
  
    [image: Ghosts in This City]
  



  	
	    
	      Also by Angelique S. Anderson

	    

      
	    
          
	      Chillerz

          
        
          
	          The Friendly Neighbor

          
        
          
	          The Candyman

          
        
          
	          The Toymaker

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Cursed Throne

          
        
          
	          Ruler of the Damned

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Eden Lost Series

          
        
          
	          Eden's Serum

          
        
          
	          Eden's Demise

          
        
          
	          Eden's Child

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Ghosts in This House

          
        
          
	          Ghosts in This House

          
        
          
	          Ghosts in This City

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Malevolent Sisters Academy

          
        
          
	          Twisted Intentions

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Dracosinum Series

          
        
          
	          The Dragon Lady

          
        
          
	          The Phoenix Lord

          
        
          
	          A Steampunk Christmas Carol

          
        
          
	          The Dragon Queen

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Dracosinum Tales

          
        
          
	          Quincy's Clockwork Chronicles

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Immortal Opus

          
        
          
	          Shifter's Redemption

          
        
          
	          Shifter's Revolution

          
        
          
	          Shifter's Retribution

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Vampire in Crime

          
        
          
	          Fall of Lucien

          
        
          
	          Vampire in the City

          
        
          
	          Monsters About Town

          
        
          
	          Demons on the Docks

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          Clara's Diary

          
        
          
	          The Story Who Wanted a Home (Coming Soon)

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at Angelique S. Anderson’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    


  
    
      Ghosts in This City

      
        GHOSTS IN THIS HOUSE

        BOOK TWO

      

    

    
      
        ANGELIQUE S. ANDERSON

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Angelique S. Anderson]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

          
            Dreaded Bliss

          

        

      

    

    
      Carmen’s hand slips under mine as we gaze out over the water. It had been three weeks since she’d left the hospital.

      Three weeks since our life back on Earth had begun.

      Three weeks since we had rescued each other from the afterlife and given a second chance.

      In this life, I was no longer a married man with two girls. I was barely twenty, fresh from college, visiting my family. My degree was beckoning me, but I didn’t care about accolades or making certain dollar amounts when I graduated. I suppose being murdered and ripped apart by demons had something to do with that.

      “What are you thinking about?” Carmen asks me, interrupting my thoughts as she leans her head on my shoulder.

      “Just trying to figure out what to do now, I guess. I’m no longer concerned with getting my degree, since I know where that will take me.  It seems so pointless. I already lived that life, you know?” I lay my head against hers, inhaling the soft scent of vanilla that lingers about her. “What about you? What are you thinking about?” I tightened my grip on her hand. Surprised by the onslaught of memories of my life before this. The sudden imagery of my girl’s faces caused my heart to tinge with regret I wasn’t prepared for. I box it up, a part of my young heart shattering. I’ll never get to know them. I hadn’t thought about that.

      Carmen lifts her head and scoots closer to me so our hips are connected. She lets out a soft breath. “I was thinking about how nice it is to feel again. To breathe, to have my heart race when you touch me. To bleed when I’m cut. It’s nice to be alive.”

      I can’t help but nod in agreement. “True,” I inhale long and slow, the air invading my lungs and it’s like a drug. Our hands are still intertwined, warmth spreading through me, reminding me I’m alive. The gentle hum between us of the ever-present electricity connecting our souls was a reminder of how far we had to come to be here.

      “Have you ever really breathed until now? I mean, the things we took for granted.” Carmen tilts her head back, olive skin basking in rays of sun peeking through the trees, kissing every freckle on her face.

      “You’re right, I didn’t appreciate anything.” I placed a protective arm around her, pulling her in close. I try not to allow the memories of my children, and my life with Laura, to overtake me. As she snuggles in closer, we gaze out across the water. My mind races with questions of what lies beyond here. In unspeakable odds, we had found each other, what more was there?

      Neither of us paid attention to the gentle cracking of branches or rustling of leaves as something sinister slithered about. The dark shadow that had descended on us that day in Carmen’s room, had unwittingly, without my knowledge, made his way to us in that moment. I should have felt it coming. I knew darkness like no one else could, but I was so enraptured with her, that she was all that existed.

      “What do you want to do?” I ask after a long silence.

      “I guess we could live?” She pokes me. “You know, do what we want to do. Make mistakes, but better ones.” Her lips upturn in a teasing smile, “Make mistakes with you. That could be fun.” She playfully pushes my shoulder.

      “I like that idea,” I grin, watching as she pulls off her shoes. “Let’s go for a swim!”

      “Are you crazy?” Carmen vigorously shakes her head, but I jump up, grabbing her hands and pulling her with me. I drag her along the grassy embankment towards the water, when suddenly she screams.

      Dropping her hands, and following her eyes, I see a large dark shadow rising from the water.

      “What the actual F….” I start to say.

      “You two can’t seem to stay out of trouble, can you?” A familiar, annoyed voice sounds from behind us. I turn my head to see Ben standing not far off, a smug look on his face, wings extended.

      “Ben? What are you doing here?” My jaw drops, considering I never expected to see him again.

      “Well, you see that big black demon thing behind you? I’m here to make sure he doesn’t try to take you back. The gods have already decided you belong, and this guy—he didn’t like it, so he’s trying to kill you himself.”

      Carmen throws her petite body against me, trembling as I hold her tight. Ben alights into the air, flying out across the river and right before our eyes, we see a flash of flame hit the demon beast.

      The beast roars angrily, clawing at Ben, trying to grab his ankle and drag him down.

      “You know, this would be a good time to run!” Ben’s voice booms around us, echoing in the small cove.

      “Shouldn’t we help?” I yell out, still holding Carmen close, vowing to protect her.

      “Sure, your human bodies will be a great help against an immortal, all-powerful demon… please, be my guest.” Ben and the demon fight with swords of fire, as if in some medieval arena.

      “Point taken,” I say. I lift Carmen into my arms and take off running towards her car. We hurdle ourselves into our seats, and peel out down the dirt road, far away from the snarky angel, and the murderous demon that threatened our lives. As the tires squeal and we drive away, I couldn’t help but laugh. “Three weeks back and we already have a homicidal demon after us? Clearly, we are killing it here.”

      Carmen laughs with me as we speed away. “Yes, the gods obviously made good decisions regarding us.”

      “Great decisions,” I say jokingly, as we peel down the road.

      I take the turns quickly, trying to escape the warring demon and angel and get Carmen to safety. As we get farther and farther away from the country, the traffic gets thicker, and soon we’re in the thick of New York drivers, honking on all sides.

      “Where do we go from here?” I placed my hand on her knee, navigating through the traffic.

      “As far away from that hell demon as possible. What is it even doing here?” Carmen asks, her face drained of color, all joking aside.

      The severity of the situation has hit us both like a ton of bricks.

      She’s shaking, face paled, looking over her shoulder every couple of seconds and I understand the fear she feels. Carmen had never seen the demons before, but this one was a sight to behold. I would be more afraid; had I not been eaten alive by a hundred of his greedy friends and then brought back from the ether.

      “I mean, pretty sure death and destruction are on the menu.” I rub my left temple, while still steering with my right hand.

      “We’re so good at making friends,” Carmen says nervously, sarcasm kissing her words as she offers a teasing smile. I glance over to see a bead of sweat on her forehead, her fingers wringing nervously.

      I reach over to place my hand over hers, hoping to calm the fear I see in her face. “Well, look at Ben? We’re awesome at it,” I chuckled. I need to get her to safety.

      “Where are we going?” her eyes dart nervously in my direction.

      “I’m taking us to a hotel, so we’re not so traceable. I mean, I don’t know what resources a demon has, but if there’s a way to make it a little less easy for him to kill us, I want to try.”

      “I doubt not having a home address will stop a demon, but I guess it’s the thought that counts?” Carmen nods. As I dart through traffic, my mind focuses on our next step. I wanted to get as far away from the demon as possible, but Carmen was right. It’s not like us staying in a hotel was going to do much. “You’re probably right, I just needed a minute to figure out a plan.”

      She doesn’t refute me, and I take it as a sign she’s okay with my decision.

      I drive like a bat out of hell to the farthest side of town where New York starts to turn into nothing but roads, and countryside. There’s a bed and breakfast sign long past the point of no return, and it’ll have to do. I turn down the unpaved country road following the wooden arrows leading up to the Bed and Breakfast itself. I follow the gravel around the turnabout.

      “I don’t think you can just drive up to these places, I think you have to make a reservation,” Carmen whispers, grabbing my knee as she looks over the countryside home. The home was nearly idyllic with its tall porch pillars, frosted glass windows, and aged wood siding. It was rustic in every sense, evoking feelings of nostalgia as if I’d grown up there as a young boy. Like something from a movie, its warmth and country appeal called to me.

      “I’m sure it’s fine,” I pull around back to where four other cars are parked, and we get out. Carmen grips my hand tightly as we make our way up the steps of the large wrap-around porch. Before we can reach the doorknob, the weathered door suddenly creaks open wide and Carmen shrieks, causing me to jump three feet in the air. Both of us prepare to take off running.

      “Well, hello dearies,” a kindly voice calls out. My desire to run stills and curiosity gets the better of me. I turned to face the owner.

      A petite woman with silver hair that frames her kind face. She wears thick gold-framed glasses and stares intensely back at me. The woman is the vision of everyone’s grandmother, and I like her right away. Gentle wrinkles around her eyes tell the story of a life well-lived. With a long flowy dress, and a colorful apron sprinkled with flowers. She looked straight out of a fairytale.

      “Hello, I call out,” eager to seek refuge in the cozy inn. Only, Carmen tugs strongly at my shirt.

      “What?” I say, eager to get inside.

      She beckons me down to her level, pulling my face so she can lean into whisper in my ear.

      “There’s something not right, we need to leave—now,” she enunciates, tugging at me again. Her face pales, and she grips my hand so tight her nails threaten to break my skin.

      “Carmen, it’s a sweet old lady, and a charming bed and breakfast. It’s the perfect place to hide away for a few days.” I scrunch my brows inward, wondering what she could be worried about in a place like this.

      “Gods, why can’t you trust me for once?” Carmen angrily hisses. “I’m telling you something isn’t right. We need to leave now.” Her face shifts from fear to anger, as her eyes darken, and she tries to pull me down the porch.

      I don’t tell Carmen I think she’s crazy. “How about you trust me for once,” I whisper back. I wish she would just allow me to protect her. She’s always so damn stubborn.

      Her eyes go wide as she crosses her arms crossed her chest, she looks from me to the older lady several times before letting out a huff. “Fine, but when we end up back in hell, getting our body parts ripped from us, don’t blame me,” she stamps her foot emphasizing her irritation and I can’t help but laugh. Even pissed off she’s adorable, and I can’t help but feel a warmth spread through me.

      “Come on,” I kiss the top of her head and pull her into me. As we get closer to the doorway of the inn and the old lady, a gentle breeze washes over me, and a shiver crawls up my spine triggering alarms inside my head.

      My gut is awake and kicking my ass, it tells me Carmen was right and unease sweeps over me. Nope—I should have trusted her. Something is wrong here. Son of a bitch. My heart thuds against my ribs, and suddenly I’m not sure of anything.

      The idyllic Bed and Breakfast, in all its charm. The perfect grandmotherly type, complete with an apron. The silence in the surroundings. It’s the first thing to tip me off. Everything is so right.

      As if to confirm how perfect everything was, the temperature around us dropped slightly. Enough to usher us inside, but not enough for us to complain.

      This caused a chill down my spine, and without a second thought, I grip Carmen to me and immediately started to retreat. “Um, never mind, ma’am.” The grandmother’s head tilts unnaturally. “Sorry to disturb you, we thought this was a..a…” fuck what do I say?

      “We’re visiting family, and I’m afraid we don’t know our way around. This is the wrong address,” Carmen fills in the blank. “So sorry,” she says. She tugs at me, and I practically trip over my own two feet, holding her hand trying to escape as the dark feeling in the pit of my stomach grows.

      The idyllic setting around us changes, and in a moment, we are surrounded by black trees with claws ripping at us. Demons dance about, saliva shimmering off of their yellowed fangs. The old lady is nowhere to be seen, and in her place, a beast with dripping scales, heaving hard, and red eyes trail over us with ravenous hunger.

      Carmen screams again, and we take off running as fast as we can.

      “What the fuck just happened?” I yell out, gripping her hand tightly.

      “You didn’t listen to me!” She shot back.

      “Is now the time for that?” I ask, as we both jump into the car. I vigorously turned the key, but the car wouldn’t start.

      Back to square one.
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            Not-so-Happily-Ever-After

          

        

      

    

    
      All the creatures have gathered and are headed towards us, and all I can do is pump the gas and keep turning the key in the ignition, praying to the gods something goes right for us.

      After an eternity the car roars to life, and I back out of the bed and breakfast so quickly the tires screech in protest. I don’t bother taking a second to look behind me.

      Carmen and I hear a loud ka-thump, as I floor the gas, a sickening crunch filling the air.

      “What the hell was that?” she says, looking out the back window.

      I can only shrug in response, “No doubt something trying to kill us.” As I quickly drive away, not bothering to look in the rearview mirror, my thoughts race a million miles a minute. “Carmen, nowhere is safe for us. What do we do?” I asked her, speeding down the road, and heading back towards the city. Anxiety at dealing with heavy traffic grips me tightly, and now my heart races for other reasons. I clutch the steering wheel so tightly; my knuckles have gone white. Beads of sweat drip down my forehead, and my breathing quickens as cars dive in front and around me. I hate New York traffic.

      “I don’t know. I don’t know what to do.” Carmen chews her fingernails as we speed towards town. Blue and red lights flash us out of nowhere and I’m about to piss myself. “Talk about bad timing,” I say, glaring into the mirror at the officer behind us. He’s right on my ass, and I’m fairly certain I won’t be able to outrun him once we get deeper into the city.”

      “Shit!” she says, turning her head to look behind us. “What do we do? How do we know it’s really a police officer?”

      “I don’t know. I wish Ben was here, this is such bullshit.” I can’t think straight, all I can do is try to figure out what I’m going to do next, and if it’s the right decision. If I pull over and it’s a hell demon, I pretty much hand us over to him. If I try to outrun him, and it’s really a cop, and he catches up to me, Carmen and I are headed to jail. I try to catch the officer’s eyes in the rearview mirror, hoping my gut will pop in and let me know what it thinks but it’s too far and too dark. The cop is definitely looking directly at me.

      “Just pull over. If it’s a real officer we’re done for if we try to run,” Carmen says.

      I nod my head and look for a good place to park. Somewhere that gives me ample room to spin out and get away if it turns out it’s a demon.

      It’s too late.

      The road has narrowed, and we’ve run into buildings. “Shit... there’s no way to escape,”

      Carmen grips my knee, nails digging into the skin. “Look, first sign of trouble, we just floor it.”

      I nod, finding a narrow side of the road to pull over. It’s midday, and the sun is shining. I can only hope if the cop proves to be a demon, someone will notice and help us. Yeah, right. The only thing people are good at these days is using their phones to film. At least I know my demon and I will be famous by this afternoon. That’s reassuring. I laugh out loud.

      “What are you laughing at?” Carmen questions me.

      “Just thinking if this really is a demon, I’m sure someone will be around to film it and we’ll be on social media by this afternoon.”

      “Love, it’s 2001, there is no TikTok, yet.” The moment gives us a surreal break from the horror chasing us, and all we can do is laugh.

      “Hard to believe we’re being chased by a demon and there’s no TikTok to post it on,” I joke.

      *rap* *rap* *rap* The officer's knuckles abruptly tapping on the window jerk us back to reality, and we immediately straighten up, all humor gone from our expressions.

      I press the button, slowly rolling down the window.

      “Afternoon, you two.” The officer says with a tip of his hat, but I still can’t see his eyes through his dark shades.

      “Afternoon, sir.” I take in deep, calming breaths trying not to lose my cool.

      “You in a hurry to get somewhere young man?” The officer presses, leaning his arm on the window.

      I shake my head, “No sir.”

      “Have any idea how fast you were going?”

      “No sir,” I respond, still unable to decipher if this was a real human or a demon.

      “License and registration,” he demands.

      I nod, heart beating wildly, wondering where this is going. Nothing about him alerting me that this was possibly a monster I was facing. I reached forward to my glove box to pull out the registration. My eyes maintained strict eye contact with Carmen. I know she’ll keep watch on him just in case something untoward happens. She’s shaking in the seat, and I don’t blame her. Neither one of us knows what to expect.

      I reached back over and handed him the paper, then fumbled around in my back pocket for my wallet. I glance away from Carmen for a moment, as I flip through my cards, and in that split second, she screams, and I know before I even look up I have trouble on my hands. My wallet falls to the floor, as I quickly turn the car on and shift into gear peeling away from him.

      In the rearview mirror, I see the Officer Demon has doubled his height, and now towers well over any human. His long claws outstretched towards me as if he could stop me from driving away.

      “Shit, he still has my registration!” I yell.

      “Who cares?” Carmen glares at me.

      “Well, if I get pulled over by a real cop what am I supposed to do?” I look over my shoulder as I dart through traffic, trying to put as much space between me and the demon as possible.

      “Don’t you think we’ve got more important things to worry about?” Carmen grips the handle above her head, tightly, as I veer in and out of traffic.

      *Honk* *Honk* *Honk* *Honk*

      I hear loud rapid beeps as a car almost sideswipes me.

      “Sorry!” I yell out of my still-open window.

      “Fuck you!” he yells back, and I have to roll my eyes in irritation. If dude only knew we were dealing with an unseen demon invasion, I think he’d shit himself.

      I drive us to the tallest parking garage in my memory, and we find a space about midway up. After we stopped, and the car is off, Carmen and I let out deep sighs of relief.

      “Okay, so what do we do now?” I hit my head against the steering wheel, my heart pounding like a jackhammer. Sweat pours down my forehead as I try to figure out a solution.

      “Let’s just go to a hotel. We’ll use my credit card until we figure out something,” her voice is trembling, and when I look over at her, silent tears are pouring down her face.

      “Hey, we’re going to be okay,” I say, pulling her in close to me, pressing her head against my chest. “Listen, we found each other in hell and made it past that. This is going to be a piece of cake.

      Her body gently shakes under my embrace, and all I can do is breathe in and out while I try to think. “Where the bloody hell was Ben when I needed him?”

      “Useless afterlife liaison,” Carmen mutters in between sobs.

      “Look, there’s a hotel not two blocks from here. Why don’t we go there, check-in and try to get some rest while we figure out what to do?” I say, brushing her hair away from her face. Her tears soaking through my shirt.

      “And if the hotel clerk is a demon?” she asks, as she pulls away. Her eyes staring into me as if I had all the answers.

      “Then we’ll cross that bridge when we get to it.” I cup her face, fighting to control the insecurity that sweeps over me. Or maybe we’ll die along the way, I think.

      “Fine,” she states, sitting straight. She grabs her bag from the back of the car, and we exit, locking the doors as we join hands and run toward the elevator. She’s gripping me so tight her nails are digging into my hand, but I suck in a breath. I feel her fear. I’ve got to be strong for us, with no idea what’s going to happen.

      On the elevator, she presses herself so close to me, it’s like we’re melted together, and when we finally reach the street she sucks in a deep breath, like she doesn’t want to breathe until we reach our destination.

      “Breathe, Carmen, we’re going to be okay. We’re going to run all the way there, okay?”

      She silently nods. “Don’t make eye contact with anyone, and no matter what you hear, don’t stop.”

      “Okay,” Carmen says softly. We take off, passing a clothing store, a pharmacy, and a pizza place, then a church. No sounds of feet chasing us. No angry growls or howling tearing through the air.

      Ben. If you were ever to come out and surprise us, now would be a good time. We pass the block, and I’m losing my breath. “Slower pace,” I suggest, “we just need to make sure we keep moving.” Carmen is silent, still tightly clenching my head. I wish I could read her mind. We reach the end of the next street, and I pull her gently to the left where I know the hotel is.

      As we enter the large double doors with gold lettering delicately written across the front door, neither of us thinks to read the name. As far as I know this whole damn thing is fake, just like the bed and breakfast. Only I’ve been to this hotel before. I know it exists; I just don’t know what level of supernatural creatures we’re facing once inside.

      I hold the door for her, and I’m immediately taken aback by the gold adornments. “We don’t have to stay here Carmen, it’s pricey. Let’s go somewhere cheaper,” I tug on the crook of her elbow as I take in the plush carpeting and elegant chandeliers.

      Carmen shakes her head, “Considering there’s demons on our tail, I’m not worried about it.” She pulls out her wallet. “I have a credit card, it’s fine.”

      Stupid we have to worry about something as trivial as money at a time like this.

      “Thank you,” I kiss her forehead. “If we make it through this, I’ll pay you back.”

      Carmen scoffs at me. “Can you shut up? Not worried about it.” Her eyes and brows squint at me.

      “Right, sorry. Just trying to survive right now, I know.” I shake my head. I forgot at twenty-something how much I worried about money. That’s why I got into numbers in college. I wanted something that paid well, I didn’t want to have to worry.

      I can’t think about that now, it was a different life and I’m a different person now. I keep my eyes trained on the path before us.

      The oversized walnut front desk is curved and shining under the lighting of the brilliant chandelier that drips with crystalline teardrops and gold adornments.

      I cautiously approach the front desk, shoving Carmen behind me to protect her. My eyes alighting on the woman behind the computer, unsure if she’s a demon.

      The receptionist lifts her head from a small stack of papers she’s checking over and gives us a once-over. “May I help you?” Her accent is thick, but it’s not from New York.

      She’s a southern belle, as southern as they come. With a heavy drawl, and big hair.

      “Hello, Ma’am. We were wondering if you had any room availability?” I say affirmatively, puffing my chest out a little. I don’t know what I’m expecting to do if it’s a demon, it’s not like it’ll be afraid of me. Carmen is hovering behind my back like a shadow.

      The woman’s head tilts to the side as she looks at me, one eyebrow raised, and I stare intently into her eyes, waiting for the flash. Waiting for the change of tint that will clue me into her demon side. “Ummmm, yes, we have an opening.” She clackety-clacks on her keyboard, “What would be the length of your stay? And do you need a single bed or a double?”

      I pulled Carmen to my side, looking into her face. She’s still flushed from running, eyes wide with worry. She shrugs her shoulders, indicating to me it doesn’t matter.

      “Two,” I say, we weren’t married, and I didn’t want to presume anything.

      “One,” Carmen interrupts, staring up at me, a soft smirk tugging at her lips.

      The woman nods, clacking away at her computer, “I have a balcony room on the third floor for $169 a night, or a …” She starts to say.

      “We’ll take it,” Carmen interrupts. She’s shifting from her left foot to her right foot nervously. I try to run my fingers through her hair to calm her, but it’s like I don’t exist. She’s nervously fidgeting and wringing her fingers.

      “Okay, and how many nights would you like to stay?” The receptionist’s thick accent is more evident on the a-sounds. She brushes her large, red waves off her face, eyes scrolling the screen as we wait.

      “Five days,” comes Carmen’s nervous response.

      The woman taps her keys dramatically. “Okay, darling. All set, I just need identification and payment.”

      Carmen steps out from behind me, head darting back and forth. Her eyes shift across the room multiple times. “It’s okay,” I reassure her. “I’ll keep watch for demons.”

      She nods, opening her bag, fumbling through her items as she tries to find something. My eyes have not left the red-haired lady, eyes drifting to her name tag, noting it says “Sherri.” Sherri has taken a step back from the walnut desk, trying to put more distance between us, her movements quick. The color has drained from her face, her hands shaking.

      Such a human response to Carmen and I, who probably appear to be two dodgy strangers on the run. The woman’s eyes had yet to change, no claws emerged from her fingers, and I finally let my guard down. Sherri is no demon; she was just the woman unfortunate enough to have to deal with Carmen and I.

      I hear plastic hitting the desk and see Carmen has found her ID and credit card. The woman runs the card immediately not even bothering to look at the identification. Her hands were shaking the whole time.

      “Here,” Sherri says, quickly thrusting keycards at us. “Room 314A on the left, enjoy your stay.” The woman immediately backs away the moment the key cards are in our hands. Guilt creeps over me, but I quickly shrug it off. It was our lives in danger. I took Carmen’s hand, and we hurried to the elevator.

      The hotel lobby is peaceful, one guest sits reading a paper and another stands by an elevator with their luggage. They don’t even lift their eyes in our direction, so far so good.

      We hit the elevator, and once the doors closed and the music plays, we both let out a deep sigh.

      “What do we do now?” Carmen’s normally olive complexion is ghostly pale as she leans against the back wall, chest heaving quickly as she takes short, quick breaths.

      I can only step closer and place a reassuring hand on her shoulder. “I promise everything is going to be okay. We’re going to figure this out.”

      The floor *dings* and I check and re-check that it’s level three. As the metal doors slide open, I cautiously tilt my head out, quickly looking from side to side before ducking back into the elevator.

      “Is it clear?”

      I nod, grabbing her hand while using the opposite to hold the sliding metal open. Carmen grips my fingers so tightly my knuckles crunch, but I don’t stop her. We gingerly step forward one foot at a time. My head turns to look over my shoulder every couple of seconds. There’s nothing and no one in either direction.

      I pull on her firmly, yanking her after me as we dart down one direction of the plush, carpeted hallway.

      “Crap, the numbers are going up,” I note. “We have to go the other way.” Stupid. I chide myself. We turn abruptly running in the opposite direction, my eyes watching the numbered rooms going downward.

      326, skip a few doors, 320, skip a few more, 314A.

      “We’re here,” I fumble with my keycard as if something is right behind us and will rip us to shreds at any moment. I can’t fight the fear something dark is at the ready, waiting for the opportunity to tear my throat out.

      The elevator dings.

      Alarm bells go off in my head, that’s the something that was after us, I’m sure of it. “Shit,” I whisper, dropping my keycard. Carmen already has hers out and slides it in the slot. A light above the key slot turns green and the door easily clicks open.

      I keep my eyes on the elevator, curiosity piqued, as I see a leg, attached to a hoof step out. My jaw drops, and I quickly shove Carmen into the room and slam the door behind us.

      Why the hell are demons using the elevator? My mind can’t process the idea.

      “Did you see that?” I whisper.

      “I did,” she answers, mouth agape, both of us frozen to the spot.

      “Do you think he saw us?” I keep my voice low.

      Carmen shrugs, and I see the way her arms droop to her side, her shoulders slumped. Her eyes are heavy, and everything about her demeanor cries out ‘exhaustion.’

      “You’re right, if he saw us, he would have already been here. Why don’t you lay down and get some rest,” I turn her away from me, placing my hand on the small of her back and urging her towards the bed.

      “What if he breaks in?” Carmen’s entire body is shaking.

      Inside, I want to scream as I remember the pain of demons tearing me limb from limb, ripping my flesh from my bone over and over in hell.

      “Nah, not possible. Hotels are demon-proof,” I say matter-of-factly, “Didn’t you know that?” I stick out my chest in mock bravado, pretending like I’m not about to piss myself.

      Carmen looks me up and down, clearly not fooled, “Oh really? Just where did you read that? The National Enquirer?”

      I feign shock, as I loudly gasp, “How dare you insult my intelligence. I’ll have you know it’s science. There’s a metal alloy used in the structure that is supposed to repel supernatural beings.”

      Carmen squints her eyes, “How gullible do you think I am?” Her hands rest on her hips, her eyes stare into my soul. I almost feel guilty—almost.

      “No, really, it’s true!” I say confidently, watching her expression change. Does she believe me?

      “Then how did that demon get in the elevator?” She sits on the edge of the bed, folding her arms a crossed her chest, eyes wide as if she doesn’t believe a damn thing I say.

      “You got me,” I reply, “but he has to use doors and knobs like everyone else. They can’t use supernatural magic here.” Carmen’s shoulders visibly relaxed, and I carefully let out the breath I’d been holding. It doesn’t need to be true; she just needs to believe it long enough so she can rest tonight.

      And I just needed to hold out hope she wouldn’t think about the fake bed and breakfast that had been manifested by demons, or any of the supernatural magic having to do with that.

      When she didn’t fight me and curled up in a ball on the bed to pass out. I wiped the nervous sweat from my hands and laid down next to her.

      I had no idea what the morning had in store for us, but for now—we would rest.
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