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    Foreword 
 
    by J.R. Rain 
 
      
 
    Hi there and welcome to the Midlife Spirits Series! 
 
    J.R. Rain here, and I’m so excited to introduce you to the world of Peyton Clark and all her ghostly happenings! 
 
    The Midlife Spirits Series is written by my friend and co-author, H.P. Mallory. If you love paranormal women’s fiction and our series taking place in Haven Hollow (Poppy’s Potions and Wanda’s Witchery with more coming), I know you’ll love this one! 
 
    Get ready for lots of New Orleans history, twists and turns that will keep you guessing, action, adventure, and romance that will stay with you long after you’ve put the books down. 
 
    I’m so thrilled for you to start this series and lose yourself in the world H.P.’s created for Peyton and the gang. 
 
    Happy Reading! 
 
    —J.R. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
    A Ghost of a Chance 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    When Ryan and I found ourselves back at my house after our incredible dinner at Antoine’s, I couldn’t help wishing we were still at dinner. It was just so easy to enjoy Ryan’s company. We talked, joked, and laughed as if we’d known each other all our lives.  
 
    The drive to my house was a fairly informative one with Ryan pointing out various homes he’d renovated, along with the homes of the rich and famous. We parked alongside the crumbling curb and Ryan was quick on his feet to open my door for me, ever the gentleman. He held my arm as we walked up the pathway, and I couldn’t deny how good it felt to have him so attentive, not to mention so close to me. 
 
    As soon as I unlocked my front door, the contrast in ambiance between the ethereal airiness of Antoine’s restaurant and the darkness of my house wasn’t lost on me. The brightness, soft chit-chat of guests, and coziness of the restaurant starkly accentuated the empty, gloomy foyer that loomed before us. I wasn’t sure if it was just a trick of my mind, but it seemed like there was also a shadowy, ominous feeling to the walls and the broad expanse of aged, walnut floors.  
 
    “So, do you know what we’re supposed to do for this cleansing?” Ryan asked as he closed the door behind us. Trina, Ryan’s sister, and I had used a Ouija board recently to contact the ghost who was haunting my house, Drake Montague, but something else had come across. As such, I needed to ‘cleanse’ the house. 
 
    Glancing at Ryan over my shoulder, I frowned. “Nope, but the girl at the store said the directions were in the bag.”  
 
    “Why doesn’t that leave me with much confidence?” Ryan grumbled as I nodded with a small, nervous laugh. Crossing the threshold into my house, my nerves went on high alert. Even though there wasn’t any proof that anything malevolent, or anything at all, really, had contacted Trina and me during the Ouija board experiment, the air felt heavy. And I also couldn’t shake the feeling that we were being watched—and not just by the nosy Drake. No, this was a feeling that left me frightened. It just seemed as though the house was hiding its own secrets. The more I thought about it, the more it freaked me out.  
 
    “You good, Peyton?” Ryan asked, visible concern in his warm eyes. 
 
    I nodded immediately, trying to prevent him from getting a whiff of my overactive imagination, which was definitely running away from me. I reached inside my purse and produced the small, black ritual bag, which was about the size of my palm. Untying the black satin ribbon, I took a seat on the floor, tucking my legs to the side so as not to appear unladylike in my dress.  
 
    “This house is so dusty, you’re going to ruin your dress,” Ryan pointed out as he sat alongside me. I waved away his concern, and emptied the contents of the bag on the dark wood floors. There were three sacks of flower petals and herbs, another sack filled with what looked like bath salts, another with three stones or gems, a bag with a crystal in it, and finally, a plastic Ziploc bag with what appeared to be sage inside. There were two more empty velvet sacks, along with a black candle that was maybe the length and width of my middle finger.  
 
    “Directions, directions,” I mumbled absentmindedly as I fumbled with the wrinkled piece of paper. The print was so tiny, it was nearly illegible. As I brought the inscrutable instructions to my eyes, the sound of the door opening on its own caused Ryan and me to turn around immediately. I wasn’t sure about Ryan, but the creaking sound caused my heart to leap into my throat. I even dropped the instructions as I brought my hand to my chest in an attempt to quiet my suddenly pounding heart. 
 
    “Sorry I’m late!” Trina called out, closing the door behind her and hurrying toward us. She had a red backpack over one of her shoulders and an apologetic smile on her pretty face.  
 
    “Trina?” Ryan and I asked at the same time, both of us clearly at a loss as to why she was here, although I had to admit that seeing her was a huge relief. I was worried that our visitor might have been someone or something less welcomed.  
 
    Trina nodded, a stray lock of golden hair falling into her face. She secured it back into her ponytail and walked closer to us. “I tried to get here as quickly as I could to help banish the spirit, since you both clearly have no idea what’s going on.” She speared both of us with a poignant expression before dropping her backpack beside Ryan and taking a seat between us. Ryan cleared his throat as if to say he’d prefer her take a seat elsewhere, but Trina didn’t seem to notice. She methodically unzipped her backpack and began rummaging through it.  
 
    “First we must clear the space with a prayer to Saint Joseph,” she announced matter-of-factly. She pulled out a few Ziploc bags, which were stuffed to splitting with what looked like dried flower petals and rosemary. “This prayer is for protection,” she added, focusing her attention on me. Opening her mouth, she was about to deliver her protection prayer to Saint Joseph when Ryan interrupted her. 
 
    “Trina, what are you doing here?” he asked, his eyebrows bunched together in obvious puzzlement. “Peyton and I were on a date, you know?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m aware you were on a date,” she started, fixing him with an exact replica of the frown he was giving her. “Which is why I didn’t show up at Antoine’s. But now your date is over, and we need to deal with more important things.”  
 
    I couldn’t stifle a slight giggle as I watched Ryan continue to frown at her. She, meanwhile, elbowed him playfully. “Come on, big brother, you’re neighbors... there’ll be plenty of time to steal sweet kisses later.” Then, eyeing me, she winked. “Just call me your friendly chaperone.” 
 
    I laughed again and Ryan shook his head, but there was a definite smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. “Okay, so get the show on the road,” he mumbled. 
 
    She frowned at him. “An’ y’all are welcome, by the way.” 
 
    “For what?” Ryan demanded. 
 
    “For my showin’ up here tonight! I mean, hello, it’s more than a little obvious that neither one of you has any idea how to rid Peyton’s house of ghostly energy. I figured it was my responsibility as a voodoo practitioner to render my skills.” 
 
    Ryan chuckled and shook his head again. “A voodoo practitioner, Trina? Since when?” 
 
    “Since a couple of months ago, nosy,” she replied before skewering him with a big frown and clearing her throat.  
 
    I took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. I couldn’t help but wonder if this would be a repeat of the Ouija board incident, which was to blame if anything malevolent really had crossed over.  
 
    “Gracious Saint Joseph,” Trina said out loud before giving us a narrowed eye expression that inferred we should be grateful she’d arrived to help us. “Protect me and my family from evil as you did the holy family. Keep us ever united in the love of Christ, ever fervent in the imitation of the virtue of our Blessed Lady, your sinless spouse, and faithful in devotion to you. Amen.” 
 
    “Amen,” Ryan repeated. Assuming I was supposed to participate, I responded in kind.  
 
    Apparently satisfied, Trina reached into her backpack again and produced what looked like two bricks of charcoal. She placed them in front of her while eyeing the sage from my Dark Moon ritual bag, and pointing to it. I handed it to her and watched as she opened the bag and placed the sage on top of the two charcoal briquettes. She then pulled a lighter from her backpack and lit the sage.  
 
    “The sage purifies the air,” Trina explained. “It’s used for protection, cleansing, and blessing.” 
 
    Reaching inside her backpack yet again, she produced a white candle. She held it in one hand while she dug inside the small pocket on the front of her backpack. She produced a tiny vial with what looked like yellow oil inside of it. Pulling off the top of the vial, she placed a few drops of the oil on her palm and also coated her fingertips. Then she gripped the candle and started anointing it upwards, from its middle, while she closed her eyes and chanted something. After a few seconds, she opened her eyes, placed a few more drops of oil in her palm and started working the candle from the middle downward. When she was finished rubbing oil all over the candle, she opened her eyes again and inspected what remained of my Dark Moon ritual bag. She spread it out on the floor, and pointed to the bag of herbs and flower petals closest to me. I handed them to her and watched as she unwrapped the satin ribbon from each gossamer bag. She examined the contents with little interest before turning up her nose and reaching for the Ziploc bags that she’d brought with her. I could only guess what they were filled with. 
 
    Rummaging through her backpack again, she pulled out a mortar and pestle, placing them at her feet. Then she turned her attention to the bags before her, opening three of them and extracting a pinchful from each. She placed each pinchful into the mortar, and using the pestle, ground the contents into a fine powder. She then sifted about a tablespoon of the powder into her palm and picked up the candle. She rolled the candle in the fine dust, being careful to ensure that it was thoroughly covered.  
 
    “I just dressed the candle with Curse Reversal oil,” she announced to the room. “Then I rolled it in a mix of cedar, bay, and eucalyptus leaves; garlic powder; lilac petals; and mint leaves. All aid in protection as well as releasin’ negative energy and bad spirits.” She pulled the two charcoal bricks apart and wedged the white candle between them so it would stand up, before reaching back inside her backpack and producing a black candle. Just then, she spotted mine and waved at it. “I need that.” 
 
    I said nothing, but dutifully retrieved it for her. I watched her pop it in place next to the white one. Then she lit both and looked up at me. “The white candle is for purity and cleansin’. The black candle is for removin’ evil and for protection.” 
 
    She eyed my bag of tricks again and motioned for the small, sheer bag that held three stones or gems. I handed her the bag and she removed the stones, studying each one before closing her eyes. Chanting something only known to her, she then deposited each gem beside the candles. “Amethyst, petrified wood, and quartz crystal—all for protection.” She reached inside her backpack and produced a piece of jade, which she lined up next to the other three. “And jade, since the House of Voodoo is too cheap to include it.” 
 
    Ryan and I laughed before she gave us a discouraging look which made us immediately go silent. Reaching inside her backpack again, she took out what looked a pair of the swamp man’s feet.  
 
    “Good Lord, Trina, what in the hell are those?” Ryan roared as he stared at his sister with a mixture of interest and offense. 
 
    “Alligator feet,” she answered noncommittally. “For good luck and protection.” 
 
    “Gross,” I muttered. Ryan continued frowning at the ugly, webbed, and shriveled up things, but Trina ignored us, placing the alligator feet alongside her other odds and ends.  
 
    Then she started reciting Psalm 23, after first informing us that it would serve as a blessing for my home. “The Lord is my shepherd, I lack nothin’.” 
 
    After she finished, she checked the candles to make sure they were still burning, and continued. “Now for the hefty stuff... the demon-purgin’ and exorcism of evil spirits,” she continued. All we were missing was a drum roll to aid in the unveiling. She started reading Psalm 29, followed by Psalm 10, then 19. When I thought she was going to take a breather, she burst into Psalm 40. 
 
    Neither Ryan nor I said a word. We just sat there and listened to Trina as she repeated the Bible passages. She only stopped after both of the candles burned out. Pulling out a brown paper bag from her backpack, she placed the remains of the burnt candles into it. She folded the paper bag, put it in her backpack, faced both of us again with a big smile, and clapped her hands together.  
 
    “Voila! Your house is cleansed!” 
 
    “That’s it?” I asked, frowning skeptically as I glanced over at Ryan in question. He simply shrugged. 
 
    “Well, I’ve gotta deposit those candle remains at a crossroads, but other than that... Yeah, that’s it,” Trina said with another big smile as she started to collect her things, and put them all into her backpack. She eyed the remains of my Dark Moon ritual bag and faced me with a sweet smile. “Are you goin’ to keep that stuff? Or could I have it?” 
 
    “Take it,” I answered quickly, figuring there wasn’t anything more I could do with it.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The day finally came that I moved back into my house, or more specifically, the guest bedroom and bathroom on the first floor; but it wasn’t all rainbows and butterflies. . Yes, I was very excited to be out of the Omni hotel and back into my own personal space, but I was also apprehensive. How could I be sure that all that negative spiritual energy was properly purified from my house? I had to admit I wasn’t entirely convinced about the efficacy where Trina’s voodoo skills were concerned...  
 
    Four days had passed since Trina, Ryan, and I performed the cleansing ceremony in the living room, and as far as I could tell, the house seemed unoccupied by anything paranormal. ’Course I hadn’t yet spent the night, which meant I could’ve been completely wrong. Tonight marked my first sleepover in my house since all the spirit stuff went down. To say I was nervous was an abject understatement. 
 
    “Are you happy with how everything looks?” Ryan asked while examining his handiwork before turning back to face me. We were standing in the guest bedroom and I happily agreed he’d done a miraculous job in restoring it.  
 
    The walls were painted buttercream with white crown molding around every window, as well as around the door and in the corners where the walls met the floors and ceiling. The floors had been sanded, stained, and sealed, now closely resembling the walnut floors I saw in my dreams when I visited Drake.  
 
    As to the furniture, I’d ordered the entire Sofia bedroom collection from Pottery Barn, which evoked the style of Swedish furniture. It didn’t so much speak Swedish to me—but I was pretty happy that it matched the room so well. The queen-size mahogany headboard was painted white and the coved corners and posts matched perfectly with the ornate molding in the room. I’d also ordered the matching bedside table, dresser, and armoire, which only aided the airy, bright space. Completing the look was a light blue, wool rug and paisley bed linens, of the same hue.  
 
    “You really did a beautiful job, Ryan,” I said with a big smile as I hung up another of my sweaters in the undersized closet. I’d managed to hang up about half the contents of my closet so far, with Ryan’s help. 
 
    Picking up a lemon-yellow chiffon blouse, Ryan studied it for a second before reaching for a hanger on the bed. “This is see-through,” he said. 
 
    “Yep, it is,” I answered with a nod, adding without a pause, “that’s the blouse I wear on all my second dates.” 
 
    Eyeing me with what looked like surprise on his face, he chuckled once he realized I was pulling his leg. He shook his head and hung the blouse in the proper section. “I’m really happy you approve of everything so far,” he answered as he faced the bathroom. “I have to admit, I wasn’t convinced about the navy blue, but now I like it.” 
 
    He was referring to the navy-blue paint I’d chosen for the walls in the bathroom. Even though the paint was pretty dark, when juxtaposed with the white wainscoting, it neither confined nor overwhelmed the small bathroom. The cabinets were a crisp white as well, with black pulls. The bathtub also served as a shower with only a sheet of glass to keep the water inside the tub. Everything had a clean, modern feel to it. 
 
    “My favorite is the floor,” I told him as I inspected it, then smiled, appreciating the view once again. The newly tiled floor was comprised of twelve-by-twelve, white porcelain tiles, offset with two-by-two, black diamond tiles that were interspersed between every second tile.  
 
    “Maybe you should consider becoming an interior designer?” Ryan suggested when I turned back and found him hanging up my fire engine–red pencil skirt. It struck me as both amusing and heartwarming to have such a man’s man standing here, helping me hang up my clothes. I could honestly say that I’d never met a man like Ryan before. He was a true original.  
 
    “Hmm,” I started, thinking the idea didn’t sound half bad. 
 
    “I think you have an eye for it, Peyton,” he continued, reaching for an extra-short, gold-sequined halter dress. After studying it for a moment, he sighed, as if he had no words. Then he asked, “Going for disco ball?”  
 
    “I’ll have you know that is very cute on!” I replied, even going so far as to stick my tongue out at him while unfolding my pink angora sweater and hanging it on a hanger. I had to admit that I enjoyed hanging up all my clothes simply because I liked reminding myself that everything in my closet represented the new “me” and was free from the tarnish of my marriage. In fact, the wardrobe of the married Peyton would be shocked and abhorred to meet the wardrobe of the new and improved, “real” Peyton. And that was exactly how I wanted it. 
 
    “I doubt it,” he said with a frown, cocking his head to the side as he studied the dress more carefully. “Maybe if you’re attempting to look like a Christmas ornament.” 
 
    “Blah,” I answered as I yanked it away from him. Holding the dress up, I admired it. “It goes well with my hair,” I finished as I took a few steps toward the closet, intending to hang it up. 
 
    “Somehow, I don’t believe you,” Ryan interrupted as he blocked me from hanging it up. “I think you should go try it on.” 
 
    “What?” I asked, frowning at him. “After you pooh-poohed it as a disco ball or a Christmas ornament? I think not! Instead, I’m going to hang it up and let it lick its wounds in peace.” I started to hang it up again, but he stopped me.  
 
    “I think it prefers the option of showing how cute it is on you, rather than being shoved into the darkness of your closet to forever live in obscurity.” 
 
    I faced him and narrowed my eyes as a smile formed on my lips. “Forever live in obscurity? Wow, impressive words there, Ryan. Did you just come up with that by yourself?” 
 
    He took a few steps toward me, his smile turning devilish. He didn’t say anything, but reached for the dress. He slipped it off the hanger, threw the hanger on the bed and pushed the now wadded-up dress toward me. “Ha-ha, smart-ass.” His Southern accent suddenly seemed more pronounced. He was standing about a foot away from me; and when I saw the undisguised expression of pure sexuality in his eyes, I felt my heartbeat race and butterflies start in my stomach. “Try it on.” 
 
    I didn’t say anything else but simply offered him a raised brow, suggesting I wasn’t amused, but I started for the bathroom all the same. When I shut the door behind me, I exhaled a deep breath. I dropped the dress on the granite countertop and faced myself in the mirror. My cheeks were flushed, making it more than obvious that Ryan was having an undeniable effect on me. It was also more than obvious that there was a reason he wanted me to try on the dress—the idea of it must have turned him on. Because regardless of whether the thing looked like a disco ball or not, there was no way anyone could deny how revealing it was.  
 
    I took my shoes off and started to undress. My nerves were still very much present and accounted for, and a big part of me just wanted to forget the whole thing. I mean, what in the hell was I doing? And, more importantly, what would Ryan do or say once he saw me in it? I felt unbelievably, undeniably awkward, but before I could change my mind, I pulled the dress over my head. 
 
    Seeing myself in the mirror, I sighed heavily and leaned forward. I reached inside the halter top to adjust my breasts to make sure I was showing some cleavage. Then I smoothed down the bottom half of the dress, which ended mid-thigh, before trying to talk myself out of walking through the bathroom door. 
 
    “What’s taking so long?” Ryan demanded. 
 
    “Calm yourself!” I called back as I gathered my last shred of confidence and walked barefoot to the door. I paused for a few seconds with my hand on the doorknob as I tried to quiet the thrumming of my heartbeat, which kept echoing through my ears. Without another thought, I pulled the door open.  
 
    Ryan didn’t say anything at all. He was standing maybe four feet from me and as soon as I met his eyes, I had to strain to hold his gaze. I knew I was blushing from my head to my toes because I was so embarrassed, I didn’t know what to do with myself. The longer he stared at me unabashedly, the more I felt like a horse at auction. I cleared my throat and forced a grin. “Christmas ornament or disco ball?” 
 
    But Ryan’s expression didn’t change—no hint of a smile, nothing. He had the look of a deer caught in headlights... make that a really, really horny deer.  
 
    “Neither,” he said in a husky voice. 
 
    “So, I guess I win the argument.” I laughed nervously as I dropped my eyes to the ground because I felt like a total idiot standing there. I wasn’t prepared when I found Ryan standing in front of me. With a gulp of air, all I could comprehend was the sensation of his arms around me, pulling me into him, as he brought his mouth to mine. When I wrapped my arms around him and closed my eyes, I felt his tongue inside my mouth, which I eagerly met with my own.  
 
    Even though I’d imagined kissing Ryan many times, it was one of those moments that surpasses everything you dreamed it would be. Still so overcome with shock at him kissing me in the first place, I couldn’t fully absorb the situation. I had to kick myself to remember Ryan Kelly was standing in the middle of my guest bedroom, running his hands through my hair, while his tongue mated with mine.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” he suddenly said in a husky voice as he pulled away from me and caught his breath, shaking his head as he apparently thought better of what had just happened between the two of us. “I... I shouldn’t have done that...” 
 
    He ran his hand through his hair and took a few steps away from me. I immediately closed the distance between us and reached for his arm. “Ryan, it’s okay.” 
 
    “No,” he interrupted and pulled away from me. “It’s not.” 
 
    I shook my head, not understanding him at all. “Why?” 
 
    “Because you and I are friends,” he answered immediately, as if having to remind himself of the same fact. 
 
    I felt the frown working on my lips. “I don’t understand,” I started, shaking my head as I figured I was about to put myself out on a limb but I was so dumbfounded by his reaction that I couldn’t even say I cared. “Didn’t we just go out on a date a couple of days ago?” 
 
    He nodded and glanced at me quickly before returning his attention to the ground. “Yes and I don’t... I don’t know what the hell I was thinking,” he finished. 
 
    “You regret our date?” I asked, my voice trembling.  
 
    “Yes,” he answered before shaking his head. “I mean, no, I don’t regret it.” He cleared his throat and finally brought his gaze to mine. “This isn’t easy for me, Peyton. I can’t deny that I’m attracted to you. I am.” His eyes searched my face as he paused for a few seconds. “God, am I attracted to you but I also haven’t allowed myself to feel close to any woman since... Elizabeth died.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said and dropped my attention to the ground. 
 
    “Every time I start to think something can happen between you and I,” he started, reaching for my hand but then pulling back at the last minute, as if he thought touching me might burn him. He shook his head. “I don’t know... I just get overwhelmed with feelings of guilt.” He took a deep breath and ran his hands through his hair. “I haven’t fully dealt with Elizabeth’s death, Peyton, and until I can, you and me... just can’t happen.” 
 
    I swallowed hard as I realized I empathized with him. Even though my feelings were hurt and I was still reeling from his announcement that we were just friends and that he basically wanted things to remain that way, I couldn’t really be angry with him. Not when I could see the battle brewing in his eyes. “I understand, Ryan,” I said softly. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Peyton,” he responded and offered me a hurried smile. “I thought I was ready for this, for you.” He shook his head as if he were angry with himself or the situation. “I really felt like I was ready to put the past behind me and move on but kissing you...” His voice trailed as he focused on his calloused hands.  
 
    “Kissing me what?” 
 
    He shook his head and brought his stricken expression to my face. “Kissing you reminded me of the last time I kissed her.” 
 
    I was spared the need to respond when it sounded like an explosion came from the bathroom. At first, it was a low zapping noise, which erupted into something that sounded like it came from Dr. Frankenstein’s laboratory. A high-pitched, electrical hissing sound eventually gave way to the noise of a lightbulb exploding with a final, bright burst of light.  
 
    The only thought in my mind was that maybe Trina’s cleansing hadn’t worked. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    “What the hell was that?” Ryan shouted as he reached out and gently pushed me to the side as if the bogeyman was lurking in the bathroom and he didn’t want me to go anywhere near it.  
 
    “I think a lightbulb burst,” I answered, coming up behind him. He thrust the bathroom door open and, apparently not finding what he was looking for, scratched his head in obvious wonder. His head moved in a perfect circle as he took stock of all the light fixtures in the bathroom, finally settling his attention on the ceiling. What was left of the two lightbulbs that had been sticking out of the sockets was now reduced to nothing more than the filaments, wires, and the screw caps. The rest of the lightbulbs lay in shards of glass on the floor.  
 
    “Well, they definitely burst,” he announced, cocking his head to the side.  
 
    “Thanks for that, Captain Obvious,” I muttered with a small laugh as I tried to renew a sense of lightheartedness after the disaster that was our first kiss and now these blown lightbulbs, which seemed in a word... suspect.  
 
    He glanced back and me and simply raised his left brow as if to say he didn’t approve of my name-calling. I shrugged and played innocent. “Maybe if you’d put the ceiling fixture up, they wouldn’t have burst?” I asked. 
 
    Ryan narrowed his eyes so he looked all the more sarcastic. “Maybe if you’d chosen a ceiling fixture for me to put up, they wouldn’t have blown.”  
 
    It was more than obvious that we were both ignoring the enormous elephant in the room. But it was just as well because I had bigger things to worry about than bemoaning a lost relationship with a still-grieving Ryan, which had never really even had the chance to become anything. 
 
    “Hmm,” I grumbled and bit my tongue because I figured he had a point. Instead of arguing, I watched him turn the light switch off and then step onto the lip of the bathtub; owing to his incredible height, he was able to reach the lightbulbs, which he then unscrewed. I started forward, intending for him to hand the remains of the lightbulbs to me but he glanced back at me sharply and adamantly shook his head. “Go put some shoes on so you don’t cut up your feet.” 
 
    “Okay, Dad,” I answered with a mock frown and, thrusting my hip out in a decidedly attitudinal way, returned to the bedroom where I spotted my sneakers sitting beside the bed. Once I was out of his line of sight, I exhaled, feeling like it was next to impossible to wear the façade that everything was fine when I felt like crying inside.  
 
    Putting my shoes on, I tried not to focus on the fact that they looked ridiculous when paired with my gold, sequined halter dress. Just looking down at the dress made a lump form in my throat. Ryan had gone from hot to cold in a matter of minutes. To say I was frustrated was an understatement because I completely understood where he was coming from. Even though I’d never had to suffer the death of a spouse, I could easily put myself in his shoes and, in so doing, I understood his hesitation. 
 
    Try as I did, I couldn’t concentrate on much more than the memory of Ryan’s kiss. Though I didn’t want to admit it, I could still feel the warmth of his lips. His kiss had been so soft and yet so demanding at the same time, like he wanted to yield to his more wild side but also thought better of it. Kissing Ryan had just felt so natural, so right, and yet the situation had ended so wrongly. I shook my head, forcing myself to stop thinking about it, to just accept it for what it was—Ryan obviously wasn’t over his grief—it was pretty apparent that he couldn’t move on. Those had been his own words. So what did that mean for me? That meant that I needed to get over this crush I had on him because it would only lead to disappointment and pain.  
 
    Focus on yourself, Pey, I told myself. First and foremost, though, I needed to refocus on the current question plaguing us both—why the lightbulbs had exploded.  
 
    The more I thought about it, the more worried I became. It just didn’t make sense—as far as I could tell anyway—that brand-new lightbulbs would just blow up... and for no good reason. Once I laced my sneakers up, I headed into the hallway where I remembered seeing a broom leaning against the wall.  
 
    “How long does it take to put your shoes on?” Ryan called from the bathroom. 
 
    “I’m getting a broom!” I yelled back and, retrieving it, returned to the bathroom. Ryan had stepped down from the tub and was now studying one of the broken lightbulbs in his palm as if it had an answer for him as to why it had blown up in the first place. It wasn’t lost on me that there was a definite sense of unease existing between us which we both were doing our damndest to conceal by acting as though everything between us was just the same as it always had been. But it wasn’t. 
 
    “What do you think?” I asked as I started sweeping the broken glass that was scattered clear across the bathroom floor. Ryan stepped out of my way and headed for the bedroom where he turned around and watched me sweep all the pieces into the center of the room.  
 
    “I don’t know,” he answered and shook his head, his eyebrows crossed in clear confusion. “Everything looked like it was wired correctly which leads me to believe it could have been a power surge.” 
 
    “Would a power surge actually blow the lightbulbs up though?” I asked, my tone of voice clearly displaying the fact that I wasn’t convinced. “I mean, of course I’ve seen lightbulbs go out before but actually exploding?” 
 
    Ryan frowned. “It would be incredibly rare but it’s possible.” 
 
    I took a deep breath, the words “incredibly rare” sticking with me. Given everything that had been happening to me lately, “incredibly rare” seemed too coincidental to believe. Instead, I was beginning to worry that something not of this earth was responsible for the blowout. And, yes, it wasn’t lost on me that a month ago I did believe in coincidence whereas now I was starting to blame just about everything on those things we can’t explain. 
 
    “Where’s the dustpan?” Ryan asked me, interrupting my worry.  
 
    I glanced down at the glass I’d swept into a mound and suddenly realized I’d been standing there, doing nothing, like someone had simply pressed “pause” on me. It was because I was fully enveloped in my apprehensive thoughts. As to the dustpan, I hadn’t even considered where it might be. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “I think I saw one. Just a second,” he answered and then called out over his shoulder, “I’ve gotta throw what’s rest of these bulbs out too!”  
 
    Then he started for the hallway and disappeared through the doorway. I glanced up at the empty ceiling socket and shook my head as I wondered what could have caused the lightbulbs to burst. I just couldn’t get away from the idea that something within my house was at fault—that some sort of ghostly energy was the answer. And that would have to mean that Trina’s cleansing hadn’t worked. I felt slightly guilty by the fact that I wasn’t that surprised that Trina’s attempts might not have worked. She just didn’t really scream “voodoo priestess.” So that meant that if there really was some sort of negative energy in my house, my next hope was that Drake was the one behind this poltergeist activity. Granted, I still wasn’t completely sure that Drake was even real but at this stage, I was beginning to wager he was.  
 
    “Here you go,” Ryan said as he handed me the red dustpan and I nearly leapt right out of my skin because I’d been so consumed by my thoughts, I hadn’t heard him come back into the room. “Whoa, there, Peyton, it’s just me,” he said with a slight laugh. He placed a consoling hand on my shoulder. “I, uh, I hope what just happened between us won’t change your feelings toward me,” he said softly. “I mean, I hope we can still be friends like we were before. I care about you, Peyton, a lot.” 
 
    I smiled up at him and nodded sadly. “Of course we can still be friends and I care about you too.” 
 
    He studied me and his eyes were so searching, I felt naked. “Thank you,” he said finally. “And, for what it’s worth, you have no idea how much you’ve helped me get through the pain.” 
 
    “I’ve helped you?” I asked, obviously surprised. 
 
    He nodded and smiled down at me. “Your smile is therapeutic, Peyton.” He reached for my hand and squeezed it. “Actually everything about you is therapeutic.” He took a deep breath and just stared down at both of our hands for a few seconds before he brought his gaze back to my face. “I haven’t been this close to another woman since Lizzie. I don’t even think I’ve actually had fun since she died.” He took another deep breath and I could see the sheen of unshed tears glistening in his eyes. I felt a lump forming in my throat. “So, yes, being around you is therapy of its own sort,” he finished. “Thank you.” 
 
    I didn’t say anything but simply nodded, wishing I didn’t have the feelings I did for this man. Was I in love with him? I wasn’t sure but it wouldn’t have surprised me if I were. Really, it would be very easy to fall in love with Ryan. I took a deep breath and forced myself to concentrate on other topics, topics that didn’t hurt so much. “Do you think there’s a chance that the whole lightbulb thing could have something to do with this house being... haunted?” I asked. 
 
    “Maybe,” he said and then shrugged like he wasn’t convinced. “While I definitely don’t discount things that go bump in the night, I think it’s best to first approach everything with scientific reasoning. If that method fails, then you consider other alternatives, including the unexplainable.” 
 
    “Okay, so that’s a no?” I asked, not meaning to sound so disappointed but I was beginning to think scientific reasoning had betrayed me a long time ago—right about the time I’d accepted the fact that ghosts were real. Now there was no room in my life for the scientific process, not when lightbulbs were randomly exploding overhead. 
 
    “Peyton, power surges happen,” he started. 
 
    “But, you said yourself that they are incredibly rare and it’s even rarer still that a power surge would blow out two lightbulbs!” I railed back at him, getting downright frustrated that he was trying to take the cool, level route when everything that had just happened seemed completely counter to anything rational. And, yes, I was also pretty sure that my frustration wasn’t just owing to the lightbulbs blowing out.  
 
    Ryan crossed his arms against his chest and smiled at me, like I was a little kid afraid of the dark or the Big Bad Wolf. “What do you want me to say?” 
 
    “Nothing,” I answered quickly and realized I was trying to back him into the corner of admitting what I was thinking. Maybe it was just to lend credence to the idea that I wasn’t being completely ridiculous. “It just seems odd to me, that’s all.” 
 
    “And odd things happen.”  
 
    I simply nodded, but that didn’t mean I was buying any of it. I crossed my arms against my chest and regarded him with frustration. “I know.” 
 
    “Peyton,” he started but I shook my head and interrupted him. 
 
    “You’re right, I’m just being silly. Science dictates that a power surge could be responsible.” 
 
    “You realize that I’m not falling for that, right?” He chuckled. “Especially with your arms crossed against your chest and your nose in the air?” He shook his head. “That’s the ticked off Peyton right there...” 
 
    “I’m not ticked off!” I railed back at him and suddenly wished I were anywhere but here at the moment. I just felt as if I needed space and time to myself. It was just so difficult to stand here, looking up at him while knowing he didn’t or couldn’t care for me the way I wanted him to. It was almost too much for me to take. 
 
    “Really?” he demanded and leaned against the wall as he studied me, looking incredibly sexy with his rakish smirk and the way his eyes lit up.  
 
    I cleared my throat. “I’m just... passionate, that’s all.” 
 
    “Yes, you are,” he answered without pause. 
 
    I didn’t know what to make of his answer so I quickly moved onto my next question so I wouldn’t be plagued by the silence in the room. “So we’re going to go with power surge, right?”  
 
    He nodded. “For now. I’m not ruling anything out but that makes the most sense to me.” 
 
    It was my turn to nod. “Okay, then power surge it is.” I definitely didn’t sound convinced. 
 
    He took a few steps toward me and smiled as he glanced at the darkness outside my window. He pulled the linen curtains to the side and was suddenly bathed in moonlight, looking like some ethereal creature. “I think we’ve both had a long night,” he started as he turned to face me again. He dropped the curtain and approached me, wrapping his arm around me as he led me to the door. “You just need to focus on resting and stop thinking about ghosts and goblins.” 
 
    “I’ll think about science,” I answered with a smile that I didn’t really feel. 
 
    He laughed. “I’ll come by first thing tomorrow and I’ll fix the lightbulb issue. I can even stop and pick up a lighting fixture if you trust my taste.” 
 
    “Sure, I trust your tastes,” I answered honestly. I didn’t say anything more as I walked alongside him down the hallway that opened into the foyer. He stopped walking when he reached the front door and turned his body to face mine. He put both of his hands on my shoulders and forced me to look up at him. “Peyton, if you’re scared and you don’t want to stay here alone, you can always come and stay with me. You know that.” 
 
    “I’m not scared,” I said automatically although I didn’t believe myself. I wasn’t even sure why I felt the need to pretend that I wasn’t scared—maybe it was due to the fact that I was trying to convince myself that I believed in power surges and science. But, regardless, there was no way I wanted to be around him any longer. I needed to be alone. “I’ll be fine,” I finished. 
 
    “I had a really wonderful evening with you,” Ryan continued and smiled down at me so sweetly, I felt my stomach begin to turn to mush.  
 
    “I did too,” I answered honestly as I wondered if he would ever be able to move past his grief. The silence echoed between us until it was almost uncomfortable. Ryan cleared his throat and looked decidedly discombobulated as he ran his hand through his hair.  
 
    “About earlier,” he started and then cleared his throat again. “I want you to know...” 
 
    “It’s okay, Ryan,” I interrupted. “You don’t owe me any explanations. I understand.” 
 
    “I know I don’t,” he answered. “But that doesn’t mean I don’t want you to know how much you mean to me.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I responded meekly.  
 
    He nodded and dropped his attention to my hand, which he held clasped in his. He glanced up at me again and smiled. “Good night, Peyton,” he said as he opened the door and with a sad smile, closed it behind him.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Drake was definitely ticked off. Again. 
 
    As I was beginning to expect, he was pacing back and forth, his hands stuck in the pockets of his police uniform pants. At first he refused to even look at me, let alone speak to me. But after a few minutes whereby I studied my nails distractedly, he cleared his throat and offered me a polished frown. I didn’t say anything but smiled as I sat in one of the club chairs facing the fireplace in “our” bedroom, and simply watched him continue to walk to and from the window. He finally faced me with an air of aggravation.  
 
    “Vous devez prendre cela plus au sérieux!” he yelled at me. 
 
    “Um, excuse me, what?” I asked, reminding him that I couldn’t speak French. 
 
    He huffed out a breath of impatience and then frowned at me. “You need to be entirely more serious about your approach to this matter,” he said at last, his lips tight and his jaw even tighter. 
 
    “So I don’t even get a hello?” I asked with a smile that I wasn’t really feeling. Apparently in dreamland, I was still pretty depressed about the whole Ryan situation. 
 
    But Drake wasn’t having any of it. He simply frowned and cocked a brow as if to show me how irritated he was. “Bonjour,” he managed at last—merely grumbling the word beneath his breath. 
 
    “Well you definitely didn’t have me at hello!” I said in response, knowing the joke would be lost on him but not caring. His eyebrows met in the middle but he didn’t bother asking me what I was talking about. Instead, he started pacing again, shaking his head like I was one big, royal screwup. 
 
    “Je ne comprends pas. I do not understand, ma minette,” he said at last as he turned on his heel and faced me. “Why do you not believe me when I tell you that this matter is a severe one?” 
 
    “What matter?” I asked, even though I knew what he was talking about. Even so, there was something within me that enjoyed ruffling Drake’s feathers.  
 
    “The matter of ensuring the safety of our home!” he railed back at me as he started another lap across the bedroom. The heels of his shoes tapped against the hardwood floors and the swish of his pant legs rubbing against one another was somehow relaxing, made me want to drift into a much more effortless sleep. “Ma minette!” he reprimanded me when it appeared I was doing just that. “Stay with me!” 
 
    I shook myself back into awareness and then tried to focus on the conversation. It was difficult though because I was suddenly exhausted. I had to wonder if, even though I was asleep, if whatever sleep this was wasn’t very restful for my body. I couldn’t imagine it was because every time I woke up from one of Drake’s dream visits, I never felt restored. “So I guess Trina’s cleansing didn’t work?” I asked, frowning as I realized my suspicions had been right on. 
 
    “Non, il ne marchait pas! No, the cleansing didn’t work!” Drake yelled and, throwing his hands in the air, marched back toward the bank of windows again. He turned on his heel and glared at me. “Banishing the energy of something this grandiose requires the aid of a skillful and experienced practitioner. All you managed to do was goad it with your silly candles and your imitation sorcery!” 
 
    “Well excuse the hell out of me!” I yelled back at him, finally having had enough of his foul mood. “You told me to cleanse the house and that’s what I did!” 
 
    He shook his head and then held his forehead in his hands like he had a headache—something which I imagined was impossible considering he was dead. “Perhaps I was not explicit enough in my instructions,” he said underneath his breath as he shook his head again. “Je ne sais pas. I don’t know.” 
 
    “So if the cleansing didn’t work, what’s the answer then?” I demanded, feeling incredibly frustrated and defensive all at the same time. 
 
    “The answer is that you find a voodoo priestess who knows what she is doing!” he bellowed at me, his eyes about bugging out of his head. “And you must do so promptly!”  
 
    “I’ll do the best I can!” I yelled back although I thought I’d already done the best I could and look where that had gotten me... Nowhere. Now I was fresh out of ideas.  
 
    Drake walked over to the club chair beside mine and collapsed into it, settling his feet on the coffee table as he exhaled heavily. “I can feel the presence growing stronger day by day and my own hold on this property dwindles.” He glanced over at me and his eyes seemed heavier somehow, more weighted and serious. 
 
    The idea that whatever this thing was was growing stronger sunk into my stomach like a sack of rocks and I gulped down a sudden rising fear. “So this thing is centered here? In my, er, our house?” 
 
    Drake nodded and gritted his teeth. “Oui, and it is powerful enough that it is usurping my hold.” 
 
    “Wait, I don’t understand,” I said and shook my head as if to prove it. I sat up straight and moved my legs to the side so I could face him fully. “Usurping your hold?” I repeated. “I don’t know what that means. You have control over this house?” 
 
    He nodded again and stood up, pausing momentarily at the fireplace mantel before he shoved his hands back into his pockets and started pacing. When he reached the windows, he turned back toward me. “As this house belonged to me in life, my power is strongest here.” 
 
    “Okay, so what does that mean exactly?”  
 
    He swallowed then pulled his hands out of his pockets and crossed them against his chest. “Other entities cannot exert their control over this property as my power is too great.” 
 
    “Why would another entity want to exert control over this house?” I asked, frowning. 
 
    “There are spirits who are vagabonds, who are not tethered to any one place. They simply move from location to location, searching for a place to anchor themselves. They would certainly think well of this property and were it not for my authority here, you would find yourself entertaining more spirits than you would care to!” 
 
    I didn’t have much time to consider the fact that Drake had some sort of control or authority over the house because I was more concerned with the fact that whatever this entity was, it was able to threaten that power. “But, this being is able to exert its control over you?” I asked, just to make sure I was following along accurately. 
 
    “Oui!” he responded in such a way that I could tell he was getting frustrated with my questions. “It is powerful, hence, I can feel my own strength fading,” he finished as he stopped walking and exhaled deeply. He leaned against the wall and stared out the window, taking in a view that had long since faded with time.  
 
    “What will happen if it continues to grow stronger and your power continues to grow weaker?” I asked, afraid for his answer. 
 
    He shook his head. “Je ne veux pas l’apprendre. I do not wish to find out.” He glared at me again. “That is why it is your responsibility to see to it that this is nipped in the bud now!” 
 
    “But, I don’t know any professional voodoo priestesses!” I cried as I stood up and thrust my hands on my hips. I’d had enough of his bad mood mixed with the impending sense of doom that seemed to have cast itself over our heads.  
 
    “Then find one,” Drake replied indifferently. 
 
    “That’s easier said than done!” I railed back at him. “I already tried to find one and ended up with a ritual bag from the House Of Voodoo! Clearly, I have no idea where to even begin looking!” 
 
    But the severe expression on Drake’s face didn’t change. Clearly he wasn’t interested in excuses. He cocked a brow at me and shook his head. “If you want to find one badly enough, you will.” 
 
    I frowned but figured arguing with him was useless. Maybe the yellow pages listed advanced voodoo priestesses because if not, I had no clue where to even start in my search. But that was a thought for later on. Right now I had to understand what Drake meant when he said his power was fading, that this thing, whatever it was, was somehow exerting itself where it should not have been able to. “So what does this thing, this entity, want?” I asked, my tone of voice now calm. 
 
    Drake shook his head. “I don’t even know what it is. It’s not something I can see. I can simply feel the drain on my power which is the only reason I know there is malevolent energy within this house.” 
 
    I nodded but didn’t really know what to make of what he was saying. I glanced up at him when something occurred to me. “The lightbulbs in the bathroom just randomly exploded earlier,” I started. “Do you think that had anything to do...” 
 
    But Drake shook his head, the expression on his face difficult to read. “No, ma minette, ca n’était pas l’entité. That was not the entity.” 
 
    It was my turn to shake my head and I could already feel my temper growing when I considered what the alternative might be. “I know it wasn’t a power surge!” I protested. “So don’t think for even one minute that I’m going to buy that answer!” 
 
    He frowned. “That was the answer given to you by the barbarian.”  
 
    I almost smiled at the resurgence of Ryan’s new nickname but was struck dumb when something occurred to me. “Wait, were the exploding lightbulbs... you?” 
 
    Drake cleared his throat but didn’t say anything. Instead, he looked decidedly guilty. I stood up and marched over to him. “Okay, Drake, you better have a very good reason as to why the hell you blew up my lightbulbs and in the process, scared the hell out of me!” He didn’t say anything for a few seconds but just continued to scowl at me. “Well?” I demanded. 
 
    “I didn’t like watching him kiss you,” he answered defensively, his chin jutted out, his eyebrows furrowed and his arms crossed against his chest.  
 
    “You were jealous?!” I roared at him, throwing my hands on my hips. “That is the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard!” 
 
    “Pourquoi? Why?” he insisted. “This is my house and I do not appreciate you inviting random men over and then indulging in acts of fornication!” 
 
    “Kissing is hardly fornication! You’re so dramatic!” I snarled at him. 
 
    “Well, I didn’t enjoy playing witness to it all the same,” he answered defiantly. “And, in the wake of whatever this malevolence is, you shouldn’t be bothering yourself with that man. You should be focused on finding a way to stop this entity!” He shook his head and then ran his hand over his forehead as if he were feeling ill. “Vous allez me conduire à la folie!” he grumbled. “You will drive me to madness!” I decided to ignore the fact that I was, apparently, having a serious effect on his sanity. “I am focused on finding a way to stop it!” I screamed at him. “And not that it matters, but I guess you didn’t stick around for the aftermath of our kiss?” 
 
    He frowned at me. “I decided I had seen quite enough!” 
 
    “Well, if you’d stayed true to your nosy self, you would have stuck around to watch him pull away from me because he still isn’t over his grief of losing his wife!” 
 
    “Humph,” Drake said, jutting his chin out. He inhaled deeply and then exhaled again, looking suddenly exhausted.  
 
    “Drake?” I asked as worry began to gnaw at my insides. “Are you okay?” 
 
    He exhaled again and waved away my concern. “I am fine.” 
 
    But I didn’t believe him. Especially not after learning that this entity was making him weaker. I took a few steps closer to him but didn’t say anything as he watched me. Instead, I studied him, looking for signs that he wasn’t as “fine” as he’d just insinuated. I found the proof I was looking for in his eyes. They were just a bit duller, less lively than usual. “You’re not fine,” I said in a small voice as I took his hand and watched the surprise register in his eyes. I suddenly felt guilty—guilty that he was surprised when I acted caringly toward him. “I care about you, Drake,” I said softly as I squeezed his hand in mine. Even though he was just a spirit, he felt so whole, so real.  
 
    He didn’t break his gaze from mine. “I care about you, ma minette.” 
 
    I could tell he wanted to kiss me—the look was there in his eyes. And, who knew, maybe if Ryan weren’t in the picture, I would have succumbed to the idea of making out with a ghost. But as it was, I was still pretty heartbroken about Ryan so kissing Drake was the last thought in my head. Instead, I dropped his hand and wrapped my arms around him, squeezing him tightly as I inhaled his clean but spicy scent. He hesitated only momentarily before clasping his arms around me.  
 
    “Vous ne comprenez pas à quel point je tiens à toi,” he whispered into my hair as he rubbed my back up and down. It wasn’t lost on me that he didn’t translate his sentence so I figured it was something he preferred to keep to himself.  
 
    Just as I was about to respond, he suddenly released me and cocked his head to the side as if he’d heard something. He held his hand up as if to say I should be quiet. I stopped short and simply watched him as his eyebrows met in the middle and then his eyes narrowed as he took a few steps toward the door. “Il y a quelque chose ici. There is something here,” he whispered.  
 
    I felt my heart plummet to my feet. “What?” I whispered but he held his hand up even higher and then faced me fully, his eyes dark orbs. Seconds later, his eyes widened with what looked like fear or maybe concern. He thrust himself toward me...  
 
    I sat up with a little scream wedged in my throat. I blinked a few times against the darkness in my bedroom and glanced around myself, trying to understand why I’d awakened and what Drake had been in the process of trying to tell me.  
 
    But I never had the chance to further ponder the subject because I was suddenly overwhelmed by feelings of nausea. I swallowed hard as I closed my eyes and tried to fend off what felt like a bout of advancing vomit. Just as suddenly as the feeling came on, though, it vanished, to be replaced with a multitude of tiny pinpricks all over my body. It took me a second or two to realize the stinging sensation was actually goose bumps covering every inch of me. I eyed my breath, which looked like wispy, white clouds expelling from my mouth every time I exhaled. I was shivering—the temperature in the room had to have dropped thirty degrees in a matter of seconds and by now I knew well enough what that meant.  
 
    I wasn’t alone. 
 
    As soon as the thought crossed my mind, I attempted to sit up but found myself restrained. But it wasn’t like someone was holding me down—there were no touch points that might signal someone’s hands holding me down or someone’s body. Instead, it was more of the feeling that my brain’s messages weren’t reaching my extremities. That even though I wanted to stand up, the rest of my body wasn’t getting the memo. 
 
    I was paralyzed. That was the only condition I could liken it to. I couldn’t move—I had no control over my own body and what was more, my teeth were now chattering given how cold the room was. Fear began to spiral through me as I realized I was basically a sitting duck. I closed my eyes and tried to force the message to my body that I needed to get up and flee, but nothing.  
 
    Instead, it started to feel like the air was suddenly constricting in my throat. I turned my head to one side and then the next, hoping to release the tightness in my throat but to no avail. The pressure continued to build until it felt like invisible hands were wrapped around my throat and squeezing the air back out through my mouth.  
 
    Peyton, get up! I screamed at myself. Make your legs move, dammit! 
 
    But nothing. Instead, my heartbeat slammed through my body, echoing in my head as I fought to take a breath but failed. The pain in my throat had now doubled, feeling like an immense weight had descended on it and was slowly crushing my windpipe.  
 
    Feeling increasingly light-headed and dizzy, I closed my eyes. As soon as I did, I saw Drake. He was wrestling with something just above me—something that I couldn’t clearly delineate. It just appeared as a shadow, black air that was thick and billowing in some areas, sparse in others. But it was all concentrated just above me, as in a couple inches above me.  
 
    Drake appeared to be consumed by a whitish light that kept flickering brighter and then would fade away again as he struggled with the black cloud. Perspiration dotted his hairline and with the way he was panting, it was pretty clear he was exhausted. He didn’t look at me once, just continued to battle whatever was on top of me, the light surrounding him beginning to grow dimmer. But the shadow was also beginning to dissipate and the wrenching pain around my throat was beginning to let up. 
 
    I opened my eyes at the exact moment that I sucked in a breath and sat bolt upright in my bed. I immediately brought my hands to my throat in an attempt to ward off the intense burning sensation that plagued me, becoming an all-out incendiary whenever I swallowed.  
 
    Fear continued to beat a wild path through me and the only thought in my mind was that I needed to get out of my bed and, more so, my room. I didn’t understand what had just happened to me but of one thing I was certain, the malevolent energy in the house had attacked me. Of that I was completely certain, which meant the presence was growing stronger and bolder. Now this situation had become personal.  
 
    I pushed the duvet cover off and started to stand up, when I heard something. I stood stock-still and craned my neck in the direction of the noise—something which sounded like chipping. With my heartbeat ricocheting through me, I tiptoed to the doorway and poked my head out, noticing that the sound seemed to be coming from the end of the hallway, where the hallway met the kitchen. I didn’t know what compelled me to follow it, but I did. I tiptoed down the dark hallway and paused once I hit the kitchen.  
 
    The sound was definitely emanating from the rear of the kitchen, where the back door led out into the small garden. I took a few steps forward and then noticed the sound dissipated completely until I was left listening to my own shallow breathing. My throat still burned like a son of a bitch but I couldn’t even say I was really all that aware of it. Instead, I was wholly focused on what I should do—whether I should stay where I was and continue to listen for... I didn’t even know what. Or was it better to open the door and find out what was responsible for making the sound in the first place? Maybe it was a stray animal or a raccoon or something trying to make its way inside.  
 
    The more I considered it, the more plausible that reasoning seemed to be. I took another few painstaking steps toward the door and then paused, listening for the sound again. But there was nothing. It was so dark, I could only see the gleam of the reflection of the moonlight on the brass doorknob. I reached for it and once I felt the cold metal in my palm, I took a deep and painful breath. I turned the knob and pulled, but the door wouldn’t budge. That was when I realized it was locked. Taking another deep breath, I unlocked it. It felt like eons passed as I watched my hand turn the knob and open the door. My gaze shifted from the darkness of the interior of my house to the darkness of the exterior. I dropped my gaze to the concrete steps just outside the door and felt my breath catch in my throat. 
 
    Lying on the top step was a chisel. In the area surrounding the chisel were myriad wood shavings, all of various sizes. But the shavings didn’t arrest my complete attention. That was reserved for the axe, which lay innocently on the second step. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    I have to get out of the house. 
 
    That was my first thought. Even though I was barefoot and wearing pajamas, I tore down the stairs, jumping over the chisel and the axe. With only thoughts about escaping, I ran down the narrow, overgrown, cobble path that led to the decrepit gate in my backyard. All I could think about was reaching Ryan. If knew if I could get to Ryan, I’d be safe.  
 
    The latch on the gate was broken, but it didn’t discourage me—I was running on pure adrenaline and, what was more, I was very determined. I wrestled with the ancient latch until it gave way, then I thrust the gate away from me and felt a sharp, shooting pain in my palm. Glancing down only momentarily, I noticed blood was already filling my palm where a splinter of wood impaled it.  
 
    “Shit!” I cursed and immediately regretted it because my throat suddenly started to burn even worse than it had been.  
 
    Even though I hoped whoever or whatever had left the axe on my doorstep was now long gone, I couldn’t be sure he wasn’t hanging out in the nearby bushes, waiting for me... stalking me? Suddenly angry that I didn’t plan my escape route better, I wiped my bloody palm against my pajama T-shirt and figured there was only one option left—escaping through the backyard, which wound around the house and led out onto the street. I ran as quickly as I could, a difficult task considering I was barefoot and my backyard was a minefield of rocks, pinecones, pine needles, overgrown tree roots, and broken cobbles outlining what was once a path.  
 
    I cried out when I stubbed my big toe against the curb in front of my house, but seeing the asphalt of the road renewed me with hope. I took a right and ran down the street as quickly as my legs could carry me, ignoring the throbbing anguish in my toe. I strained to look for Ryan’s white truck, which was always parked outside of his house.  
 
    What if he isn’t home? I asked myself, but forced the thought out of my mind. It was incredibly early in the morning—maybe two or three a.m. He had to be home.  
 
    I recognized his white truck a few seconds later and tore up his driveway, with a renewed sense of purpose. I was almost there! The moonlight lit my way and as soon as I felt the cold, wet grass of Ryan’s perfectly manicured front lawn, I wanted to sing. Instead, I took the steps to his front double doors two at a time. Trying to catch my breath, I pounded on one of the doors before noticing the doorbell off to the side. I slammed my index finger into the doorbell and secretly prayed that Ryan wouldn’t take long to answer the door. Almost immediately, the sound of barking dogs came from inside as well as the sound of canine nails tapping against the floors as Ryan’s two Saint Bernards scrambled to see who was visiting.  
 
    I wasn’t sure why, but hearing the dogs barking made me suddenly feel like a stranger who had no business standing on Ryan’s oversized porch, demanding to see him. Even though Ryan and I were friends, I’d actually never been to his home before—usually passing by while en route to some other destination. In any other instance, I no doubt would have inspected Ryan’s house more carefully, trying to decide what his style and tastes were. But since this wasn’t a social call, I couldn’t take stock of my surroundings. Instead, I just shivered in the cold night air, clad only in my short, charcoal-gray pajama shorts and a coordinating white cotton T-shirt.  
 
    The dogs continued to bark, but as far as I could tell, they were the only creatures stirring inside his house. I knocked again, this time with a bit more desperation. Then I heard the sounds of bare feet shuffling across the floor. One thing I was now sure of was that Ryan had hardwood floors because they were way beyond noisy.  
 
    Once I heard his footsteps reach the door, they fell silent. There wasn’t a peephole in either front door so he peered at me through one of the beveled glass sidelights on either side of the immense entry doors. He immediately opened the door once he recognized me. 
 
    “Pey—” he started as he turned on the light in the entry and blinked a few times, obviously trying to adjust his eyes to the sudden brightness. I was so overwhelmed with happiness and relief, I rushed him before he could finish saying my name. In response, he threw one arm around me while using the other to hold both of his enormous dogs back so they wouldn’t attack me. “No!” he yelled as the larger of the two dogs persisted in growling and barking at me. “It’s okay, Stella, go to bed!”  
 
    But Stella didn’t look completely convinced that everything was okay. She glared at me with rather large, droopy eyes and continued to bare her impressive set of very sharp teeth. “Go to your bed!” Ryan ordered again, closing the front door behind us. This time, both of the dogs obeyed and disappeared down the hallway.  
 
    Once the dogs were no longer a concern, Ryan turned toward me and opened his arms, apparently seeing how badly I needed a Ryan Kelly hug more than anything else at the moment. Just the sight of him completely overwhelmed me with feelings of relief and safety. Before I knew it, tears rolled down my cheeks as I lost control of myself and began to sob. I threw myself against him and he wrapped his big arms around me, nestling me into him as he petted my hair and kissed the top of my head. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” he asked in a soft voice. I couldn’t answer because I was crying uncontrollably. “Peyton, tell me what’s wrong,” he repeated, his tone of voice more serious. “Did someone hurt you?” He pushed me away from him and appeared to inspect my bloodied T-shirt, as if seeking clues as to what happened. 
 
    I gulped, feeling the sting in my throat all over again as I forced myself to look up at him. I tried to catch my breath at the same time that I attempted to hold off my unending tears.  
 
    “Just take a breath,” Ryan consoled me. “Take your time.” 
 
    I nodded and closed my eyes, breathing in deeply as I tried to regain control of myself. When the tears finally subsided, I opened my eyes and faced him. “Something attacked me in my bed... and... and then s-someone left an... an axe outside my back door,” I managed at last, wiping my runny nose against my other arm.  
 
    Ryan shook his head as if he wasn’t following. “Something attacked you?” 
 
    I nodded and could feel my eyes going wide at the memory. “It was the entity in my house, Ryan, I know it was.” 
 
    “A spirit attacked you?” he repeated, frowning at me. 
 
    “I know it sounds crazy!” I said as my voice started to shake. “But I was asleep and then I suddenly couldn’t breathe. It was like something was choking me!” I took a deep breath, feeling the burn in my throat. “I couldn’t move, Ryan, it was like I was paralyzed. And it was deathly cold in the room.” 
 
    Ryan just nodded but his lips were tight and I couldn’t read his expression. “And you’re sure there wasn’t anyone in the room with you? No one could have broken in?” 
 
    I immediately shook my head. “I was by myself.” 
 
    He took a deep breath and cocked his head to the side. I could see his battle over whether or not to accept my explanation as the truth raging behind his eyes. I knew it sounded completely absurd but it was the truth. 
 
    “And the axe?” he prodded in a soft voice.  
 
    I shook my head. “I don’t know how it got there but it was there... right on my back stairs as soon as I opened the door.” 
 
    He didn’t respond right away and seemed to be absorbing the information, trying to make sense of it all. “I don’t understand, Peyton,” he said at last, his voice and his eyes revealing his concern and his confusion. “I don’t understand how a spirit could attack you but, leaving that question aside for the moment, why would someone leave an axe outside your door?” 
 
    “As a warning, I think,” I said. I shook my head again because I wasn’t convinced that was the reason why.  
 
    “Tell me what happened from the very beginning,” Ryan continued as he draped his arm around me and shuffled me into the living room. “You’re freezing,” he added before squeezing me a little more tightly. 
 
    Leaning into him, I allowed him to lead me to a plush, oversized brown leather couch. He sat me down and reached for a brown-and-blue blanket, which he draped over my shoulders after he sat beside me. Then he pulled me into the warmth of his arms and held me while I tried to get my thoughts together. 
 
    “Peyton, tell me what happened,” he repeated. 
 
    I exhaled and then told him exactly what had happened, minus the part about Drake because I wasn’t sure if I was even coherent at that point. I had to imagine that no oxygen to my brain for at least a few seconds could have caused me to hallucinate. Instead, I focused on the part about the axe because I figured that was the most concrete. “I heard a sound coming from the back door in the kitchen,” I started. “It was like this weird, scratching sound, so I got up to find out what it was.” Just remembering the instance sent another wave of fear ricocheting through me. “I thought it was an animal or something... maybe a raccoon trying to get in.” 
 
    “Okay,” he said, prompting me to get to the point. 
 
    “So when I opened the back door, I saw the axe.” 
 
    “It wasn’t there before?” Ryan asked. He further explained himself once he saw the befuddled expression on my face. “I mean, it wasn’t an axe that you kept around the house for chopping firewood or something?” 
 
    I didn’t bother admitting that I’d never chopped firewood in my life and probably never would. Instead, I just shook my head. More tears started in my eyes so I dried them off on my arm. Ryan’s gaze followed my arm to my hand. 
 
    “You’re hurt,” he said, gripping my wrist and turning my hand around to inspect it. Then his eyes moved up the line of my hand to my arm to my shoulder and then to my neck. By the fact that he gulped and then brought his fingers to my neck, I had to imagine I had a bruise or something from my run-in with the entity.  
 
    “Who did this to you, Peyton?” he asked immediately, his eyes suddenly turning hard and angry. His lips were as tight as his jaw. It was the first time I’d ever seen Ryan angry and I pitied anyone who was on the receiving end of such hostility. If I didn’t think Ryan was fiercely protective of those he cared about before, it certainly dawned on me now.  
 
    I shook my head when I realized where his line of thinking was going. “I can’t tell you who or what is responsible for whatever’s on my neck,” I started. “But, as to my hand, I cut myself on the gate while I was trying to get away. The latch was busted and the wood splintered and sliced my hand.” 
 
    “Come on,” he said, standing up and offering his hand to help me from the couch. I didn’t argue, but allowed myself to be led from the living room to a bathroom just down the hallway. “I have to admit I’m havin’ a very difficult time imagining a spirit is responsible for your injuries,” he said after a protracted silence. 
 
    “I’m not lying to you, Ryan.” 
 
    He nodded immediately. “I’m not inferrin’ that you are. It’s just difficult for me to wrap my mind around the idea that something ethereal could have actually attacked you.” He held up his hands in mock surrender. “Don’t get me wrong, I believe in spirits and the like but I’ve never heard of one actually makin’ physical contact with someone.” 
 
    “I have no other explanations for you,” I said and then sighed. 
 
    “Then let’s focus on topics that are more easily explained,” he started. “What do you think it meant that someone left the axe on your back steps?” he asked while glancing down at me.  
 
    “I think someone was trying to break in,” I answered with no pretense. 
 
    “With an axe?” 
 
    “No,” I responded, shaking my head, while Ryan instructed me to sit on the lip of the bathtub as he flicked on the light. It was intensely bright and I immediately crossed my arms over my chest as I realized how see-through my white T-shirt was. I wasn’t wearing a bra. I watched Ryan open one of his cabinets and fish inside it for something. He returned with a brown bottle of hydrogen peroxide. 
 
    “That stuff hurts,” I protested, bracing my arms around myself. 
 
    “We need to clean it out, Peyton,” he answered before unscrewing the cap and reaching for my hand. I gave a theatrical sigh, but allowed him to take my hand and hold it over the bathtub. It wasn’t lost on either of us when I freed my arms from in front of my chest, and his eyes settled on my breasts like a lion’s on a baby gazelle. He immediately redirected his eyes to the wound on my hand, and even cleared his throat uncomfortably. I felt myself instinctively hunching over, trying to make my nipples a little less protrusive. But, since it was basically freezing in the bathroom, they stood at full attention. Ryan pretended not to notice as he poured the bubbly liquid over my wound. 
 
    He tipped my chin back and inspected whatever marks were on my neck, sighing and shaking his head as he ran the pad of his finger across my skin. “There’s nothing I can do for the bruises,” he admitted. 
 
    I just nodded, making the decision then and there that I didn’t want to see the bruises. Somehow I felt it was better not to be confronted with them. 
 
    “Why do you think someone was trying to break in?” Ryan asked, his gaze traveling from my palm to my feet. He was pretty good at completely avoiding my chest. “Jeez, Peyton, it looks like you banged up your feet too. Your toe is a bloody mess.” He reached for my foot and held it over the bathtub, rinsing it with the hydrogen peroxide as well.  
 
    I winced in expectation that the peroxide would sting but tried to remind myself not to be such a big baby. I mean, there were way bigger issues for me to be concerned about—like stray axes. “Because on the step above the axe, there was also a chisel and a bunch of wood shavings from where someone tried to chisel out one of the panels in my back door.” 
 
    I heard his swift intake of breath. He didn’t say anything as he recapped the bottle of hydrogen peroxide and patiently placed it on the counter beside the sink. When he turned to face me again, his expression was dour—all business. “We need to call the police.” 
 
    I knew there was more to it than simply calling the police on a failed robbery attempt. Especially because this was something far more ominous. “Ryan, no one was trying to steal from me.” 
 
    “Why else would they try to break in?” He did a good job of keeping his eyes riveted on mine, although somehow, I could tell he was itching to see my breasts again. He just seemed nervous, fidgety.  
 
    I shook my head. “This wasn’t a robbery, I’m sure of it.” 
 
    “So what—” he started. 
 
    “It was exactly the same thing that happened to the victims of the Axeman,” I blurted out, my tears suddenly returning full stream. I realized how ridiculous it sounded, but I was convinced it was the truth. 
 
    “The Axeman?” Ryan repeated, clearly at a loss as he shook his head and furrowed his eyebrows. 
 
    “Yes,” I insisted. “During the hysteria of the Axeman’s attacks, a few people reported finding the aftermath of attempts on their homes. They found chisels and axes left outside and gouges in their doors from where he’d tried to force his way in.” 
 
    “So you think a crazy person is trying to recreate the scenes of some of the Axeman’s attacks?” Ryan asked, taking a deep breath as his eyebrows reached for the ceiling. “That’s a big leap to take, Peyton. It could just be that someone found the axe and thought they could break in and rob you with it.” 
 
    “Then why not break a window? Why bother with the arduous task of chiseling out my back door?” I shook my head adamantly.  
 
    “And someone breaking in makes a hell of a lot more sense where the bruises on your neck are concerned.” 
 
    I shook my head and sighed, knowing I needed to tell him the whole story to try to make him understand exactly what was going on. “I haven’t told you everything,” I started as I took a deep breath and told him about the dreams I’d had about Drake. I also told him how Drake figured into the Axeman’s murders and how he’d appeared in the vision I’d had while the dark, shadowy figure had been choking me. 
 
    “He was the police officer in the newspaper clippings that were on the wall in the guestroom?” Ryan asked, piecing the puzzle together for himself. 
 
    “Yes,” I admitted, nodding ardently. “He worked on all the cases, as far as I know.” 
 
    “And you think he’s visiting you in your dreams?” Ryan continued. Although his question made it sound like he doubted my sanity, his expression wasn’t quite as oppressive.  
 
    “I’m sure of it,” I answered immediately. “And I’m convinced he’s also haunting my house.” I took a big breath, then let it out. “He was the one whose footsteps I heard that night.” 
 
    Ryan nodded and looked like he was trying his damnedest to suspend his disbelief for a minute to hear me out. “Okay, I can accept the idea that your house is haunted and you’re having dreams about the ghost. Whether or not the ghost...” 
 
    “Drake,” I corrected him. 
 
    “That Drake is contacting you through your dreams is a harder pill to swallow.” He paused for a few seconds. “I have to admit, I still can’t fully buy into the idea that you were attacked by a spirit, and believin’ the same spirit was responsible for the axe on your doorstep is even harder for me to wrap my head around.” 
 
    “I was dreaming about Drake at the same time someone or something attacked me,” I continued, trying to stress how everything was linked. “Drake was the one who first noticed that something wasn’t right and he tried to warn me! But, instead, whatever this thing was... it attacked me.” I took a deep breath as I continued to remember the details. “Then I heard that strange scratching noise and I followed it to the kitchen and found the chisel outside my door.” 
 
    “Those are just dreams, Peyton,” Ryan started, obviously trying to soothe my frazzled nerves. 
 
    “No,” I said, shaking my head immediately. “Drake speaks French to me and what’s more, I understand it, which is impossible because I’ve never studied French!” I finished, jutting my chin out. “So, no, they aren’t just dreams. He is contacting me; I know it.” 
 
    I sighed, realizing how completely insane I sounded. “Ryan, I know this sounds absolutely crazy. I know you think I’ve really lost my mind—” 
 
    “I don’t think that at all,” he interrupted. “I do think you’ve got a lot of weird stuff going on in that house and it’s making you lose sleep and jump to conclusions.” 
 
    But I shook my head again. “I’m not jumping to conclusions. I know there is a ghost in my house and I know it’s the ghost of Drake Montague. And what’s more, I am completely convinced that he’s reaching out to me in my dreams because, currently, that’s the only way he knows how.” I dramatically inhaled and then exhaled. “What’s even more important is that he can feel the energy of this entity, whatever it is. And he says it’s draining his power.” 
 
    Without saying anything, Ryan just stared at me and slowly swallowed. “You don’t have any way of proving to the police that this incident is tied to the Axeman. Most everyone wouldn’t even remember who the Axeman was, since it was nearly one hundred years ago,” he said in a low voice.  
 
    “It doesn’t matter because we aren’t calling the police,” I answered with my mouth in a stubborn frown. 
 
    “What do you mean, Peyton?” Ryan demanded, his lips tight. “We have to tell the police! Someone tried to break into your house!” 
 
    But I emphatically shook my head. “Not someone. Something.” 
 
    “The police need to be notified,” Ryan insisted. I knew he still wasn’t exactly convinced that something spiritual was to blame.  
 
    “And what will the police do?” I parried. “They won’t believe there’s an otherworldly connection to any of this!”  
 
    Ryan narrowed his eyes at me. “How are you so sure there’s an otherworldly connection?” 
 
    “Because!” I roared back at him. “This is not a case of coincidence! Drake was one of the officers working on the Axeman case! And it’s a well-documented fact that the Axeman left behind axes and chisels outside of people’s homes when he wasn’t able to get inside. And think about all those articles I found in my guest bedroom! Every single one had to do with this case! Do you think it was just coincidence that someone posted them all over the room?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Maybe it was Drake who left them there. Have you asked him?” 
 
    I didn’t think he intended for his question to sound so sarcastic, but it came out that way—or maybe I was just overly sensitive. “I haven’t asked him about the clippings yet. We’ve been too preoccupied with trying to get the house cleansed of the malevolence that won’t leave it.” 
 
    “Trina’s cleansing—” 
 
    “Didn’t work,” I interrupted. “Drake said it simply goaded the entity.” 
 
    Ryan shook his head and sighed, long and hard. I knew this was hard, if not impossible, for him to come to terms with and accept. “Peyton, step outside of the situation for a moment and listen to yourself. You’re talking about Drake, a ghost, as if he were real. I think you’re taking all of this a little too far.” 
 
    I felt my lips tighten. “I’m not taking it too far, Ryan.” I stood up and hobbled to the door, but he grabbed my hand.  
 
    “Let me bandage that hand up,” he offered. He pulled a bandage, some scissors, and medical tape from his cupboard. I took a seat on the lip of the tub and allowed him to perform his ministrations on my toe. He was very gentle as he applied the bandage and taped it in place. 
 
    “So you think it’s a ghost that left the axe outside your back door?” he asked, with no tone of condemnation in his voice.  
 
    “I don’t know,” I responded as I watched him carefully tending my toe. “All I’m saying is that I don’t believe in coincidence. Not in this case. Not when I know better.”  
 
    He tightened the tape around the bandage on my toe and stood up, returning all the items to their proper places in the cupboard. Then he turned around again and faced me, his arms crossed against his chest as he leaned against the counter. He didn’t say anything for a few seconds, but just looked at me with an unreadable expression on his face. “I’m trying my best to suspend my own disbelief so I can be here for you. And I’m really trying to see the advantage of not notifying the police about this.” 
 
    I smiled up at him, genuinely appreciating his concern with all my being. “I know this all sounds very far-fetched, Ryan, but please know that I appreciate your help more than I can say.” 
 
    A slow smile took hold of his lips. “So the cleansing Trina, the not-so-effective voodoo priestess, applied didn’t work?” 
 
    “According to Drake, no.” 
 
    He dropped his attention to the floor and shook his head as he sighed. “It’s going to take me a while to get used to you referring to a ghost as if he’s a friend of yours, I mean, a corporeal one.” 
 
    I smiled but held my ground. “I’ll grant you as much time as you need.” 
 
    Silence stretched between us as we both just looked at one another. Ryan was the first to break it. “So if the cleansing didn’t work and the entity’s power is growing stronger, what’s next?” 
 
    I nodded as I took a deep breath and focused on the chipped paint of my toenails. I’d intended to repaint them days ago, but just hadn’t gotten around to it. I picked at the baby-pink lacquer while I tried to remember what the next step was, according to Drake. 
 
    “Our next step is to find someone who can cleanse the house. Drake said something about finding a voodoo priestess who was well versed in magic.” I paused for a second before smiling. “I don’t think we should tell Trina her cleansing didn’t work.” 
 
    “Good idea. She’s already done enough damage,” Ryan agreed before his smile vanished and he scratched the back of his head contemplatively. “As to voodoo priestesses, that isn’t my realm of specialty. I have no idea where to start.” 
 
    “That makes it problem number one because neither do I.” 
 
    We were both quiet again for a few seconds when Ryan glanced up at me and suddenly smiled. “Well, I might not know any voodoo priestesses, but I do know a warlock.” 
 
    “What?” I asked with a laugh.  
 
    “I headed a construction project for him. It was an old convent he purchased in the French Quarter, which we remodeled into a house,” Ryan said with a knowing smirk at me. “Christopher Raven Adams. He’s a warlock for hire.” 
 
    “I don’t even know what that means,” I answered, shaking my head. 
 
    “He practices witchcraft but he’s a he, so he’s not exactly a witch. I don’t know if he’ll be able to help us, but he’s a great place to start.” 
 
    I nodded and couldn’t stifle the sense of relief that was already welling up inside me. I couldn’t think of a better place to start other than a witch, er, warlock. “When can we go see him?” I asked. 
 
    Ryan chuckled and glanced at his watch. “For one thing, it’s three in the morning. Although he’s probably awake and more than likely performing some sort of séance, propriety dictates that I call him at a reasonable hour.” He quirked an amused brow. “And three a.m. doesn’t constitute a reasonable hour.” 
 
    “Okay,” I answered with an air of disappointment as I glanced down at the floor and tried to talk myself into being patient.  
 
    “Hey,” Ryan started, offering me a smile as he closed the gap between us and tilted my chin up. “We’re in this together, Peyton. I don’t know if this thing is a spirit, a demon, or just some psycho human, but whatever or whoever it is, it isn’t going to hurt you again,” he said, his lips tight and his voice strong. “Not on my watch.” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    We’re in this together. Ryan’s words echoed in my head and I couldn’t help but smile. “Thank you,” I said and tried to hold my tears back. I just felt like I’d been through so much in the last few hours and my ability to cope had definitely taken a toll. 
 
    Ryan shook his head and his eyes burned into mine. “Don’t thank me, Pey,” he insisted. “I care about you... I care about you in a way I haven’t cared about a woman in a very long time.” 
 
    At that precise second, the screeching sound of breaking glass interrupted an otherwise perfect moment. The barking cacophony of Stella and Ralphie as they tore down the stairs was the next assault on my ears. Ryan’s eyebrows furrowed as he glanced down at me in startled wonder. A split second later, he jumped up and headed for the stairs. I was quickly behind him, as were Stella and Ralphie, but instead of following him up the stairs, they both stopped short at the foot of the staircase. Ralphie continued to bark while Stella whined and pawed at the ground.  
 
    “Come on you two,” Ryan said as he patted his thigh. But neither of them budged. When he stepped onto the first stair, Ralphie lunged forward and barked with even more ferocity while Stella clawed at Ryan’s pant leg. He eyed me and shrugged. “I have no idea what’s gotten into them.” 
 
    But I did. I stepped beside him and took a deep breath. “They don’t want you to go upstairs.” 
 
    He shook his head like it sounded silly to him and started for the second step. Ralphie lunged again and Stella continued to whine. “Go to your beds then!” Ryan roared at them. Neither made any motion to leave; instead, they watched their master take the next two steps. Ralphie’s bark grew increasingly louder and more determined while Stella dropped onto her stomach in submission. I took the first step, but paused, feeling like neither of us should venture upstairs. I couldn’t explain why, but there was a feeling deep in my gut—something warning me to stay where I was. I’m sure it also had something to do with Ryan’s enormous dogs cowering in fear, their tails between their legs. 
 
    Ryan took the next two steps before I stopped him. “I don’t... I don’t think we should go up there,” I said in a trembling voice. “The dogs must have sensed something, Ryan.” 
 
    He glanced back at me and his expression was determined. “I need to find out what that shattering sound was.” 
 
    I swallowed and watched him take the next few steps. That voice in the back of my head warned me not to follow him, but there was no way I could let him investigate by himself. What if something happened to him? I glanced back at the dogs, who both stared at me from their droopy eyes, imploring me not to allow their master to continue. But I had no choice; he was already halfway down the hallway while I was still stuck on the stairs. I took a deep breath, turned around again, and shot up the remaining steps, easily catching up to him. He turned around to face me and shook his head.  
 
    “Peyton, I can check things out myself. I know you’re scared...” 
 
    “I’m not scared,” I interrupted, trying to convince myself. “I just think your dogs are acting weird and it has me concerned.” 
 
    He looked down at the dogs, who hadn’t budged from the bottom of the stairs, and shrugged. “They’ve never acted like this before.” Before I could respond, he was already moving down the hallway, his footsteps heavy on the buffed wood floors. He stopped in front of the first door and pushed it open, revealing a bathroom. He turned the light on as I came up behind him. 
 
    “Shit!” he yelled as we both faced the mirror above the sink. It had a crack in it that must have been an inch wide, running down the center, from top to bottom.  
 
    “How could that have—?” I started. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Ryan interrupted, shaking his head. “Maybe the dogs somehow jumped up and broke it?” But as soon as he finished his sentence, I could tell he didn’t believe it, not for a second. And neither did I. 
 
    He stepped out of the bathroom and started down the hallway again, this time ducking into the next room, which was a bedroom. The room was comprised of a queen-size bed with a black headboard and footboard, a matching chest of drawers, and a square wall mirror, which had to be five feet tall. It, too, was broken. But instead of a long fracture in the glass, it looked like someone had taken a blunt object to it. The mirror had a circular smashed area in the middle of it, with weblike fractures radiating outward.  
 
    Ryan didn’t say anything, but ducked back out of the room with me on his heels as he started down the hallway again. He paused to open the double doors that led into a wood-paneled home theater. The flat screen television, which hung on the opposite wall from where we stood, looked like it had been blown from the inside out. The screen was completely missing and scattered in sharp fragments all over the hardwood floors. Some of the pieces littered the plush, black leather, movie theatre–style seats. 
 
    “Oh my gosh,” I said in complete shock as I brought my hand to my open mouth. But Ryan still didn’t say anything and, instead, turned around and closed the doors behind us. His silence was beginning to make me very uncomfortable because I didn’t understand it. If my house had been vandalized in such a bizarre way, silence would not have been my reaction. 
 
    With every step we took, the feelings of dread, which had first accosted me on the staircase, increased tenfold and my instinct to turn around and escape became increasingly difficult to ignore. But Ryan didn’t seem to share the same sense of self-preservation. Instead, he ambled forward, throwing open the door to another bathroom where the mirror on top of the sink was also cracked, this time in an “X” formation. 
 
    He didn’t hesitate, but continued down the hallway until it ran into a set of double doors, those of the master bedroom. Glancing back at me only momentarily, his face was completely emotionless. It was like he went on autopilot or something. He opened both of the doors and walked into the room, while I took up the rear. Once we were in his room, he stood stock-still. Following his gaze, I noticed an ornately carved mirror that was so large, it took up half the wall beside the attached bathroom. The mirror appeared to be an antique, judging by how cloudy and gray the glass was.  
 
    Ryan breathed out a sigh of relief, probably because, strangely enough, this mirror was completely intact. He started for the bathroom and I followed him, both of us taking in the two wood-framed mirrors that hung above each of the sinks. They, too, were broken, each with cavernous cracks running from top to bottom.  
 
    “Why do you think the mirror in your room isn’t broken?” I asked in a small voice. 
 
    Ryan shook his head as he started for the bedroom again and I followed him. We both stood in front of the mirror and studied it. Ryan crossed his arms against his chest, looking completely troubled and puzzled. “I don’t know,” he answered, continuing to shake his head. “None of this makes any fucking sense at all,” he admitted finally.  
 
    I nodded and didn’t know what more I could say because he was right. Whatever had happened completely defied logic. As we stood there, staring at the mirror, my attention started to wander around the room as I took in the furnishings that all reminded me of Ryan. Next to the bed was a nightstand and on it, a picture. I took a few steps closer and picked up the frame, realizing it was Ryan standing next to a woman I didn’t recognize.  
 
    They were both laughing and both beautiful. Ryan’s hair reflected the sunlight, his crisp white shirt almost glowing in the sunlight. His arms were wrapped around the woman’s waist and she was facing him, her left cheek buttressed against his chest and her arms clasped around his middle. Her long, dark hair was pulled back into a low ponytail and, with her olive complexion, her happy brown eyes, and her long, slim body, she was stunning.  
 
    I couldn’t help but feel a twinge of sadness, envy, and guilt as I stared at the picture, which represented a much happier time in Ryan’s life. I sighed as I turned to face him and found him staring at me, his expression unreadable. I offered him a slight smile and propped the picture back on his nightstand. “She was really beautiful,” I said.  
 
    He nodded. “That was taken on our first anniversary.” 
 
    I wanted to say something but didn’t really know what to say so I just stood there instead, looking up at Ryan while he stared back down at me.  
 
    “Sometimes when you laugh, you remind me of her,” he continued. 
 
    “I do?”  
 
    He nodded. “When you’re embarrassed about something and you laugh, you cover your mouth with your hand. She used to do the same thing.” 
 
    I wasn’t really sure what to make of the comment but figured it was simply an observation that didn’t really require a response. Instead, I just smiled at him and hoped he understood that this was difficult for me too. After another protracted silence, I took a few steps toward the double doors, figuring it was best to go back downstairs so we could try to piece the puzzle together, although I felt like we were missing most of the pieces. 
 
    When I realized Ryan wasn’t following me, I looked back only to find him still standing in the same position, staring at the mirror. “It belonged to Elizabeth,” he said in a hollow voice. 
 
    I walked back toward him and we stood side by side. I reached over and slipped my hand into his to let him know that I understood why the mirror was so important to him. I had to imagine it was one of a few reminders of the way his life used to be. He watched me with heavy eyes and I smiled as a popping sort of noise suddenly came from the mirror. It felt like slow motion as Ryan and I turned toward the mirror. Then, like the earth separating along a fault line, the glass cracked straight down the middle. I was only slightly aware of my own scream, but Ryan didn’t make a sound. He just stood there, unmoving. My heart pounded through me and the urge to leave the room almost suffocated me. I glanced at Ryan and followed his gaze back to the mirror where the glass continued breaking. It was like watching ice cracking on a frozen lake, the sound just as eerie. It seemed like someone was using an invisible diamond on the glass, outlining where each new crack would begin and end.  
 
    “Ryan,” I started as I grabbed his arm, my need to escape the room now my primary concern. 
 
    But Ryan shrugged me off and stared at the mirror as it continued to break.  
 
    “Ryan, we need to go!” I begged him, focusing entirely on his profile because I couldn’t look at the mirror. I only knew we needed to get away from it. Whatever was happening, it wasn’t good. “Please!” 
 
    But he ignored me and continued watching the mirror until every inch of it was broken into small squares, rectangles, and triangles. I pulled on his arm again, but he wouldn’t budge.  
 
    “Ryan!” I yelled at him. Suddenly, I felt an incredible blast of air against my face and the sound of glass exploding from the mirror. I felt Ryan’s body on mine as he shielded me and knocked me off my feet, slamming us both into the floor to escape the flying glass. When I hit the ground, the impact knocked the wind right out of me and it took me a few seconds to restore my breathing. Pieces of glass rained down against the wood floors and I covered my head with my arms to protect myself. 
 
    “Peyton!” Ryan’s voice sounded panicked as he rolled me over and stared at me with wide eyes. “Are you okay? Are you hurt?” 
 
    I coughed and forced myself into a sitting position before eyeing the mirror, which was now devoid of glass.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Christopher Raven Adams, the warlock-for-hire, was not what I’d expected. For one, he was much younger than I thought a necromancer would be. He was tallish—maybe six feet or thereabouts, and had a general doughy appearance to him, both in the color of his skin and his musculature. Although I’d guess he was in his early to mid-thirties, his hair was completely gray, even white in some parts. His face possessed a certain warmth to it with large brown eyes. He was dressed, as I supposed befitted a warlock, in black—long pants, large boots, and a long-sleeved, billowy shirt that reminded me of Jerry Seinfeld’s puffy, pirate shirt.  
 
    “Please come in,” I said, smiling as I opened my front door wider for him. 
 
    “Christopher, it’s good to see you again,” Ryan greeted him with a hefty smile at the smaller man. Christopher didn’t say anything to either of us, but half smiled at Ryan before sweeping theatrically into my house. That was when I saw the black cape. He looked like a chubby, goth superhero. 
 
    Closing the door, I hoped the various shop lights suspended randomly around the house were bright enough to conduct the “testing.” Christopher explained to Ryan that it needed to be done immediately. After the breaking mirror incident at Ryan’s house, Ryan hadn’t seem as concerned about the time and, instead, had immediately phoned Christopher. The warlock-for-hire had instructed us to return to my house where we were to wait for him to test the energies in my house so he could evaluate just what we were up against.  
 
    Christopher removed his cape and handed it to Ryan, who took it with a slight smile, folding it over his arm. As Christopher sauntered past me, I noticed the tiny Chihuahua that was clutched underneath his left arm and dressed in a black sweater. I glanced at Ryan who just looked back at me with a shrug. We both followed Christopher through the foyer, down the hallway, and into the kitchen.  
 
    “Mmm-hmm,” Christopher kept saying along the way as he glanced left and right, as if inventorying valuable artwork. But the walls were bare, some of them even without drywall, depending on the progress of the demo work.  
 
    When we reached the kitchen, which was still mostly intact, Christopher spun around a few times and leaned against the kitchen counter. He closed his eyes and continued to nod as if someone were talking to him and he wanted to signify he was listening. When he opened his eyes, they narrowly focused on me. 
 
    “You’ve got yourself quite a big problem, missy,” he said. 
 
    I felt my heart plummet to my toes. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “What do I mean? What do I mean?” he answered, tapping his index finger against his mouth and eyeing the ceiling, as if the answer was up there. Then he retrieved his strange little dog from under his arm and held it up to his eyes. “What do I mean, little Esbat?” 
 
    I glanced at Ryan again, who simply shrugged at me like this was standard issue. Christopher faced me again as he rolled Esbat back under his arm. “There are two powerful, strong energies here,” he started. “One seeks to nurture you, and the other is more nefarious.”  
 
    “Are they energies from people?” I asked, leaning against the kitchen counter beside Ryan. I was convinced that one of the energies was Drake and I was worried about him. Since the last encounter I’d had with him, when he’d warned me that this entity was draining his power, I’d come to realize how much Drake meant to me. Even though he only existed in my dreams, he’d become my friend. Yes, it sounded crazy even to me but the more I considered it, the more I couldn’t deny that I cared about Drake—just as much as he cared about me. 
 
    “One is,” Christopher answered immediately. “A young man associated with this house.” 
 
    “Drake Montague,” I finished for him eagerly. He scowled at me, apparently miffed at my interjection. “Sorry,” I offered, biting my lip while Ryan chuckled and squeezed my upper arm, trying to comfort me. 
 
    “The other energy is less easily explained,” Christopher continued, dropping his gaze to the floor as he sighed. “It is dark, no doubt, but as to its nature and e-vo-lution, I am less certain.” 
 
    I was quiet for a few seconds as I wondered if I was allowed to ask a question yet. Still uncertain, I raised my hand slightly like I was back in grade school. Christopher saw me and arched a perturbed brow before he simply nodded. “Are you able to see Drake or talk to him?” I asked, taking a deep breath. I figured it might sound crazy to Ryan, but I was concerned all the same and decided I should just come out with it. “I’m worried about him.” 
 
    Christopher nodded as if he understood my concern. “His power is fading and he grows weaker.” He started petting his dog. “The entity has attached itself to him as a parasite attaches itself to a host.” 
 
    I felt myself gulp as a lump formed in the bottom of my stomach. The idea that this thing was hurting Drake made me feel sick to my stomach. Even though Drake was just a spirit, he was real to me and the thought of losing him made me suddenly want to cry. “How do we stop it from happening?” I asked. Ryan shifted uncomfortably next to me, but didn’t say anything.  
 
    Christopher furrowed his brows, no doubt irritated that I couldn’t resist interrupting him. “We do not stop anything from happening.” I shook my head and was about to argue, but Christopher stopped petting his dog and held up his hand in a gesture that I should shut up. I bit my lip as he continued. “This benevolent spirit, Drake, as you call him, has formed an association with you,” he said, eyeing me placidly. “As he has made contact with you, so you shall be the vessel through which he again can taste the richness of life.” 
 
    “Huh?” I asked, not caring if I pissed him off or not.  
 
    “You lost me on that one as well, Christopher,” Ryan admitted, crossing his arms over his chest. Apparently, he didn’t like what he thought Christopher was saying.  
 
    Christopher sighed as he shook his head like both of us were stupid. “What does a spirit lack?” he asked me in particular. 
 
    “Life,” I answered almost immediately. 
 
    “Ah, yes,” he said as he held his index finger up like he was about to scold me. “The power of life, the blood of life, is an immense power, an all-encompassing current of energy. If you lend your life current to the deceased, their power and energy shall increase.” 
 
    “Lend her life current to the deceased?” Ryan repeated, frowning all the while as he narrowed his eyes. “What are you suggesting?” 
 
    Christopher scowled at him. “I suggest nothing!” he called out histrionically. His silly shirt billowed as he lifted his arm and did a strange little wave thing. He looked like a lost Pirate of Penzance. “I am merely responding to the lady’s question,” he added after calming down. 
 
    I wasn’t sure what I thought about lending my life current to Drake. I didn’t even really know what that meant, but based on Christopher’s reaction to Ryan’s inquiry, I also didn’t dare ask. Instead, I thought about the alternative. “If everything continues as it is now, what will happen to Drake?” 
 
    Christopher nodded as if the question were a fair one and faced me, pausing for a few seconds. He sighed as if it were a difficult answer for him to explain, and dropped his eyes to the ground, before looking at me again. He exhaled heavily. “He will simply be absorbed into the power of the entity, thereby further strengthening it.” 
 
    I nodded in silent understanding, promising myself and Drake that I wouldn’t allow that to happen to him. Because at the end of the day, it didn’t matter if Drake was alive or dead, a ghost or corporeal; he was my friend and that was all that mattered to me. And now that Christopher had more or less provided proof that Drake wasn’t just a figment of my imagination, I was even more determined. “And you don’t know anything about the entity? How did it get here? How could it become so powerful?” I asked. 
 
    Christopher shook his head. “I cannot answer your questions at this stage. The threat is too great for me to drop my defenses,” he said with his nose in the air. “I cannot delve too deeply for my own safety.” He held up his index finger again. “But, suffice it to say, that whatever this threat is, it is quite a hefty one.” He checked around himself and reached out as if he were pointing at or touching something only seen to him. “I can feel rivulets of its energy flowing through the air, the ground.” He eyed me again. “It tries to attach itself to you, but as of yet, it is unsuccessful. This Drake spirit purports himself to be your... protector of sorts.” He nodded while saying this, as though someone were streaming the information to him as he said it to me. “The entity realizes this, which is why it attacks Drake. It seeks to remove him as an obstacle.” He fell silent for a moment and peered at me again. “Ultimately, however, it wants you.” He was quiet again as he nodded and then faced me. “It has already attacked you, left its mark.” Then he brought his fingertips to his neck while he spied mine, nodding once he saw the bruise. “This Drake character protected you, stopped this entity from further harming you.” 
 
    I nodded immediately. “Yes.” I swallowed hard and made the decision that I would fight for Drake. In the same way that he had taken it upon himself to be my protector, now it was time to return the favor.  
 
    “Then the answer is simple,” Ryan interjected, shaking his head like he’d heard enough. “She won’t live here anymore! She sells this house and she moves!” 
 
    Christopher shook his head and chuckled mirthlessly as he paid attention to petting his dog. “The answer is not quite so easy, I’m afraid,” he said to Ryan.  
 
    “I can’t move,” I answered at the same time. This house was a part of me and no matter how diseased it was, I wouldn’t flee with my tail between my legs. I would fight this negative power, if not for my own sake, then for Drake’s. Just as Drake had come to my defense, I needed and wanted to come to his. 
 
    “The entity has targeted her, seeking her out for a purpose only known to it,” Christopher continued as he closed his eyes again and started to nod. “It senses a deep-seated connection between it and you,” he finished at last, opening his eyes as he focused on me.  
 
    “A connection to me?” I repeated, completely failing to see how that could be. What was worse, the very idea made me feel sick to my stomach. “How is that even possible?” 
 
    Christopher raised his left brow and cocked his head to the side. “You might be surprised.” 
 
    “Then how do I find out what this connection is?” I continued. 
 
    “Perhaps it is time to research your genealogy,” Christopher responded, his tone of voice and his general air one of boredom.  
 
    “My genealogy?” I repeated, shaking my head. “I don’t even know where to start!” 
 
    “I always suggest Ancestry.com to my clients as the answers can usually be found there,” Christopher answered before he turned to face Ryan. He motioned for Ryan to hand him the black cape that still hung over Ryan’s arm. Ryan handed it to him, and Christopher simply shook his head and motioned to his back. He asked, “Would you kindly do the honors for me?” 
 
    Ryan smiled and laid the cape across Christopher’s shoulders as the smaller, pudgier man started for the hallway. “I am beginning to tire, which means I must leave this place to ensure my safety.” He turned back toward me and cleared his throat. “Find the answers you require regarding your connection to this home and this malevolence,” he started. “When you have found the information you seek, I will instruct you on your next action.” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    I spent the next morning on my laptop at the neighborhood Starbucks. I hopped on Ancestry.com and started my search. After entering my first and last name, my age, and my e-mail address, I decided to skip the free trial and pay the twenty bucks for one month because I figured I’d probably need it. I mean, who knew how long this research would take me? 
 
    I entered my mother’s full name, her date of birth, and her birthplace, then was prompted for information regarding my maternal grandfather that I didn’t have. Great, I was off to a wonderful start... I skipped that field and clicked “Enter” and was bombarded with a list of names that matched my mother’s. The first one had a little green leaf in the corner which was supposedly the closest match to my mother as far as the website was concerned so I clicked it. And wouldn’t you know, it was right. I added my mother’s profile to my family tree and started a search on my grandmother.  
 
    I didn’t get far. And I wasn’t very surprised. As far as my mother’s family went, I didn’t know much about them. All I did know was that my mom had left home at the age of seventeen, never to return again. She and her family weren’t close, by any stretch of the imagination, which meant I knew next to nothing about any of them. As an example, I’d never even met my grandparents, but I did know my grandmother’s name was Esther and my mother, who had never married, carried the last name of Clark so I figured Esther was Esther Clark.  
 
    I entered as much into the space provided and the website returned a long list of what seemed like a million Esther Clarks. I clicked on the first few links but couldn’t make any associations with the information returned. Stumped for a few seconds, I then decided to do a search on someone I did have a bit of information on, my Great-Aunt Myra. From all the paperwork on the house, I remembered that Myra’s full name was Myra Jennings.  
 
    I entered her name, estimated her date of birth, and then entered “New Orleans” into the search parameter. Then I clicked “Search.” My query returned another long list of names but the closest matches were at the top so I clicked the first listing. It returned a census from 1940 so I clicked the link to find out more. I was taken to a page that listed other residents who were at the same address on the day the census was taken. They included Esther Jennings, my grandmother, who was listed at the time of the census as being eighteen years old; Myra, who was listed as being twelve years old; and Sarah Laumann Jennings, who was listed as being forty years old. I could only imagine that Sarah was both Myra and Esther’s mother. And for some reason I couldn’t quite pinpoint, the name Sarah Laumann Jennings seemed familiar to me.  
 
    I noticed in the upper right-hand corner of the page, I could click a link that would take me to a scanned copy of the census from 1920 so I did just that. It returned a handwritten document that was difficult to read. I scanned the myriad names scribbled down until I reached the line with the Jennings. Further studying it, I learned that Sarah was, indeed, the mother of Myra and Esther. Furthermore, there didn’t appear to be a head of household, aka a man, in the picture. Instead, there appeared a “D” as a line item next to Sarah’s name, which meant she had been divorced. The census also noted that Sarah apparently owned her home.  
 
    I clicked the next census, which was from 1960, and learned that in that year, only Myra had lived with Sarah in the house I now called my own. According to the records of history, my grandmother, Esther, had married John Clark and had had my mother.  
 
    “Sarah Laumann Jennings,” I said to myself, shaking my head as I tried to figure out why the name sounded so familiar to me. Maybe my mother had mentioned my great-grandmother in one of our very rare discussions about her side of the family? 
 
    I opened another Firefox tab and typed Sarah’s name into Google. What Google returned made my breath catch in my throat.  
 
    “The Axeman and the unsolved murders that terrorized New Orleans,” I read. My heart now pounding in my chest, I clicked on the link and scanned the page until I reached Sarah’s name and came to learn that she’d indeed been one of the victims of the Axeman: 
 
    Wednesday, September 3, 1919, marked the day a young woman, living alone, was attacked by the Axeman. The nineteen-year-old woman, named Sarah Laumann, was assaulted in her bed by a man wielding an axe. She sustained several head wounds but survived and recovered from her attack at Charity Hospital. She could offer no description of her attacker other than that he came in the dark and appeared as a dark and shadowy figure. A bloody axe was found in the grass just at the rear of Sarah’s back door. 
 
    I took a deep breath and brought my eyes to the ceiling as I ran my hand through my hair and realized what this meant—I was related to one of the victims of the Axeman. Sarah Laumann had been my maternal great-grandmother and from what I could glean, she was also one of few survivors of the Axeman’s attacks.  
 
    There was the connection Christopher had told me to find. But there was one piece to this puzzle that still didn’t make any sense to me—how Sarah Laumann, my great-grandmother and a victim of the Axeman, had ended up purchasing Drake’s home. Figuring the Internet would lead me to my answer, I opened yet another new Firefox tab and entered my address as a search parameter.  
 
    The first responses were mainly real estate related sites offering house values and the like. Once I noticed a link purporting to be a listing of public property records, I clicked on it. The first line item referenced my taking over ownership of the house but previous to that, it appeared the house had only changed hands once before—in 1969, when it appeared Myra took over ownership from Sarah. But prior to that, there wasn’t any other information. I figured it was because the information pre-dated the available public records. It was something that would probably require a trip to the courthouse.  
 
    Instead, I returned to Ancestry.com and continued researching Sarah Laumann, learning that she died in 1969 at the age of sixty-nine. When my head started to ache from information overload, I turned the computer off and decided to give myself and my research a rest for the time being. What I really needed to do now was establish the connection between Drake and Sarah and the easiest way to do that was to discuss the subject with Drake himself. But, of course, that would have to wait until later tonight when I went back to my house and went to sleep. Something that didn’t exactly fill me with the warm and fuzzies. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Drake!” I yelled his name as soon as I recognized my surroundings. I was in the dining room, only it was the way it had looked in 1919. I found myself alone and seated at the end of a long, rectangular wooden table. I immediately stood and started for the hallway, barely even registering the pain when I rammed my hip against one of the chair backs.  
 
    The hallway was empty. An errant breeze fluttered the white gauze curtain that hung alongside the window at the end of the hall, exposing the pristine gardens below. But I wasn’t interested in any bygone view. I needed to find Drake.  
 
    I sailed down the hallway, feeling as if I were flying rather than running. The impact of my footsteps on the hardwood floors was loud and echoed through the house, reminding me that I was the only one in it. The first doorway I reached was the kitchen. Peering in, I saw it was empty so I continued down the hall until I reached the next door. Pushing it open, I found a room full of floor-to-ceiling bookshelves, stocked neatly with leather bound volumes of what I assumed were the classics. In modern times, this was my laundry room. Somehow, I preferred it as a library. 
 
    A lone ladder was attached to the bookshelf and stood at the far corner of the room. There was a fire blazing in the hearth, the smell of wood smoke and warm leather somehow comforting.  
 
    “Bonjour, ma minette,” Drake said from where he reclined on a brown leather settee in the middle of the room. His voice sounded as stricken and exhausted as he looked. His head was propped up on a pillow and a dark-brown blanket covered the lower half of his legs, which were motionless. Blue plaid pajama pants peeked out from underneath a blanket that matched the navy blue of his loose-fitting robe. It did little to cover what I could see of a very well-defined chest, lightly peppered with dark-brown hair. When my wandering eyes returned to his face, I noticed he appeared to be suffering from the flu or something. But I was acutely aware that the reality was far worse than just a simple virus. As ridiculous as it sounded, his soul was in jeopardy, not his life. 
 
    “Drake,” I said, choking on his name as I approached him. I kneeled down so our faces were level. “What’s happening to you?” 
 
    He cleared his throat before taking a deep breath, which seemed to sap all his energy. “Je perds. I am losing,” he responded quickly, shaking his head as if he were angry over it.  
 
    Reaching for his hand, it felt ice cold when I touched it. I massaged his fingers and smiled at him, hoping I could invigorate him and breathe some warmth back into his bluish countenance. “I won’t let this thing beat you,” I said with steely resolve, feeling my words echoing through me. 
 
    Drake shook his head like he appreciated my enthusiasm but wasn’t buying it. Then he gave me a quick but pained smile before he eyed the ceiling and seemed to zone out. It was another few seconds before he spoke. “I still cannot see what this being, or thing, is,” he said slowly, but I could see the confusion in his eyes just as clearly as I heard it in his tone. “But it feels as if it grows stronger with each passing second, or minute.” He took another deep breath and fell silent for a few more seconds as if speaking took everything out of him. “And with each moment, I grow wearier, plus faible... weaker.” 
 
    He turned toward me and smiled sadly again, his eyes empty orbs and his skin sallow and lifeless. His ordinarily thick, full head of hair took on a grayish hue except where it was wet from the sweat that beaded along his hairline. He seemed weak, frail, and small—nothing like the handsome, charismatic, and robust man I recognized from my dreams. I felt like I wanted to cry but held my tears in check, knowing they wouldn’t do either of us any good. Drake needed my strength, not my sadness.  
 
    Even more alarming than Drake’s current condition was the time it had taken for him to get there. I just couldn’t understand how it happened so quickly! One night had passed since the last time I’d seen him, and even though he’d seemed tired, his condition in no way resembled the broken man lying before me now.  
 
    “Everything is going to be okay,” I said, even though we both remained unconvinced. It just seemed a stupid thing to even think when everything was so far from being okay. “I found someone to cleanse the house,” I added quickly, hoping to imply the situation wasn’t exactly as bad as it seemed. And while Christopher the warlock never exactly agreed to cleanse the house, and, actually, hadn’t agreed to do much of anything at all, I didn’t want Drake to know that. Besides, I had no one else but Christopher. He was my golden ticket, the only arrow in my quiver that could possibly defeat whatever this entity was. So, despite any reluctance on his part, Christopher would cleanse the house, as far as I was concerned.  
 
    “Le sorcier... the warlock,” Drake said, breathing out shallowly. He nodded, and his eyes revealed some recognition. “He visited me, but I was too weak to interact with him.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” I said, shaking my head. “Did you see him?” 
 
    Drake shook his head while recalling the event. “He existed merely as a strange voice, disembodied. Our connection was spotty at best so I couldn’t understand what he said or what his intentions were.” 
 
    “We asked him here to determine what the entity is,” I answered. “I think he can help us, Drake,” I finished with a heartfelt smile. I began stroking his hair and wiping the sweat from his forehead with the cuff of my shirt. “He’s not a voodoo priestess, but I bet he’s just as powerful. He’s a necromancer. He said I can help bring you back to health again.” 
 
    Drake didn’t say anything and his expression was unreadable. “Was he able to connect with the entity?” he asked, turning to face me with sudden interest. “Could he see it? Did he know what it was?” 
 
    I shook my head. “He said it was too dangerous for him to attempt reaching out to it. But he recognized its malevolence immediately.” 
 
    “Does he know why it’s here or what it wants?” he continued, his interest obviously piqued. 
 
    I cleared my throat because I knew Drake wouldn’t take my answer well. Even I still wasn’t taking it very well. “He says the entity wants me,” I finished, my voice dropping lower with resignation. 
 
    Drake nodded as if he weren’t surprised, which worried me. Frowning, he settled his lifeless gaze on me. “I figured that part out too late, I’m afraid.” He shook his head and bit his lip. I could see his frustration and it was a difficult thing to watch. “I tried to protect you, ma minette, but I am afraid I’ve failed you.”  
 
    “You haven’t failed me,” I said with watery eyes as I remembered him battling the entity when it was choking the life out of me. “You’ve kept me safe this whole time. If it weren’t for you, I wouldn’t even be here right now.” 
 
    He gripped my hand and stared at me, a sudden urgency in his expression. Maybe it was with the realization that he couldn’t keep me safe any longer, not when his vitality was fading so rapidly. “Il faut que vous quittiez cette maison! You need to leave this house,” he said, his eyes boring into mine. “Get as far away as you can.” 
 
    I shook my head, remembering how Christopher said that it wouldn’t do any good. For whatever reason, this entity had its sights on me and I doubted it would care what zip code I lived in. And seeing how quickly it had drained Drake’s power and vivacity convinced me it could locate me wherever I tried to hide. I had a feeling the fact that Sarah Laumann was my great-grandmother had something to do with it. 
 
    I smiled down at my friend and continued running my fingers through his hair, trying to console him. “I need you to hold on for me, Drake,” I said softly. Bringing my mouth to his forehead, I kissed him gently. I pulled away and saw his unbridled affection for me reflected in the chocolate of his irises. “I need you to resist it just for a little while longer,” I finished. But I already knew that waiting to see Christopher wasn’t an option. Drake was too far gone already. Time was of the essence and I had to act now.  
 
    He simply nodded and smiled up at me as I wondered how much longer he could hold this thing off. “Ma minette, ma belle, my beautiful,” he whispered. 
 
    But before I left Drake to visit Christopher, I needed some information. “Before I leave, Drake, I need to know if you were ever in contact with Sarah Laumann.” 
 
    He closed his eyes and took a deep breath before nodding. “Oui. She was one of his victims,” he said in a far-off voice. 
 
    “Yes, how did you know her?” 
 
    “I was working on her case,” he answered immediately before taking another deep breath and finally opening his eyes. “She was so young. When I visited her at Charity Hospital to question her as to what had happened, she was so frightened she was barely able to speak. Her head was bandaged but the bandages did nothing to detract from the beauty of her face.” 
 
    I swallowed hard as I started to guess where this conversation was headed. “Were you and my great, er, Sarah, involved?” 
 
    He sighed and then nodded, glancing up at me briefly. “Pour un temps. For a time.” He cleared his throat and I could see the exhaustion beginning to build in his eyes. It was time for me to go. 
 
    “I need you to wake me up now, Drake,” I said in a soft voice. “Wake me up.” 
 
    I came to almost immediately. Sitting up with a start, I glanced around and found I was back in my bed, in my guest bedroom, in my house. I wiped my eyes as I pushed the duvet off, and immediately turned to the task of getting dressed. I was more than sure that Christopher wouldn’t appreciate a phone call at midnight, but this was an emergency. I’d never seen Drake so infirm, so vacant and sickly. It scared the hell out of me. 
 
    Pulling on my bra and panties, I slid the pair of jeans I’d worn earlier in the evening on and wiggled into a white sweatshirt. Then I fished out two balled up socks that had never made it to the hamper and hoped they didn’t smell too bad. Throwing on my sneakers, I picked up Christopher’s business card from my side table and dialed his number.  
 
    “Warlock-for-hire, Christopher Raven Adams here,” he answered on the second ring in a blasé tone. He didn’t sound like he’d been sleeping. 
 
    “Hi Christopher, this is Peyton from Prytania Street.” 
 
    “Mmm-hmm.” 
 
    “Um, I’m sorry I’m calling you so late.” 
 
    “It’s okay. I don’t sleep. What do you need?” 
 
    I took a deep breath and heaved out a sigh. “I just made contact with Drake and, uh, he’s really not doing well. I don’t think he’ll last much longer.” 
 
    He grumbled something unintelligible, and groaned before becoming quiet for another few seconds. “Very well, I shall arrive within the hour.” 
 
    He was off the phone before I could thank him. Hanging up my phone, my thoughts switched to Ryan. Yes, I did consider calling him to let him know what I was up to. Ultimately, however, I decided against it. First of all, I’d had a hell of a time convincing him to let me continue sleeping in my house, after everything that had gone down. But I was determined to make contact with Drake if only to check in on him. And my chances of reaching him were better when I was in our house.  
 
    Second, it wasn’t Ryan’s problem; it was mine. I didn’t want to ask for Ryan’s help again and possibly put him in any more danger. That was a thought I wanted nothing to do with.  
 
    I started to pace my room back and forth, thinking of Drake. I refused to sit still, not while I was worried to death that Drake might not last however long it took Christopher to arrive. Within the hour? An hour was a long time to wait! Could Drake last another hour? 
 
    I walked out of my room and started for the hallway. I intended to plug in all the overhead shop lights and brighten the place up. After completing that task, I kept busy by inspecting each of the downstairs rooms to see how much progress Ryan’s men had made. That took all of ten minutes and I was left twiddling my thumbs again. But I was spared from inventing another mindless task to keep my thoughts off the slow, molasses dripping of time when I heard a steady stream of water coming from the guest bathroom.  
 
    Narrowing my eyes, I tried to remember if I’d turned off the faucet, and eerily recalled that I’d never even turned it on. Gulping down my surging fear, I prodded myself forward to investigate. I didn’t racing to do it, by any stretch of the imagination, but tiptoed toward the bedroom, where the sound of water became more audible. Now closer, it didn’t sound as though it was coming from the sink faucet, but more like someone had turned the bath on.  
 
    Reaching my bedroom, the bathroom door was shut and I definitely remembered leaving it open. A steady flow of steam emerged from beneath the door, illuminated by the bathroom light.  
 
    My heart climbed into my throat as I approached the door. When I reached for the doorknob, I feared I might just seize up and suffer a stroke right there. But I didn’t. Grasping the knob in my palm, I turned it and felt like I was in slow motion. I pulled the door toward me and became momentarily blinded by the overhead light, which seemed much brighter when combined with the enormous amount of condensation in the room. The steam hit me full force in the face like a slap and I blinked against it. It was just like walking into a sauna.  
 
    Incredibly, the air was so thick, I couldn’t even see through it. Taking a few small steps forward, I shielded my face with my arm so the scalding mist wouldn’t scorch my eyes. They were already tearing up and I had difficulty breathing the inexplicably searing air. I tried to fan the steam, but it was like dense, white smoke, and so cloudy and heavy, it was opaque.  
 
    Following the sound of rushing water, I stumbled through the haze until I inadvertently kicked the bathtub with my toes. I slid the glass door to one side and reached into the bathtub, gripping the hot water knob and turning it off. Standing up again, I turned back around and noticed the steam was dissipating so quickly, it was almost as if an invisible vacuum were sucking it up from the middle of the room.  
 
    When I looked up, I was standing in front of the mirror above the sink. The steam seemed to cling to the mirror, keeping the whole thing cloudy. As I watched the vapor slowly dissipate, I could see it was leaving something behind on the mirror—words.  
 
    Taking a few steps closer, my eyes went wide and my fight or flight reflex was on high alert. Somehow, I couldn’t retreat, not until I read what the mirror said. The steam continued to dissipate, revealing paragraphs of text. The font was so small, I had to take a few steps closer in order to read it. 
 
    Hell, April 15, 2014 
 
    Esteemed Mortal: 
 
    They have never caught me and they never will. They have never seen me, for I am invisible, even as the ether that surrounds your earth. I am not a human being, but a spirit and a fell demon from the hottest hell. I am what you Orleanians and your foolish police call the Axeman. 
 
    When I see fit, I shall come again and claim other victims. I alone know who they shall be. I shall leave no clue except my bloody axe, besmeared with the blood and brains of him whom I have sent below to keep me company. 
 
    If you wish you may tell the police not to rile me. Of course I am a reasonable spirit. I take no offense at the way they have conducted their investigation in the past. But tell them to beware. Let them not try to discover what I am, for it were better that they were never born than to incur the wrath of the Axeman.  
 
    Now, to be exact, at 12:15 (earthly time) on next Tuesday night, I am going to visit again.  
 
    The Axeman 
 
    It was the Axeman’s famous letter that first appeared in the New Orleans Times-Picayune newspaper in 1919. Only now it was on my bathroom mirror and it had today’s date. I heard myself screaming at the exact time that I twirled around on my toes, before running headlong into Christopher’s black cape.  
 
    “Yow!” he yelled. Spinning around to face me, his cape caught air, billowing over my head. I screamed again, thinking the Axeman was enveloping me in his darkness. Then I felt cold hands on my upper arms as the cape fell away and I looked up at an enraged Christopher.  
 
    “You nearly gave me a heart attack!” he screamed at me, his eyes popping out of his head.  
 
    But I was too breathless to think, and much too overwhelmed and terrified to make a sound. Instead, I shook my head as I turned around, pointing to the mirror. Christopher gave me a bizarre expression, which I didn’t understand, before entering the bathroom and approaching the mirror. He stood there for a few seconds while he read the Axeman’s message. 
 
    That was when I noticed his companion—a slightly overweight African American woman with a beautiful face, full lips, and wide brown eyes. She was maybe in her late forties or early fifties. She wore a red and purple head scarf thing that looked like a turban, based on the way she’d wrapped it on her head. Her blouse was red and white and matched the floor-length skirt that billowed out from her waist.  
 
    Her eyes were closed as she hummed something to herself. Then, she turned around and held her arms out before her as if she were blindly groping toward the door. Moments later, she opened her eyes and looked at me as she shook her head. 
 
    “This is not good, Christopher,” she said in a Southern accent. That really threw me because judging by her appearance, I figured she was Jamaican or Haitian.  
 
    Even though she spoke to Christopher, her eyes remained on me. I heard the sound of Christopher’s footsteps as he walked back into the bedroom.  
 
    “It’s far worse than not good, Lovie,” he answered with a deeply heartfelt sigh. He spun on his toes and stared at me. “It’s a demon,” he announced, as if I hadn’t already read the letter and figured that much out for myself.  
 
    “Did you notice the date?” I inquired, wondering if my heartbeat would regulate anytime soon. 
 
    “Today’s date,” he answered. Lovie started for the bathroom, her curiosity no doubt piqued by what we’d said about the letter.  
 
    I nodded. “It says he’s going to visit again next Tuesday night...” I started. Taking another deep breath, I began to feel dizzy. “Based on the fact that it’s dated with today’s date, do you think it’s safe to assume he means this coming Tuesday? April 22?” 
 
    “I believe in instances such as this one, it is always better to assume the worst and plan accordingly,” Christopher answered. I figured that was a yes. Christopher chewed his lip. “We must act quickly, then,” he concluded. 
 
    At that moment, Lovie returned from the bathroom and faced us both with a worried expression. “This demon is growin’ stronger,” she announced. “I can feel its energy pulsin’ throughout this house. I’m havin’ a difficult time keepin’ my psychic walls up.” 
 
    “If you need to take a break, Lovie, go outside,” Christopher answered in a matter-of-fact sort of way. 
 
    I faced him and from the corner of my eye, caught Lovie shaking her head. My heartbeat started to pound again. “Can you tell if Drake is still here?” I demanded. “Is he still with us?” 
 
    Christopher closed his eyes, and moments later they started to twitch like he was in REM sleep. When he reopened them, he eyed me and simply nodded. But his expression didn’t bring me any sort of comfort. “He is waning rapidly.” 
 
    “Then we have to get on with it!” I announced, throwing my hands in the air like we’d spent too much time gabbing when we should have been focusing on Drake. “Whatever we have to do to keep him safe, we need to do it now!” 
 
    Lovie glanced at Christopher with a dubious look on her face. “Have you explained to her,” she started, but Christopher’s crisp shake of his head interrupted her. 
 
    “I have not,” he answered as they both turned their eyes from each other to me. 
 
    “Explained what to me?” I demanded. 
 
    Christopher arched one eyebrow, which lent him a serious expression. “Explained what is involved to save your friend from this entity.” 
 
    “I don’t care!” I rebutted. “Whatever it’s going to take, we need to do it and we need to start now!” 
 
    Christopher cleared his throat as Lovie frowned. “In order to save him, you must make a very personal sacrifice,” he said. 
 
    I shook my head in wonder, because I had no clue what he was talking about. “A personal sacrifice? What does that mean? Like donate some blood?” For some reason, the image of a ritual involving a few drops of my blood was playing through my mind. 
 
    “Blood is not enough,” Christopher said between tight lips. “You must share your body with him.” 
 
    “Huh?” I managed, thinking this was sounding like we were delving into some weird ghost-sex area that I found not only uncomfortable, but also unfeasible, at least, as far as I knew. 
 
    “You must allow his spirit to possess you!” Lovie exclaimed impatiently. She sounded both frustrated and amused as she shook her head at Christopher. 
 
    “Possess me?” I repeated, thinking maybe I should have read the fine print before I signed myself up for saving Drake’s soul.  
 
    “It wouldn’t be like The Exorcist,” Christopher said. Waving a hand at me, he implied that I was overreacting. “You both would simply share the same body.”  
 
    “Share my body?” I repeated again, thinking the idea sounded completely unattractive. 
 
    “It’s not as bad as you’re thinking,” Christopher continued. “My domicile has been shared with many spirits over the years.” 
 
    I supposed “sharing a domicile” was the euphemism for demonic possession. Although it didn’t exactly surprise me to learn Christopher had been possessed; based on his career as a warlock, it sort of seemed par for the course. I also had to wonder if he was possessed now, because the way he dressed and spoke seemed anachronistic, to say the least. As far as my willingness to allow myself to be possessed, now that was an altogether different subject.  
 
    “Your soul would have priority over your body,” Lovie interjected. “It wouldn’t be as though the foreign spirit could control you.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, of course,” Christopher agreed. “All it really means for you is having an extra voice in your head.” I wasn’t exactly happy with the current voices I heard in my head. 
 
    “And you would also share his power,” Lovie added. “That could be of huge benefit when dealing with the spiritual world.” She started to nod as if she were in the midst of convincing herself. “The other thing to consider is that this spirit, Drake, has been protecting you from the malevolence of this house all along.” 
 
    Christopher nodded. “True, Lovie, true.” 
 
    “What’s the importance of that?” I asked, shrugging. 
 
    “His power must be strong, considering how long he fended off the entity’s advances. If you allow him to join you, he can continue protecting you, only now he’ll pull more strength from your life energy, which will make his own power that much stronger,” Lovie answered. 
 
    Hmm, I couldn’t say it sounded too bad especially when I remembered when the entity had attacked me. If not for Drake, I probably would have become a member of the spirit world myself. So there were some pros to this possession thing buried in the cons. “The entity already attacked me but Drake was able to fend it off,” I said before taking a deep breath. 
 
    “It has already gone after you?” Lovie repeated, eyeing me spearingly. 
 
    I simply nodded as she turned her attention to Christopher and both her eyebrows shot toward the ceiling. Christopher returned her knowing expression before resting his eyes on mine. He then closed his eyes and reached out to me, touching my arm. He was quiet for about seven seconds as he nodded and his eyelids started twitching in that way that reminded me of REM sleep. When he opened his eyes, his mouth was caught in a straight, white line. “Were it not for Drake, you would not be standing here now,” he said with absolution in his tone. Then he turned toward Lovie. “This possession needs to take place for her own protection. The entity is increasingly gaining strength and dominion over her and this house. If we do not buttress her defensive aura with Drake’s strength, this malevolence will most definitely be able to claim her.” 
 
    Lovie just nodded before they both faced me. “Is possession the only way to ensure that Drake doesn’t get killed, for lack of a better word, by this demon?” I asked, setting my own needs aside for the moment. 
 
    Both of them nodded. I felt a little sick as I quickly weighed my options. Drake was losing his battle with the demon. Even worse, if it did eliminate him, it would come after me. And apparently according to Christopher, the only thing standing between this demon and me at the moment was Drake. If his power could be enhanced by my life energy and he could better protect me, then why wouldn’t I agree to it? And, really, how bad could possession be?  
 
    Famous last words. 
 
    I took a deep breath and then exhaled it. “Okay, what do we need to do?” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Christopher inhaled deeply and then exhaled before he faced Lovie, his expression hard. “Are you prepared for this, Lovie? I, for one, certainly did not prepare myself for a possession when I received her phone call.” He glanced back at me with a raised brow like it was my fault I hadn’t warned him that he should prepare for possessing me with Drake’s soul. Then he returned his attention to Lovie. 
 
    She quietly nodded. “I attempt to prepare myself for all varieties of unexpected situations.” 
 
    “Do we have everything we require?” Christopher continued as he tapped his fingers against his other arm and glanced around himself as if expecting to find a list of useful items for possession on the walls of the guest bedroom.  
 
    Lovie nodded again. “I believe so.” 
 
    Christopher chewed his lower lip. “Did you bring Raven or Claude?” he asked, before cracking his knuckles. “I really hope you brought Raven.” 
 
    Lovie beamed up at him, apparently pleased that he would be pleased by her information, and nodded. “I got this feeling before we left that Raven would be our better choice.” 
 
    “Very good, Lovie, very good,” Christopher responded with a genuine smile. 
 
    “Raven?” I asked, glancing between the two of them. “Who is Raven?” I couldn’t say I was exactly thrilled by the idea that there might be one other witch, warlock, fairy, vampire, or werewolf to witness this possession. 
 
    Christopher faced me with the expression of someone who’d just remembered I was still in the room. “Raven is a human skull,” he answered matter-of-factly as my mouth dropped open in accordance. “Raven is the better skull to have brought with us for the purposes of your situation because her lower jaw is still intact as well as all her teeth which means she is truly a necromantic skull and will be able to converse with us and your spirit far better than Claude could, owing to the fact that he’s missing his jaw.” 
 
    I reminded myself not to ask any more questions because I was pretty sure I wasn’t going to be prepared for Christopher’s responses. I was spared the need to say much more as Christopher immediately started for the hallway. Lovie was right behind him. He glanced back at me and called out over his shoulder, “We shall return momentarily after we retrieve our things.”  
 
    “Okay,” I responded as I wondered if I’d just gotten myself in over my head. Human skulls? Was it even legal to own a human skull and, furthermore, how in the hell had Christopher and Lovie procured one? I suddenly had an image of the two of them digging up graves and hoped that scenario was as far from the truth as possible. And, really, there was no way I was going to broach the topic with the reluctant warlock so I figured I’d never know.  
 
    Christopher and Lovie were gone for maybe ten minutes before I heard the sounds of their footsteps on the pathway up to the front door, which Christopher had left open. I met them in the foyer. “Do you need help carrying anything?” I offered. 
 
    Christopher immediately turned his nose up at me. “We can manage,” he answered succinctly before glancing around himself. “You must direct us to the space where you believe Drake’s energy is at its strongest.” 
 
    “The master bedroom,” I answered without pause. Then I led them both upstairs and pushed open the double doors, watching them place their numerous boxes and bags in the corner of the room. Christopher rummaged through one of them and produced an oatmeal-colored, waxy, oblong piece of something that resembled soap. He handed it to me.  
 
    “While we are setting up, you need to wash yourself with this. Wash every inch of your body as well as your hair. Allow yourself to air dry.” He bent down again and thrust his hand into what looked like a black velvet satchel, producing a white garment of some sort, which he then thrust in my direction. “When you have air-dried, put this on.” 
 
    I accepted the garment and nodded. “Why do I have to shower?” 
 
    “To ensure your body is clean before Drake takes possession of it. The soap is made with purifying and cleansing oils and the gown is made of pure cotton,” Christopher answered before turning his back on me, which I imagined signified that our conversation was over and I needed to go “purify” myself in the shower. I didn’t say anything more but started for the double doors and headed down the staircase, feeling only slightly nervous about showering in the guest bathroom where only moments earlier, I’d witnessed the Axeman’s message displayed across the mirror.  
 
    Hoping I was safer now that two witches were in my house, I decided to leave the bathroom door open as I turned the water on in my shower. Once it was warm, I hopped inside and was careful to lather myself with the cleansing soap from head to toe. Fortunately the soap had a nice scent to it—of rosemary or something similar. Wanting to be as clean as possible, I even repeated my ministrations a second time just to make sure I hadn’t missed any part of me that might taint Christopher’s ritual. Yep, Drake was going to have one hell of a clean host.  
 
    I turned the water off once I was happy with my cleanliness and then stepped onto the bath rug, remembering Christopher’s instructions to allow myself to air dry. I tried to ring the water out of my hair to aid in the drying process and then shook myself off like I was a wet dog. Even though I tried to keep myself from doing it, I glanced across at the mirror only to find it completely clean. There were no ghostly words formed from the steam of the room and the only thing reflected back at me was my dripping self.  
 
    After another few minutes, during which time I squeegeed the water off my body with my hands and then rung out my hair once more, I figured I was as dry as I was going to get. I plopped the nightgown over my head and pulled it down over my body, the hem just dusting the floor. If not for my bobbed hair, I would’ve looked like something from Little House on the Prairie. 
 
    Starting for the door, I made my way down the hallway and up the stairs, taking a deep breath before I walked through the double doors of my master bedroom. As soon as I did, I immediately noticed a card table in the center of the room with a white sheet covering it. On top of the table were various white bowls of God only knew what as well as a black and white candle, an incense burner, a bell, what looked like a dagger, and something else that looked like a small cauldron. My breath caught in my throat as soon as my gaze settled on the human skull sitting on the table. I couldn’t seem to pull my attention from the cavernous holes where its eyes had once been or the long and square teeth that decorated its jaw, making it look as if it were smiling at me. 
 
    “Lovie, are you ready?” Christopher asked. I then noticed Lovie was sitting to the right of the table, her attention on me. 
 
    She simply nodded and held out both of her hands to me. I placed my hands in hers and allowed her to pull me closer to her. She stood up and smiled at me warmly, but even so, my body was a nervous, fidgety mess. I was scared. There was no use in trying to deny it because my hands were shaking.  
 
    “We must first contact Drake so we can walk him through the ritual. We must have his permission before we can begin the possession.” 
 
    I simply nodded and wondered how in the world we were going to reach Drake. Up until now I’d only been able to converse with him in my dreams. But I had a feeling that was about to change.  
 
    “You and I are going to contact him together,” Lovie continued. “Ordinarily I would contact him myself but because you two have such a strong connection already, I believe we will have more luck doing so together.” 
 
    That made sense. “Okay.” 
 
    She led me to the chair that she’d previously occupied and pushed lightly on my shoulders to suggest that I should sit down. I did as I was instructed and folded my hands in my lap as I faced her for further directions.  
 
    “You need to be in a receptive state,” she started, her voice lullaby soft. “In order to do that, I want you to close your eyes.” I did as I was told. “Very good. Now Peyton, I want you to breathe slowly and deeply. Breathe in for a count of five and breathe out for a count of five. Imagine taking in the air that is full of Drake’s spirit as you expel your spirit, which he then breathes in. You are uniting yourself with the air, becoming one with the air, such that Drake can inhale and exhale your life force and become one with you.”  
 
    I didn’t point out the fact that as a spirit, I didn’t think Drake could breathe. I figured it was a moot point. Instead, I did as she instructed and started to feel light-headed. The more I breathed in and out, the more light-headed I became until I felt almost delirious.  
 
    “Your fingers and toes, your arms and legs, will begin to tingle as you open yourself to the spirit world. Do not be afraid if you begin to feel numb and dizzy. Trust in your safety here. Continue to breathe even more slowly, more deeply as you fall into the spirit trance. I want you to now count backward from ten to one. When you reach one, I want you to tell yourself you are now ready to accept Drake’s spirit, that he will flow through you,” Lovie continued in her singsong voice. 
 
    I nodded and started counting backward, my entire body feeling incredibly heavy and then the pins and needles started in my appendages, the feeling working its way inward, up my arms and legs until it reached my core. The numbness set in by the time I reached number five and when I got to number one, I said to myself that I was ready to accept Drake.  
 
    “Are you prepared to receive him?” Lovie asked. 
 
    I simply nodded and heard the tinny sound of a bell ringing. “We have created a sacred space,” Lovie said in her strong yet beautiful voice. “Drake Montague, we are ready to make contact with you.” She touched my hand then. “Peyton, you can open your eyes.” 
 
    It felt like it took me seconds to open them but when I did, I watched Lovie reach for and light first the black candle and then the white one. She then placed each of them back on the table and closed her eyes as she said, “This black candle draws the spirit of Drake Montague that he may converse with us while the white candle shall allow him to feast upon the energy created here.” 
 
    She then reached for a piece of paper and scribbled Drake’s name on it, placing it on what appeared to be a large pentacle that had been painted in black on the white sheet atop the table.  
 
    “As I have written Drake’s name, I summon his spirit here!” She then reached for a bottle of oil and unstopping it, anointed her wrists, the area above her heart, her throat, her forehead, and the crown of her head before turning to me and repeating the process on me. “I consecrate myself and this woman, Peyton Clark, and ask that Drake Montague come forth and receive us both!” 
 
    She then reached for a small sack and, unwinding the ties from it, bent over and sprinkled what appeared to be white powder on the floor around each of us and the table in a counterclockwise circle. When she was finished, she stood up and, with her face to the ceiling, announced, “This powder shall protect us from all evil and harmful energy. Let no spirit enter here who wishes to do us harm. We seek only the spirit of Drake Montague.” She glanced back at Christopher who stood in the corner of the room, watching us. “Do you have your protective defenses up, Christopher?” she asked. 
 
    He simply nodded so she turned to face me again. This time she reached for the dagger and, holding it with her right hand with the blade down, reached for my right hand. She wrapped my hand around the handle of the blade. “Trace a circle around yourself,” she instructed. As I did, she said, “By the bronze of this dagger, Peyton casts this circle to defend her from any evil intentions. Let only the spirit of Drake Montague come forth!” She then took the dagger from me and drew a circle around herself, repeating the same mantra. Lighting a stick of incense that smelled pretty musty, we both watched the stick burn, the remnants twirling into a spent cocoon that dropped onto the holder. Once the incense had burned about halfway, she sprinkled the burnt remains onto what looked like a hunk of charcoal sitting on the tabletop. She then raised the charcoal brick directly in front of her, then to her right, then to her left before she turned around and held it up once more. Each time she switched directions, she said, “Let this sacred incense summon the spirit of Drake Montague. Come forth!” 
 
    Then, using her right hand, she picked up what looked like a branch of a tree and tapped the crown of the skull three times, saying, “We conjure the spirit of Drake Montague to come forth with this branch of the yew tree!” 
 
    She placed the yew branch onto the table and then picked up a glass of what looked like water, pouring it into the cauldron that was sitting on the table. She opened what looked like a jar of honey and plopped a wooden spoonful into the water, following suit with what looked like a small bowl full of olive oil, milk, and red wine. Then she sprinkled a handful of what I imagined was barley into the cauldron and said, “Let these offerings please the spirit of Drake Montague so he shall come forth!” 
 
    Then she reached for my index finger on my right hand and, at the same time, grasped a lancet from the tabletop. Before I could pull my hand away, she pricked the end of my finger. She reached behind her for the small, black cauldron and held it underneath my hand as she rotated my hand and squeezed out three drops of blood, which landed in the cauldron. What was strange was that my body was so numb, I didn’t even feel the prick of the lancet.  
 
    “I make this offering of Peyton’s blood, that it may feed you, Drake. Come forth!” Lovie called out. 
 
    She then gripped my left hand and, overlaying it with hers, placed them both on the top of the skull as she closed her eyes. I followed suit and could only hear the sounds of her breathing deeply so I figured I should probably do the same. Almost immediately there was a vibration in the palm of my left hand, where it touched the top of the skull. The vibration climbed up my arm and seemed to reverberate through my entire body.  
 
    “The spirit current is flowing through us,” Lovie said, obviously explaining what the vibrations were. “Drake Montague, are you there?” she asked in a loud voice. 
 
    There was nothing but silence for a few seconds. 
 
    “Oui.” I heard his voice as clear as day inside my head and I nearly opened my eyes in response but then reminded myself to keep them closed.  
 
    “Is that his voice?” Lovie whispered to me, which I guessed meant she must have somehow heard his voice inside her head as well. 
 
    “Yes it is,” I answered.  
 
    “I want you to introduce me to him and tell him not to be frightened. He will only be able to hear you,” she continued. “And you must converse with him in thought only. He will not be able to hear your voice.” 
 
    I simply nodded. “Drake,” I started. “It’s me, Peyton. Can you hear me?” 
 
    “Oui, I can, ma minette. Are you well? Is everything okay?” he answered immediately, his voice laced with worry. “I do not understand how we are conversing as I cannot see you. I can only hear your voice.” 
 
    “Yes, everything is okay,” I answered in thought. “I want you to know that I have two people here with me. Lovie is a witch and she is the one who is doing this ritual so you and I can speak. She isn’t going to hurt you.” 
 
    “Je comprends. I understand.” 
 
    I took a deep breath. “The other person is Christopher. He’s the warlock who came to visit you earlier, do you remember?” 
 
    “I recall,” Drake responded. His voice suddenly sounded tired, exhausted really, and I had to wonder if he was in even worse shape than he had been the last time I’d seen him. 
 
    “You must explain to him that we are going to attempt a possession uniting the two of you,” Lovie interrupted. “You must get him to agree to it before we can attempt it.” 
 
    I nodded. “Drake, we are going to do a ritual whereby you are going to... to possess me. It’s the only way to ensure this entity doesn’t defeat you and, at the same time, it’s also the only way to ensure that it doesn’t... hurt me.” 
 
    “Are you certain, ma minette?” he asked, his voice reflecting alarm. “Do you understand what this means for you?”  
 
    “I do,” I answered immediately. “It’s the only way to ensure both of us are safe, Drake. But before we move forward, I must have your permission.” 
 
    He was quiet for a few seconds. “Ma minette, if you are doing this to spare me, I do not give you my permission.”  
 
    “No, Drake, it isn’t just for you,” I answered immediately, knowing that if I tried to convince him to do it in order to save himself, he wouldn’t go for it. Nope, the only way Drake was going to agree was if I built up the case that my safety was on the line. “If the entity defeats you, I have no defenses against it.” 
 
    “If what you say is true and this will be of benefit to you, then I absolutely grant you my permission,” he answered automatically. 
 
    I opened my eyes and simply nodded at Lovie who offered me a relieved smile. “Tell him he needs to stay with us, that the rest of the ritual will not take long.” 
 
    I informed him of as much and then watched as Christopher pushed off from where he’d been leaning against the wall at the far side of the room. He stepped over the powder circle that surrounded us and then, taking up the bronze dagger, circled it around himself, repeating the same words about protection. He nodded to Lovie who then looked at me and smiled.  
 
    “I am going to retreat out of the circle now, Peyton,” she said and suddenly seemed incredibly tired. “Do not remove your hand from the skull or we will lose our connection to Drake.” 
 
    I simply nodded and watched her pull her hand away from mine as she picked up the branch of yew and circled herself with it in a clockwise direction. She said out loud, “I hereby relinquish myself from this sacred circle. Let no harmful entities or powers follow me.” 
 
    Then she placed the branch back on the table and stepped over the circle of powder, retreating to the far side of the room where she took a seat on a makeshift chair they must have brought with them. She reached inside a bag nearby and pulled out a bottle of water, which she downed in almost one gulp.  
 
    “Peyton, are you ready to move on?” Christopher asked, studying me intently from where he stood in front of me. “Do you feel strong enough to continue? Because the rest of this ritual will require your strength.” 
 
    I swallowed hard but then nodded, figuring there was no time like the present to get possessed. He didn’t say anything more but simply nodded and turned toward the table where he added a small palmful of salt to a bowl of water. He mixed it with the index finger of his right hand. Then he drew something in the air above the bowl of water and then drew what appeared to be a cross in the air. “I bless this water by the power of Michael the Archangel as well as that of my own that it shall purify this space and rid it of all malevolence.” He said the words with such authority that he almost seemed angry.  
 
    He then drew whatever image (which I was beginning to think might be a pentacle) in the air and repeated his comment over the incense and over both candles. Stepping out of the circle, he picked up a bowl of what looked like salt and walked to the far side of the room where he closed the double doors. Then he sprinkled the salt in all four corners of the room, repeating, “By the element of salt of the earth and my power as a warlock practitioner, I banish all evil and harm from this room! Let only the spirit of Drake Montague remain here with us! All others shall return whence they came!” 
 
    He then stepped back into the circle and held up the white candle, but not before first blowing out the black one and allowing the smoke to dissipate from the air. “By this sacred flame, the element of fire shall cleanse and purify this space of evilness.” He stepped out of the circle again and visited each corner of the room, raising the candle up to each corner and repeating the mantra to cleanse and purify the space.  
 
    Following suit with a new stick of incense, he did the same with a bowl of spring water. Apparently this possession ritual required calling on all the elements—fire (the candle), water (the spring water), air (the incense), and earth (the salt)—to cleanse and purify the room. When he returned to the circle, he picked up the bell and rang it four times, saying, “Let all things malevolent hear this bell and depart this space immediately! I banish all evil spirits from this place!” 
 
    Then he picked up the bronze dagger and the bowl of salt, stepping out of the circle. He approached the double doors and then each of the four windows in the room, drawing a cross with the dagger in the air just in front of them. Then he sprinkled a line of salt in front of the windows and followed suit in front of the doorway. “By this salt of the earth and the blade of bronze, I consecrate this threshold such that no malevolent spirits can pass by!” 
 
    When he returned to the circle, he placed the dagger and the bowl of salt on the table and then faced me. “Are you ready?” 
 
    I simply nodded and watched as he cleared his throat. “Begin your deep breathing in and out again. You must allow the spirit world into your lungs, into yourself. Imagine bringing Drake into your body, becoming one with him.” 
 
    I nodded again and started to breath in and then breathe out again for a count of five. I watched Christopher place his hand on top of mine, which still lay limply on the top of the skull. He closed his eyes and they immediately started to twitch as he began to chant something in his head, his lips moving with the words.  
 
    He opened his eyes and with his right hand still on the skull, he placed the palm of his left hand on my forehead. “Is Drake with us still?” he whispered to me. 
 
    Figuring that was my cue to try to make contact with Drake, I closed my eyes and thought to myself, “Drake, are you still here?” 
 
    “Oui.” 
 
    I opened my eyes and glanced up at Christopher, merely nodding. Christopher looked down at the table and, picking up the lancet, faced my hand where it lay on top of the skull. He then picked up each of my fingers and pierced the fleshy pad of each one, squeezing until a drop of blood appeared. Just as with the last time, I couldn’t feel anything. Then he pushed my fingers onto the threshold of the skull, smearing it with my blood. 
 
    He faced me. “Do you, Peyton Clark, agree to open yourself up to the spirit of Drake Montague so that he shall inhabit your body?” 
 
    I figured my answer was supposed to be a “yes” so I answered in accordance.  
 
    Christopher nodded and then faced the air again, holding up his arms as he continued speaking in a loud voice, “This woman has agreed to open herself up to the spirit of Drake Montague. As she has shed her blood, so shall she offer domicile to Drake’s spirit only. No other spirits are given permission to become one with her body. As administrator of this ritual, I call forth the spirit of Drake Montague into this sacred circle.” 
 
    I suddenly felt a whoosh of cold air against my face and the flame of the white candle began to flicker back and forth. I reminded myself to continue with my deep breathing even as my heartbeat began to escalate. 
 
    “Drake Montague, is that you?” Christopher called out as he glanced around himself. “If it is truly the spirit of Drake Montague, I beseech you to give us word.” 
 
    “Oui. I am here, ma minette,” I heard Drake’s voice in my head. 
 
    “He’s here,” I whispered, finding it difficult to speak when my heart was beating uncontrollably and I was starting to feel like I might pass out.  
 
    “Repeat after me,” Christopher started as he focused on me. “I, Peyton Clark, open myself to receiving the spirit of Drake Montague.” 
 
    I did as I was told and suddenly felt a wash of cold air all around my body, as if Drake had suddenly enveloped me in his cold embrace. My skin tingled all over my body as if I’d just escaped a freezing cold pool and now stood in a draft.  
 
    “Repeat after me,” Christopher instructed before taking a deep breath. “I, Peyton Clark, welcome the spirit of Drake Montague to enter me and become one with me, to make my body his body, to make my home, his home,” he finished and I repeated the words immediately after. 
 
    The light-headedness continued to plague me, and my breathing was now coming quickly, in short gasps, as my heartbeat continued to increase. I felt my eyes close of their own volition. 
 
    “You can still change your mind, ma minette,” I heard Drake’s voice in my head and, from the breathiness of his words, I had to imagine he was experiencing something similar to what I was.  
 
    “No, I’m not changing my mind,” I responded adamantly.  
 
    “Repeat after me: Enter me through the blood of my offering,” Christopher continued, eyeing me speculatively as if he wasn’t sure if I could handle whatever was happening to me. 
 
    “Enter me through the blood of my offering, Drake,” I said in my mind.  
 
    “Ma minette,” his voice sounded strained, but exhilarated. I could feel the numbness of my fingers slowly giving way to a tingling sensation. “I can taste your life!” I could hear the smile on his voice. 
 
    “Enter me through the blood of my offering, Drake,” I repeated.  
 
    I arched forward at the same time that I yelled out as feelings of an incredible wind beat through me. It was as if the wind blasted against my face and then traveled through my fingers into my being, spreading into all the corners of my body, bonding with me, filling me until I was brimming with something that was almost impossible to explain. It felt like energy suddenly buzzing through me only the feeling wasn’t at all uncomfortable, just new, different.  
 
    “Peyton!” I heard Christopher’s voice but was only barely aware of it. “Peyton!” he called out again and then smacked my cheek to get my attention. 
 
    I opened my eyes and thrust myself forward, panting as I tried to catch my breath. Once I could see clearly and once my heart stopped pounding, I sat up and took stock of my surroundings. Christopher was just staring at me while Lovie did the same from the far side of the room.  
 
    “Did it work?” Christopher finally whispered to me, his eyes wide. 
 
    “Ma minette,” Drake’s voice sounded in my head. “Being inside you is pure bliss.” 
 
    I glanced up at Christopher as I tried to will my pounding heart to regulate. I ran my hand across my perspiring forehead. “It worked.” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    I was suddenly bombarded with thoughts and images and memories that weren’t my own. I grasped my head and clamped my eyes shut tightly at the same time that Christopher reached down and gripped my shoulder. 
 
    “You must control the flow of his thoughts, Peyton,” he said in a firm voice. “You must be able to regulate his thoughts.” 
 
    I glanced up at Christopher and frowned, part of me thinking I was seeing him for the first time. I had a feeling that part of me was Drake. “How do I do that?” I demanded. 
 
    Lovie stood up and approached us, stepping over the powder circle as she reached for my hand. I glanced up into her kind face and took a deep breath. “Yours is the more powerful spirit as your body belongs to you,” she said tenderly. “If you want to silence him, to shut him out, you simply think those exact words. Whatever you want from him, envision it and so shall it be.” 
 
    I nodded and then took another deep breath, thinking to myself and apparently to Drake, “I need to shut you out for a moment, Drake, until I can gain control of myself again.”  
 
    As soon as I thought the words, the buzzing flow of energy seemed to die down within me and all the foreign images, thoughts, and memories that had been bombarding me simply stopped until I was left with only the quiet splendor of my own thoughts.  
 
    “Did that work?” Lovie asked. 
 
    I just nodded, feeling Christopher’s eyes on me. “Just remember that whatever you want or need from Drake, you just ask him for it,” he said. “It’s very important that you don’t allow his will to overtake yours. That’s when people lose their minds.” 
 
    “Nice of you to tell me this now,” I grumbled, feeling suddenly exhausted. 
 
    Lovie laughed and took both of my hands in hers, squeezing them gently as if to remind me that everything was going to be okay. “You need to sleep now, Peyton,” she said in her bell-like cadence. “Your body has been taxed which means you will need plenty to eat and drink. Even though you might not realize it, you’ve been through an enormous experience so it’s best to imagine your body is wounded and needs time and nourishment to rehabilitate itself.” 
 
    Christopher nodded as he retrieved one of his bags and started repacking the items on the table. “And Drake will push you to allow him to experience this new world he’s seeing for the first time in a long time. You must remember to go at your own pace. He’s tasting life again and will not want to pause in his quest for new experiences but you must keep in mind your own needs and do not allow him to push you.” 
 
    I just nodded and suddenly felt just as tired as Lovie warned me I would be. But before I took their advice and went in search of my bed, there was one question that still remained unanswered. “What about the entity?” I started, my voice coming out fatigued. “Is the entity still in my house?” 
 
    Lovie didn’t respond but glanced over at Christopher, who folded the tablecloth and put it away. Then he started folding the table’s legs into itself. He looked at me and his expression was one of distraction. “Yes, the entity is still here. We have not yet performed the exorcism.” 
 
    I swallowed hard. “But...” 
 
    “It will not be able to hurt you because your psychic defenses have been buttressed by Drake’s spirit,” Christopher continued as he carried the now folded card table to the wall on the opposite side of the room and began folding the chairs into themselves to make for easier carrying. 
 
    “Okay,” I started, not exactly thrilled with the fact that there was still a highly malevolent and powerful force in my house. “When can you perform the exorcism?” 
 
    Christopher sighed as if he was annoyed with me. “Both Lovie and I require at least a couple of days to rebuild our psychic defenses. Just as your body requires sleep and nutrition to heal its psychic wall, so will ours. If we attempted the exorcism now, the entity would be far too strong for us and the results could be disastrous.” 
 
    “So should I...” I started. 
 
    “We will contact you as soon as we feel we are ready to return,” Lovie said in a kind voice before Christopher could blast me with another of his less than friendly statements.  
 
    Christopher glanced at Lovie and motioned to the table he held under one arm and the two chairs he held under the other. “Are you able to get the rest, Lovie?” he asked as he motioned to the two bags and the box, which sat unattended in the corner of the room. 
 
    She simply nodded as Christopher started for the door but thinking better of it, paused and turned back to face me. “You’ll be getting our bill in the mail.” 
 
    Lovie offered me an apologetic smile as she followed Christopher out of the double doors and I turned to the subject of getting some sleep.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I think I managed to get about an hour of sleep... maybe. Even though I couldn’t hear Drake’s voice in my head, presumably because I’d forced it out, there was a general restlessness inside of me that hinted to the fact that he was excited and wanted to be out and about exploring.  
 
    After tossing and turning for the last however long, I finally gave up and sitting up in my bed, rubbed my eyes as I stifled a yawn, and glanced at the clock. It was eight in the morning, which meant that either I’d slept longer than I imagined or the possession ritual had taken a really long time to perform. 
 
    “Drake,” I thought. “Are you there?” 
 
    “Bien sûr, je suis là! Of course I’m here!” came the irritated response. “I’ve been here the entire time you’ve been asleep, waiting for you to wake up! I’ve been keeping myself company!” 
 
    I laughed, I couldn’t help it. He just sounded so irritated and somehow I found his irritation amusing. Feeling like I had to pee, I stood up and started for the bathroom when something occurred to me... since Drake was sharing my body that meant he would play witness to me peeing and, furthermore, eventually he’d also see me naked...  
 
    “Ah, oui,” he said, his voice taking on a pleased tone. “I had not considered that absolute benefit to our arrangement.” 
 
    “Ugh, I need to be better at hiding my thoughts from you!” I railed back at him as I pushed open the door to the bathroom and wondered if there was a way to keep him from seeing me during times I’d rather he not. Thinking it might work, I craned my neck upward so I could only see the ceiling as I pulled up the ridiculous nightgown Christopher had leant me and feeling for the toilet, blindly guided myself down.  
 
    “Do you really think this necessary?” Drake demanded in a put out tone. 
 
    “Yes! I need to maintain some shred of my own privacy!” I yelled back at him. 
 
    He chuckled. “Has it not crossed your mind, ma minette dearest, that I have already seen you in every state of your undress?” 
 
    Hmm, I’d forgotten about the fact that Drake had already witnessed all my embarrassing moments considering he was haunting my house and he was beyond nosy. I didn’t say anything but frowned as I exhaled and figured I might as well not encourage a neck cramp. After I finished my business, I flushed the toilet and walked to the sink where I glanced at myself in the mirror. I didn’t look any different, I thought to myself as I washed my hands and wondered how much my life would change now that I had Drake eavesdropping on it.  
 
    “Let’s practice something,” I thought. 
 
    “Practice what?” came his perturbed response. 
 
    “What can you see at the moment?” I continued as I stared into the mirror. 
 
    “I see your reflection, ma beauté. And while I must admit I am not in the least bit fond of that nightgown the warlock lent you, I am quite fond of the way in which your nipples protrude through the very thin fabric.” 
 
    “Really, Drake?” I ground out at him. But then I reminded myself that being upset with Drake for his constant suggestive remarks was like being upset with the wind for blowing. And, what was more, I had a theory to test. I focused on myself in the mirror again and then thought the words, “I’m shutting you out so you can’t see what I am seeing at the moment.”  
 
    “Pourquoi? Why would you do that?” he demanded. 
 
    I smiled broadly as I wondered if my words had the desired effect. “Can you still see me?” I asked. “And for that matter, can you hear me when I talk out loud like this?” 
 
    I could feel the fact that he was annoyed. “Bien sûr! Of course I can hear you! You do possess ears, you know? And as to whether or not I can see you, when you disallow me to share in your vision, what do you expect the outcome to be?” 
 
    So it had worked. Drake could only partake of my life and experiences when I willingly allowed him to. That was a huge relief in and of itself because it meant I could force him out whenever I wanted to. Both of us were spared from responding when a loud knock on the front door announced we had a visitor. Not knowing who would be visiting this early in the morning, I reached for my robe, which was hanging on a hook behind the bathroom door.  
 
    “Please enable me to see again,” Drake announced. “I am curious and slightly ill at ease that we have a visitor.” 
 
    “Okay, I give you permission to see what I see,” I announced out loud as I pulled on my robe and started for the front door. There was another knock on the door, which apparently meant I was taking too long to answer it. “Who is it?” I called out, my hand perched on the doorknob. 
 
    “It’s me,” Ryan called back. 
 
    Hearing his voice caused my entire stomach to sink in on itself, which alerted me to the fact that apparently I still wasn’t over the fact that he and I had a wonderful future ahead of us as friends... just friends. I pulled open the door and smiled at him as he gazed down at me and grinned in turn. 
 
    “Ah, le barbare. The barbarian,” Drake muttered in my head.  
 
    “I don’t want to hear about it!” I threw back at him. “He’s my friend and if you don’t like it, I’ll just put you on mute again!” 
 
    “I shall bite my tongue. No need to threaten me, ma minette.” 
 
    I didn’t respond but, instead, focused on Ryan who continued to stand in my doorway, looking decidedly nervous or uncomfortable about something. “Ryan, is everything okay?” I asked. 
 
    He nodded and then shook his head, running his hand through his hair as he looked past me and into my living room. “Are you busy, Pey?” he asked, finally returning his gaze to my face. “I, uh, I was hoping we could talk for a few minutes.” 
 
    Confused as to what he wanted to talk about but undeniably curious, I held the door open wider for him and silently thanked my lucky stars that it was a Sunday morning, which meant I had the house to myself rather than a house full of construction workers. “I don’t have any plans this morning so we can talk,” I responded. 
 
    He didn’t say anything but quickly walked inside as I closed the door behind him. When I turned to face him, he was already staring at me and his expression was one of befuddlement as he took in my robe and then my nightgown. “Where did you get that white thing?” he asked, pointing at it and obviously not appreciating it. 
 
    I was about to tell him that Christopher had given it to me but then realized that would mean I’d have to unleash the whole long story about Christopher and Lovie possessing me with Drake’s soul and I couldn’t say I was in the right frame of mind to explain the whole thing. Especially not when it was clearly obvious that Ryan’s visit had everything to do with getting something off his chest. “Oh, around,” I answered evasively before changing the subject. “So, what’s up? You seem like you’ve got the weight of the world on your shoulders.” 
 
    He chuckled as his eyebrows reached for the ceiling and then he sighed. He glanced around himself before returning his gaze to mine. “Is there somewhere we can sit?” 
 
    I smiled because he was more than aware that the only two rooms that were completed in the house were the guest bedroom and bathroom. I just nodded and took the lead down the hallway and into my makeshift bedroom where I took a seat on the bed and he sat just beside me, turning his enormous body so that he was facing me.  
 
    “Okay, so what’s on your mind? Spill the beans!” I said with a laugh as I wondered if this was the point at which he was going to try to talk his way out of finishing the rest of my house. He just had a worried expression that made me fear I wouldn’t like whatever was going to come out of his mouth. 
 
    “I, uh, I’ve been thinking,” he started and glanced down at his lap as he rubbed the back of his head and then brought his eyes back to mine.  
 
    “About?” I prodded, wondering why he was finding it so difficult to just come out with it. 
 
    “About us, Peyton,” he answered almost immediately. 
 
    I felt my stomach drop but then had to remind myself that we’d already had this conversation. “It’s okay, Ryan,” I said with a small smile. “I’m totally okay with us being friends.” 
 
    But he shook his head, which told me he wasn’t talking about the conversation we’d already had. I suddenly felt my stomach drop even further as I realized what this might mean. “Please tell me you still want to be friends?” I asked, hating the thought as it occurred to me. 
 
    “No, I don’t want to be friends,” he answered in a nearly harsh voice before he immediately shook his head. “That’s not what I meant...” Then his voice trailed off completely as he paid attention to his knee, which was bobbing up and down as if he were overloaded with nervous energy.  
 
    “Um, what did you mean?” I asked, afraid that he did mean exactly what he’d said but didn’t like the way it had sounded so abrasive and was now going to try to soften the blow. 
 
    He sighed and brought his attention back to my face. I suddenly wanted to cry. “Pey, I’ve been doing a lot of thinking since we last talked and I’ve realized that I’m making a mistake.” 
 
    Don’t cry, Pey! I told myself. Please don’t cry! 
 
    “If this barbarian causes you to cry, ma minette, he will answer to me!” Drake responded, reminding me that he was still in my body and my mind.  
 
    “Answer to you?” I demanded, thinking it sounded ridiculous. “Remember, you’re in my body, which means he’ll basically be answering to me!” 
 
    “Ah, très vrai. Very true,” Drake said in apparent realization and then disappeared back into the deep recesses of my mind.  
 
    “A mistake?” I repeated, placing my full attention back on the conversation as I inwardly sighed. 
 
    Ryan nodded and then offered me a genuine smile. “I have to get beyond this grief, Peyton,” he continued. “And I’ll be honest with you, meeting you scared the hell out of me.” 
 
    “But is that a good reason to end our friendship?” I asked, shaking my head against the tears that were already threatening to break their way through. 
 
    “I believe it is a good reason to end our friendship,” Ryan started before taking another deep breath. “Because I want to experience more with you.” 
 
    I felt my eyebrows scrunch up in the middle as he completely derailed my train of thought and I went careening into the side of a mountain. “Wha-what?” I asked, rather eloquently. 
 
    He chuckled and then took my hand in his as he leaned into me. “Peyton, I screwed up. I was afraid of the feelings you were making me feel because I haven’t felt them in such a long time and the idea of loving someone is frightening to me.” 
 
    “Loving someone?” I repeated, my voice sounding ridiculously high.  
 
    But he didn’t seem frightened by the word. “Yes,” he answered succinctly. “Pey, I want this to work out between us.” He waved at me and then himself. “I want us to work out because the idea of my life without you isn’t something I even want to contemplate. And the idea of another man sweeping you up makes me want to punch something.” 
 
    I laughed and almost couldn’t believe I was hearing Ryan say these words because they were so unexpected. I had to half wonder if I was still asleep and dreaming or maybe I’d really lost my mind and was hallucinating this whole thing.  
 
    “He makes me want to punch something,” Drake muttered.  
 
    “Oh, shut it!” I yelled back at him. He didn’t respond so I figured he’d taken my advice.  
 
    “Say something,” Ryan said as I realized that while I’d been having a spat with Drake, Ryan was sitting here waiting for me to come back to reality. “Please tell me I’m not too late with this or that you don’t feel the same way I do?” 
 
    I took a deep breath and wasn’t sure if I should just throw my arms around him and cry tears of happiness or jump up and sing “Hallelujah” at the top of my lungs. Fortunately I managed neither and instead, just smiled at him while I tried to keep my tears at bay. “When you came here, I thought you were going to tell me we couldn’t be friends anymore and the thought of that made my heart break in two.” 
 
    He nodded and dropped his attention to his hands where they fidgeted with my duvet cover. “So you do just want to stay friends, then?” he asked quietly. 
 
    “Let me finish,” I said and leaned forward while I shushed him with my index finger against his lips. “What I was going to say was that I can think of no better reason to change the scope of our friendship than by expanding it into a relationship.” I felt my lips split into a huge, beaming smile. “Ryan, I’ve cared about you from the moment you first showed up on my doorstep in the middle of that storm.” I took a deep breath and smiled again. “You had me at ‘is your roof leaking?’” 
 
    Ryan chuckled as I laughed and then he reached for me, pulling me into the cocoon of his embrace. I wrapped my arms around him and rested my head against his chest as I closed my eyes and listened to his heart beating. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d been this happy. 
 
    “Will you allow me to give you my opinion on this situation now?” Drake asked. 
 
    “No,” I responded immediately. “And don’t tempt me into tuning you out completely!” 
 
    “D’accord! Fine!”  
 
    “So there is one other thing I screwed up on,” Ryan interrupted in a deep, throaty voice. 
 
    I glanced up at him and frowned. “What did you screw up on?” 
 
    He tilted my chin and stared into my eyes as he smiled. “Our last kiss.” 
 
    I felt myself blushing all the way from my toes to my cheeks. “Yeah, you did sort of botch that one, didn’t you?” 
 
    He chuckled and then stood up to his full, impressive height as he stared at me with unmasked yearning in his eyes. “I’m about to make it up to you,” he practically whispered. 
 
    I nodded and swallowed hard. “I think I’m about to let you,” I whispered back.  
 
    Ryan chuckled, taking the few steps that separated us until he was only a couple of inches from me. He leaned into me, but when I thought he would kiss me, he nuzzled my ear and peppered kisses down the line of my neck instead. “Do you accept my apology for nearly botching everything?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I answered even though my eyes were closed and my breathing was growing heavier.  
 
    His lips found mine and he wrapped his arms around me.  
 
    “Arrêtez! Stop this! You have no idea how completely uncomfortable this is for me!” Drake suddenly sounded in my head and he sounded pissed. “I have never had a homosexual experience in my life and I did not plan on starting in my afterlife! Incroyable!” 
 
    Shock ricocheted through me as I realized I’d completely forgotten about Drake! “You’re tuned out!” I said immediately. “I don’t want you to see or hear any of this!” 
 
    I had to take a deep breath as I waited for Drake’s response but not getting one, I figured my forcing him out of my head had worked. Or I hoped so. 
 
    “Pey, is everything okay?” Ryan asked as he glanced down at me, a wide smile on his lips. “You seem preoccupied?” 
 
    I nodded immediately. “Yes, everything’s okay,” I breathed and then let out a little moan as he lifted me up, and holding me in front of him, gave me no choice but to straddle him. He carried me over a few steps to the edge of the bed where he carefully deposited me on my back. Lying beside me, only a few inches of air separated us. He raised himself up on his elbows and then paused for a moment, gazing down at me with what looked like admiration in his eyes. “Peyton, are we moving too fast?” 
 
    I immediately shook my head as my belly clinched with the realization that what we were doing was probably going to lead to sex. I mean, we were lying on my bed and the passion between us was so thick, Christopher could have cut it with his lancet. 
 
    “Are you going to be okay if we do this?” Ryan continued. 
 
    I immediately nodded but then I realized that maybe he wouldn’t be okay with it. I cleared my throat as I gazed up at him. “Are... are you going to be okay with it? I don’t want to rush you,” I started but he immediately shook his head. 
 
    “I’ve taken the last couple days to make peace with everything, Peyton. I’ve done nothing but think and think some more and I’ve reached the conclusion, logically and emotionally, that I want to move forward with you.” He ran his fingers through my hair and smiled down at me. “I want you more than I’ve wanted anything in a very long time.” 
 
    That was good enough for me. “Then take what you want,” I whispered in response.  
 
    Ryan gave me a smile that spoke volumes. Coupled with the burning passion in his eyes, I felt my breath catch in my throat. A flurry of butterflies quivered through me, fluttering on a breeze of elation. I just couldn’t believe that Ryan and I were finally getting down to it, that sex was in the cards at last. It felt like such a long time coming and I’d imagined the moment so many times that it hardly felt real. 
 
    I watched him lower his body on top of mine. He was tender and careful to distribute his weight so he wouldn’t crush me. He pushed his hips between my legs and the breath caught in my throat. He was so close to me! So close I could absolutely feel his excitement for me stirring against my inner thigh.  
 
    And his scent! All I wanted to do was close my eyes and inhale it—a mixture of soap, Tide detergent, spicy aftershave, and the natural aroma of his skin. 
 
    “I’ve never met anyone like you,” he whispered into my ear as he brought his mouth to my neck after peppering kisses along my collarbone. I didn’t say anything because I was too busy trying to mentally record in rapturous detail exactly what his kisses felt like. He kissed me down to the line of the top of my nightgown, and when I thought he might make a play for my breasts, he simply started up the line of my neck again, aiming toward my chin. Such a tease!  
 
    When he reached my face, he pulled away and smiled down at me. “You’re beautiful, Peyton.” He pushed a stray tendril of hair behind my ear and grinned broadly. “So beautiful.” 
 
    I couldn’t speak, and hoped the enormous grin that stretched my lips was response enough for him. His eyes crinkled at the corners and his smile broadened into a smile that was just as wide as mine. Before I knew it, his lips fastened on mine. They were so soft and moist. I wrapped my arms around his expansive chest, pulling him toward me as tightly as I could. I loved the feel of his large, warm body against mine.  
 
    I whimpered when his tongue pushed into my mouth. As soon as he heard my small cry, he responded by pushing his pelvis against me. His tongue eagerly sought mine and I ran my hands through his hair as our tongues mated. He pulled his pelvis away from me only to thrust it forward again. In glorious response, I moaned, and broke the seal of our tongues. I craned my neck backward and arched up toward him, closing my eyes as I focused entirely on the tingling between my thighs. It was beginning to burn, but felt delicious... not so much pain as it was an urge for satiation.  
 
    “Tell me what you want, Pey,” Ryan groaned as he pulled himself up onto his arms and continued to grind against me with his lower half.  
 
    “You,” I answered breathlessly, yanking him back toward me again. “Isn’t it obvious? I want you.” 
 
    “No,” he chuckled, shaking his head, obviously playing with me. It was like he’d become possessed by a demon whose sole purpose was to taunt me. 
 
    “Oh my God,” I grumbled. 
 
    He continued to chuckle, obviously enjoying my disquietude. “What do you want, Peyton? Tell me what you want.” 
 
    I pushed up onto my elbows and narrowed my eyes as I realized his game. A smirk formed on my lips when I spotted his erection, which was straining against his pants. In response, I spread my legs wider and arched up against him, moving up and down along the length of him. I watched him swallowing hard as he dropped his head back and closed his eyes. “Now you tell me, Ryan, what you want,” I demanded, smiling victoriously when he opened his eyes and focused on me. 
 
    He chuckled for only a moment before suddenly nodding. The expression on his face said he was meeting my bet and raising me. “I want nothing more,” he started as he pushed against me with a wicked smile, “than to be inside you.” 
 
    I gulped and said nothing at all because his words were turning my lower half into a swimming pool. I couldn’t remember the last time I wanted a man so badly, or the last time I’d been this turned on. After considering it, I realized I’d never been this turned on before. I wanted to feel Ryan pushing inside of me more than I’d ever wanted anything. “Kiss me,” I groaned as I gripped the back of his neck, pulling him against me. His kiss was much more urgent this time. Our tongues met instantly and we groped one another blindly. Ryan ran his hands through my hair as I pushed mine underneath his shirt and was thrilled when I felt his muscular abs. I worked my way up to his pecs, which were. . . rock hard.  
 
    “Take your shirt off,” I demanded. Ryan cocked an amused brow at me as he sat up and pulled his shirt over his head. I was immediately in awe. His chest looked like it could have been on the cover of Men’s Fitness magazine. “I must have been very good in a previous life,” I whispered, unable to pull my eyes from his magnificent body.  
 
    “Not as good as I was,” he mumbled and chuckled as his hands found the hem of my nightgown, which he started to pull over my head. I glanced down and as soon as the white cotton material met my eyes, memories of the possession ritual began to consume me. With the remembrances of Christopher and Lovie and the ritual itself, was the realization that Ryan had no idea that Drake was also playing tenant in my body.  
 
    You have to tell him! I yelled at myself. Before this goes any further, he needs to know that Drake is a part of you! 
 
    But I suddenly couldn’t bring myself to tell him. I wasn’t sure how he’d take it. I still wasn’t exactly sure how I was taking it.  
 
    I took a deep breath and pushed away from him, watching his eyes go wide. “I, uh, I think that maybe this is going a bit too fast for me,” I said the words even though my body fought them. The truth was that I wanted nothing more than to feel Ryan pushing inside of me but I also knew that wasn’t fair to him—not when he didn’t have all the pieces to the puzzle.  
 
    “Oh,” he said in absolute surprise before he pulled away from me and took a deep breath. “It’s okay, Pey, this does seem very fast and I, uh, I apologize. I just couldn’t keep myself from you once I made the decision that this, that you, were what I wanted.” He took another breath. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t be,” I replied immediately while wanting to smack myself across the face. “Let’s just slow things down for now, okay?” 
 
    He nodded and smiled down at me, reaching for me as he wrapped me in his arms. “Your wish is my command,” he said softly.  
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Two Days Later 
 
      
 
    It was rainy, cold, and windy when Christopher and Lovie returned to host the exorcism on my house. Even though it was the middle of the day, the skies were so gray, it looked like it was closer to dusk. Even though I’d debated the subject with myself repeatedly and even come to the decision that Ryan deserved to know, I still hadn’t told him about Drake’s new home. And I’d also decided that today wasn’t an ideal day to tell him. Instead, I pretended I wasn’t feeling well and asked him to cut his construction day short and, of course, he obliged.  
 
    But then came the difficult part of getting him to leave before Christopher and Lovie’s arrival. One thing I could say for Ryan was that he gave Florence Nightingale a run for her money when it came to tending to the infirm, or the pretending-to-be infirm. Once I made the case, though, that I wanted nothing more than to sleep for a few hours, he finally acquiesced. Well, with the agreement that I would call him as soon as I woke up. I could only hope that the exorcism wasn’t going to be a long-winded one. 
 
    “I do believe you will never inform le barbare about me,” Drake said in a pouty tone. It was the third or fourth time he’d brought the subject up in the course of two days. If I didn’t know better, I would’ve thought Drake imagined the conversation wouldn’t go over well...  
 
    “Don’t be silly,” I answered as I tried to multitask by checking the time on my phone for the umpteenth time. Christopher and Lovie were due to arrive in two minutes. “Of course I’m going to tell him!” 
 
    “Vraiment? Really? And when would that be?” Drake persisted. I could see him in my mind’s eye crossing his arms against his chest and tapping his foot impatiently. What was interesting was that whenever Drake and I had conversations in my head, I always envisioned him in the flesh. That is to say that he wasn’t just a random, floating voice. I wasn’t sure if the imagery of Drake was something my own mind created or a picture he was projecting.  
 
    “The next time I see him!” 
 
    “Humph!” He ground out, the image of him in my mind frowning. “Je le croirai quand je le verrai! I shall believe it when I see it! Quite like the fact that you still haven’t allowed me beyond the periphery of this house!” 
 
    Recently, our conversations either revolved around arguments about the “barbarian” or arguments about when I was planning on taking Drake on the grand adventure known as life beyond the confines of our home. For the last few days, though, I hadn’t wanted to venture anywhere because my body was achingly tired. That and I knew I’d need to be in the right frame of mind to explain things like cars, traffic lights, supermarkets, Starbucks... the list went on. So far, I just couldn’t find the energy so, instead, I’d basically hidden out in my house. 
 
    A determined knock sounded on the door. It was a knock that could only belong to Christopher because it was as adamant and curt as he was. Pulling open the door, the smile dissolved right off my face when I recognized Ryan standing between Christopher and Lovie. And he was frowning. “Can we come in?” Christopher asked impatiently when it appeared the cat had gotten my tongue. “We have to prepare.” 
 
    I just nodded and stepped aside as he and Lovie brushed by me. Ryan took a few steps toward me and then paused when he was in the threshold of the doorway. “So much for being sick,” he started. 
 
    “I, uh…” I started as I searched for an excuse. “I didn’t want to involve you in this, Ryan, because I figured it was my business.” 
 
    “Your business?” he repeated. “I thought we both agreed that we were a team now?” He shook his head and exhaled. “Not only that but I would have liked it if you’d talked to me first before going through with this exorcism.” Well, that answered the question as to whether or not Christopher had informed Ryan as to why he and Lovie were at my house. “This sort of stuff isn’t to be taken lightly,” Ryan finished as he exhaled heavily.  
 
    “There’s really nothing to be worried about,” I answered and brushed away his worry like it was a mosquito buzzing around my head. 
 
    “There’s everything to be worried about,” he rebuffed.  
 
    “Like what?” I asked, playing the role of devil’s advocate because the truth was that I was nervous about the exorcism too. 
 
    Ryan cocked his head to the side and frowned. “Sometimes these things don’t go as planned and if that’s the case, all hell could break loose.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at him and shook my head, trying my best to play the part of cool, calm, and collected. “All hell could break loose? Wait a second, I thought you were Mr. Rational, Mr. Scientific Method? Whatever happened to that?” 
 
    He cocked his head to the side and regarded me coolly. “I guess I’m a little less convinced about science in situations where you’re concerned.” 
 
    Not wanting to stand in the doorway any longer, I held the door open wider, hinting for Ryan to step inside, which he did. Then I closed it behind us and started down the hallway, being careful to sidestep Christopher, Lovie, and all their belongings they’d brought. I continued into the kitchen, wanting a little privacy. “So, do I take this to mean that you finally believe that a spirit is responsible for attacking me?” I asked. 
 
    Ryan took a deep breath and then simply nodded. “I believe you.” 
 
    “You must tell him about me!” Drake sounded inside my head. “Now is the perfect opportunity!”  
 
    I leaned against the kitchen wall, eyeing the myriad boxes filling up the majority of the room—they were my special order kitchen cabinets. Had I been in the right frame of mind, I might have been excited to see them. But as it was now, I was nothing but stressed out—nervous about the impending exorcism and apprehensive about telling Ryan about Drake. But I knew I had to tell him. Because now that Christopher and Lovie were here, the chances of them letting something slip were probably 99 percent. 
 
    “Um, Ryan,” I started, my heart already hammering in my chest. I was afraid for his reaction because my first thought was that he wouldn’t like the idea of another man interloping on our affairs and, furthermore, I hadn’t really negotiated a date or time when Drake would need to vacate my body. The other part that I knew would upset Ryan was that I hadn’t included him in this decision—I’d just made it for myself. And not only that, but I’d also taken my damn time about telling him.  
 
    “What, Pey?”  
 
    “Um, there was something that I wanted to talk to you about,” I said, my voice quaking as I searched inside myself for the right words. Somehow they failed me. 
 
    He nodded encouragingly. “What’s on your mind?” 
 
    I smiled as I tried to think of the best way forward. Was it enough just to come out with, Guess what? Drake’s soul is now in my body, which means he can see and hear everything I see and hear! And that’s why I haven’t had sex with you yet. But the good news is that I can tune him out... Somehow I didn’t think that was a good way to break the news. 
 
    “Cessez de tergiverser! Stop procrastinating!” Drake demanded again. 
 
    “If you don’t quit it, I’m going to permanently lock you out of my mind!” I railed back at him. “So unless you want to spend a hell of a lot of time in the darkness of my head, with no one to interact with, shut up!” I yelled back. 
 
    “Peyton, what’s up?” Ryan repeated, this time eyeing me pointedly. I wasn’t sure if it was obvious when I was having conversations with Drake or if Ryan was just intuitive, but he seemed to always take note whenever I was carrying on a conversation with Drake. 
 
    “We are ready to begin!” Christopher yelled from the hallway.  
 
    “Okay!” I called back as I breathed out a sigh as I realized my opportunity to tell Ryan about Drake was gone. “I guess we can talk about it later,” I said and heaved an inward sigh of disappointment as I started for the hallway again, Ryan right beside me. 
 
    “I will refrain from commenting,” Drake said, but his tone sounded stilted. 
 
    I didn’t respond because I was only too convinced the subject was going to come up while Christopher and Lovie were here doing the exorcism. But it was way too late to worry about that. If the subject came up, it came up. And it was probably going to, which meant that one way or another, Ryan was going to find out about Drake by the end of the evening. Or so I imagined. 
 
    “If I learned your secret from someone else, I would certainly be angry with you,” Drake announced.  
 
    “Well, now what choice do I have?” I barked back at him. “It’s not like I can control whatever comes out of Christopher’s or Lovie’s mouth!” 
 
    “Oui, but for your sake, just hope nothing does!”  
 
    “Lovie, let’s start in this room?” Christopher asked as he spun around to face her. He was wearing the same long black cape he had the first time I’d met him, which still gave him the look of some nefarious cartoon character. 
 
    “That’s fine,” Lovie answered.  
 
    “Peyton,” Christopher started as he turned to face me and I prayed he wouldn’t bring up the possession ritual. “Have you noticed any spiritual activity in the last few days that might hint to the entity still being here?” 
 
    I immediately shook my head. “It’s actually been very quiet. Nothing has happened at all.” And even though I was grateful that there hadn’t been any activity, I was also suspicious. 
 
    Christopher nodded. “Very good. We may very well have cleansed the majority of the presence during our last visit—” 
 
    “So anyway,” I interrupted him and grabbed Ryan’s hand as I started to walk from the room but then thought better of it. “Do you need us for this exorcism? Or should we just find something else to do?” 
 
    Christopher eyed me pointedly but didn’t say anything. Ryan, on the other hand, offered me a dubious expression and then freed his arm from my grasp, shaking his head. “I’d like to see what an exorcism entails,” he said to me before bringing his attention to Christopher. “If that’s okay with y’all?” 
 
    Christopher shrugged and looked nonplussed. I had to wonder if anything was ever “okay” with him. “You can watch as long as you do not get in the way.” 
 
    Then without saying anything more, he bent over and opened one of the black cases he’d brought with him, producing a red candle that bore the image of some religious saint. Next were two small white porcelain bowls, a brass incense censer that hung from a fairly long chain, a small steel sword, and the same bell Lovie had used last time in the possession ritual. Christopher set both bowls on the floor and then filled one with what looked like kosher salt and the other with a bottle of Arrowhead water. Then he closed his eyes and started doing that REM sleep thing before opening them again. He spilled a palmful of the salt into his hand and then dropped it into the bowl of water.  
 
    “So what does that do, Christopher?” Ryan asked as I inwardly winced, knowing Christopher wouldn’t react well to questions. 
 
    Christopher offered him a disgruntled expression and then sighed. “I’m blessing the water and the salt,” he answered succinctly before he started drawing in the air above the bowl of salt and water. “Now I’m drawing the pentagram. It’s important to start the drawing at the top point and then move to the left, ending at the top again.” Then he raised his fingers up in front of him and brought them down again in a straight line. “Next I make the sign of the cross.” Then he cleared his throat.  
 
    “I bless this salt by the power of Michael the Archangel and my own power that this salt rid this space of all malevolence and evil!” he said out loud and in a very strong voice. Then he drew a pentagram and the sign of the cross and said the same mantra over the bowl of water, the red candle, and the incense censer. I wasn’t sure but I thought I recognized the pattern from our last ritual. This wasn’t my first rodeo... or ritual, as the case may be. 
 
    “Are you ready, Lovie?” Christopher asked as he shifted his cloak dramatically over his shoulder and placed the steel sword in a little scabbard attached to his thigh. Then he started forward.  
 
    Lovie wasn’t really given the option to respond and instead, brought up the rear but not before taking the candle and the incense censer from him. She was already holding the bell.  
 
    “Do you want us to hold anything?” I offered but Lovie immediately shook her head although it was Christopher who answered. 
 
    “Don’t touch anything!” 
 
    It wouldn’t have surprised me to learn that Christopher didn’t have many friends. 
 
    Holding the two small bowls of water and salt, he approached the far side of the foyer and sprinkled salt in the corner. Then he turned to his right, sprinkled a handful of salt in that corner and then proceeded forward, toward the hallway, repeating, “By the element of Earth, this salt and the power of my will and Michael the Archangel’s, I banish all evil and malodorous spirits from this room!”  
 
    “I am quite fortunate to be taking refuge in you, ma minette,” Drake piped up with a laugh. “Otherwise I would wonder where I would be banished to!” 
 
    That was an interesting thought. If Drake had never taken possession of my body and did still exist within the walls of the house would this exorcism drive him from it? “It’s only evil and malodorous spirits and I wouldn’t say you’re either...”  
 
    “I believe the word he was looking for was malevolent or possibly malicious,” he responded with a laugh. “Malodorous implies that the spirits do not smell good!” 
 
    I hid my own laugh beneath an impromptu clearing of my throat and was relieved when no one noticed.  
 
    I watched Lovie hold up the incense censer and swing it into each of the corners of the room and repeat the same phrase, only substituting the element of air for the element of earth. Next she lit the red candle, which by now I assumed featured a picture of Michael the Archangel, seeing as how he seemed to feature pretty prominently in this ritual. She held the candle up to all four corners of the room and repeated the same mantra again, this time substituting in the element of fire.  
 
    Christopher followed suit with the bowl of water and repeated the same quote, this time referencing the element of water. Lovie rang the bell three times as Christopher announced, “Let all things evil and impure hear this ringing bell and depart from this space at once! At my command, I banish all evil from this place!” Lovie then walked over to him and released the sword from the scabbard on his thigh, offering it to him as she took the bowl of water and played a precarious game of balance. Given everything else in her possession, it was a wonder she didn’t drop anything. 
 
    I would have offered to help again but after Christopher’s last discouraging comment, I zipped my lips. 
 
    Christopher accepted the sword and, similar to the possession ritual, he approached the windows and the door leading from the foyer outside and drew the sign of the cross in the air before each one. As soon as he was finished making the sign of the cross, it felt as if the temperature in the room plummeted at least ten degrees—like someone had opened a window during a snow storm and let in the freezing cold air. I glanced around myself, at Christopher and then Lovie, looking for an indication that either of them had felt the change in the atmosphere but neither looked especially concerned.  
 
    I watched Lovie offer one of the bowls to Christopher, who reached inside it and produced a palmful of salt that he then sprinkled along the threshold in front of the windows and the doorway. He said, “By this salt and the power of my will, I consecrate this threshold that it shield against malevolence and evil and all creatures that would do us harm from now until forever!”  
 
    At that, the temperature in the room plummeted even more—so much so that I could see my breath as I exhaled. I glanced over at Ryan and noticed he was focused on his own breath which billowed out of him like a white cloud. “It’s freezing in here,” I whispered. 
 
    Ryan just nodded as his attention fell to Christopher and Lovie, who just continued busying themselves with the ritual, acting like they were used to subzero temperatures. When Ryan glanced back at me, he smiled consolingly. “They don’t appear to be concerned,” he started. 
 
    “So I guess we shouldn’t be either?” I interrupted. 
 
    He shrugged. “Guess not.” 
 
    We followed Christopher and Lovie as they walked single file into the next room, the incense wafting behind them and reminding me of some sort of holy procession. ’Course I really couldn’t say there was anything holy about Christopher.  
 
    The room into which they ventured happened to be a bathroom but apparently evil spirits were not immune to restrooms because Christopher and Lovie repeated the entire ritual all over again. Approximately five minutes later, they retreated from the bathroom and started down the hallway again. I could have sworn the feeling of freezing air followed us, it seemed like it was nipping at my heels as we walked. As soon as we paused, it surrounded me in its icy embrace.“Are they going to do this to every room?” Ryan whispered down at me, an expression of concern spreading across his handsome face. Apparently neither of us had been prepared for how lengthy this process was. Or maybe it was that neither of us were prepared for the bitter cold. 
 
    I glanced up at him with a consoling smile. “I think so.” 
 
    “We’ll be here all day!” he whispered back with a laugh as he gripped my side and pulled me into him, whispering into my ear, “Good thing I’ve got you to distract me.” 
 
    I playfully swatted him while I wondered if Drake would pipe up with one of his snide comments. I was surprised when he didn’t.  
 
    Meanwhile, Christopher and Lovie finished their ministrations in the next bedroom so Ryan and I followed them to the next room as Lovie continued to do her juggling act with the various artifacts involved in the exorcism. 
 
    “Well, I would consider yourself lucky that neither of them have yet mentioned the possession,” Drake said.  
 
    “I’m still going to tell him,” I responded resolutely. 
 
    “Je ne suis pas convaincu. I am not convinced.”   
 
    Why is it getting so cold in here? I asked him, deciding to change the subject. 
 
    I did not notice that it was, he responded, which I found odd since I figured he could experience the same outside influences that I could. But apparently such wasn’t the case because I was shivering; it was so cold in the room.  
 
    After what felt like an eternity, Christopher and Lovie had “cleansed” the entire upstairs as well as the majority of the downstairs with the exception of the kitchen but we were merely a salt bowl and a steel sword from completion. Once the salt had been spread and drawings of pentagrams and crosses had been drawn, Christopher turned to face us with a sigh. 
 
    Christopher took a deep breath and turned to face me, his expression unreadable. “No doubt you feel the presence?” he asked, first spearing me with his expression and then Ryan. At the mention of “the presence,” I felt my heart drop down to my feet as a sense of foreboding and fear began working its way up my spine. 
 
    “All I feel is the bitter cold,” I answered, my teeth chattering as I faced Lovie, who looked as if she were completely comfortable in her short sleeves. “Aren’t you freezing?” I asked, shaking my head in wonder at the realization that she didn’t appear to be. “Can’t you feel that?” 
 
    Lovie shook her head and offered me an expression of consolation. “We have trained ourselves to deflect the imprinting of the spirits. It is cold only if you allow yourself to be influenced. Otherwise, it is all in your head.” 
 
    As soon as she finished speaking and almost in response, there was a sudden howl of wind that started at one end of the hallway and blew through to the end, throwing itself against us, full force. I felt my hair blow out behind me and I had to right myself against the force of the blast so I wouldn’t get knocked over. I wasn’t sure if the sudden pounding in my ears was my own heartbeat or something else. 
 
    “What the hell?!” Ryan exclaimed at the same time that I heard myself scream as another gust of wind slammed against us. 
 
    “Quiet!” Christopher wailed out over the growing gust which continued to howl with an uncanny roar. “Do not grant it the strength of your beliefs!” 
 
    I figured that meant, if you don’t believe it, you won’t see it. Well, one if not all of us had to be believing in something because before I could so much as blink, it felt like the ground beneath me was giving way. I grabbed Ryan’s arm as I tried to right myself, but it felt as if the floor were shaking in a violent earthquake, the walls of the house looming impossibly low and close to me as the house attempted to ride the rumbling earth.  
 
    “Ryan!” I screamed as I felt myself start to fall towards the floor. I felt his big arms suddenly encircling me around the waist as he thrust us both up against the wall. I was so scared, I couldn’t even think, could barely even command myself to breathe. 
 
    “Do not grant it power over you!” Christopher’s voice suddenly rose up over the cacophony of the wind and the rumbling of the earth. “I consecrate this threshold that it shield against malevolence and evil and all creatures that would do us harm from now until forever!” he yelled out as he gripped Lovie’s hand and the two of them continued to throw salt and holy water into each corner of the room, doing their best to move forward on their unsteady legs. 
 
    When Christopher held his sword up to draw the image of the pentagram, it seemed as if the entire house were twisting and turning around him. I could hear the sounds of creaking floorboards, slamming doors and groaning as the house appeared to vacillate this way and that. The floor looked as if it were miles away as I glanced down at it , my vision suddenly going blurry only to become clear again. The walls seemed alive as they throbbed back and forth, as if response to my throbbing heartbeat.  
 
    Drake! I yelled in my thoughts. What’s happening? What’s going on? 
 
    I feel and see nothing, mon minet, he answered coolly. I do not understand of what you speak. 
 
    So somehow and for whatever reason, Drake couldn’t see or hear any of this? Maybe all of this really was just a hallucination then? Maybe it wasn’t real? The floor seemed to buckle beneath me as soon as the thought left my mind and I screamed out as Ryan wrapped his arms around me more tightly, pulling me toward him.  
 
    “Close your eyes, Pey,” he crooned into my ears. “Close your eyes and don’t let it scare you.” 
 
    I did as he instructed and felt the cold suddenly give way as the sounds of destruction settled into oblivion around me. I could still feel the floor moving beneath me though, as if it were floating on an upset river. 
 
    “Deny the hallucinations!” Christopher wailed. “Deny the artifice!”  
 
    “I consecrate this threshold that it shield against malevolence and evil and all creatures that would do us harm from now until forever!” Lovie called out, her voice loud and strong.  
 
    The earthquake rumblings suddenly ceased and the house was completely quiet, still. It was as if nothing had ever happened, as if there hadn’t been an arctic and vindictive wind blowing through the hallway at all. I opened my eyes and took a deep breath, turning my gaze to Christopher who wore the expression of someone nervous…worried. 
 
    “I consecrate this threshold,” Christopher started again, his voice barely a whisper. He lifted up the bowl of salt and flung it in each corner of the kitchen as he fought to catch his breath. “That it shield against malevolence and evil,” he continued. As he spoke each word and then flicked holy water in each corner of the room, the silence in the house was almost more difficult to deal with than the wind and the earthquake had been. “Against all creatures that would do us harm from now until forever,” he finished and drew the sign of the pentagram in the air, followed by the sign of the cross. 
 
    Then it was eerily quiet for three seconds. As I was about to breach the silence by asking whether or not the entity had been cleared, there was a horrible, high-pitched cracking sound like ice breaking.  
 
    “The windows,” Ryan said in awe as I glanced over at the row of kitchen windows and noticed each one of them had cracked down the middle. I looked back at him and realized his breath was coming out of his mouth in cloudy wisps. I shivered in spite of myself, my heart pounding through my body. I couldn’t remember ever having been so scared. 
 
    “Let all things evil and impure hear this ringing bell,” Lovie started as she then rang the bell that she’d been carrying in her hand. I couldn’t understand why I hadn’t heard the ringing of her bell in the gusts of wind that attacked us earlier, which just further spoke to the fact that it must have all been in my head.  
 
    “Depart from this space at once!” she finished, continuing to ring her bell. 
 
    “At my command,” Christopher said suddenly, holding his silver sword up above his head as he made the sign of the cross in the air. “I banish all evil from this place!” 
 
    The sudden sound of exploding glass blasted through the air as Ryan shielded my body with his and I heard myself scream. And then there was nothing but silence again. I opened my eyes and noticed there was glass all over the floor. Glancing up at Ryan, I found his attention on me. 
 
    “Are you okay?” he asked, his eyes wide with worry. 
 
    “I’m fine,” I answered in a mouse voice as I faced Christopher who stood up stock straight, his mouth held firmly in a tight, white line.  
 
     “It is complete,” he said simply.  
 
    “The windows,” I started as I glanced at each window in the kitchen and noticed the glass from each one had been completely blown out.  
 
    “We forced the entity from the house,” Christopher started in his usual tone of indifference. “It is only natural that it blew all the windows to escape.” 
 
     “Drake, are you able to detect any residual ghostly energy?” I asked, wondering if maybe he would be able to tell if the house really had been cleansed.  
 
    He definitely hadn’t been much of a help during the cleansing ritual itself so I assumed I was just being hopeful. 
 
    “I do not, ma minette,” he answered. “But, of course, that could be due to the fact that I now reside... inside you.”  
 
    It was becoming more and more obvious that Drake was thrilled to find as many different nuances as he could regarding the subject of him residing inside me. In fact, he never seemed to get tired of it. As for me, I was still so completely floored, scared and shocked by what we’d just undergone that I couldn’t think of much else.  
 
    “I will leave some of this kosher salt here,” Christopher continued while eyeing Ryan and then me. “You both should cleanse yourselves with a ritual bath of kosher salt or you can also use it in the shower. It will cleanse you of any residual spiritual dirt.” 
 
    “Are you able to tell if you forced the entity out?” I asked expectantly because I was still scared to death that they hadn’t.  
 
    Christopher eyed me with little interest. “I believe we forced the spirit out. Its energy is gone.” 
 
    “How sure are you?” Ryan asked, the look of shock resident in his eyes just as I was sure it was in mine. 
 
    “Sure,” Christopher answered with a drawn eyebrow. He started for the door but then eyed me over his shoulder. “I shall send you a bill,” he finished. “Of course I will have to amend my customary prices given what we experienced.” 
 
    I couldn’t say I was at all concerned with money at the moment. Instead, I found myself speechless and just watched Christopher as he stopped short in front of his two bags, which sat on the floor in the foyer. He bent down and loaded all the paraphernalia he and Lovie had used in the ritual into the receptacles and then, standing up, started for the front door Again. 
 
    “Thanks, Lovie,” I said in a soft tone. She turned around and nodded, offering us both a smile. 
 
    “You keep your eyes open for anything that feels wrong,” she said and then eyed me in particular. “If you even get a hint that this thing hasn’t cleared out, you’ll call us?” 
 
    “I will,” I answered with a nod as relief started to suffuse me once they were both standing at the mouth of the doorway.  
 
    Lovie smiled before she closed her eyes and held her hands out to her sides as if she were checking the air with her psychic abilities. She opened her eyes moments later. “The house feels clean to me,” she announced. “But one can never be too careful.” 
 
    Christopher opened the door as the wind picked up his cloak and blew it out behind him. He walked into the dark afternoon sky and unlocked an old black Lincoln Town Car, placing his two bags in the trunk. Then he approached the driver’s door and, opening it, took a seat and closed the door without even saying good-bye. Lovie offered us a quick wave before she disappeared into the passenger seat and the two of them drove off.  
 
    Ryan and I watched the car drive away from inside my house, neither of us saying anything. Finally I closed the front door as Ryan exhaled, throwing his arm around me. “Are you alright, Pey?” he asked. 
 
    I was beyond exhausted. It was as if the lack of sleep, the worry, and the anxiety that had been culminating for the last three days and now the intensity of this exorcism had finally come to a head. 
 
     “Incroyable!” Drake sounded inside my head so I immediately thought the words that would shut him out. I couldn’t deal with him at the moment.  
 
    “Peyton, I want you to promise me that you aren’t going to shut me out again,” Ryan said as we started for the guest bedroom where I wanted nothing more than to relax against his chest and feel his large, powerful arms around me. “If I hadn’t randomly shown up, you would have gone through all that yourself,” he said, eyeing me warily. The thought was enough for my heart to suddenly ride into my throat. 
 
    “I’m so glad you decided to come over when you did,’ I answered honestly. 
 
    He tipped my chin up and smiled down at me. “We’re supposed to be in this together from here on out, right?” 
 
    I nodded and then sighed. “I promise I won’t shut you out again.” 
 
    “Good,” he said and hugged me tightly as he kissed the top of my head. Even though I still hadn’t worked up the cojones to tell him I was possessed with Drake’s spirit, I made myself the promise that I would do so tomorrow. For now, I just wanted to enjoy the fact that for the first time since I’d taken residence in my house, it was spirit free. 
 
    Or so I hoped. 
 
      
 
    The End 
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    ONE 
 
      
 
    It’s not every day you see a ghost. 
 
    On this particular day, I’d been minding my own business, tidying up the shop for the night while listening to Girls Just Wanna Have Fun (guilty as charged). It was late—maybe 9:00 p.m. A light bulb had burnt out in my tarot reading room a few days ago, and I still hadn’t changed it. I have a tendency to overlook the menial details of life. Now, a small red bulb fought against the otherwise pitch darkness of the room, lending it a certain macabre feel. 
 
    In search of a replacement bulb, I attempted to sort through my “if it doesn’t have a home, put it in here” box when I heard the front door open. Odd—I could’ve sworn I’d locked it. 
 
    “We’re closed,” I yelled. 
 
    I didn’t hear the door closing, so I put Cyndi Lauper on mute and strolled out to inquire. The streetlamps reflected through the shop windows, the glare so intense, I had to remind myself they were just lights and not some alien spacecraft come to whisk me away. 
 
    The room was empty. 
 
    Considering the possibility that someone might be hiding, I swallowed the dread climbing up my throat. Glancing around, I searched for something to protect myself with in case said breaker-and-enterer decided to attack. My eyes rested on a solitary broom standing in the corner of the Spartan room. The broom was maybe two steps from me. That might not sound like much, but my fear had me by the ankles and wouldn’t let go. 
 
    Jolie, get the damned broom. 
 
    Thank God for that little internal voice of sensibility that always seems to visit at just the right time. 
 
    Freeing my feet from the fear tar, I grabbed the broom and neared my desk. It was a good place for someone to hide—well, really, the only place to hide. When it comes to furnishings, I’m a minimalist. 
 
    I jammed the broom under the desk and swept vigorously. 
 
    Nothing. The hairs on my neck stood to attention as a shiver of unease coursed through me. I couldn’t shake the feeling and after deciding no one was in the room, I persuaded myself it must’ve been kids. But kids or not, I would’ve heard the door close. 
 
    I didn’t discard the broom. 
 
    Like a breath from the arctic, a chill crept up the back of my neck. 
 
    I glanced up and there he was, floating a foot or so above me. Stunned, I took a step back, my heart beating like a frantic bird in a small cage. 
 
    “Holy crap.” 
 
    The ghost drifted toward me until he and I were eye level. My mind was such a muddle, I wasn’t sure if I wanted to run or bat at him with the broom. Fear cemented me in place, and I did neither, just stood gaping at him. 
 
    Thinking the Mexican standoff couldn’t last forever, I replayed every fact I’d ever learned about ghosts: they have unfinished business, they’re stuck on a different plane of existence, they’re here to tell us something, and most importantly, they’re just energy. 
 
    Energy couldn’t hurt me. 
 
    My heartbeat started regulating, and I returned my gaze to the ectoplasm before me. There was no emotion on his face; he just watched me as if waiting for me to come to my senses. 
 
    “Hello,” I said, thinking how stupid I sounded—treating him like every Tom, Dick, or Harry who ventured through my door. Then I felt stupid that I felt stupid—what was wrong with greeting a ghost? Even the dead deserve standard propriety. 
 
    He wavered a bit, as if someone had turned a blow dryer on him, but didn’t say anything. He was young, maybe in his twenties. His double-breasted suit looked like it was right out of The Untouchables, from the 1930s if I had to guess. 
 
    His hair was on the blond side, sort of an ash blond. It was hard to tell because he was standing, er floating, in front of a wooden door that showed through him. Wooden door or not, his face was broad and he had a crooked nose—maybe it’d been broken in a fight. He was a good-looking ghost as ghosts go. 
 
    “Can you speak?” I asked, still in disbelief that I was attempting to converse with the dead. Well, I’d never thought I could, and I guess the day had come to prove me wrong. Still he said nothing, so I decided to continue my line of questioning. 
 
    “Do you have a message from someone?” 
 
    He shook his head. “No.” 
 
    His voice sounded like someone talking underwater. 
 
    Hmm. Well, I imagined he wasn’t here to get his future told—seeing as how he didn’t have a future. Maybe he was passing through? Going toward the light? Come to haunt my shop? 
 
    “Are you on your way somewhere?” I had so many questions for this spirit but didn’t know where to start, so all the stupid ones came out first. 
 
    “I was sent here,” he managed, and in his ghostly way, I think he smiled. Yeah, not a bad looking ghost. 
 
    “Who sent you?” It seemed the logical thing to ask. 
 
    He said nothing and like that, vanished, leaving me to wonder if I’d had something bad to eat at lunch. 
 
    Indigestion can be a bitch. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “So no more encounters?” Christa, my best friend and only employee, asked while leaning against the desk in our front office. 
 
    I shook my head and pooled into a chair by the door. “Maybe if you hadn’t left early to go on your date, I wouldn’t have had a visit at all.” 
 
    “Well, one of us needs to be dating,” she said, knowing full well I hadn’t had any dates for the past six months. An image of my last date fell into my head like a bomb. Let’s just say I’d never try the Internet dating route again. It wasn’t that the guy had been bad looking—he’d looked like his photo, but what I hadn’t been betting on was that he’d get wasted and proceed to tell me how he was separated from his wife and had three kids. Not even divorced! Yeah, that hadn’t been on his match.com profile. 
 
    “Let’s not get into this again …” 
 
    “Jolie, you need to get out. You’re almost thirty …” 
 
    “Two years from it, thank you very much.” 
 
    “Whatever … you’re going to end up old and alone. You’re way too pretty, and you have such a great personality, you can’t end up like that. Don’t let one bad date ruin it.” Her voice reached a crescendo. Christa has a tendency towards the dramatic. 
 
    “I’ve had a string of bad dates, Chris.” I didn’t know what else to say—I was terminally single. It came down to the fact that I’d rather spend time with my cat or Christa rather than face another stream of losers. 
 
    As for being attractive, Christa insisted I was pretty, but I wasn’t convinced. It’s one thing when your best friend says you’re pretty, but it’s entirely different when a man says it. 
 
    And I couldn’t remember the last time a man had said it. 
 
    I caught my reflection in the glass of the desk and studied myself while Christa rambled on about all the reasons I should be dating. I supposed my face was pleasant enough—a pert nose, cornflower blue eyes and plump lips. A spattering of freckles across the bridge of my nose interrupts an otherwise pale landscape of skin, and my shoulder length blond hair always finds itself drawn into a ponytail. 
 
    Head-turning doubtful, girl-next-door probable. 
 
    As for Christa, she doesn’t look like me at all. For one thing, she’s pretty tall and leggy, about five-eight, and four inches taller than I am. She has dark hair the color of mahogany, green eyes, and pinkish cheeks. She’s classically pretty—like cameo pretty. She’s rail skinny and has no boobs. I have a tendency to gain weight if I eat too much, I have a definite butt, and the twins are pretty ample as well. Maybe that made me sound like I’m fat—I’m not fat, but I could stand to lose five pounds. 
 
    “Are you even listening to me?” Christa asked. 
 
    Shaking my head, I entered the reading room, thinking I’d left my glasses there. 
 
    I heard the door open. 
 
    “Well, hello to you,” Christa said in a high-pitched, sickening-sweet and non-Christa voice. 
 
    “Afternoon.” The deep timbre of his voice echoed through the room, my ears mistaking his baritone for music. 
 
    “I’m here for a reading, but I don’t have an appointment ...” 
 
    “Oh, that’s cool,” Christa interrupted and from the saccharin tone of her voice, it was pretty apparent this guy had to be eye candy. 
 
    Giving up on finding my reading glasses, I headed out in order to introduce myself to our stranger. Upon seeing him, I couldn’t contain the gasp that escaped my throat. It wasn’t his Greek God, Sean-Connery-would-be-envious good looks that grabbed me first or his considerable height. 
 
    It was his aura. 
 
    I’ve been able to see auras since before I can remember, but I’d never seen anything like his. It radiated out of him as if it had a life of its own and the color! Usually auras are pinkish or violet in healthy people, yellowish or orange in those unhealthy. His was the most vibrant blue I’ve ever seen—the color of the sky after a storm when the sun’s rays bask everything in glory. 
 
    It emanated out of him like electricity. 
 
    “Hi, I’m Jolie,” I said, remembering myself. 
 
    “How do you do?” And to make me drool even more than I already was, he had an accent, a British one. Ergh. 
 
    I glanced at Christa as I invited him into the reading room. Her mouth dropped open like a fish. 
 
    My sentiments exactly. 
 
    His navy blue sweater stretched to its capacity while attempting to span a pair of broad shoulders and a wide chest. The broad shoulders and spacious chest in question tapered to a trim waist and finished in a finale of long legs. The white shirt peeking from underneath his sweater contrasted against his tanned complexion and made me consider my own fair skin with dismay. 
 
    The stillness of the room did nothing to allay my nerves. I took a seat, shuffled the tarot cards, and handed him the deck. “Please choose five cards and lay them face up on the table.” 
 
    He took a seat across from me, stretching his legs and rested his hands on his thighs. I chanced a look at him and took in his chocolate hair and darker eyes. His face was angular, and his Roman nose lent him a certain Paul Newman-esque quality. The beginnings of shadow did nothing to hide the definite cleft in his strong chin. 
 
    He didn’t take the cards and instead, just smiled, revealing pearly whites and a set of grade A dimples. 
 
    “You did come for a reading?” I asked. 
 
    He nodded and covered my hand with his own. What felt like lightning ricocheted up my arm, and I swear my heart stopped for a second. The lone red bulb blinked a few times then continued to grow brighter until I thought it might explode. My gaze moved from his hand, up his arm and settled on his dark brown eyes. With the red light reflecting against him, he looked like the devil come to barter for my soul. 
 
    “I came for a reading, yes, but not with the cards. I’d like you to read … me.” His rumbling baritone was hypnotic, and I fought the need to pull my hand from his warm grip. 
 
    I set the stack of cards aside, focusing on him again. I was so nervous I doubted if any of my visions would come. They were about as reliable as the weather anchors you see on TV. 
 
    After several long uncomfortable moments, I gave up. “I can’t read you, I’m sorry,” I said, my voice breaking. I shifted the eucalyptus-scented incense I’d lit to the farthest corner of the table, and waved my hands in front of my face, dispersing the smoke that seemed intent on wafting directly into my eyes. It swirled and danced in the air, as if indifferent to the fact that I couldn’t help this stranger. 
 
    He removed his hand but stayed seated. I thought he’d leave, but he made no motion to do anything of the sort. 
 
    “Take your time.” 
 
    Take my time? I was a nervous wreck and had no visions whatsoever. I just wanted this handsome stranger to leave, so my habitual life could return to normal. 
 
    But it appeared that was not in the cards. 
 
    The silence pounded against the walls, echoing the pulse of blood in my veins. Still, my companion said nothing. I’d had enough. “I don’t know what to tell you.” 
 
    He smiled again. “What do you see when you look at me?” 
 
    Adonis. 
 
    No, I couldn’t say that. Maybe he’d like to hear about his aura? I didn’t have any other cards up my sleeve ... “I can see your aura,” I almost whispered, fearing his ridicule. 
 
    His brows drew together. “What does it look like?” 
 
    “It isn’t like anyone’s I’ve ever seen before. It’s bright blue, and it flares out of you … almost like electricity.” 
 
    His smile disappeared, and he leaned forward. “Can you see everyone’s auras?” 
 
    The incense dared to assault my eyes again, so I put it out and dumped it in the trashcan. 
 
    “Yes. Most people have much fainter glows to them—more often than not in the pink or orange family. I’ve never seen blue.” 
 
    He chewed on that for a moment. “What do you suppose it is you’re looking at—someone’s soul?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I don’t know. I do know, though, if someone’s ailing, I can see it. Their aura goes a bit yellow.” He nodded, and I added, “You’re healthy.” 
 
    He laughed, and I felt silly for saying it. He stood up, his imposing height making me feel all of three inches tall. Not enjoying the feel of him staring down at me, I stood and watched him pull out his wallet. I guess he’d heard enough and thought I was full of it. He set a one hundred dollar bill on the table in front of me. My hourly rate was fifty dollars, and we’d been maybe twenty minutes. 
 
    “I’d like to come see you for the next three Tuesdays at 4:00 p.m. Please don’t schedule anyone after me. I’ll compensate you for the entire afternoon.” 
 
    I was shocked—what in the world would he want to come back for? 
 
    “Jolie, it was a pleasure meeting you, and I look forward to our next session.” He turned to walk out of the room when I remembered myself. 
 
    “Wait, what name should I put in the appointment book?” 
 
    He turned and faced me. “Rand.” 
 
    Then he walked out of the shop. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    By the time Tuesday rolled around, I hadn’t had much of a busy week. No more visits from ghosts, spirits, or whatever the PC term is for them. I’d had a few walk-ins, but that was about it. It was strange. October in Los Angeles was normally a busy time. 
 
    “Ten minutes to four,” Christa said with a smile, leaning against the front desk and looking up from a stack of photos—her latest bout into photography. 
 
    “I wonder if he’ll come,” I mumbled. 
 
    Taking the top four photos off the stack, she arranged them against the desk as if they were puzzle pieces. I walked up behind her, only too pleased to find an outlet for my anxiety, my nerves skittish with the pending arrival of one very handsome man. 
 
    The photo in the middle caught my attention first. It was a landscape of the Malibu coastline, the intense blue of the ocean mirrored by the sky and interrupted only by the green of the hillside. 
 
    “Wow, that’s a great one, Chris.” I picked the photo up. “Can you frame it? I’d love to hang it in the store.” 
 
    “Sure.” She nodded and continued inspecting her photos, as if trying to find a fault in the angle or maybe the subject. Christa had aspirations of being a photographer and she had the eye for it. I admired her artistic ability—I, myself, hadn’t been in line when God was handing out creativity. 
 
    She glanced at the clock again. “Five minutes to four.” 
 
    I shrugged, feigning an indifference I didn’t feel. “I’m just glad you’re here. Rand strikes me as weird. Something’s off …” 
 
    She laughed. “Oh, Jules, you don’t trust your own mother.” 
 
    I snorted at the comment and collapsed into the chair behind her, propping my feet on the corner of our mesh waste bin. So I didn’t trust people—I think I had a better understanding of the human condition than most people did. That reminded me, I hadn’t called my mom in at least a week. Note to self: be a better daughter. 
 
    The cuckoo clock on the wall announced it was 4:00 p.m. with a tinny rendition of Edelweiss while the two resident wooden figures did a polka. I’d never much liked the clock, but Christa wouldn’t let me get rid of it. 
 
    The door opened, and I jumped to my feet, my heart jack hammering. I wasn’t sure why I was so flustered, but as soon as I met the heat of Rand’s dark eyes, it all made sense. He was here again even though I couldn’t tell him anything important last time, and did I fail to mention he was gorgeous? His looks were enough to play with any girl’s heartstrings. 
 
    “Good afternoon,” he said, giving me a brisk nod. 
 
    He was dressed in black—black slacks, black collared shirt, and a black suit jacket. He looked like he’d just come from a funeral, but somehow I didn’t think such was the case. 
 
    “Hi, Rand,” Christa said, her gaze raking his statuesque body. 
 
    “How has your day been?” he answered as his eyes rested on me. 
 
    “Sorta slow,” Christa responded before I could. He didn’t even turn to notice her, and she frowned, obviously miffed. I smiled to myself and headed for the reading room, Rand on my heels. 
 
    I closed the door, and by the time I turned around, he’d already seated himself at the table. As I took my seat across from him, a heady scent of something unfamiliar hit me. It had notes of mint and cinnamon or maybe cardamom. The foreign scent was so captivating, I fought to refocus my attention. 
 
    “You fixed the light,” he said with a smirk. “Much better.” 
 
    I nodded and focused on my lap. “I didn’t get a chance last time to ask you why you wanted to come back.” I figured it was best to get it out in the open. I didn’t think I’d do any better reading him this time. 
 
    “Well, I’m here for the same reason anyone else is.” 
 
    I lifted my gaze and watched him lean back in the chair. He regarded me with amusement—raised eyebrows and a slight smirk pulling at his full lips. 
 
    I shook my head. “You aren’t interested in a card reading, and I couldn’t tell you anything … substantial in our last meeting …” 
 
    His throaty chuckle interrupted me. “You aren’t much of a businesswoman, Jolie; it sounds like you’re trying to get rid of me and my cold, hard cash.” 
 
    Enough was enough. I’m not the type of person to beat around the bush, and he owed me an explanation. “So are you here to get a date with Christa?” I forced my gaze to hold his. He seemed taken aback, cocking his head while his shoulders bounced with surprise. 
 
    “Lovely though you both are, I’m afraid my visit leans more toward business than pleasure.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” I hoped my cheeks weren’t as red as I imagined them. I guess I deserved it for being so bold. 
 
    He leaned forward, and I pulled back. “All in good time. Now, why don’t you try to read me again?” 
 
    I motioned for his hands—sometimes touching the person in question helps generate my visions. As it had last time, his touch sent a jolt of electricity through me, and I had to fight not to lose my composure. There was something odd about this man. 
 
    I closed my eyes and exhaled, trying to focus while millions of bees warred with each other in my stomach. After driving my thoughts from all the questions I had regarding Rand, I was more comfortable. 
 
    At first nothing came. 
 
    I opened my eyes to find Rand staring at me. Just as I closed them again, a vision came—one that was piecemeal and none too clear. 
 
    “A man,” I said, and my voice sounded like a foghorn in the quiet room. “He has dark hair and blue eyes, and there’s something different about him. I can’t quite pinpoint it … it seems he’s hired you for something …” 
 
    My voice started to trail as the vision grew blurry. I tried to weave through the images, but they were too inconsistent. Once I got a hold of one, it wafted out of my grasp, and another indistinct one took its place. 
 
    “Go on,” Rand prodded. 
 
    The vision was gone at this point, but I was still receiving emotional feedback. Sometimes I’ll just get a vision and other times a vision with feelings. “The job’s dangerous. I don’t think you should take it.” 
 
    And just like that, the feeling disappeared. I knew it was all I was going to get and I was frustrated, as it hadn’t been my best work. Most of the time my feelings and visions are much clearer, but these were more like fragments—almost like short dream vignettes you can’t interpret. 
 
    I let go of Rand’s hands, and my own felt cold. I put them in my lap, hoping to warm them up again, but somehow my warmth didn’t quite compare to his. 
 
    Rand seemed to be weighing what I’d told him—he strummed his fingers against his chin and chewed on his lip. “Can you tell me more about this man?” 
 
    “I couldn’t see him in comparison to anyone else, so as far as height goes, I don’t know. Dark hair and blue eyes, the hair was a little bit longish, maybe not a stylish haircut. He’s white with no facial hair. That’s about all I could see. He had something otherworldly about him. Maybe he was a psychic? I’m not sure.” 
 
    “Dark hair and blue eyes you say?” 
 
    “Yes. He’s a handsome man. I feel as if he’s very old though he looked young. Maybe in his early thirties.” I shrugged. “Sometimes my visions don’t make much sense.” Hey, I was just the middleman. It was up to him to interpret the message. 
 
    “You like the tall, dark, and handsome types then?” 
 
    Taken aback, I didn’t know how to respond. “He had a nice face.” 
 
    “You aren’t receiving anything else?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I’m afraid not.” 
 
    He stood. “Very good. I’m content with our meeting today. Do you have me scheduled for next week?” 
 
    I nodded and stood. The silence in the room pounded against me, and I fought to find something to say, but Rand beat me to it. 
 
    “Jolie, you need to have more confidence.” 
 
    The closeness of the comment irritated me—who was this man who thought he could waltz into my shop and tell me I needed more confidence? Granted, he had a point, but damn it all if I were to tell him that! 
 
    Now, I was even more embarrassed, and I’m sure my face was the color of a bad sunburn. “I don’t think you’re here to discuss me.” 
 
    “As a matter of fact, that’s precisely the reason I’m …” 
 
    Rand didn’t get a chance to finish when Christa came bounding through the door. 
 
    Christa hasn’t quite grasped the whole customer service thing. 
 
    “Sorry to interrupt, but there was a car accident right outside the shop! This one car totally just plowed into the other one. I think everyone’s alright, but how crazy is that?” 
 
    My attention found Rand’s as Christa continued to describe the accident in minute detail. I couldn’t help but wonder what he’d been about to say. It had sounded like he was here to discuss me … something that settled in my stomach like a big rock. 
 
    When Christa finished her accident report, Rand made his way to the door. I was on the verge of demanding he finish what he’d been about to say, but I couldn’t summon the nerve. 
 
    “Cheers,” he said and walked out. 
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