallowing around me, the constriction ripping a shout from my chest.

I cum hard down his throat, body arching off the bed, cock pulsing straight into his mouth. He drinks it down, humming in satisfaction, one hand jerking his own dick faster now, eyes never leaving my flushed, desperate face.

His cock stiffens fully again in his fist, thick and leaking. He hisses sharply, body jerking as his rhythm falters. 

His hips stutter, and hot cum shoots all over my thighs, making me moan loudly. Aries groans low and velvety, his grip jerking lazily, ensuring every bit of cum leaks down onto me.
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I have a body count that could populate a small village. I know women. I know the scent of expensive perfume and the taste of cheap lip gloss. I know the exact cadence of a fake laugh. I have spent years collecting phone numbers and forgetting names. I was the guy. The player. The one who was good for a night and terrible for a lifetime.

I never checked their locks.

I never watched them sleep.

I never felt the urge to hunt down anyone who looked at them sideways and introduce their face to a curb.

I stare at the ceiling of this cramped dorm room. The fluorescent lights are still humming overhead because I refuse to turn them off. My eyes burn. My head aches. I am exhausted down to the marrow of my bones.

But I can’t close my eyes.

Because if I close my eyes, I’m not watching him.

Easton is asleep beside me. We are crammed onto his mattress. He is curled on his side, face pressed into the pillow, one hand loosely gripping my t-shirt. He is drooling slightly, and it’s the most riveting thing I have ever seen.

I am losing my mind.

I run the data. I analyze the variables.

I am straight.

I like women. I like the softness. I like the geometry of them. I have spent twenty-five years being very, very sure of this fact. Sure, I enjoyed anal, but what guy doesn’t… right?

But right now, looking at the sharp angle of Easton’s jaw, I don’t care about geometry. I don’t care about labels.

I just care about proximity.

I want to be closer. I want to crawl inside his ribcage and curl up around his heart so I can make sure it keeps beating. I want to be the air in his lungs. I want to be the blood in his veins.

It’s gross. It’s visceral. It’s absolutely unhinged.

I reach out, my hand hovering over his shoulder. I don’t touch him. I just trace the heat radiating off his body.

He shifts in his sleep, mumbling something unintelligible and presses his forehead against my bicep.

My heart does a stutter-step. A violent, traitorous little flip that feels like freefalling.

I am in love with my best friend. 

The realization hits me like a brick to the face. It’s not sweet. It’s not a rom-com moment with swelling violins. It’s a disaster. It’s a catastrophe. It’s a tactical error of the highest magnitude.

He is going to be a doctor. He is going to save lives and wear a white coat and live in a house with a mortgage.

I’m a stripper who posts ghost-hunting thirst traps on Instagram and survives exclusively on Red Bull, bad decisions, and spite.

We make no sense. We are a rounding error in the universe’s math.

But he kissed me.

I kissed him back. 

He sucked my cock.

I sucked his. 

Then I fucked him.

And now, he let me move into his dorm room and threaten his classmates.

I check the digital clock on the desk. The red numbers glare at me.

04:12 AM.

His alarm is set for 07:30 AM.

He has a test. Thrombosis. Clots. Things that kill you silently.

He has to get up. He has to shower. He has to walk across campus and sit in a lecture hall for two hours and be smart and capable and perfect.

And I can’t go with him.

I can’t sit next to him while he fills in bubbles on a scantron sheet.

But Katlyn can.

The thought creates a spike of rage so sudden and sharp I actually grind my teeth.

Katlyn. 

With her sweaters and her highlighters and her innocent little questions. She gets to sit next to him. She gets to smell his soap. She gets to borrow his pencil.

I hate her.

I hope she fails. 

I hope she forgets everything she knows about blood clots. 

I hope her pencil breaks.

I am a bad person. I am a petty, jealous monster.

I don’t care.

Easton sighs in his sleep, his leg sliding between mine.  I brush a strand of hair off his forehead and he leans into the touch.

“You’re mine,” I whisper to the sleeping room. 

He doesn’t wake up. He just holds on tighter.

The red numbers on the clock blur. 04:18 turns into 04:24. Then 04:36.

It’s a slow torture. A countdown to nothing.

My eyelids feel like sandpaper. Every time I blink, it takes a little longer to open them again. The hum of the fluorescent light overhead starts to sound like a lullaby. A distinct, electric buzz that vibrates in the base of my skull.

Zzzzzzzzt.

I shouldn’t sleep.

If I sleep, I can’t watch him. 

But Easton is warm. 

I fight it, biting the inside of my cheek until I taste blood.

It doesn’t work.

The room starts to tilt. The beige walls stretch. The light gets brighter, whiter, until it’s not a lightbulb anymore. It’s the sun.

But it’s not a warm sun. It’s a cold, gray light. The kind that filters through dirty windows and promises absolutely nothing but dust.

I blink.

When I open my eyes, the dorm room is gone.

The smell hits me first.

It’s not the smell of Easton and gummy worms. It’s the smell of wet rot. Of ancient wood turning to mulch. Of damp plaster and something sweeter, something cloying and metallic.

I am standing in the day room at the hospital.

But it looks different now.

The debris is gone. The overturned chairs, the smashed television, the scattered papers, all of it gone. The floor is clean. The linoleum is polished to a high, sickly shine. The walls aren’t peeling. The wallpaper is a hideous, faded floral pattern.

It looks… waiting.

It looks like the hospital held its breath for fifty years just for this moment.

“Easton?”

My voice echoes. It bounces off the hard surfaces, sharp and lonely.

There is no answer.

The air is freezing. It bites through my t-shirt. I look down. I’m wearing the same clothes I fell asleep in. The black tank top. The gray sweatpants. My feet are bare against the icy floor.

I walk forward.

My footsteps make no sound. I am a ghost in my own dream.

“Easton!” I call again. Louder this time. Panic starts to coil in my gut, cold and slippery.

Then I hear it.

Music.

It’s faint at first. A melody drifting from the corner of the room. It’s not the disjointed, terrifying plink from before. It’s a song. A complex, mournful waltz.

I turn toward the corner.

The piano is there.

It’s not the broken, toothless wreck we saw. It’s pristine. The wood is dark mahogany, gleaming under the gray light. The lid is open. The keys are ivory, white as bone.

And someone is playing it.

A figure sits on the bench. His back is to me. Blonde. He’s wearing a gray hoodie. My hoodie.

Easton.

Relief washes over me so intense it nearly knocks me to my knees. He’s here. He’s okay. He’s just playing the piano.

“Easton,” I breathe. I start to walk toward him. “Jesus, E. You scared me. What are you doing?”

He doesn’t stop playing. His hands move across the keys with fluid, impossible grace. 

Wait… Easton doesn’t play the piano. He doesn’t know a sharp from a flat.

But here, his fingers are flying. The music swells. It’s beautiful. It’s terrifying. It sounds like weeping.

“Easton?” I say, getting closer. “Hey. Stop. We need to go.”

He doesn’t turn. He doesn’t acknowledge me. His shoulders are rigid. He is hunched over the keys, his entire body focused on the instrument.

I reach the piano. I stand right behind him.

I can see his hands now.

They are moving too fast. They are a blur. And they are… wrong.

His fingers are bleeding. The skin at the tips is worn away, revealing raw red flesh. Blood smears across the white keys with every strike. 

Smack. Smack. Smack.

He doesn’t seem to notice. He keeps playing. The waltz gets faster. More frantic.

“Easton!” I yell. I grab his shoulder. “Stop! You’re hurting yourself!”

He feels cold.

Not cool. Cold. Like marble. Like meat left in a freezer.

He doesn’t stop. He doesn’t even flinch.

“Easton, look at me!”

I shake him. I dig my fingers into the fabric of the hoodie. I pull.

“Quit fucking around!” I scream. “This isn’t funny!”

I yank him backward. Hard. I put my whole weight into it, trying to drag him off the bench, trying to break the trance.

He spins on the bench. His hands fall away from the keys. The music stops abruptly, leaving a ringing silence in the air.

He faces me.

I freeze.

The scream dies in my throat.

It is Easton. It’s his face. His blonde hair. His soft five o’clock shadow.

But his eyes are gone.

There are no pupils. No irises. No whites. Just empty, black pits. Voids that go on forever. They are weeping a thick, black liquid that tracks down his cheeks like tears.

And his mouth.

His mouth is sewn shut.

Thick, black thread stitches his lips together. The skin is pulled tight, puckered and torn.

He stares at me with those empty sockets.

He raises a hand. His bleeding, ruined fingers reach out.

“No,” I whisper, backing away. “No. This isn’t real.”

Easton stands up.

He moves jerkily. His limbs snap into place with sickening cracks. 

Crack. Pop. 

His head lolls to the side, his neck at an impossible angle.

He takes a step toward me.

“Wake up!” I scream to myself. “Wake up, goddammit!”

He lunges.

He moves with supernatural speed. He is on me in a second. His cold, bloody hands grab my throat. His grip is iron. He slams me back against the piano.

The keys crash under my weight. A discordant roar of sound.

He leans in. His face is inches from mine. I can smell him. He smells like rot. He smells like the hospital.

He opens his sewn mouth. The threads tear. 

Rip. 

The sound is wet.

A scream comes out of him. It’s not human. It’s the sound of the wind in the hallway. It’s the sound of the shadow.

I shove him. I punch him. My fist connects with his jaw. It feels like hitting concrete.

“Get off me!”

I kick. I thrash.

I am falling.

The floor disappears. The piano disappears. The hospital dissolves into static.

I am falling through the dark.

I hit the ground. Hard.




———




Pain shoots through my shoulder. My hip hits something solid.

“Fuck!” I scramble up.

“Aries!”

The lights are bright and blinding. I am on the floor. The carpet is rough under my hands. I’m tangled in the gray comforter. I must have dragged it with me when I fell.

I look up.

Easton is leaning over the side of the bed. He looks terrified. His beautiful hazel-green eyes are wide with panic.

“Aries? Are you okay?”

I stare at him, panting like I just ran a marathon. 

I look at his mouth. Soft. Pink. No stitches. No blood.

I look at his hands. They are gripping the edge of the mattress. No raw fingertips. No red smears.

“You fell,” Easton says, reaching down. “You were thrashing around and you just… rolled right off.”

I slap his hand away. “Don’t touch me,” I gasp.

Easton freezes, pulling his hand back like he’s been burned.

“Aries?” His voice is small. Hurt. “It’s me. It’s just a dream.”

“It wasn’t a dream,” I choke out. “It was… you were…”

I can’t say it. I can’t put the image of his sewn-shut mouth into words. It will make it real. 

I drag a hand down my face.  “I need a minute,” I whisper. “Just… give me a minute.”

Easton nods. He doesn’t move. He stays on the bed, watching me. He looks worried and scared of me.

I hate it.

I hate that I’m the one scaring him. I’m supposed to be the protector. I’m supposed to be the wall. Instead, I’m the one cowering on the floor. 

I close my eyes. I force myself to breathe. 

In. Out. In. Out.

I listen to the hum of the mini-fridge. 

Real.

This is real.

I open my eyes and Easton is still watching me. I look at him. I look at his throat. I check for bruises. I check for shadows.

What the fuck did we encounter at that hospital?
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The alarm goes off at 7:30 AM exactly.

It screams.

Usually, I hit snooze. I am a chronic abuser of the snooze button. I like to bargain with the universe for five more minutes of oblivion, trading future panic for present comfort. It’s a bad habit. It’s a character flaw.

Today, I kill it before the first beep finishes.

The silence that rushes back in is worse than the noise. It presses down on the room like we’re at the bottom of the ocean.

After Aries fell off the bed, looking at me like I was holding a knife instead of a hand, we’ve just laid here. He stared at the ceiling with eyes that were too wide, too dry. I stared at him.

He didn’t speak. He didn’t reach for me. He didn’t acknowledge the fact that ten minutes prior, we were tangled together. He just existed in a separate zip code of trauma that I couldn’t access.

I swing my legs over the side of the bed. My joints pop. My back aches. My neck is stiff. I feel like I’ve been run over by a truck and then backed over just to be sure.

I sit there for a second, hunched over, elbows on knees, head hanging. I am waiting for him to move. I am waiting for him to say something, anything. 

Nothing.

“I have to go,” I whisper, my voice sounding wrecked. Like I’ve been swallowing gravel.

Aries doesn’t move. He’s curled on his side facing the wall, looking like he’s trying to fold himself into a shape that doesn’t exist.

He doesn’t answer.

“Aries?”

Nothing. Just the shallow, rhythmic rise and fall of his ribs. He’s breathing, and that’s only proof I have that he hasn’t been replaced by a statue.

Okay. Fine.

I stand up, grabbing my towel and my shower caddy from the hook. I feel like an intruder in my own room. I feel like I should leave a note apologizing for the oxygen I’m consuming.

I tiptoe to the door and unlock it. The click is deafening. It sounds like a gunshot in a library.

I step out into the hallway.

The dorm is waking up. Somewhere down the hall, someone is blasting rap music.

I flee to the communal bathroom.

The lights are fluorescent and unforgiving. The tiles are cracked, and there’s a puddle of questionable liquid near the drain.

I hook the towel and peel off my clothes, stepping into the narrow stall. The water runs lukewarm at best, carrying that sharp chlorine bite mixed with the ghost of someone else’s drugstore body wash. I tilt my face into the spray, eyes shut, and start scrubbing.

My hands work rough circles over my chest, shoulders, stomach. Pink streaks bloom under the pressure. I want every trace of yesterday gone.

Mostly I want to erase the memory of his mouth. It’s pointless, standing here naked and shaking, trying to scrub a feeling off my body because I’m terrified it won’t happen again.

He kissed me like I was oxygen.

He fucked me, took my cock down his throat, kept saying that I belonged to him. All of it happened in the heat of the moment. Now the rush is gone. Aries is just Aries. My best friend since we were eight. The guy who can walk into any room and leave with whoever he wants, the stripper who probably woke up, saw me, and felt his stomach drop.

I’m not what he usually touches. Flat chest instead of soft tits, hard muscle instead of curves, a cock instead of the wet heat he’s used to sinking into. The thought that he might be disgusted now sits heavy in my soul.

I shut the tap off, water still dripping from my jaw, and stand there in the sudden quiet.

I dry off, the towel scratchy. 

I wrap it around my waist and step out to the sinks, and wipe the steam off the mirror.

I look like hell.

There are dark circles under my eyes. My skin is paler than usual. My hair is wet and doing something unauthorized that no amount of product will fix.

“You look like a future doctor,” I tell my reflection, my voice hollow. “You look like a man with a plan.”

I look like a guy who just got dumped by his best friend who isn’t even his boyfriend.

I sigh, and it fogs the glass.

I walk back to the room, and the hallway feels longer than usual. The walk of shame.

I open the door quietly and Aries is still facing the wall. 

I get dressed quickly. I don’t want him to look up and see me. I don’t want to see the regret in his eyes yet. I’m not ready for the conversation where he tells me he loves me like a brother and suggests we forget about last night.

I pull on jeans that feel too tight, and a blue sweater.

I pack my bag.

Notebooks. Check.

Pens. Check.

Dignity. Missing.

I stand by the desk and look at him.

I hesitate.

Last night, he was obsessive. He was intense. He moved his entire life into my ten-by-twelve box because he couldn’t stand to be apart from me. He threatened my classmate. He called me his. You don’t do that for a bro. You don’t do that for a friend.

But this morning, the air in the room is cold. 

Maybe the sun came up and burned the fog away. Maybe the daylight brought clarity. Maybe he woke up and realized that he’s Aries—the guy who pulls women like gravity, the guy who is cool and dangerous and exciting—and I’m just Easton.

I’m the guy who studies blood clots. I’m the guy who irons his shirts. I’m the guy who watches Ghost Adventures ironically but gets scared anyway.

I am not the main character. I am the safety net, and you don’t kiss the safety net. You land on it, and then you walk away.

I swallow the lump in my throat. It tastes like toothpaste and rejection. 

“I’m leaving,” I say. My voice is steady. I am good at pretending my internal organs aren’t liquefying. “The test is two hours. I’ll be back around ten.”

Aries nods.

It’s a tiny movement. A micro-adjustment of his chin against the pillow.

He doesn’t turn around or roll over. He doesn’t say good luck. He doesn’t say kick ass. He doesn’t say come back to me.

He just nods, acknowledgment received. Employee dismissed.

“Okay,” I say to his back. “Bye.”

I turn around and walk out, closing the door gently. I want to slam it. I want to march back over to the bed, grab him by the shoulders, and shake him until he looks at me. I want to scream tell me it meant something!

But I don’t. I am Easton. I don’t make scenes. I don’t break things.

I lock the door. I test the handle to make sure it’s secure, then walk away.

The stairwell smells like bleach. I take the steps two at a time. I need to get out. I need air.

I burst out of the building into the morning sun.

The campus is awake and vibrant. It’s disgusting.

People are walking around drinking iced coffee and laughing. A guy on a skateboard weaves through the crowd, wearing headphones and looking like he has zero problems. A couple is holding hands near the fountain.

I hate them all.

I hate the sun for shining. I hate the birds for singing. I hate the universe for continuing to spin while my world has ground to a halt.

I grip the strap of my bag. I force my feet to move toward the Science Building.

Thrombosis.

I need to think about thrombosis.

Virchow’s Triad. 

Stasis. 

Hypercoagulability. 

Endothelial injury.

Stasis. That’s us. Standing still. Stuck.

Endothelial injury. That’s the damage to the vessel wall. That’s the trauma. That’s the hospital. That’s the look on his face when he woke up.

I am analyzing the data and running the diagnostics.

The prognosis is poor.

I walk past the library. I walk past the coffee shop where I usually buy my burnt drip coffee. I don’t stop. I don’t deserve caffeine. I deserve to suffer, drowning in my feelings.

But… maybe feelings aren’t facts. Maybe feelings are just chemical reactions, firing blindly in the dark. Dopamine. Oxytocin. Adrenaline. A cocktail of confusion and now the hangover has set in.

I reach the Science Building.

I have a test to take. I have a future to secure. I have to go in there and prove that I am smart and capable and worthy of a white coat.

But right now, standing on the concrete steps, staring at the automatic doors, I don’t feel like a doctor.

I feel like a ghost.

I check my phone. For one stupid second, I expect his name to be there.

No texts.

I shove it into my pocket and go inside.
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I sit up, the movement making my head spin. I feel like I’ve been awake for three weeks. My eyes are gritty, burning with a combination of fatigue and the lingering image of Easton’s sewn-shut mouth.

I can still see it.

The black thread. The raw, puckered skin. The way his eyes leaked that thick, oily darkness.

I shudder. A full-body convulsion that starts in my spine and ends in my clenched fists.

“Get it together,” I whisper. 

I sit cross-legged on the mattress, hugging Easton’s pillow to my chest. It smells like him. Like clean laundry and that specific, unscented soap he uses because he claims cologne interferes with his pheromones or some science bullshit.

It smells like safety, but I don’t feel safe. I feel watched. I scan the room: the desk, the chair, the mini-fridge humming in the corner, and the closet door slightly ajar. I stare at the closet, with just a sliver of shadow between the wood and the frame.

Is it darker than it should be?

Is it moving?

I grab my phone from the nightstand. The screen is a spiderweb of cracks from when I dropped it. 

I open Google. My thumb hovers over the search bar.

I don’t want to know.

Ignorance is bliss. Ignorance allows me to pretend that I’m just stressed, that the mold in that hospital triggered a hallucination.

But I am not the kind of person who leaves things to chance. I am the kind of person who counts the exits when I walk into a room.

I type:

night terrors after visiting haunted location





The results load instantly.




* Symptoms of Demonic Attachment

 * PTSD vs. Paranormal Oppression

 * Warning Signs You Brought a Ghost Home





I click the first link. A forum. It looks like it was designed in 1999, black background with neon green text.




User: Ghost1976 says:

If you start having nightmares immediately after a investigation, especially dreams where you or a loved one is mutilated or silenced, you need to cleanse immediately. This is a sign of oppression. The entity is trying to wear you down. It feeds on fear.





“Feeds on fear,” I mutter. I have plenty of that. I’m a walking buffet.

I scroll down.




User: Witchyandpretty says:

Look for the signs. Cold spots. Electronics acting up. Mood swings. Obsessive behavior. Feeling like you are being watched.





I have some checks on that list.

Mood swings: I went from zero to I’m moving into Easton’s dorm and threatening his classmates in under twelve hours.

Obsessive behavior: I am currently smelling his pillow and tracking his location via Find My Friends (which I absolutely turned on while he was in the shower).

I swallow hard and back out. I type a new search.




dream interpretation mouth sewn shut





The results are less supernatural, more psychological. Feelings of powerlessness. Inability to communicate. Secrets. But then, one result from a paranormal database catches my eye.




The Silencing. In aggressive hauntings, entities often manifest imagery of the victim being unable to speak or scream. This represents the entity's desire to isolate the victim. To prevent them from asking for help.





Isolate the victim.

I look at the door. I locked it. I barricaded us in. I drove away Katlyn. I told Jake I wasn’t coming to work.

Fuck, I’m isolating him.

I drop the phone and it lands face down on the duvet. I stand up. I can’t sit still. I pace the length of the room. 

Three steps. Turn. 

Three steps. Turn. 

It’s a cage.

I stop in front of the mirror on the back of the door.

I look at myself.

I look like a wreck. My hair is matted. My eyes are bloodshot. I’m wearing a tank top that smells like sweat and fear… and cum.

“You look crazy,” I tell my reflection.

My reflection stares back. 

I lean closer to the glass.

Is there something behind me?

I look over my shoulder in the mirror. Just the bed. The desk. The empty room.

But I feel it. That prickle on the back of my neck. The static electricity that makes the hair on my arms stand up.

It followed us.

It’s here.

It wants him.

Of course it wants him. Why wouldn’t it? Easton’s good. Annoyingly fucking good. He wants to spend his life cutting people open just so he can put them back together again.

He’s everything that a dark, rotting, hungry thing would want to consume.

And I led him right to it.

I picked the location. 

I served him up on a silver platter.

“Fuck,” I hiss. I slam my hand against the doorframe. Pain radiates up my arm. 

I need to secure the perimeter.

I need salt. It purifies.

I tear through the room. I check the desk drawers. Pens. Highlighters. A stash of granola bars. No salt.

I check the mini-fridge. Old takeout containers. A half-empty bottle of Gatorade.

I find a crumpled paper bag from Burger King in the bottom of the trash can. I fish it out and shake it. Three packets of salt fall out. And two peppers.

I rip the packets open with my teeth. I pour a thin, pathetic line of salt across the threshold of the door. It’s barely enough to season a fry, let alone stop a demon, but I do it anyway.

“Stay out,” I whisper. “Stay the fuck out.”

I feel ridiculous. I am a grown man standing in a college dorm room, pouring sodium chloride on the floor while wearing sweatpants. If Easton walked in right now, he would have me committed.

But I don’t care.

I sit back on the bed and pick up my phone again.

I check Easton’s location.

He is at the Science Building. 0.4 miles away.

He’s sitting in a room full of people. He’s safe.

For now.

I go back to Google.




how to break a supernatural attachment

 * Smudge with sage.

 * Holy water.

 * Command the spirit to leave.

 * Do not acknowledge it. Do not give it fear.





Too late on that last one. I am terrified.

I scroll down.




Warning: If the attachment is strong, the entity may try to influence the host's thoughts. It may create paranoia, jealousy, and rage.





Paranoia. Jealousy. Rage.

I think about Katlyn standing in the doorway. I think about the urge I had to physically throw her out of the room. I think about the way I felt when I looked at Easton. That overwhelming, possessive need to own him.

Is that me?

Or is that it?

I’ve always been protective. I’ve always been a little intense. But this? This feeling that I would burn the world down just to keep him in this room?

That feels new. That feels dark.

I grip the phone until the plastic creaks.

“No,” I say aloud. “That’s me. That’s just me.”

I refuse to let a ghost take credit for my feelings. I refuse to let some dead thing claim ownership of my love.

Because it is love.

I know that now. I admitted it to the ceiling at 4 AM.

I love him.

And because I love him, I have to fix this.

I can’t let him be haunted. I can’t let him wake up with bruises on his throat.

I have to be the shield.

I stand up again. I need a weapon.

The salt is a joke. The sage is at my apartment. I go to my gym bag. I dig through the clothes. I find the switchblade I tossed in before we went to sleep..

I flick it open, steel gleaming in the fluorescent light. But you can’t stab a ghost.

I close it and put it in my pocket.

I need something else. Something stronger.

I look at the desk. Easton’s textbooks are stacked there. Pathology. Anatomy. Physiology.

Knowledge.

Easton believes in science. He believes in logic. He believes in things he can dissect.

Maybe that’s the key.

I sit at his desk. I open his laptop. It’s password protected.

I type 1234. Incorrect.

I type Easton. Incorrect.

I type Aries and my birthday.

It unlocks.

I stare at the screen.

My name. His password is my name.

My chest tightens. It hurts, but a good hurt.

Goddamnit Easton.

I open a browser window. I start searching for scientific explanations for hauntings. Infrasound. Electromagnetic fields. Carbon monoxide poisoning. Mold toxicity.

If I can prove it’s not real, maybe it goes away. Maybe if I can give a diagnosis, we’ll be safe.




* Mold toxicity symptoms: hallucinations, respiratory issues, dread.

 * Infrasound: causes anxiety, sorrow, chills.





The hospital was full of mold. It was rotting.

“It’s mold,” I say. “It’s just mold.”

I cling to that thought. I grip it like a lifeline.

But then the temperature in the room drops and a chill slides up my spine. It feels like a finger tracing my vertebrae.

I spin around in the chair.

The closet door is open wider.

I know I didn’t touch it. I stared at it ten minutes ago. .

Darkness spills out of it.

I stand up, pulling out the switchblade. I don’t care that it’s useless, I just need it in my hand.

“I see you,” I snarl at the closet.

Silence.

“You want to play?” I step toward it. “Let’s play. Come out.”

Nothing moves.

“You touch him again,” I whisper, my voice trembling with rage, “and I will find a way to hurt you. I don’t care if you’re dead. I will find a way to kill you twice.”

The closet door creaks slightly. Then, from the darkness inside, I hear a scraping noise.

My heart stops.

I lunge, kicking the door wide open.

Empty.

Just Easton’s shirts hanging on the rack. His laundry hamper. A pair of sneakers.

Nothing.

I stand there, panting, knife held out in a shaking hand.

I feel insane.

I am losing it. I am cracking up.

But I know what I heard.

I have to pull it together. I can’t let Easton see me like this. I can’t let him know that I’m fighting invisible monsters in his underwear drawer.

I close the knife and shove it in my sweatpants’ pocket. I close the closet door and jam the chair under the handle.

“Stay in there,” I mutter.

I sit back on the bed and pick up my phone.

I watch the blue dot that is Easton.

0.4 miles away.

I smooth my hair and wipe the sweat off my face. I practice a smile.

It looks like a grimace.

It will have to do.

I will protect him. I will be the salt line.
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I find my sanctuary. Row G, seat 12. It’s my spot. It has the perfect sightline to the whiteboard and is exactly far enough away from the vent to avoid the draft.

Katlyn is already there. She is the control group in the experiment of life. She is organized. She is normal. She uses color-coded tabs and probably slept eight hours last night without having an existential crisis in a communal shower.

She looks up when I slide into the seat. She smiles, and it’s blinding.

“Hey!” she chirps, sounding like a bird. “You made it. I was worried the… security guard situation in your room might hold you up.”

A flush creeps up her neck.

“He let me out for good behavior,” I say flatly. 

“Is he… still there?”

“Yeah. He’s sleeping.”

He’s staring at a wall, I correct internally. He’s lying in the fetal position, breathing in the scent of my detergent, and regretting every single life choice that led him to my bed.

“That’s nice,” Katlyn says, oblivious to my internal hemorrhaging. She opens her notebook. It’s pristine. “I reviewed the triad again. I think I’m ready. Thanks for the help yesterday. Even with the… commentary.”

“Anytime,” I mutter.

I pull out my pen and stare at the empty laminate desk. There’s a scratch in the surface that looks like a scar. I trace it with my thumbnail. Dr. Palumbo walks in. He is wearing a bowtie that features tiny anatomical hearts.

“Books away,” he announces, his voice echoing off the concrete walls. “Phones off. You know the drill. If I see a smart watch, I assume you are communicating with a satellite to steal state secrets, and I will fail you with extreme prejudice.”

The room shifts. Backpacks unzip. Notebooks slide away. It’s the sound of collective panic.

I get my test packet and write my name at the top. The letters look shaky and foreign.

I stare at Question 1.

Describe the pathophysiology of deep vein thrombosis and the potential complications of a pulmonary embolism.

I know this.

I know this in my sleep. I know this in my bones.

Stasis. The blood stops moving. It pools. It thickens.

Endothelial injury. The vessel wall is damaged. Trauma. Impact.

Hypercoagulability. The chemistry changes. It becomes sticky. Dangerous.

But I can’t see the words. All I can see is Aries. I see him on the floor this morning, scrambling backward. I see the way his chest heaved. I see the way he looked at me. It wasn’t just fear. It was horror.

Not fear for me. Fear of me.

Maybe that’s it. Maybe the dream broke something fundamental in his brain. Or maybe it’s simpler.  Maybe he woke up, the adrenaline faded, and he realized he just fucked a guy.

Aries is straight. He has always been straight. It’s a defining feature of his personality, like his tattoos or his inability to drive the speed limit. He dates models. He dates dancers who move like water.

He doesn’t date guys who get excited about microbiology and own a skeleton model named Yorick.

Everything between us last night was stress. It was high-octane trauma bonding. 

It wasn’t love.

It was panic.

And now the panic is gone, the sun is up, ghosts are quiet, he’s stuck in my dorm room with a gym bag full of clothes and a best friend who is terminally in love with him.

I press my pen into the paper. 

The tip snaps.

Crack.

Ink bleeds onto the white page. A black blot spreads outward, soaking into the fibers like a bruise. 

“Dammit,” I whisper. The word comes out strangled.

Katlyn glances at me, brow furrowing. “You okay?” she whispers.

“Fine,” I snap. It comes out sharper than I intended. She flinches, turning back to her test, shoulders hunched.

I’m an asshole. 

I grab a spare pen from my pocket. My hand is trembling so badly that it would disqualify me from surgery forever.

I force myself to write.

Thrombosis is the formation of a clot…

The letters are jagged.

…which can detach and travel to the lungs…causing blockage. Ischemia. Death.

I write for an hour.

I don’t know what I’m saying. I am on autopilot. My brain is vomiting medical facts, reciting textbooks I memorized months ago, while my heart is busy eating itself alive. I am dissecting my own emotional corpse while explaining how blood stops flowing.

The vessel occludes. The tissue starves. The outcome is fatal.

I finish early.

I don’t check my answers. If I stay in this room for one more minute, sitting in this hard plastic chair under these buzzing lights, I am going to scream until my throat bleeds.

I stand up, the chair scraping loudly against the floor. Heads turn. I walk to the front and it feels like miles. I drop the test on Dr. Palumbo’s desk. It lands with a heavy slap.

He looks up, peering over his spectacles. He looks surprised. “Mr. Stark. In a hurry?”

“Medical emergency,” I say.

It’s not a lie. My heart is failing. My systems are shutting down. That counts.

I walk out.

The hallway is empty, and I lean against the wall immediately, my legs giving out. I slide down until I’m crouching, knees to chest, head in my hands.

I check my phone.

The screen is black.

No texts. No missed calls.

Nothing from Aries.

I am spiraling. I am falling down a well with no bottom. I am analyzing the data points and coming to the worst possible conclusion because that is what I do. I am a catastrophist. I prepare for the worst-case scenario. 

He regrets it.

He’s going to be packed when I get back. He’s going to be sitting on the bed with his bag zipped, looking at the floor. He’s going to give me a speech. It will be a gentle speech. A speech about how he values our friendship too much to ruin it with sex.

He’s going to use the word confusion.

He’s going to say mistake.

He’s going to say we grew up as brothers, so this is wrong.

And I’m going to have to stand there and nod and say yeah, totally, I agree while my insides turn to dust. I’m going to have to smile and let him leave and then live the rest of my life knowing exactly what I lost.

But… a voice in the back of my head whispers.

He said, “You’re mine.”

He said it multiple times. 

Can you fake that kind of desperation? Can you fake the way he kissed me? Can you fake the way he fucked me?

I don’t know.

I’m going to be a doctor, not a psychologist. I deal with bodies, not feelings. Bodies make sense. If a vessel breaks, you clamp it. If a cell dies, you remove it.

Feelings are ghosts. You can’t catch them. You can’t dissect them. You just have to let them haunt you.

I need to go back. I need to know. Waiting is the worst part. It’s the diagnosis period. The time between the biopsy and the pathology report. It’s purgatory.

I stand up and force my feet to move. Back toward the dorms. Back toward the truth. If he leaves, I’ll survive. I’ll focus on school. I’ll become a surgeon. I’ll live a long, successful, lonely life where I never let anyone else touch me because they aren’t him.

If he stays…

I don’t let myself finish that thought. Hope is dangerous. Hope is the thing that gets you killed in the horror movie. Hope is the noise that draws the monster out of the closet.

I reach my building and climb the stairs. 

I reach my door and stand there for a full minute, staring at the wood grain. I memorize the knot in the wood near the handle.

I take a breath, and unlock it. The key turns with a heavy, metallic clunk.

I push it open and it grinds over something.

I freeze and look down. There is a line of white grit poured across the threshold. 

It looks like cocaine. It is definitely salt. I look up. I expect to see a packed bag. I expect to see an empty room. I expect to see Aries standing there with his car keys, looking sad and distant.

Instead, I see a war room.

The curtains are drawn tight. The lights are all on—desk lamp, overhead, even the little clip-on reading light I use for late-night studying is clamped to the headboard and aimed at the closet.

Speaking of the closet, my desk chair is jammed under the handle. A barricade.

And Aries is not packed. He is pacing the small strip of floor between the bed and the desk like a caged tiger. He’s holding something in his hand. It glints.

Is that his switchblade? Jesus Christ.

He stops pacing when he sees me, a wild look in his eyes. His hair is standing up in tufts where he’s run his hands through it. He looks like he hasn’t slept in a decade. He stares at me, eyes scanning me from head to toe. 

“You’re back,” he says. His voice is tight. 

“I’m back,” I say slowly, stepping over the line of salt. “Aries… what is this?”

“Perimeter,” he says. He pockets the knife in his hand. “Salt. It creates a barrier.”

I stare at the floor. “Is that… salt from the dining hall?”

“Burger King packets,” he corrects. “I found them in the trash. It’s sodium chloride. Purity doesn’t matter. Intent matters.”

He sounds unhinged. He sounds frantic.

But he doesn’t sound like a guy who is breaking up with me.

I close the door behind me.  “Aries,” I say, dropping my bag. It hits the floor with a thud. “I thought you were leaving.”

He blinks. The manic energy falters for a second.

“Leaving? What the fuck do you mean—leaving?”

“I thought… this morning.” I gesture helplessly. “You wouldn’t look at me. You fell off the bed. I thought you woke up and realized you made a mistake. I thought you were packing.”

Aries stares at me, expression shifting from paranoid intensity to genuine confusion. Then, horrifyingly, to anger.

“You thought I was leaving?” he demands.

He crosses the room, invading my personal space. He grabs the front of my blue sweater and yanks me forward.

“I poured salt on your floor, Easton. I barricaded your closet. I have been researching demonology on your laptop for two hours.”

He shakes me, not too hard, but enough to rattle my teeth.

“Does this look like the behavior of a man who is leaving?”

“It looks like the behavior of a man having a breakdown,” I point out.

“A breakdown for you!” he yells. “I am having a breakdown for you!”

He lets go of my sweater and runs a hand down his face.

“I’m not leaving,” he says, quieter now. “I’m never leaving. I told you. You’re mine. I don’t give up what’s mine.”

The relief that hits me is so strong my knees actually buckle. I have to lean back against the door.

He didn’t regret it.

He’s just crazy.

I can work with crazy. Crazy I can fix. Regret is terminal.

“Okay,” I breathe. “Okay. Good.”

“Good?” he laughs. It’s a sharp, jagged sound. “Easton, nothing is good. The closet door opened by itself.”

I look at the closet. The chair is wedged firmly under the knob.

“It opened?”

“Yes. And it made a noise. A dragging noise.” He points a shaking finger at it. “It followed us. The thing from the hospital. It followed us.”

“Aries, it’s a draft. It’s an old building.”

“It’s not a draft!” He grabs my shoulders again. His grip is desperate. “It’s the dream!”

I go still. “What dream?”

He swallows hard. His Adam’s apple bobs. He looks away, unable to meet my eyes.

“We were in the day room,” he whispers. “The piano was there. You were playing it.”

“I don’t play piano.”

“I know. But you were playing, and your fingers were bleeding. When I turned you around…” He stops and shudders.

“What?” I ask.

He looks back at me, his eyes wet.

“Your mouth was sewn shut,” he says. “With black thread. You couldn’t speak. You couldn’t scream.”

A chill runs down my spine. 

“That’s why I fell off the bed,” he admits. “I woke up and you tried to touch me and for a second… for a second I still saw the stitches.”

I stare at him.

I understand now. The flinch. The silence. The way he wouldn’t look at me this morning.

It wasn’t regret. It was terror.

“Oh,” I say softly.

“Yeah. Oh.” He steps back. He starts pacing again. “So I did some research. Apparently, silencing the victim is a thing. It isolates them. Stops them from asking for help.”

He gestures at the room.

“I’m not letting it isolate you. I’m securing the perimeter. I’m watching the door. I’m…”

He trails off, looking exhausted. “I’m trying to protect you,” he whispers. “And I don’t know how to fight something I can’t punch.”

My heart breaks. It cracks right down the middle and spills out all over the salted floor.

He thinks he has to save me. He thinks that’s his job. The protector. The shield.

I step forward. “Aries.”

He stops, looking at me. I reach out and take his face in my hands. His skin is hot. He’s burning up with adrenaline.

“You don’t have to punch it,” I say.

“Then what do I do?”

I pull his head down, and I kiss him. It’s not panicked or clumsy. It’s grounding. I feel him hesitate for a split second, and then he melts. He wraps his arms around my waist. He pulls me in close.

We stand there for a long time. Eventually, I pull back just an inch.

“I failed my test,” I say.

Aries blinks. “What?”

“I think I failed. I couldn’t focus.”

“Because of the ghost?”

“Because of you,” I correct. “I thought you were dumping me.”

He frowns, looking genuinely offended.

“I would never dump you when you had an exam scheduled. I’m not a monster.”

I laugh. It’s a weak, watery sound, but it’s real.

“Right. You’re a gentleman.”

“I am,” he insists. “I opened the door for Katlyn before I threatened her.”

“You terrified her.”

“She was eyeing your hands. It was necessary.” He rests his forehead against mine. He closes his eyes. “I’m sorry,” he whispers. “I’m sorry I scared you.”

“I’m sorry I doubted you.”

He sighs heavily. “So,” he says. “We have a ghost in the closet. We have salt on the floor. And we have… us.”

“Yeah,” I say. “We have us.”

“What are we?” he asks. “Are we… boyfriends? Is that what this is?”

I look at him. I look at the man who slept on a twin mattress with me, who researched demonology for me, who is currently looking at me like I’m the only thing that matters.

“I think so,” I say. “Unless you want to be ‘roommates’.”

“No,” he says quickly. “Boyfriends is better. Boyfriends implies exclusivity. It implies I can stab anyone who touches you.”

“Please stop threatening to stab people.”

“It’s my love language.” He kisses me again. Quick and possessive.

“Okay,” he says, pulling back. “Strategy meeting. We need sage. We need holy water. And we need to figure out why the hell it followed us.”

“Maybe it likes you,” I suggest. “Everyone likes you.”

“It tried to sew your mouth shut, Easton. I don’t think it’s a fan.”

He turns back to the closet. He glares at it.

“We’re not sleeping here tonight,” he announces.

“If something is actually pursuing us, where we sleep becomes irrelevant.”

“Then where do we go?”

I look at the salt. I look at the chair.

I think about the hospital. The rot. The history.

“We go back,” I say.

Aries spins around. “Excuse me?”




“If something followed us from there, that’s where the connection started. We need to understand what happened there,” I say. My voice is steady, even though my insides are shaking.

“Absolutely fucking not! We did that once. Then we did it again. Look how that went. There will not be a third visit.”

“We have to,” I insist. “We can’t live like this. You can’t live like this. Look at you. You’re falling apart.”

He looks at his trembling hands. “I’m fine,” he lies.

“You’re not. And neither am I.” I grab his hands. “We go back. We figure out what it wants. And we end it.”

Aries stares at me, looking terrified. But underneath the fear, I see it. The trust. The blind, stupid faith he has in me.

“You’re the smart one,” he says. “You’re the doctor.”

“Not yet.”

“One more year. Close enough.” He takes a deep breath, squeezing my hands. “Okay, fine. We go back.”

He looks at the closet one last time.

“Hey,” I say, keeping my voice steady. “We’ll figure this out. Let’s look into it. Maybe get a professional involved.”

“Professional?” Aries repeats. “Like what? A ghost hunter? A priest? A goth girl with sage?” His hands frame my face, urgent, unsteady. “What’s your plan?”

“I don’t know,” I say, covering his hands with mine. “But let’s just… calm down.”

He exhales once. Then again.

“Okay. Okay… okay. But first,” he says, resolve snapping into place, “we’re getting lunch. Because if I’m going to fight a demon, I need a cheeseburger.”

“Deal.”

He rips off his sweatpants and grabs a pair of ripped jeans from his bag, followed by a clean black tank top. He then pulls on his combat boots.

“Let’s go take an Uber and get my Mustang from the club. I don’t want us driving separately.”

We walk out of the room, and leave the ghost in the closet.
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We got my car, and now we’re at the diner. It smells of grease and coffee. We are sitting in a booth in the back corner. My back is to the wall. I have a clear line of sight to the entrance, the kitchen door, and the bathroom. I am scanning every person who walks in.

Trucker in a hat. Harmless.

High school kids skipping class. Annoying, but harmless.

Waitress with a coffee pot. Potential burn hazard, but likely not a demon.

I look at Easton.

He is sitting across from me, dipping a french fry into ketchup. He looks like a guy who just failed a test and is stress-eating carbohydrates, not a guy who is planning to fight a spirit that wants to sew his lips shut.

“Eat,” he says, pointing a fry at my untouched cheeseburger. “You said you needed protein to fight evil.”

“I’m strategizing,” I mutter.

I pick up the burger and take a bite. I’ll just work extra hard at the gym after all this.

Easton has his phone out. He’s scrolling with one hand, eating with the other.

“Okay,” he says, reading off the screen. “According to ParanormalInvestigator.net, attachments usually happen when a spirit feels a kinship with the living person, a hatred for the living person, or when the living person invites them in.”

I stop chewing. “We didn’t invite anything.”

“Aggression can be interpreted as engagement,” Easton reads. “Acknowledging the entity gives it power.”

“Great. So yelling at it was a mistake.”

“Ideally, we should have ignored it.”

“It grabbed your throat, Easton. Ignoring it wasn’t an option.”

He looks up, eyes tired, but there’s a spark in them. That clinical, stubborn spark that I love.

“We need a plan for when we go back,” he says. “We can’t just walk in there without being prepared.”

“I have salt,” I offer. “And a switchblade.”

“The switchblade is useless, Aries. Unless the ghost is a mugger from the 1950s.”

“It makes me feel better.”

He sighs and taps his screen. “We need a binding ritual. Or a banishing ritual. Something to sever the tie.” He frowns at the search results. “Most of this requires things we don’t have. Grave dirt. Black candles. A priest.”

“I can get black candles,” I say. “There’s a metaphysical shop downtown. The one that smells like patchouli.”

“Grave dirt might be harder.”

“I have a shovel in the trunk.”

Easton gives me a look. “Please tell me you don’t have a shovel in your trunk.”

“I live a complicated life.”

He shakes his head, a small smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. He drops his phone on the table and picks up another fry.

“You know,” he says, gesturing vaguely with the potato, “statistically speaking, we should be overqualified for this.”

“How do you figure?”

“Think about the hours we’ve logged,” he says. “We’ve watched every season of Ghost Adventures. Every episode of Dead Files. We’ve seen every found-footage horror movie released since 2010.” He dips the fry. “By all accounts, we should be certified professionals. We know the lore. We know the rules. We know not to split up, not to run up the stairs instead of out the door, and definitely not to read the Latin out loud.”

I stare at him.

He’s making jokes.

He’s doing it for me because he knows I’m spiraling. He knows I’m one bad thought away from dragging him to a safe house in another state. So he’s being Easton. He’s being the calm in the center of my panic attack.

God, I love him. It hits me again, right in the chest. 

“We are professionals,” I agree, forcing a grin. “I’m basically Zak Bagans. I have the biceps and the aggression issues.”

Easton snorts. “You do have the aggression issues.”

He finishes his fry and wipes his hands on a napkin. Then he reaches across the table, covering my hand with his. 

“We’re going to be okay, Aries,” he says softly. “We’re going to go back there. We’re going to find whatever it is. And we’re going to tell it to leave us alone.”

I flip my hand over, interlacing our fingers. I squeeze tight enough to turn his knuckles white.

“And if it doesn’t listen?” I ask.

Easton’s expression hardens. It’s a look I’ve never seen before.

“Then we burn it down,” he says.

I stare at him, my throat feeling tight.

“Okay,” I whisper. “Arson. Plan B.”

“Plan B,” he agrees.

He pulls his hand back, picking up his phone again.

“Okay. Let’s look for specific history on the hospital. The ‘sewn mouth’ thing. It’s too specific to be random. Maybe it happened to a patient.”

I pull out my phone too. “I’ll search patient records,” I say. “You search urban legends.”

“Deal.”

We sit there for an hour. The diner fills up with the lunch rush. Plates clatter. People laugh. The world goes on.

“Found something,” Easton says suddenly.

I look up. “What?”

He turns his phone around. It’s a grainy black and white photo. It shows a man in a straitjacket sitting in a corner of a room that looks suspiciously like the day room.

“Patient 604,” Easton reads. “Admitted 1954. Violent outbursts. Excessive screaming. The staff… they didn’t know how to handle him.”

He pauses, looking sick.

“What did they do, Easton?”

“There was a doctor,” he says quietly. “Rumor has it he used to punish the loud patients. Unofficial treatments.” He zooms in on the photo. “He called it ‘The Silencing’.”

I feel the blood drain from my face.

“They sewed his mouth shut,” I whisper.

“They threatened to,” Easton corrects. “But for Patient 604… the legend says he did it to himself. To escape the punishment. Or maybe the doctor did it and claimed it was self-inflicted.”

He looks at me. “He died in the day room. Infection. Sepsis. Playing the piano.”

The day room. The piano. The infection.

The pieces click into place. 

“That’s who followed us,” I say. “Patient 604.”

“He wants to be heard,” Easton says. “But he can’t speak.” He shuts his eyes. “We have to go back. We have to acknowledge him. We have to tell him we hear him.”

“And if that doesn’t work?”

Easton opens his eyes. “Then we use the salt. And the iron. And the shovel.”

I grin. It’s sharp and terrified and full of adrenaline.

“That’s my doctor,” I say. I toss two twenties on the table. “Let’s go to the store. We need candles. We need sage. And I need to buy a flashlight that doesn’t flicker every time a ghost sneezes.”

“And maybe some energy drinks,” Easton adds, sliding out of the booth.

“Definitely energy drinks.”

We walk out of the diner, the sun blinding.

I put my arm around Easton’s shoulders and pull him close. I feel the tension in his frame, but he leans into me.

We are professionals. We are experts. We have watched eighteen seasons of Ghost Adventures.

We are absolutely terrified, but we’re going back.

We are halfway to the car, boots crunching on the gravel, when it hits me.

It hits me like a physical blow. Like a shovel to the back of the head.

I stop dead, boots skidding on the asphalt.

“WAIT!” I scream it. It echoes across the half-empty parking lot, startling a woman loading groceries three cars down.

I grab Easton’s shoulder, gripping him hard, spinning him around so fast he nearly trips over his own feet.

“Aries? What?” He looks panicked. 

“You!” I point a finger at his chest. “You are the problem!”

“Excuse me?”

“No, not you-you. What you are!” I am shouting. I can’t help it. The realization is burning a hole in my brain. “Think about it, Easton! You’re in medical school. You spend all day talking about veins and cutting things and fixing bodies.”

“So?”

“You’re going to college to be a doctor! A surgeon!” I shake him a little. “Patient 604 didn’t sew his own mouth shut for fun, Easton. He was tortured! By who? By orderlies! By nurses! By doctors!”

Easton freezes, eyes going wide.

“The ghost probably hates doctors!” I yell. “He hates the white coats! He hates the authority! And here you are, walking into his house, reciting medical textbooks and talking about thrombosis!”

I step back, running my hands through my hair. I feel like I just cracked the Enigma code.

“That’s why he targeted you. That’s why he followed you. It’s that you represent the enemy. You represent the people who hurt him.”

Easton stares at me. He looks down at his blue sweater. He looks at his hands; the steady, capable hands of a future surgeon.

“Oh my god,” he whispers.

“Right?”

“It makes sense,” he says, looking up at me, horrified.

“Exactly!” I gesture wildly. I grab his arms again.

“Easton, we can’t just go back in there with salt and sage. If you walk in there, he’s going to try to kill you. He thinks it’s self-defense.”

Easton swallows hard. “So what do we do?” he asks. “Drop out of med school?”

“No. We change the narrative.”

I look at him. I look at the blue sweater. The neat jeans. The sensible shoes. He looks like a med student. He looks clean. Clinical.

“You can’t be Dr. Easton Stark tonight,” I say firmly. “Tonight, you have to be…”

I look down at myself. Ripped black jeans. Combat boots. Tank top. Tattoos.

“You have to be me,” I finish. “You have to be just a guy. A stupid, reckless guy breaking into a building with his stupid, reckless boyfriend.”

“Boyfriend,” Easton repeats. He smiles, a tiny, terrified flicker.

“Yes. Boyfriend. Not doctor.” I grab the front of his sweater. “We need to get rid of this. You look too respectable. You look like you’re about to prescribe me antibiotics.”

“It’s cashmere blend, Aries.”

“I don’t care. It screams ‘malpractice insurance’.” I pull him toward the car. 

“You want me to cosplay as you to trick a ghost?”

“I want you to not look like the guy who sewed his mouth shut!” I open the passenger door and shove him in. “Get in. We have a makeover to do.”

Easton scrambles into the seat. He looks bewildered, but he’s nodding.

“Okay,” he says. “No medical talk. No diagnosis. No latin.”

“Zero Latin,” I confirm, slamming the door.

I run around to the driver’s side and jump in.

“We are going to look like two idiots looking for a place to make out,” I announce, jamming the key into the ignition. 




———




I take Easton to The Void. It’s a boutique in the city. The windows are blacked out. The mannequin in the display is wearing a gas mask and a corset made of seatbelts.

It’s where I get my stage gear. It’s expensive, it’s excessive, and it smells like leather.

Easton stops on the sidewalk. He looks at the neon purple skull sign.

“Aries,” he says. “This looks like a dungeon that sells gift cards.”

“Trust the process,” I say, shoving him toward the door. “We are de-medicalizing you. We are removing the ‘Doctor’ and installing the ‘Disaster’.”

We walk in, air conditioning frigid. Industrial techno is thumping at a volume that rattles my teeth. The clerk, a guy named Elias, nods at me.

“Aries,” he drawls. “Back so soon? Did you rip the leather pants again?”

“Those were structural failures,” I correct. “Today I’m here for him.”

I point a thumb at Easton. Elias looks at Easton, taking in the blue cashmere sweater, sensible jeans, and a haircut that screams I floss daily.

“Oh,” Elias says. “A project.”

“A transformation,” I clarify. “We need him to look like he’s dropping it at the club.”

Easton sighs. “I hate you both.”

“Start with the pants,” I tell Elias. “Something with straps. Excessive straps.”

For the next hour, Easton is my doll.

I pull things off the racks with a speed and precision that frightens him. I am in my element. I know fabrics. I know cuts. I know exactly what makes a person look dangerous.

“Try this,” I say, tossing a pair of black cargo pants at him. They have zippers that go nowhere and D-rings hanging off the hips.

“These weigh five pounds,” Easton complains, holding them up.

“Good. It grounds you. Harder for the ghost to throw you.”

“Try this,” I say, throwing a mesh shirt at him.

“This is see-through, Aries. It is a fishing net.”

“It’s breathable. You sweat when you’re scared. Go.”

He disappears into the dressing room. I wait outside, tapping my foot to the beat of the techno. I am enjoying this. I am enjoying this way too much.

The curtain slides open and Easton steps out.

I stop tapping.

He is wearing the cargo pants. They sit low on his hips, heavy and black. He’s wearing a black mesh shirt under a distressed leather vest that I pulled from the clearance rack. He has combat boots with metal plates on the toes.

He looks uncomfortable. He looks awkward.

He looks hot.

Like, ruin my life hot.

The dark clothes wash out his pale skin in a way that makes his hazel-green eyes pop. The leather vest emphasizes his shoulders. The boots make him taller.

“I feel ridiculous,” he says, tugging at the vest. “I look like I’m cosplaying as you.”

“You look like you belong in the VIP room,” I say. My voice is a little lower than I intended.

Easton blushes. The red stain creeps up his neck, contrasting beautifully with the black collar of the vest.

“Is this really necessary?” he asks. “Will the ghost really care about my fashion choices?”

“It’s about the vibe, E. You look like trouble. You don’t look like a surgeon. You look like the guy the surgeon warns his daughter about.”

I walk over to him. I reach out and adjust the collar of the vest, my knuckles brushing his throat.

“We need one more thing,” I say.

I walk to the accessory wall and grab a choker.

It’s simple. Black leather. Silver ring in the center.

I walk back.

“Absolutely not,” Easton says, backing up. “No. No way.”

“It protects the neck,” I lie. “Harder to strangle you.”

“It’s a dog collar, Aries.”

“It’s fashion. And armor. Tilt your head back.”

He glares at me, but tilts his head back.

I wrap the leather around his throat. I fumble with the buckle for a second, then snap it shut.

It fits perfectly.

I step back.

Fuck, I want to put a leash on him.

Easton touches the leather, looking in the mirror.

He stares at himself. The dark clothes. The messy hair I ruffled. The collar.

He doesn’t look like Easton, med student. He looks like Easton, boyfriend of a stripper who hunts ghosts.

“Well?” I ask.

He turns to me, eyes dark.

“I look like I’m about to make bad decisions,” he says.

I grin. “Exactly.”

I pull out my credit card.

“We’ll take it all,” I tell Elias. “Keep the sweater. Burn it if you have to.”

“Hey!” Easton protests. “That was cashmere!”

“It was a liability,” I say. “Now come on. We have a ghost to confuse.”

We walk out of the store. Easton walks a little differently in the boots. 

I watch him.

I might have created a monster, and I’m completely, totally obsessed with it.
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The metaphysical shop is called New Moon & Magick. It’s located in a strip mall between a Papa John’s and a dry cleaner, because the universe loves juxtaposition.

The windows are cluttered with dreamcatchers, tarot decks, and posters of cats reading crystal balls. 

“Do I really have to wear the sunglasses inside?” Easton asks.

He is standing on the sidewalk, adjusting the collar of his new leather vest. He looks like a vampire who just discovered Hot Topic. The black cargo pants are heavy on his hips. The mesh shirt teases skin. The choker—God, the choker—sits against his throat like a promise.

He looks dangerous. He looks edible.

“Yes,” I say, pushing my own sunglasses up my nose. “It adds to the mystique. You are not a medical student. You are a creature of the night who is here for serious business.”

“I won’t be able to see anything, Aries. It’s already dark in there.”

“Use your echolocation.”

I shove the door open, a bell jingling aggressively.

The shop is cramped. Shelves overflow with jars of herbs, baskets of tumbled stones, and statues of deities I don’t recognize. The lighting is dim, provided mostly by salt lamps and fairy lights.

“Okay,” I whisper. “Strategy. We need black candles. Lots of them. Protection oil. Sage. Maybe a bell? Do ghosts hate bells?”

“I think everyone hates bells,” Easton mutters, nearly knocking over a display of incense holders. We navigate the aisles. I am on a mission, grabbing a basket to start filling it.

Black candles: I sweep an entire shelf into the basket. Beeswax. Soy. Paraffin. I don’t care. If it burns and it’s black, we’re taking it.

Sage: Two bundles. The big ones. The ones that look like they could smoke out a beehive.

Salt: Pink Himalayan. Sea salt. Black lava salt. We are upgrading from Burger King.

Iron railroad spikes: I find these in a bin near the floor. Heavy. Rusted. Perfect.

“Aries,” Easton hisses. “That’s forty dollars worth of rusty nails.”

“It’s iron. I’m pretty sure it repels spirits. It grounds the energy or something.” I toss four into the basket. “Stop looking at the price tag. Look at the survival rate.”

We reach the counter, and I set the basket down. It overflows. Candles roll everywhere. A spike clatters onto the glass display case.

The girl behind the counter doesn’t flinch.

She is reading a book titled Modern Necromancy for the Busy Witch. She lowers it slowly.

She is… intense. Pale skin. Jet black hair cut into a sharp bob with lime green bangs that hide her eyebrows. Piercings on each side of her nose, a septum ring, and a medusa piercing.

Her nametag, written in calligraphy on a piece of bone, says Alyssa.

She looks at the pile of loot.

She looks at Easton.

She looks at me.

She pops a bubble of gum. 

Snap.

“Party?” she asks, her voice deadpan. “Or sacrifice?”

“Neither,” I say. 

She picks up a black candle and inspects it.

“That’s a lot of banishing energy,” she notes. “Twenty candles? You guys trying to get rid of a bad roommate or a demon?”

“Demon,” I say immediately.

Easton elbows me. “Aries.”

“What? She asked.”

Alyssa raises an eyebrow, looking interested now. She puts the book down.

“Demon, huh? What kind? Shadow person? Poltergeist? Lower vibrational entity?”

“I don’t know the taxonomy,” I snap. I’m vibrating. The caffeine from lunch is mixing with the adrenaline and the lack of sleep. “It’s… it’s a thing. A bad thing.”

“Did you invite it in?” she asks. She starts scanning the items. 

Beep. Beep.

“No! We… we went to the—”

“The hospital,” Easton says quietly. He’s leaning against the counter, trying to look cool, but he’s clutching a piece of obsidian like a stress ball.

“Literal hell,” I correct. “The one on the hill. Route 9.”

Alyssa stops scanning, eyes going wide. “St. Jane’s? The old sanatorium?”

“Yes.”

“You went inside?”

“We broke in,” I say. “Twice.”

She leans over the counter. Her gum stops snapping as she looks at us with a sudden, sharp intensity.

“Describe it,” she commands.

And that’s when I lose it.

I haven’t slept. I have been hallucinating sewn mouths. The dam breaks.

“It started with a piano,” I say. The words tumble out of my mouth like gravel. “A single note. Plink. Then the cold spots. The flashlight dying. I saw a shadow detach from the wall. It didn’t look human. It was just… hate. Pure, distilled hate.”

I’m pacing now. Back and forth in front of the register. Easton watches me, worried, but he doesn’t stop me.

“It grabbed him,” I point at Easton. “It grabbed his throat. Left marks. Fingerprints. Red ones. Then the nightmares started—” I gesture to Easton again, “—playing the piano in my dream. And his mouth… his mouth was sewn shut. With black thread. Thick, oily thread.”

Alyssa gasps, a genuine sound of horror.

“The Silencing,” she whispers.

“Yes! That’s what we found! Patient 604! The torture!” I slam my hands on the counter. “And then the closet door opened by itself. I heard dragging. Like a foot dragging on wood. Scrape. Scrape.”

I’m panting. I’m sweating. I probably look insane.

“I poured salt on the floor,” I finish, breathless. “Burger King salt. It was all I had. And I threatened it with a switchblade. And now I’m buying forty dollars of rusty nails because I don’t know what else to do and I can’t let it hurt him again.”

Silence fills the shop.

Easton puts a hand on my shoulder. “Aries. Breathe.”

I suck in air. It smells like sage.

Alyssa stares at me, then Easton.

Then, slowly, a smile spreads across her face. It’s not a nice smile. It’s a smile that says I have been waiting my whole life for this.

“Burger King salt,” she repeats. She shakes her head. “Amateur hour.”

“Hey,” I defend. “It has sodium.”

“It has anti-caking agents,” she counters. “Spirits laugh at anti-caking agents.”

She reaches under the counter.

She pulls out a wooden box with brass hinges, opening it.

Inside, there are vials of black liquid. Bundles of dried herbs I don’t recognize. A dagger with a bone handle. A pouch of what looks like graveyard dirt.

“You guys are in over your heads,” she says. “St. Jane’s is a Class 5 haunt. That entity? Patient 604? He’s a nasty piece of work.”

“Fuck,” I grumble.

“And you,” she points at me. “You’re loud. You’re chaos. You’re a battery. You’re feeding him energy every time you freak out.”

I flinch. “I’m trying to protect my boyfriend.”

“You’re acting like a lightning rod,” she says. “But that’s okay. We can use that.”

She starts pulling things out of the box and adding them to our pile.

“You need Black Salt. Not table salt. Black salt with ash and iron filings. You need Gofer Dust. You need a bell to break the resonance frequency of the manifestation.”

She scans the new items. 

Beep. Beep. Beep.

“And you need a third,” she adds casually.

“A third what?” Easton asks.

“A third person,” Alyssa says. She looks up, eyes gleaming. “Triangles are the strongest shape. Three anchors. Two to hold the circle, one to perform the banishing. You can’t do it alone. The entity will divide you. It will make you hear things. It will make you turn on each other.”

She pauses, looking at her fingernails.

“I get off at six,” she says.

I blink. “What?”

“I get off work at six. I have all the things we’ll need. And I know the Latin. Actual Latin, not the Hollywood crap.”

She looks at me. “I’ve been dying to get into St. Jane’s for years. But I needed a reason. And backup.”

She smiles. It’s predatory and excited.

“You guys need a professional. I need a ride. And maybe a cut of the inevitable trauma.”

I look at Easton.

He is looking between Alyssa and the box of creepy occult supplies. Then he looks at me.

“She knows about the salt,” he whispers. “And the Latin.”

“She has a bone dagger,” I whisper back. “That feels… relevant.”

Easton sighs, adjusting his collar. “You’re hired,” he tells Alyssa.

Alyssa grins and rings up the total.

“One hundred and forty-two dollars,” she says. “And fifty cents.”

I slap my credit card on the counter.

“Done.”

“Great.” She hands me the receipt. “Meet me out back at six. I have to close up. And lose the sunglasses. You look like a fed.”

She disappears into the back room.

I look at Easton.

“We got a witch,” I say.

“We got a goth girl who works retail,” he corrects. “But at this point, I’ll take it.” He picks up the jar of black salt. “Aries?”

“Yeah?”

“You told her everything. About the dream. About the sewing.”

“I had to. It was… bubbling over.” I grab him and wrap my hand around the nape of his neck and pull him flush against me.

“After we fix this, I’m taking you to a fancy dinner. A place with tablecloths. And I’m going to wear a shirt with sleeves.”

Easton laughs. It’s a real laugh.

“I’d like that,” he says.
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The mustang smells like fear, leather and patchouli. It is a distinct, suffocating bouquet. My hands are gripping the wheel hard enough to leave indentations in the leather. The sun is setting, casting long, bloody streaks of orange across the sky.

Easton is in the passenger seat. He has removed the sunglasses, but he kept the collar. He looks like a vampire prince who is rethinking his unlife choices. He’s staring out the window, his knee bouncing a nervous rhythm against the door panel.

Tap. Tap. Tap.

In the backseat, Alyssa is doing something that sounds like racking a shotgun.

“So,” she says, her voice cutting through the hum of the engine. “Let’s review the menu options for tonight’s exorcism.”

I glance at her in the rearview mirror. She is unboxing an EMF meter that looks like it costs more than my car.

“Menu options?” Easton asks, turning slightly.

“We have three ways to skin this cat,” Alyssa says. “Or, more accurately, three ways to silence the Silencer.”

She holds up a finger. 

“Option One: The Reclaiming.”

“Sounds poetic,” I mutter.

“It’s psychological warfare,” she corrects. “The entity is trapped in a loop of silence. He was punished for noise. He died in silence. He enforces silence. To break him, we have to break the loop.”

“Make noise?” I ask.

“Specific noise,” she says. 

The car swerves slightly, but I correct it.

“Excuse me?” I ask.

“The piano,” Alyssa explains, unbothered by my reckless driving. “You said he was playing it in your dream. That’s an anchor. Maybe it’s the unfinished business. The nurses probably stopped him in the middle of it. If Easton sits down and finishes the song, it might complete the circuit. Release the energy.”

“I don’t play piano,” Easton says. “I play the radio. I play Spotify.”

“The entity will play through you,” Alyssa says casually. “It’s called automatic writing, but for music. You just have to let him in a little bit.”

“Absolutely not,” I say. “Veto. Next option.”

“Aries,” Easton warns.

“No, Easton. We are not letting the mouth-sewing ghost ‘in a little bit.’ That is how you get possessed. That is how I end up having to stab you with a bone dagger, and I really don’t want to do that.”

Alyssa rolls her eyes. “Fine. Sensitive. Option Two: The Binding.”

She holds up a second finger.

“We trap him. We use the iron spikes you bought. We drive them into the floor around the piano. Iron grounds energy. It acts like a cage. Then we pour the black salt over the spikes to seal the barrier. We trap him in the piano, and then we… well, we destroy the piano.”

“Smash it?” I ask. “I can do smash.”

“Burn it,” she corrects. “Fire is cleansing. But it’s risky. If the binding fails while we’re lighting the match, he’ll be pissed. And a pissed-off poltergeist throws furniture.”

“I like the fire idea,” I say. “Arson was already Plan B.”

“It’s dangerous,” Easton says, his voice quiet. “St. Jane’s is a historic building. It’s full of asbestos and dry rot. If we light a fire, while being inside, the whole wing goes up in seconds. We might not get out.”

“Details,” I mutter.

“Option Three,” Alyssa says. She holds up a third finger. She leans forward between the seats. “This is the nuclear option. The Severing.”

“I like the sound of that,” I say.

“It requires a sacrifice.”

I slam on the brakes, seatbelt locking against my chest.

“Get out,” I say.

“Aries!” Easton grabs my arm. “Keep driving!”

“She said sacrifice! I’m not sacrificing you to a ghost!”

“Symbolic sacrifice!” Alyssa yells from the backseat. “Jesus, you are high-strung. I mean we have to sacrifice the connection. The object he’s attached to.”

I ease off the brake, the car starts moving again. My heart is hammering against my ribs.

“What object?” I ask. “The piano?”

“No. The piano is his anchor to the room. We need his anchor to Easton.”

She points at Easton.

“His hate followed you home. That means he’s attached to something you have. Something you wore. Something you touched. Or… something inside you.”

Easton looks down at himself, touching the leather vest.

“I changed my clothes,” he says. 

“It’s not the clothes,” Alyssa says. “We need to figure out what it is that he is attached to, then we have to slam it shut.”

“How?” Easton asks.

“A ritual,” she says. “We go to the day room. We call him out. And then you reject him and destroy whatever he’s attached to on you. And while you do that, I use the bell and the Latin to break the frequency.”

“And what do I do?” I ask. 

Alyssa looks at me in the mirror, her eyes dark and serious.

“You hold the line,” she says. “You are the tank. You keep the physical manifestations off us. If a chair flies, you catch it. You are the meat shield.”

“Meat shield,” I repeat. “Got it. That’s my specialty.”

We drive in silence for a few miles.

The trees are getting thicker. The road is getting narrower. We are getting close.

“I think we should go with Option Three,” Easton says softly.

I look at him. He is pale, but his jaw is set.

“Why?” I ask.

“Because Option One requires me to invite him in,” he says. “And Option Two requires burning down a building. Option Three… it’s just me.”

He touches his throat. The leather collar protects the skin, but I know what’s underneath. The memory of the fingerprints. 

“He wants to silence me,” Easton says. “So it has to be me.”

I reach across the console and take his hand. 

“I’ll be right there,” I promise. “I won’t let him touch you. I’ll tackle the ghost. I don’t care about physics.”

Easton smiles. It’s a weak, watery thing.

“I know you will.”

“And if Option Three fails?” I ask Alyssa.

“Then we run,” she says cheerfully. “And hope we’re faster than a dead guy with a grudge.”

We round the final curve and the hospital appears. It’s darker than yesterday. The sun has dipped below the tree line, leaving the building in a deep, bruised purple shadow. The windows are black voids. The ivy climbing the walls looks like veins.

It looks hungry.

I pull the car up to the washout in the fence and kill the engine.

“Okay,” Alyssa says. She kicks the door open. “Showtime, witches.”

She climbs out and starts loading gear onto her shoulders.

I turn to Easton.

“Hey,” I say.

He looks at me, eyes wide. He looks terrified.

“You look hot,” I say.

He blinks, a startled laugh huffs out of him.

“Aries. We are at a haunted hospital.”

“I know. But the vest works. The collar works. You look like you could kick a ghost’s ass.”

I lean in and kiss him. 

It’s not a soft kiss. I am pouring every ounce of aggression, protection, and sheer stubbornness I have into him.

You are mine. You are safe. You are not going to die.

I pull back.

“Let’s go fight a demon,” I say.

Easton nods, taking a deep breath. He looks at the building. 

“Let’s go,” he says.

We get out of the car and the air is freezing. Alyssa is waiting by the fence, checking a beeping box.

“Readings are already spiking,” she says, grinning like a shark. “It knows we’re here.”

“Good,” I say, popping the trunk to grab the crowbar and the bags. “I hate surprise parties.”

I hand Easton a flashlight. I keep the crowbar.

We slide under the fence, then head for the fire escape.

The fire escape groans under our weight. It’s a metallic shriek that announces our arrival to everything within a five-mile radius.

“Subtle,” Alyssa mutters. She climbs up first. She’s surprisingly agile for someone carrying twenty pounds of occult equipment.

I go last. Rear guard. Meat shield.

We reach the second-floor landing. The door I kicked in is still ajar, hanging off one hinge.

Alyssa stops. She holds up a hand and pulls out a device that looks like a remote control with an antenna. An EMF meter.

It’s screaming. The lights on the display are red-lining. 

Beep-beep-beep-beep-beep.

“Active,” she whispers. “Very active. It’s usually not this hot near an entrance.”

“He’s rolling out the red carpet,” I say, adjusting my grip on the crowbar.

We step inside and the smell of rotting flowers hits us instantly.

“Smell that?” Easton whispers. He’s standing close to me, shoulder bumping mine.

“Yeah. Funeral home chic.”

“That’s new,” he says. “It didn’t smell like this before.”

We move down the hallway, our flashlights cutting beams through the dust motes.

Alyssa takes point. She’s fearless. She walks like she owns the place. Easton is in the middle. I’m bringing up the rear, walking backward every few steps to check behind us.

The hallway seems longer than I remember. The doors are closer together. The perspective feels warped. Like a funhouse mirror.

And then, the noises start.

Not the piano or scraping.

A screech.

It comes from a room on the right.

We freeze.

“Tell me that was a bird,” Easton says, voice tight.

“That wasn’t a bird,” Alyssa says, shining her light into the room.

It’s empty. Just a rusted bed frame and a wheelchair.

Then, a rusted steel cup rolls out.

“This isn’t Patient 604,” Alyssa says, frowning at her meter. 

“So we have guests?” I ask.

“It’s a hospital,” she says grimly. “Lots of people died here. If the energy is spiked because of your friend… it might be waking up the neighbors.”

Great. We kicked the hornet’s nest, and now the whole hive is buzzing.

We keep moving, reaching the nurses’ station.

The phone on the desk rings.

Rrrring.

It’s an old rotary phone. Black. Covered in dust. The cord is cut. I can see the severed wire dangling off the edge of the desk.

Rrrring.

Easton jumps about a foot in the air. He grabs my arm, fingers digging into my bicep.

“The cord is cut,” he hisses. “Aries, the cord is cut.”

“I see it.”

“Answer it,” Alyssa says.

“What?” I look at her like she’s insane.

“Answer it. See who it is. Sometimes they leave messages.”

“I am not answering the ghost phone, Alyssa. That is how you die in the first ten minutes.”

“Fine. I’ll do it.” She walks over to the desk, picking up the receiver. She holds it to her ear.

Alyssa’s expression changes. Her boredom vanishes. Her eyes go wide. 

She slams the phone down.

“What?” Easton asks. “What did they say?”

Alyssa swallows. “It wasn’t a voice,” she says quietly. “It was… screaming. Lots of people screaming.”

She wipes her hand on her pants, as if the phone left a residue.

“Let’s keep moving.”

We walk faster, but the shadows are getting weird. They aren’t behaving correctly. I shine my light on a gurney, and its shadow stretches toward the light instead of away from it. I see movement in the periphery. Flashes of white. Like nurse uniforms. I turn my head, but see nothing.

“Don’t look at the peripheral,” Alyssa advises. “It’s where the veil is thinnest.”

A wheelchair sits in the middle of the hall. Facing us. It wasn’t there a second ago.

“Okay,” I say. “That’s aggressive.”

“Ignore it,” Easton says. “Just walk around it.”

We skirt the wheelchair, and I keep my eyes on it. As I pass, the wheel spins. Just once. 

Squeak.

I tighten my grip on the crowbar. The day room entrance is just ahead. The double doors are closed.

“They were open last time,” Easton whispers.

“He must know we’re coming,” I say. “He’s locking down.”

We approach the doors, and suddenly the air pressure drops. My ears pop painfully as ceiling tiles above us explode.

BANG.

Dust and debris rain down. I throw my arm over Easton’s head, shielding him. A piece of tile hits my shoulder.

“Run!” Alyssa yells.

We sprint the last ten feet and I kick the doors open. 

Crash.

We stumble into the day room and it’s freezing. 

The piano is playing but no one is sitting there. The keys are depressing by themselves. A frantic, discordant melody. A waltz played by a madman.

Plink-plonk-CRASH.

“Holy shit,” I breathe.

Alyssa runs into the center of the room. She throws her bag down. She starts pulling out candles.

“Hurry!” she yells over the music. “He’s manifesting! Get the circle up! Now!”

I grab the salt and start pouring, a thick, white line across the threshold.

Easton stands in the middle of the room. He looks at the piano, terrified.

“Easton!” I yell. “Stay with me!”

He looks at me and nods.

Then the music stops and the piano lid slams shut. 

BANG.

A voice comes from the corner. From the shadows behind the piano.

It sounds like wet stitches tearing.

…doctor…

Easton flinches.

The shadow rises. Taller than before. Darker than before. It uncurls from the wall, a towering mass of black static.

…you came back…

Alyssa strikes a match, the flare blinding in the gloom.

“Light the candles!” she orders. “Aries! The spikes! Ground the room!”

I scramble, grabbing the iron spikes. I run to a corner of the room. 

Clang. 
I hammer one through the rotting linoleum into the floor beneath. The shadow turns its head toward me and lunges.

“Aries!” Easton screams.

I duck, the air above my head turning to ice. Something swipes at me. A claw made of wind. It tears the collar of my tank top.

“Get back!” I yell, slamming the second spike down. 

Clang.

The room vibrates. The walls groan.

Alyssa is chanting now. Latin. Loud and rhythmic.

“Exorcizamus te, omnis immundus spiritus…”

The shadow shrieks. A high-pitched feedback noise that makes my teeth ache.

It turns its attention back to Easton.

It wants him. It ignores the witch. It ignores the meat shield. It glides toward Easton. A void where the light goes to die.

Easton stands his ground. He’s trembling. I can see the leather vest vibrating with the force of his terror. But he doesn’t run. 

He opens his mouth. “Patient 604!” he yells.

His voice cracks on the number, but it’s loud. It echoes off the rotting ceiling tiles.

The shadow pauses. It freezes mid-lunge, swirling like smoke caught in a jar. It isn’t used to being addressed. It’s used to screams. It’s used to running. 

“I hear you!” Easton shouts, stepping forward. He steps toward the thing. “I hear you, Patient 604!”

“Easton, what are you doing?” I hiss, gripping the iron spike so hard it digs into my palm.

He ignores me and stares straight into the abyss of the entity’s face.

“What those doctors and nurses did to you was wrong!” Easton screams. He spreads his arms, exposing his chest, exposing his throat. “You should have never been treated with such cruelty! It was a violation! It was torture!”

The shadow convulses, the room shaking. Dust rains down on us. The piano keys slam down all at once, a sound of pure frustration.

Easton doesn’t flinch.

“The doctor ignored his oath!” he roars. He sounds angry now. Not scared, but furious. He is furious for the ghost. “Do no harm! He swore to do no harm and he hurt you! He silenced you because he was weak! Because he was afraid!”

The shadow shrieks. It’s a sound like tearing metal. It expands, filling the room, blotting out the candlelight. The cold is unbearable, my breath freezing in my lungs.

“But I am not him!” Easton yells over the noise. “I will never ignore my patients! I will never silence them!”

He drops to his knees.

“Easton!” I scream, lunging forward, but Alyssa grabs the back of my tank top.

“Wait,” she orders. Her eyes are wide, fixed on the scene. “Wait.”

Easton is on his knees looking up at the monster. He holds out his hands. Not in surrender. In offering.

“Let me help you,” he whispers. It carries through the silence that suddenly sucks the air out of the room. “You want to be heard? I’m listening. I’m right here. Tell me.”

The shadow looms over him, condensing. It shrinks from a towering storm cloud down to the size of a man.

It hovers inches from Easton’s face.

And then, I see it. The darkness peels back, revealing a face. A gray, gaunt face of a man with hollow eyes, mouth sewn shut with thick, black thread.

The skin is red and angry around the stitches. Tears of black oil leak from his eyes.

Easton doesn’t look away.

“I see it,” Easton says softly. His voice is shaking, but it’s gentle. It’s the voice he uses when I’m panicking. “I see what they did. It looks painful. I’m so sorry. I am so, so sorry.”

The figure trembles. The black tears fall faster, splashing onto the floor.

“You don’t have to be quiet anymore,” Easton says. “The punishment is over. I’m discharging you.”

Discharging you.

The words hang in the air. A permission to leave.

The figure opens its mouth, threads pulling tight. The skin stretches, and then, they snap.

Pop. Pop. Pop.

The sound is sickeningly wet, but it’s followed by a sound I never thought I’d want to hear.

A scream.

But it’s not an attack. It’s a release. It’s decades of agony leaving a body at once. It’s a raw, human sound of grief.

The shadow throws its head back and wails. The sound vibrates in my teeth. It shatters the remaining glass in the windows. The piano wires snap with a sound like gunshots. 

Twang. Twang. Twang.

Easton stays on his knees, weathering the storm. And then, the shadow begins to unravel, dissolving. It turns into gray smoke, then white mist, then nothing. It drifts upward, through the hole in the ceiling, out into the night sky.

The cold snaps instantly. The room goes from arctic to merely damp. The pressure in my ears equalizes. The candle flames, which had been beaten down to blue nubs, flare up bright and orange.

Silence.

Real silence. Not the heavy, waiting silence of the haunt. Just the quiet of an empty room.

Easton is slumped on the floor, breathing hard, gasping for air.

“Easton!”

I break Alyssa’s grip. I scramble across the floor. I slide on the debris and crash onto my knees beside him.

“Easton! Hey! E!”

I grab his face, his skin ice cold. He’s pale as a sheet. He looks up at me, eyes glassy.

“Did it work?” he croaks.

“Did it work?” I laugh, a hysterical, choked sound. “You therapized a ghost, Easton. You gave a ghost a medical discharge. You are completely insane.”

I pull him into me, wrapping my arms around him and squeeze. I bury my face in his neck. He smells like sweat and fear, and it is the best thing I have ever smelled.

“I thought he was going to kill you,” I whisper into his leather collar. “I thought you were dead.”

“He was just in pain,” Easton mumbles against my shoulder. He’s shaking now, the adrenaline dump hitting him. “He just wanted a doctor who wouldn’t hurt him.”

“Well, he got one,” I say. I kiss the side of his head. “He got the best one.”

Behind us, Alyssa clears her throat.

We look back.

She is standing in her circle of candles, holding her bone dagger. She looks impressed. She looks slightly annoyed that she didn’t get to stab anything.

“That,” she says, blowing out a match, “was Option Four. We didn’t discuss Option Four.”

“Option Four was ‘Easton is a hero’,” I say, helping him stand up. He leans heavily against me. I take his weight easily. I would carry him out of here if I had to. 

“Option Four was ‘Easton has a savior complex’,” she corrects, but she’s smiling. She starts packing her gear. “Let’s get out of here before the other residents decide they want a consultation too.”

“Agreed,” Easton says. “I think my office hours are closed.”

We walk out of the day room and I keep my arm around Easton’s waist. I keep my other hand on the crowbar, just in case. 
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We stumble back to the car. My knees feel like jelly. My shoulder is sore from the ceiling tile. My adrenaline is crashing hard, leaving me with the distinct sensation that I might vomit or pass out, possibly both. Plus, I’m exhausted from not sleeping.

Easton is leaning heavily against me. His arm is draped over my shoulder, and I’ve got a tight grip on his waist. Alyssa is walking ahead of us, swinging her duffel bag like it doesn’t weigh forty pounds.

We reach the mustang and I unlock the doors. 

“Okay,” Alyssa says, tossing her bag into the trunk. She turns to face us, leaning against the bumper, crossing her arms. She’s grinning. It’s a smudge of black lipstick and pure satisfaction.

“That,” she announces, “was biblical.”

“It was something,” Easton wheezes, letting me help him lean against the passenger door.

“The way you talked him down?” Alyssa shakes her head. “I’ve never seen that. Most people just scream and throw water. You… you therapized a ghost. That was next-level.”

She looks at me, then at Easton.

“We make a good team,” she says. “The Witch, The Shield, and The Doctor. We should keep this rotation. There’s a haunted plantation a few hours south that I’ve been dying to crack. They say the owner is trapped in a mirror.”

“No,” I say immediately.

“Oh, come on. We have chemistry. The Triangle, remember?”

“Absolutely not,” I say. I open the passenger door for Easton. “Easton is retired. He is going back to medical school. He is going to wear cashmere sweaters and study living people who do not have their mouths sewn shut. And I am going to retire to a life of anxiety medication.”

Alyssa rolls her eyes. “Aries, don’t be a buzzkill. You saw him. He was amazing.”

“He almost died, Alyssa! A shadow tried to eat his face!”

“But it didn’t!”

“Hell no,” I repeat. “We are done. One and done. We survived. We are taking the win and we are running.”

I move to help Easton into the seat. I want him buckled in. I want him safe. I want to drive him to a Waffle House and watch him eat until he looks less like a ghost himself.

But Easton doesn’t get in and puts a hand on my chest. His palm is warm, resting right over my heart, which is still trying to beat its way out of my ribcage.

“Aries,” he says softly. “Wait.”

I stop, looking down at him. His eyes are strangely bright. 

“What? You okay? You dizzy?”

“No,” he says. He looks at Alyssa, then back at me. “Actually… I think I’d like to go.”

I stare at him, blinking.

“Go where?” I ask slowly. “To Waffle House?”

“What—Waffle House? No, no. The plantation,” he says.

Alyssa pumps a fist in the background. “Yes!”

I ignore her, gripping Easton’s shoulders.

“Easton,” I say, very carefully. “You are in shock. You are dehydrated. We haven’t slept. You are wearing a sexy dog collar. You don’t know what you’re saying.”

“I do,” he says.

“No. You must have hit your head.” I argue. 

Easton looks down at his boots, and kicks a piece of gravel.

“Aries,” he admits. “I… I never believed in the supernatural until this happened.”

I frown. “What do you mean? We’ve watched every episode of Ghost Adventures together. We go ghost hunting every week. You have a spectrogram app on your phone.”

He looks up, biting his lip. A flush creeps up his neck.

“I didn’t watch them for the ghosts, Aries.”

I pause. “Then why did you watch them?”

“Because you liked them,” he says, looking me right in the eye.

My brain stutters. “What?”

“I watched them because you liked them,” he repeats, his voice quiet but steady. “I went on the ghost tours because you wanted to go. I downloaded the apps because it made you laugh. I just… I wanted to spend time with you. And if that meant pretending to care about EVPs and orbs, then I was going to care about EVPs and orbs.”

I stare at him.

The marathons on the couch.

The haunted walking tours in Savannah where he gripped my arm the whole time.

The late-night drives to “spooky” locations where he mostly just looked at me while I looked at abandoned buildings.

“You…” I choke. “You sat through hundreds of hours of Zak Bagans shouting at dust… for me?”

“You really like it,” he says with a shrug. “And I really like you.”

I am going to die.

The ghost didn’t kill me. This confession is going to kill me. My heart is going to explode.

“You are an idiot,” I whisper. “You are a catastrophic idiot.”

“I know,” he smiles. “But,” he continues, his expression shifting. He looks back at the hospital. At the dark windows that are finally, truly quiet. “Tonight wasn’t about you. Or us.”

He touches his throat again.

“When I spoke to him… when I saw him…” Easton’s voice trembles, but it’s strong. “It didn’t feel like a horror movie, Aries. It felt like a patient. A trauma patient who had been waiting decades for someone to triage him.”

He looks back at me. The spark is back in his eyes. 

“I’m going to be a surgeon,” he says. “I’m going to fix bodies. But tonight… I fixed a soul. I healed something that medicine couldn’t touch.”

He grips my tank top.

“I want to do that again,” he says. “I want to help them. If there are others like him—trapped, hurt, silenced—I want to find them.”

I look at him.

He is wearing ridiculous goth clothes. He is covered in dust. He is shaking from exhaustion.

And he is the bravest thing I have ever seen.

I look at Alyssa leaning against the trunk, smirking. She knew. Of course she knew. Witches know everything.

I look back at Easton.

I can’t say no to him. I have never been able to say no to him. If he wanted to jump off a bridge, I’d ask which one. If he wants to hunt ghosts, apparently, we are hunting ghosts.

I sigh a long exhale.

“I hate you,” I say with zero conviction.

“No, you don’t,” Easton says.

“I am buying you a helmet,” I warn. “And body armor. And we are not going anywhere without Alyssa.”

“Deal,” Easton says.

“And,” I point a finger at him, “if we see a doll, we leave. Immediate abort. I don’t do dolls.”

“Fair,” Easton agrees, leaning in and kissing me.

It’s soft. It tastes like victory. It tastes like a future I didn’t think I was allowed to have.

“Thank you,” he whispers against my lips.

“Shut up,” I murmur. “Get in the car. You’re driving me crazy.”

He climbs into the passenger seat.

I walk around to the driver’s side. I stop for a second and look up at the hospital one last time.

It’s just a building now. A rotting pile of brick and bad memories.

Patient 604 is gone.

But Dr. Easton Stark is just getting started.

I get in the car and start the engine.

“Okay, Alyssa,” I say, glancing in the rearview mirror. “Send me the coordinates for the plantation.”
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The Waffle House is a beacon of yellow light in a sea of darkness. It is a liminal space. A sanctuary for truckers, drunks, and apparently, amateur exorcists.

We are sitting in a booth by the window. The fluorescent lights are buzzing with a sound that rivals the ghost phone at the haunted hospital. The table is sticky. The air smells like bacon grease, sanitizer, and regret.

It’s perfect.

I am sitting next to Aries. He has his arm draped along the back of the booth behind me, his fingers idly playing with the tag on the back of my leather vest. I’m still wearing the collar. I’m still wearing the mesh shirt. Under the harsh lights of the diner, I look like I escaped a vampire rave. The waitress, a woman named Angela who looks like she has seen God and wasn’t impressed, didn’t even blink when she took our order.

Across from us, Alyssa is constructing a pentagram out of table salt for her fries.

“The geometry of the fry is essential,” she says, dipping a fry in ketchup and placing it on her plate. “It conducts the grease energy.”

“Stop playing with your food,” Aries says, stealing a fry from her. “You’re disrespecting the waffle gods.”

“I saved your boyfriend’s life,” Alyssa counters, stabbing a fork in his direction. “I can play with my food. Also, pass the hot sauce.”

Aries slides the Tabasco across the table.

His own plate is mostly demolished already, but apparently that hasn’t stopped him from raiding mine.

I am staring at my plate. I ordered the All-Star Special. Eggs, toast, hash browns (scattered, smothered, covered), and a waffle. It is enough calories to kill a small town.

I am starving, but my stomach is in knots. My hands are trembling slightly as I pick up my fork. Every time the door chime rings, I jump. Every time a busboy drops a plate, I flinch.

“Eat,” Aries murmurs, nudging my knee with his under the table. “You look pale. Paler than usual. Which works with the outfit, but I worry.”

“I’m eating,” I say, taking a bite of hash browns. 

My phone buzzes on the table.

Bzzt.

It’s a short, sharp vibration.

I freeze. My fork hovers halfway to my mouth.

It’s not a text. It’s not a call. It’s a specific notification sound. The one I set for the university app, Canvas.

I look at the screen.

CANVAS Student

Grade Posted: Pathology III - Exam 3 (Thrombosis & Embolism)

My blood runs cold.

“Oh no,” I whisper.

“What?” Aries leans in. “Ghost alert? Did Patient 604 leave a review?”

“The test,” I choke out. “My test. The one I took this morning.”

Aries blinks. “That was fast.”

I stare at the phone like it’s a bomb.

I remember the test. I remember sitting in Row G, Seat 12, vibrating with anxiety. I remember snapping my pen. I remember spiraling about Aries leaving me while trying to define endothelial injury.

I wasn’t a student this morning. I was a heartbreak victim.

I definitely failed.

I failed, and Dr. Palumbo is going to call me into his office and ask why a promising student suddenly decided to bomb the easiest unit of the semester. He’s going to ask if I’m on drugs. And I’ll have to tell him: No, sir, I’m just in love with a stripper who fights ghosts.

“I can’t look,” I say, pushing the phone away. “I failed. I know I failed.”

“You didn’t fail,” Aries says, reaching for a piece of toast. “You’re Easton. You don’t fail.”

“I was distracted! I was hallucinating you broke up with me! I walked out early!”

“You walked out because you had a medical emergency,” Alyssa chimes in, mouth full of waffle. “Technically true. Heart palpitations count.”

“I can’t open it,” I insist. “If I see an F, I’m going to throw up on these hash browns.”

Aries sighs. It’s a loud, dramatic sound.

He drops the toast and snatches my phone.

“Hey!” I protest.

“I’m ripping the band-aid off,” he says.

He unlocks it. He knows my passcode. Which is his birthday—February seventeenth.

0217. 

He saw me type it earlier, or maybe he just guessed because he knows I’m pathetic.

He taps the screen, staring at it, face unreadable. 

My heart hammers against my ribs. 

Thump. Thump. Thump.

“Well?” I squeak. “Is it bad? Is it a D? I can recover from a D. Maybe.”

Aries looks up at me, a slow, lazy smirk spreading across his face. It’s the kind of smirk that usually precedes him doing something incredibly stupid or incredibly charming.

“God, you’re annoying,” he says.

“What?”

“You’re actually the worst,” he continues, tossing the phone back onto the table. It slides across the grease and hits my napkin. “You sit there, looking like a sexy vampire, crying about failing, and you do this.”

I look at the phone.

Score: 98 / 100 (A)

Instructor Comment: Excellent recall, Mr. Stark. Though please refrain from doodling daggers in the margins next time.

I stare at the number.

“I… I got a 98?” I whisper.

“You got a 98,” Aries confirms, stealing a piece of my bacon. “You literally aced a pathology exam while having a nervous breakdown about our relationship status. It’s disgusting. I hate you.”

He says I hate you like it’s the most romantic thing in the world.

“I don’t understand,” I say, blinking. “I couldn’t focus. I was seeing your face on the page.”

“Apparently, my face is inspirational,” Aries grins. “Or maybe you’re just a massive nerd who absorbed the textbook by osmosis and can’t turn off the big brain even when you’re spiraling.”

He leans over, flicking the silver ring on my collar. 

Thwack.

Why was that so hot?

“You’re smart, E,” he says softly. “Like, scary smart. You were born to be a doctor. Ghosts or no ghosts.”

I look at him, sitting here in a Waffle House booth, smelling like patchouli and sweat, stealing my bacon, and looking at me with so much pride it makes my chest ache.

He believes in me. He believed in me when I was screaming at a demon, and he believes in me when I’m panicking about a test score.

“I missed one,” I mutter, scrolling down to see which question I got wrong.

“Oh my god,” Alyssa groans. “Aries, hit him.”

“With pleasure.” Aries crumples up a straw wrapper and flicks it at my forehead. “Stop looking at the one you missed. Look at the ninety-eight you got.”

I smile. I can’t help it. The relief washes over me, warm and dizzying.

I passed.

I hunted a ghost. I saved a soul. I got a boyfriend. And I got an A.

It has been a very productive day.

“Okay,” I say, putting the phone down. “Okay. I accept the 98.”

“Good,” Aries says. “Now eat your waffle before I eat it. Fighting the undead made me hungry.”

I pick up my fork and cut into the waffle.

I look at Alyssa, who is now reading the future in her ketchup smears.

I look at Aries, who is winking at the waitress to get more coffee.

I look at my reflection in the dark window. The collar. The mesh. The exhausted, happy eyes.

I think I can do this.

I think I can be Dr. Easton Stark, surgeon, savior, and professional idiot.

“So,” Alyssa says, looking up. “About that plantation in Savannah. The mirrors are supposedly portals. If we go next weekend, the moon is waning, which is good for banishing…”

Aries groans. “Alyssa, let the man enjoy his A before you try to kill him again.”

“I’m listening,” I say, taking a bite of waffle.

Aries drops his head onto the table with a thud.

“I’m dating a masochist,” he mumbles.

“You love it,” I say.

He lifts his head and grins. “Yeah,” he says. “I really do.”
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We drop Alyssa off behind her store, New Moon & Magick. The alleyway is dark, illuminated only by a flickering security light that buzzes like an angry hornet.

“Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do,” she says, hopping out of the backseat. “I’ll leave my stuff in your trunk for next week! And if you hear a piano, call me immediately. Don’t try to be heroes twice in one night.”

“We’re retired,” I promise. “At least until next weekend.”

She grins, salutes us with two fingers, and disappears into the back door of the shop.

The silence in the car settles instantly. It’s not the heavy, loaded silence of the drive to the hospital. It’s the soft, cotton-wrapped silence of pure exhaustion.

Aries puts the car in gear. He pulls out onto the main road, his movements slow and deliberate.

He looks wrecked.

The streetlights cast shadows across his face, highlighting the smear of dirt on his cheekbone. He’s blinking slowly, fighting the crash that comes after a massive adrenaline dump and too much sugar.

“Let’s go to my apartment,” he murmurs, his voice rough with sleep. “I want to soak in the hot tub with you. Just boil the ghosts off us. And then I want to collapse into bed and sleep until next Tuesday.”

I chuckle softly, leaning my head back against the headrest.

“Sure,” I say. “But we should probably shower first. The hot tub isn’t a washing machine, Aries. All the dirt and hospital dust on our skin will just turn the water into mud soup.”

“Details,” he mumbles, suppressing a yawn. “Fine. Shower first. Then boiling water. Then coma.”

He merges onto the highway. His apartment is less than ten minutes away. But watching his heavy eyelids, I feel a spike of worry.

“You okay to drive?” I ask.

“I’m good,” he says. He reaches across the console and finds my hand. He laces his fingers through mine. “I’m on autopilot. The car knows the way home.”

I chuckle. “Aries, a 1967 Mustang can’t drive itself like a Tesla.”

He scoffs. “don’t speak such blasphemy!”

I squeeze his hand, looking out the window. The world out there is normal. People are buying groceries, watching TV, sleeping. They have no idea that less than an hour ago, we were standing in a rotting day room screaming at a shadow entity.

They have no idea that the man driving this 1967 Mustang is my boyfriend, who was ready to kill a ghost for me.

The thought hits me, simple and profound.

My. Boyfriend.

Not just my best friend since we were eight.

Not just the guy I secretly pined for while studying flashcards. Not just my adopted brother.

My boyfriend.

God, that sounds amazing to say. I want to roll down the window and scream it at the passing cars. I want to put it on a billboard.

I look back at him. He’s staring straight ahead, but a small, sleepy smile is playing on his lips.

“So, E,” he hums.

“Yeah?”

“Don’t throw that choker away.”

I blink, reaching up to touch the leather band around my throat. 

“It’s incredibly hot on you,” Aries says. He glances over, and for a second, the exhaustion in his eyes is replaced by a glittering, predatory heat.

I scoff, feeling the heat rise in my cheeks. “Stop. It’s not hot. It’s a dog collar, Aries.”

“A very, very sexy dog collar,” he smirks. “It suits you. You look like you bite.”

At the next red light, he reaches over and flicks the silver ring.

Thwack.

It’s a light touch, playful, but it sends a shiver straight down my spine that has nothing to do with the cold. He puts his hand back on the wheel, still smirking.

I turn away, staring out the window to hide the furious blush that I know is turning my face bright red.

“You’re ridiculous,” I mutter.

“I’m honest,” he counters.

We drive in comfortable silence for another mile. We pass the exit for the university. Usually, seeing the campus gives me a mild anxiety spike about grades and deadlines. Tonight, it just feels like a place I go during the day.

Aries clears his throat.

“So,” he starts. His voice changes. The playful smirk is gone. He sounds… hesitant. “I was thinking.”

“Dangerous,” I tease.

He doesn’t laugh. He grips the steering wheel a little tighter, knuckles turning white.

“I don’t think you really believed me earlier when I asked you to move in,” he admits. “So… I’m asking again. Will you move in?”

The question hangs in the air, fragile and heavy.

“Plus, my place has a view, and I just…”

He glances at me, then quickly looks back at the road. He looks terrified.

Aries doesn’t do shy. Aries kicks down doors and threatens ghosts with crowbars. Seeing him nervous over asking me to stay with him, makes my heart melt into a puddle in my chest.

I can’t help but chuckle. It’s a soft, happy sound. We grew up together. We slept in the same room almost our entire lives until I started college.

“I’ll move in,” I say.

His shoulders drop three inches. He exhales a breath he must have been holding since Waffle House.

“Really?”

“Really,” I say. “Except when I have a test at 8 AM. We can go and sleep at my dorm on those nights. I am not risking my GPA for your high-thread-count sheets.”

Aries laughs. “Deal,” he says. “I will drive you to the dorm myself. I will tuck you in. I will guard the door.”

“You’re obsessed.”

“I am,” he agrees easily. “We established this.”

He turns the car into his building’s parking garage. The gate arm lifts and we descend into the concrete belly of the structure.

It feels safe here. No shadows. No rot. Just fluorescent lights and expensive cars.

He parks in his spot and kills the engine.

For a moment, neither of us moves. We just sit there in the sudden quiet of the garage.

Aries turns to me, unbuckling his seatbelt.

“We made it,” he whispers.

“We made it,” I agree.

He leans across the console. He cups my face in his hands, running his thumb over the leather collar at my throat.

“Let’s go,” he says.

The elevator ride up to the penthouse is a test of structural integrity. Mostly mine. I’m practically holding Aries upright. He’s leaning his entire weight against me, forehead resting on my shoulder, eyes squeezed shut against the harsh overhead light of the cab.

“Almost there,” I whisper. “Seventy percent there. Don’t power down yet.”

“M’awake,” he slurs. “I am… a—apex predator. Full alert.”

“You’re drooling on my leather vest, apex predator.”

The doors slide open with a soft ding.

Aries stumbles out and we move down the hallway, practically falling into his apartment.

“Shower,” Aries announces, pointing toward the hallway. “Hot tub. Bubbles.”

He takes three steps toward the bathroom.

Then, he sees the couch. It is the siren song of the living room.

Aries pauses, looking at the hallway, then back to the couch.

The couch wins.

“Detour,” he mumbles.

He walks over to the couch and simply… unfolds. It’s not a graceful sit. It’s a controlled crash. He face-plants directly into the leather cushions, legs still hanging off the edge, one arm trailing on the accent rug.

He lets out a groan that sounds like a dying engine.

“Aries?” I ask, closing the front door and locking it. “What about the dirt? The mud soup?”

He lifts one hand, waves it dismissively in the air, and lets it flop back down.

“Tomorrow,” he muffles into the cushion. “I live here now. On this spot.”

I walk over to him. His breathing has already shifted to deep, rhythmic, and heavy.

He’s out.

I look at him. This man who drove like a maniac, and threatened a ghost, is currently defeated by a shiny couch.

I can’t help but chuckle. The sound bubbles up in my chest, light and easy.

“You liar,” I whisper. “You didn’t want a hot tub. You just wanted horizontal.”

I sigh, looking down at my own clothes. I’m covered in dust. My boots are caked in red clay. I should shower. I should scrub the hospital off my skin.

But looking at Aries, passed out and vulnerable, the idea of walking away to the bathroom feels impossible. I don’t want to be in another room. I don’t want a wall between us. Not tonight.

I kneel down and unlace his boots. He doesn’t stir as I pull them off, dropping them onto the floor with a heavy thud. I pull off my own boots, kicking them aside.

I head to the linen closet in the hallway and grab the Alaskan King blanket that Aries hoards during the winter.

I come back and drape it over him.

He shifts instantly, seeking the warmth. He rolls onto his side, curling his knees up, clutching the edge of the blanket in a fist. His face is smeared with dirt, his hair is a bird’s nest, and he looks peaceful.

I stand there for a second, just watching him.

My boyfriend.

The words still feel electric.

I switch off the harsh overhead lights, leaving only the city glow spilling through the windows.

I walk around to the other side of the sectional, the chaotic L-shape where his feet aren’t currently occupying the space.

I lie down, the leather cool against my cheek. I pull a corner of the blanket over myself. I watch Aries through the shadows, the rise and fall of his chest. I can hear the soft hitch in his breath.

I reach out under the blanket, finding his foot with mine.

He twitches in his sleep, but he doesn’t pull away. Instead, he shifts his leg, hooking his ankle around mine. 

I close my eyes.

The hot tub can wait. The shower can wait. The world can wait.

“Goodnight, Aries,” I whisper into the quiet apartment. Aries snores softly in response. I smile, burying my face in the cushion.

For the first time since St. Jane’s, darkness doesn’t feel like something waiting for us.
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I wake up with a crick in my neck and a foot tangled in mine. Sunlight is assaulting the living room. It streams through the windows, bouncing off the glass coffee table and drilling directly into my retinas. It’s aggressive. 

I blink, groaning as I try to sit up. My back cracks in three places.

I look down.

Easton is on the other side of the L-shape. His leg is stretched out, his ankle hooked securely around my calf. A physical tether.

Even in his sleep, he’s holding on.

A warm, heavy feeling expands in my chest. It’s suffocating in the best possible way.

Boyfriend.

The word is still bouncing around my skull like a loose coin in a dryer.

I carefully extract my leg. Easton grumbles, shifting, but he doesn’t wake up. He just burrows deeper into the cushions. He’s wearing the leather vest and the mesh shirt still. He looks like a goth angel who crash-landed on a leather couch.

I need to clean up. I smell like swamp water, fear, and Waffle House grease.

I pad silently across the floor and head for the bathroom.

The shower is a religious experience.

I crank the heat up until the water is scalding. I stand under the rainfall head and watch the water swirl down the drain. I scrub with the exfoliating sponge. I use the expensive body wash that smells like cedar and black pepper. 

When I step out, the mirror is fogged. I wipe a circle with my hand.

I look tired, but alive.

I walk to my bedroom, which went unused last night, and raid the closet.

I pull on a pair of black ripped jeans. They sit low on my hips. I skip a shirt. The apartment is warm, and frankly, I don’t feel like restricting my movement. I’m in “provider mode.”

I walk out to the kitchen.

It’s an open-concept space, separated from the living room by a massive marble island. From here, I have a direct line of sight to the lump on the couch that is Easton.

Perfect.

I check the fridge. 

Eggs. Bacon. Cheddar cheese. A loaf of sourdough bread.

“Okay,” I whisper. “Operation: Spoil the Doctor.”

I start the coffee maker first. The grinder whirs sharply and I wince, glancing at the couch. Easton doesn’t move. He’s in a coma.

Good.

I pull out a skillet. I turn on the gas range. Blue flames lick the bottom of the pan.

I lay the bacon out. 

The smell fills the air instantly. Salty, smoky, and rich. It chases away the last lingering scent of the hospital.

I crack eggs into a bowl. I whisk them with a fork. I move with purpose. I am efficient. I am the Gordon Ramsay of post-exorcism brunches.

I want him to wake up to this.

I want him to open his eyes and realize that the horror movie is over. That he’s safe. That he’s in a penthouse apartment with a view of the city, and there is hot food, and there is a man who would burn the world down just to make him toast.

I flip the bacon.

I lean my hip against the counter, spatula in hand, and just watch him. My favorite winter blanket rises and falls with his breath. I feel a possessive growl rumble in my chest. It’s ridiculous. It’s primal.

I turn back to the stove and drop some butter into a second pan. I slice the sourdough thick.

I am going to feed him until he can’t move. I am going to make him coffee with exactly the right amount of sugar. I am going to buy him a new wardrobe that isn’t from The Void (though, I’m keeping the vest).

I plate the bacon. It’s crispy. Perfect.

I pour the eggs into the hot butter.

The smell of coffee is strong now. It permeates the room.

On the couch, the lump shifts. A hand emerges from the blanket and flops onto the floor.

“Mmmph,” Easton groans.

I grin and plate the eggs, sliding the toast onto the plate.

I carry the plate over to the coffee table, setting it down gently. Then I go back for the mugs.

When I return, Easton is pushing himself up.

He looks like a disaster. His hair is sticking up in four different directions. The leather collar is slightly askew. The mesh shirt has left a pattern imprinted on his cheek.

He blinks, squinting against the sun. He sees me standing there, shirtless, holding two steaming mugs of coffee.

He blinks again.

“Am I dead?” he croaks. 

“Morning, sunshine,” I say, setting the coffee down in front of him. “Eat up. You have a protein deficiency to correct.”

Easton stares at the plate like it’s a complex surgery he hasn’t studied for.

“That is… a lot of eggs,” he murmurs, his voice still thick with sleep. He reaches for the mug, wrapping both hands around it.

“It is an appropriate amount of eggs for a man who spent yesterday fighting the undead,” I correct. I watch him over the rim of my own mug. “Eat. Every bite. I’m not asking.”

He takes a sip of coffee, sighs a sound of pure, caffeinated relief, and picks up his fork.

He eats.

I watch.

It is satisfying in a way I can’t explain. Watching him chew, watching the color return to his cheeks, watching the way he unconsciously licks a crumb of toast off his thumb. It scratches an itch in my brain. Provider. Protector. 

He slows down halfway through the second piece of toast.

“I’m full,” he says, pushing the plate an inch away.

“You’re not full,” I say immediately. “You’re tired. Finish the toast. You need the carbs.”

“Aries, I’m going to explode.”

“Easton, you look like a stiff breeze could knock you over. Eat the toast.”

He glares at me. It’s a weak glare. It lacks the fire of yesterday’s demon-shouting. It’s cute.

He picks up the toast. He eats it.

“Good boy,” I say.

Easton chokes on his coffee. He coughs, slamming the mug down, his face turning a brilliant shade of crimson.

“Don’t,” he wheezes. “Don’t do that while I’m drinking hot liquids.”

I grin, taking his empty plate.

“Now, hygiene. As much as I enjoy the ‘vampire chic’ look, you smell like the haunted hospital. It’s gotta go.”

Easton looks down at his leather vest. He sniffs the shoulder and wrinkles his nose.

“Oh god,” he says. “I really do.”

“Up,” I command. “Shower. Use the good soap. The one in the black bottle. I’ll get you clothes.”

He groans, but he stands up, wobbling for a second, then finds his footing. He shuffles toward the bathroom, stripping off the leather vest as he goes. I watch him walk away. I watch the way the mesh shirt clings to his back. I force myself to turn around. 

Focus, Aries. Mission parameters.

I head into my bedroom.

I open the dresser.

Easton is smaller than me. I’m built for lifting heavy things and pole dancing. Easton is lean. He’s built for running and fitting into small spaces and looking good in sweaters.

My clothes are going to swallow him.

Excellent.

I grab a pair of gray sweatpants. The drawstring works, so they won’t fall off, but they’ll hang low. Perfect.

I grab a t-shirt. It’s a vintage NIN shirt. Soft, worn-in cotton. It’s one of my favorites. It smells like my detergent.

I grab a pair of boxer briefs. New. Still in the package. 

I walk back to the bathroom door.

I can hear the water running. Steam is already curling under the door.

I knock.

“Service,” I call out, opening the door and placing the clothes on the vanity. “They’re gonna be big. Deal with it.”

“I always do,” he says.

I close the door and go back to the kitchen and clean the dishes. I wipe down the counters, then the leather couch.

I am vibrating with energy.

The Move.

We are going to the dorm. We are getting his clothes. We are getting his books. We are getting that stupid skeleton model. And we are bringing it all here.

I want him out of that shoebox. I want him where I can see him. I want his toothbrush next to mine and his textbooks on my coffee table. I want to lock the door tonight knowing he’s inside.

The bathroom door opens.

I turn around and my breath hitches.

Easton steps out, all scrubbed clean. His blonde hair is wet and messy, darker now that it’s damp. He’s barefoot.

And he is drowning in my clothes.

The sweatpants are rolled at the waist, bunching around his ankles. The shirt hangs off one shoulder. He looks small. He looks soft. He looks thoroughly claimed.

He tugs at the hem of the shirt.

“I look like a child wearing his dad’s clothes,” he complains, walking into the living room.

“You look comfortable,” I say. My voice is a little rougher than I intended.

“I am,” he admits, rubbing a towel over his hair. “And I smell like cedar. Why does all your soap smell like a lumberjack?”

“Because it’s sexy,” I say. “And because I like trees.”

I walk over to him. I reach out and fix the collar of the shirt, which is slipping again. My knuckles brush his collarbone. He’s warm.

“Ready?” I ask.

“Ready for what? A nap?”

“No,” I say, grabbing my keys from the counter. “Ready to go.”

“Go where?”

“To campus,” I say. “We have a dorm room to raid. I told you, E. You’re moving in. Today.”

Easton blinks. “Today? Aries, we just woke up. We’re exhausted.”

“I’m not,” I lie. “I’m energized. And I am not spending another night with you sleeping on a twin mattress across town while I stare at the ceiling wondering if a ghost followed you again.”

I toss him his new combat boots, still red with Georgia mud.

“Put them on,” I say. “We’re packing you up.”

Easton catches the boots, a slow smile spreading across his face.

“Okay,” he says. “Let’s go get my stuff.”

“Good.” I grab a banana from the fruit bowl and shove it into his hand. “Potassium. For the lifting. Let’s move.”

He laughs, shaking his head, sitting down to lace up his boots.

I watch him.

He’s never leaving this apartment again if I have anything to say about it. Jesus, Aries. Calm the fuck down. I don’t own him.

I’m halfway to the door, keys jingling in my hand, vibrating with the manic energy of a man on a mission.

“Come on,” I say, bouncing on the balls of my feet. “We need boxes. Does the campus bookstore sell boxes? If not, we’ll steal them from a recycling bin. I’m not above dumpster diving for love.”

Easton finishes tying his boots. He stands up, swaying slightly in the oversized sweatpants. He looks at me, his gaze dropping from my face to my chest, traveling down my stomach to the waistband of my jeans, and then snaps back up to my eyes. A flush rises on his cheeks that has nothing to do with the steam from the shower.

“Aries,” he says slowly.

“What? Did you forget something? We can get it later. The priority is extraction.”

“Aries,” he repeats, pointing a finger at me. “You are missing a crucial layer of society.”

I look down.

Black ripped jeans. Belt. Boots.

Skin. Tattoos. More skin.

Right.

“I’m shirtless,” I state.

“You are shirtless,” Easton confirms. He crosses his arms over his chest. “As much as I… appreciate the view, and believe me, I do…”

He pauses, eyes darting down to my abs again before he catches himself.

“…you can’t walk into a university dorm looking like that.”

“Why not?” I ask, grinning. I lean against the doorframe, posing deliberately. “I thought this was the look. ‘Bad boy helps med student move’. It’s a trope, isn’t it?”

“It’s a health code violation,” Easton says dryly. “And if you walk past the front desk like that, Mrs. Higgins is going to have a stroke. She’s eighty, Aries. Do you want her blood on your hands?”

“I could give her CPR,” I offer. “I know CPR.”

“You would give her a heart attack, and then CPR, and then another heart attack. It’s a vicious cycle.”

Easton walks over to me, poking me in the center of my chest.

“Put a shirt on,” he orders. “Please. For the sake of the student body.”

I capture his wrist and pull him a step closer.

“You sure?” I drop my voice. “You seem to be enjoying the lack of textiles.”

Easton swallows. “I am,” he admits, his voice dropping to a whisper. “But I’m also possessive. And I don’t want the rest of the campus staring at my…”

He trails off.

“Your what?” I prompt.

“My boyfriend,” he finishes, the word coming out fast and quiet.

That does it. That seals the deal.

“Fine,” I say, stepping back before I do something irresponsible like drag him back to the couch. “Shirt. Fine. You win.”

I turn and stride back into the bedroom.

“But I’m wearing the tight one,” I call out over my shoulder.

“Of course you are,” Easton sighs from the hallway.

I grab a black thermal. It clings, showing everything while covering everything. It is the loophole of shirts. I pull it on, grabbing my leather jacket and shrug it on.

I walk back out and Easton nods approvingly.

“Better,” he says. “Now you just look like a regular delinquent instead of an active threat to public decency.”

“I aim to please,” I say, spinning the keys on my finger. “Now, Dr. Easton Stark. Let’s go get your skeleton.”

Easton laughs, following me out the door.

As we walk to the elevator, I put my arm around his shoulders, pulling him into my side.
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The campus is buzzing. It’s peak afternoon energy. Students are rushing between classes, sprawled on the grass with laptops, or huddled in circles pretending to study while actually gossiping.

Walking next to Aries feels like walking next to a black hole. He absorbs all the light. He absorbs all the attention.

He’s wearing the black thermal I forced him into, which turns out was a tactical error because the buttons are straining against his chest and the sleeves are pushed up to show off his forearms. 

He’s got his leather jacket slung over one shoulder, his other hand tucked into the pocket of his ripped jeans. He is strutting. There is no other word for it.

I, on the other hand, am shuffling along in his oversized t-shirt and gray sweatpants, wearing heavy combat boots that clomp with every step. I look like I’m doing the “walk of shame,” except I have zero shame. I am comfortable. I smell like cedar. I am thriving.

But then I notice the eyes.

It starts near the fountain. A group of sorority girls stops talking mid-sentence as we pass. Their heads swivel in unison, tracking Aries like sunflowers tracking the sun.

“Oh my god,” one of them whisper-yells to her friends. “Who is that?”

“He looks like trouble,” another one giggles. “I love trouble.”

Usually, I ignore this. Aries has always been hot. It’s a fact of life, like gravity or taxes. When we go out, people stare. I’m used to being the invisible friend, the sidekick holding the drinks while he charms the room.

But today is different.

Today, he’s not just my hot best friend. He’s my boyfriend.

He kissed me in a haunted hospital. He took my virginity. He made me eggs.

A spike of irritation shoots through me, hot and sharp. I glare at the girls. They don’t even see me. They are too busy undressing Aries with their eyes.

I reach out and snatch his hand out of his pocket. I lace my fingers through his, gripping tight.

Aries stumbles slightly, surprised by the aggression. He looks down at our joined hands, then up at me.

He sees the glare on my face. He sees the way I’m eyeing the sorority girls. His expression shifts, surprise melting into pure, unadulterated delight.

“Jealous, Doctor?” he murmurs, pitching his voice so only I can hear.

“Territorial,” I correct, staring straight ahead.

Aries chuckles, and lifts my hand. Right there in the middle of the quad, with hundreds of people watching, he brings my hand to his lips. He presses a kiss to my knuckles. It’s soft, lingering, and incredibly deliberate. He keeps his eyes on the girls as he does it, a smirk curling the corner of his mouth.

The reaction is instant.

“Oh!” one of the girls gasps.

“Damn!” another yells. “Get it!”

Aries laughs, dropping my hand but keeping a tight grip on it as we keep walking.

“Did you hear that?” he grins. “The public approves.”

“The public needs to mind its own business,” I mutter, though I’m fighting a smile. My face feels hot, but my chest feels light.

“Let them look,” Aries says, swinging our hands between us. “Let them see the tag on the merchandise. ‘Property of Easton. Do not touch.’”

“I need to get you a shirt that says that.”

“I’d wear it,” he promises. “I’d wear it to church.”

We turn the corner toward my dorm building. 

And then, I see her.

Katlyn.

She’s walking down the path toward us, backpack slung over one shoulder, holding a latte. 

She spots us, her eyes going wide.

She sees me in the oversized clothes. She sees Aries looking like a rock god. She sees our joined hands.

“Easton!” she calls out, waving hesitantly. She stops in front of us. “Hi! Did you check your grade?”

“Yeah,” I say, stopping. “I passed. 98.”

“That’s amazing!” She beams. Then her eyes drift to Aries, and her smile falters slightly. “Hi… Aries…”

Aries doesn’t just hold my hand this time.

He moves, stepping behind me. He wraps both arms around my waist, interlocking his fingers over my stomach. He rests his chin on my shoulder, effectively using me as a human shield/furniture. He is draping himself over me like a heavy, tattooed blanket.

“Hi, Katlyn,” Aries purrs. The vibration of his chest hums against my back. “We’re moving him out.”

Katlyn blinks. She looks at his arms wrapped around me. She looks at his chin resting on my shoulder. She looks at the possessive glint in his eyes.

“Moving… out?” she repeats.

“Yep,” Aries says, tightening his hug. “He’s coming to live with me. Where it’s quiet. And there are no study groups allowed.”

He emphasizes study groups like it’s a dirty word.

I elbow him gently in the ribs. He doesn’t budge. He’s solid muscle and stubbornness.

“We’re just getting some things,” I correct, trying to sound casual despite having Aries clinging to me. 

“Right,” Katlyn says, looking flustered. She blushes, her gaze darting between us. “Well… congrats? On the move? And the grade?”

“Thanks, Katlyn,” I say.

“Yeah, thanks,” Aries adds. He lifts his head off my shoulder just enough to give her a wink. “See you around.”

“Bye!” Katlyn squeaks, practically running away, clutching her latte.

I wait until she’s out of earshot.

“You are terrible,” I say.

“I am efficient,” Aries corrects. He doesn’t let go. He keeps his arms around me, forcing us to waddle-walk toward the dorm entrance. “She was getting ideas. I saw the way she looked at you.”

“She was looking at you, hanging off me like a baby possum.”

“She was looking at your soul, Easton. I had to intervene.”

He nuzzles his face into the crook of my neck, right above the collar of the oversized shirt. He nips the sensitive skin there.

“Mine,” he whispers against my pulse point.

My knees go weak.

“Okay,” I breathe. “Yours. Now let go so I can unlock the door.”

He groans, releasing me slowly, peeling himself away like a sticker.

“Fine. But hurry up. I want to get the skeleton and get out of here. This place smells like axe body spray and desperation.”

I laugh, swiping my key card.

The door beeps green and we walk inside, rushing up the stairs, and into my dorm.

As we step inside, the difference is immediate. After spending the morning in Aries’ penthouse apartment with its floor-to-ceiling windows and air that smells like expensive cedar, my dorm room feels like a shoebox. It smells like old textbooks, stale laundry, and the faint, lingering scent of panic.

Aries steps in behind me, filling the space instantly. He looks around, wrinkling his nose.

“How did we fit two people and a ghost paranoia spiral in here?”

“I have no idea,” I say, dropping my keys on the desk.

I head straight for my dresser, kicking off the boots as I go.

“What are you doing?” Aries asks. He’s leaning against the closed door, arms crossed over his chest.

“Changing,” I announce, grabbing a pair of dark wash jeans and a fitted maroon sweater. 

“I cannot walk back out of here looking like a toddler who raided his dad’s laundry hamper. The ‘walk of shame’ aesthetic has expired.”

“I like that look,” Aries counters, his eyes tracking my movements. “It tells the world you belong to someone.”

“The hickey you’re undoubtedly going to leave later will do that just fine,” I mutter, turning my back to him to undress.

“Is that a request?” Aries purrs.

I freeze, my face heating up. “It’s a hypothesis,” I squeak.

“Turn around, E.”

“No. I’m changing.”

“Turn around.” It’s not a command. It’s a dare.

I turn.

Aries hasn’t moved, still leaning against the door, but his gaze is dark, heavy, and focused entirely on me.

I take a breath, pulling off his shirt.

Aries lets out a low, appreciative whistle.

“There he is,” he says. His eyes trace the line of my ribs, the curve of my waist. 

“My favorite doctor.”

I fumble, kicking off the sweatpants. I feel exposed, but not in a bad way. In a thrilling way. Like I’m the only thing in the room worth looking at.

“You’re staring,” I accuse, pulling on my own jeans. They feel tight compared to the sweatpants. 

“I’m inspecting,” Aries corrects. He pushes off the door and takes a slow step toward me. 

“Quality control. Making sure there are no ghost marks.”

He stops inches from me. I’m shirtless, just in my jeans. He reaches out, his fingers trailing lightly down my bare arm, sending goosebumps erupting across my skin.

“Clear,” he whispers, leaning in close. He smells like leather and shampoo. 

“No ghosts. Just… muscle.”

He lightly squeezes my bicep.

I try to pull on my sweater, but he catches the fabric.

“Not yet,” he murmurs. “Let me look for a second. You hide all this under cashmere usually.”

“It’s cold in here,” I weakly protest.

“I’ll keep you warm.”

He steps into my space, pressing his chest against mine. The thermal he’s wearing is soft, but the muscle underneath is hard as rock. He starts kissing my neck.

“Aries,” I breathe. “We have to pack.”

“We can pack later,” he mumbles against my skin. “The boxes aren’t going anywhere.”

“The RA does rounds at four,” I remind him. “If she catches us…”

Aries groans, resting his forehead against mine.

“Fine, fine,” he says. “Pack now. Ravish later.”

He steps back, allowing me to pull the maroon sweater over my head. I fix my hair in the mirror, trying to look less like I was just about to be thrown onto a twin bed. I swiftly slip on my Converse sneakers, eager to get this over with.

“You’re no fun,” Aries complains, but he’s grinning.

“I am efficient,” I say, echoing his words from earlier. 

For the next twenty minutes, we are a whirlwind of productivity.

Aries is surprisingly good at packing. He folds things with military precision and stacks books like he’s playing Tetris. 

We clear out the contents of the closet, dresser, and desk, leaving behind the mini fridge, computer chair, bedding, and TV. 

Everything I actually care about fits into two boxes and a duffel.

“Is this it?” Aries asks. “You travel light.”

“It’s a dorm, Aries. I didn’t exactly have room for a grand piano.”

“We’ll fix that. We’ll fill up the apartment. Get you some plants. Maybe a dog. Not a chihuahua, though. Preferably, a pug named Potato.”

He looks around the room. It’s bare now. Just the mattress and the desk.

And Yorick.

Yorick stands in the corner on his metal stand, a full-sized plastic skeleton. I bought him freshman year to study anatomy. He’s still wearing a red Santa hat I forgot to take off after Christmas.

Aries throws the duffel bag strap over his shoulder, wandering over to stop in front of Yorick. He studies the plastic skull like it might blink first.

“Well,” Aries says. “Hello, handsome.”

He taps Yorick’s ribcage.

Click.

“You sure about taking him?” I ask.

“He’s family,” Aries says solemnly. “He witnessed your academic suffering for years. He deserves a penthouse view.”

I snort.

“Plus,” Aries continues, already committed, “he’s retired. And I’m pretty sure you don’t need him to study anymore.”

He reaches up and unhooks Yorick from the stand without hesitation.

Yorick tilts slightly, Santa hat wobbling.

Aries tucks Yorick under one arm like a surfboard.

“Come on, bone boy,” Aries says to the plastic skull. “You’re riding shotgun.”

He turns to me, striking a pose with the skeleton.

“How do we look?” he asks. “Double date?”

I laugh. I can’t help it.

“You look insane,” I say. 

“Grab a box, Doctor,” Aries says, marching toward the door with Yorick’s legs dangling behind him. “We’re going home.”

I grab the box of clothes. I take one last look at the empty room. Then, I follow Aries and the skeleton out the door.
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The penthouse is quiet, save for the soft thud of my books hitting the shelf. It feels amazing to have my stuff filling his apartment. Aries ditched the thermal the second we got home and is currently shirtless in the kitchen watching me like a hawk, and I secretly love it.

“So,” Aries says, breaking the silence.

I pause, a copy of Fangs & the Revenant hovering in my hand. “Yeah?”

“I have work soon.” Aries slices a piece of apple and pops it into his mouth. 

My stomach drops a little.

I knew this was coming. Aries is a stripper. A very successful, very popular stripper. 

But now, he’s my boyfriend, and the thought of him going to Crimson Hour, taking his clothes off for strangers, and letting people shove dollar bills into his waistband… it hits differently. It feels like a pinch in my chest.

“Oh,” I say, trying to keep my voice neutral. I slide the book onto the shelf. “Okay. What time do you have to be there?”

“Ten,” he says.

“Okay. I’ll… wait up for you. I need to study anyway.”

Aries stops peeling the apple in his hand. He puts the knife down on the counter with a deliberate clack.

He walks over to the bookshelf, stopping right behind me, close enough that I can feel the heat radiating off his bare chest.

“You’re not waiting up,” he says softly.

I turn around. “I’m not?”

“No.” He reaches out and tucks a strand of hair behind my ear. His eyes are dark and focused.

“You’re coming with me.”

I blink. “To the club?”

“To the club.”

“Aries, I… I don’t fit in there,” I stammer. “It’s loud. It’s crowded. And I just… sit there?”

“I don’t want you to just sit there,” he murmurs. He leans in, his lips brushing my ear. “I want you to watch.”

A shiver runs down my spine.

“I want to look out into the crowd,” he whispers, “and see you. I want to know that while everyone else is looking at me, I’m only performing for one person. I want you to see what I do. I want you to own it.”

Own it.

The possession in his voice is heavy. Intoxicating.

“You want an audience,” I whisper back.

“I want my audience,” he corrects. “Say yes, E. Come watch me work.”

I look at him. I look at the pleading, hungry look in his blue eyes.

“Okay,” I say. “I’ll come.”

Aries grins. “Good! Now, let’s get you dressed. You can’t wear a sweater to Crimson Hour. You’ll give the bouncers the wrong idea.”

He grabs my hand and pulls me toward his bedroom, which is now our bedroom.

He opens the walk-in closet. It’s massive. Half of it is filled with his leather jackets, ripped jeans, and boots. The other half is mostly empty, waiting for my hoodies and flannels.

Aries ignores the empty side. He goes straight to his section.

“We need dark,” he mutters, flipping through hangers. “We need mysterious. We need don’t touch him, he’s with the talent.”

He pulls out a black silk button-down shirt.

“This,” he says, tossing it to me. “It breathes. It catches the light.”

He grabs a pair of expensive, black dress pants. “These. They are too small for me and will make your ass look incredible.”

“Aries!”

“I state facts, Easton. I am a man of science.”

He grabs a belt, a silver chain, and then he pauses. He looks at me. Specifically, he looks at my neck. I reach up instinctively, my skin feeling tender there.

“Come here,” Aries says. He drags me over to the full-length mirror.

I look at my reflection.

There is a distinct, red band encircling my throat. 

“Ah,” I say, touching the red skin. “The collar.”

“Yeah,” Aries says. He traces the mark with his thumb. 

He steps behind me, meeting my eyes in the mirror. “As much as I love seeing my brand on you… Crimson Hour is aggressive. If you walk in there looking like that, people might get the wrong idea. Or the right idea, which is worse, because then they’ll try to buy you a drink.”

“So what do we do? Turtleneck?”

“No. Absolutely not.”

He turns back to the closet, digging through a drawer of accessories.

He pulls out a scarf.

It’s not a winter scarf. It’s a thin, black silk strip. It looks like something a rock star would wear in the 70s. Or a very chic vampire.

He walks back to me.

“Chin up,” he commands.

I lift my chin.

He wraps the silk around my neck. The fabric is cool against the tender skin. It feels soothing. He ties it in a loose, artful knot at the side.

It covers the red mark completely.

“Perfect,” he says. 

I look in the mirror, holding black silk, with a scarf tied around my neck. I look ridiculous. I look like I’m about to audition for a music video.

“I look like I’m trying too hard,” I say.

“You look like you’re with Aries,” he says firmly. “Get dressed, Doctor. You have a show to catch.”

He turns and walks out of the closet, whistling.

I stand there for a second, touching the silk scarf. Underneath it, my skin still burns pleasantly.

I put on the shirt. I button it up.

I’m going to a strip club. With my boyfriend. To watch him dance.

I take a deep breath.

“Okay,” I whisper to my reflection. “Let’s go.”




———




Crimson Hour does not look like a place of employment. It looks like a fortress of sin painted matte black. Aries kills the engine, and the silence of the car is instantly replaced by the muffled, rhythmic thumping of bass coming through the brick walls. It’s a heartbeat. A very fast, very aggressive heartbeat.

“Ready?” Aries asks. He’s already in ‘work mode’. His posture is sharper, his expression cooler. He’s not the guy who made me eggs; he’s Aries, the headliner.

“As I’ll ever be,” I lie, smoothing down the front of the silk shirt. The scarf feels tight against my throat.

We get out and Aries bypasses the line of people wrapping around the block and heads straight for the massive metal door.

The bouncer is a man the size of a vending machine. He sees Aries and nods.

“Aries,” he grunts. He lifts the velvet rope.

We step inside.

Sensory assault.

The air is hot, humid, and smells of expensive perfume. The red lights are strobing. The music hits me in the chest like a physical blow.

But the biggest shock isn’t the noise. It’s the people.

I expected… well, I don’t know what I expected. 

It’s a sea of people.

Bachelorette parties with matching sashes. Groups of college girls. Older women with expensive handbags. They are crowded around the stage, screaming, laughing, holding up dollar bills like offerings.

“Holy shit,” I whisper. “There are so many people.”

“Right?” Aries shouts over the music, sounding pleased. “It’s gonna be a good night.”

I look around. There are men too, scattered in the booths, nursing drinks, watching with a different kind of intensity, but the energy is overwhelmingly female and overwhelmingly hungry.

Aries puts a hand on the small of my back, possessive, guiding, and steers me through the crush. He parts the crowd like Moses. Women reach out to touch his arm as he passes. He flashes them a professional, dazzling smile, but he doesn’t stop. He keeps his hand firmly on me.

We stop near a pillar where a mountain of a man is standing with his arms crossed.

“John,” Aries says.

The bouncer looks down. He has a scar running through his eyebrow and looks like he eats barbed wire for breakfast.

“Aries.”

Aries gestures to me. “John, this is Easton. He’s with me.”

John looks at me. He scans me from the boots to the silk scarf. He lingers on the scarf for a second, then meets my eyes.

“The boyfriend,” John rumbles. It’s not a question.

I blink. “You told him?”

“I told everyone,” Aries says with a shrug. He turns back to John. “Keep an eye on him. If anyone bothers him—guy, girl, or bachelorette party—toss them.”

John smirks. It’s a terrifying expression. He nods. “You got it. Nobody touches the merchandise.”

“I am not merchandise,” I protest weakly.

“You’re VIP,” John corrects.

Aries steers me toward the bar. The bartender, a guy with neon blue hair and suspenders, spots us immediately.

“Aries! The usual?”

“Not for me. I’m on in ten,” Aries says. He pushes me gently toward the bar stool. “This is Easton. Anything he wants tonight—top shelf, bottom shelf, water from the glaciers of Alaska—it goes on my tab.”

The bartender grins at me. “Nice to meet you, Easton. My name is Michael.”

“Nice to meet you too,” I squeak.

“On my tab,” Aries repeats, tapping the bar surface. “Unlimited.”

I blush, feeling the heat creep up past the silk scarf. “Aries, you don’t have to…”

“I want to,” he interrupts.

He steps into my space. He takes my hand, squeezing it hard. His thumb rubs over my knuckles.

“I have to go to the back,” he says, leaning in so his lips brush my ear. “I have to change.”

“Change into what?” I ask, my throat dry. “You’re already barely wearing a shirt.”

“Less,” he whispers.

My brain short-circuits.

“Find a spot,” he commands softly. “Get a drink. And watch the stage. I’ll be looking for you.”

He pulls back. He gives me one last, searing look, then turns and disappears behind a black curtain marked EMPLOYEES ONLY.

I am left sitting at the bar, wearing a silk scarf, surrounded by screaming women, with an unlimited tab and a bouncer named John watching my back.

“So,” Michael says, sliding a coaster in front of me. “Boyfriend of the star. That’s a heavy crown to wear, kid.”

“Tell me about it,” I mutter. “I’ll take a whiskey.”

“Coming right up.”

The whiskey burns going down, but it’s a grounding heat. It settles the flutter in my stomach that has been present since we walked past the velvet rope.

Michael leans over the polished black counter, wiping a spot that is already spotless. His neon blue hair glows radioactively under the lights.

“So,” he shouts, pitching his voice over the thrumming bass. “You’re the mystery man.”

I blink, gripping my glass. “The mystery man?”

Michael grins, leaning in closer. “Gotta be honest, kid. You caused a stir today. You practically broke the staff group chat.”

I stare at him. “The… staff group chat?”

“Crimson Hour text thread,” he clarifies. “It blew up about three hours ago.”

He pulls his phone out of his apron pocket, taps the screen, and turns it around to face me.

I squint at the bright display in the dim, strobing light. The group is named CRIMSON VIPS (AND GARY). There, timestamped at 6:45 PM, is a message from Aries 




Aries: Bringing my BOYFRIEND tonight. If anyone looks at him wrong, toss them. If anyone tries to buy him a drink, toss them. If Gary tries to talk to him about crypto, toss Gary.





Below it is a cascade of chaos.




Michael: BOYFRIEND?????

Magic Mike 2.0: Since when has Aries been into dudes?

Lexi: I owe the DJ fifty bucks.

John: Copy that.

Gary: You do realize I'm in this thread? 





He looks at me, eyes scanning my face, the nervous grip on my glass, the silk scarf hiding the mark.

“He just drops that bomb,” Michael laughs. “He didn’t just say he was bringing a date. He said boyfriend. Capital B.”

I feel the heat rising up my neck, hot enough to rival the friction burn under the silk.

I look down at the amber liquid in my glass, the ice cubes clinking softly.

It’s overwhelming. The text. The public claim. The fact that he shattered his own mysterious reputation just to make sure I was safe and claimed in a room full of strangers.

“He looks happy. First time I’ve seen him smile with his eyes, you know?” Michael says.

Suddenly, the house lights cut out completely.

Pitch black.

The music stops. The bass dies.

For a split second, there is silence.

Then, the crowd screams. It’s a deafening, high-pitched roar of anticipation that vibrates in my teeth.

“Showtime,” Michael says, stepping back and crossing his arms. “Buckle up, kid. You’re about to see why he’s known as the King.”

I spin on my stool, heart hammering against my ribs.

I’m watching. I’m ready.
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Jake only booked me for the ten o’clock headliner tonight. One main-stage set, no VIP rotation.

I’m standing in front of the mirror in the private dressing room. The lights bordering the glass are too bright, casting harsh shadows that carve out the definition of my abs and chest.

I look at myself.

I’m wearing a tactical harness that straps across my chest, framing the pectorals and the ink that covers them. It’s black leather and matte steel buckles. Below that, heavy cargo pants that sit dangerously low on my hips, designed with breakaway snaps down the sides. Heavy combat boots.

It’s aggressive. It’s a costume designed to intimidate as much as it is to arouse.

Usually, I look at this reflection and I see a product. I see the entity that pays for the penthouse apartment and the private hot tub. I see a character I play for twenty minutes at a time to pay the bills.

Tonight, I see something different.

I see the man who belongs to Easton.

I can hear the muffled roar of the crowd through the walls. Marcus, who insists everyone call him T-Bone when he’s behind the booth, is hyping them up.

“Are you ready? I said… are you ready for the main event?”

The scream that answers him vibrates the floorboards under my boots. It’s a wall of sound, hungry for a show.

Usually, that sound is fuel. It’s validation. It’s power.

Tonight, it’s just noise.

Because out there, sitting at the bar, nursing a drink he probably hates, is the only person who matters.

I close my eyes for a second. I picture him. The silk scarf wrapped around his throat. The black button-down shirt that is slightly too big for him. The way his eyes went wide when he saw the crowd.

He’s nervous. He’s shy. He’s the boy who keeps a plastic skeleton named Yorick.

And he’s mine. 

I open my eyes, looking at my reflection. The blue irises stare back at me, dilated and dark.

“Showtime,” I whisper.

I turn and walk out of the dressing room.

The corridor to the stage is narrow and painted black. I pass other dancers coming off stage, sweaty, glitter-covered, and counting cash. They nod at me. They move out of the way. They know the energy is different tonight. They can feel the static coming off me.

I reach the curtain.

T-Bone’s voice booms over the speakers, distorted by the bass.

“He’s the King of Crimson Hour. He’s the reason you’re all going to confession tomorrow morning. Give it up for… ARIES!”

The lights cut out.

Absolute darkness.

The music starts.

I didn’t pick a fast song. I didn’t pick something pop or bouncy. I picked “I Feel Like I’m Drowning.”

The bass line kicks in. Heavy. Slow. Dirty. It’s a rhythm that hits you in the hips. 

Boom… Boom… Boom.

I step out.

A single, blinding white spotlight hits me from above. It cuts through the fog machine haze like a laser.

I stand dead center. I don’t move. I don’t dance. I just stand there, feet apart, hands hanging loose at my sides, head bowed so my hair shadows my face.

The crowd erupts. It’s a physical force, a wave of screaming that washes over the stage. Money is already flying, fluttering down like green confetti.

I lift my head slowly, looking out into the abyss of the club.

The stage lights are blinding, designed to obscure the audience, turning them into a faceless sea of silhouettes. But I know this room. I know the geometry of it.

I scan the left side. The VIP booths. Empty.

I scan the center. The pit. A writhe of arms and faces.

I scan the right. The bar.

And there he is.

The blue neon from the bar sign backlights him. He’s sitting on the stool, turned fully toward the stage. He’s clutching his glass with both hands.

He stands out like a diamond in a coal mine. He’s not screaming. He’s not waving money. He is completely, utterly still.

His eyes are locked on me. Even from this distance, I can feel the weight of his gaze. It’s heavier than the harness. It’s hotter than the spotlight.

I lock eyes with him.

I let a slow, arrogant smirk curl one corner of my mouth.

The guitar riff kicks in. Bluesy and sharp.

I move.

I start slow. A roll of the shoulders that ripples down my spine. I run my hands up my own chest, hooking my thumbs under the leather straps of the harness. I pull, testing the tension, letting the leather creak.

I walk to the edge of the stage. My boots hit the floor with a heavy, rhythmic thud that matches the beat. I stalk the perimeter. 

The women in the front row reach out. Hands claw at my boots, at the cargo pants.

I don’t pull away, but I don’t engage. 

I reach the pole at center stage. 

I grip it with one hand and spin, letting my body weight carry me around. I lean back, extending an arm, letting my head fall back.

The music swells and the lyrics kick in. 

I wrap my leg around the pole and pull myself up. This is the part that usually gets the loudest screams. The strength. The defiance of gravity.

I climb. Hand over hand. Muscle over muscle. I can feel the sweat starting to bead on my back, slicking my skin. The lights catch the moisture, turning me into something glistening and golden.

I reach the top. I hook my knee. I let go.

I drop.

The crowd gasps.

I catch myself inches from the floor, hanging upside down, suspended by the sheer friction of my thigh against the chrome. 

I do a crunch, pulling my body up. I grab the pole and flip, landing on my feet with a heavy, silent grace.

I’m breathing hard now, chest heaving.

I look at the bar again and Easton hasn’t moved. He’s mesmerized. He’s watching the way my muscles bunch and release. He’s watching the sweat track down my stomach.

I walk toward his side of the stage.

I stop right in front of him, though a crowd of screaming people separate us.

It’s time to shed the armor.

I reach for the buckles on the harness.

Click.

The first one pops open. The crowd screams louder.

Click.

The second one.

I shrug the leather off my shoulders. It slides down my arms, heavy and slick. I let it drop to the stage floor.

Now it’s just me. Skin. Ink. The Egyptian beetle on my neck. The sleeves of mythology down my arms.

I run a hand through my hair, pushing the damp strands back from my face.

The music shifts. The bass drops lower. Dirtier.

I drop to my knees and crawl toward the edge of the stage, moving with a feline, rolling gait. I lock eyes with a woman in the front row, she looks like she might faint, and I wink at her. 

But then my eyes flick back up. Back to the bar.

I see Easton blush. I see him bury his face in his drink for a second, then peek back over the rim. He can’t look away.

I stand up.

My hands go to the waistband of the cargo pants.

Rip.

The buttons fall open, and the black fabric falls away. I kick them aside.

I’m left in black leather thong. Tight. Leaving nothing to the imagination.

The noise in the room reaches a fever pitch. It’s a frenzy. Money is raining down so thick I can barely see the floor.

I grab the pole again.

This time, it’s not about strength. It’s about friction. It’s about sex.

I grind against the metal, slow and deliberate. I arch my back, letting the light wash over my throat. I run my hands down my torso, over my hips, framing my cock in the thong.

I close my eyes and imagine it’s Easton’s hands.

I imagine it’s him touching me. I imagine I’m back in the penthouse, pressing him into the mattress.

The fantasy hits me hard. My breath hitches. A flush of genuine heat rushes through my veins.

I open my eyes, and they are blazing.

I look at him.

I stop dancing. I stop moving.

I just stand there, center stage, half-naked, sweat dripping off my chin, chest heaving.

Easton freezes, lowering his glass.

The music fades out. The last heavy note reverberates in the air, and lights cut to black.

I stand in the dark for a second, listening to the roar of the crowd, the chant of my name.

Aries. Aries. Aries.

I turn and walk off stage.

I grab a towel from the stagehand in the wings. I wipe the sweat from my face. My heart is still hammering a techno beat against my ribs.

“Nice set, Aries,” the stagehand says. “You broke the record for tips. The floor is green.”

“Bag it. Split twenty percent with the floor crew,” I say. 

I don’t care about the money tonight.

I walk back down the black corridor. I don’t go to the dressing room.

I go straight for the door that leads to the main floor.

I push it open.

John, the bouncer, is waiting there. He blocks the path of three women who try to follow me.

“Back up, ladies,” John rumbles. “He’s off the clock.”

I slip past him.

I weave through the crowd. 

Hands reach for me and irritation flashes hot under my skin. I’m off the clock. I twist away before anyone gets a grip.

I reach the bar.

Easton is sitting there, his eyes are wide, dark, and blown. His cheeks are flushed a deep, beautiful red.

He looks like he’s just run a marathon.

I step into his space. I’m still shirtless, still in the leather thong and boots, covered in sweat. I don’t care.

I put my hands on his knees, spreading his legs to step between them. Michael pretends to clean a glass at the other end of the bar.

“Easton,” I say. My voice is wrecked and raspy.

“Aries,” Easton whispers. 

He looks up at me, reaching out, his hands trembling slightly as he rests them on my shoulders. 

“Did you watch?” I ask.

“I watched,” he says. “I didn’t blink.”

“Good.” I lean in. I press my forehead against his.

“That was for you,” I murmur. “Every second. Every move. All of it.”

Easton lets out a shaky breath.

“You were…” He struggles for the word. “God, Aries. You were incredible. You were terrifying.”

“Terrifying is good,” I grin.

His hands slide up my neck, into my damp hair. 

“Let’s go,” I say.

“Go?” Easton blinks. “You just finished. Don’t you have to… count money? Or shower?”

“I have a shower at home,” I say. “And I have a boyfriend who looks entirely too good in that silk shirt to be sitting alone at a bar.”

I grab his hand and pull him off the stool.

“Tab is closed!” I yell to Michael.

“You got it, Aries!”

I drag Easton through the crowd. John clears a path to the VIP exit.

We burst out into the alleyway.

The cool night air hits my sweaty skin and it feels amazing.

I push Easton up against the brick wall. Not hard. Just enough to trap him.

I kiss him.

It’s sloppy. It’s desperate. I taste whiskey on his tongue. 

He wraps his arms around my bare torso, pulling me closer, ruining the silk shirt with my sweat.

“Home,” I gasp against his mouth. “Now.”

“Yes,” Easton breathes. “Please.”

I grab his hand and we run to the car.

I don’t even bother putting on a shirt or pants.








  
  31

  
  
  Aries

  
  




Easton’s doing the thing. He’s wearing the collar because I begged him to after we got home. I rushed into the shower to scrub off the club, and now I’m ready to make him mine.

Fuck.

That tight leather choker hugs his neck like it was made for him. The silver ring dangles right at the front, begging for a leash. He’s standing there in the middle of the living room, shirtless.

Fuck, I need to leash him now, yank him into place and make him mine completely.

I stride over to the drawer by the couch, my heart pounding. The leather leash is coiled there, thick and sturdy, the clip gleaming. Easton’s breath hitches as I approach, his Adam’s apple bobbing against the collar. I grab a fistful of his blonde hair, tilting his head back to expose that ring. 

“You look so fucking good like this,” I growl, my voice low and rough. He whimpers, eyes locked on mine, lips parted.

The clip snaps onto the silver ring with a sharp click, locking tight. I give it a test tug, feeling the leather pull against his neck. Easton’s knees buckle slightly, but he stays standing. My cock is aching to be buried in him. I wrap the leash around my hand, shortening it until there’s slack but no escape. 

“On your knees, Easton,” I order.

He drops fast, knees hitting the floor with a thud, his hands bracing on my thighs. The choker digs into his skin just enough to redden it more, and fuck, that sight makes my balls tighten. 

“Please,” he begs, voice hoarse and desperate, gazing up at me through his lashes. I pull the leash again, forcing his head closer to my cock. 

“Beg louder.”

Easton’s cheeks flush, but he doesn’t hesitate. 

“Aries, please. Fuck me until I can’t walk.” His tongue darts out, wetting his lips, eyes fixed on my hard dick. I smirk, loving how he breaks so easily. 

He leans in instinctively, but I yank the leash back. “Not yet. Hands behind your back.”

Easton obeys, crossing his wrists at the small of his back, his chest heaving. I grab the leather cuffs from the side table. 

I kneel behind him, wrapping one cuff around each wrist, pulling them tight until his arms are pinned. The leather bites into his skin, restricting him completely. He tests the bonds, muscles flexing, but he’s trapped, just how I like it.

Standing up, I haul him forward by the leash, his face inches from my cock. Precum leaks at the tip, and I smear it across his lips. 

“Open your mouth,” I command, thrusting shallow into his mouth. Easton’s lips stretch around me, hot and wet, tongue swirling as he takes me deeper. I groan, the suction pulling tight, his throat working to swallow more.  The leash keeps his head in place, no pulling away. 

Spit drips down his chin, mixing with my precum, as I fuck his face slow, hips snapping.

His moans vibrate around my shaft, muffled and needy, wrists straining against the cuffs behind him.

Fuck, he’s perfect like this, gagging on my dick. I pull out suddenly, his chest rising and falling fast. 

“Turn around.” 

Easton scrambles on his knees, ass up, face down on the floor. I drop behind him, kicking his legs wider, unzipping his pants and ripping them off.  

I grab the lube, rubbing it over my length, then line up at his entrance. 

“Mine,” I grunt, pushing in slow at first, feeling his tight heat clamp down.

He gasps, pushing back, the cuffs creaking as he tries to brace. Inch by inch, I sink deeper. 

The leash stays taut in my fist, pulling his head back, arching his body. I start thrusting, hard and relentless, each slam making his body jolt. 

“Such a good boy,” I snarl, free hand gripping his hip, nails digging in. 

“Fuck… Aries,” he moans.

I lean over him, breath hot on his neck, the choker warm under my lips as I bite down lightly. My cock stretches him wide, dragging against his walls, chasing that edge. 

His moans turn ragged, body shaking under my weight. With a grunt, I pull out hard.

The leash stays wrapped tight around my fist, the collar yanking his head back as he gasps for air.

“Flip over,” I groan. Easton twists awkwardly on the floor, wrists locked behind him in those leather cuffs, making his movements clumsy and desperate. 

I grab his shoulder and hip, flipping him onto his back with ease, his bound arms pinned under his weight now, forcing his chest to arch up. 

His legs splay wide, cock standing rigid against his stomach, leaking a steady stream of precum that pools in his navel. 

“Look at you,” I hum, straddling his thighs, keeping the leash short, pulling his head up off the floor just enough to make his neck strain. His eyes lock on mine, wide and pleading. 

“All spread and helpless,” I growl, my free hand wrapping around his cock at the base, squeezing hard. It throbs in my grip, hot and slick. 

He bucks his hips instinctively, but the cuffs hold him down, leather creaking as he strains. 

“Fuck,” he whimpers, voice breaking, “fuuuccckkk.”

I smirk, smearing his precum down the shaft, feeling it twitch. 

The leash tightens as I lean forward. My cock hangs heavy between us, but this is about breaking him slow. About making him beg for every inch of my control. I lower my mouth, breath hot against his skin, and drag my tongue flat along the underside of his dick, tasting the salty tang of his arousal. 

Easton shudders, a low moan ripping from his chest, his legs quivering as I spread them wider with my knees.

I swallow him down deep, lips sealing tight around his shaft, throat relaxing to take every fucking inch. My tongue swirls around the head on the upstroke, then I plunge back down, sucking hard enough to hollow my cheeks. 

Spit builds quick, drooling down to his balls. The leash pulls taut in my other hand, forcing his head to stay up, eyes forced to watch if he can focus through the haze. 

“Oh god!” he cries out, voice loud and raw, hips jerking up but I pin him with my weight, controlling the pace. His cock pulses on my tongue, and I am addicted.

I bob faster, humming low to vibrate around him, one hand pumping the base in rough twists while the other yanks the leash rhythmically. 

Easton’s moans turn into desperate shouts. “Fuck, don’t stop!”

His bound wrists twist uselessly behind him, shoulders digging into the floor, muscles bulging as he fights the restraints. 

The cuffs hold firm, no give, just like the collar biting into his neck. 

Pulling off with a pop, I stroke him fast, slick fist flying, watching his eyes squeeze shut, mouth open in a moan. 

Precum spurts onto his abs, but I clamp down at the base, edging him cruelly. 

“Not yet, baby. You cum when I say.”

He whines, body trembling, the leash the only thing keeping him from thrashing. 

I dive back in, sucking deeper. Easton’s breaths come in pants, moans echoing off the walls, “Please—I need to cum.”

I hollow my cheeks harder, sucking like I’m trying to drain him dry. His cock swells in my mouth, on the brink, so I pull back.

I release Easton’s dick, watching it slap against his stomach, precum stringing from the tip. His eyes flutter open, hazy with need, but I don’t give him a second to recover. Fist clenching the leash hard, I yank him up sharply. The collar snaps tight around his neck, bound wrists scraping the floor behind him.

“Up, Easton,” I growl, dragging him to his feet. Easton’s legs wobble, knees buckling from the edging, but the leash keeps him vertical, pulling his head forward like a puppet. 

I spin him toward the wall, and shove him face-first against it with my free hand on his shoulder. His chest hits with a thud, cheek pressed to the surface, the chill shocking his flushed skin. 

His ass juts out, pink and slick, begging for more abuse. The cuffs creak as his arms strain, elbows locked behind his back, making his posture arch desperate and exposed.

I kick his legs wider, my cock slapping against his ass cheek, hot and heavy, the head nudging his crack. 

He whimpers, pushing back instinctively. 

I slick precum down my shaft, then line up and press forward. The tight ring of his hole resists for a split second before giving way, swallowing my cockhead.

I moan as his ass clenches around me, hot and velvety. I grind in hard, hips circling to bury every inch. 

Easton cries out, voice muffled against the wall, body jolting from the force. The leash stays taut in my grip, forcing his head to tilt up, neck exposed and straining as I pin him there. 

His bound hands twist uselessly, fingers clawing at the air behind him, but I reach back and grab his hip, yanking him onto me harder. 

I pull out halfway, the drag of his ass sucking at my cock, then ram back in. 

“Harder!” He begs, voice breaking into a moan, as he tries to turn his head. The collar chafes red lines into his throat, but he doesn’t care, cock trapped against the cold wall, leaking down the surface.

I wrap the leash around my fist once more, shortening it, jerking his head back with the next thrust. His spine arches, ass lifting higher, taking me deeper. 

“That’s it, scream for it,” I command, pounding roughly, stretching him wide. The friction burns hot, pulling grunts from my chest. 

Easton’s bound hands claw at my abs as I lean in close. The sting fuels me, making my thrusts wilder.

“Oh fuck!” Easton screams, louder now, voice raw and echoing. 

His claws dig deeper, drawing blood that trickles warm down my skin, but I don’t stop. I grind against his prostate, feeling it swell and pulse.

Easton’s body shudders against the wall, every muscle locking up as his ass clamps down hard, squeezing my dick so tight it borders on pain. 

“Aries—fuck, please…” he begs harder, voice cracking into a whine, his bound wrists twisting in the cuffs behind him, leather creaking as he fights for any leverage. 

His legs tremble, knees buckling, but I pin him there, one hand bruising his hip, the other hauling the leash to keep him where I want him.

“Scream my name—let me hear who owns this ass,” I growl, teeth gritted. Each slam jerks his head back, the silver ring pulling taut, choking his cries into sharp bursts. 

“Aries! Fuck—Aries!” he yells, the words ripping out hoarse and broken with every brutal thrust, his voice echoing off the walls like a plea for mercy he doesn’t want. 

I feel it building, that hot coil in my lower abs tightening, as I flood his tight ass with the first spurt of cum. 

“Easton,” I grunt, thrusting deep to bury myself completely, spilling hot inside him. His ass spasms around me, the overflow leaking down his thighs in creamy trails. 

The leash stays locked in my grip, yanking his head back as I grind through my orgasm, hips stuttering, cock twitching with aftershocks that make him whimper.

Easton cries out, body trembling while his cock paints the wall white as his ass clenches tighter around my spent dick. 

His legs give out, but I hold him up, my body pressed flush against his back, feeling every shudder ripple through him. Cum drips from his ass around my softening cock, warm and messy, onto the floor below.

His chest heaves against the wall, moans fading to whimpers. 

I finally let the leash slack just enough for him to turn his head. 

Fuck, he’s wrecked, body marked with red lines from my grip, ass ruined and leaking. 

I lean in, breath hot on his ear, “You are mine, Easton.”
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The sheets are cool against my skin, but the heat radiating off Easton is like a furnace. We are tangled together in the center of my massive king-sized bed. 

Easton is asleep on my chest. He’s wearing one of my t-shirts again. This one is plain black, soft and worn thin. It rides up, exposing skin that still bears the faint, pink friction marks from earlier, marks that I spent the last hour apologizing to with my mouth.

I run my hand down his spine.

I am exhausted.

But I can’t sleep. I’m too busy guarding this.

I’m too busy replaying the look on his face when I dropped to my knees on stage. The way he looked at me in the alleyway, wild, wrecked, and totally mine. The way the collar looked around his throat.

My phone vibrates on the nightstand.

Bzzzt.

It’s loud in the quiet room.

I frown. It’s 3:00 AM. Who is texting me at 3:00 AM?

I reach out carefully, trying not to jostle Easton, and grab the phone. I dim the brightness immediately so I don’t blind us both.

I unlock it.

It’s a text message. A group chat notification.

The Triangle (ghost emoji, knife emoji, doctor emoji)

I smirk at the name.




Alyssa: WAKE UP. EMERGENCY.





My stomach tightens. Emergency? 

I type back one-handed.




Aries: If you are dying, call 911. If you are bored, go to sleep. We are sleeping.





Alyssa: I never sleep. Evil doesn't sleep. Check the link.





A link pops up. It’s to a forum called The Veil: North Georgia Chapter.




Alyssa: Just found this on the deep threads. Three sightings in the last week. Deer carcasses found drained of marrow. Screaming heard in the woods. Smells like rotting meat.





I stare at the screen.




Alyssa: It's on Old Henderson Road. That is literally fifteen minutes from your apartment.





Alyssa: The signs point to a Wendigo.





I blink. A Wendigo? In Georgia?




Aries: Alyssa, Wendigos are northern spirits. We are in the south. 





Alyssa: Transplant spirit? Maybe attached to an artifact? Or maybe climate change is affecting cryptid migration patterns. IDK. But the signature matches. Excessive hunger. Mimicry.





Alyssa: I want to go check it out. Tomorrow night.





I sigh, letting my head fall back against the pillow.

“No,” I whisper to the ceiling. “Absolutely not.”

I start typing.




Aries: No. Easton has a test to study for. We do not do cannibals.





“Who are you texting?” The voice is rough, sleep-heavy, and muffled against my chest.

I freeze. “Go back to sleep, E. It’s spam.”

Easton shifts. He pushes himself up on one elbow, rubbing his eyes with the heel of his hand. His hair is a disaster. He looks adorable.

“You’re lying,” he yawns. “You only type that fast when you’re arguing.”

He reaches for the phone.

“Don’t look,” I warn, holding it out of reach. “It’s nonsense. She’s manic.”

“She? Let me see.” He crawls over me. Straddling my hips to reach the phone. Well, I can’t argue with that tactic. I surrender the device.

Easton sits back on my thighs, phone illuminating his face in the dark. He scrolls. He reads.

His brow furrows.

“Drained marrow?” he whispers. “That suggests a high-force bite. Or a tool.”

“It suggests nothing, Easton.”

“Screaming heard in the woods…” He bites his lip. “Mimicry.”

He looks at me. The sleep is gone from his eyes. That spark—the clinical, savior-complex spark—is back.

“Aries,” he says.

“Noooo,” I say. “Easton, look at me. It’s a Wendigo. Do you know what those do? They eat people. They don’t have medical charts. You can’t discharge a Wendigo.”

“But if it is one,” Easton argues, “it’s hungry. It’s starving. That’s the whole point of the lore, isn’t it? Insatiable hunger?”

“Yes. Which is why we stay away from it. I look delicious. You look like a snack. We are walking Happy Meals.”

Easton looks down at the phone again.

“Old Henderson Road,” he muses. “That’s near the hiking trails. People walk dogs there. Kids ride bikes there.”

He looks back at me.

“If it’s there,” he says softly, “someone is going to get hurt.”

I groan. I cover my face with my hands.

“Why?” I ask through my fingers. 

Easton chuckles. He leans down, pulling my hands away from my face. He kisses my nose.

“Please,” he says. “And because you have a crowbar in your trunk that you’re dying to use again.”

He’s right. Goddammit, he’s right.

The thought of hunting something physical, something I can hit, unlike a shadow, is vaguely appealing. And watching Easton go into ‘Doctor’ mode is… well, it’s a turn-on.

“Tomorrow night?” I ask, defeated.

“Tomorrow night,” Easton confirms. 

I take the phone back.




Aries: Fine. We're in. But if I get eaten, I am haunting both of you.





Alyssa: YESSSS. Pack flares. Wendigos hate fire.





I toss the phone onto the nightstand. I wrap my arms around Easton’s waist and pull him down. He collapses onto me with a laugh, burying his face in my neck.

“We are idiots,” I murmur into his hair.

“We are professionals,” he corrects, quoting me.

“We are going to die.”

“Not while you’re driving,” he says.

I roll us over, trapping him under me, pinning him to the mattress.

“Damn right,” I growl. “Nobody eats my boyfriend. Not on my watch.”

I kiss him, hard and deep, sealing the deal.

We have a date with a monster. But for now, we have a few more hours of safety. And I intend to use every single one of them.




———




The sun is a traitor. It rises with the same cheerful, golden arrogance as yesterday, completely ignoring the fact that at 3:00 AM, in a moment of post-coital weakness, I agreed to fight a mythological cannibal.

I am standing in the kitchen, leaning against the marble island, watching Easton make toast.

He looks peaceful. He’s wearing my black sweatpants. He is humming.

He is humming while preparing to hunt a Wendigo.

“I have reconsidered,” I announce.

Easton doesn’t look up from the toaster. “Reconsidered what? The toast? It’s sourdough, Aries. You love sourdough.”

“The death mission,” I clarify. “The suicide pact. The bad idea.”

“You already said yes,” Easton says calmly. 

Pop. The toast jumps up. 

“Or, well, we kissed on it. Legally binding in the state of Georgia.”

“I was compromised,” I argue, following him as he walks to the fridge to get the butter. I am his shadow. I am a large, tattooed, shirtless barrier to his poor decision-making. 

“I was exhausted. I was blinded by your pheromones. I plead insanity.”

“You plead insanity a lot,” he notes, grabbing the butter dish. He tries to step around me.

I side-step. Blocking his path.

“Reason number one,” I say, holding up a finger. “Cannibalism. Ghost 604 just wanted to sew mouths shut. That’s body modification. I can deal with that. A Wendigo wants to eat us. It wants to crack our bones and suck out the marrow. Do you know how much I like your marrow? I like it inside your bones, Easton. Where it belongs.”

Easton sighs, a small smile playing on his lips. He ducks under my arm, he’s getting good at that, and reaches the counter.

“Alyssa said it might be a mimic,” he counters, buttering the bread with surgical precision. “It lures people in. It’s lonely.”

“It’s not lonely, it’s hungry! There is a difference!”

I follow him into the living room. He sits on the couch, crossing his legs, balancing the plate on his knee. Yorick the skeleton is staring at us from the corner, wearing my Ray-Bans. Even the skeleton looks like he thinks this is a bad idea.

“Reason number two,” I continue, pacing in front of the coffee table. “Geography. We live in Georgia. It is humid. Wendigos are spirits of the ice. If there is a Wendigo here, it is lost, it is sweating, and it is pissed off. I do not want to fight a heat-stroked demon.”

“Maybe it’s on vacation,” Easton says, taking a bite of toast. Crunch. “Maybe it took a bus.”

“You are not taking this seriously!”

“I am taking it very seriously,” he says, looking up at me. His eyes are clear. “I spent the last hour reading the lore while you were drooling on the pillow.”

“I do not drool.”

“It’s a spirit of greed,” Easton says, ignoring my defense. “It possesses people who resort to cannibalism. But sometimes… sometimes it’s just a curse. A hunger that can’t be sated. If we can find the source—the totem, or the bones—we can burn it. Fire kills it.”

“Reason number three!” I shout, pointing at him. “We could start a wildfire and become arsonists. I look good in orange, Easton, but you do not. You are a pastel autumn palette.”

Easton laughs. He puts the toast down.

“Aries,” he says gently.

“No. Listen to me.” I stop pacing. I crouch down in front of him, putting my hands on his knees. “I’m the muscle. I’m the danger guy. You are the brain. You are the future surgeon. Your hands—” I pick up his right hand, turning it over, tracing the lifeline— “these hands are worth millions. They are going to save lives. I am not letting a cryptid chew on them.”

Easton looks at me, expression softening. He reaches out and touches my face, his thumb brushing my cheekbone.

“You’re scared,” he whispers.

“I am terrified,” I admit. “I finally got you in my apartment, wearing my clothes, eating my toast. I am not risking that for a hiking trail rumor.”

“We’ll be careful,” he promises. “We have Alyssa. She has… stuff. Magic stuff.”

“She has dried sage and a dagger she bought on Etsy.”

“And we have you,” Easton says. He leans forward. “We have the King of Crimson Hour. The guy who would tackle a poltergeist. The guy with the crowbar.”

He runs his fingers through the hair at the nape of my neck.

“I feel safe with you,” he says. “Anywhere. Even in the woods.”

Goddammit.

He knows exactly what he’s doing. He is weaponizing my own ego against me. He is using my protective instinct to lure me into danger. It is diabolical.

I close my eyes and lean into his touch.

“You are manipulating me,” I grumble.

“Is it working?”

“Yes.” I open my eyes. I glare at him, but there’s no heat in it.

“Fine,” I sigh. “We go. But I am setting conditions.”

Easton grins. “Name them.”

“One: I drive. Two: You stay behind me at all times. If I say run, you run. You don’t ask why, you don’t look back, you just sprint.”

“Agreed.”

“Three,” I stand up, pulling him up with me. “We are not going in there with just salt and a prayer. I am making a stop at the hardware store.”

“For what?”

“For a flamethrower,” I state.

Easton blinks. “Aries. You just pointed out we could start a wildfire and now you want a flamethrower? Also, you cannot buy a flamethrower at Home Depot.”

“I can make one,” I say, heading for the bedroom to find a shirt. “WD-40 and a lighter. Maybe a weed burner. I don’t care. If this thing hates fire, I am bringing the sun.”

I grab a t-shirt from the floor.

I hear Easton laughing in the living room.

I pull the shirt on and look at myself in the mirror. I look like a man who is about to make terrible life choices for the sake of a boy with a savior complex.

“You’re whipped,” I tell my reflection.

My reflection nods back.

Yeah. I really am.
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We are parked outside New Moon & Magick. The engine is idling, a low, grumbling vibration that travels up through the floorboards and into my shoes.

I am in the passenger seat, wearing my favorite flannel and clutching a canister of salt.

Aries is driving. He is wearing a black tank top that shows off every inch of his arm tattoos, dark cargo pants that have more pockets than seems strictly necessary, and his favorite combat boots. He also has a pair of welding goggles resting on his forehead.

“Why the goggles?” I asked him ten minutes ago.

“Splash damage,” he replied darkly.

Alyssa emerges from the back door of the shop. She looks like she’s going to war against the forces of darkness, or possibly to a rave in 1998. 

She’s wearing a trench coat over a corset, heavy boots, and is carrying another duffel bag that clinks with the sound of glass and metal.

She opens the back door and throws the bag in. It lands with a heavy thud next to the crate of WD-40 cans Aries bought at Home Depot.

“Shotgun!” she yells, despite already being in the backseat.

“Easton is shotgun,” Aries says without looking back. “Easton is always shotgun. You are cargo.”

“Fine. But I control the music.”

“Touch my radio and I will leave you in the woods for the cryptid,” Aries warns, putting the car in gear.

“You love me,” Alyssa says, slamming the door. “I provide the lore. I provide the magic. You provide the muscle and the angst.”

“I do not have angst,” Aries grumbles, pulling out of the parking lot. “I have layers.”

I chuckle, settling back into the seat. The tension in my chest loosens just a fraction. This is familiar. This is safe. The bickering, the ridiculousness, the underlying current of affection.

We merge onto the highway, heading north toward Old Henderson Road. The city lights fade in the rearview mirror, replaced by the encroaching darkness of the pines.

“So,” Alyssa says, leaning forward between the seats. She smells like sage and Black Opium perfume. “Let’s review the intel. The thread on The Veil was updated an hour ago. User BoneCollector69 says he heard mimicry near the old water tower.”

“BoneCollector69,” Aries repeats flatly. “That is our source? A man named BoneCollector69. Easton, please tell me you see the problem here.”

“It’s a handle, Aries,” I defend. “It’s thematic.”

“It’s pornographic,” Aries corrects. “It sounds like a bad Tinder profile for a necromancer.”

“Focus,” Alyssa snaps. “Mimicry. It means the entity is learning. It’s trying to sound human. It’s trying to sound like us.”

“Great,” Aries says. “So if I hear Easton screaming in the woods, I have to decide if it’s actually Easton or a cannibal deer-monster trying to trick me.”

He glances over at me, his expression softening for a microsecond.

“Code word,” he says.

“What?” I ask.

“We need a code word. If we get separated—which we won’t, because I am stapling myself to you—but if we do, and I hear you call for help, you have to use the code word so I know it’s you.”

“Smart,” Alyssa admits. “I suggest ‘Phosphorescence’.”

“Too long,” Aries says. “Hard to scream when you’re being eaten.”

“Okay,” I say. “How about… ‘Yorick’?”

Aries grins. “Yorick. I like it. Short. Punchy. Relevant.”

“Yorick it is,” Alyssa agrees. “Now, onto the arsenal. Aries, tell me you didn’t actually build a flamethrower.”

“I did not build a flamethrower,” Aries says innocently.

I look at him. “You bought six cans of WD-40 and a weed burner.”

“That is for… home improvement,” Aries lies. “The penthouse has a weed problem.”

“That’s kinda impossible,” Alyssa deadpans.

“Sky weeds,” Aries says. “They’re a menace. Invasive species. Look, the point is, I have back up, in case the weed burner I bought doesn’t finish the job. You have magic dirt. Easton has…” He glances at me. “Easton has common sense and a very sharp scalpel I saw him pocket.”

I blush, touching the pocket of my jeans where the surgical steel is hidden. “It’s for sample collection,” I mutter. “Or emergency tracheotomies.”

“See?” Aries beams. “We are a well-rounded party. Tank, Mage, Healer.”

“You play too much D&D,” Alyssa says.

“I play the appropriate amount of D&D,” Aries counters. “Which is how I know that fire vulnerability is a standard stat block for undead nature spirits. I bought a weed burner. It counts as a fire weapon.”

We turn off the highway and the road narrows immediately. The pavement turns from smooth asphalt to cracked, pothole-riddled concrete. The trees press in closer, their branches interlocking overhead to block out the moonlight. 

It’s dark out here. Country dark. The kind of dark that feels heavy.

“Old Henderson Road,” Alyssa whispers, checking her phone. “GPS says the trail is two miles up.”

“GPS also says we are in the middle of a lake,” Aries notes, tapping the GPS screen he has mounted on the dashboard. “So I think technology is officially out to lunch.”

“Electromagnetic interference,” Alyssa says, sounding excited. “It’s the entity. Its presence distorts the field.”

“Or it’s T-Mobile having bad coverage in the woods,” Aries suggests. “Occam’s Razor, witch.”

“Don’t ‘Occam’s Razor’ me, stripper. You saw a ghost sew its mouth shut. Your skepticism card is revoked.”

“I’m not skeptical,” Aries says, tightening his grip on the wheel. “I’m pragmatic. There is a difference.”

The car bumps over a massive pothole. My salt canister rattles in the cup holder.

“So,” I say, trying to distract myself from the looming wall of trees. “Why a Wendigo? In Georgia? I did some more reading. They’re usually tied to famine. Harsh winters. Desperation.”

“Desperation isn’t just about food,” Alyssa says quietly. Her voice drops, losing its playful edge. “It’s about hunger. Craving. Addiction.”

She looks out the window at the passing woods.

“This area? It used to be a mill town in the 20s. Then the mill burned down. People lost everything. Forty people died. Many families starved.”

A chill runs down my spine.

“So the spirit isn’t a transplant,” I whisper. “It’s homegrown.”

“Maybe. It could be dormant curse,” Alyssa nods. “Woken up by something. Maybe construction. Maybe just time.”

“Or maybe,” Aries says, “it’s just a really pissed-off bear.”

“You really want it to be a bear,” I note.

“I can fight a bear,” Aries says. “I can punch a bear in the nose. You can’t punch a curse.”

“You can if you have enchanted brass knuckles,” Alyssa suggests. “Which I can make, for a price.”

“Put it on my tab,” Aries sighs.

We round a sharp curve. The headlights sweep across a rusted metal gate.

DEAD END.

NO TRESPASSING.

“We’re here,” Aries announces, killing the engine.

“Okay,” Aries says. He turns to me. He pushes the welding goggles up into his hair. His eyes are serious. “Rules of engagement. We stay together. We don’t split up to investigate strange noises. If we see a skin walker, we leave. If we hear a baby crying, we leave. If we smell rotting meat, we burn it.”

“Got it,” I say.

“And Easton?” He reaches out and grabs my hand. His grip is iron-tight. “You are behind me. Always. If I move left, you move left. If I stop, you stop. You are my shadow.”

“I am your shadow,” I repeat.

“Good.” He kisses my knuckles. Then he turns to the backseat. “Alyssa. Don’t die. I don’t want to explain your death to the occult subreddit.”

“I plan to live forever,” Alyssa says, kicking the door open. “Or at least until I get a book deal.”

We get out of the car.

The air is thick. It smells of pine needles and damp earth.

And underneath it… something else.

Like copper and spoiled milk.

I look at Aries. He smells it too. His nostrils flare. He reaches into the trunk and pulls out a ten pound propane tank, a weed burner torch, and a backpack.

He flicks the lighter.

Whoosh.

A blue flame jets out, roaring in the quiet night.

“Let’s go grill a monster,” Aries says.

We step past the gate and into the dark.

But the woods don’t sound like woods. They sound like a vacuum.

Usually, Georgia nights are filled with crickets, cicadas, tree frogs, and the distant hum of traffic. It’s a wall of sound that tells you life is happening.

Here, there is nothing.

It’s a dead zone. The silence presses against my eardrums like water pressure. The only sounds are the crunch of our boots on the dry pine needles and the low, aggressive hiss of the pilot light on Aries’ weed burner.

I am walking in the middle of our formation, clutching my canister of salt like it’s a grenade.

Aries looks like a cyberpunk fever dream. He’s wearing the tactical cargo pants, the combat boots, and a black tank top that leaves his arms exposed to the night air. The welding goggles are pushed up into his messy hair. In his hands, he wields the weed burner. The blue flame at the tip dances in the dark, casting long, jittery shadows against the trees.

Alyssa is humming something that sounds suspiciously like the theme song to The X-Files, scanning the trees with a thermal camera attached to her phone.

“This is ridiculous,” Aries mutters, slashing through a spiderweb with the tip of the burner. “I hate nature. Nature is sticky. And it smells like wet socks.”

“It’s loam,” Alyssa corrects from behind me. “It’s the smell of decomposition and rebirth. It’s poetic.”

“It’s mold,” Aries counters. “And if a spider touches me, I am torching the ecosystem. I don’t care. I will be an environmental criminal.”

I chuckle, but the sound dies in my throat. The air is getting thicker. Heavier.

“Do you smell that?” I whisper.

Aries stops. He lifts his head, sniffing the air like a bloodhound.

The scent hits us all at once, wafting through the trees on a stagnant breeze. It’s not the earthy smell of loam. It’s sharp and metallic.

It smells like a butcher shop that lost power three days ago.

“Blood,” Aries says, his voice dropping an octave. “And rot.”

“The feeding ground,” Alyssa whispers, her humming stops. “We’re close.”

Aries tightens his grip on the burner. He reaches back with his free hand, blindly groping until he finds my shirt. He pulls me closer, practically gluing me to his back.

“Stay close,” he commands. “If you see anything move, you scream ‘Yorick’. You don’t ask questions. You just scream.”

“Got it,” I say. My heart is hammering a frantic rhythm against my ribs.

We push through a dense thicket of briars. The thorns snag on my flannel, tearing little holes in the fabric. Aries burns a path through them, the smell of singed plants mixing with the smell of death.

We break through the brush.

And we stop.

We are in a clearing. The moonlight filters down through a break in the canopy, illuminating a scene that makes my stomach do a violent somersault.

It’s a boneyard.

The ground is littered with remains. It looks like a bomb went off inside a taxidermy shop. There are deer carcasses. Coyotes. Raccoons. Piles of fur and ribcages scattered in a gruesome radius around an old, moss-covered tree stump.

“Oh god,” I breathe, covering my nose with my sleeve. The smell is overpowering here. It’s a physical weight.

“Well,” Aries says, his voice tight. “I think we found the buffet.”

He sweeps the blue flame across the clearing. The light catches the wet glint of blood. Some of this is old bleached bones and dried fur. But some of it is fresh. Very fresh.

“Check the perimeter,” Alyssa orders, pulling out a bag of black salt. “I’m setting a barrier.”

Aries ignores her. He’s staring at the pile of bodies.

I step out from behind him. The fear is there, screaming at me to run back to the car, but the other part of my brain—the part that spent years memorizing anatomy charts and dissecting cadavers—takes over.

The Doctor wakes up.

I walk toward the nearest carcass. It’s a white-tailed deer. A buck. Massive antlers. It’s lying on its side, its chest cavity ripped open.

“Easton,” Aries warns, stepping toward me. “Don’t touch the roadkill.”

“I need to see,” I say.

I reach into my pocket and pull out a pair of blue nitrile gloves.

I snap them on. 

I kneel in the dirt beside the deer.

The blood is tacky, so it’s hours old.

“Easton, seriously,” Aries hisses, hovering over me with the flamethrower. “This is gross. Even for you.”

“Shh,” I say.

I look at the wound. It’s not a tear or a bite.

The ribs aren’t gnawed on, they’re snapped.

“Look at this,” I say, pointing to the ribcage. “A bear swipes. Wolves bite and shake.” I reach into the cavity. I grip a broken rib.

“These ribs are snapped outward,” I say, looking up at Aries. “Something didn’t break in. Something reached inside, grabbed the ribcage, and pulled it open.”

Aries pales. Even in the blue light, he looks sick.

“Like… opening a bag of chips?”

“It takes immense force. Leverage. And… hands,” I reply.

“Hands,” Aries repeats. He looks at the dark treeline. “Awesome. So we’re hunting a bodybuilder.”

I ignore him and lean closer.

I look at the long bones. The femur. The humerus.

They are shattered. Not crushed. Split down the middle.

“The marrow is gone,” I whisper.

Alyssa steps closer. She’s finished pouring a line of black salt around us.

“Whatever killed this… it didn’t eat the meat. It left the muscle. It left the organs.”

I pick up a shattered femur. It’s been licked clean inside. Hollowed out.

“It cracked the bones and sucked them dry,” I say, my voice trembling. “That’s precise. An animal eats the easy stuff—the stomach, the liver. This thing ignored the easy meal and went for the essence.”

I drop the bone and it lands with a wet clack.

“This is a predator that understands anatomy,” I say, standing up and peeling off the gloves, my hands shaking. 

“A Wendigo,” Alyssa says softly. “The hunger for marrow. It fits the lore. They starve, so they seek the richest food source.”

“And they have hands,” Aries adds grimly. “Long, creepy hands.”

He turns in a slow circle, the flame of the burner illuminating the horror show.

“This isn’t just a kill site,” he realizes. “It’s a stockpile. Some of these are weeks old. Some are fresh.”

He points the burner at a pile of fur near the stump.

“Is that… a dog?”

I look. It’s a Golden Retriever with a blue collar on.

My heart breaks.

“Yeah,” I whisper. “That’s a dog.”

“Okay,” Aries growls. The fear in his voice evaporates, replaced by cold, hard anger. “Now it’s personal. You don’t eat dogs.”

He flicks a switch on the burner. The flame roars larger, turning from blue to orange.

“We find this thing,” Aries says. “And we cook it.”

“Wait,” I say.

I hear something. It’s faint. Barely audible over the roar of the fire.

Crrrk.

A sound like dry wood snapping.

But it’s wet.

Crrrk. 

“Quiet,” I hiss. “Turn down the flame.”

Aries looks at me, sees the look on my face, and immediately dials the gas down. The roar fades to a hiss.

Crrrk.

It’s coming from the other side of the stump. From the darkness beyond the clearing.

“Is that a deer?” Alyssa whispers.

“No,” I say. “Deer walk on hooves. That sounds like…”

I listen closer.

It sounds like popping joints. Like someone cracking their knuckles, but loudly. Every step is a pop.

Pop. Drag. Pop. Drag.

“It’s walking,” Aries whispers. He steps in front of me, putting his body between me and the sound. “It’s limping.”

“It’s mimicking,” Alyssa corrects. “It’s trying to sound injured. To lure us.”

The smell spikes, hitting us like a physical wave of rotting meat, ammonia, and something uniquely horrifying.

“It’s here,” I whisper.

From the darkness, a voice calls out.

It’s a high, thin sound. Trembling.

“Help me…”

We freeze. The voice isn’t a monster’s growl. It’s not a demon’s shriek.

It’s a child. A little girl.

“Mommy? Help me… I’m stuck…”

The sound is perfect. It’s heartbreaking. It pulls at every instinct I have as a human being.

“That’s a kid,” I say, taking an unconscious step forward. “That’s a kid in the woods.”

Aries grabs my arm, hard, yanking me back.

“Don’t,” he snarls. “Easton, don’t you dare.”

“But—”

“Listen to the cadence,” Alyssa hisses. “Listen to the breath.”

I listen.

“Mommy? Help me… Mommy? Help me…”

It’s a loop. It’s the exact same inflection. The exact same pitch. It’s not a person speaking. It’s a recording being played back.

“Mommy? Help me…”

“It’s a parrot,” Aries says, disgusted. “A murderous, cannibal parrot.”

He raises the homemade flamethrower.

“We know what you are!” he shouts into the dark. “Come out and face the fire, you ugly bastard!”

The voice stops.

Dead silence.

Then, a laugh.

It’s not a child’s laugh. It’s a wet, guttural, hacking sound. Like someone choking on blood.

Then the voice changes. It drops. It deepens. It becomes smooth, velvet, and terrifyingly familiar.

“Watch me, E…”

My blood turns to ice.

It’s Aries’ voice.

It’s the exact words he said to me at the club last night. The exact tone of intimacy and possession.

“Watch me, E…” 

Aries flinches like he’s been slapped. He stares at the darkness, horror dawning on his face.

The thing in the woods laughs again.

“Easton… come here….”

It shifts again. Now using my voice. “Aries… fuck…”

“That is enough,” Aries roars.

He squeezes the trigger and the weed burner erupts. A tongue of orange fire blasts into the darkness. It lights up the trees. It lights up the fog. And for a split second, in the flash of the fire, we see it.

Standing behind the stump.

It is tall. Ten feet at least.

It looks like a man stretched on a rack. The skin is gray, pulled tight over bones that protrude at sharp angles. Its arms hang down past its knees, ending in long, black fingers that look like knives.

And the head.

It’s not a skull. It’s a deer’s head, but rotting. The fur is falling off in patches. The eyes are milky white. And the antlers… the antlers are massive, tangled with vines and dripping with black sludge.

It opens its mouth. The jaw unhinges, dropping down to its chest, revealing rows of jagged, needle-like teeth.

It shrieks.

It’s a sound that could shatter glass. 

“We’re not prepared for this! Run!” Aries screams.

He keeps the trigger held down, spraying fire in a wide arc, creating a wall of heat between us and the monster.

“Get to the car! Go! Go! Go!”

I drop the salt and turn, grabbing Alyssa’s arm.

“Move!” I yell.

We sprint, running back through the briars, ignoring the thorns tearing at our clothes. We run over the uneven ground, boots slipping on pine needles.

Behind us, the fire roars.

And behind the fire, the sound of popping joints.

Pop-pop-pop-pop.

It’s chasing us, and it’s fast.

I glance back.

Aries is backing up, firing bursts of flame to keep the thing at bay. He looks like an action hero in a nightmare.

But the creature is weaving through the trees. It moves like water, climbing the trunks, leaping from branch to branch, pacing us from above.

I look up.

I see the gray skin. I see the milky eyes looking down at me.

“Aries! Above you!”

Aries aims the burner up. 

Whoosh.

The creature screeches, dropping from the canopy, landing heavily on the path between us and the car.

It blocks the exit.

It stands up, unfolding to its full height. It blocks the moonlight. It smells like a grave.

It looks at Aries, then at me.

It points a long, black finger at me.

“Mine…” it hisses, using Aries’ voice.

Aries kills the flame, shrugs the propane tank off, and lets the whole rig hit the ground.

He reaches into his backpack, pulling out the crowbar he stashed there.

“No,” Aries says, his voice terrifyingly calm.

He steps in front of me.

“He’s not yours,” Aries says. “He’s mine. And I don’t share.”

Then—

Aries charges.
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I have seen a lot of weird shit in my life. I’ve seen a possessed doll vomit drywall screws. I’ve seen a shadow person try to strangle a cat. I’ve seen my own breath turn to ice in a room that was seventy degrees.

But I have never seen a stripper with a crowbar charge a ten-foot-tall monster of hunger.

Aries is fast. He doesn’t run; he launches. He slides under the creature’s swinging claw and slams the crowbar into its kneecap.

CRACK.

It sounds like a gunshot.

The Wendigo shrieks. 

Pain spikes behind my eyes, and warmth spills over my lip. Beside me, Easton recoils, blood already running from his nose.

It stumbles, one massive, gangly leg buckling.

It’s not enough. You can’t kill a curse with blunt force trauma.

I grab Easton. He’s frozen, staring at his boyfriend fighting a nightmare. His face is pale, his eyes wide and terrified. 

“Easton!” I scream, shaking him.

He blinks, snapping out of it. “Aries! He’s going to die!”

“He’s buying us time! Listen to me!” I drag him behind the thick trunk of an oak tree, shielding us. “We have to kill it. Now. Or we all die.”

“How?” Easton gasps, wiping blood from his nose. “It’s… it’s huge.”

“The heart,” I say. I’m digging through my duffel bag frantically. “The lore says it’s a spirit of ice. The heart is frozen. We have to shatter it, or burn it. We have to rip it out.”

Easton looks at me like I’m insane. “Rip it out? With what? I have a scalpel!”

“We need an opening,” I say. My fingers close around what I’m looking for.

I pull out a jar. It’s filled with a dark, viscous liquid and iron filings. War Water. And a bundle of dried mugwort wrapped in copper wire.

“Aries can’t kill it,” I tell him, my voice steady despite the fact that my hands are shaking. “He’s the distraction. We are the executioners.”

I look at Easton. He’s terrified, yes. He’s a soft boy who likes sweaters and anatomy. But I saw him in the hospital. I saw him stare down a ghost and offer it therapy. He has steel in his spine.

“Easton, do exactly what I say.”

He looks at Aries, who is currently dodging a swipe that tears a three-inch gash in the trunk of a pine tree.

The fear hardens into resolve. “Tell me what to do.”

“I’m going to bind it,” I say. “I’m going to use a gravity anchor to pin it for fifteen seconds. Fifteen seconds, Easton. That’s all I can buy you.”

“And then?”

“You run in there,” I say. “You use that surgical brain of yours. You find the heart. And you tell Aries where to strike. He has the strength. You have the map.”

“Anatomy,” Easton whispers.

“Exactly. It’s just a patient, Easton. A really fucked up patient.”

I stand up, zipping my bag shut.

“Let’s go kill a monster.”

We step out from behind the tree.

Aries is fighting for his life. He’s bleeding. There’s a gash on his chest, soaking his tank top dark red. He’s lost the welding goggles. He’s sweating, panting, swinging that crowbar with desperate, feral energy.

The Wendigo is toying with him. It moves with a jerky, stop-motion horror. It lunges, snaps its jaws, and laughs with Aries’ own voice.

“Dance for me…” it mocks.

Aries roars and swings for its ribs. The crowbar connects, sinking into the gray, rot-stretched skin, but the creature just backhands him.

Aries flies backward. He hits the dirt hard, rolling, coming up on one knee. He’s wheezing.

The Wendigo looms over him, saliva dripping from its exposed teeth. It raises a claw to finish him.

“NOW!” I scream.

I sprint forward. I wind up and smash the jar of War Water on the ground at the creature’s feet.

SMASH.

The glass explodes, dark liquid splashing over its hooves.

“By iron and salt!” I scream, throwing the copper-wrapped bundle into the puddle. “By the weight of the earth! I command you to HOLD!”

I slap my hands onto the ground, channeling every ounce of will I have into the spell. It’s not Harry Potter shit. It’s physics. It’s intention. It’s forcing the energy of the earth to grab onto the unnatural static of the spirit.

The ground rumbles.

The War Water hisses, turning into black steam that wraps around the Wendigo’s legs like chains.

The creature shrieks, a sound of pure frustration. It tries to step forward, but its foot is glued to the earth. It thrashes. It claws at the air.

“Easton!” I yell. “GO!”

Easton moves.

He doesn’t hesitate, sprinting past me, right into the danger zone. He runs straight at the monster that wants to eat us.

“Aries!” Easton screams. “Center chest! Left of the sternum! Break through!”

Aries looks up. He sees Easton running toward him. He sees the monster trapped.

He doesn’t ask questions. 

Aries grabs the crowbar with both hands. He launches himself upward.

He uses the creature’s stuck knee as a step and jumps. The Wendigo snaps at him, jaws clamping shut inches from his face.

Aries swings. He puts his entire body weight, all his momentum, all his rage into the blow.

CRACK.

The sternum fractures.

Aries jams the hooked end into the break and pulls.

CRUNCH.

The chest opens. 

The gray skin tears open, revealing a cavity of black rot and ice.

The Wendigo howls. The force of the blow knocks it backward, but the magical binding holds its feet. It bends like a sapling in a storm.

“The heart!” Easton yells, sliding in the mud to stop right next to Aries. “It’s encased in ice! You have to break the ice!”

Aries lands. He’s breathing hard, blood dripping from his nose.

“Alyssa!” he shouts. “The fire!”

He points to the weed burner lying ten feet away.

The creature is breaking the bind. The black steam is dissipating. One leg pulls free with a wet shluck.

I scramble for the burner, grabbing the handle. 

“Clear the way!” I scream.

Aries tackles Easton, throwing them both to the side, into the dirt.

I pull the trigger.

The flamethrower roars. A jet of blue-white fire hits the creature dead in the open chest cavity.

It screams. It sounds like a thousand people dying at once.

The fire hits the ice inside its chest.

HISSSS.

Steam explodes from the wound. Thick, white, freezing steam.

The creature flails, swiping blindly. A claw hits a pine tree and shears it in half. The tree falls, crashing down across the path.

“It’s not dying!” Aries yells, shielding Easton from the falling debris. “It’s just pissed off!”

“The heart!” I yell back, keeping the flame steady. “We have to physically remove it!”

The fire flickers. “I’m out of gas!” I scream.

The flame dies. 

The Wendigo stands there. Its chest is a smoking, charred ruin. Inside, glowing with a pale, blue light, is a heart made of jagged ice. It’s cracked, dripping black slush, but it’s still beating. 

Thump. Thump.

It looks at me and smiles.

“Witch…” it hisses.

It takes a step toward me, the binding is gone.

I’m defenseless. I have a knife and some sage. Against this, I might as well have a toothpick.

Aries stands up, helping Easton to his feet.

“E,” Aries says. 

“Yes?” Easton says immediately.

“I need you to be the surgeon,” Aries says. “I’m going to open it up. You have to grab it.”

Easton pales. “Grab it?”

“I’ll be the distraction,” Aries says. “You have to reach in and pull it out.”

The Wendigo lunges, Aries doesn’t wait.  He slides between the creature’s legs, a move straight out of an action movie. He comes up behind it. He jumps onto its back, climbing it.

He wraps his legs around its chest, and one arm around its neck, right under the deer skull.

The creature thrashes. It claws at its own back, tearing at Aries’ skin.

“Do it, Easton!” Aries roars, tightening his chokehold. “NOW!”

Easton runs.

My brave, sweater-wearing, medical student friend runs straight into the maw of death.

He stops in front of the monster, looking at the chest cavity. The cracked ribs. The glowing heart.

He reaches into his pocket and pulls out the scalpel.

“Sorry,” Easton whispers. He plunges his hands into the monster’s chest.

He gasps. The cold must be agonizing. 

“Cut it out!” I yell. 

Easton works, hands covered in black sludge.

He slices.

The creature screams, throwing its head back.

“Hurry!” Aries grunts. “I can’t hold it much longer!”

Easton grits his teeth. “Got it!”

He drops the scalpel, grabbing the heart with both hands.

He pulls, and it sounds like a wet Velcro ripping apart.

Easton falls backward.

In his hands, he holds a chunk of ice the size of a grapefruit. It pulses with blue light.

The Wendigo freezes.

It stops thrashing. It stops screaming.

Aries lets go and drops from its back, rolling to a stop next to Easton.

The creature looks down at the hole in its chest.

It makes a sound. A whimper.

“Thank… you…” it hisses. 

Then, it collapses.

It falls like a building demolition. Knees first. Then torso. Then the massive deer head hits the dirt with a heavy thud.

It begins to disintegrate, gray skin turning to ash. The bones turn to dust. In seconds, there is nothing left but a pile of gray powder and the smell of rot.

Easton is sitting in the dirt, holding the heart. His hands are turning blue. Frost is creeping up his arms.

“Burn it!” I yell, running over. “Easton, drop it!”

He can’t. His hands are frozen to it.

“Aries!” I scream.

Aries is already there. He sees Easton’s hands. He sees the frostbite setting in.

He grabs the lighter from his pocket.

He doesn’t have the flamethrower. He doesn’t have gas.

He rips the flannel shirt off Easton’s back, wads it up, and throws it on the ground.

“Drop it on the shirt!” Aries orders. He grabs Easton’s wrists. “Let go, E! Let go!”

Easton is shaking. “I… I can’t…”

Aries pries his fingers open. He forces Easton’s hands apart.

The heart falls onto the flannel.

Aries lights the fabric and heart screams.

It’s a tiny, high-pitched sound.

Then it shatters. 

PING.

It explodes into steam.

The cold vanishes. The oppressive atmosphere lifts instantly. The crickets start chirping.

We are left in the clearing.

Aries is bleeding from three different places. I am covered in mud and War Water.

And Easton is shivering violently, his hands curled against his chest, staring at the spot where the monster used to be.

Aries drops to his knees, grabbing Easton’s hands, trying to warm them.

“You got it,” Aries whispers, his voice thick with emotion. “You killed it, E. You ripped its heart out.”

Easton looks up, teeth chattering.

“I… I performed a cardiac extraction,” he stammers. 

I collapse onto the ground next to them. I start laughing. I can’t help it. It’s hysterical laughter.

“You guys,” I wheeze. “That was… that was metal as fuck.”

Aries looks at me, grinning. His face is smeared with blood and ash.

“Team Triangle,” he says.

He looks back at Easton, kissing his freezing forehead.

“Let’s go home,” Aries says. “I need a doctor.”

Easton manages a weak smile.

“I’m almost doctor,” he whispers.

We stumble back to the car. We leave the weed burner. We leave the salt.

We survived.

But as I look back at the woods one last time, I swear I see a shadow watching us.
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The walk back to the car should be the victory lap. It’s supposed to be the part where we high-five, make a witty quip about the supernatural, and talk about what kind of greasy food we’re going to inhale.

But the victory lap feels significantly longer when you’re leaving a trail of blood on the pine needles.

My adrenaline is crashing. It’s not a slow fade; it’s a cliff dive. One second I’m a god of war strangling a cryptid, and the next, I’m a mortal man realizing that “riding a Wendigo” is terrible for your health.

Easton is walking next to me. He’s shivering violently, his hands tucked into his armpits. He’s shirtless because I went total Superman and ripped his flannel off to burn a heart. 

“You okay, E?” I grunt. My voice sounds wet.

“M-my hands h-hurt,” he stammers, teeth chattering. “That’s better than them being completely numb. Plus, pain means we’re alive.”

“Good,” I wheeze. “Pain is good?”

Pain is fantastic. Because right now, my chest feels like someone took a cheese grater to it.

We reach the gate. The Mustang sits there, a beautiful chariot.

I reach for the door handle, but my hand slips. 

I look at my hand, and it’s coated in crimson.

I look down at my chest.

My black tank top is stuck to my skin. There are three parallel tears running from my left shoulder diagonally across my chest. They are deep. They are weeping blood at an alarming rate.

The world tilts. The trees do a little spin.

“Uh,” I say, leaning against the car to stop the ground from hitting me in the face. “Easton?”

Easton turns, and he stops shivering.

“Oh my god,” he whispers.

“I think,” I say, sliding down the side of the car until I’m on the ground, “that I might need a slightly more advanced medical intervention than a first aid kit.”

“Aries!”

Easton is there instantly, ignoring his own freezing hands. He’s touching my shoulder, my neck, checking my pulse.

“You’re losing blood,” he says, his voice shifting into a scary-calm tone. “Alyssa! Call 911!”

“Shit, I can’t! No cell service,” She yells. “Plus, an ambulance will take longer to reach us than we will take to reach the ER.”

“Open the back door, then!” Easton replies, his voice breaking.

Alyssa yanks the back door open.

“We need to get him in,” Easton orders. “Lay him down. Keep his legs elevated.”

“I can walk,” I lie, trying to stand up. My legs feel like noodles. “I can… nope. Gravity is heavy today.”

“You are two hundred and twenty pounds of stubborn muscle,” Alyssa grunts, grabbing my left arm while avoiding the gory parts. 

“Easton, grab his right. On three. One, two, heave!”

They hoist me and it’s not graceful. It’s a frantic, clumsy shuffle. I am dead weight. Easton is freezing. Alyssa is cursing in three different languages.

They manage to shove me into the backseat. I sprawl across the upholstery. My boots are on the leather. I don’t care. It’s my car. I’ll pay for the detailing.

“Alyssa, drive,” Easton commands, climbing into the backseat with me.

“I’m driving,” she confirms, sprinting around to the driver’s side.

“Alyssa, give me something clean. Anything. I need to put pressure on his wounds.”

She yanks off her coat and throws it over the seat before cranking the engine.

Easton catches it, folds it quickly, and presses it hard against my chest.

White-hot pain tears through me.

“Fuck!” I gasp.

“I know. I’m sorry.” His voice is terrifyingly calm, even though his hands are shaking. “I have to stop the bleeding. Stay with me.”

The Mustang lurches backward as Alyssa stomps on the gas, gravel spraying beneath the tires. She throws it into drive, and we rocket away from the dead end.

I lie sprawled across the backseat with Easton hovering over me, both hands pressing Alyssa’s coat against my chest.

I stare past him at the ceiling of the car.

It’s spinning slightly.

That seems bad.

“So,” I slur. “That went well.”

“Shut up, Aries,” Easton snaps. His eyes are wide and terrified. “Just… don’t talk. Save your oxygen.”

“I have plenty of oxygen,” I argue. “I just have… less blood. It’s a fluid dynamics issue.”

Alyssa takes a curve at what feels like sixty miles an hour. I roll slightly, groaning.

“Sorry!” she yells. “Hospital is twenty minutes away. I can do it in twelve if we ignore the laws of physics and the state of Georgia.”

“Do it in ten,” Easton says.

“Okay,” I say, trying to focus on Easton’s face. It’s a nice face to focus on. “We have a problem.”

“Besides the gaping chest wound?” Alyssa asks, drifting around a pothole.

“The narrative,” I say. “I walk into an ER looking like I fought a lawnmower. Easton is shirtless and frostbitten. You look like a witch that just summoned the devil. If we say ‘Wendigo’, they put us in the psych ward.”

Easton blinks. “He’s right. We need a cover story.”

“Bear attack?” Alyssa suggests. “We’re in the woods.”

“No,” Easton says, shaking his head. “Bear claws are erratic. These cuts are clean. Parallel. And deep. A forensic nurse will know the difference.”

“Mountain lion?” I offer. “Do we have those?”

“No,” Easton says. “And you don’t have bite marks. You have slash marks.”

“Mugging?” Alyssa tries. “Say you got jumped by a guy with a knife?”

“A guy with three knives taped together?” I ask. “Like Wolverine?”

“It happens,” Alyssa shrugs.

“No,” Easton says. He’s thinking. I can see the gears turning. “We say it was an industrial accident. Or… machinery.”

“I am a stripper, Easton. Unless I fell into a glitter cannon, what machinery am I using?”

“Home renovation,” Easton says suddenly. “We were… demolishing something. You fell. onto… something sharp.”

“A rake?” I ask. “I fell onto a giant, three-pronged rake?”

“Oh! I have an idea!” Alyssa says. “Say you fell on an old plow disc. Those things are rusted and sharp.”

“Tetanus,” Easton mutters. “They’ll want to give you a shot.”

“I’m up to date,” I say. “I think.”

“Okay,” Easton decides. “Hiking accident. You slid down a ravine. There was scrap metal. Debris. You landed on it. It explains the dirt, the tears in the clothes, and the jagged nature of the wounds.”

“And my hands?” Easton looks at his red, throbbing fingers.

“You tried to pull me up,” I say. “The metal was freezing cold. It was… I don’t know. Liquid nitrogen?”

“No,” Easton says. “I… I grabbed dry ice. We had a cooler. For a picnic. The cooler broke in the fall. I grabbed the dry ice to stop… something.”

“That is the worst lie I have ever heard,” Alyssa says. “You grabbed dry ice to stop a fall?”

“I panicked!” Easton defends. “It explains the burns!”

“Let’s just stick to the hiking fall,” I say, closing my eyes. The darkness is creeping in at the edges of my vision. “We fell. It was messy. I’m clumsy. I have no core strength.”

“You have too much core strength,” Easton whispers. “Stay with me, Aries. Don’t go to sleep.”

“I’m not sleeping,” I mumble. “I’m meditating. Visualizing red blood cells making babies.”

“That’s not how hematology works.” Easton snaps.

“I’m manifesting.”

Alyssa swerves around a slow-moving pickup truck, honking the horn aggressively.

“Move it, bitch!” she screams. “We have a bleeding stripper back here!”

“Don’t tell them I’m a stripper,” I murmur. “Tell them I’m… an accountant. Who hikes aggressively.”

“You are wearing combat boots and a harness belt,” Easton points out. “You do not look like an accountant.”

“Forensic accountant,” I correct. “The dangerous kind.”

“We’re almost there,” Alyssa says. “I see the lights.”

“Easton,” I say.

“Yeah? I’m here.”

“If I die…”

“You are not dying.” He growls.

“If I die,” I persist, “delete my browser history. And bury me with the skeleton.”

“I am not burying you with Yorick.”

“And tell the bouncer… tell John he can have my protein powder.”

“Aries, stop.” Easton’s voice cracks. “You’re going to be fine. You’re going to get stitches, and you’re going to act like a baby about it, and I’m going to feed you soup.”

“I like soup,” I whisper.

The car lurches to a halt.

Emergency Room doors slide open.

“We’re here,” Alyssa announces.

“Showtime,” I whisper.

“Hiking accident,” Easton repeats. “Scrap metal. Debris.”

“And aggressive dry ice,” I add.

Easton laughs, but it’s a terrified sound.

“You’re an idiot,” he says.

“I love you too,” I say.

And then the world goes fuzzy.




———




The universe is beeping.

Beep. Beep. Beep.

It’s a rhythmic, electronic pulse that is drilling directly into my skull.

I try to inhale deeply, but my chest feels like it’s been wrapped in duct tape and set on fire. I stop inhaling halfway through. 

Shallow breaths. Got it. 

Note to self: breathing is now a luxury activity.

I pry my eyes open.

The world is aggressively white. White ceiling tiles. White walls. White sheets.

I blink, waiting for the blur to resolve into shapes.

I’m in a hospital room. The air smells like rubbing alcohol and that weird, sterile vanilla scent that floor wax has.

I’m alive.

That’s a pleasant surprise.

I try to sit up, but a sharp tug in my arm stops me. I look down. IV line. Clear fluid dripping steadily into my vein. And my chest… I look under the thin hospital gown. Thick gauze pads are taped diagonally across my torso. I look like a mummy who gave up halfway through the wrapping process.

“Okay,” I croak. My throat feels like I swallowed a handful of sand. “Ouch.”

I turn my head to the right.

The sight that greets me makes the pain recede just a fraction.

Over in the corner, squeezed onto a loveseat that is definitely not designed for sleeping, are Easton and Alyssa.

They are a pile of exhausted limbs. Easton is sitting up but slumped sideways, his head resting on Alyssa’s shoulder. Alyssa has her arm thrown over him, her head resting on top of his. They look like puppies who played too hard and passed out in a heap.

Easton is wearing a shirt (whose I do not know), and someone has draped a gray hospital blanket over his legs. His hands are wrapped in white bandages, curled against his chest.

I watch them breathe. 

They made it. We all made it.

The door to the room opens with a soft swish.

I tense, instinctively reaching for a weapon that isn’t there, but it’s just a man in a white coat. He’s older, balding, with wire-rimmed glasses perched on a nose that looks like it’s seen a few too many double shifts.

He spots me looking at him. He smiles a tired, professional smile.

“Welcome back to the land of the living, Mr. Vecelli,” he says softly, checking the chart in his hand.

“Just Aries,” I whisper. “Mr. Vecelli is my father, and he’s an asshole.”

The doctor chuckles quietly, stepping up to the side of the bed. He checks the monitor.

“Fair enough. Just Aries. I’m Dr. Mason.”

He pulls a penlight from his pocket and shines it in my eyes. I wince.

“How am I looking, Doc?” I ask, blinking away the spots. “Will I ever play the piano again?”

“I don’t know, did you play before?”

“No.”

“Then probably not.” He clicks the light off. He looks down at me, his expression sobering.

“You gave your friends quite a scare,” he says. “You came in here with significant blood loss. Hypovolemic shock. We had to give you two units of blood just to get your pressure up.”

He gestures to my chest.

“Forty sutures between the deep and superficial layers.”

“Forty,” I whistle low. “New high score.”

“And a tetanus shot,” Dr. Mason adds. “Because apparently, you fell onto… what was it? A rusted piece of agricultural scrap metal?”

He raises an eyebrow over his glasses.

“Hiking accident,” I confirm, keeping my face perfectly neutral. “Very steep ravine. Very sharp debris. I’m clumsy.”

“Mmhmm,” Dr. Mason hums. He doesn’t believe me. I can tell. He’s seen bar fights, knife fights, and domestic disputes. He knows what claw marks look like. But he also knows that paperwork is a nightmare, and if the patient says it was a plow disc, it was a plow disc.

“Well,” he says, marking something on the chart. “Your ‘clumsiness’ nearly cost you a pectoral muscle. You’ll scar, but you’ll have full range of motion eventually.”

“Eventually?”

“Bed rest,” Dr. Mason says firmly. “Strict. That means no lifting, no straining, no… strenuous cardio.”

He pauses, glancing at my chart again.

“Your emergency contact—Mr. Stark over there—mentioned you work in… performance?”

“I’m in the arts,” I say.

“Right. Well, no ‘arts’ for at least three weeks. If you pop those stitches, you’ll be back here, and I’ll be much less pleasant about it.”

He turns to the counter and picks up a small paper cup.

“Pain management,” he says. “Percocet. And antibiotics to prevent infection from the… rust.”

He hands me the paper cup of pills and a plastic cup of water with a straw.

I take the pills.

“So when can I blow this popsicle stand?” I ask.

“In the morning,” Dr. Mason says. “If your vitals stay stable through the night, I’ll sign your discharge papers at 8 AM. Mr. Stark was very insistent that he could monitor you at home. Something about being a medical student?”

“He’s the best,” I say, looking over at the sleeping form on the couch. “He diagnosed the… uh… the angle of the fall immediately.”

Dr. Mason follows my gaze. He smiles, a genuine one this time.

“He refused to leave the room while we were stitching you up. Even when he was getting his own hands treated for the superficial cold injury.”

“Is he okay?”

“Yes,” the doctor assures me. “Full sensation should return. He told us he grabbed… dry ice?”

“From the cooler,” I nod solemnly. “To stop the swelling. In panic.”

“Right. The cooler.” Dr. Mason shakes his head. “You kids had a very exciting picnic in the middle of the night.”

He hangs the chart back at the foot of the bed.

“Get some rest, Aries. Let the meds kick in. I’ll see you in a few hours.”

“Thanks, Doc.”

He walks out, the door swishing shut behind him.

The silence returns, but it’s softer now.

I look back at the couch.

Easton shifts in his sleep, whimpering softly.

“It’s okay,” I whisper across the room. “I’m here.”

He settles.

I lay my head back against the pillow.

Bed rest. Stuck in the penthouse. With Easton playing nurse.

I smile, letting my eyes drift shut.

I can think of worse ways to spend a recovery.
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The heavy-duty pain medication the doctor gave Aries at 3 a.m. has left him unconscious in the hospital bed for the last four hours.

He looks peaceful, almost angelic, aside from the fact that he’s drooling slightly onto a pillow.

I’m slumped on the small couch across the hospital room, staring at a can of lukewarm Red Bull like it holds the secrets of the universe. Alyssa bailed ten minutes ago to forage for food, leaving me alone to play nursemaid with a set of hands that currently resemble white boxing gloves.

My phone buzzes against my thigh, vibrating violently against the leather.

I look down. Mom & Dad.

Of course. Because the universe has a sick sense of comedic timing.

I reach for the phone, but my fingers are bound so tightly in gauze and medical tape that I have the dexterity of a LEGO figure. I fumble, batting the device around like a cat with a toy mouse, before finally pinning it down and swiping the screen with the tip of my nose.

“Hey,” I answer, forcing my voice up an octave into the range of ‘Totally Fine, Normal College Student.’ “You’re up early. What’s up?”

“Hey, son!” Dad’s voice booms through the speaker, sickeningly cheerful. “Just calling to check in. We were wondering if you’re still coming for summer break?”

I glance at Aries. He twitches in his sleep, murmuring something unintelligible that sounds suspiciously like a threat.

“Yeah, of course,” I say, taking a sip of the energy drink. It tastes like battery acid and anxiety. “Wouldn’t miss it.”

“Good, good. Is Aries coming along as well?”

I look at the unconscious body sprawled out three feet away. “Yeah. Unless the apocalypse starts early, he’ll be there.”

Dad laughs. It’s a warm, wholesome sound that feels completely alien in this room. “Great! Also, your mother is standing right here making frantic hand gestures. She wants me to remind you to tell Aries to pack formal wear. We’re doing a proper sit-down family dinner when y’all arrive.”

I choke on a laugh that almost turns into a cough. 

“Formal wear. Right,” I say, pressing the phone to my ear with my bandaged wrist. “I’ll tell him. Hell, I’ll dress him myself if I have to. Make sure he looks presentable.”

“Wonderful! We can’t wait to see you boys next month,” Dad says. “Call if you need anything. Love you, son.”

“Love you too, Dad.”

“Bye! And hey—ace those finals!”

The line goes dead. I drop the phone onto the cushion and stare at my mummified hands.

“Yeah,” I mutter to the silent room. “Finals. That’s definitely the biggest problem I have right now.”

I stare at the phone screen until it fades to black, catching a warped reflection of my face. I look like I’ve gone ten rounds with a blender and lost.

Formal wear.

I look back at Aries. Currently, his definition of “formal” is a hospital gown with a draft in the back and a blood-pressure cuff squeezing his bicep every fifteen minutes.

The guilt hits me then, settling in my stomach heavier than the Red Bull. It’s not that my parents are bigots. They aren’t. They’re the type of people who buy rainbow flags for the front porch in June and talk loudly about “allyship” at neighborhood potlucks. If I told them I was dating some random guy named Steve from Art History class, they’d probably bake a cake and ask strictly appropriate questions about his major.

But this isn’t Steve. This is Aries.

Aries, who started sleeping on our couch when we were twelve because his own dad was in and out of county jail and his mom was… well, busy doing drugs. Aries, who ate half our groceries, learned to drive in my dad’s F-150, and got lectured by my mom about doing his homework.

To them, he’s the stray cat they took in and forgot was a stray. He’s practically their third child.

If I tell them, “Hey, by the way, I’m sleeping with the boy you basically raised alongside me,” does that make it weird? Does it make us weird?

I try to picture the formal family dinner. Me, in a button-down. Aries, inevitably looking uncomfortable in a tie. My dad carving ham. Me clearing my throat and saying, “So, funny story, we aren’t just brothers, we’re actually in love.”

I flinch. In my head, the silence that follows is deafening. I’m terrified that the look in my mom’s eyes won’t be anger, but confusion. Or worse, disappointment that we complicated the family dynamic. They love him. I know they love him. But will they be okay with Aries and I dating?

A groan from the bed snaps me out of my spiral. Aries shifts, his brow furrowing as the meds wear off just enough to let reality seep back in. His eyes flutter open, glassy and unfocused, landing on the ceiling tiles before drifting painfully over to me.

“East?” his voice is a wreck, gravel rubbing against sandpaper.

“Present,” I say, leaning forward. I instinctively go to brush a piece of hair off his forehead, but I remember my hands are useless stumps of gauze, so I just awkwardly nudge his shoulder with my elbow. 

He blinks, looking at my bandaged hands, then up at my face. A small, drug-hazy frown forms. “Mom and dad… call?”

He must have heard me through the fog.

“Yeah,” I say softly. “They checked in. Wanted to make sure we’re still coming for summer break, like we always do.”

Aries lets out a breath that’s half-laugh, half-wheeze. “Did you tell ‘em… I’m currently tied to a beeping machine?”

“Nah. Figured I’d save the surprise.” I pause, watching him. He looks so vulnerable right now, a stark contrast to the sharp edges he usually shows the world. My chest aches, a physical pang that has nothing to do with my injuries. “They told me to tell you to pack a suit. Formal dinner.”

Aries closes his eyes again, a faint smirk playing on his lips. “Tell ‘em I’m wearing… the leather jacket. Or nothing.”

“I think Mom would stroke out,” I say, but the laugh feels hollow.

I look at him. I love him so much it’s actually annoying. And I want to tell them. I want to tell them that the guy they saved all those years ago is the same guy who saves me, every single day. 

But then I look at my taped-up wrists and his bruised face, and I think about the fragility of the peace we have right now.

“Go back to sleep, Aries,” I whisper, sinking back into the uncomfortable couch. “We’ll figure out the suit later.”
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The morning sun in a hospital room is significantly less romantic than the morning sun in my penthouse. Here, it highlights the linoleum scuffs, and the fact that my breakfast is a tray of rubbery eggs and lukewarm coffee.

I am sitting on the edge of the bed, legs dangling, wearing the clothes Alyssa brought from my car trunk. A pair of clean sweatpants and a loose button-down shirt that I haven’t buttoned because the fabric rubbing against my stitches makes me want to punch a wall.

Across from me, Easton and Alyssa are eating bagels she sourced from the cafeteria.

“I am serious,” I announce, pointing a plastic fork at them. “This is it. The grand finale. The curtain call.”

Easton pauses mid-chew.

“Aries,” he starts, a warning tone in his voice.

“No Aries.” I interrupt. “We are done. I am deleting Alyssa’s number from my phone. I am blocking the occult subreddit. I am buying a normal car that does not have salt in the trunk.”

“You can’t delete my number,” Alyssa says, mouth full of cream cheese. “I’m your ride home. You’re on drugs and can’t drive, and poor Easton can’t use his hands correctly.”

Easton puts his bagel down. He looks at me with those earnest, hazel-green eyes that usually make me cave instantly. Today, I am holding strong. I have forty stitches holding my chest together to remind me why I need to hold strong.

“We saved people, Aries,” he says softly.

“We almost died, Easton.”

“But we didn’t,” he argues. “And because of us, that thing is gone. People will be safe. Kids will be safe. Pets will be safe.”

“We are public service providers,” Alyssa adds, nodding vigorously. “We are essential workers. The supernatural sanitation department.”

“We are idiots with a weed burner, and WD-40 in the truck,” I snap. “Look at us! I’m stitched up like a Frankenstein project. Easton, look at your hands!”

I gesture wildly to his bandaged paws.

“You could have gotten frostbite,” I hiss. “Do you know what frostbite does to nerves? You want to be a surgeon, Easton. You want to cut people open and fix them. You can’t do that if you can’t feel your fingertips because you froze them holding a cannibal’s heart!”

The room goes quiet.

Easton looks down at his hands. He flexes his fingers slowly. I see him wince. Just a tiny twitch of his eye, but I catch it.

“I can still feel them,” he says quietly. “Dr. Mason said it’s superficial.”

“This time,” I say, my voice dropping, losing the anger and leaving only the exhaustion. “What about next time? What if a poltergeist breaks your wrist? What if a demon possesses your hand and makes you… I don’t know, juggle scalpels?”

“That’s not how possession works,” Alyssa mutters, but she looks sheepish.

“I don’t care how it works!” I run a hand through my hair, wincing as the movement pulls at my chest. “I care about you. I care about your dream, E. You’ve worked too hard to throw it away on some… some Scooby-Doo crusade shit. You only have one more year!”

Easton stands up. He walks over to the bed and puts his bandaged hands gently on my shoulders.

“Aries,” he says. “I want to be a surgeon. I do. But…”

He looks at Alyssa, then back at me.

“When I pulled that heart out,” he whispers, “I didn’t feel like I was throwing anything away. I felt like I was saving the patient. The woods were the patient. The town was the patient.”

He leans in closer.

“I’m good at this,” he says. “We’re good at this. You, me, Alyssa. The Triangle.”

“Don’t call us that,” I grumble, but I’m losing steam. I lean my forehead against his stomach. “I hate that name.”

“You love it,” Alyssa chimes in.

“I am terrified,” I admit into Easton’s shirt. “I am terrified of watching you get hurt.”

“Then we train,” Easton says. “We stop turning landscaping equipment into weapons and get actual equipment.”

“I can source Kevlar,” Alyssa offers. “And better wards.”

“No,” I say, lifting my head. “No. I am not agreeing to this.”

“We can table it,” Easton compromises. “For now. While you heal. No hunting until the stitches are out.”

“And until your hands are perfect,” I add.

“Deal.”

“And until I say so.”

“We’ll see,” Easton smirks.

Before I can argue further, the door swings open. Dr. Mason breezes in, holding a clipboard and looking far too cheerful for a man who works in a building full of sick people.

“Good morning, campers,” he announces. “I see we’re up and… arguing? Good sign. Vitality is returning.”

He walks to the side of the bed.

“Alright, Aries. Your blood work looks stable. No sign of infection yet, though with the nature of the… ‘debris’… we’re keeping you on the antibiotics for ten days.”

He hands me a thick packet of papers.

“Discharge instructions,” he says. “Let’s go over the highlights.”

He looks at Easton and Alyssa.

“Since you are his support team, listen up. No pushing, pulling, or lifting anything heavier than a gallon of milk. And don’t use those arms to haul yourself out of bed. Let someone help you sit up for the first few days.”

Easton nods, pulling a small notebook out of his pocket (because of course he has a notebook) and awkwardly trying to hold a pen with his bandaged hand.

“Wound care,” Dr. Mason continues. “Keep the dressings dry. You can shower in forty-eight hours, but no scrubbing. Pat dry. If you see increasing redness, warmth, swelling, drainage, fever you call the nurse line immediately.”

He looks at me over his glasses.

“And I mean immediately. Do not try to treat it with… dry ice.”

“Understood,” I say.

“Pain meds,” he points to a prescription paper. “Take them as needed, but don’t drive. Don’t operate heavy machinery. And try not to make any major life decisions.”

“So no adopting a pet tiger?” Alyssa asks.

“Ideally, no.” Dr. Mason smiles. “And lastly… rest. Real rest. Your body needs energy to knit that muscle back together. Sleep. Eat protein. Hydrate.”

He signs the bottom of the form with a flourish.

“You’re free to go, Aries. Try to stay out of ravines.”

“Thanks, Doc,” I say, taking the papers.

Dr. Mason leaves.

I look at the papers, then at Easton, who is struggling to tuck his notebook back into his pocket with his mummy hands.

I sigh.

“Okay,” I say. “Let’s go home. I want my bed. I want my view. And I want to watch terrible reality TV until my brain rots.”

“Way ahead of you,” Alyssa says, grabbing her bag.

Easton offers me his arm—his elbow, specifically, so I don’t have to grab his hands.

“Ready?” he asks.

I grab his elbow and stand up slowly. It hurts, but it’s manageable.

“Yeah,” I say. “Let’s get out of here.”

We walk out of the room. The argument isn’t over, not by a long shot. But for now, we’re alive, we’re together, and we’re going home.

And I have recovery with a very cute nurse to look forward to.
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The penthouse living room has been transformed into a recovery ward slash sorority house. The large windows are letting in the sunlight, illuminating Yorick the skeleton, who is currently wearing Aries’ welding goggles and a silk scarf.

On the massive sectional, Aries is sprawled out like a fallen king. He’s shirtless, the white bandage across his chest stark against his tan skin and black tattoos. He’s propped up on a throne of pillows, a bag of frozen peas resting near his shoulder, watching the massive TV screen with intense, drug-fueled focus.

Alyssa is sitting on the floor in front of him, eating popcorn out of a bowl balanced on her stomach. And I am sitting at the coffee table, surrounded by a fortress of textbooks, notes, and despair.

“She did not just say that,” Aries gasps, pointing at the screen. “Pause. Rewind. Alyssa, did you hear that?”

“I heard it,” Alyssa crunches. “She said she didn’t come here to make friends. It’s the classic villain edit. She’s going home in week four.”

“She’s an agent of chaos,” Aries argues. “I respect the hustle. She’s gaslighting the entire house.”

“She’s wearing polyester, Aries. You can’t respect someone wearing polyester in a mansion.”

“I am trying,” I announce, my voice tight, “to study.”

They both ignore me.

“Look at her eyes,” Aries insists. “Crazy eyes. That’s the look of someone who has a shrine to her ex in her closet.”

“Or someone who just wants the Instagram sponsorship,” Alyssa counters.

I sigh, looking down at my textbook. Clinical Pharmacology. It usually makes sense. It’s logic. It’s chemistry.

Today, it looks like hieroglyphics.

I try to turn the page to get to the section on hypertension. My hands are wrapped in thick layers of white gauze, making me look like I’m wearing Mickey Mouse gloves. I jam my thumb against the edge of the paper. I push. The page crinkles, bends, but refuses to flip.

I try again. My fingers are stiff, the sensation returning in sharp, prickly waves of pins and needles that make me want to scream.

“Come on,” I whisper to the book. “Just turn.”

I try to use the eraser end of a pencil, gripping it awkwardly between my bandaged palms. The pencil slips. It shoots across the table and hits Aries’ knee.

“Ouch,” Aries says flatly. He doesn’t look away from the TV. “Sniper fire.”

“I can’t do this,” I groan, dropping my head onto the open book. “I’m going to fail. I can’t study. I can’t hold a pen. I can’t even turn the page.”

“You passed a test while having a breakdown about me hypothetically dumping you,” Aries says, his eyes still glued to the screen where a woman is crying in a limousine. “You can pass a test with mummy hands.”

“It’s in three hours, Aries. I have to physically write essays. How am I going to write essays? I can’t hold a pen!”

Aries finally looks away from the drama. He turns his head slowly, careful of the stitches, and looks at me. His eyes are a little glassy from the pain medication.

“Oral exam?” he suggests.

“It’s a written exam.”

“Scribe,” Alyssa suggests, throwing a piece of popcorn at me. It bounces off my forehead. “Get a disability accommodation. Tell them you saved a town from a Wendigo and your hands are currently recovering from freezing a heart.”

“If I tell them that, I get a psychiatric hold, not a scribe,” I mutter.

Aries sighs. It’s a long, dramatic exhale that ripples through his chest. He winces slightly at the movement.

“Alyssa, pause the show. The doctor is spiraling.”

Alyssa pauses the TV.

Aries reaches out with his foot and nudges my thigh under the table.

“Come here,” he commands.

“I have to study,” I protest.

“You are panicking. You are not studying. Bring the book. Come here.”

I hesitate, looking at the formidable pile of notes. The throbbing in my fingers is getting worse, and the stress headache behind my eyes is making me feel sick.

I stand up, picking up the heavy textbook, hugging it to my chest with my forearms. I walk over to the couch.

“Sit,” Aries says, patting the space beside him.

I sit.

“Give me the book,” he says.

“Aries, you’re on drugs. You can’t understand pharmacology right now.”

“I understand everything,” he declares. “I am seeing the matrix. Give me the book.”

I hand it to him. He takes it, wincing as the weight settles on his lap. He opens it to the dog-eared page.

“Okay,” he says, squinting at the text. “‘Angiotensin-converting enzyme.’ Sounds fake. What does it do?”

“It converts Angiotensin I to Angiotensin II,” I recite automatically. “Which causes vasoconstriction and aldosterone secretion.”

“Nerd,” Alyssa says from the floor.

“It raises blood pressure,” I translate. “The drugs stop it. Lowers blood pressure.”

“Great,” Aries says. “Next.”

He flips the page. He does it easily. His long fingers handle the paper with a grace I currently lack.

“Beta-blockers,” he reads. “Propranolol. Sounds like a planet in Star Wars.”

“It blocks epinephrine,” I say. “Adrenaline.”

“Why would you want to block adrenaline?” Aries asks, looking offended. “Adrenaline is the best part.”

“Not for people with heart arrhythmias, Aries. Or anxiety.”

“I gave you adrenaline the other night,” he smirks. “Did you need a beta-blocker then?”

I feel the blush rising up my neck. “Shut up. Read the side effects.”

“Fatigue,” he reads. “Cold hands.” He pauses. He looks at my bandaged hands. “Too soon?”

“Read the next one,” I groan.

“Bradycardia,” he reads. “That means slow heart rate, right?”

“Yes,” I say, surprised.

“I listen,” he shrugs. “Sometimes. When you’re not rambling about skeletons.”

For the next hour, this is our system.

Aries holds the book. He reads the headers. I recite the information. Alyssa chimes in with unhelpful mnemonics involving The Bachelor contestants (“Stacy is toxic, like Digoxin toxicity!”).

It’s chaotic. It’s loud. Aries mispronounces half the Latin terms (“Meto-pro-lol? That sounds like a spell.”).

But it works.

My heart rate slows down, and the panic recedes.

I look at them.

Aries, shirtless and stitched up, fighting through the haze of painkillers to hold my textbook.

Alyssa, sitting on the rug, googling drug interactions for reasons unknown.

They are ridiculous. They are dangerous.

And they are my team.

“Okay,” Aries says, closing the book with a thud. “I am bored. And my brain hurts. I think you know it.”

“I think I do,” I admit. “But the writing part…”

“I texted Katlyn,” Aries says casually.

I blink. “You what?”

“While you were taking a piss. I texted Katlyn. I told her you had a ‘kitchen accident’ involving a blender and needed someone to write for you.”

“You… you texted Katlyn? You hate her.”

“Yeah. But, I pushed my hatred aside. She’s meeting you outside the lecture hall. She agreed to be your scribe. Apparently, she thinks you’re ‘brave’ for fighting a blender.”

I stare at him, mouth hanging open slightly.

“You fixed it,” I whisper.

“I fix things,” Aries says. He reaches out and gently touches my bandaged hand. “That’s my job. You fix the bodies. I fix the problems.”

He leans his head back against the pillow, his eyes drooping slightly. The meds are winning.

“Now go,” he murmurs. “Go get an A. And bring me back a milkshake. Strawberry.”

I stand up. I feel a lump in my throat that has nothing to do with anxiety.

“Okay,” I say. “Strawberry milkshake.”

“And Easton?” Alyssa says, looking up.

“Yeah?”

“Don’t tell Katlyn about the Wendigo.”

“I won’t.”








  
  39

  
  
  Easton

  
  




I am walking toward the Science Building wearing a backpack that I can’t unzip, shoes that aren’t tied correctly, and hands that are wrapped in so much gauze I feel self conscious.

Every time I pass someone, I hide my hands in the pockets of my hoodie. Well, Aries’ hoodie, actually. It’s a black oversized thing that smells like his cologne and faint traces of smoke. It’s a comfort blanket in polyester form.

My fingers throb in time with my heartbeat.

Thump. Thump. Thump.

It’s a dull, prickly pain, the kind that tells you your nerves are waking up and they are deeply unhappy about the thermal trauma they suffered.

I spot Katlyn near the entrance. She’s leaning against a brick pillar, scrolling on her phone, a massive tote bag slung over her shoulder.

I take a deep breath. Okay, Easton. You fought a Wendigo. You extracted a heart of ice. You can take a pharmacology test.

I walk up to her.

“Hey,” I say.

Katlyn looks up. Her eyes go straight to my hands. 

Her jaw drops slightly.

“Oh my god,” she whispers, shoving her phone into her pocket. “Aries wasn’t kidding.”

I grimace, holding up my hands. “Yeah. It was… a chaotic night.”

“He said a blender?” She looks skeptical.

“It was an industrial smoothie maker,” I lie, reciting the script Aries texted me. “I was… making protein shakes. For the… gains.”

I wince internally. For the gains? I sound like an alien trying to impersonate a gym bro.

Katlyn stares at me for a second, then shakes her head, a small, amused smile tugging at her lips.

“You are the worst liar I have ever met,” she says. “But I’ll accept it. Does it hurt?”

“Only when I think about writing essays,” I admit. “Which is why you are my savior. Seriously, Katlyn, thank you. I was going to have to take a zero.”

“Don’t mention it,” she waves a hand. “I owe you for getting me through the renal physiology unit. Besides…” She glances around, lowering her voice. “It sounds kinda fun. Being a scribe. Very Game of Thrones.”

“Less dragons, more drug interactions,” I correct.

She laughs. “So, I already talked to Dr. Palumbo.”

My stomach drops. “You did? Is he mad?”

“No. He was actually surprisingly chill. He said he doesn’t want us whispering in the back of the lecture hall because it’ll distract the other students. You know how sound carries in that room.”

I nod. The acoustics are terrible in that room. You can hear a pin drop, or a student crying in the back row.

“So,” she continues, hiking her bag up on her shoulder. “He set us up in his office. He has a conference table in there. He said he’ll pop in to check on us, but mostly we’ll be alone. You dictate, I write.”

Relief washes over me so strong my knees feel weak.

“Oh, thank god,” I breathe. “I was picturing trying to whisper ‘angiotensin-converting enzyme’ while thirty people glared at me.”

“Come on,” she says, gesturing toward the double doors. “We have ten minutes before the start time. Let’s get set up.”

We navigate the crowded hallway, dodging students. I keep my bandaged hands tucked close to my chest to avoid bumping them.

“So,” Katlyn says casually as we pass the vending machines.

“Yeah?”

She doesn’t look at me, keeping her eyes forward, but there’s a distinct sparkle of curiosity in her side-eye.

“Aries.”

I trip over nothing. I catch myself before I face-plant, which would be disastrous since I can’t use my hands to break my fall.

“What about him?” I squeak.

“He texted me from your phone,” she says. 

“Yeahhhh,” I say. “He did it behind my back.”

“He called you ‘E’,” she notes. “And he was very… protective. He practically threatened me if I didn’t help you. In a nice way. But still.”

We reach the stairwell. It’s quieter here, the echo of footsteps bouncing off the concrete walls.

Katlyn stops on the landing, turning to face me.

“So…” she starts, biting her lip. “You and Aries… you’re boyfriends?”

The question hangs in the air.

I look at her. I think about the last week. The hospital. The Waffle House. The silk scarf. The club. The woods. The way he looked at me, sleep-deprived and stitched up, holding my textbook like it was a holy relic.

I feel the heat rising in my cheeks. It starts at my neck and floods my face. There is no hiding it.

“Yeah,” I say, my voice dropping to a shy whisper. “We are.”

Katlyn stares at me.

Then, she smiles. It’s not a mean smile, or a gossipy smile. It’s a smile of pure, satisfied vindication.

“I knew it!” she whispers-yells, doing a little fist pump that nearly knocks her bag off her shoulder.

“You… knew it?”

“Easton, come on,” she laughs, starting up the stairs again. “It makes so much sense now.”

“What does?” I scramble to catch up with her.

“Everything!” She gestures vaguely at me. “All the girls in our cohort. Sarah? Emily? Becky? The girl from the Bio lab who literally dropped her pencil in front of you five times just to see if you’d look?”

I blink. “Wait… what?”

Katlyn snorts. “She dropped it because she wanted you to look at her butt, Easton. And you didn’t. You handed it back to her and asked if she was okay.”

I cringe. “I did do that.”

“Exactly,” Katlyn says. “We all wondered. You’re smart, you’re nice, you look like a dark academia Pinterest board come to life… but you never seemed interested. You were always polite, but totally oblivious.”

She pushes open the door to the second-floor corridor.

“But now?” She glances back at me, grinning. “Aries? The guy who looks like he could ruin your life and you’d say thank you? Yeah. That tracks. You have a type.”

“My type is… trouble?” I venture.

“Your type is intense and terrifyingly devoted,” she corrects. “I saw how he draped himself over you the other day. That wasn’t friendship, Easton. That was marking territory.”

I touch the collar of the hoodie—his hoodie.

“Yeah,” I admit softly. “He’s pretty devoted.”

“Well, I’m happy for you,” she says genuinely. “Even if your boyfriend is scary and threatens me over text.”

We reach Dr. Palumbo’s office.

“Ready to ace this?” Katlyn asks, hand on the frame.

I look at my bandaged hands. I think of Aries waiting for me on the couch with a bag of frozen peas. I think of the strawberry milkshake I promised him.

“Yeah,” I say, squaring my shoulders. “Let’s do this. I have a milkshake to buy.”

Katlyn laughs and walks in.

I follow her.

For the first time in my life, I’m not just Easton the quiet student. I’m Easton, the guy with the scary boyfriend and the secret life.

And honestly? I kind of love it.




———




The elevator ride up to the penthouse feels different this time. Usually, it’s a ride into the lion’s den, or at least, the lion’s extremely expensive, cedar-scented lair. Today, it feels like coming home.

I nudge the door open with my shoulder, balancing a cardboard drink carrier precariously between my forearms. My bandaged hands are useless claws, so I’ve had to improvise. I look like a T-Rex trying to deliver Uber Eats.

“Honey, I’m home,” I call out, kicking the door shut behind me with my heel. “And I come bearing gifts of high-fructose corn syrup.”

The living room is exactly as I left it, minus the Bachelor marathon. Now, the TV is playing a documentary about deep-sea squids.

Aries is still on the throne of pillows, but he’s sitting up a bit straighter. He spots the drink carrier and his eyes light up like I just walked in with a bag of gold doubloons.

“The nectar of the gods,” he breathes, reaching out with his good arm.

“Careful,” I warn, walking over to the coffee table and lowering the carrier with the grace of a bomb disposal robot.

“I have zero dexterity. If I drop this, you are licking it off the floor.”

“I would,” Aries says solemnly. 

Alyssa pops up from behind the kitchen island, shoving a book into her tote bag. She looks less like a swamp witch today and more like a retail warrior, with black combat boots, black dress, silver pentagram necklace.

“Did you get me one?” she asks, eyeing the carrier.

“Chocolate,” I confirm, nudging the cup toward her with my elbow. “Extra whipped cream. Because you dealt with Aries for three hours unsupervised.”

“You are a saint, Easton,” she says, grabbing the cup. She takes a massive sip, groaning in appreciation.

“Oh my god. That hits the spot. My blood sugar was critically low from listening to him critique the hydrodynamics of squid propulsion.”

“It’s inefficient!” Aries argues, grabbing his strawberry shake. He takes a sip, and a look of pure, drug-induced bliss washes over his face.

“Okay. Never mind. Squids are fine. You are the best boyfriend in history.”

“How was the test?” Alyssa asks, shouldering her bag.

“I think I crushed it,” I admit, feeling a smile tug at my lips. “Katlyn was a machine. She wrote so fast I thought her hand was going to catch fire. And Dr. Palumbo gave me a lollipop.”

“A lollipop?” Aries raises an eyebrow. “Is he hitting on you? Do I need to fight a professor?”

“He gives them to everyone, Aries. It’s pediatric psychology. Positive reinforcement.”

“I don’t like it,” Aries grumbles into his straw. “Only I give you sugar.”

Alyssa laughs, checking her phone.

“Alright, boys. As much as I love this domestic bliss, I have a shift starting in twenty minutes. The Goths of North Georgia need their crystals and tarot decks.”

She walks over to the couch and pats Aries on the knee—the non-bruised one.

“Don’t die while I’m gone. Don’t rip your stitches. Do not try to lift the skeleton.”

“Yorick is light as a feather,” Aries defends.

“I’ll be back around eight,” she promises, turning to me. “I’m thinking Thai food? There’s that place on 10th street that makes the curry that melts your face off.”

“Yes,” Aries and I say in unison.

“Perfect. See you later, losers.”

She blows a kiss and breezes out the door. The lock clicks shut behind her.

Silence settles over the apartment. It’s a comfortable, heavy silence. The squid documentary drones on in the background.

I look at Aries. He’s nursing his milkshake. He looks tired, the pain meds must be wearing off.

“You okay?” I ask, walking over to the couch.

“I’m good,” he says softly. He reaches out and takes my wrist, avoiding the bandages. He pulls me closer until my knees bump the cushions.

“How are the paws?”

“They throb,” I admit. 

He kisses my wrist. His lips are cold from the shake.

“Go shower,” he says. “You smell like campus anxiety. Wash it off. Put on my sweats. Come cuddle.”

“Bossy,” I smile.

“Patient,” he corrects. “I have rights.”

“Okay. Twenty minutes.”

I leave him to his squids and head for the bathroom. I strip off my clothes awkwardly, with my clumsy hands. I wrestle plastic covers over both bandaged hands, sealing them awkwardly at my wrists and step inside the shower.

I turn the handle with my elbow.

Hot water blasts down.

I groan, leaning my forehead against the cool tile wall.

The steam rises, wrapping around me like a fog. I close my eyes.

Just recently I was a normal student worried about exams.

Then I went to a hospital, almost died, kissed my best friend, and moved in with him.

Then I watched him strip for a room full of screaming women and realized some possessive little part of me wanted to tell every single one of them he was mine.

Then I fought a Wendigo in the woods and held a frozen heart in my hands.  

Then Aries said he loved me, even though he was likely not in his right mind due to passing out in the backseat of the car from blood loss.

Then took a test with a scribe and drank a milkshake.

It sounds like a fever dream. It sounds like the kind of story you tell a psychiatrist before they prescribe you the heavy stuff.

But I look down at my hands, and I know the skin is red and tender from the cold.

I look at my chest. There’s a bruise blooming over my ribs where Aries tackled me out of the way of the flamethrower.

It’s real.

All of it.

I soap up as best I can, and let the water rinse away the sweat of the exam.

I’m dating Aries.

I’m part of a ghost-hunting trio.

I’m going to be a surgeon who knows exactly what it feels like to hold a life, and a death, in his hands.

I turn off the water.

I step out, shivering slightly in the cool air. I wrap a towel around my waist.

I look in the mirror.

My hair is wet and messy. My eyes look tired. But there’s something else there, too. A sharpness. A clarity that wasn’t there last week.

I’m not just observing life anymore. I’m in it. Deep in it.

“Okay,” I whisper to my reflection. “Thai food. Cuddles. Recovery.”

I grab Aries’ clean gray sweatpants and a soft, worn-out hoodie.

I dress quickly, the fabric soft against my skin.

I open the door.

“Hey, E!” Aries calls from the living room. “The squid is fighting a whale! You gotta see this!”

I smile.

“Coming,” I call back.
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The smell of Thai food is the best thing that has happened to me in forty-eight hours.

Alyssa kicks the door shut behind her, balancing three brown paper bags in her arms like a circus performer. She dumps them onto the coffee table with a heavy thud that rattles the decorative candles.

“Dinner is served, invalids,” she announces, wiggling off her trench coat. “I got extra peanut sauce. Because I figured you’d need the calories.”

“You are a goddess,” Aries says from the couch, staring at the food with naked longing.

“Dig in,” Alyssa says, flopping onto the floor.

There is a pause.

Aries looks at his arms. He tries to lift them. He winces, stopping when his elbows are about four inches off his ribs.

“I can’t reach,” he says flatly.

I look at my hands. They are wrapped in white gauze mittens that make me look like a cartoon character who just punched a beehive. I try to grab a takeout container. My fingers slide uselessly over the smooth plastic lid.

“I can’t grip,” I admit.

Alyssa looks at us. She looks at Aries, the terrifying stripper who fights ghosts. She looks at me, the future surgeon who extracted a heart of ice.

She starts laughing. It’s a loud, cackling sound that makes Yorick the skeleton vibrate on his stand.

“Oh my god,” she wheezes. “You guys are pathetic. You are literally toddlers.”

“I am incapacitated,” Aries defends, dignity bruising along with his ribs. “It is a temporary tactical disadvantage.”

“Open the curry, Alyssa,” I plead. “I’m starving.”

Sighing dramatically, Alyssa plays nursemaid. She pops the lids off the containers. She snaps the chopsticks apart. She even puts a fork in Aries’ hand so he doesn’t have to strain his wrist.

“There,” she says, handing me a spoon I can barely hold. “Eat. Try not to get it in your wounds.”

We eat. It’s messy. Aries spills a drop of yellow curry on his chest bandage and looks ready to cry about it. I manage to shovel rice into my mouth using a scooping motion that is entirely undignified.

But the food is warm, spicy, and grounding.

“So,” Alyssa says around a mouthful of Pad Thai. “I have to bounce in ten. My mom texted me earlier to bring her some sage tonight.”

“Bring me some,” Aries mumbles. “I want to sage the car. It smells like wet dog and fear.”

“I’ll bring the industrial bundle,” she promises.

She finishes her food with terrifying speed, wipes her mouth, and stands up.

“Alright. Don’t do anything stupid while I’m gone. Easton, make sure he takes his antibiotics. Aries, make sure Easton doesn’t try to study with his feet.”

“I would never,” I lie.

“Bye, losers.”

She leaves and the apartment is quiet again. The sun has set, turning the windows into mirrors reflecting our sorry state.

Aries puts his fork down. He leans his head back against the couch cushions, closing his eyes. He looks exhausted.

“You okay?” I ask softly.

“I feel gross,” he mutters without opening his eyes. “I smell like the hospital. I smell like iodine and sweat.”

He opens one eye, looking at me.

“I want a shower, E. I want to scrub my skin off.”

“Dr. Mason said forty-eight hours,” I remind him gently. “You can’t get the stitches wet.”

Aries groans a sound of pure frustration. “So I just marinate in my own filth? It’s unsexy, Easton. I am supposed to be the sexy boyfriend.”

I stand up and smile, walking over to him.

“You’re always the sexy boyfriend,” I say. “Even when you smell like a hospital.”

I look at him. I look at the tension in his jaw.

“Come on,” I say. “Up.”

“Where are we going?”

“The bathroom,” I say. “You can’t take a shower. But… I can give you a sponge bath.”

Aries blinks, a slow, lazy smirk spreading across his face.

“A sponge bath?” he repeats. “Like in the movies? Are you going to wear a little nurse’s hat?”

“No hat,” I say, blushing. “Just warm water and soap. Come on.”

I help him up. He leans heavily on me as we walk to the master bath.

I sit him down on the closed toilet lid. He sits with his legs spread, elbows resting on his knees, looking up at me with a mix of pain and intense interest.

I turn on the sink and let the water run until it’s steaming. I wrestle waterproof covers over my bandaged hands before touching the washcloth. The result makes my hands look even more ridiculous, but at least the dressings stay dry.

I soak the washcloth and pump some of his expensive body wash onto it.

“Okay,” I whisper. “This might tickle.”

I step between his legs.

Aries looks up at me. His eyes are dark, focused entirely on my face.

I bring the warm cloth to his neck.

I wipe away the day. I clean the spot where the Egyptian beetle tattoo sits. I clean the curve of his throat.

Aries sighs, his head dropping back slightly, exposing more skin.

“That feels… good,” he rumbles.

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.”

I move down. I clean his shoulders, careful to avoid the edges of the white gauze taped across his chest. I trace the lines of his deltoids, the ink of the mythology sleeves. I know these tattoos. I’ve stared at them for years. Touching them like this, intimately, with purpose, feels different.

I move to his chest.

I wipe the skin around the bandage. He winces slightly when I get too close to a bruise, but he doesn’t pull away.

“Sorry,” I whisper.

“Don’t stop,” he says.

I move lower, to his stomach.

His abs tense under the cloth. I follow the line of hair that disappears into the waistband of his sweatpants.

The air in the bathroom changes. It gets heavier. Steamy, but not from the water.

Aries’ hands come up, gripping my hips. His touch is firm, possessive.

“Easton,” he warns. His voice is a growl.

“I’m just cleaning you,” I say, my own voice trembling.

“You’re torturing me,” he corrects. “You’re standing between my legs, washing me, looking like… that.”

“Like what? I’m wearing your hoodie.”

“Exactly.”

He leans forward, pressing his forehead against my stomach.

“I want to kiss you,” he says into the fabric. “I want to do a lot more than kiss you. But if I move too fast, I’m going to rip a stitch, and Dr. Mason will kill me.”

I drop the washcloth into the sink.

I run my bandaged hands through his hair. It’s soft, damp with sweat at the temples.

“Then don’t move,” I whisper.

I lean down and kiss him.

It’s slow. Gentle. I have to be careful not to put weight on his chest. I cup his jaw with my gauze-wrapped palms.

Aries makes a noise. A low, desperate sound in his throat. His hands tighten on my hips, pulling me closer. He opens his mouth, deepening the kiss, chasing my tongue with his.

He tries to pull me down into his lap.

“Ah!” He hisses, breaking the kiss. 

I jump back instantly. “Aries! Are you okay?”

He’s breathing hard, eyes squeezed shut. “Yeah. Yeah. Just twisted wrong. Pulled at the stitches.”

My eyes drop immediately to the dressing. No fresh blood. Nothing pulling loose.

“See?” I scold, though my heart is racing. “Doctor’s orders. No strenuous activity.”

He opens his eyes, looking wrecked but also happy.

“You are strenuous activity, Easton Stark.”

He takes a deep breath, steadying himself.

“Okay,” he says. “Okay. I’m clean enough. Let’s go to bed. Before I try to fuck you and bleed out on the tile.”

I laugh, a nervous, breathless sound.

“Deal.”

I help him stand and walk him out to the bedroom, slowly sitting him on the edge of the bed. I help him lie back, adjusting the pillows so he’s propped up.

I walk to the other side and climb in.

I curl up next to him, careful not to touch his chest. I lay my head near his shoulder.

Aries shifts, resting his cheek on top of my head.

“Goodnight, E,” he whispers.

“Goodnight, Aries,” I say.
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The sun is a bully. It blasts through the windows, hitting me directly in the face. 

I groan, trying to roll over to escape the glare.

Big mistake.

My chest screams. It’s a sharp, tearing sensation that radiates from my sternum to my shoulder. It feels like the stitches are doing a synchronized dance of agony.

“Mother…” I hiss, freezing mid-roll.

I flop back onto the pillow, panting shallowly.

Okay. Status report.

Pain level: 6 out of 10.

Thirst level: Saharan.

Boredom level: Critical.

I look to my left.

Easton is dead to the world. He’s curled up on his side, face buried in the pillow, wearing my oversized hoodie. His bandaged hands are tucked under his chin like a sleeping kitten.

He looks peaceful. He looks soft.

He also looks like he would murder me if I woke him up.

I stare at the ceiling. I count the recessed lights. Twelve.

I count the cracks in the plaster (there aren’t any, I pay too much rent for cracks).

I count the number of times I regret fighting a mythological cannibal. (Zero, because Easton is here, but maybe one for the lack of coffee).

I need coffee.

I need to move. If I lay here for another ten minutes, my muscles are going to atrophy. I am a shark; I have to keep moving or I die. Or at least, I get really annoying.

I carefully slide my legs out from under the duvet. I sit up. The room spins a little, a lingering reminder that I lost a decent amount of blood into the Georgia soil.

I stand up, wobbling slightly.

“I am fine,” I whisper to myself. “I am the King of Crimson Hour. I am an apex predator.”

I shuffle out of the bedroom.

The living room is bright. Yorick the skeleton is standing guard by the balcony, currently wearing a silk scarf.

“Morning, bone boy,” I mutter, padding past him.

I reach the kitchen.

Target: The Coffee Maker.

Obstacle: My own inability to lift my left arm past my ribcage.

I grab the bag of coffee beans with my right hand. I try to open it. It’s one of those vacuum-sealed bags that requires grip strength. I pull. Nothing.

I use my teeth.

Rrrrip.

Coffee beans explode. They scatter across the counter and floor.

“Dammit,” I whisper.

I ignore the mess. I pour what’s left into the grinder. I press the button.

VRRRRRRRR.

The sound is deafening in the quiet apartment. It sounds like a chainsaw.

I wince, looking back toward the bedroom hallway.

Silence. Good. Easton sleeps like the dead.

I get the filter. I get the water. I am making progress. I’m a self-sufficient invalid.

I reach for a mug from the upper cabinet.

I stretch my right arm up. My fingertips brush the ceramic.

But as I stretch, the skin across my chest pulls tight. A shot of pain lances through my pectoral muscle.

“Ah!” I gasp, jerking my arm back, hand hitting the mug.

CRASH.

The mug falls. It hits the counter, shattering into three large pieces and a million shards.

I stare at the wreckage. Fuck.

“Aries?” The voice is sleep-rough and filled with immediate panic.

I turn around.

Easton is standing in the hallway. He’s clutching the doorframe with a bandaged hand. His eyes are wide, his hair is sticking up in every direction, and he looks terrified.

“I’m okay!” I say quickly. “I’m okay. Nobody died. Just a mug. A casualty of war.”

Easton blinks. He looks at the shattered ceramic. He looks at the spilled coffee beans. He looks at me, shirtless and pale, clutching the counter for support.

His expression shifts. The fear vanishes, replaced instantly by something far more terrifying: Dr. Stark.

He narrows his eyes, walking toward me. He doesn’t look like a soft boy anymore. He looks like a man who is about to triage a difficult patient.

“What,” he says, stopping a few feet away, “are you doing?”

“Making coffee,” I say, trying to summon my usual swagger. It’s hard when I’m wearing sweatpants and forty stitches are holding my chest together. “I am a provider, Easton. I provide caffeine.”

“You are on bed rest,” he states. “Strict. Bed. Rest.”

“I was thirsty.”

“You could have woke me up.”

“You looked peaceful. Like a cherub. I didn’t want to disturb the aesthetic.”

Easton ignores my charm, and points to the living room.

“Couch,” he orders.

“Easton, I need—”

“Couch. Now.”

“You can’t boss me around,” I argue, though I’m already taking a step toward the living room. “I’m bigger than you.”

“I have access to your pain meds,” he counters. “And I know where your ticklish spots are. Do not test me, Aries. I’m board-certified in stubbornness.”

“That’s not a real board.”

“Couch!” Easton snaps

I sigh and admit defeat.

I walk to the couch and collapse onto it. 

Easton bustles around the kitchen. I hear the dustpan. I hear the coffee maker gurgling. He’s cleaning up my mess with his bandaged hands, which makes me feel a spike of guilt sharp enough to rival the stitches.

“I can help,” I call out.

“You’ve done enough,” he calls back. “You murdered a mug.”

Five minutes later, he walks into the living room. He’s balancing two mugs on a tray he found somewhere. He sets it down on the coffee table.

He hands me the bigger mug and grabs the smaller one for himself.

Then, he does something unexpected.

He doesn’t sit next to me. He climbs onto the couch and swings a leg over my lap.

He sits on me.

He straddles my hips, settling his weight carefully on my thighs, avoiding my chest completely. 

I blink, looking up at him.

“This is an interesting medical technique,” I say, my free hand instinctively going to his waist to steady him.

“It’s containment,” Easton says. He takes a sip of coffee, staring me down. “If I sit here, you can’t get up. You can’t go to the kitchen. You can’t try to lift Yorick. You are pinned.”

“I could throw you off,” I tease.

“Try it,” he challenges. “You’ll rip a stitch.”

“You play dirty, Dr. Stark.”

“I play to win.” He looks smug. He looks adorable.

I run my thumb over the fabric of his sweatpants—my sweatpants.

“I hate this,” I admit quietly. “I hate sitting still. I feel like I’m vibrating.”

“I know,” Easton says softly. “But you have to heal. You tore yourself apart to save me.”

“I’d do it again,” I say immediately.

“I know,” he repeats. “Which is why I’m sitting on you. To stop you from doing it again today.”

My phone buzzes on the side table.

Bzzt. 

Bzzt. 

Bzzt.

It’s an aggressive vibration. A notification flood.

“Someone is popular,” Easton notes.

I reach over carefully and place my mug down, grabbing the phone.

I unlock it.

It’s Crimson Hour group chat. And three missed texts from Jake.




Jake: Aries. Call me.
Jake: We have a situation.
Jake: People are talking.





I frown. “Uh oh.”

“What?” Easton asks, leaning forward to peek at the screen.

“Rumor mill,” I say. I open the group chat.




Kolt: I heard he got stabbed by a cartel member.

Magic Mike 2.0: No, John said it was a jealous husband. With a machete.

Michael: I heard he fought a bear. Like, an actual bear. In the woods.

Gary: I heard he fell into a wood chipper.





“A wood chipper?” Easton reads over my shoulder. “Gary has an active imagination.”

“Gary is an idiot,” I say.

“What are we going to do?” Easton asks. “If people think you’re in the mob…”

I look at the rumors.

A bear. A cartel. A machete.

I grin.

“We lean into it,” I say, and start typing.




Aries (to Group Chat): Let them talk. It was a hiking accident. Very steep ravine. Very sharp rocks.





I pause.




Aries: But you should see the bear.





I hit send. Easton laughs, burying his face in my neck.

“You are terrible,” he murmurs against my skin. “You are inciting panic.”

“I am building a legend,” I correct, curling my right arm around his waist, and pulling him as close as my stitches allow. “Besides. The truth is way scarier.”

“Yeah,” Easton agrees. “Cannibal deer monsters are bad for branding.”

He settles against me, his weight warm and grounding. He smells like coffee and my soap.

“Stay here,” I whisper. “Don’t move.”

“I’m not going anywhere,” he promises. “I’m your anchor. Remember?”

“Yeah,” I say, closing my eyes. “I remember.”

The rumors can wait. The club can wait.

Right now, I have my boyfriend sitting on my lap, and I’m okay with staying put.








  
  42

  
  
  Easton

  
  




The cold isn’t weather. It is an entropy so absolute it feels like the universe has stopped breathing. It is a vacuum where heat is hunted down and extinguished.

I am standing in the clearing on Old Henderson Road. Above me, the sky is a flat, matte lid, starless and suffocating. The trees aren’t wood; they are charred, necrotic vertebrae, clawing at the dark. 

I am alone.

“Aries?” I call out. The sound dies instantly, swallowed by a fog that clings like wet wool. “Alyssa?”

Nothing. Just the ringing silence of a grave.

Then, sound cuts through the fog.

CRACK. Pop. CRACK. Pop.

It is the wet, rhythmic grinding of bone popping out of a socket, forced back in, and dragged forward. It’s coming from behind the massive, rotting oak stump.

I try to run, but gravity has turned against me. I look down. The ground isn’t earth anymore. It is a rising tide of black, viscous bile. War Water. It bubbles softly, thick and oily, climbing my shins, tasting me.

“Easton…”

The voice drifts from the shadows. It is frighteningly clear. Smooth. Deep. Aries.

“Easton, please… make it stop…”

Adrenaline spikes, hammering against my ribs like a trapped bird. “Aries! Where are you?”

“I’m here… it hurts, Easton… help…”

The panic overrides the logic. I rip my legs free from the sludge with a sickening suction sound. I stumble toward the stump. I have to get to him.

I round the corner.

Aries is there. He is on his knees, his broad back to me, weeping. He is shirtless, his skin glowing with a sickly, pale luminescence in the dark. Every muscle is pulled tight, trembling violently.

“Aries,” I choke out, my hand trembling as I reach for his shoulder. “I’ve got you. I’m here.”

He stops crying. The trembling stops.

He turns.

For a second, relief washes over me. It’s him. The blue eyes. The sharp jawline. The familiar curve of his mouth.

Then, he smiles.

It starts as a grin, but it doesn’t stop. 

SNAP. 

His cheeks tear with a sound like fabric ripping. His jaw unhinges, dropping grotesquely past his neck. Inside, there is no tongue, only rows of serrated, translucent needle-teeth glistening with saliva.

His eyes roll back, dissolving into milky, cataract-white marbles.

The skin at his temples bulges and splits. Antlers slick with gore, draped in hanging moss and wet rot, erupt from his skull. They spiral upward, jagged and wrong.

He laughs, but the sound is a wet gurgle rising from a throat that shouldn’t exist.

“Mine…” the thing hisses.

He lashes out. His hand is no longer human; it is elongated, obsidian-black, ending in talons. He strikes my chest, punching through skin and muscle with zero resistance. I feel the freeze of him sliding between my ribs. He is digging. He is hunting for my heart.

“Give it to me…”

I open my mouth to scream, but only blood comes out.

I sit up violently, gasping for air. The scream tears out of my throat, raw and terrified.

The room is dark. There are no trees. No sludge. Just the soft hum of the HVAC and the blue glow of the city through the windows.

I am in the penthouse. I am safe.

But I can’t breathe.

My chest is heaving. My bandaged hands are clutching the duvet so hard my fingers throb in time with my frantic heart rate. I’m sweating, drenched in it, shivering violently.

“Easton?”

The voice beside me is real. It’s rough with sleep and panic.

Aries shifts. He tries to sit up quickly, but I hear him suck in a sharp breath through his teeth as his stitches pull. He ignores it. He forces himself up, reaching out with his good arm.

“Hey,” he whispers, his hand finding my shoulder. “Hey. I’m here. Wake up.”

I flinch at his touch.

The image of his face splitting open is still burned onto my retinas. The sound of his voice twisting into a monster’s growl is still echoing in my ears.

“Easton, look at me,” Aries commands softly. He doesn’t pull away. He slides closer, wincing as he drags his body across the mattress. “It was a dream. Just a dream.”

“It felt real,” I whisper, burying my face in my bandaged hands. “It was you. It… it used you.”

“It was just a nightmare,” he says.

He gently pries my hands away from my face. He holds my wrists, careful of the bandages.

“Open your eyes, E.”

I open them.

Aries is leaning over me, his face shadowed but familiar. No antlers. No milky eyes. Just concern, deep and terrified concern.

“See?” he says, gesturing to himself. “Just me. Just Aries.”

He sits back against the pillows, pulling me with him. He maneuvers me until I’m tucked into his side, my head resting on his good shoulder.

“Tell me,” he says quietly.

“It was the woods,” I shudder. “I heard you calling for help. But when I found you… you turned into it. You tried to… to eat my heart.”

Aries tightens his arm around me. His skin is hot against my cheek.

“Mimicry,” he murmurs. “That’s what they do. They take what you love and use it to lure you in. It’s a psychological predator.”

“It sounded exactly like you,” I confess, a tear slipping out. “It knew exactly what to say to make me come closer.”

Aries is quiet for a moment. He rests his chin on the top of my head.

“I heard it too,” he admits.

I lift my head to look at him. “What?”

He stares at the wall, his expression dark.

“In the woods. Before we saw it. When it called out…” He swallows hard. “It used my voice.”

He looks down at me.

“It wasn’t just copying words, Easton. It was copying moments. Intimate moments. It knew.”

He shudders. A ripple of revulsion goes through him.

“Hearing that thing use our memories… hearing it sound like me, trying to lure you to your death? It terrified me. More than the claws. More than the hunger.”

He brushes the hair back from my forehead. His fingers are trembling slightly.

“I thought… what if you didn’t know? What if you ran to it thinking it was me?”

“I didn’t,” I whisper. “I stayed with you.”

“You stayed with me,” he agrees. “You trusted the real me.”

He leans down and kisses my forehead.

“It’s gone, Easton. We burned it. You held its heart in your hands and we destroyed it. It can’t hurt us anymore.”

“The nightmares might not know that,” I say weakly.

“Then we fight them,” Aries says. “If you wake up, you wake me up. I don’t care what time it is. I don’t care if I’m in a coma. You wake me up, and I will remind you who I am.”

He takes my bandaged hand and presses it against his chest, right over his heart, above the stitches, above the ink.

“Feel that?” he asks.

Thump. Thump. Thump.

“That’s real,” he says. “That’s me. And I’m not going anywhere.”

I close my eyes, focusing on the beat. It grounds me. It chases the cold of the woods away.

“Okay,” I whisper.

“Okay,” he echoes.

Aries keeps his arm around me, holding me tight, anchoring me to the bed.

“Go back to sleep, E,” he murmurs. “I’ll stay awake and keep you safe.”
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The sun is up, and I am officially on patrol in my own living room.

I didn’t go back to sleep after Easton woke up screaming. I couldn’t. Every time I closed my eyes, I heard that thing mimicking my voice, twisting it into a lure.

Easton is dozing on the couch now, surrounded by a fortress of pillows I constructed. He looks peaceful, but there are dark circles under his eyes.

I am pacing. Slowly. Carefully.

My chest throbs with every step, a dull, rhythmic ache behind the forty stitches, but the pain keeps me sharp. I’m checking the locks. I’m checking the windows. I’m checking the shadows in the corners to make sure they’re just shadows.

Paranoia, a doctor would call it.

Tactical awareness, I call it.

My phone buzzes on the kitchen island.




Alyssa: I'm in the elevator. I brought the nuclear option.





A minute later, the front door opens. Alyssa breezes in, carrying a massive woven basket instead of her usual tote bag. She smells like a campfire in a pine forest.

“Morning, sunshine,” she whispers, spotting Easton asleep on the couch. She tiptoes in, setting the basket down on the coffee table with a surprising amount of care.

“Did you bring it?” I ask, walking over to her. I’m wearing sweatpants and an open flannel shirt because buttoning things is currently outside my skill set.

“I brought everything,” Alyssa confirms. She lifts the lid of the basket.

Inside, there are bundles of white sage, bags of black salt, a jar of something that looks like mud, and an old, leather-bound book that smells like mildew and history.

“The apartment feels…” She pauses, sniffing the air. “Heavy. Residue.”

“Easton had a nightmare,” I say quietly. “Bad one. He thought I was the monster.”

Alyssa’s expression softens. She looks at Easton, then back at me. Her eyes are serious.

“The psychic link,” she murmurs. “Wendigos are mental predators. When you kill one, sometimes the echo lingers. Especially since he… touched the heart.”

“Fix it,” I demand. It’s not a request. “Ward the place. Seal the windows. I don’t care if it smells like a hippie commune in here for a month. I want this place locked down.”

“On it,” she says. “Sit down, Aries. You look gray.”

“I’m fine.”

“Sit.”

I sit. I hate it, but I sit.

Alyssa gets to work. She lights the sage bundle. Smoke billows out, thick and pungent. She walks the perimeter of the room, chanting something low and rhythmic in a language I don’t recognize. She draws symbols on the glass of the windows with the mud-paste.

“Sealing oil,” she explains without looking back. “Keeps spirits out. Keeps nightmares in check.”

Easton stirs on the couch. He blinks, sniffing the air.

“Is something burning?” he croaks.

“Just the bad vibes,” Alyssa calls out from the balcony door. “Go back to sleep.”

Easton sits up, rubbing his eyes with the back of his bandaged hand. He looks at me, seeing me watching him like a hawk.

“You didn’t sleep,” he accuses softly.

“I slept with my eyes open,” I lie. “Like a dolphin.”

Easton rolls his eyes, but he smiles. It’s a weak smile, but it’s there.

“Okay,” Alyssa says, capping the jar of mud. “Perimeter is secure. Nothing spectral is getting in here unless you invite it in. Now…”

She walks back to the coffee table and picks up the old leather book.

“We need to talk about why there was a Wendigo on Henderson Road.”

The air in the room shifts. The domestic “let’s sage the apartment” vibe vanishes, replaced by the cold, clinical tension of the hunt.

“You said it was the mill,” I say. “The fire and famine in the 20s.”

“I thought it was,” Alyssa says. She sits on the floor, opening the book. The pages are yellowed, covered in dense, handwritten text and disturbing charcoal sketches. “But I did some digging in the Archives last night. The mill fire happened in November. Wendigos appear in deep winter. January. February.”

She points to a passage.

“And usually, they stay dormant in the earth until the hunger wakes them. But this one… it was active. It was hunting. And it was mimicking perfectly.”

“So?” Easton asks, leaning forward. “It was smart.”

“Too smart,” Alyssa says. 

She turns the book toward us.

There is a sketch of a creature that looks exactly like what we fought—deer skull, elongated limbs. But around its neck, in the drawing, is a symbol. A circle with a line through it.

“I found this in the chapter on Binding,” Alyssa says. “Wendigos are solitary. They are chaotic. But sometimes… warlocks would bind them. Use them as guard dogs.”

I frown. “Guard dogs?”

“To protect something,” Alyssa explains. “Or to punish someone.”

She looks at Easton.

“When you held the heart,” she says carefully. “Did you notice anything? Besides the cold?”

Easton looks down at his bandaged hands. He closes his eyes, remembering.

“It was… heavy,” he whispers. “And it wasn’t just ice. It felt… structured. Like it had layers.”

He opens his eyes.

“And there was something inside it,” he says. “In the center. I thought it was just sludge. But…”

He looks at the sketch in the book. He points to the symbol on the creature’s neck.

“I saw that,” he breathes. “Etched into the ice. Right on the atrium.”

The silence in the room is deafening.

“A sigil,” Alyssa says, her voice grim. “A command rune.”

“What does that mean?” I ask, feeling a cold dread settling in my gut that has nothing to do with the air conditioning.

“It means,” Alyssa says, closing the book with a heavy thump, “that the Wendigo didn’t just wander down. It didn’t just wake up because it was hungry.”

She looks at me, then at Easton.

“Someone put it there,” she says.

“Put it there?” I repeat. “Like… planted it?”

“Summoned it. Bound it to that spot. And told it to feed.”

I stand up. I ignore the pain in my chest. I walk to the window, looking out at the city skyline.

“So we didn’t just kill a monster,” I say, my voice low. “We broke someone’s toy.”

“Exactly,” Alyssa says.

“Who?” Easton asks. “Who would do that?”

“I don’t know,” Alyssa admits. “But whoever they are… they’re powerful. And now, they know their pet is dead.”

Easton looks terrified again, clutching a pillow to his chest.

“They know,” I realize. “The mimicry. It used our names. It knew who we were.”

“A summoned creature will have a psychic connection with its summoner.” Alyssa says. “So yes, they know.”

I walk over to the couch. I sit down next to Easton. 

“So we have a warlock on our tail?” I ask.

“Maybe,” Alyssa says. “Or maybe just a really pissed-off collector.”

“Great,” I sigh. “Just great. I fight one cannibal, and suddenly I’m in a magical gang war.”

Easton leans his head on my shoulder.

“We killed it,” he says firmly. “Whatever sent it… we beat it. We have the Triangle.”

I look down at him. He’s trembling slightly, but his voice is steady.

“We do.” I look at Alyssa. “Keep the wards up. Double them. Salt the vents. Salt the toilet. I don’t care.”

“On it,” she says, standing up.

“We’re safe here,” I promise Easton, though I’m speaking to myself as much as him. “Nobody gets in. Nobody touches you.”

Easton nods against my shoulder.

“I know,” he whispers.

But as I look at the old leather book on the table, and the skyline outside, I can’t shake the feeling that the woods were just the beginning.

We started a fight we didn’t understand.

And now, we have to finish it.
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The energy in the penthouse is vibrating at a frequency that usually precedes a poltergeist manifestation or a nervous breakdown.

I’m sitting on the floor, surrounded by half-empty takeout containers and the smell of burning sage. To my left, Aries is pacing like a caged tiger with a sewing project in his chest. To my right, Easton is sitting on the couch, staring at nothing, his bandaged hands picking at a loose thread on the blanket.

They look like survivors of a shipwreck.

Easton flinches when the ice maker in the fridge drops a fresh batch. Aries stops pacing every time the wind hits the windows.

They are spiraling.

I check my watch. I skipped work. My shift at New Moon & Magick ended hours ago. Technically, I should go home to my studio apartment, water my succulents, and sleep in my own bed.

But looking at my battered, traumatized, codependent idiots, I know I can’t leave.

If I leave, Easton won’t sleep. He’ll stare at the dark and hear the Wendigo’s voice.

If I leave, Aries will try to patrol the perimeter until he rips his stitches open and bleeds out on his floor.

I sigh, standing up.

“Okay,” I announce. “Executive decision.”

They both look at me. Aries looks ready to fight whatever I’m about to say. Easton just looks tired.

“I’m moving in,” I say.

Aries blinks. “What?”

“Temporarily,” I clarify. “Until the stitches are out. Until Easton stops shaking. Until we figure out who summoned a cannibal deer monster in our backyard.”

I point to the guest room down the hall, the one Aries uses for ‘storage’ (aka piles of protein powder tubs and old club costumes).

“I’m taking the guest room. I require fresh linens, access to the espresso machine, and complete control over the thermostat because you keep it like a meat locker in here.”

Easton lets out a breath that sounds like a deflating tire. His shoulders drop three inches.

“Thank god,” he whispers. “Please stay. I… I don’t think I can handle him alone.”

He gestures vaguely at Aries.

“Hey,” Aries protests weakly. “I am a delight. I am an injured bird.”

“You are a paranoid hawk with a caffeine addiction,” I correct. “And you need supervision.”

Aries crosses his arms carefully. He tries to look annoyed, but I see the relief in his eyes too. He doesn’t want to be the only line of defense tonight.

“Fine,” he grumbles. “But if you stay, you follow house rules. No incense that smells like patchouli. And you don’t touch the limited edition vinyl collection.”

“Deal,” I say. “But I have one condition.”

“Condition?” Aries narrows his eyes.

“I am not sleeping here without my familiar.”

Aries perks up. “Familiar? You mean like… a spirit animal? A wolf?”

“Better,” I say, pulling out my phone.

I dial my mom and she picks up on the second ring.

“Alyssa? Are you okay?”

“I’m good, Ma. I’m at a friend’s. Listen, I’m gonna crash here for a few days. They… uh… they got into a hiking accident and need help.”

“Oh no! Is it the boy you told me about? The one that’s going to be a doctor? Easton?”

“Yeah. And his boyfriend. It’s a whole thing. Look, can you do me a huge favor? Can you go to my apartment and get Yuki? Then bring her over? I sent you the address.”

There is silence for a moment.

Then—

“That’s the fancy apartment complex in the middle of town!” My mom gasps. “Alyssa, is he rich?”

“He’s comfortable, Ma. Just bring the cat. Please?”

“Alright, alright. I’ll be there in twenty. But I want to meet this rich boy. You sure he’s gay? Because—”

“Lord… just bring the cat.”

I hang up and turn back to the boys.

“Reinforcements are en route,” I declare.

“Yuki,” Aries muses. “Is that a demon? A hellhound?”

“She’s a Ragdoll,” I say. “She weighs twelve pounds. She has blue eyes. And she judges people.”

Aries’ eyes go wide. The tough guy facade cracks completely.

“A cat?” he asks. “You’re bringing a cat?”

“Yes.”

“I love cats,” he breathes. “They are apex predators. They are tiny tigers.”

He looks at Easton.

“E, we’re getting a cat.”

Easton smiles. It’s the first real, genuine smile I’ve seen all day.

“That sounds nice,” he says. “Something… normal.”

Twenty minutes later, the buzzer rings.

I go down to the lobby to intercept my mother before she can interrogate the doorman. I grab the carrier and the bag of kibble, give her a quick hug, and dodge her questions about Easton and Aries.

When I get back upstairs, Aries is waiting by the door. He has positioned himself on a stool so he doesn’t have to bend down. He looks like a kid on Christmas morning, if the kid was a six-foot-six stripper covered in tattoos and gauze.

I set the carrier down on the floor.

“Okay,” I warn. “She takes a minute to warm up. Don’t crowd her.”

“I know how to handle royalty,” Aries whispers.

I unzip the carrier.

For a second, nothing happens. Then, a white, fluffy head with gray ears pokes out. Yuki sniffs the air. She smells cedar. She smells sage. She smells two very stressed-out men.

She steps out and is a cloud. A very fluffy, very majestic cloud.

“Oh my god,” Aries whispers.

Yuki looks at him. She blinks her sapphire eyes and lets out a tiny mrrp?

“Hi,” Aries says. He holds out his good hand. He keeps it low, palm open. “I’m Aries. I own this place, but we can negotiate.”

Yuki trots over to him. She sniffs his fingers, and rubs her cheek against his knuckles.

Aries looks like he might cry.

“She likes me,” he says, looking at Easton. “Easton, look. She accepted the offering.”

Easton is watching from the couch, his legs tucked up under him. He looks relaxed. The tension in his jaw is gone.

“She knows you’re hurt,” Easton says softly. “Animals know.”

Yuki decides that Aries’ hand is insufficient. She jumps up onto the couch next to Easton. She circles three times on the leather cushion, kneads with her paws, and then flops down, pressing her warm, furry side against Easton’s thigh.

Easton freezes. Then, slowly, he reaches out with his bandaged hand and strokes her back.

She starts to purr. It’s a loud, rhythmic rumble that fills the silence of the room.

Purr. Purr. Purr.

“It’s like a generator,” Aries marvels, shuffling over to the couch. He sits down on the other side of Yuki, trapping the cat between them.

“A vibration engine.”

“It’s healing frequency,” I say, dropping onto the armchair. “It promotes bone density and tissue regeneration. She is literally fixing you.”

“Magic cat,” Aries nods solemnly. He scratches Yuki behind the ears.

I watch them.

Aries, looking at a ball of fluff with absolute reverence.

Easton, letting the cat’s purr ground him back to reality.

Yuki, the queen, soaking up the attention.

The heavy feeling in the air doesn’t disappear. But it gets pushed back. It gets crowded out by the warmth of a living thing that isn’t trying to eat anyone.

Easton looks up at me, eyes clear.

“Thanks, Alyssa,” he whispers. “For staying. For… everything.”

“Don’t mention it,” I say, kicking my feet up on the coffee table. “Just remember this when I need someone to help me move my rock collection next month.”

“Deal,” Aries says, not looking up from the cat.
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The moment of truth arrives. I sit at the kitchen island, a pair of medical shears in my right hand. My left hand is laid out flat on the cool marble, looking like a heavily wrapped mummy relic.

“Okay,” I whisper to myself. “Here we go.”

I slide the blunt tip of the shears under the white gauze at my wrist. Snip.

The tension releases. I unwind the layers. Round and round. The pile of white fabric grows on the counter.

The last layer falls away.

I stare at my hand.

It’s… okay.

The skin is angry, like a deep, sunburned pink across the palm and fingertips. The tips are peeling slightly, like I stayed out in the cold too long without gloves (which, technically, I did). They look raw. They look tender, but they move.

I flex my fingers. I touch my thumb to my pinky. Then my ring finger. Middle. Index.

Sensation floods in. It’s sharp, hypersensitive, but it’s there. No numbness. No tingling void. Just the sting of healing skin.

I let out a breath that feels like it’s been stuck in my lungs for weeks.

“I can be a surgeon,” I whisper, a giddy laugh bubbling up in my chest. “I didn’t ruin it.”

I repeat the process with the right hand. Same result. Red, peeling, ugly, but functional.

“Verdict?”

I turn around. Alyssa is standing by the door, adjusting her combat boots. She’s wearing a velvet choker and looks ready to sell crystals to house moms.

I hold up my hands. “Pink. Ugly. Fully operational.”

“Nice,” she grins. “High five.”

She holds up a hand from across the room and I mime a high five.

“Alright,” she says, grabbing her bag. “I’m off to the shop. Yuki is passed out in the guest room on a pile of Aries’ old hoodies. Do not disturb her slumber or she will bite you.”

“Understood,” I say. “Don’t wake the dragon.”

“I’ll be back around nine,” she says. “Try not to summon anything while I’m gone.”

“No promises,” I joke.

She leaves. The heavy door clicks shut, sealing the penthouse once again. I relish the feeling of being able to grip the edge of the counter without bulky gauze getting in the way. I walk into the living room.

Aries is sitting on the couch, staring aggressively at the wall. He’s wearing gray sweatpants low on his hips and absolutely nothing else. His hair is a mess. The bandage on his chest is looking a little frayed at the edges.

He looks up as I approach, eyes narrowing.

“They’re off,” he says, nodding at my hands.

“They’re off,” I confirm, wiggling my fingers at him. “And I can feel everything.”

Aries’ gaze drops to my hands, then back up to my face. A flash of heat passes through his eyes, something possessive and relieved, but he quickly masks it with a scowl.

“Good,” he says. “Because I have a demand.”

“A demand? You’re in no position to make demands, patient zero.”

“I am a biohazard,” Aries declares, standing up slowly. He winces as his chest pulls, but he powers through it. “I smell like fear and stale popcorn.”

He walks toward me, looming over me, radiating heat and frustration.

“I want a shower, Easton. A real one. With water. And soap. And dignity. I am sticky. I feel gross. If I don’t get clean, I am going to lose my mind.”

I look at him. He really does look miserable. His hair is greasy, his skin is tacky with sweat, and he just looks… uncomfortable.

“Okay,” I say, relenting. “Shower. But…”

I hold up a finger.

“Conditions.”

“Name them,” Aries says immediately. “I will sign over my soul. I will give you my firstborn. Just get me wet.”

I choke back a laugh. “Phrasing, Aries.”

“I said what I said.”

“Condition one,” I say, stepping closer to inspect his chest bandage. “The water cannot be boiling. I know you. You like to shower in lava. You take showers that would cook a lobster.”

“Heat is cleansing,” he argues. “It purifies the spirit.”

“Heat increases blood flow,” I correct, tapping his sternum gently. “It causes vasodilation. If you take a hot shower, you’re going to make those stitches bleed again. And the steam will make the adhesive peel off too fast.”

Aries opens his mouth to argue.

“Lukewarm,” I interrupt. “Baby bear porridge temperature.”

He closes his mouth, and glares.

“Baby bear,” he repeats with disdain. “Like a lukewarm tea.”

“Take it or leave it,” I say. “Lukewarm water. And I have to help you. You can’t lift your left arm high enough to wash your hair without popping a stitch.”

Aries pauses, his glare softening into something else. Something sly.

“You have to help me?” he asks, his voice dropping an octave.

“Yes,” I say, trying to keep my voice clinical despite the way my heart stutters. “To ensure medical compliance.”

“Medical compliance,” he echoes, a smirk tugging at the corner of his mouth. “I like the sound of that.”

“Don’t get any ideas,” I warn, turning toward the bathroom. “This is a hygiene operation. Not a… recreational one.”

“Whatever you say, Doctor,” he purrs, following me.

We walk into the master bath. It’s cool and smells faintly of the lavender Alyssa sprayed earlier.

I walk over to the massive glass shower enclosure. I reach in and turn the handle.

I adjust the temperature carefully. I test it with my newly liberated hand. It’s warm and pleasant, but definitely not the scalding heat Aries craves.

“Okay,” I announce. “Get in.”

Aries stands by the sink. He pushes his sweatpants down, stepping out of them, kicking them aside.

He is entirely naked.

With the afternoon sun filtering through the frosted window… he looks breathtaking.

Tattoos cover his arms and legs like armor. The Egyptian beetle on his neck seems to watch me. His muscles are defined, hard, and tense. And across his chest, the white gauze stands out as a reminder of how fragile even a “god” can be.

I swallow hard, forcing my eyes up to his face.

“In,” I squeak.

Aries grins, knowing exactly what he’s doing.

He opens the glass door and steps inside.

The water hits him. He hisses at the temperature.

“It’s freezing,” he complains, standing under the spray but keeping his chest turned away from the direct stream.

“No it’s not,” I say, stepping into the bathroom but staying outside the glass for a second. “You are just dramatic.”

“I am freezing to death,” he says, shivering theatrically. “Come warm me up.”

I roll my eyes. 

His back is a landscape of muscle and ink—a sprawling scene of Anubis weighing a heart against a feather.

I pull my clothes off and step into the shower.

I squeeze the shampoo into my hand.

“Lean your head back,” I say. “Gently.”

Aries tips his head back. I reach up.

I slide my fingers into his hair.

It’s wet and heavy. I massage the scalp, working the lather in.

“Mmm,” Aries groans. “Okay. Maybe baby bear isn’t so bad.”

“Told you,” I whisper.

I work slowly, careful not to let the suds run down his face. My healed fingertips tingle with the sensation of his hair, his scalp, the heat of his skin.

“Your hands feel good,” he murmurs. “Rough. But good.”

“They’re healing,” I say.

I rinse his hair, shielding his eyes with my hand. The water runs clear.

“Conditioner?” I ask.

“Obviously,” he says. “I’m high maintenance.”

I laugh and apply the conditioner.

This is domestic. This is simple.

I gently scrub his entire body, allowing the conditioner to sit in his hair.

Then I thoroughly wash the conditioner out, and ensure that all the soap residue is removed from his skin. The water cuts off with a squeak of the handle.

Silence rushes back into the bathroom, heavy and humid. The glass door is fogged up, obscuring the rest of the room, turning the shower stall into a private, misty capsule.

Aries stands there, water dripping from his nose and chin. He looks like a drowned rat. A very muscular, very tattooed, very expensive drowned rat.

“That,” he announces, his teeth chattering slightly, “was a hate crime against warmth.”

“It was hygienic,” I correct, grabbing the massive, fluffy white towel from the rack just outside the door. “And you survived. Congratulations.”

The cooler air hits us, and Aries flinches, wrapping his arms around himself carefully, avoiding the stitches.

“Out,” I command softly. “Before you turn blue.”

Aries steps out onto the bathmat, shivering.

I unfold the towel. I drape it over his shoulders, wrapping him up like a burrito.

I pull the ends of the towel together, rubbing his arms briskly to generate friction.

“Better?”

“Marginally,” he grumbles, burying his face in the cloth. “I miss the lava water.”

“I know.”

I grab a second, smaller towel.

“Okay. Don’t move.”

I kneel, and gently pat his stomach dry. 

Aries looks down at me. His wet hair is plastered to his forehead. His eyes are dark, watching my hands move over his skin with a focus that makes my own pulse jump.

I stand up. I dry his face, dabbing his cheeks and jaw. He closes his eyes, leaning into the towel like a cat.

“Okay,” I say, stepping back. “You’re dry. Stay here. Do not slip on the tile. Do not try to do jumping jacks.”

“I will remain motionless,” he promises.

I leave him standing on the mat and jog to the bedroom. I raid his dresser.

I find a pair of black sweatpants. The soft, fleece-lined ones.

I run back to the bathroom.

Aries hasn’t moved. He’s still clutching the towel around his shoulders, looking pathetic and adorable.

He drops the towel. 

“Pants,” I announce, dropping to my knees again.

Aries looks down at me. “I feel like a toddler.”

“You are a very large, very grumpy toddler,” I agree. “Step in.”

He steps into the left leg. Then the right.

I pull them up, hands sliding up his calves, over his knees, up his thighs. The fleece is soft, but his legs are hard muscle underneath.

I reach his hips and stand up, pulling the waistband into place, tying the drawstring.

“There,” I say. “Decent.”

Aries sighs, rolling his shoulders carefully. “I feel human again. Thank you, E.”

“Don’t thank me yet,” I say. “We have to get you to the couch.”

I offer him my arm. “Taxi service.”

He leans on me. He’s heavy, solid, dead weight, but I brace myself. We walk out of the bathroom, leaving the steam behind.

The living room is bathed in the golden hour light. “Couch,” I order, steering him toward the pillows.

Aries sinks down, groaning as his back hits the cushions, but it’s a good groan. A relieved groan.

“Comfortable?”

“Ecstatic,” he says, closing his eyes. “I am clean. I am soft. I am never moving again.”

“Good.”

I stand up, and look down at myself.

I’m damp. My hair is frizzy from the humidity. I smell like wet dog and antiseptic.

“My turn,” I say.

Aries opens one eye, scanning me.

“Go shower,” he says. “Use the good soap. The cedar one. I want you to smell like me.”

I blush. “Possessive much?”

“Always.”

He reaches out and grabs my hand, squeezing it gently.

“Take your time,” he murmurs. “I’ll hold the fort.”

“Yuki is holding the fort,” I correct. “You are just occupancy.”

“Technicalities.”

I squeeze his hand back, then let go.

“I’ll be back in ten,” I say. “If you need anything, yell.”

“I will,” he promises.

I smile and head back to the bathroom.

I crank the heat all the way up.

Lava. Perfect.
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I’m sprawled out on the couch, every breath a sharp stab through my chest where the stitches pull tight across my skin.

Easton walks out of the bathroom, still wet from his shower, in nothing but a towel. His eyes lock on me with a mix of worry and hunger. He crosses the room quickly.

“Hey,” he murmurs, voice low and rough, kneeling beside the couch.

His hand brushes my arm first, gentle, testing, then slides up to my neck, thumb stroking my jaw. I lean into it, wincing as the motion tugs my stitches.

“Miss me while you were showering?” I joke.

He leans in, lips pressing soft against my mouth, tasting like my mint toothpaste. The kiss deepens fast, his tongue sliding in, claiming me while his fingers trace the edge of my ribs, careful not to press the wounds.

“Aries,” he whispers against my lips, breath hot. “I couldn’t quit thinking about washing you in the shower. I wanted so badly to drop to my knees in there.”

I groan, my cock twitching in my sweats.

“Easton…” I mutter, voice strained, the need building despite the burn in my body. He smirks, hazel eyes dark, and tugs my pants down slow, freeing my dick.

It’s already leaking, hard and throbbing from the tease of his kiss. He wraps his hand around the base, squeezing just enough to make me buck, but I can’t. The stitches scream, pinning me down.

His mouth descends, tongue flicking the head first.

Fuck, the wet heat of it shoots straight through me, easing the pain for a second with pure want.

He sucks the tip in, lips sealing tight, then slides down further, taking half my length in one go.

I gasp, fingers digging into the couch cushion. He bobs slow at first, tongue swirling under the shaft, humming low so the vibration buzzes through me.

“You taste so fucking good, Aries.” He pulls off to say, voice muffled, then dives back, sucking harder, cheeks hollowing. His hand pumps what his mouth can’t reach, twisting at the base, rough and perfect.

My hips want to thrust, but I can’t. Every try sends fire across my stitches, mixing pain with the building pressure in my stomach. His free hand strokes my thigh, thumb circling close to my balls but not touching.

He speeds up, mouth sloppy now, spit dripping down my cock as he takes me deeper, throat relaxing to swallow around the head. Gagging sounds fill the room, wet and obscene, and I moan loud, the denial of movement making every suck feel ten times sharper.

My balls tighten, orgasm coiling hot and tight.

“Easton—fuck, I’m gonna—” I choke out, body trembling.

But he pulls back suddenly, lips popping off with a slick sound, hand stilling at my base. No friction, no heat, just cool air hitting my throbbing dick.

I whine. I fucking whine.

His eyes rake over me, taking in my flushed face, the way my chest heaves and pulls at the stitches.

He leans in again, his fingers tracing the edges of my bandages. I shudder, the intimacy twisting with the pain, making my denied dick pulse harder.

Fuck.

He kisses my collarbone, away from the worst of it, then lower, nipping my stomach.

His hand returns to my cock, stroking lazily now, thumb smearing the precum over the head in circles that keep me teetering.

He dips his head again, nipping at my abs, teeth grazing just enough to make me yelp.

His fist pumps my shaft in firm, twisting strokes. I’m leaking nonstop now, hips twitching uselessly, stitches burning as I strain.

“Please, Easton… let me cum,” I beg, voice raw, the vulnerability hitting hard. Its been days and I need it. He chuckles darkly, pulling away to blow cool air over my wet skin, making me shiver.

Then, he sucks my cock back in, just the head, tongue swirling relentlessly, building me up again without mercy. The edge hovers, cruel and close. I writhe under him, the couch creaking as my body fights the restraints of my own pain.

He switches suddenly, from gentle licking to brutal, relentless sucking, his teeth grazing the sensitive skin along my shaft, nipping just hard enough to send jolts straight to my balls.

I hiss, arching despite the agony ripping through my chest.

“Easton—shit, that hurts.” I gasp, but my cock twitches harder, betraying how much I crave this.

Gagging sounds erupt as he forces himself all the way down. I moan loud, the suction yanking at my core, pleasure exploding through the pain like a drug. My hips buck instinctively, desperate to fuck his face.

His hands grip my trembling thighs tight, fingers bruising the muscle, holding me still against my desperate thrusts.

“No moving,” he mumbles around my dick, the vibration buzzing through me, words slurred.

He swallows around the head, throat contracting. I claw at the couch, sweat slicking my skin. Every suck feels like it’s ripping me apart, the raw ache in my chest amplifying the urgency, pain and need twisting into one throbbing mess.

He eases off just enough to tease the tip cruelly, tongue licking slow circles around the slit, licking up the steady stream of precum. His lips seal over the head, sucking light now, in a torturous rhythm that keeps me teetering on the edge without tipping over.

“Fuck, Easton, please—please, let me cum,” I groan, voice breaking, body shaking under his grip. My thighs quiver against his hands, muscles straining uselessly, the frustration making my cock pulse harder.

His eyes flick up to watch my face, taking in every wince from the stitches, every plea from my lips.

I feel exposed, needy, his to break and mend, the intimacy raw as he nips the base of my shaft lightly. Precum floods his mouth again, and he swallows it down, humming approval, but pulls back right as the pressure builds too high.

“FUCK! Easton, please!”

“Not yet,” he says, voice rough, wiping his chin before leaning in to kiss the edge of my mouth, soft and tender amid the torment.

His hand strokes my cock slowly, base to tip, keeping the fire simmering without letting it blaze. I groan, tears pricking my eyes from the overload, body trembling on the brink.

Easton pulls away fully now, his lips shiny with spit and precum, eyes burning into mine with that dark, hungry intent that makes my stomach twist tighter. He stands slow, cock straining hard against the towel wrapped around his hips.

“Hold on,” he murmurs, voice low and commanding, thumb brushing my lower lip before he turns. His footsteps fade toward the bedroom, leaving me panting on the couch, cock throbbing, slick and aching from his mouth’s abuse.

The stitches pull sharp with every heaving breath, pain lancing through my chest like fire, but it only amps the need coiling in my balls, making me clench my fists to fight the urge to stroke myself.

He returns quickly, a small bottle of lube clutched in one hand, the cap already popped open. The sight of it sends a jolt straight to my dick, twitching visibly as he drops to his knees in front me again.

He squeezes a thick glob into his palm, the wet sound loud in the room. His eyes rake over my body, lingering on the bandages, the raw skin peeking out, before locking on my cock.

He slicks me slow, hand wrapping around the base, spreading the cool, wet heat up my shaft in firm, twisting strokes.

Fuck, the lube makes everything glide slicker, his grip milking precum from the tip to mix with it, turning my dick into a glistening mess.

I groan deep, hips jerking despite the burn, stitches tugging like they’re about to split.

“Easton—shit, that feels too good.” I rasp, watching his fingers work me, thumb circling the slit to smear the wetness there. He leans in close, pumping my cock, building that denied pressure higher.

Satisfied with the slick shine coating me, he stands again, stripping off the towel around his hips, muscles flexing, revealing his thick cock.

He climbs onto the couch carefully, straddling my hips, knees sinking into the cushions on either side of me.

“Don’t move too much, Aries,” he warns, voice husky. He positions himself, ass hovering over my lubed cock, one hand guiding me to his entrance, the heat of him brushing my head making me throb painfully.

He sinks down slowly at first, the tight ring stretching around my tip, swallowing me inch by inch into his ass.

The grip is hot and clenching, pulling a moan from my throat as he bottoms out.

“God,” I grit out, hands gripping his thighs instinctively, nails digging in. My chest screams in protest, but the pleasure drowns it, waves of it crashing through the pain.

Easton groans loud, head falling back, hands bracing on my shoulders as he starts to ride me.

He grinds slowly, circling to drag me against his walls, building that cruel tension that makes my balls ache deeper.

“Fuck,” he pants, voice breaking on a thrust, eyes half-lidded but fixed on my face.

I can’t help it, my hips buck up to meet him, fucking back despite his warning.

Stitches pull taut, raw edges stinging like acid, each jolt sending sparks of hurt that twist into filthy heat, sharpening the slide of his ass on my dick.

“Easton,” I moan, sweat beading on my forehead, body trembling under his weight. He leans forward, mouth crashing to mine in a bruising kiss.

His hands slide down my sides, fingers ghosting the bandages, a tender press here and there amid the rough grind.

My thighs quake, pinned by his weight, orgasm hovering as he squeezes around me tight.

His cock slaps against my stomach, untouched and dripping, the sight making my mouth water even as stars burst behind my eyes from the overload.

He reaches down, stroking himself lazily while he fucks me. His grunts mix with my moans, the intimacy raw and urgent.

“Not yet,” he whispers, slowing again, grinding deep to torment my tip against his prostate, keeping us both teetering on that vicious edge.

“Easton—fuck—please.” I growl. “No more teasing. Let me cum, goddamnit.”

Easton’s hand speeds up on his cock, fist pumping fast now, as he rides me harder.

The couch creaks under us, his ass gripping so fucking tight it drags me to the breaking point, precum leaking hot inside him.

“I’m about to cum—fuck!” he growls, hand blurring on his cock, tip flushed red and leaking hot precum across my abs. The sight shoots straight to my dick, making me buck up desperately.

I can’t hold back. I moan loud and broken, body shuddering violently as the orgasm hits. My cock pulses hard, cum erupting deep in his ass, the heat of it making him squeeze tighter around me.

“Easton—I’m cumming—shit!” I cry out, hips jerking up one last time, stitches screaming as waves of release tear through me, balls emptying in hot, endless jerks.

He moans right back, body convulsing as his cock spills in his fist, cum shooting across my abs. Aftershocks ripple through my aching chest, every twitch pulling at the stitches.

Easton collapses forward carefully, avoiding the worst of the wounds, arms wrapping around me tight, holding me close as his breath pants hot against my neck.

“Fuck,” he murmurs, voice husky and sated. My cock is still twitching inside him, our cum leaking between us.

He nuzzles into my neck, one hand ghosting over my cum-streaked stomach. His ass clenches once more around my spent dick, causing me to moan.

“Shit,” I whisper, leaning back.
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It has been twenty-one days since a Wendigo tried to turn me into an artisanal meat product.

Dr. Mason breezes into the exam room like this is just another normal day and not a follow-up to a cryptid incident. He wears that smug little smile doctors get when they absolutely do not believe your story but are polite enough to pretend.

“So, Aries,” he says, washing his hands at the sink in the corner. “How have the last three weeks been? Any problems with the stitches?”

“No problems, Doc,” I say. “Just deeply yearning to return to my usual level of poor decision-making.”

He snorts, snapping his gloves on, eyes flicking to my chart.

“Well,” he says, “let’s make sure your next act of irresponsibility doesn’t involve falling on… farm equipment again while hiking.”

I smile. “Can’t promise anything,” I say. “The wilderness has it out for me.”

Dr. Mason gestures to the exam table like he’s inviting me onto a sacrificial altar.

“Shirt off,” he says, already leaning in.

I peel it away, and Dr. Mason hums thoughtfully.

“Well,” he says, “you didn’t tear anything open. That’s impressive, given your… lifestyle.”

“I took it easy,” I lie.

He cleans the area, the antiseptic cold enough to make my soul briefly leave my body. I hiss through my teeth.

“Still tender,” he notes.

“Yeah,” I say. “Turns out being mauled by farm equipment has lingering effects.”

He slides the tiny scissors under the first stitch.

“Deep breath,” he says.

“I don’t like when doctors say that,” I reply. “It usually means you’re about to do something painful.”

Snip.

The first stitch comes free, a sharp little pull that makes my muscles jump.

“Oh,” I say. “That’s a sensation.”

“Don’t narrate,” he says flatly.

“I have anxiety,” I counter. “This is how I cope.”

Snip. Pull. Snip.

Each stitch leaves behind a thin red line, skin reclaiming itself one thread at a time. It stings, but it’s bearable. 

I grip the edge of the table and stare at the anatomy poster on the wall.

“So,” he says casually, like he isn’t dismantling my torso, “any dizziness?”

“Gone,” I reply.

“Fever?” 

“No.”

“Shortness of breath?”

“Only when my boyfriend takes his shirt off,” I snicker. 

Dr. Mason stares at me blankly for a moment before continuing to cut the stitches. “Good.”

The last stitch comes out with a longer pull, a sharp tug that makes me suck in air.

“And that’s it,” he says, stepping back. “You’re officially unsewn.”

I look down at my chest. The wound is angry but closed, a promise of a scar over my chest tattoos. 

“Do I get a sticker?” I ask.

He peels off his gloves. “You get instructions.”

“Tragic.”

Dr. Mason hands me a stack of papers like they are a legally binding promise I will not do anything stupid for at least forty eight hours.

“Keep the area clean,” he says, tapping the top page. “If you experience increased pain, swelling, fever, or signs of infection, you come back immediately.”

I nod along like a model patient. Like a liar.

“Got it,” I say. “No dying.”

“That is the goal,” he agrees.

I slide off the table and pull my shirt back on, the fabric dragging lightly over the newly freed skin. It aches in a way that feels exposed, like my body knows it no longer has backup stitches holding it together.

Dr. Mason scribbles one last thing on the chart.

“You’re cleared,” he says. “Try to stay out of trouble.”

I grin. “I make no such promises.”

He sighs like a man who has already updated my file to include future disappointment.

I wave on my way out. “See you never. Or in a deeply inconvenient emergency.”

“Please let it be never,” he says.

I step into the hallway and swiftly exit into the waiting room. I sign out and then step outside.

The parking lot stretches out in front of me, gray and dull, except for one thing.

My car.

The 1967 black Ford Mustang sits exactly where I left it, paint gleaming. Easton is sitting in the driver’s seat, door open, book propped on the steering wheel like the car itself is part of his study setup. His brow is furrowed, lips moving silently as he reads.

I catch a few words as I approach. Rejection. Immunosuppression. Vascular anastomosis.

Hot.

I stop a few feet away and watch him for a second. The world feels quieter here. Like the hospital walls stopped pressing in the moment I spotted him.

“You know,” I say, “most people doom scroll while waiting.”

He jumps. The book wobbles, then steadies as he grips it tighter.

“Jesus, Aries,” he says, looking up. “I didn’t hear you.”

“Tragic,” I reply. “I could have been a ghost.”

He squints at my chest immediately. His eyes always go there now, like he is counting me, making sure all the pieces are still attached.

“How did it go?” he asks.

“Good news,” I say. “I am officially unstitched and mildly feral.”

He exhales, tension easing just a little. “They give you instructions?”

“Mm hmm,” I say, tapping the papers against my thigh. “I am not allowed to do anything stupid.”

He gives me a look.

“I said they gave me instructions,” I clarify. “Not that I’m going to follow them.”

He shakes his head, already smiling despite himself, and goes back to his book like my near death experience is just another thing he has learned to live with.

I open the passenger door and slide in, the leather cool beneath me.

“Whatcha reading?” I ask.

“Organ transplants,” he says without looking up. “Specifically complications in emergency settings.”

“Romantic,” I tell him. “Really sets the mood.”

He snorts.




———




The apartment smells like coffee that has been reheated one too many times and the faint, lingering ghost of whatever Alyssa tried to cook and abandoned halfway through. Shoes get kicked off. Keys hit the counter. Normal things. Comforting things.

I drop the stack of medical instructions onto the kitchen island. Easton sets his bag down and immediately starts tidying in that quiet, nervous way he does, straightening things that do not need to be straightened. He is still in study mode. I can see it in his posture, the way his shoulders haven’t quite come down yet.

“Hey,” I say.

He looks up.

“I haven’t forgotten,” I tell him. “About the fancy dinner.”

His eyebrows knit together. “Aries…”

“I promised you expensive food,” I continue. “With cloth napkins and a waiter who judges us silently.”

He sighs, already smiling. “You don’t have to do that.”

“I do.”

“No, you don’t,” he says gently. “I don’t need to be taken to a fancy dinner. I’m fine with staying in. Cuddling. Watching something dumb. You literally just had stitches removed.”

I stare at him like he has just suggested we eat cereal for our wedding reception.

“Absolutely not,” I say.

He blinks.

“My boyfriend,” I continue, pointing at him for emphasis, “deserves overpriced salmon. He deserves a plate so big the food looks lonely. He deserves a sauce with a name no one can pronounce.”

He laughs, soft and surprised, the sound loosening something in my chest.

“Aries…”

“I am taking you,” I say, stepping closer, lowering my voice like this is sacred law. “We will sit under mood lighting. I will pretend I understand the wine list. And you will let me spoil you.”

He looks at me for a long moment. His expression softens in that dangerous way that makes me want to ruin my own life for him.

“I just want you here,” he says. “That’s enough.”

I reach out and tug him gently into me, pressing my forehead to his.

“You have me,” I say. “But you are also getting salmon.”

He laughs again, this time into my shoulder, arms wrapping around me.

“Okay,” he says. “But if you pass out in the restaurant, I am never letting you live it down.”

“Worth it,” I reply immediately, with a smirk.
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The transformation from “recovering cryptid snack” to “aristocratic vampire attending a funeral for his sugar daddy” takes approximately forty-five minutes.

I stare at myself in the bathroom mirror. The result is exactly what I wanted: expensive, threatening, and barely legal.

I’m wearing a black sheer shirt that clings like a second skin, tucked into high-waisted dress pants. Over that, a blazer in a black so deep it absorbs light. I leave the sheer shirt open at the chest, to show off the silver harness gleaming against my chest. My neck is adorned with a choker that looks like thorns dipped in chrome.

I look like I’m about to seduce a priest or sacrifice a goat. Hopefully both.

I step out into the living room. Easton is waiting by the door, fiddling with his cuffs. He looks up, and his hands freeze.

He’s wearing a slate-gray button-down, sleeves rolled up just enough to tease the forearms, and dark slacks. He looks clean, academic, and agonizingly wholesome. He looks like the kind of man you bring home to your mother, whereas I look like the mistake you make in a gas station bathroom.

“Oh,” Easton says.

I smirk, leaning against the doorframe, careful not to pull the fresh skin on my chest. “Too much? I can go put on the sweatpants with the hole in the crotch.”

Easton swallows. His eyes track the harness, the sheer shirt, the ink visible underneath. “No. No, definitely not too much. You look… devastating.”

“That’s the brand,” I say, pushing off the wall and walking over to him. I fix his collar, though it doesn’t need fixing. I just want an excuse to touch him.

“You clean up nice, Doc. Very ‘young professor about to ruin a student’s GPA.’”

He flushes a lovely shade of pink. “Aries.”

“Easton,” I mimic, grinning. “Let’s go. I promised you fancy food.”

The restaurant is called Obsidian. It is dimly lit, smells like truffle oil and pretension, and there is no music, only the soft murmur of people discussing their portfolios.

The hostess looks at Easton with a polite smile. Then she looks at me—eyeliner sharp enough to kill, tattoos climbing my neck, sheer undershirt—and her smile falters like a candle in a draft.

“Reservation for two,” I say, projecting my best I-own-this-building energy. “Under Aries.”

“Right,” she says, recovering admirably. “Right this way.”

She leads us to a table in the back, tucked into a velvet booth. It’s intimate. Dark. Perfect for hiding things you do with your hands that get you banned from public establishments.

We slide in. The waiter, a man who looks like he has never experienced joy, places two menus in front of us. They are heavy enough to be murder weapons.

“Sparkling or still?” he asks.

“Sparkling,” I say. “I like my water aggressive.”

He blinks once, then vanishes.

Easton opens his menu and his eyes widen. “Aries,” he hisses. “This appetizer is forty dollars.”

“It’s foam, probably,” I say, scanning the list. “Thirty-dollar air. We’re getting two.”

“I can’t let you pay for this.”

I kick him under the table. Gently. 

“I made six grand last month dancing to 80s synth-pop for bachelorette parties,” I tell him. “Let me buy you the overpriced air.”

Easton sighs, but he’s smiling. He relaxes into the booth, the candlelight flickering in his eyes.

“How are you feeling?” he asks, his gaze dipping automatically to my chest.

“If you ask me for a pain scale rating, I’m leaving,” I warn.

“I’m just checking.”

“I’m fine,” I reply quickly. “I’m mostly just distracted by how good you look. You’re distracting me from the menu.”

Easton laughs, picking up his water glass. “You’re the one wearing a harness to dinner.”

“It’s structural support,” I say. “Keeps my heart from falling out every time you look at me.”

Easton chokes on his water.

I grin, feeling satisfied that my cheesy-ass flirt actually got a reaction out of Easton.

The waiter returns, pouring wine. I swirl it, sniff it, and pretend I know what I’m doing.

“Notes of oak,” I declare. “And… berries? And the tears of the working class.”

“It’s a Pinot, Aries,” Easton whispers.

“It’s delicious is what it is.”

We order. I get the steak, and Easton gets the scallops. When the food arrives, my prediction was accurate: the scallops are three tiny islands in a sea of white ceramic.

“Look at them,” I whisper. “They’re socially distancing. You should’ve got the salmon.”

Easton shakes his head, cutting into one. 

“So,” he says, trying to steer us toward normal conversation. “How was your day while I was at class?”

“Uneventful. Thought about my mortality. Picked out this outfit to maximize the chances of you sleeping with me later.”

Easton’s fork pauses halfway to his mouth. His eyes darken, just a fraction.

“You don’t need the outfit for that,” he says quietly.

The air between us suddenly feels heavy, charged with something sharper than the banter. I lean forward, resting my chin on my hand.

“Yeah?” I murmur. “Good to know. But I like the aesthetic. I like looking like the villain who corrupted the hero.”

“You didn’t corrupt me,” Easton says, and he sounds entirely too sincere. “You saved me from a Wendigo.”

I blink. Then, deflect immediately.

“Gross,” I say. “Don’t be romantic. I’m trying to eat a dead cow.”

Easton laughs, but he reaches across the table, his hand finding mine. His fingers are warm, steady. I weave my fingers through his, the contrast of my tattooed skin against his pale knuckles stark and beautiful.

“You scared the shit out of me,” he says, his voice dropping. He’s not looking at me; he’s looking at our joined hands. “There was so much blood, Aries.”

I squeeze his hand. “I know.”

“I’m really glad you’re… not… you know…” He whispers.

“A meat product?”

“Dead,” he corrects.

I trace the back of his hand with my thumb, over the tendons, over the veins.

“I’m hard to kill, Easton,” I say softly. “Spite is a powerful preservative. Besides…” I look up through my lashes, catching his gaze. “I hadn’t taken you to a fancy dinner yet. I couldn’t die with that on my conscience.”

He smiles, a genuine, relieved thing that lights up the dark booth.

“Eat your steak,” he says.

“Yes, Doctor.”

I slice into the meat. It’s perfect. The wine is good. The candle flickers.

“You know,” I say, chewing thoughtfully, “after this, we should go somewhere interesting.”

“Oh?” Easton raises an eyebrow. “You still plan on following the doctor’s orders? No strenuous activity?”

I grin, sharp and wicked.

“I seem to recall the instructions said if it hurts, stop,” I say. “I plan on testing the boundaries of that hypothesis.”

Easton drains the rest of his wine in one gulp.

“Check, please,” he calls to the waiter.

I laugh, taking another bite of my food.




———




I slam the passenger door shut and the engine growls to life, the low rumble vibrating through the leather seats. My hand shoots across the console, fingers curling into the soft cotton of Easton’s gray button‑down. I yank him hard, pulling his chest against mine until his breath hitches and his lips part. My mouth crashes onto his, wet and demanding, tongue sliding past his teeth. He gasps, a low moan spilling from his throat as his fingers tangle in my hair, nails scraping lightly against my scalp. The kiss is fierce, teeth catching his bottom lip before I release it with a sharp nip that makes him shudder.

“Fuck…” he whispers, voice raw, eyes blazing as he stares up at me, lips swollen and pink. I pull away and put the key into the ignition and twist it, then buckle my seatbelt.

I pull the car onto the highway, the world outside a blur of neon and asphalt. Easton apparently didn’t buckle up, and shifts beside me, his movements restless.

Before I can even tell him to put his seatbelt on, his hands are already at my waist, fumbling with the button of my pants. He works fast, the metal popping open with a soft click, then drags the zipper down. 

He pulls my cock free. 

Easton’s eyes lock onto it, his mouth opening instinctively. He leans in, his tongue flicking out to swipe the precum from my slit, then wraps his lips around the shaft, sucking hard enough to make my hips jerk forward.

“Shit,” I growl, my voice low. He hollows his cheeks, moving his head in a steady rhythm that sends sparks up my spine. My hands find his head, fingers threading through his hair, guiding him, urging him to take more.

I try to pay attention to the road, but he’s making it increasingly difficult.

I pull him off with a rough tug, his lips popping free with a wet sound that makes me grin. “Now you’re gonna ride me,” I say, yanking the car over onto the shoulder. I slam it into park and shift my weight, lifting my hips just enough to slide my pants down to my thighs. Easton scrambles to obey, his hands shaking as he pushes his own pants down and off, revealing his pale, toned thighs.

I pull the seat back to give him room, then spit into my palm and slick it down my length. It isn’t the best lube, but it’s all I have right now.

Easton straddles me, his ass hovering over my lap. I grab his hips, pulling him down until the head of my cock presses against his rim. He whimpers, and I push forward, feeling the tight ring stretch around my girth. His walls clench, hot and velvety, sucking me in. 

His body trembles as I bottom out, his ass flush against my thighs.

“Fuck…” I grunt, thrusting upward. Easton’s moans fill the car, his head thrown back, eyes closed. I slap his ass hard, the sound sharp against the leather, making him gasp and arch into me. His hands claw at my shoulders, fingernails digging in, leaving faint crescents that sting and excite me.

The car rocks slightly with our rhythm.

I don’t even give a fuck is someone driving by sees us. I lean forward, biting his neck, sucking a bruise into the pale skin, feeling his pulse hammer against my teeth.

Easton’s breath comes in ragged gasps, his cock leaking precum onto my sheer shirt. I reach down, wrapping my fist around his shaft, jerking him off roughly. His moans rise, becoming a chorus of whines and curses. “Aries… fuck… I’m gonna—” he chokes out, his body tightening, his ass clamping down.

His cock jerks in my hand, hot spurts painting my stomach. His walls convulse, squeezing my dick, and I groan, spilling deep inside him. Sticky cum leaks out around my shaft as we both shudder through the aftershocks.

We stay locked together for a moment, breathing hard. Easton leans his forehead against my shoulder, his blond hair sticking to his sweat‑slicked skin, his hazel eyes half‑lidded.

“I love you, baby,” I whisper.

Easton pulls back and looks at me, his cheeks suddenly red. And not from the fucking.

“I love you, Aries. Always have and always will,” he replies, leaning in to press a soft kiss to my lips.
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I am currently trapped under a weighted blanket named Aries that weighs two hundred and twenty pounds.

We are on the sectional. The room is dim. Only the amber city glow through the windows and the soft blue light of my phone screen illuminate the space. Yuki is asleep on Aries’ ankles and purring like a tiny diesel engine. Aries is asleep with his head heavy on my shoulder. His arm is thrown across my waist to pin me to the cushions.

I should be sleeping, but my brain refuses to shut off.

While Aries is probably dreaming of protein shakes and pole routines, I am doom-scrolling through a PDF I downloaded from a sketchy forum called The Grimoire Network.

Subject: Binding Rituals & The Tethered.

Subsection: Severing the Link.

The text is dense. It is written in a font that tries too hard to look like calligraphy.

“To kill a beast is a mercy. To kill its master is a necessity. The tether between Summoner and Summoned is bidirectional. Pain flows both ways. If the beast is slain violently, the Summoner will feel the recoil. Look for signs of psychic backlash. These include nosebleeds, tremors, and irrational rage.”

I frown and chew on my thumbnail.

“Weaknesses of the Summoner: They are either a witch or a warlock. They are arrogant. They believe the binding makes them untouchable. But the binding requires a physical anchor. Destroy the anchor, and the Summoner is exposed.”

Aries shifts against me. He mumbles something unintelligible about glitter and nuzzles deeper into the crook of my neck. 

I gently run my fingers through his hair, careful not to wake him. 

The front door beeps.

Aries tenses instantly, arm tightening around me in a reflex action.

“Shh,” I whisper to soothe him. “It’s just Alyssa.”

The door opens.

Alyssa walks in, looking exhausted. Her eyeliner is smudged, her velvet choker is crooked, and she carries her massive tote bag like it contains a severed head.

She kicks the door shut with her boot. She doesn’t say hello. She doesn’t ask how we are. She turns on the lights, and walks straight to the coffee table and drops a heavy leather-bound book onto the glass.

THUD.

Yuki jumps and hisses softly.

Aries’ eyes fly open. He blinks in disorientation as he looks from me to Alyssa.

“Fire?” he croaks. “Are we on fire?”

“No,” Alyssa says, voice tight. “But we might wish we were.”

She looks at me. Her blue-green eyes are dark and dilated with a mix of fear and adrenaline.

“I found it,” she says.

I sit up straighter. I shift Aries slightly so I can see her better.

“Found what?”

“The symbol,” she says. “The circle with the line through it. The one you saw on the heart and in the binding book.”

She takes in a sharp breath. She glances around the room before she continues.

“Okay…”  She opens the leather tome on the table. It is not a magic book. It is an old and dusty ledger. The pages are yellowed and brittle.

“I went to the city archives and technically stole this book,” she says as she taps a page.

“You stole it?” Aries grumbles.

“I’ll give it back! Now, focus.”

She looks up at us, spinning the book around so we can see it.

An old newspaper clipping has been carefully pasted onto one of the pages.

The headline reads: MILL FIRE CLAIMS FORTY LIVES.

And there, in the grainy black-and-white photo of the burnt-out ruins of the textile mill, is a sign hanging over the gate.

CRAVEN IRONWORKS & TEXTILES.

The logo on the sign is a circle with a heavy vertical line striking through it.

“They used the rune as their family logo,” Alyssa whispers. “It is a brand. A cattle brand. A maker’s mark.”

Aries shoots up.

“Fuck!” he gasps, leaning forward and stares at the book with intense and terrifying focus. “Craven? As in the Craven Estate on the north side of town?”

“The very same,” Alyssa nods grimly. “Old money. Industrial money. They owned this town for fifty years. They built the mill. They built the historic town square.”

“And apparently,” I say as I look at the symbol that had been carved into the ice of a monster’s heart, “they have something to do with the Wendigo.”

“The family doesn’t live here anymore,” Aries says. He looks at Alyssa. “Right? The estate has been empty for decades. It is a ruin.”

“That is what I thought,” Alyssa says. “Until I checked the property tax records.”

She pulls a folded piece of paper from her pocket and slams it down on top of the book.

“The back taxes were cleared six months ago. Three days later, the deed transferred into Craven Holdings.”

She looks at me, then at Aries.

“The heir is back,” she says. “Saber Craven. And if he is using the family brand to bind monsters then he is not just back to renovate the house.”

Aries stares at the paper. His jaw sets hard.

“Saber Craven,” Aries growls. “Well. Now we have a name.”

He looks at me.

“And now,” he says, “we know whose door we need to kick down.”




———




The living room descends into the kind of focused, caffeine-fueled silence usually reserved for solving a true-crime documentary before the cops do.

Alyssa is on her laptop, fingers flying across the keys. Aries paces slowly. He’s on his phone scrolling through Instagram with a scowl that suggests he finds social media personally offensive. I sit on the floor with my own laptop. I am surrounded by empty takeout containers and the Cedar Falls Gazette archives.

“Okay,” Aries announces. He stops in front of the window. “I found him. Maybe.”

“Show me,” I say, scrambling up to my knees.

He turns the phone around.

It is an Instagram profile. @Saber_C.

Zero posts. 4,000 followers. 

The profile picture is in black and white. He’s wearing an expensive suit and has long black hair tied back.

“That has to be him,” Alyssa says. “The aesthetic matches. Broody, minimalist, probably owns a lot of velvet.”

“How do you know it’s him?” I ask, squinting at the tiny thumbnail. “It could be an architecture student.”

“Check the followers,” Alyssa instructs. “Look for local businesses. High-end contractors. Antique dealers.”

Aries taps the follower list. He scrolls.

“Cedar Falls Georgia Historical Society,” he reads. “Gothic Restorations Inc. Cedar Falls University. Crimson Hour Club.”

He freezes.

“He follows the club?” I whisper.

Aries looks up. His face is pale. “He follows me.”

He taps his own profile. He scrolls through his followers.

“There he is,” Aries breathes. “@Saber_C.”

“What the fuck,” I snap angrily. “What made him follow you?”

“I don’t know,” Aries whispers.

I turn back to my laptop. “I am going to try LinkedIn. If he is renovating the estate, he has to have a professional footprint.”

I type in Saber Craven.

A profile pops up immediately.

Saber Craven

Real Estate Developer & Historical Preservationist

CEO, Craven Holdings

Location: Cedar Falls, GA

The profile picture is professional and high-resolution.

I stare at it.

He is strikingly handsome in a cold and severe way. Sharp cheekbones, pale skin, dark hair slicked back. He wears a charcoal suit that probably costs more than my tuition. But his eyes catch me. Even in the photo, they are intense. Pale gray. Almost colorless.

“He looks like a vampire who does CrossFit,” Aries comments as he leans over my shoulder. “I hate him.”

“He looks wealthy,” Alyssa corrects. “Which means he has resources. And lawyers.”

“Scroll down,” Aries commands. “See his experience.”

I scroll.

* 2020-Present: CEO, Craven Holdings.

* 2015-2020: Associate, The Archivist Group (London, UK).

* Education: DPhil/PhD in Folklore Studies / Anthropology / Medieval Studies / Material Culture

“Folklore,” I whisper.

“He is a scholar,” Alyssa says. She closes her laptop with a snap. “A rich scholar with a family history of dark arts. That is a dangerous combination.”

“London,” Aries mutters. “Why did he come back?”

I click on the Recent Activity tab.

He liked a post from the Cedar Falls Historical Society two days ago.

Post: “Restoration begins on the East Wing of the Craven Estate. We are thrilled to see this historic gem returning to its former glory.”

Saber Craven commented: “Some histories aren’t meant to stay buried.”

A chill runs down my spine.

Aries straightens up. His expression shifts from curiosity to a cold and hard resolve.

“He is watching us. He is taunting us.” Aries walks to the window and looks out at the city lights.

“We need to see him,” he says. “In person. We need to know if he feels the backlash from killing his demon pet.”

“We can’t just knock on his door,” I argue. “He has walls. Guards. Probably gargoyles that actually bite.”

Aries drops his gaze to his phone, and I watch the shift hit him in real time. His jaw tightens. His mouth curls.

“This bastard’s been liking all my ghost-hunting posts,” he says. “Every. Single. One.”

He tosses the phone at me. I catch it and scroll, my stomach sinking with each tap.

“Fuck,” I murmur. “You’re right. He’s been watching before the Wendigo.”

I look back down at the screen.

“But why?”

Alyssa looks up at us, her face gone pale.

“That’s… extremely creepy.”
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The air inside Crimson Hour always feels heavier than the air outside.  It is good to be back. A relief, even. Not being able to work while I healed was incredibly difficult. I am used to structure. I am used to a schedule. 

I push through the staff entrance, the heavy steel door sealing the alleyway behind me with a final, echoing thud.

John is at the security station, his massive frame blocking half the corridor light. He looks up when I clock in, his eyes narrowing. He doesn’t look at my face; his gaze flicks instinctively to my torso, scanning the fabric of my shirt for any sign of bleeding, ghosting over the spot where the stitches were pulled six days ago.

“You cleared?” he asks.

I lean against the wall. “Yep! I’m only mostly breakable,” I reply, flashing a grin that doesn’t quite reach my eyes. “Like fine china. Or a very expensive phone.”

John doesn’t smile. He snorts, a burst of air through his nose, and shifts his weight. The humor in the hallway dies a quick death. He jerks his chin toward the back, past the dressing rooms, toward the management corridor.

“A box showed up for you,” he says. “In the office. No return address. Courier dropped it an hour ago.”

That stops me mid-step. My boots scuff against the floor, a harsh sound in the sudden quiet between tracks.

John notices the hesitation. His brows knit together, the protective instinct of a bouncer flaring up. “You expecting something, Aries?”

“No,” I say.

It is the truth. And it is worse than a lie because a lie implies I have control over the narrative.

“Want me to toss it?”

“No,” I repeat, softer this time. “I’ll handle it.”

I walk past him and step inside the office. 

A plain brown cardboard box sits on the desk. There are no shipping labels, no postage markings, no scuffs. It wasn’t mailed; it was hand-delivered. My name is written on the top in black ink. The handwriting is precise and elegant. 

Aries.

I close the door behind me, locking it.

My heart rate kicks up.

I reach out and lift the lid.

Inside, layers of black tissue paper obscure the contents. The paper rustles softly. It’s packed thick, deliberate. I peel it back, until the black gives way to white.

And there it is.

My breath leaves me in a slow, broken exhale that feels like a surrender.

A mask.

It is bone. Real bone. It is the top half of a stag’s skull. The nasal cavity is hollow and delicate, a lattice of fragile bone. The eye sockets are wide, empty abysses that stare up at me with an accusation of death.

But it’s the antlers that freeze the blood in my veins.

They have been sawed off.

They weren’t broken in a fight. They weren’t snapped by nature. They were cleanly, surgically cut. The jagged stumps where the majestic rack should have been have been dipped in gold. The metal drips down the white bone like frozen blood, a perverse decoration of violence.

It is beautiful. It is horrific. It is a masterpiece of cruelty.

He knows.

This isn’t just a package. This isn’t a threat. This is a joke shared between the hunter and the prey, except only one of us is laughing.

A reminder. I can touch you. I can strip you. I can gild your scars.

A handwritten card is tucked into the side of the tissue paper. Heavy cardstock. Cream-colored. It smells faintly of something metallic and cold. I pull it free. My fingers are steady, a detached steadiness that comes when the panic is so high the system overloads and goes numb.




To match your scars, Aries.

Wear it in good health.

The hunt begins soon.

— S.C.




My jaw locks so hard my teeth ache. The initials burn into my retinas.

“Oh, you absolute bastard,” I whisper. The sound is swallowed by the room.

I pull out my phone, hands moving on autopilot. 

Camera. Focus. Snap. 

The mask looks even more grotesque on the screen, the gold glinting maliciously. 

Snap. The card.

I open the group chat and send the pictures.




ARIES: He sent me a box. Bone mask. Real. Stag skull. Antlers cut off and dipped in gold.

EASTON: What do you mean real bone?

ALYSSA: Do not touch it with bare hands!

ARIES: Too late. 





The typing bubble appears. Three dots pulsating. Then it vanishes. Then it appears again, frantic.




EASTON: Aries, come home!





I stare at the screen. The white light creates a halo in the dim room. 

Come home.

The safety of the apartment. The locks. The reassuring presence of people who don’t speak in riddles and dead animals. It is tempting. It is so incredibly tempting to turn around, walk out the back door, and vanish.

But if I leave, he wins. If I leave, I am the prey running into the brush.

I look at the mask again, golden stumps glittering.

I close the box.

I pick it up and carry it down the hall, past the mirrors where dancers are applying glitter and liner, past the lockers, past the noise. I move like a ghost. I shove the box into my locker, and slam the metal door shut. The clang resonates, final and harsh.

I turn to the mirror. My reflection looks pale, the eyes too wide.

I strip.

The clothes come off. I replace it with the armor of Crimson Hour.

Black boots that lace up to the knee, adding three inches to my six-foot-six height and a knife hidden within them, because I’m extremely paranoid now. The harness, cool leather against warm skin, buckling across my chest. Sheer fabric that clings like a second skin, obscuring enough to leave a mystery, revealing enough to promise a sin.

I roll my shoulders back. I let the fear crystallize into something harder, something sharper. Rage.

I walk out of the dressing room and head to the stage.

The transition is instantaneous.

One moment I am backstage, in the shadows; the next, I am swallowed by the sensory assault of the stage.

The music is different tonight. It’s slow, a heavy, grinding industrial beat that sounds like machinery breathing. 

Thump. Hiss. Thump.

The lights hit me.

They are red tonight. Deep, bloody crimson that washes out the world and turns the audience into faceless silhouettes in the dark. I can feel their eyes, though. Hundreds of them. A physical weight on my skin. They are hungry. They are waiting for the show.

I don’t smile.

I walk to the center of the stage, the heels of my boots biting into the floor. The pole stands there, a vertical line of chrome stretching into the darkness above.

I reach out, the metal cool under my palm.

The beat drops.

I don’t launch into a spin. Not yet. I let them wait. I drag my hand down the length of the pole, a slow caress, my body following the line of the metal. I sink to my knees, the leather of my harness creaking softly, a sound lost to the music but felt in my bones.

I arch my back, throwing my head back until my throat is exposed to the lights. 

I move with a fluidity that defies the ache in my chest. I grind my hips in a slow circle, the friction of the floor against my thighs generating a heat that rivals the spotlights.

I catch the eyes of a man in the front row. He’s gripping his drink so hard his knuckles are white. I hold his gaze. 

I rise.

It’s time.

I grip the pole, biceps flexing, the definition stark under the harsh red light. I pull myself up, leaving gravity behind. The air up here is hotter, thicker. I hook a leg, inverting, the world flipping upside down. My shirt rides up, exposing the taut muscles of my stomach.

I slide down, a controlled plummet, the friction burns, a delicious, grounding pain. I catch myself inches from the floor, hovering in a display of raw, gymnastic power.

The crowd roar is a distant ocean. I don’t hear it. I only hear the blood rushing in my ears.

I pull back up, spinning now. I’m a blur of black leather and tattooed skin. 

The music shifts, finding a sleazier, bluesier rhythm. I slow down with it.

This is the part that sells. This is the part that lies.

I wrap my leg around the pole, thigh high, and lean back, letting one hand trace the line of my own throat, down over the harness, over the chest, down to the belt. It is agonizingly slow. It is pure, distilled sex. I can feel the tension in the room snap tight, a wire pulled to the breaking point.

I look out into the darkness, past the lights, toward the VIP balcony where the shadows are deepest.

Is he here?

Is he watching?

I grind against the pole. I snake my body down, spiraling, every muscle engaging, every movement deliberate and soaked in intent. Sweat slicks my skin, making the leather shine. My hair is plastered to my forehead.

I drop to the floor again, landing in a crouch, chest heaving. I crawl forward, toward the edge of the stage, toward the sea of hands that want to reach but don’t dare.

I stop at the edge. I look out at them. I wipe a thumb across my lip, smearing the sweat.

The music cuts to silence.

For a heartbeat, there is no sound in the massive room. Just the image of me, on my knees, breathing hard.

Then the noise explodes.

But I am already standing up, turning my back on them. 

I disappear behind the curtain, and into the dressing room.

GROUP CHAT

EASTON: I'm coming to get you.

ARIES: I'm fine. I'm working.

ALYSSA: Aries. The gilded antlers. That's part of a claiming mark.





I read the message in the flickering light of the dressing room. I look at my reflection. The sweat is cooling on my skin, sticky and cold.

Claimed.

I look at the locker where the box sits.

“Let him try,” I whisper to the mirror.

I grab my water bottle, rinse my mouth, and spit. I turn back to the door.

Second set starts in ten minutes. 

Jake is waiting outside the dressing room, and catches my arm as I pass, his grip tight enough to bruise.

“Hey,” he says, his voice pitched low, under the bass. “Hold up.”

I stop, wiping a sheen of sweat from my forehead with the back of my wrist. “Someone paid for the Diamond Room. Requested you specifically. Right now.”

That alone is not unusual. I am the top earner for a reason. Whales come in, they throw down black cards, they want the fantasy.

What is unusual is the look in Jake’s eyes. 

“How much?” I ask, testing the water.

Jake hesitates. He looks over his shoulder, then back at me. 

“More than enough,” he says finally. “Enough to buy the club out for the night if he wanted to. You good to do this?”

I think of the box sitting in the darkness of my locker. The smooth, bleached bone. The gold dripping from the severed antlers. The elegant, sharp handwriting on the card. The hunt begins soon.

Running makes you prey. Standing your ground makes you a combatant.

“Yeah,” I say, rolling my shoulders back to hide the wince. “I’m good.”

I turn away before he can say anything else.

The hallway to the VIP rooms is a different world. The sticky floor turns to plush, deep-pile carpet that swallows the sound of my boots. The air grows cooler, filtered and scented with expensive artificial jasmine, trying to scrub away the smell of sex and sweat. The lighting shifts from harsh strobes to soft, amber sconces that line the walls like torches in a tomb.

I walk to the end of the hall. Room 1. 

My hand hovers over the handle. My pulse is frantic, but my hand is steady.

I push the door open.

The Diamond Room

The room is soundproofed. The chaos of the club vanishes, replaced by a silence so heavy it feels pressurized.

He is sitting on the sprawling leather sectional like he owns the furniture, the room, and the building foundation.

Saber Craven.

He looks exactly like his photo, but photos are flat. They don’t capture the gravity of him. In person, he is sharper. High definition. More predatory.

He is wearing a charcoal three-piece suit that fits him like a second skin, tailored within an inch of its life to emphasize his shoulders and the lean taper of his waist. The vest is buttoned. The cufflinks, silver and understated, gleam softly in the low, moody lighting.

He holds a crystal tumbler of whiskey in one hand, the amber liquid catching the light like fire trapped in glass. He isn’t drinking it. He’s just holding it, tilting it slightly, watching the liquid wash against the sides.

His hair is black, loose, falling to his shoulders in waves that frame a face that feels curated by a cruel god. High cheekbones, a jawline that could cut glass, and a mouth that looks like it rarely smiles but often bites.

He hears the door, but doesn’t turn immediately. He takes a breath, as if tasting my scent on the air, before his eyes lift to meet mine.

Soulless gray.

I expected them to be cold. They aren’t. They are assessing. Calculating. 

“Aries,” he says.

My name sounds different in his mouth. He shapes the vowels with a terrifying precision. It sounds polished. It sounds possessive.

I don’t step fully into the room. I stay near the door, keeping my escape route clear.

“Well,” I reply, forcing a boredom I do not feel into my voice. “This is awkward.”

The corner of his mouth twitches. It is not a smile. It is a concession to my audacity.

“You dance beautifully,” he says. His voice is a low baritone, smooth as the whiskey in his hand. “Even injured.”

My stomach tightens. 

“I aim to please,” I say dryly. “Though usually, I prefer a bit more notice before a private booking.”

“I find that spontaneity reveals character,” he counters.

“You sent me a gift,” I say, cutting through the pleasantries.

“I did.”

“A dead animal’s face.”

“A symbol,” he corrects calmly, swirling his glass. “Of survival. Of dominant nature.”

“Of mockery,” I snap.

He takes a slow, deliberate sip of his whiskey, his eyes never leaving mine over the rim of the glass. He swallows, and I watch the movement of his throat.

“Of recognition,” he says softly. “You killed something that belonged to me.”

The air leaves the room.

My pulse thuds so loud I’m sure he can hear it.

Belonged to him.

He sets the glass down on the low marble table. The clink is soft, but in the silence, it sounds like a gavel coming down.

“You are brave,” he observes, leaning forward slightly, his elbows resting on his knees. The pose brings him closer, invading my personal space from ten feet away. “And reckless. And loyal in a way most people only pretend to be. Those qualities make you… interesting.”

“Interesting?” I repeat, the word tasting like ash. “Is that what you call it?”

“Mmm,” he hums.

“What do you want?” I demand. My hands curl into fists at my sides. I am conscious of the knife in my boot, the only real protection I have against a man who keeps monsters.

He leans back into the leather, his fingers lacing together. He studies me like I am a piece of abstract art he has already decided to steal, regardless of the alarm system.

“I want you to understand something, Aries,” Saber says quietly. The menace is back, wrapped in velvet. “The Wendigo you destroyed? It was an investment. It was… a pet.”

Ice crawls up my spine, freezing the sweat on my back.

“A pet,” I whisper. “It ate people.”

“It ate what I allowed it to eat,” he says, indifferent. “And now, we are both inconvenienced. I have lost an asset. And you have gained a target on your back.”

“You don’t scare me,” I lie.

Saber’s gaze drops. It flicks to my chest, burning through the mesh and leather, pinning the exact spot where the stitches held my skin together.

“Oh,” he purrs. “You should let me try harder.”

The sound of the lock clicking is distinct.

I didn’t touch the door. He didn’t touch the door. But the bolt slides into place with a mechanical finality. 

I glance at the red panic button, which calls the bouncers, but it’s not glowing. It’s been tampered with. 

I am locked in.

Saber spreads his legs slightly, a shift in posture that is arrogant, commanding, and undeniably sexual. He taps his fingers on his knee.

“Dance for me, Aries,” he orders. The politeness is gone. This is a command. “I paid for a lap dance. And I always get what I paid for.”

He smirks, and the temperature in the room spikes.

“Show me exactly how breakable you are.”
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I don’t run. I don’t beg to be let out. If he wants a show, I’ll give him a show. I’ll give him a performance so sharp it cuts us both.

I push off the doorframe, my boots sinking into the carpet. 

I walk toward him, abandoning the safe, rhythmic strut of the stage for something slower. Something more deliberate. 

“Careful,” I say, my voice dropping an octave, slipping into the persona I wear like armor. “You might get bit.”

Saber doesn’t blink. He sets his hands on his knees, fingers splayed. Fingers that look strong enough to close around my throat.

“I’m counting on it,” he replies.

I stop inches from his knees. He smells of wet earth and old iron.

The music is barely a throb in the walls, so I make my own rhythm.

I turn around. I drop.

My hips grind back, slow and heavy, against his thighs. The friction is immediate. The wool of his trousers against the smooth, sweat-slicked leather of my harness. I hear the sharp intake of his breath; a human reaction from a man I am increasingly sure isn’t entirely human.

I roll my body, sinking lower, letting my head fall back onto his shoulder. I look up at the ceiling, exposing the line of my throat to him. 

A dare.

“You have expensive taste for a monster,” I murmur.

Saber’s hand comes up. He doesn’t touch me. Not yet. His palm hovers inches from my chest.

“And you have a reckless mouth for a prey animal,” he whispers into my ear. His breath is cold. Unnaturally cold. It sends a shiver skittering down my spine.

I slide down to the floor, parting my knees, the leather stretching tight. I turn to face him, kneeling between his legs. This is the power position. This is where I control the view.

But Saber Craven doesn’t surrender control.

He leans forward. The shadows in the corners of the room seem to lean with him, stretching, elongating, pooling around the sofa like spilled ink.

“Do it,” he commands softly.

I reach out. I run my hands up his thighs, feeling the hard muscle beneath the suit. I trace the line of his vest, up to the knot of his tie. I grip it, tightening the silk, and pull him down toward me.

Our faces are inches apart. His eyes are gray storms, swirling with a faint, unnatural luminescence.

“You think you can buy me?” I ask, my lips brushing his as I speak. “With a box of bones?”

“I think I can buy this city, Aries,” he says. “You are just the most interesting thing currently living in it.”

He reaches out, hand wrapping around the back of my neck.

His skin is freezing. The shock of it makes me gasp, and he uses that moment to pull me closer, until my chest is pressed against his knees.

“You are in pain,” he observes. His other hand moves. It drifts down, hovering over my chest, where the stitches were.

“Occupational hazard,” I grit out, trying to pull back against the grip on my neck, but he doesn’t let me.

“Let’s see.” He presses his palm flat against my scar.

I brace for pain. I expect him to rip the scar back open, to press until I scream.

Instead, a jolt of electricity slams through me. It feels like someone injected lightning directly into my nervous system, numbing the pain while turning every other sensation up too high. A buzzing sensation spreads through my ribs, down my stomach, and pools heavy and dark in my groin. Making my cock suddenly hard.

I gasp, my back arching involuntarily, my fingers digging into his knees.

“What did you do?” I choke out.

“A fix,” Saber says, his voice dropping to a gravelly purr. “I can’t have my entertainment breaking halfway through the set.”

“You piece of shit. This isn’t consensual! Stop using your magic to manipulate my body,” I growl.

“Oh, but I paid for this. And you owe me after killing what belonged to me.”

The shadows around us ripple. I see them out of the corner of my eye. Tendrils of darkness curling around the legs of the sofa, slithering over his boots, reaching for me. They look like smoke, but they move with the intelligence of snakes.

One of the shadows brushes my ankle. It feels solid and cold. My heart hammers against my ribs. This is magic. This is the thing that summoned the Wendigo.

“You’re a warlock,” I whisper.

Saber smiles. It is a terrible, beautiful thing.

“I am a collector,” he corrects.

He releases my neck, but his hand slides down, tracing the line of my spine, his touch leaving a trail of frost and fire. He grips my waist, his thumbs pressing into the soft skin above my hip bones.

“Now,” he says, his gray eyes locking onto mine, holding me in a psychic vice. “Get up. Finish what you started. And if you bore me, the shadows get hungry.”

I swallow hard. The taste of fear is thick on my tongue.

I stand up. My legs feel steady, the pain gone, replaced by this dark, humming energy he pushed into me. I straddle his lap.

I settle my weight on him, feeling the hard ridge of his cock straining against his pants, thick and insistent under the wool.

I grind down, hard, rolling my hips to drag my leaking cock along his erection. The friction sends sparks through me, my shaft throbbing against the barrier of fabric.

He groans, a low rumble that vibrates from his chest into mine, his control fraying at the edges.

“Is this boring you?” I challenge, leaning in close.

Saber’s hands clamp tighter on my hips, fingers digging in deep enough to mark my skin, possessive and brutal. The shadows surge then, wrapping around the sofa like living ropes, coiling up our bodies in a tight cocoon of darkness that swallows the room. 

They press against my back, cold and unyielding, holding me in place as if binding me to him. One tendril snakes up my thigh, solid now, teasing the edge of my pants.

“No,” Saber growls, his voice rough with the beast breaking through. He bucks up against me, his cock grinding harder into me. 

“Not yet.”

I move faster, riding the ridge of him with desperate rolls of my hips, the shadows tightening like restraints, pinning my arms in place. Pain blooms where his thumbs press.

His cold touch then trails up under my shirt, icy fingers circling the scar before pinching hard, twisting the skin until I cry out, the jolt shooting straight to my leaking cock.

“Fuck you,” I whisper, my defiance cracking. The magic in me hums louder, amplifying every sensation. 

His eyes bore into mine.

He leans in, lips crashing against mine in a kiss that’s all teeth and dominance, his tongue invading cold and demanding. 

I taste power on him, dark and sinister, as the shadows coil higher, brushing my ass, forcing me to grind harder against him, pressing my body flush to his.

My leaking cock rubs insistently along the thick bulge in his pants, the friction pulling a desperate moan from my throat. Every roll of my hips sends jolts through me, the dark magic he injected buzzing in my veins, heightening the ache in my groin until it’s all I can focus on. 

His hands move back to my hips, guiding me, bruising deeper. I feel the raw possessiveness in his grip, like he’s already marking me as his collection.

The shadows tighten around us, coiling like living ropes, icy and unyielding. They snake up my arms, wrapping my wrists behind my back in a binding hold that pins them there, forcing my chest forward into his. 

I tug against the tendrils instinctively, but they only constrict harder, the pressure sending sharp stings up my limbs. Panic flickers through me. I am utterly at his mercy.

Saber chuckles low, the sound rumbling against my lips as he pulls back from the kiss, his gray eyes glowing brighter now, stormy with hunger. “That’s it, Aries,” he murmurs. “Let the shadows hold you. Let them feel how you tremble for me.”

He leans in closer, his mouth brushing my ear, and begins whispering incantations—words in a tongue I don’t recognize, dark and ancient, like the scrape of bones on stone. 

The air thickens with power, sharp in my nose, and the shadows respond, pulsing with his rhythm. His free hand slips between us, cold fingers yanking open my pants. He shoves the fabric down, freeing my cock, hard and slick with precum, throbbing in the cool air.

His fingers ghost along the shaft with a mix of fire and ice that makes me buck wildly. One moment it’s a searing heat, like embers licking my sensitive skin, making veins pulse and precum leak at the tip; the next, it’s pure frost, numbing the base while sharpening every nerve until I’m gasping, hips jerking uncontrollably. 

He circles the head with his thumb, smearing the slickness, then squeezes the length hard, the dual sensations ripping a cry from me. Pain blooms where the ice bites.

“Please, stop,” I rasp, my voice breaking, defiance shattered under the onslaught. The bindings hold me immobile, forcing me to take every tease, every stroke that leaves me leaking more, my balls tightening. 

His magic amplifies it all, the cold seeps into my cock, making it ache, while the fire spreads inward, coiling in my abdomen.

Saber’s eyes lock on mine, possessive fire in their depths. “Begging already?”

He doesn’t let up, his gray eyes locked on mine, glowing with that unnatural light as he leans in, breath ghosting my lips. “You take what I give, Aries,” he growls, voice laced with possessive hunger, the words vibrating through his chest into mine.

He starts jerking me off roughly.

“STOP!” I yell, trying to fight against his magic. 

But it’s no use.

My cock erupts in his fist, hot cum shooting across my abs. My hips jerk erratically, body convulsing in the shadows’ unyielding grip, waves of ecstasy crashing through me, intensified by the magic that milks every drop from his strokes. 
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One second, I am drowning in him, the dark energy humming through my veins like a second pulse. The next, the world snaps back into focus with the violence of a whip crack.

Saber’s hand vanishes from my cock. 

The shadows that were coiling around the furniture, the floor, my ankles, retract. They are sucked back into the darkest corners of the room and beneath his boots in a blink, faster than the human eye can track.

The heat evaporates instantly, leaving me shivering and exposed.

Saber freezes. His head tilts slightly to the side, like a wolf catching a scent on the wind that doesn’t belong. The smirk is wiped clean from his face, replaced by a mask of bored, aristocratic indifference.

I stumble backward, my balance betraying me as the unnatural support of his magic is ripped away. My boots catch on the thick carpet, and I have to grab the edge of the marble table to keep from hitting the floor.

My breath comes in ragged gasps, the room spinning.

Saber stands up. The movement is fluid, terrifyingly graceful. He fixes his cuffs, smoothing the wool vest as if he hadn’t just had me grinding into his lap, cumming all over myself. 

He looks pristine. Untouchable.

“Your little boyfriend is here,” he says. His voice is flat. Unimpressed.

I blink, trying to clear the static from my brain. “What?”

“The one who ripped the heart out of my pet,” Saber clarifies, picking up his glass from the table. The ice has melted. He swirls the watered-down amber liquid. “He is making quite a scene in your boss’s office. It’s rather pedestrian.”

My stomach drops. 

Easton.

Saber steps closer, invading my space again, but this time there is no heat. Only the cold, crushing weight of his presence.

“Should we go greet him?” Saber asks softly, looming over me. “Should I tell him how much you enjoyed dancing for me? How you begged for it? How hard you got for me?”

The shame hits me like a physical blow, hot and sharp. But then the anger follows, burning it away.

“You used magic on me!” I hiss, my voice shaking with rage. 

Saber arches a brow. He looks at me with feigned pity.

“Did I?” he asks.

“Yes, you fucking bastard.”

“Or perhaps,” he says, stepping around me toward the door, “you were simply overwhelmed by the atmosphere. Pain and pleasure are close cousins, Aries. It is easy to confuse the two when you are desperate.”

“Don’t gaslight me,” I snap. I push off the table, standing fully upright, pulling my pants back up. My chest gives a twinge of warning, the real pain returning now that his focus is broken. 

“I know what you are. I know what you did.”

He stops with his hand on the handle, looking back over his shoulder.

“Are you certain about that?” He chuckles darkly. “Because if I used magic on you, Aries… you wouldn’t be standing. You would be on your knees, thanking me.”

“More than certain,” I growl. “And next time, I won’t be the one on my knees.”

Something flickers in his gray eyes. Amusement. And something darker. Anticipation.

The lock on the door clicks. He opens the door, letting the thumping bass of the club flood back into the silence, shattering the intimacy of the room.

“I’ll see you soon, Aries,” he says, flashing an evil, knowing smile that promises violence. 

“Do try to heal up. The hunt is no fun if the prey is already limping. Oh, and forget the knife, it won’t help you next time.”

He walks out into the corridor, swallowed by the lights and the noise, leaving me alone in the sudden, crushing quiet.

I stare at the empty doorway, my hands shaking, the ghost of his cold touch still burning on my skin. I rip the cum-covered mesh shirt off, and toss it in the trash. 

“FUCK!” I growl, bursting out of the room.

I stumble, shoving past a tray of drinks, ignoring the crash of glass behind me.

I need to get to Easton. Before he runs into Saber. Because if Easton finds Saber, Easton dies. I know that with a certainty that freezes my blood.

I slam into the office door, my shoulder hitting the wood hard, and shove it open.

Jake is behind his desk, looking like he’s five seconds away from calling the cops. And Easton is leaning over the desk, both hands slammed down on the surface, his veins corded in his neck.

“I don’t give a shit!” Easton is shouting, his voice cracking with a desperation I’ve never heard before. “Where is my boyfriend?!”

“Back off,” Jake warns, standing up. 

“Easton!” I choke out.

Easton spins around. The fury on his face vanishes instantly, replaced by a look of sheer, terrified relief that breaks my heart.

“Aries.”

He crosses the room in an instant. He doesn’t ask if I’m okay. He just reaches for me.

I collide with him. 

“Where were you? You can’t just send a picture of the mask and letter Saber sent you in the group chat, and then go dark,” Easton murmurs, his arms wrapping around me tightly, holding me together. 

“Aries, look at me.“

I can’t look at him. If I look at him, I’ll shatter.

Easton runs his hands over my arms, checking for blood, for bruises.

“He was here,” I whisper.

Easton stiffens against me.

“Did he touch you?” His voice is deadly quiet.

“He said I owed him for killing his pet.” I dodge the question.

Easton stares at me. His pupils are blown wide, swallowing the hazel. 

Then, his expression shifts. The fear calcifies into a rage so pure it looks like madness.

“So he’s here?” Easton asks. His voice is flat. “Is he still in the building?”

“Easton, no—”

“Is. He. Still. Here.” Easton tries to pull away from me. He’s moving on instinct. 

“Let go, Aries,” he snarls, his eyes fixed on the door behind me. “I’m going to kill him. I don’t care what he is. I’m going to rip his throat out.”

“No!” I grab Easton’s arm, using my weight to drag him back. “Stop!”

“He threatened you!” Easton snaps, fighting my grip. 

“Easton, listen to me!”

Easton freezes. He looks at me, his chest heaving. 

“He’s a monster,” I whisper. “He’s a monster, E. And we can’t fight him like this. Not here. Not tonight.”

Easton vibrates with the need to move. He looks at the door, then back at me. He sees the way I’m shaking. He sees the sweat on my skin, the wild look in my eyes.

He lets out a harsh, broken breath.

“Okay,” he says, his voice shaking too. “Okay. Okay.”

He wraps his arms around me again, pulling me in so tight it hurts my ribs, burying his face in my hair.

Jake clears his throat, trying to draw our attention to the fact that he’s stuck in the office because we’re blocking the door. 

“We’re leaving,” Easton whispers. “Right now. We’re going home.”

I nod against his shoulder, grabbing his hand tightly.

But I know the truth.

We can go home. We can lock the doors. But the hunt has already begun.
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The door slams shut behind us, locking out the world, but it doesn’t lock out the fear. It just traps it inside with us.

I haven’t even fully explained everything when Easton explodes.

“WHAT THE FUCK DID YOU JUST SAY?!”

The sound tears through the apartment.

“HE DID WHAT TO YOU?!” Easton doesn’t just scream. He erupts. He spins, his boot connecting with the coffee table in the center of the room. The impact is sickening, a crack and screech of metal legs against the flooring. The table flips.

Glass sprays across the floor.

Alyssa flinches. She is standing near the TV, her back pressed against the dark screen. Her hand is over her mouth, eyes wide and unblinking. For the first time in the history of knowing her, she doesn’t have a quip. She doesn’t have a spell. She looks like she’s watching a ghost manifest in real-time.

“Easton,” I say.

My voice is wrong. It sounds hollow. Thin.

It sounds small.

I never sound small. I am the shield. But right now, I feel like I’ve been hollowed out by that gray-eyed stare.

“I had no control,” I whisper. “I couldn’t move. I couldn’t fight. He just… he owned the space. He owned me.”

Easton stops pacing. He stands amidst the wreckage of the living room, his chest heaving like he’s just run a marathon. His hands are fists, knuckles white, shaking with a violence he doesn’t know where to direct. He looks at me, and there are tears in his eyes—hot, angry tears that he refuses to shed.

“He touched you,” Easton snarls, his voice dropping to a terrifying, guttural low. “He put his hands on you and he forced you to—”

I push off the wall and stumble to the kitchen island. I need an anchor. I need something solid. I slam my hands down on the marble countertop. The sting of the impact travels up my arms, grounding me.

“We need a plan,” I say, forcing the tremor out of my voice. “We can’t just react. He’s a monster, E.”

“I have a plan,” Easton growls. He steps over the broken table legs, stalking toward me. “I go back there. I find him. And I rip his throat out with my bare hands. I will bleed him dry for touching you.”

“That’s not a plan, E!” I snap, my own anger flaring up to meet his. “That’s a suicide note! You can’t kill him! I’m telling you—you can’t walk in there with a knife. He will just use his magic on you!”

“So what? I just let him get away with what he did to you? No one gets to fucking touch you!” Easton slams his hand on the island next to mine. We are nose to nose now, breathing the same panicked air. I’ve never witnessed him exhibit such aggression. It’s genuinely shocking.

“We need to be smart, Easton!” I yell.

“Aries is right.” Alyssa’s voice cuts through the shouting like a razor wire. We both freeze. We turn to look at the living room.

Alyssa hasn’t moved from the TV, but her posture has changed. The shock is gone, replaced by a cold, hard calculation. She reaches down and scoops up Yuki, who had been hiding under the sofa.

She cradles the fluffy cat against her chest, her fingers burying deep into the fur, seeking comfort. 

“Easton, you can’t kill a Warlock with a scalpel,” she says, her voice steady. 

“So what do we do?” Easton demands, though the fight is draining out of him, replaced by the crushing reality of our situation. 

“We need help. Real help,” Alyssa says.

“Help? From who?” Easton snaps, throwing his hands up. “The cops?”

Alyssa looks down at Yuki, then slowly lifts her gaze to us.

“My coven.”

The word hangs in the air, heavier than the silence before it. It lands with the weight of a confession.

Easton blinks, the rage momentarily stalled by confusion. 

“Saber Craven is dangerous,” Alyssa says. She scratches Yuki behind the ears, her expression grim, her jaw set tight.

“The High Priestess of my coven is strong. We go and tell her everything,” she says. “She won’t be happy with me. I dragged you both into a fight with a Wendigo and didn’t inform her about it afterwards. I broke protocol. I endangered the secrecy of the practice.”

She pauses, her voice trembling slightly.

“But if we want to survive a Warlock who has marked Aries for the hunt? My High Priestess might know how.”

Easton is vibrating. He looks like a wire stripped of its insulation, sparking and dangerous, ready to burn down the entire building if it means getting his hands on Saber.

“Easton, look at me.” Alyssa’s voice isn’t loud, but it has a frequency that seems to vibrate in my teeth. 

Easton’s wild eyes snap to hers.

“If we do this,” she says, lowering Yuki gently onto the couch, “you need to listen. The Coven isn’t a clubhouse. It isn’t a safe house. It is a seat of power, and you two…” She gestures between us. “…you are liabilities.”

“Liabilities?” Easton scoffs, though the edge is dulling under her intensity. 

Alyssa moves to the center of the room, kicking a shard of the coffee table aside with a heavy boot. She points to the sofa. “Sit. Both of you. Now.”

I grab Easton’s hand. His skin is hot, his pulse is hammering against my palm. I tug him, and for a second, I think he’s going to resist, but he crumbles. We sink onto the couch, the leather groaning under our weight. 

The broken glass glitters around our feet like jagged stars.

Alyssa grabs a wooden chair from the dining set and drags it over, placing it directly in front of us. She sits, leaning forward, her elbows on her knees, leveling us with a stare that feels older than her twenty-six years.

“My coven is an all-female circle,” she begins, her voice low and grave. “We draw our power from the feminine divine, from the moon, from the earth. We do not typically invite men into the inner sanctum. In fact, most of the sisters believe that male energy disrupts the flow of our workings.”

She looks at me, her expression softening just a fraction. “Because you are a victim of a Warlock, they might grant you sanctuary. But because you are men, there are rules. Strict rules. And if you break them, Saber Craven will be the least of your worries. My High Priestess… she doesn’t tolerate insolence.”

Easton shifts nervously. 

“Rule Number One.” She holds up a finger.

“Absolute Silence. When we cross the threshold, you do not speak. Not to me, not to each other, and certainly not to the High Priestess unless she addresses you directly. In her house, your voice has no authority. You are guests. You are observers. If you interrupt a rite or speak out of turn, she will silence you, and it won’t be with a polite ‘shush.’ Do you understand?”

I nod slowly. “We understand.”

Easton huffs, looking away. 

“Rule Number Two,” Alyssa continues, holding up a second finger. “You check the aggression at the door. The Coven is a matriarchy. If you walk in there demanding answers, the Sentinels will put you on your knees before you can blink. They can boil the blood in your veins without lifting a finger.”

Easton swallows hard. “So I just… stand there? While he’s out there hunting Aries?”

“You stand there so we can get the weapons we need to kill him,” Alyssa corrects firmly.

“Rule Number Three,” she says, her voice dropping to a whisper, terrified and serious. “Do not touch anything. And do not, under any circumstances, lie to the High Priestess. She can taste deceit. If she asks you a question, you answer it with the absolute truth, no matter how painful or embarrassing it is. If you lie, she will view it as an act of hostility.”

She sits back, the lecture finished, but the tension remains. 

“I’m risking my standing by bringing you both there,” she admits quietly, looking at her hands. “Bringing unvetted males into the circle is… it’s forbidden. But I won’t let Saber take you, Aries.”

I feel a lump form in my throat. I squeeze Easton’s hand hard. “Thank you, Alyssa.”

She stands up, smoothing down her shirt.

“Don’t thank me yet,” she says ominously. “Let’s go.”
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The gravel crunching under the tires of my Honda hatchback sounds like bones snapping. I park the car at the base of the driveway, killing the engine. The silence that follows is heavy, suffocating.

Ahead of us looms Whitlock Manor. It was built in the late 1800s, a sprawling Victorian monstrosity of dark stone and turreted roofs that pierce the night sky like jagged teeth. Vines choke the brickwork, thick and thorny, looking less like plants and more like veins pulsing with black ichor.

“Remember,” I whisper, turning in my seat to face them. “Not a word. Not a sound. You are furniture. You are air.”

Easton looks like he’s about to vibrate out of his skin. Aries looks pale, his eyes wide, absorbing the looming structure with a mix of awe and terror.

“Let’s go.”

We step out into the chill night air. The moment my boots hit the stone path leading to the massive oak doors, the atmosphere shifts. The air here is thicker, tasting of old, dried herbs.

As we walk, the supernatural bleed-through begins.

To the left, a stone gargoyle perched on a low garden wall slowly turns its head, its granite eyes tracking Easton’s movement. Easton freezes, his breath hitching, but I grab his arm and pull him forward.

“Don’t look at it,” I hiss under my breath.

The gas lamps lining the porch flicker, the flames turning a sickly, spectral blue as we pass. Shadows on the porch swing detach themselves from the wood, stretching out like long, grasping fingers toward Aries’ ankles before snapping back as we cross the threshold. The heavy brass knocker, shaped like a lion’s head, opens its mouth in a silent roar as we approach.

I don’t have to knock.

The massive doors groan open on their own, swinging inward to reveal a foyer bathed in candlelight. But there are no candles. The light simply exists, hovering in small orbs near the ceiling, casting long, dancing shadows against the velvet wallpaper.

And there she is.

High Priestess Cordelia stands at the base of the grand staircase. She doesn’t look like a witch from a fairy tale. She looks like a queen who just stepped off a battlefield. She’s wearing a long, silk robe the color of dried blood, her silver hair cascading down her back like a waterfall of moonlight. Her eyes are sharp, predatory, and fixed right on me.

“You brought strays, Alyssa,” her voice echoes, smooth and cold as polished marble. “And noisy ones at that. Their thoughts are screaming so loud I can barely hear the house settle.”

Easton opens his mouth instinctively to defend himself. I squeeze his arm so hard my nails dig into his jacket. Silence.

He snaps his mouth shut, his chest heaving.

“Cordelia, I—” I start, stepping forward and bowing my head slightly.

“Do not insult me with a recount of events I already witnessed through the Veil,” Cordelia interrupts, gliding toward us. Her feet don’t seem to touch the floor. The temperature in the room drops ten degrees. “I felt the tear in the energy grid weeks ago. A Wendigo. Here. In my city.”

She stops inches from me, her gaze flicking over my shoulder to Aries, then Easton. 

“And you fought it,” she says, her eyes narrowing. “Without the Coven. Without protection. You dragged two unawakened males into a combat zone with a spirit of voracious hunger.”

“I’m sorry,” I whisper, keeping my eyes low. 

Cordelia’s gaze locks onto Aries. Aries flinches under the weight of her stare. “I can smell the mark on him. It reeks of grave soil and old magic.”

She turns her back on us, walking toward the parlor. The gesture is dismissive, but it’s an invitation. 

“Come.”

We follow her into the parlor. The fireplace roars to life as she enters, the flames green and purple. She pours herself a glass of dark liquid from a crystal decanter and turns to face us.

“You are lucky you are alive, Alyssa. Reckless, but lucky. However,” she takes a sip, her expression darkening, “my anger at your insolence is eclipsed by a far greater concern.”

She sets the glass down with a sharp clink.

“A Warlock summoned that Wendigo,” she says, the word ‘Warlock’ dripping with disdain. “And not just any hedge wizard playing with a Ouija board. This was calculated.”

“It was Saber Craven,” I say quickly. “He… he has marked Aries.”

Cordelia’s expression doesn’t change, but the fire in the hearth flares violently, shooting sparks onto the rug that vanish before they burn.

“Craven,” she spits the name. “Of course. The rot runs deep in that bloodline.”

She walks to the mantle, looking up at an old oil painting of the town square from the turn of the century.

“The Cravens are a founding family of this city. And they tainted the land with blood.”

She points a long, manicured finger at the painting. It shimmers and transforms from an oil painting of the town square into a burning mill.

“1924. The Great Mill Fire.” She looks at Easton, who is standing stiff as a board, trying to blend into the drapes. 

“Forty workers died in that fire,” Cordelia says, her voice low and haunting. “The official report said it was a boiler explosion. It was not.”

She turns fully to face us, the firelight casting hollow shadows on her face.

“It was a ritual. Saber’s grandfather, Nicholas Craven, locked the doors from the outside. He burned those forty souls alive to fuel a summoning spell. He needed the agony, the terror, the sheer release of life force all at once to tear open a door to the Underworld.”

Easton lets out a soft, horrified gasp.

Cordelia ignores the sound, her eyes burning with centuries of knowledge as she stares into the flames.

“They summoned something that night,” she whispers, the firelight catching the sharp angles of her face. “And it listened. It granted them great power, a wellspring of darkness that most witches would burn themselves out trying to touch. The Craven bloodline is not just magical; it is corrupted. It is strong with the dark arts in a way that defies nature.”

She turns with agonizing slowness, the heavy hem of her robes swishing across the floor.

“And then,” she murmurs, her voice sinking to a rasp that seems to pull the breath from the room, “they were simply gone. The morning after the fire of 1924, the Craven estate stood hollow. Breakfast was still cold upon the table. The wardrobes remained full. When they surfaced again, it was across the channel, taking breath in the damp shadows of Europe.”

She pauses, watching the embers crumble into ash.

“Nicholas eventually had three heirs: Sunday, Persephone, and Rome. The eldest son, Rome, was born in 1971. He harbored the true rot. Rome who looked upon his own flesh and blood—young Saber—and carved the dark arts directly into the boy’s marrow.”

I want to stop her and ask how fucking old Nicholas Craven was when he had his children, because unless the man was fathering babies with one foot in the grave, something about that timeline is deeply fucked. Then again, considering his immense power, he probably aged more slowly than the average warlock.

“Rome taught Saber how to strip a soul bare, how to pull power from agony. He believed he was forging an heir, but he was merely sharpening his own executioner.”

Her fingers tighten into the fabric of her robe, her knuckles whitening.

“The night Saber came of age, April 9th 2008, on his eighteenth birthday, the lesson ended. He did not merely rebel; he butchered his father and his uncle where they stood, and then turned his hunger on the three hundred warlocks and witches who had gathered to bear witness. Not a single throat survived the night. Saber tore the magic from their cooling corpses, dragging every last shred of their power into his own veins until his skin nearly split with stolen divinity. In a single hour of blood, he became the most terrifying creature this world had ever known. After that slaughter, he vanished into thin air. A full decade of silence passed—long enough for fools to pray he had burned himself out from the inside. Then, without a whisper of warning, he walked back into the London fog as casually as if he had only stepped out for the evening. He went to university in England, pretending to be a normal human. The Council ignored his crimes to keep the peace. They look away when he passes, they swallow their pride, and they pretend he does not exist. They do not ignore him out of mercy. They ignore him because they know that to challenge him is to dig their own graves.”

She walks toward us, her gaze landing heavily on Aries.

“And now, Saber Craven is back in town. Why? I wish I knew. A warlock of his lineage does not return to the scene of a century-old crime without a purpose.”

She stops a few feet away, her eyes narrowing as if she’s trying to see something invisible hovering around us.

“He is strong,” she says, the admission clearly tasting sour in her mouth. “He is able to hide from my Sight. I can feel the ripples of his magic—like a stone thrown into a pond—but when I look for him, I see nothing. He is a void. A static patch in the ether.”

A chill that has nothing to do with the drafty old house runs down my spine. If Cordelia, who can scry the location of a lost earring across the ocean, can’t see him, then we are flying blind against a storm.

Easton shifts his weight. He wants to ask how we kill something the High Priestess can’t even see. But he keeps his mouth shut. His jaw is locked so tight I worry he might crack a tooth, but he adheres to Rule Number One.

Cordelia’s eyes snap to Easton, lingering on his clenched fists for a heartbeat, before dismissing him as a threat. She turns her full attention to Aries.

“Come here, boy,” she commands. It’s not a request.

Aries freezes, looking at Easton, panic flaring in his eyes. Easton makes a small, aborted movement forward but I step on his foot, hard. I glare at him, willing him to remember the invisible snipers, the boiling blood, the danger. Don’t move.

Easton stops, breathing hard through his nose, forcing himself to stay planted.

Aries swallows, and walks toward Cordelia.

“Closer,” Cordelia orders.

Aries steps within arm’s reach of her. She doesn’t touch him. Instead, she raises her hand, hovering her palm just over his chest, right where his heart is.

“He marked you,” she murmurs, her eyes rolling back into her head, revealing nothing but the whites. The lights in the chandelier above us flicker violently, buzzing like angry hornets. “Not just a tracker… it’s a tether.”

She inhales sharply, the air around us turning freezing cold. Her hand snaps back as if she’s been burned.

“He didn’t just want to hunt you,” Cordelia says, her voice returning to normal, though she looks unsettled now. “He wants to keep you. The mark is woven into your lifeline. Even if we could kill Saber, we cannot now. Because, if Saber dies… you die with him.”

“What?!” Easton yells.

The word explodes out of him before he can stop it. The silence shatters.

Instantly, the shadows under Cordelia’s control surge forward, transforming into massive, wolf-like shapes made of pure darkness. They growl, a sound like grinding stones, circling Easton.

“Silence!” Cordelia snaps, not at the shadows, but at Easton. She raises a hand, and the shadows pause, waiting for her command to strike.

“Speak out of turn again, and I will feed your voice to the silence permanently.”

“If Saber dies… Aries dies?” Easton chokes out, completely ignoring Cordelia’s threat, his voice struggling to maintain submission while terror eats him alive. “Is that true?”

Cordelia looks back at Aries, her expression grim.

“It is a Necromancer’s knot,” she says. “A soul-bind. It is ancient, forbidden magic. If we kill the master, the servant’s heart stops.”

She turns to walk back to the fireplace, the flames rising to greet her.

“We have to sever the bond. And for that… we need a certain book, known as The Mortis Scripture. Which, unfortunately, was last seen in the library of the Craven estate.” Cordelia says, her voice trailing off as she stares into the fire. 

Before Easton can spiral further, or before I can ask how we are supposed to retrieve a book from a place that is under the watch of Saber Craven, the heavy double doors of the parlor fly open with a bang that makes the windows rattle in their frames.

Aries and Easton jump, startled.

Two figures storm into the room, bringing a whirlwind of chaotic energy with them.

“I felt the wards ripple all the way in the greenhouse,” the first one snaps, her boots stomping heavy and loud on the hardwood. “The magic tasted like panic and… cheap cologne.”

It’s Ashton. She stops dead in the center of the room, her aquamarine eyes narrowing as they land on Easton, then Aries.

She looks like a nightmare dressed in leather and lace. Her hair is a violent clash of crimson and black, shaved on the sides and long on top. Her face has an ethereal, elf-like structure, sharp and angular, accentuated by the fact that her ears have been surgically pointed. She’s beautiful and imposes her presence on the room like a storm front.

She stalks toward them, her lip curling back to reveal a silver ring through her septum and a tongue that is split down the middle like a snake’s. It flicks out for a second, tasting the air.

“What the fuck,” Ashton hisses, her voice dropping an octave, “are two males doing in this house?”

“Ashton, wait,” I start, stepping forward.

“No,” she snarls, turning her head to glare at me, her pointed ears twitching. “This is a sanctuary, Alyssa. We don’t bring outsiders here. Especially not men. They disrupt the ley lines. They smell like aggression.”

“Oh, stop it, Ash. You’re going to scare them into a coma. Look at the little blonde one, he’s shaking like a leaf!”

The second figure drifts in behind Ashton, closing the doors with a gentle click.

It’s Daisy. As always, she is the sun to Ashton’s moon, the sugar to her poison.

She’s wearing a pastel pink skirt with suspenders, a fluffy white sweater with a cartoon cat on it, and knee-high socks adorned with little bows. Her hair is dyed a vibrant green and black, styled in two space buns on top of her head. Her eyes, a striking gold, are wide and blinking with curiosity. Like Ashton and me, she is curvy and soft, but where Ashton looks like she could kill you, Daisy looks like she wants to bake you a cookie.

She bounces past Ashton, her movements light and airy, ignoring the tension in the room.

“Hi!” Daisy chirps, waving at Aries. She tilts her head, her green-black bangs falling over her eyes. “I’m Daisy. Sorry about her. She hasn’t had her moon tea yet.”

“I don’t need tea, I need answers!” Ashton argues. The silver chains on her corset jingle aggressively. She points a dark crimson-nailed finger at Easton. “Why is that here?”

“That is Easton,” I say, my voice firm, trying to wrangle control of the situation. “And the other one is Aries.”

“The one marked by a Necromancer,” Cordelia interjects from the fireplace. She hasn’t turned around, unfazed by the intrusion. She is used to Ashton and Daisy’s dynamic.

Ashton’s hostility wavers for a split second, replaced by shock. “A Necromancer?”

“Yes,” I say. “He marked Aries. We came for help.”

Ashton looks back at Aries, her gaze critical. She steps closer to him, invading his personal space. Aries holds his breath. Ashton leans in, her split tongue flicking out again.

“He smells like death,” she decides, leaning back and wrinkling her nose. “And fear.”

“Be nice!” Daisy scolds, swatting Ashton’s arm lightly. She turns to Aries and smiles, a genuine, warm expression that seems out of place in the gloomy room. “Don’t mind my girlfriend. She thinks testosterone is a toxin.”

“It is a toxin,” Ashton mutters, glaring at Easton.

Easton, to his credit, keeps his mouth shut, but his eyes are darting between Ashton’s split tongue and Daisy’s pastel sweater with total bewilderment.

“They are my friends,” I say to Ashton, pleading with my eyes. “And they are in danger. Saber Craven bound his life to Aries. If Saber dies, Aries dies.”

Daisy gasps, her hands flying to her mouth. “Oh no! That’s awful! That’s… that’s dark magic. Like, really dark.”

“It creates a complication,” Ashton admits, her posture relaxing just a fraction, though she still eyes Easton with deep suspicion. “So, what? We’re harboring them? Keeping them as pets until we figure it out?”

“We are going to find The Mortis Scripture,” Cordelia says, finally turning around to face the girls. “And you two are going to help Alyssa retrieve it.”

Ashton’s eyebrows shoot up. “Retrieve it? From where?”

“The Craven Estate,” Cordelia says.

“But that place is swarming with residual hauntings,” Daisy says, her voice dropping to a nervous whisper. She twists a ring on her finger. “And it’s structurally unsound!”

“Which is why you’re going,” Cordelia says smoothly. “Alyssa needs a shield, and she needs a sensor. Ashton, you can banish the residuals. Daisy, you can sense the magical signature of the book amidst the rot.”

Ashton sighs, a long, dramatic exhale. She looks at Easton and Aries one last time, rolling her eyes.

“Fine,” Ashton groans. 

Daisy beams, clapping her hands together. “Road trip! I’ll go pack the snacks!”
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Leaving Aries and Easton in a room with Cordelia who looks like she eats souls for breakfast feels wrong. It feels like abandoning a puppy in a lion’s den.

“Stay here,” I tell Easton, my hand on the doorknob. “Do not speak unless spoken to. Do not touch anything. And for the love of the Goddess, do not anger her.”

Easton nods, his face pale but set in grim determination. He’s sitting on the edge of the velvet sofa, his knee bouncing nervously. Aries is beside him, holding his hand tightly, whispering a kiss over Easton’s knuckles.

“We’ll be back,” I promise, though the words taste like ash. “With the book.”

I close the parlor doors, sealing them in with Cordelia, and turn to find Ashton and Daisy waiting for me in the foyer. The contrast between them is jarring—like seeing a funeral procession crash into a candy store. 

“Alright,” Ashton says. “Let’s go rob a warlock that could kill us in a nanosecond.”

“Ash! We just have to be sneaky! We can do sneaky!” Daisy chirps.

“Cordelia is sending us to get the book, so she must have some faith in us,” I point out. But Ashton is right.

We move to the kitchen, which serves as our war room. It’s a massive space with a long wooden table covered in dried herbs, crystals, and half-finished spell jars. Daisy hops up onto the counter, her pink skirt fluttering, while Ashton leans against the fridge, looking like she’s already bored.

“Okay, here is the situation,” I say, pulling up a map on my phone and sliding it across the table. “The Craven Estate isn’t just an abandoned pile of bricks anymore.”

I point to a news article from the Cedar Falls Gazette I have pulled up.

HISTORIC RESTORATION BEGINS: SABER CRAVEN PARTNERS WITH HISTORICAL SOCIETY TO RESTORE FAMILY LEGACY.

“He’s renovating it,” I say.

“Renovating?” Ashton scoffs. “He’s polishing a turd. That place is a spiritual septic tank.”

“It’s worse than that,” I explain. “Because he’s partnered with the Cedar Falls Historical Society, there are construction crews, security guards, and floodlights all over the property. It’s an active work zone. We can’t just waltz in through the front gate.”

Daisy leans over the phone, her green and black space buns bobbing. “Ooh, the Historical Society? They’re the ones who give out those little plaques, right? My grandma loves them.”

“They are also a massive pain in the ass right now,” Ashton growls. “We can’t hex the security guards, Alyssa. The North American Council will have our heads if we start cursing innocent construction workers.”

“Exactly,” I say. “So we have to be smart. We need to slip in, find the library, locate The Mortis Scripture, and get out without triggering the alarms or alerting Saber.”

“Do we know where the library is?” Daisy asks, pulling a bag of gummy worms out of her pocket and popping one into her mouth.

“The North Wing,” I say. “Based on the old blueprints.”

“So, heist mode,” Ashton says, a wicked grin finally breaking through her scowl. “I like heist mode.”

“We need to gear up,” I say. “Meet at the car in ten.”

Ten minutes later, we are standing by my hatchback. The night air is crisp, biting at my exposed skin.

I’ve changed into black cargo pants with reinforced knees, a tight long-sleeve thermal, and my heavy combat boots. My pockets are lined with salt vials, iron filings, and a few pre-written binding sigils on parchment paper.

Ashton looks terrifying. She’s swapped her corset for a long, black leather trench coat that billows around her legs. She has silver daggers across her chest, and her makeup is darker, sharper. Her pointed ears are adorned with silver cuffs that I know are enchanted.

“Ready to break some laws,” she mutters, checking the edge of a blade.

Daisy’s wearing… well, she’s wearing a tactical vest, but it’s customized with Hello Kitty patches. She has a utility belt that is neon pink, filled with who-knows-what. Clipped to her side is a massive, chunky device that looks like a Geiger counter painted with glitter.

“What is that?” Ashton asks, pointing a dagger at the glittery box.

“My Spectral EMF Reader 3000!” Daisy beams, patting the device. “I modified it. It doesn’t just pick up ghosts; it picks up specific magical signatures. I tuned it to search for necromantic energy. It’ll lead us right to the book!”

“It looks like a toy,” Ashton says.

“It’s a scientific instrument, Ash,” Daisy pouts. “And it’s cute.”

“Get in the car,” I say, rubbing my temples. “Before I change my mind.”

The drive to the outskirts of town is tense. The closer we get to the Craven estate, the heavier the air feels. 

We park the car a mile down the road, hidden behind a thicket of overgrown kudzu. We have to walk the rest of the way to avoid the security patrols at the main gate.

We creep through the woods bordering the estate. The trees here are old and twisted, their branches interlocking like skeletal fingers.

“I hate this place,” Daisy whispers, her voice trembling slightly. “The trees are whispering things.”

“Ignore them,” Ashton hisses from the front. 

We break the tree line and freeze.

The Craven Estate is lit up like a stadium. Massive floodlights wash the estate in stark, white light. A chain-link fence surrounds the perimeter, with signs every ten feet: DANGER: ACTIVE CONSTRUCTION. NO TRESPASSING.

Inside the perimeter, excavators and bulldozers sit silent for the night, looking like sleeping prehistoric beasts.

“There,” I point to a section of the estate that is heavily tarped off, away from the main restoration area. “That’s the North Wing.”

“There’s a guard shack,” Ashton points out. “Right by the access road.”

I squint. Sure enough, a small portable building sits near the fence, a light on inside. I can see the silhouette of a security guard, probably watching TV.

“Daisy,” I whisper. “Can you do a glamor?”

Daisy chews her lip. “On all three of us? Maybe. But if I move too fast, it’ll shimmer.”

“We don’t need to be invisible,” I say. “We just need to be… boring. Can you cast a ‘Notice-Me-Not’ field?”

Daisy’s eyes light up. “Oh! Yes! I can make us look like piles of construction materials if anyone glances our way.”

“Do it,” I say.

Daisy closes her eyes, her hands weaving a complex pattern in the air. A soft, pink mist drifts from her fingertips, settling over us like a blanket. It smells like cotton candy.

“Okay,” she whispers, opening her eyes, which are now glowing faintly. “As long as we don’t make a loud noise, to anyone looking, we’re just… background.”

“Let’s move,” Ashton commands.

We slip through a gap in the fence that Ashton cuts with a pair of iron shears. We move low, sticking to the shadows of the bulldozers. The mud sucks at our boots, threatening to pull us down, but we keep moving.

We reach the edge of the North Wing. The roof sags dangerously in the middle, bowed under the weight of a century of rain and neglect. The stone walls are slick with moss, and the windows are boarded up with plywood.

The air here is colder, significantly colder than the rest of the site. The floodlights from the main construction zone don’t seem to reach this deep into the shadows.

“My reader is going crazy,” Daisy whispers, looking down at her glittery box. The needle is buried in the red, vibrating against the plastic casing. “There is so much death energy down here. It’s not angry, though. It’s just… deep. Like a stagnant pond.”

“Good,” Ashton says, pulling a flashlight from her trench coat. She clicks it on, the beam cutting through the gloom and illuminating a patch of crumbling brickwork near the foundation. “That means we’re in the right place.”

We slide down a muddy embankment, the clay slick under our boots, and squeeze through a small opening where the foundation has given way to erosion. We land with a wet thud on a stone floor.

We are in the basement level. The smell hits us instantly of damp earth, rotting wood, and something metallic, like old copper coins. Above us, massive oak beams are swollen with moisture, hanging precariously like the ribs of a leviathan. Water drips rhythmically somewhere in the dark.

“Okay,” I whisper, wiping mud from my gloves. “According to the blueprints, the servant’s stairs should be on the east wall. That will take us up to the main floor, right behind the kitchen. The library is off the grand hall.”

“Lead the way, fearless leader,” Ashton mutters, shining her light across the room. It reveals piles of discarded furniture, draped in white sheets that have turned gray with dust. They look like huddled ghosts in the darkness.

We move through the basement, our footsteps echoing softly despite our care.

Daisy holds her EMF reader out like a dowsing rod. “It’s spiking to the left,” she whispers, pointing toward a dark corridor lined with wine racks. “The energy is pulling us that way.”

“That’s the wrong way,” I hiss, checking the mental map in my head. “That leads to the boiler room.”

“Maybe the book isn’t in the library,” Daisy suggests, her eyes wide. “Maybe it’s where the bad things are?”

“We check the library first,” Ashton decides, stepping over a puddle of questionable brown liquid. “If it’s not there, then we go dungeon diving.”

We find the servant’s stairs. They are narrow, steep, and the wood groans in protest as we ascend. I test each step before putting my full weight on it. The last thing we need is one of us falling through the stairs.

We reach the top landing. I press my ear against the door. Silence.

I slowly turn the knob. The door creaks open, and we slip into the main house.

The difference is immediate. The basement was gross, but the main floor is sad.

The moonlight filters in through the cracks in the boarded-up windows, casting long, skeletal shadows across the floor. The wallpaper is peeling in long strips, revealing the plaster beneath. The floorboards are warped, curling up at the edges.

“It’s huge,” Daisy breathes, looking up at the high ceilings where a chandelier hangs askew, missing half its crystals.

“Focus,” Ashton snaps, though she keeps her voice low. She has a silver dagger in her hand now, the blade gleaming. “Which way to the library?”

“Through the dining room, across the foyer,” I direct.

We navigate the house like intruders in a tomb. The air is thick with dust dancing in Ashton’s flashlight beam. Every shadow looks like it’s moving. At one point, a floorboard settles with a loud crack behind us, and Ashton spins around, dagger raised, but there’s nothing there. Just the house settling into its bones.

We cross the foyer. The grand staircase is roped off with yellow “CAUTION” tape, the wood eaten away by termites. To our right, a set of massive double doors made of dark mahogany stands closed. Carved into the wood are intricate scenes of forests and animals—wolves, stags, and bears.

“The library,” I whisper.

“My reader is screaming,” Daisy says, clutching the glittery box to her chest. “Alyssa, the reading isn’t just death anymore. It’s… intent. Someone has done heavy magic in there. Recently.”

Ashton looks at me, her expression hardening. “Check for traps.”

I step forward, pulling a small pouch of salt from my pocket. I sprinkle a thin line across the threshold. Nothing happens. No sparks, no sizzling.

“Physical traps?” Ashton asks.

I examine the handle. It’s clean of dust, unlike everything else.

“Someone has been using this door,” I say quietly. “Recently.”

I grip the cold metal of the handle and turn. The latch clicks, smooth and well-oiled.

I push the doors open.

The library is vast. Two stories high, with a mezzanine level accessed by a spiral staircase. The shelves are built into the walls, stretching from floor to ceiling. Most of them are empty, the books long since looted or rotted away.

But not all of them.

In the center of the room, cleared of debris, is a large, heavy oak table. And on that table, sits a book.

It’s thick, bound in black leather that looks disturbingly like skin. The air around it seems to warp, blurring the edges of the table.

“Bingo,” Ashton whispers, a predatory grin spreading across her face.

“Wait,” Daisy says, grabbing Ashton’s coat before she can step forward. “Look at the floor.”

I shine my own smaller light down.

Surrounding the table, drawn in what looks like crushed white chalk mixed with something shimmering, is a perfect circle. Inside the circle are sigils I don’t recognize. Jagged angry shapes that hurt my eyes just to look at.

“A warding circle,” I realize, my blood running cold. “He knew we were coming. FUCK!”
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“Language, darling.” The voice is rich, smooth like velvet, and darker than the bottom of a grave. It drifts down from the mezzanine above us, echoing off the rotting bookshelves.

We spin around. Ashton instantly steps in front of me, her daggers drawn, crouching into a combat stance. Daisy squeaks, fumbling with her EMF reader.

Up on the balcony, leaning casually against the railing where the wood is dangerously warped, is a man.

Saber Craven.

He’s wearing a charcoal gray suit with the collar unbuttoned, no tie, his hands resting easily on the banister. His dark hair is perfectly styled, and his gray eyes glitter with a cruel, predatory amusement.

“I have to say,” Saber drawls, tilting his head as he looks down at us. “I laid out the breadcrumbs for the boy. I wanted to see if my little pet had the courage to come fetch his freedom himself.”

He sighs, a dramatic, bored sound.

“Instead, I get the backup witches.”

“Come down here and say that to my face, you corpse-fucker,” Ashton snarls, the insults flying off her split tongue with venom.

Saber laughs. It’s a low, genuine chuckle that sends shivers down my spine.

“Oh, I like this one,” he says, pointing a finger at Ashton. “Feisty. And modified ears? How… quaint.”

He pushes off the railing. For a second, I think he’s going to walk to the stairs. Instead, he simply steps over the edge.

“Ashton, watch out!” I yell.

He drops twenty feet. He doesn’t land with a thud. He lands like a cat, silent, graceful, his knees bending slightly to absorb the impact before he straightens up to his full height. He dusts off his suit jacket, completely unbothered by gravity.

He is tall. Looming. And the energy radiating off him hits me like a physical wave. 

“You’re trespassing,” he says, taking a slow, deliberate step toward us. “On a historical landmark, no less.”

Saber’s lips curve into a smirk. He stops a few feet away from the warding circle. He looks at Daisy, who is trembling so hard her Hello Kitty vest is vibrating. “And you brought a… is that a Geiger counter?”

“It’s a Spectral EMF Reader,” Daisy whispers, her voice tiny.

“Adorable,” Saber says. He snaps his fingers.

Pop.

Daisy’s reader explodes in a shower of pink glitter and sparks. Daisy shrieks and drops it, clutching her hand.

“Hey!” Ashton roars, lunging forward with her dagger.

She moves fast, but Saber is faster. He doesn’t even look at her. He just flicks his wrist.

Ashton freezes mid-air.

It’s not a spell I recognize. It’s like gravity just… grabbed her. She hangs suspended a foot off the ground, her dagger inching toward his throat but unable to reach him. Her face contorts in rage, her muscles straining against an invisible vice.

“Naughty,” Saber tuts, looking her in the eye. “We don’t run with knives in the library.”

He turns his attention to me. I stand my ground, though every instinct in my body is screaming at me to run.

“You must be the loud one,” he muses, looking me up and down. “The one who dragged my prize into a fight with a Wendigo. Cordelia really needs to put a leash on her coven.”

“Let her down,” I demand, stepping forward. “Now.”

Saber raises an eyebrow. “Or what? You’ll hit me with a hex bag? You’ll throw salt at me?”

He walks around the warding circle, trailing his hand through the air. The sigils on the floor flare with a sickly green light as he passes, acknowledging their master.

“You want the book,” he says, stopping behind the table. He rests his hand on the cover of The Mortis Scripture. The leather seems to pulse under his touch. “You want to sever the tie between me and Aries.”

“He’s innocent,” I say. “He didn’t ask for this.”

“None of us ask for the hand we’re dealt, Alyssa,” he says, and for a second, the amusement drops, replaced by something cold and ancient. “I didn’t ask my grandfather to summon the void, and poison the Craven bloodline. But here we are.”

He picks up the book. The heavy tome looks light as a feather in his grip.

“I’ll make you a deal,” he says, his smirk returning.

He waves his hand, and Ashton drops to the floor with a heavy crash. She gasps for air, clutching her throat.

“I’m listening,” I say quickly.

“You can have the book,” Saber says. “Take it. Walk out of here. Try your little severance spell.”

My eyes narrow. “What’s the catch?”

“The catch,” Saber says, his eyes gleaming, “is that the spell in this book requires a sacrifice to work. A life for a life. You want to save Aries? Fine. But someone else has to bleed to balance the scales.”

He tosses the book.

It flies through the air, heavy and dangerous. I catch it against my chest, staggering back a step from the weight. It feels warm. Alive.

Saber steps back into the shadows of the bookshelves, his silhouette blurring.

“Go on,” his voice echoes from everywhere and nowhere. “Take it. Let’s see who you’re willing to kill to save him.”

The shadows where Saber stood swirl and dissipate like smoke in a gale, leaving the library empty. But the air doesn’t lighten. It gets heavier, pressing down on us with a suffocating, static charge.

“Ash!” Daisy is moving before I can even blink. She skids across the polished floor, dropping to her knees beside Ashton. Her hands, usually fluttering and nervous, are steady now as she grabs Ashton’s face, turning it gently to inspect her throat.

“I’m fine,” Ashton wheezes, swatting Daisy’s hands away, but there’s no heat in it. She coughs, a harsh, wet sound, and leans her forehead against Daisy’s shoulder. “He just… knocked the wind out of me.”

“He choked you,” Daisy whispers, her voice trembling with a rare, quiet fury. She presses a soft kiss to Ashton’s temple, her fingers tangling in the red and black hair. “I’m going to put glitter in his lungs. I swear to the Goddess, I will.”

Ashton lets out a ragged laugh, gripping Daisy’s waist to haul herself up. “Later, babe. Right now, we need to move. That wasn’t a dismissal. That was a head start.”

I clutch the book to my chest. It feels disgusting, warm and pulsing, like holding a sleeping animal. The leather seems to sweat against my thermal shirt.

“She’s right,” I say, backing toward the door. “We need to go. Now.”

We scramble out of the library, bypassing the stealth we used to get in. We run. We sprint through the foyer, ignoring the groaning floorboards, and burst out the servant’s entrance into the cool night air.

The moment our boots hit the mud, a howl tears through the construction site.

It’s not a wolf. It’s the sound of tearing metal and screaming wind.

“Run!” Ashton roars, shoving Daisy ahead of her.

We scramble up the embankment, slipping in the mud, our breath puffing in white clouds. Behind us, the floodlights on the scaffolding flicker and die, plunging the estate into darkness.

From the shadows of the ruins, forms begin to peel themselves away from the stone. They are vaguely canine, but wrong, too long, too jagged. They’re inky voids, their eyes burning with the same sickly green light as the warding circle.

“Shadow Stalkers!” Ashton yells, grabbing a handful of silver dust from her pouch and throwing it behind us.

The dust hits the lead creature, sizzling like acid. The beast screeches, dissolving into smoke, but three more leap over its remains.

We hit the tree line, crashing through the underbrush. Branches whip at my face, stinging my cheeks, but I don’t stop. The book is heavy in my arms, a dead weight that seems to be getting heavier with every step, as if it wants to stay here.

The ground shakes. They are gaining on us.

“They’re too fast!” I scream, glancing back. A massive shadow-beast is loping through the trees, its jaws snapping inches from Ashton’s trailing coat.

“I can’t get a clear shot!” Ashton shouts, stumbling over a root. She spins, daggers in hand, ready to make a last stand.

“No!” Daisy cries out.

She stops running. She plants her feet in the soft earth, spins around, and throws her arms wide.

“Daisy, don’t!” Ashton screams, reaching for her.

But Daisy isn’t defenseless.

“By the light of the Morning Star!” Daisy yells, her voice ringing out with a power that sounds nothing like her usual bubbly tone.

She claps her hands together.

BOOM.

A shockwave of pure, blinding pink and white light explodes from her. It’s not violent like Saber’s magic; it’s dazzling. It expands into a massive, shimmering dome. A Prismatic Wall.

The shadow creatures slam into the barrier with sickening crunches. They howl in pain as the light burns them, searing their dark forms. The dome holds, pulsing with a bright energy that lights up the entire forest like a rave.

Daisy sways, her knees buckling. Using magic that big takes a toll.

Ashton catches her before she hits the ground, scooping her up into her arms effortlessly.

“Got you,” Ashton pants, looking at Daisy with fierce adoration. “That was badass.”

“Go!” Daisy whispers, her head lolling against Ashton’s chest. “It won’t hold them forever.”

I turn and run, Ashton right on my heels carrying Daisy. We tear through the last hundred yards of the woods, the sounds of the creatures clawing at the barrier fading behind us.

We burst onto the road. My hatchback sits there, a beautiful, mundane sanctuary.

I fumble for the keys, my hands shaking so badly I almost drop them.

“Open the damn door, Alyssa!” Ashton yells, looking back at the tree line. The pink glow is fading. The shadows are coming.

I jam the key into the lock, wrench the door open, and dive into the driver’s seat. Ashton throws herself into the back with Daisy, slamming the door just as a black shape bursts from the trees.

I crank the engine. It sputters.

“Come on, come on!” I beg, slamming my hand on the dashboard, using my magic.

The shadow beast lunges at the car, its claws raking across the rear window with a sound like nails on a chalkboard.

The engine roars to life. I stomp on the gas, spinning the wheel. The car fishtails on the gravel, spraying rocks, before the tires catch the pavement. We shoot forward, leaving the creature snapping at our taillights.

I don’t slow down until we are five miles away, the estate vanishing into the distance.

“Is everyone okay?” I ask, my voice trembling.

“We’re alive,” Ashton grunts from the back seat. She’s cradling Daisy, brushing sweat-drenched hair off her forehead. “Daisy’s just drained. She needs sugar.”

I look at the passenger seat. The Mortis Scripture sits there. Even in the passing streetlights, it looks ominous.

“We got it,” I whisper, clutching the steering wheel until my knuckles turn white. “Now we just have to figure out how to use it without killing somebody. Saber is playing a game with us. We are nothing but mice in a maze to him.”
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The heavy oak doors of Whitlock Manor groan open, and we spill into the foyer.

I am trembling. Not from the cold, but from the adrenaline crash. My fingers are locked around The Mortis Scripture, my knuckles white and aching. Beside me, Ashton is practically carrying Daisy. Daisy is conscious, but she looks translucent, her bright eyes dim and unfocused, her head lolling against Ashton’s shoulder.

We stumble into the parlor. The air in here is stagnant, thick with the smell of woodsmoke and waiting.

Easton and Aries are off the sofa before we even fully cross the threshold. The look on Easton’s face breaks my heart. It is a raw, jagged hope that hurts to look at.

“You got it,” Easton breathes, his eyes locking onto the black leather tome in my arms. He looks at it like it’s oxygen. “You actually got it.”

“We got it,” I pant. My legs give out, and I drop the book onto the table.

It doesn’t land like a book. It lands with a heavy, wet thud, like a slab of raw meat hitting a butcher’s block. The sound echoes, unnatural and gross, making the hair on my arms stand up.

“But… there’s a problem,” I gasp.

Cordelia stands by the fireplace, her back to us. She hasn’t moved a muscle since we left, but the atmosphere around her has shifted. The fire, usually roaring and vibrant, is low now, dying embers casting long, weak shadows. 

“The sacrifice,” Cordelia says softly.

She doesn’t turn around. She doesn’t ask. She states it to the flames.

I freeze, the blood draining from my face. “You knew?”

“I know the nature of The Mortis Scripture,” she says, finally turning. Her movement is slow, gliding toward the table like a ghost. She hovers a hand over the cover, careful not to touch the gnashing teeth embossed on the binding. “Equivalent exchange. A life for a life. A soul to sever a soul.”

I look at Aries. He’s standing close to Easton, his hand gripping Easton’s.

Then I look at Easton. The relief is dying in his eyes, replaced by a dawning, horrific understanding.

“Saber said it requires a sacrifice,” I whisper, my voice cracking. 

The silence that follows isn’t just quiet; it’s a vacuum. It sucks the air out of the room, leaving us all gasping. The grandfather clock in the hall ticks loudly, counting down seconds we don’t have.

“Who?” Easton asks.

His voice is terrifyingly calm.

Ashton lowers Daisy into an armchair, brushing a stray lock of green hair from her girlfriend’s forehead. She turns to face them, her voice rough, her throat still bruised purple from Saber’s magic.

“To break a bond this dark,” Ashton rasps, “you need a soul that burns just as bright as the one casting it.”

Easton doesn’t even blink. He doesn’t look at me. He doesn’t look at Cordelia. He looks only at Aries.

“I’ll do it,” he says instantly.

There is no hesitation. No fear. Just a simple, brutal fact.

“No!” Aries screams. The sound tears through the room. He grabs Easton’s arm, his fingers digging in, shaking him violently. “No, E! Are you crazy? I’m not letting you die for me!”

“I’m not letting you die, Aries!” Easton yells back, grabbing Aries by the shoulders. They are nose to nose, tears streaming down their faces, Easton’s eyes burning with desperate, terrified love.

“Stop.”

The command isn’t shouted, but it cracks through the room like a whip, silencing the sobbing, the shouting, the panic.

We all freeze.

Cordelia is standing straighter now, the fatigue momentarily banished by sheer will. Her silver hair catches the dying light, shimmering like a halo in the gloom. She looks regal. Ancient. And incredibly sad.

“Neither of you will die tonight,” she says, her voice echoing with a finality that brooks no argument. She looks at Easton, shaking with adrenaline, and then at Aries.

Her expression softens, a ghost of a smile touching her lips.

“You are children,” she whispers, and the word carries a weight of infinite tenderness. “You have barely tasted life. Your threads are still being woven. I will not allow them to be cut so soon.”

Cordelia turns to Easton, her gaze heavy, reverent.

“Your hands will save thousands,” she says. “I have seen it in the strongest threads of your future. You will become a surgeon who never breaks the oath. Not once. Not even when it costs you.”

Then her eyes shift to Aries.

“And you,” Cordelia says quietly, “are the reason he never falters. Your love is the anchor. Because of you, he stays true. Because of you, he never strays.”

Cordelia places both hands on the leather cover. She doesn’t flinch as the book seems to pulse beneath her palms, hungry and waiting. The room feels suddenly, suffocatingly small.

“I will pay the price,” she whispers.

The words hang in the air, heavier than the book, heavier than the house itself.

“Cordelia, no.” The gasp comes from Ashton. She steps forward, her combat boots dragging on the hardwood as if she’s fighting a gale-force wind. For the first time since I’ve known her, the jagged, tough exterior cracks. Tears well up in her eyes.

“You can’t,” Ashton begs, her voice breaking. “Not for them. Not for two men you don’t even know! You’re the High Priestess. You’re the pillar that holds this whole damn coven up!”

“I am a pillar that has stood for a very long time, my sweet girl,” Cordelia says softly.

She turns slowly toward the mantle, lifting her gaze to the oil painting. She stares at it not like a piece of art, but like a window.

“I was alive then, you know,” she says, her voice distant, drifting back a century. “When the mill burned. I was six years old. I stood on the porch and watched the smoke choke out the stars. I didn’t understand why my father wasn’t coming home for dinner. I didn’t understand why the front door never opened again.”

She touches her chest, right over her heart.

“I watched my mother rot away,” she whispers. “Consumed by a grief so thick it stained the wallpaper. I watched her die of a broken heart because of what Nicholas Craven did for power.”

She turns back to us. The distance is gone. Her eyes are burning with a cold, terrifying resolve.

“I will not let another generation suffer because of the Cravens. The cycle ends tonight.”

Her gaze sweeps the room and lands on me. It is heavy, physical, pinning me to the spot.

“But the Coven cannot be left without a head,” she says. “The circle must remain unbroken. The magic must have a vessel.”

She begins to walk toward me.

Every instinct in my body screams at me to run. To back away. I am not ready. I’m just a mess of a girl who likes dark romance novels and makes bad decisions.

“Alyssa,” she says, taking my hands. Her skin is cool, dry, but buzzing with static. “You have the fire. You have the heart. You fought a Wendigo with nothing but instinct. You stormed a Necromancer’s stronghold for love and loyalty.”

“I messed up!” I argue, a sob tearing through my throat. Tears stream down my face, hot and fast. “I broke protocol! I’m reckless! I’m dangerous! I’m not… I’m not you.”

“No,” she agrees, and a small, sad smile touches her lips, softening the severity of her face. “You are not me. You are something new. You are the storm this city needs to survive the coming age.”

She squeezes my hands, her grip surprisingly iron-clad.

“Kneel, Alyssa.”

“Cordelia, please… don’t do this…”

“Kneel,” she commands.

The word echoes not just in the room, but in the marrow of my bones. It vibrates in the floorboards. It is the voice of the earth itself.

My knees hit the floor. I can’t stop them. It’s like gravity just increased tenfold, pulling me down into the earth she serves.

Cordelia places her hand on top of my head. The touch is light, but it feels like a crown of lead.

“Ashton. Daisy,” she calls out, her voice ringing clear. “Witness.”

Daisy is sobbing into her hands, her shoulders shaking violently. Ashton is standing at trembling attention, tears rolling freely down her cheeks, her fist clenched over her heart in a salute to a dying queen.

“Please,” Ashton whispers, a broken prayer. “Don’t go.”

“Hush, child. Be brave,” Cordelia says, her silver eyes soft with maternal love. Then, she looks up, her eyes rolling back to pure, blinding white.

“I, Cordelia Whitlock, High Priestess of the Onyx Circle, do hereby relinquish my title,” she chants.

The air in the room begins to hum. The crystals on the chandelier rattle. The shadows lengthen and bow.

“I pour my knowledge, my authority, and my duty into this vessel. By blood and bone, by moon and stone.”

Heat.

It rushes through me, violent and golden. It starts at the top of my head and floods my veins like molten lava. It burns. It hurts. I gasp, arching my back, my fingers clawing at her robes. I feel decades of memories crashing into my mind—spells I never learned, secrets I never heard, names of witches dead for centuries. It is a library of power being force-fed into my soul.

“Alyssa,” she whispers, leaning down. Her forehead touches mine. The connection is electric. “Take the burden. Protect the sisters. Protect this city.”

She pulls back.

I blink, and the world looks… different.

The gloom is gone. Everything is sharp, hyper-real. I can see the ley lines pulsing in the walls like golden veins. I can see the grief radiating off Ashton in waves of blue. And I can see the aura around Aries, a sickly, rotting green chain connecting him to the darkness outside, throbbing like an infection.

I look up at Cordelia.

She looks paler. Translucent. She has poured her essence into me, leaving only a shell behind. She is fading, but she is smiling.

She turns to the table, her movements fluid but weak. She picks up a silver dagger. She looks at Aries, her eyes filled with a terrifying kindness.

“Come,” she says, her voice a whisper. “It is time to cut the cord.”

Easton doesn’t move. He stands like a statue of grief and rage, his arm barred across Aries’ chest.

“Easton,” I say. My voice sounds different to my own ears. It’s not just louder; it resonates, vibrating against the ribcages of everyone in the room. It is the voice of the Coven. “Let him go.”

Easton flinches at the sound, his eyes snapping to mine. He sees the change. He sees the raw power rolling off me in waves. He swallows hard, his hand trembling as it slowly drops from Aries’ chest. 

Aries glances at Easton, then swiftly pulls him into a brief kiss. As he pulls away, Easton starts shaking, tears running down his cheeks.

Aries steps forward. He walks to the table, to the book that smells like rot and the woman who looks like a fading star.

“Give me your hand,” Cordelia whispers.

Aries extends his arm.

Cordelia grips his wrist. Her strength is waning, her touch ghost-light. She raises the silver dagger.

“This will sting, child,” she murmurs. “But it will not kill you.”

She slices the blade across Aries’ palm.

Aries hisses, jerking slightly, but he holds his ground. Bright red blood wells up, looking stark against his skin. Cordelia guides his hand over The Mortis Scripture.

Drip.

Drip.

Drip.

The blood hits the leather cover. The book doesn’t repel it. It drinks it. The gnashing teeth on the binding unlatch with a wet, sucking sound. The book flies open, the pages fluttering frantically as if caught in a windstorm, though the air in the room is dead still. 

“By the blood of the victim, I expose the bond,” Cordelia chants, her voice gaining a final, terrifying strength.

I see it happening. With my new sight, I watch the sickly green chain connecting Aries to the darkness flare to life. It glows violently, pulsating like a heartbeat. It’s wrapped around Aries’ throat, burying deep into his chest. The book stops on a page that is written in green ink. Cordelia reads the spell out loud in a language I have never heard before. I can see the spell writing itself out in the air as she speaks.

“… and by the blood of the willing,” Cordelia cries out, reversing the dagger. She looks at me one last time, her eyes filled with a pride that breaks my heart. “I sever it.”

She plunges the dagger into her own heart.

“NO!” Ashton screams.

But it’s done.

Cordelia doesn’t collapse. She doesn’t bleed.

Instead, she ignites.

A blinding, silver light explodes from her chest, rushing down her arms and into the book. The light is pure, cold, and sharper than any blade. It travels from the book, leaping up like a lightning bolt, and strikes the green chain around Aries.

SNAP.

The sound is deafening.

Aries gasps, arching back as the green light shatters into a million shards of harmless glass. He collapses backward, catching himself on the edge of the sofa, gasping for air.

The book slams shut.

And Cordelia… dissolves. The light consumes her, turning her body into millions of motes of silver dust. There is no body. No blood. Just a column of glittering stardust that hangs in the air for a heartbeat, swirling in a final, gentle breeze, before vanishing into the ether.

Her robe falls to the floor, empty. A heap of red silk on the hardwood.

Silence.

Absolute, crushing silence.

Ashton falls to her knees, burying her face in Daisy’s lap, her shoulders shaking with silent sobs. Daisy is crying openly, tears dripping onto her Hello Kitty vest.

Easton is on the floor with Aries, checking him frantically, tilting his head back, checking his pulse.

“It’s gone,” Aries whispers, his voice raspy. He touches his chest, eyes wide. “The cold… it’s gone.”

Easton pulls him into a crushing hug, burying his face in Aries’ neck.

I stand there, alone in the center of the room. I feel the shift in the house. The wards ripple, recognizing a new master. The shadows in the corners seem to bow toward me. The weight of the High Priestess title settles on my shoulders, heavy as lead armor.

I look down at the empty red robe.

“Goodbye, Cordelia,” I whisper.

I look up at the painting. Then I look at my friends, broken, traumatized, but alive.

A cold, hard fury ignites in my gut. It mixes with the grief, hardening into something sharp.

“Saber Craven killed her,” I say.

Ashton lifts her head, her face a mask of tear-streaked rage. Aries looks up, his eyes hard.

“He didn’t hold the knife,” I say, my voice steady, cold, and ringing with power. “But he forced her hand. And now…” I pick up the silver dagger from the table. “Now,” I vow, “I’m going to return the favor.”
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The agony does not arrive with dignity. It does not knock. It begins as a wet, sliding sensation inside my skull, like a parasite uncoiling behind the orbital bone. I am standing in the east wing, listening to an overnight restoration crew contractor drone on about load-bearing walls, his sweat smelling of stale coffee and fear.

Then, the uncoiling stops. And pulls taut.

My vision curdles. The room doesn’t just spin; it liquefies. The floor seems to heave. The lights flare white, then die.

The contractor’s mouth is moving, but the sound is submerged, drowned out by the rising roar of my own blood.

I raise a hand. It feels heavy, leaden, necrotic.

“Out,” I wheeze, pushing some magic into the word.

He scrambles, the door clicking shut behind him.

I take one step, and then the tether snaps.

It is a wet, sickening pop deep within the architecture of my ribs, as if a grappling hook has been ripped free from the meat of my heart.

I am thrown backward, crashing into the heavy oak table. The pain is not abstract, it is a physical evisceration. It feels as though my nervous system is being drawn out through my pores. I claw at my chest, my fingers tearing through silk, digging into skin until I feel the slick warmth of blood. I need to hold it in. I need to keep the power from bleeding out.

I retch, violent and spasmodic.

It isn’t red blood that spatters the marble. It is black, viscous bile, the waste product of severed magic. It hits the floor with a heavy splatter, steaming in the cold air.

My knees collide with the stone.

The silence inside me is deafening.

The constant, delicious hum of Aries, the psychic weight of his soul anchored to mine, is gone. The leash has been severed.

I gasp for air, but the room feels airless, vacuum-sealed. The summoning circle in the foundation screams once, a high, keening vibration in the floorboards, and then goes dormant. 

I press my forehead against the cold floor, shaking. Not with fear. With the exquisite, blinding rage of a collector whose favorite toy has been snatched from his hands.

Aries. My property.

The absence of him is a phantom limb pain, throbbing where the connection used to be. I reach out with my mind, grappling for the familiar texture of his fear, but my mental fingers close around nothing but ash.

“Cordelia,” I growl, the name coated in copper and hate.

The dying tether gives me one final flash of what is happening at the other end. The silver light. The blade coming down. 

The arrogance. 

She stole from me. She reached into my chest and took what I claimed.

I laugh. It is a wet, broken sound, bubbling up through the ruin of my throat.

“You… thieves.”

The aftershocks hit, a final convulsion that arches my back, grinding vertebrae together. It burns through the marrow, scorching the pathways where the power used to flow.

Then, stillness.

Absolute, hollow stillness.

I lay there for a long moment, listening to the drip, drip, drip of blood from my chin to the floor.

I push myself up. My arms tremble, but I force them to lock. I wipe the black slurry from my mouth with a trembling hand, smearing it across my cheek before scrubbing it away.

I can see my reflection in the window across the room. It is ghastly. Skin the color of parchment. Pupils blown wide, swallowing the iris. A monster, unmasked and bleeding.

But alive.

I shouldn’t have played my little games with those witches.

I straighten my torn shirt as best I can, leaving red fingerprints across the silk.

I smooth my hair. 

They think they have won. They think cutting the string frees the puppet.

They have forgotten that I am the one who built the stage.

“You took him,” I whisper to the reflection in the glass, watching the feral light return to my eyes. “You took my toy.”

I stumble into the adjoining washroom, my gait uneven. I grip the porcelain basin with enough force to threaten hairline cracks in the glaze. I turn the tap. The water runs clear, but when I splash it against my face, it drips away pink. I scrub. I scrub until the skin is raw, until the sensation of friction replaces the phantom feeling of the tether snapping inside my chest.

I look up.

My eyes in the mirror are bloodshot, rimmed in red, but the pupils have narrowed. The shock is receding. The predator is stabilizing.

My chest aches a hollow, grinding ache where his heartbeat used to sync with mine. It feels like starvation. It feels like withdrawal.

I grab a towel, patting my face dry with methodical precision.

The mistake was mine. I see that now. I allowed him the illusion of autonomy because I loved the taste of his despair.

I toss the towel onto the floor. It lands on the splatter of black bile I haven’t cleaned up yet.

I walk back into the main room. The air still smells like failed magic.

I stop at the heavy oak cabinet against the wall. I open it. Inside, the antique collection of shackles, iron, silver, cold-forged steel, glints in the low light. I run a finger over a heavy iron collar. It is cold. Unyielding.

I’ve never used these before. I thought them crude. I preferred the elegance of a magical bind.

But elegance has failed me.

A dark, venomous heat coils in my gut. The image of Aries grinding in my lap at the strip club, burns behind my eyes. 

I want his submission. I want to see the light go out of his eyes when he realizes that the world is small, and I am the only thing in it.

I grip the iron collar, lifting it from the velvet stand. Its weight is comforting in my hand. 

I imagine it around his throat. A heavy, undeniable reminder of who owns him.

“When I get him back,” I whisper, slipping the heavy iron collar into my pocket.

“He’s going to be my toy. And I am never, ever letting him go.”

I close the cabinet.

The click of the latch is decisive. 

I move deeper into the estate, my footsteps echoing through halls that remember me. The Craven Estate has always been a conduit. Iron veins under stone. Blood memory in the beams. This place was built to call things.

I descend the servants’ stairs into the sublevel, where the air grows colder and the walls sweat mineral damp. The restoration crews haven’t reached this far yet. They won’t. Their tools would fail. Their teeth would chatter. Their instincts would scream at them to leave.

Good instincts.

The ritual chamber waits.

It is not a circle. Circles are polite. This is a pit carved directly into bedrock, lined with old iron sigils hammered in by hands that bled and did not stop. The floor is blackened, not with soot, but with residue. The leftovers of things that never fully arrived.

I step into the center and drop to one knee.

The pain in my chest flares in protest. I welcome it. Pain means I am still capable of loss. Loss sharpens the will.

I slice my palm and let the blood drip freely this time, onto the stone.

It sizzles on contact.

“Yes,” I murmur. “Drink.”

I spread my hands and lower my forehead to the ground, pressing my mouth close to the earth. My voice drops, loses its human edges. 

“Sol’var ithra kha.

Velum threnai.

Na valek. Na shorai.

Keth’ul draeven.

Sarai ven. Sarai ven.

Drae.”

The shadows around the pit begin to move.

They do not crawl. They peel themselves out of the dark, thick and wrong, like oil dragged up from a deep-sea trench. Limbs form where they are useful and dissolve where they are not. Mouths appear and vanish, tasting the air.

Void beasts.

Unclaimed. Unnamed. Starved.

They hunger immediately.

“Go,” I tell them softly. “Hunt Whitlock Manor.”

A ripple passes through the chamber as the creatures orient, drawn by power like sharks scenting blood.

“Break the wards,” I continue. “Claw at the walls. Make them choose who to save. I will arrive soon.”

One of the beasts lifts what might be a head. Its form shivers, unstable, like it is only borrowing shape.

“Do not kill the High Priestess,” I add. My voice hardens. “That bitch is mine to hunt.”

The beasts recoil slightly. They understand ownership.

“And do not kill Aries,” I say, quieter now. Reverent. 

The pit pulses.

“Kill Easton. He owes me a debt for ripping out my Wendigo’s heart.”

The creatures sink back into shadow, not retreating but departing, folding themselves into the thin places between worlds. The iron sigils along the walls scream as they tear free of containment.

I rise slowly, breathing hard.

I climb the stairs and walk into the kitchen. 

I pour myself a glass of whiskey and walk to the window.

“This is what happens,” I say to the dark, raising my glass in a mock toast, “when you take what belongs to me.”

I drink.
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The wards scream. Not aloud. Not in any way a human ear could register. They shriek through my bones, a sudden, violent pressure change that makes my teeth ache and my vision flash white.

I am on my feet before my mind catches up.

The lights flicker once, twice. The grandfather clock in the hall stutters and stops, its pendulum freezing mid-swing like the house itself is holding its breath.

Daisy gasps. “What—”

“We need to move,” I snap. My voice is not my own anymore. It carries. It commands. “Now.”

The windows along the north wall frost over in a heartbeat, black veins spiderwebbing across the glass from the corners inward. Something heavy slams against the outside of the house, hard enough to make the floorboards jump.

Ashton swears and grabs Daisy, hauling her toward the interior hallway. Aries is already moving. He puts himself between Easton and the windows without even thinking about it.

That makes my chest hurt.

Easton’s breath goes shallow, his pupils blown wide as his body reacts before his brain can rationalize it.

The temperature in the room plummets. My breath fogs. The shadows stretch, peeling away from corners they have occupied for decades and slithering across the ceiling like living things.

The wards flare again.

Strain.

Crack.

I feel it in my spine. The old protections Cordelia laid into this house are strong, but they were built to repel, not to withstand sustained assault. Saber isn’t testing us.

He’s trying to break the door.

Something howls outside.

It isn’t sound. It’s intent. Hunger dragged across the wards like claws on glass.

“It wants in.” Daisy says, her sweet demeanor changing dark.

“Yes,” I say quietly. “And it will get tired of asking.”

Another impact rattles the windows. One of the sconces on the wall explodes, showering sparks and glass across the rug. We stumble into the tea room, the candles hissing as we cross the threshold.

Easton turns to me, fear sharp and naked in his eyes. “Alyssa.”

“He’s angry. He wants Aries back,” I say, voice steady as stone. 

Aries’ jaw tightens. “What do we do?”

The house shudders again, a low, groaning complaint rising from its bones.

“We are adapting.”

Another scream rips through the wards, closer now. 

I step forward, blood already singing under my skin, and lift my chin.

“If he’s going to send the void to my door,” I say, feeling the weight of the mantle settle fully onto my shoulders, “then I will answer it properly.”

The shadows pause.

Listening.

Aries rolls his shoulders, restless, feral energy coiling tight beneath his skin. Easton stays close to him, one hand fisted in the back of Aries’ shirt like an anchor. Ashton sets Daisy down gently, but Daisy doesn’t crumple.

She straightens.

Her hands are shaking. Not with fear. With focus.

“Okay,” Daisy says quietly.

The word cuts clean through the room.

I turn to her.

Her Hello Kitty vest is gone, discarded somewhere in the chaos. What’s left is a woman with her hair pulled back tight, eyes sharp and blazing, breath slow and controlled. She wipes her cheeks once, hard, like she’s clearing water from her vision.

“Tell me what you need,” she says.

Ashton stares at her. “Dais—”

“I said I’m okay,” Daisy snaps, and the air ripples.

The shadows recoil an inch.

Even Aries stills.

I feel it then. The hum under her words. The weight. Daisy’s magic has always been soft-edged, tucked under charm bracelets and pastel stickers. She’s the kind of witch people underestimate.

That’s a mistake.

“We need blood,” I say. “And consent. And absolute focus.”

Daisy nods once. “Good. I’ll summon my kit.”

She crosses the room and drops to her knees, a bag appears in front of her. She unzips it with efficient hands. Out come chalk sticks carved with sigils, a bone-handled athame, vials wrapped in pink ribbon, and a ceramic bowl painted with tiny strawberries along the rim.

Aries blinks. “That bowl has strawberries on it.”

“Yes,” Daisy says, not looking up. “Don’t judge the aesthetics.”

Ashton lets out a shaky laugh that breaks halfway into a sob.

“Okay,” Ashton says. “I’ve got you.”

She moves to Daisy’s side without question, rolling up her sleeves, her presence solid and unyielding.

I step into the center of the room.

“Clear the furniture,” I command.

They move instantly.

The tea table is shoved aside. Rugs peeled back. Candles are lit, not for ambience but for boundaries. Daisy marks the floor in a wide circle, chalk lines glowing faintly as they settle into the grain of the wood.

“This is not a summoning,” I say, my voice steady even as the house groans again. “Nothing is being called.”

The walls listen.

“This is a claim,” I continue. “A mutual agreement. Protection offered, protection accepted.”

Easton swallows. “What’s the cost?”

I meet his eyes.

“Truth,” I say. “And blood. And the understanding that once you are seen by the void, you cannot be unseen.”

Aries squeezes his hand. “We already crossed that line.”

I nod. “Then step forward.”

They do.

The shadows press closer to the windows now, sensing the shift. One of them screeches, frustrated, furious.

Daisy finishes the circle and sits back on her heels. She looks up at me, then at Aries and Easton.

Daisy offers the athame to me, handle-first.

“Aries,” I say. “Easton.”

They stand shoulder to shoulder, hands clasped tight.

“This protection will not obey you,” I tell them. “It will judge you. It will act when it deems necessary, not when you ask.”

“Okay,” Aries says immediately.

Easton nods. “I trust you, Alyssa.”

I glance at Daisy.

“Let’s begin,” she says.

“This is the last moment you can walk away,” I say. “Once blood touches ground, the void will know you. Not as prey. As claimed.”

Aries doesn’t hesitate. He turns his palm up, fingers relaxed, jaw set.

“I understand,” he says quietly. “I will not run away.”

Easton swallows. His throat works once. Then he mirrors Aries, palm up, bare and open.

“If it’s coming for us anyway,” he says, voice tight but steady, “I want teeth on our side.”

“Daisy,” I say.

She slides the bowl forward. The strawberries along the rim glow faintly now, their cheerful faces warped by the magic seeping into the glaze.

“High Priestess first,” she says gently.

I slice my palm. The pain is sharp and clean. My blood wells bright and hot, heavier than it should be. It falls into the bowl with a sound like rain hitting the abyss.

The wards shudder.

The shadows outside recoil, hissing.

I nod to Aries.

He takes the blade and slices his already cut palm in one smooth motion, barely flinching as blood spills free. When it hits the bowl, the liquid inside darkens, swirling like ink.

Something stirs.

Easton takes the blade last, closing his eyes as he cuts, breath hissing through his teeth. Blood drips slower from him, but when it falls, the bowl thrums, a low vibration that rattles the chalk lines at our feet.

The circle ignites.

The floor inside the circle darkens, not black but endless. The air grows thick, pressurized. My ears pop.

Daisy braces herself, one hand pressed flat to the floor, the other gripping Ashton’s wrist. Her magic flares outward, pastel-soft on the surface, razor-edged underneath.

“State your truth,” I command. “Tell the void who you are.”

Aries goes first.

“I am loyal,” he says. “Even when it costs me. Especially then.”

The darkness ripples.

Easton’s turn.

“I will not abandon anyone,” he says. No hesitation. “Not for safety. Not for survival.”

The void listens.

I lift the bowl and pour the blood onto the floor. The darkness opens, and something looks back. A presence presses against the veil, immense and patient. Not summoned. Not bound. Invited.

A shape coalesces behind Aries first. Antlers made of shadow curve upward, enormous, protective. A low growl vibrates through the room, territorial and ancient.

Aries gasps as something cold brushes the back of his neck.

Behind Easton, the air compresses. Something unseen settles close, precise and watchful. The temperature around him stabilizes.

Easton exhales, startled. “I can… feel it.”

“Good,” Daisy whispers. Her eyes glow faintly pink. “That means it chose you.”

The chalk circle blazes once, then fades, leaving only faint scars in the wood.

The house exhales.

I stagger slightly, power draining, but Ashton is there instantly, steadying me.

“It’s done,” Daisy says, voice reverent. “They’re marked.”
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The room feels… different. Like the house is watching us now. Aries is still breathing a little too hard beside me, his palm slick with drying blood, his eyes bright and unfocused like he’s just surfaced from deep water.

I feel steady.

Which scares me more than panic would.

Daisy approaches us holding something in her hands.

Two necklaces.

They’re simple. Thin chains of dark metal that don’t quite reflect the light correctly. Each one bears a small pendant carved from something smooth and pale. Bone, maybe. Or stone.

She turns to me.

“This part is optional,” she says. “But you should know what you’re agreeing to.”

I swallow. “Okay.”

She lifts the necklace, letting it dangle in front of me.

“These will wake up any magic in your blood,” she says. “Not give it to you. Just… unlock it.”

My stomach tightens.

“If anyone in your bloodline was ever blessed,” she meets my eyes. “You’ll feel it.”

I stare at the necklace in her hand. Every law of science I have ever trusted tells me this cannot be real. A month ago, I did not believe in the supernatural. Now I am in the manor of a witch coven, getting ready to go to war with an evil warlock.

The void creature at my back shifts slightly, attentive.

And something in my chest answers it.

“What happens if there’s nothing there?” I ask.

Daisy shrugs. “Then it stays quiet.”

“And if there is?” Aries asks.

Her gaze flicks to him. Then back to me.

“Then you’ll know,” she says softly. “And so will everything else.”

“Okay,” I say, my voice steady. “I want to know.”

Daisy doesn’t hesitate. She steps closer and lifts the chain over my head, her fingers brushing my collarbone as the pendant settles against my chest.

It’s warm. Alive. The moment it touches my skin, something stirs.

Not violently. Not dramatically.

Just… opens.

Like a door I didn’t know I’d been leaning against my whole life.

My breath catches and the room sharpens around me, colors deepening, edges clarifying. I can suddenly feel the space inside my own body, every nerve lit faintly like a city at dusk.

I gasp.

Aries turns to me instantly. “Easton?”

“I’m okay,” I say. “I just—”

The air around my hands tingles. A faint pressure gathers in my palms, subtle but undeniable, like static before a storm.

Daisy’s eyes widen.

“Oh,” she murmurs. 

My heart starts pounding. “What does that mean?” I ask.

She smiles. “It means someone in your bloodline was blessed with magic.”

Aries swears under his breath, half awe, half fear. “Holy shit.”

I look down at my hands, and pressure in my palms doesn’t fade, it sharpens.

The room shifts again, not visually this time, but internally. Like a new sense snapping online. I blink hard and look at Aries.

And I see it.

Patterns.

Stress lines radiate faintly from his chest. His shoulder carries the lingering compensation patterns of seven years on the pole, muscles pulling around old injuries that healed without ever quite returning to baseline.

There’s a faint echo of cold still clinging to his sternum, not magic anymore, just the body remembering pain. My breath stutters.

“Aries,” I whisper.

He frowns. “What?”

“Can I try something?”

Aries searches my face, then nods. “Yeah.”

My hands start to shake. I press my palm against Aries’ chest, right over where the Wendigo scars hide beneath fabric.

I focus.

On anatomy.

On how the body wants to be.

The warmth in my chest flows down my arms, gathering in my hands. It’s not heat exactly. It’s alignment. Like snapping a bone back where it belongs.

Aries inhales sharply, then exhales.

“Oh,” he breathes, shoulders dropping an inch. “Holy shit.”

The tension line I’d seen dissolves, the echo of pain fading like chalk washed from a board.

I pull my hand back, heart hammering.

“That’s impossible,” I whisper.

Daisy’s eyes widen.

Aries blinks. “How do you do that?”

“I don’t know,” I say. My voice sounds far away to my own ears. “I can just… see wounds.”

I look at Daisy.

She nods, reverent. “Medical sight,” she says. “Very rare.”

Ashton steps closer, awe written openly across her face. “Damn… I’ve never seen a male with medical sight magic before.”

I stare at my palm.

Blood from the ritual still streaks across it, drying dark and sticky. The shallow cut from the blade throbs dully.

On instinct, I close my fingers around my own hand.

The ache fades.

When I open my palm again, the cut is gone. No scar. No sting.

I laugh once, sharp and breathless. “Oh my God.”

Daisy steps forward again, holding out the second necklace to Aries.

“Your turn.” She lifts the chain. “I believe you have magic,” she continues. 

Aries huffs a weak laugh. “I mean… I did survive being mauled by folklore.”

She places the necklace over his head.

The effect is immediate, the air around Aries thicken. Not heavy. Dense. Like gravity leaning in his direction. He sucks in a breath, eyes going wide. His muscles tense, not in fear but in reflex, like his body is bracing for impact that never comes.

“Oh,” he murmurs. “Oh. That explains a lot.”

I see it now, clear as day.

His aura isn’t bright. It’s dense. Layered. Reinforced. 

“That’s why the Wendigo didn’t tear you apart immediately,” I say softly. “Your body doesn’t break the way it should.”

Aries looks at me, something vulnerable cracking through the bravado. “So I’m not just reckless.”

“Well, you’re still reckless,” I say, stepping closer. “But you’re also resilient.”

Daisy smiles, fierce and proud. “Impact magic,” she says. “Your ancestors were shield-bearers. Survivors. The kind of people who stood in doorways and didn’t move.”

Aries lets out a shaky breath and laughs, pressing his forehead briefly to mine. “Guess I was built for this mess.”

Outside, something slams against the house again. Harder this time. The air compresses violently, slamming into my chest and driving the breath from my lungs. The windows explode inward in a spray of glass and black frost.

Darkness pours in.

Things drag themselves through the breach, bodies assembling mid-motion, wrong angles snapping into place as they cross the threshold. Limbs extrude. Mouths open where they’re useful. Eyes bloom and collapse, tasting the room.

“CONTACT!” Ashton yells, already moving.

The first beast lunges and Aries meets it head-on. He doesn’t hesitate. He never does.

The creature slams into him. Aries skids backward across the hardwood, boots carving grooves into the floor. He hits the far wall hard enough to crack plaster.

He gets up anyway.

Blood runs from his nose. His shoulder hangs wrong.

He grins.

“Is that all you’ve got?” he snarls.

The second beast goes for Daisy, and I can see the wounds as they happen.

A slice of torn muscle in Ashton’s arm as she blocks it. A fracture spiderwebbing through her wrist as she throws a spell. Aries’ ribs screaming as the first beast slams into him again, harder.

I move.

I drop to my knees beside Ashton and press my hands to her arm. I focus on what her arm should look like.

Focus. Alignment. Whole.

The bone snaps back into place under my palms.

Ashton gasps. “Holy shit—”

The room tilts, but I swallow it down and move again.

Daisy cries out as a claw rakes across her side. Blood blooms bright against pastel fabric. I grab her wrist and shove magic through her.

Her wound seals.

My vision sparkles at the edges.

Aries yells, the sound animalistic. He tackles one of the beasts, driving it through a support beam. Wood splinters. The thing retaliates, slamming him into the floor.

I see his clavicle fracture.

I run to him.

“Easton, don’t—” Alyssa shouts.

I drop beside Aries and press my hands to his chest. The fix is harder this time. I push anyway, feeling my own heartbeat stutter as the correction locks into place.

Aries sucks in a sharp breath, launching back into the fight like a wrecking ball.

My knees buckle.

I stagger back, dizzy now, the room swimming violently. Every heal feels heavier than the last, like I’m dragging a body uphill through wet sand.

Another beast slips past Aries.

It barrels toward me.

Alyssa intercepts it in a flash of silver fire, but not before its claw catches her thigh. I see it immediately. Muscle shredded. Blood pouring.

She stumbles.

“No,” I whisper.

I crawl to her and clamp my hands over the wound.

The world goes white.

The fix costs me something deep this time. My vision tunnels. Sound dulls, like I’m underwater. My fingers feel numb, distant, barely attached.

The wound closes.

Alyssa gasps. “Easton—stop—”

I don’t hear the rest, my legs giving out.

I hit the floor hard, cheek slamming against the cold wood. The ceiling spins lazily above me, shadows crawling across it.

I try to push up.

Nothing happens.

My body doesn’t answer.

The shadow beasts notice.

One of them turns toward me, sensing weakness, hunger sharpening.

I can’t move.

I can barely breathe.

Footsteps pound toward me.

“Easton!” Aries screams.

I hear him fighting. 

“E, get up!” he shouts. “Get up, baby, please—”

The air changes. Pressure slams down and something steps between me and the beast.

My void protector finally reveals itself.

It does not roar.

It does not rush.

The air parts.

Something tall unfolds between me and the beast, rising with impossible grace. A crane, wrought from compressed darkness and negative space. Its long legs anchor into the floor without sound. Its wings are folded tight against its body, layered shadows overlapping like carefully arranged blades.

Where its feathers should be, the darkness thins into fine, luminous seams, like sutures mapping an unseen anatomy.

The room changes around it.

The temperature evens out. The screaming noise dulls to a distant, manageable pressure. The chaos hesitates.

The beast recoils.

The crane lowers its head elegantly. Its beak gleams faintly, a clean line of absence sharpened to a point. It studies the intruder the way a surgeon studies an injury.

Assessing.

Measuring.

Deciding.

Then it moves.

Reality compresses.

The beast trying to attack me seizes. Its form collapses inward as if its internal structure has been erased, folded neatly into itself. 

There is no explosion. No gore. Just a sudden, horrifying absence. What remains drifts down like fine ash, whisper-soft against the floor.

Silence follows.

I exhale shakily, the sound ragged and thin.

My eyes flutter. “Aries…” I whisper.

I can hear him screaming my name, raw and shattered, somewhere far away. His voice claws at me, desperate, refusing to let go.

The crane steps closer, lowering itself beside me, folding one wing over me.

The darkness gathers gently around me.

And then—

Nothing.
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The moment Easton goes down, something in me snaps. The shadow beast lunging toward him never gets the chance.

I hit it mid-air.

My shoulder should shatter on impact. It doesn’t. My ribs scream, but they hold. I drive the thing into the far wall, then keep going, fist after fist, every hit landing with the certainty of someone who has learned the hard way that dying is optional.

“BACK. OFF,” I roar.

The house is chaos.

Shadow creatures spill through the broken windows in writhing waves, their forms flickering between too many limbs and not enough. Shadows tear free of corners. The air tastes like blood.

Daisy moves.

She drops low, palms slamming to the floor. A snake uncoils from her shadow like living opal, scales shimmering pastel and lethal, eyes black and knowing. It moves fast, impossibly fast, striking at void flesh.

Every bite anchors.

The beasts scream as the snake wraps them, constricting not muscle but essence, crushing their structure until they dissolve into screaming motes.

“Good girl,” Daisy whispers, voice steady and cold.

A Cane Corso barrels past me with a thunderous snarl, all muscle and momentum, black fur eating the light. It hits a void beast head-on, jaws clamping down with bone-crushing finality. The impact rattles the room. The beast doesn’t get back up.

“GOOD,” Ashton yells, throwing a dagger into another creature’s skull. 

I fight my way back to Easton, he’s on the floor, pale and unmoving.

Standing over him is a crane made of shadows.

Tall. Still. Wings drawn like blades.

I drop to my knees beside Easton, hands shaking despite myself. “E,” I choke. “Hey. Baby. Please.”

Another void beast rushes us.

It doesn’t make it three feet.

The crane shifts and the beast collapses inward, erased with horrifying neatness.

I snarl at the remaining creatures, baring my teeth like something that has finally accepted what it is.

The next few minutes blur into motion and pain and instinct. I throw myself into the fight with reckless precision, taking hits that should cave my chest.

I feel bones crack.

I don’t fall.

I feel claws rake my back.

I stay standing.

Because Easton is not dying on my watch.

Finally, the pressure breaks.

The void recoils, dragged back through the tears it made, the house groaning as wards slam shut with renewed fury. Silence crashes down, thick and ringing.

I sag forward, forehead pressed to the floor beside Easton’s shoulder.

“Baby,” I whisper, voice breaking. “You have to wake up.”

The crane remains.

Watching.

Guarding.

I press my bloody forehead to Easton’s.

“Please,” I breathe. “You don’t get to leave me.”

Then, laughter drifts into the room.

Not loud.

Not manic.

Amused.

It rolls through the ruined parlor like smoke, curling around broken furniture and drifting glass, too calm for the carnage it follows.

I lift my head slowly.

“Well,” Saber Craven says, stepping through the splintered remains of the front doorway like he’s arriving at a cocktail party. “This is… festive.”

He looks untouched, his soulless gray eyes bright with delighted interest as they sweep the room.

The bodies of his void beasts are already dissolving into nothing.

He claps once. Softly.

“I must say,” he continues, eyes landing on me, then sliding down to Easton’s unmoving form at my knees, “you exceeded expectations.”

My hands curl into fists as the air behind me shifts.

My void guardian answers.

The air behind me freezes.

The shadows at my back tear open, and something steps through.

The Wendigo.

Not the feral thing from the woods. Not the bound, screaming weapon Saber forged.

This one is whole.

Towering. Antlers sweeping the ceiling, their tips rimed in frost and shadow. Its body is carved from darkness and hunger held in check, muscle layered with old power that no longer answers to chains. Its eyes burn a deep, glacial blue, sharp with memory.

With recognition.

With gratitude.

Because of me, Alyssa, and Easton, the Wendigo has been unbound, freed from Saber Craven’s leash.

It moves to my side.

Not in front of me.

Not behind me.

With me.

The temperature plummets, frost creeping across the shattered windows.

I push myself to my feet.

The Wendigo lowers its skull slightly, a subtle, reverent motion. Not submission.

Acknowledgment.

A debt paid.

Saber’s gaze snaps to it.

For the first time, the amusement drains from his face. Something sharp flashes through his expression. Something ugly. Recognition.

“Interesting,” he breathes.

The Wendigo turns its head toward him.

“Back away from him,” Alyssa snaps.

She moves, silver fire already spiraling around her hands, magic coiling tight and lethal.

Saber turns his head and shadows surge.

A wave of solid darkness slams into Alyssa mid-cast, hurling her backward like a ragdoll. She crashes into Daisy, Ashton and the Cane Corso with a thunderous impact, all of them flying through the archway into the adjoining hall.

“Ashton!” Daisy screams.

The moment they hit the floor, Saber raises one hand and the shadows seal. A wall of black slams down between us with a deafening crack, swallowing the doorway whole. The sound of them shouting and scrambling is instantly cut off.

Gone.

Trapped.

“No,” I growl.

I take one step forward and the Wendigo steps with me. Saber’s attention returns fully to us now. To me. To Easton. To the crane standing sentinel beside his unconscious body.

“Oh, this is delightful,” Saber says softly. “You’ve grown teeth.”

“Touch them,” I snarl, “and I’ll rip you apart.”

He laughs again, taking a step towards me.

The Wendigo lowers its head, antlers angling forward in a silent threat. The crane does not move, but the pressure around Easton sharpens, reality tightening like a surgical clamp.

Saber stops, looking between the two void beasts, eyes gleaming.

“A healer guarded by inevitability,” he muses. “And a survivor guarded by rotting defiance.”

His gaze lifts to meet mine.

“You really are magnificent, Aries.”

I bare my teeth.

“You’re not taking him,” I growl.

Saber tilts his head, studying me the way one might study a prized weapon.

“Oh,” he says quietly. “I’m not here to take him.”

My stomach drops.

“I’m here,” he continues, voice velvet-smooth, “to remind you what happens when you forget who owns the hunt.”

Saber moves.

Not toward me.

Toward Easton.

It happens in the space between heartbeats, a blur of shadow and intent slipping past the edge of the crane’s boundary.

“No!” I shout.

I don’t think, I just jump.

I throw myself between them, shoulder slamming into Saber with everything I have left.

For half a second, it works.

Then I feel it.

Cold.

Metal.

Final.

Something snaps around my throat with a heavy, unmistakable click. An iron collar.

The Wendigo lunges at the same instant the collar clicks.

The world drops out from under me.

Green light erupts. The Wendigo’s claws pass through smoke as the connection tears apart.

My strength vanishes so fast it’s like someone cut my strings. My muscles seize, then go slack. The ability to take hits and keep moving, it’s just… gone.

I hit my knees hard.

Air leaves my lungs in a sharp, humiliating wheeze.

The Wendigo behind me screams in my bones. Its form fractures, antlers dissolving into smoke. Its presence at my back rips away, leaving an echo so sudden and violent I almost black out.

“No,” I gasp. “No, no, no—”

Saber laughs softly.

“Perfect,” he murmurs.

He grabs the front of my shirt and hauls me upright like I weigh nothing. My feet barely find the floor before he yanks me closer.

The iron collar is heavy. Real. Cold against my skin. I can feel it leeching something essential out of me with every second it stays locked.

I try to hit him.

Saber catches my wrist easily, twisting until pain lances up my arm.

“There you are,” he says, pleased. “Much easier to manage.”

I snarl, spitting blood. “You fucking piece of garbage.”

He leans in until our foreheads almost touch, gray eyes burning with triumph.

“Oh, Aries,” he says quietly. “You did exactly what I wanted you to do.”

My stomach drops.

“I knew if I went after Easton you’d jump in the way,” Saber continues, voice intimate, mocking. “I counted on it.”

Behind me, the crane shifts, pressure spiking dangerously.

Saber tightens his grip and pulls me fully flush against him, chest to chest, my weakened body betraying me with a violent tremor.

He smirks down at me.

“This time,” he whispers, so only I can hear it, “I’m not letting you walk away.”

His fingers brush the iron collar, possessively.

Rage surges in me, hot and useless without power to back it up.

I bare my teeth anyway.

“You’re going to regret this,” I growl.

Saber’s smile widens. “I already don’t.”








  
  62

  
  
  Author’s Note

  
  




If you’re reading this with your jaw clenched, your heart in your throat, and a quiet urge to scream into the void—




Yes.

That was intentional.




Am I sorry?

A little.




Am I sorry enough to have fixed it?

Absolutely not.




This story was never meant to be gentle. It was meant to haunt, to linger, to crawl under your skin and refuse to leave quietly. And sometimes that means stopping exactly where it hurts the most.




Book Two is coming.




Answers are coming.




Emotional damage will continue.




Thank you for trusting me with your nerves, your heart, and your sanity.




See you on the other side.




xoxo




— Violet 
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