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CHAPTER 1






THE NEON SIGN above Twister’s flickered erratically, casting an eerie crimson glow over the cracked sidewalk bordering the building. Gabrielle climbed the steps toward the entrance, her long red hair catching in the evening breeze carrying with it a hint of rain swelling. The air surrounding the building was thick with the mingling scents of spilled beer, cheap perfume, and the unmistakable smell of desperation. She took a deep breath as she entered. This place had become her sanctuary—the last refuge of the lost. And she had been lost for some time.


Inside, the low hum of stiff conversations and clinking glasses, coupled with boring music from a worn-out jukebox that somehow still worked, created a dull, lifeless symphony. She knew most of the crowd by name, not because they were friends, but because misery had a way of making people familiar. Frank, the rock star who never made it, hunched in the corner nursing a glass of Jack like it was his last tether to reality. Once, he’d belted lyrics in a band called Cloudkill, teetering on the edge of success—until the rest of his group turned on him, leaving him a shadow of what he could’ve been.


Tina sat three stools down, her fingers wrapped tightly around a vodka tonic. She had that hollow look, the kind that only came from finding her husband in bed with her best friend. A two-year divorce had left her broken and scraping at the bottom of the barrel, searching for something, anything, to fill the void.


John, the shy accountant, hid behind thick horn-rimmed glasses, his big ears twitching at every loud noise as he struggled to overcome his fear of crowds. David, the self-proclaimed actor, preened and postured, flashing his too-white teeth at any woman who made the mistake of looking his way. And then there were the others—the nameless, faceless drifters drowning in whiskey and regret.


Behind the bar, Gus wiped a dirty glass with a dirtier rag. He was a big man with a hefty gut and a receding hairline. His impish grin only surfaced when he wasn’t scowling.


“Hey, Gus,” Gabrielle said, sliding onto a stool.


“Hey, Gabby.”


She shot him a sharp look, but he just grinned. He was the only one who could get away with calling her that, and he did it just to piss her off. Like an older brother who loved to tease but would knock someone’s teeth in for looking at her wrong.


“How about a screwdriver, Gus? And make it strong this time.”


“Feelin’ a little down tonight, Gabby?”


She exhaled sharply, staring at him. “What the hell do you care? As long as you get your tip, you’re happy.”


Gus didn’t blink. He set the drink down in front of her, a little too hard, the amber liquid sloshing over the rim. “That hurt, Gabby. You know I love you like a sister. Hell, you might as well be my sister. So don’t sit here throwing yourself a goddamn pity party and expect me to play the violin.”


He walked off before she could answer. A wave of shame crept slowly up her spine. Gus had been there for her since childhood, always a step behind, ready to catch her when she fell. And she’d fallen—hard. Numerous times.


She stirred her drink, lost in a sea of dark memories. Tom. He had been everything. Her prince, her savior, her reason for breathing. He had a smile that could make the world disappear, eyes that melted her to the core. Their life had been a dream—until the nightmare hit. His car, a slick black BMW that he had often referred to as his ‘baby’, had veered off the road and into the river. No body had been found. Just a mangled wreck pulled from the depths, and the certainty in the cops’ voices when they told her he was dead. Gone. Just like that.


She swallowed her drink in one go, feeling the fire trail down her throat.


The club was full of the same kind of people—some trying to remember, most trying to forget, and then those who had given up entirely. She belonged here because she was one of them.


As she looked around, she saw him—sitting alone in the corner, staring at her. His presence crawled over her skin like a shadow in the dark, thick and electric. The air seemed to warp around him, like heat shimmering off blacktop. But when she turned fully to meet his gaze, the seat was empty.


“Excuse me, miss.”


The voice came from behind her, smooth and velvety, but threaded with something else. Power. Danger.


She turned and her breath caught in her throat. He was beautiful. Not handsome—beautiful. Black hair fell in loose waves around his broad shoulders, and piercing blue eyes held her captive like ice over deep water. Rings glinted on his fingers—gold, ornate, ancient-looking. His smile was slow and knowing, like he’d already heard her deepest secrets.


“I couldn’t help but notice you sitting here alone,” he murmured.


Gabrielle swallowed. “Maybe I was waiting for the right company.”


“My name is Joshua,” he said, taking her hand. His fingers were ice cold, but the touch sent a jolt through her, a shiver that licked down her spine like a breath of winter air.


“A woman as beautiful as you should never be alone.”


She barely heard her own response. The room—the clinking glasses, the drunken murmurs, the cloud of memory and grief—faded to a dull thrum, like a party held underwater. Only this moment with him existed in her reality.


“I know what it’s like,” he whispered, his eyes boring into hers. “To lose someone. To carry the weight of it every day. To suffer.”


Her pulse pounded in her ears. He knew. He understood.


“How?” she asked, voice barely above a breath. “How do you know what I’m feeling?”


His smile faded, just slightly, becoming something softer, sadder. “Because I’ve walked through that kind of night, Gabrielle. And I never stopped hurting.”


She shuddered. The name on his lips didn’t feel like a guess—it felt etched there, like he’d known her and felt her pain intimately.


Joshua extended his hand. “Come with me,” he said softly. “I can help you forget.”


Her fingers trembled as she reached for his, but she didn’t hesitate. She took his hand like a drowning woman grasping for air. The touch was cold, but comforting, like a still lake before the storm.


As they turned to leave, Joshua glanced once toward the bar. Not a smile, not a nod—just a glance. But it was enough.


Behind the bar, Gus froze. His jaw clenched as he watched them walk, Gabrielle moving as if in a trance, drawn to something she couldn’t name. The stranger didn’t look back again, but Gus didn’t need him to.


“Hey!” Gus barked, trying to keep his voice light but failing. “Gabby—he better be buyin' you a damn steak, not just a drink.”


Gabrielle continued forward, not bothering to spare him a glance.


And just like that, they were gone—slipping out the door and into a sleek black limousine idling at the curb.


Gus let out a long breath and set the glass he’d been polishing down hard enough to crack it. His shoulders sagged, but his eyes stayed locked on the now-empty entrance.


“Sooner or later, Gabby,” he muttered, reaching for the bottle of bourbon he kept stashed under the register, “you’re gonna get yourself killed.”


The glass trembled slightly in his hand as he poured a shot before he downed it in one burning gulp.


Outside, the red neon flickered again before plunging the bar-front into a moment of total darkness.













CHAPTER 2






THE TENSION IN the air was thick and heavy, the kind that felt sharpened at the edges. The overhead bulb in the small kitchen buzzed like it was trying to break the silence, but its dim glow left the corners to stew in shadow. Dishes sat untouched in the sink. The stale scent of old coffee clung to the air like a bad memory no one could scrub away, and the faint trace of burned toast still lingered like the echo of another ruined morning.


But that wasn’t what made the room feel ready to snap.


It was the waiting. For the front door to creak open, for the lies to start again, for the crash that always followed Gabrielle’s nights out. Angel paced near the table, her arms folded tight and her jaw clenched. Jordyn sat slouched against the counter, pretending not to care, but her foot tapped angrily against the tile.


The house had seen this too many times. And so had they.


Underneath the quiet, the air throbbed with something sour—like fear that had fermented into rage. Like love that didn’t know where to go anymore.


Angel huffed and glared at her sister. “One of us has to go find Mom.”


Jordyn snorted and folded her arms. “Well, it’s not gonna be me. That’s for damn sure.”


Angel’s hands clenched at her sides. “Jordyn, she’s been gone five hours. Five. She was just supposed to be getting cigarettes.” Her voice cracked, but she swallowed it down. “But we both know that’s bullshit.”


Jordyn turned away, flicking a chipped nail against the counter. “Not my problem.”


Angel grabbed her by the arm before she could leave. Her fingers dug in as her pulse quickened. “Yes, it is. She’s our mother, Jordyn. Whether we like it or not, we don’t just get to—”


Jordyn’s head snapped around, her eyes dark and foreboding. The corner of her lip curled. “I suggest you take your fucking hand off me. Now.” 


For a second, neither of them moved, and the tension in the air grew even thicker, like the whole house was holding its breath. Then Angel released her grip and stepped back.


“Fine,” she spat. “Be that way. Always thinking about yourself. I’ll go get Mom while you sit here, wallowing in your own selfish little bubble, pretending the rest of the world doesn’t exist.”


She snatched her keys off the counter and stormed out, the door slamming behind her with a sound like a gunshot. A second later, tires screeched against the asphalt as she peeled out of the driveway and disappeared into the night.


Jordyn stood motionless, staring at the empty space where her sister had been. The silence after the outburst felt too loud, pressing in around her like unseen hands. She rubbed her arm where Angel had grabbed her, as if trying to wipe away more than just the touch.


She sat back down and sank into the chair, her fingers tightening into her palms until the nails bit deep. Angel didn’t understand. She had no clue what kind of place Twister’s was, what kind of people slithered through its smoke-choked air.


And she sure as hell didn’t know the dark secret Jordyn carried buried deep inside—the one she’d never dare to speak.






***






The windshield wipers beat heavily against the rain that had started to come down, as Angel cranked the volume up, letting the music pound through the car’s speakers while she sped toward the last place she wanted to go—Twister’s. Although if it was loud enough, it might drown out the rage boiling inside her. Maybe it would smother the thoughts clawing at her skull. But she doubted it.


She loved her mother—really, she did. That was why it burned so much. She wanted her back. The real her. The one who used to read bedtime stories and chased the monsters away when they were kids. The one who took them to the beach every summer, who played referee when she and Jordyn fought like rabid dogs.


That mother had vanished three years ago, the night their dad died. The accident stole more than just him—it took her, too. Nothing had been the same since.


Gabrielle collapsed into her grief so deep that she never crawled back out. Alcohol became her only comfort, her crutch. Whiskey, vodka, beer—it didn’t matter, as long as it burned going down. She lost her job months later and stopped caring about anything but the bottle. Bills got paid thanks to a hefty investment account Tom had left behind, but that only made things worse. Gabrielle knew she didn’t have to do anything to survive, and she didn’t.


So, Angel had to grow up overnight. No more parties, no more friends, no more normal. Somebody had to pick up the pieces before they shattered beyond repair. Jordyn was too busy taking care of Jordyn, while their mom was too busy destroying herself.


She had tried everything. Rehab, therapy, threats, tears. Nothing stuck. Once, in a moment of desperation, she had screamed at her mother, “Dad’s dead, Mom! He’s gone! But Jordyn and I are still here! We need you!”


The slap had stung, but at least it was a reaction. At least it meant she felt something.


She got better—sort of. She started moving, speaking. But it wasn’t the same. The way she walked, the way she dressed, even the way she looked at them was empty and hollow. Like she was just playing a role until she could crawl back into her numbness.


Angel swerved into the parking lot, just as a black limo roared past, barely missing her bumper. She slammed the brake pedal hard, which resulted in a loud screech. The driver, though, didn’t even slow down.


“Fucking idiot!” she shouted, slamming her fist against the steering wheel before yanking the keys out and storming toward the entrance, ignoring the rain that pelted against her.


A silver lighter caught her eye on the pavement. She snatched it up, flipping it over to see the initials engraved in gold. G.F.


Her mother’s.


A wave of relief hit her—followed quickly by disgust. Of course, she was here.


Angel hated this place. The people here were sharks, circling, waiting for someone weak enough to devour. And Gabrielle had been bleeding for the last three years.


Inside, the air was thick with smoke and desperation. A mess of writhing bodies filled the small dance floor, sweat and beer stinking up the place. Angel clenched her jaw, shoving past them toward the bar.


“Hey, Gus.”


The big man looked up from wiping down the counter. “Hey, Angel. Looking for your mom?”


“Aren’t I always?” she muttered.


Gus sighed. “She just left. Some guy swept in pretty much as soon as she showed up. Tall, dark, rich. They left in a limo about two minutes ago.


Angel’s stomach twisted as she gritted her teeth. “That son of a bitch almost ran me over!”


Gus hesitated, then leaned in slightly. “Something was off about him.”


Angel narrowed her eyes. “Off how?”


“I don’t know. Gave me the creeps.” Gus wiped a hand over his mouth, as if trying to scrub away the thought. “Not the kind of guy you’d want to meet alone in a dark alley.”


Angel didn’t say another word. She just turned and stormed out into the rain.


By the time she reached her car, she was soaked to the bone. Wind howled through the parking lot, slamming against her as she fumbled in her purse. Her fingers found the keys—then lost them. They hit the pavement with a soft plop into a muddy puddle.


“Son of a bitch,” she hissed, crouching down to fish them out of the murky water. Her hands were shaking when she finally jammed the key into the lock and climbed inside, slamming the door behind her.


Tears burned her eyes. Her mother had done this to her. Repeatedly. And even though she’d been there to pick up the pieces repeatedly, she didn’t know how much longer she’d be able to carry that burden.


She yanked her phone from her purse and hit call.


Jordyn answered on the second ring. “What?”


Angel took a breath. “She was at Twister’s. Left with some asshole in a limo.”


Jordyn’s voice was sharp. “I’m guessing he was loaded?”


Angel let out a bitter laugh. “Would she go with him if he wasn’t?”


“Shut up, Angel.”


“Like you care,” Angel shot back. “I swear, sometimes I don’t think you feel anything at all.”


The silence stretched for too long.


Angel exhaled, rubbing at her temple. “I didn’t mean that.”


“Yes, you did.”


She sighed. “I’m going to Adam’s. I need to clear my head.”


Jordyn snorted. “Right. ‘Clear your head.’ That what we’re calling it now?”


Angel gritted her teeth but held back her temper. Then, a somber note crept into her voice, “Listen, Jordyn, I have a bad feeling about this.”


“About Mom?”


Angel swallowed. “Yeah. Something’s not right.”






***






Jordyn was quiet for a second. Then she said, “Be careful,” before hanging up.


Jordyn dropped the phone onto the couch beside her.


She hated this. The viscous cycle, the chasing, the inevitable disappointment. Sometimes she wished their mother would just disappear.


And then the guilt slammed into her, because no matter how much she hated what their mother had become—she still loved her.


She curled up into herself, eyes burning. “Dad,” she whispered. “I wish you were here.”













CHAPTER 3






THEY DROVE FOR what felt like hours, through winding roads that led them deeper into nowhere. Even though the sun had dipped below the horizon a long time ago, dusk still clung stubbornly to the sky, casting everything in a bruised shade of purple.


And then the estate appeared, looming at the end of a long gravel road, behind a twelve-foot rock wall that made the building look more like a fortress than a private residence. The wall disappeared into the hillside on either side, as though the house had been carved into the very bones of the earth.


The house was monstrous in its quiet elegance. Thick ivy clawed its way up the white stone walls in long sprawling webs. Over-sized windows reflected nothing but darkness, and a massive oak door—ten feet high—waited at the front like the gaping portal to something ancient and powerful.


Gabrielle stepped from the car, her boots crunching on the gravel as they approached the massive structure, her breath catching in her throat.


When she stepped through the door it was like entering another world, one filled with magic and mystery. The scent of sandalwood hung like a thick blanket in the air. The white marble floor shimmered beneath her, and in the center of it all, a wide and winding staircase, like something out of an old dream she used to have as a girl, before reality had stripped all the magic from her life.


“Come,” Joshua said in a soft and low voice, “Let’s make you comfortable.”


He led her past the staircase, through a wide archway into a room that flickered with firelight.


It was a study unlike any she’d ever seen. A fire dominated the space, roaring inside a stone hearth that stretched the length of the back wall. Shadows danced violently across the room, licking the faces of bookshelves that rose from the floor. They were packed with thick, leather-bound volumes whose titles had long since worn away.


Weapons hung from the walls—blades, axes, spears—all gleaming in the firelight. She could feel the history of each one dripping off them, sticky and red like the blood they had drawn in ages long past.


Joshua motioned to a deep leather couch near the fire. “Please,” he said, gesturing gently. “Sit. Can I get you anything, my dear?”


Gabrielle hesitated. Her heart pounded like a drum behind her ribs. “…Maybe a glass of wine,” she said, her voice barely audible.


Joshua pressed a button on a polished side table. A crackle of static, then a deep and precise voice answered, “Yes, sir.”


“Bring our guest a glass of wine,” Joshua said. “Something… mature.”


“Certainly, sir.”


Moments passed in silence. Gabrielle stared at the fire. For a moment, she swore she saw something move in it—not the flames, but something behind them. A shadow with eyes. She blinked, and it was gone.


Then Daniel entered the room. His silver hair was combed back tightly, and his eyes were like twin slivers of slate. He moved like he’d been stitched together by candlelight, carrying the wine on a silver tray with hands that didn’t shake.


“You remember Daniel,” Joshua said. “He takes care of things here, drives me around from time to time, and keeps my secrets.”


Gabrielle forced a smile. “Nice to meet you.”


Daniel bowed. “A pleasure, Madame.”


“That will be all, Daniel,” Joshua said.


“Yes, sir.”


And just like that, he vanished.


Gabrielle sipped the wine. It was darker and thicker than wine should be. It coated her throat with a velvety heat that slithered into her chest.


She looked up and saw a painting above the fire—an angel, high in the clouds, face torn by sorrow. Tears fell from his eyes like drops of mercury. His hand reached down to earth, not to save it… but to mourn it.


Joshua followed her gaze. “Ah,” he said reverently. “The fall of man. The long, slow spiral into pain. Isn’t it beautiful?”


He turned to her, his expression unreadable.


“This is my favorite room. It listens. It remembers. You could say, it’s secrets are kind of a passion to me.”


“And what are your other passions?” Gabrielle asked, unsure if she wanted to know the answer.


Joshua smiled widely. “Why… beautiful women, of course.”


Then, before she could think, he swept her into his arms, effortlessly, like a man picking up a doll.


He carried her up the staircase while the house groaned around them. The chandelier swayed above them as if it were caught in a dark and rhythmic dance.


The bedroom, draped in white satin and lace, felt like stepping into a quiet dream. Everything was immaculate. Too pristine. Too delicate. It was the kind of room that seemed untouched by life itself. The bed welcomed her like a lover. She melted into it as her body drifted toward the edge of oblivion.


Joshua’s hands were on her instantly, his lips brushing hers softly.


Gabrielle clutched his shoulders—hard. She wasn’t sure if it was desire or fear. Maybe both. They felt the same sometimes.


His mouth found her throat.


And then he whispered: “Come. Be with me now, my love.”


Something inside her cracked.


She threw herself at him. Their bodies collided like fire and oil. His kiss slid down her neck.


The pain was white-hot and glorious.


His teeth sank further into her flesh. The sound of her cry filled the room—part scream, part sob, part prayer.


His eyes burned crimson. Just for a moment.


She gripped his hair, pulled him closer. Not because she wanted to die, but because she didn’t know how to live anymore.


And as the blood left her body—rushing from the wound like secrets being poured down a well—Gabrielle felt the strangest thing of all.


Not fear.


Not even pain.


But relief.


Like she'd finally come home.






***






Joshua sat motionless in the worn leather chair, its cushions sighing beneath his weight like an old friend who knew how long he’d waited. He didn’t blink. He barely breathed. His eyes, twin coals glowing with ancient hunger, stayed fixed on the motionless form splayed across the white satin bed like a sacrifice on an altar. Gabrielle lay still, her limbs delicate and pale, her hair fanned out like spilled ink on silk. Outside, the wind howled against the stone walls, rattling the high arched windows, as if the world itself could sense the unnatural shift inside the house.


Then it began.


A single breath slipped past her parted lips—more sigh than gasp. Joshua leaned forward, his elbows resting on his knees, his lips twitching at the corners with restrained anticipation. Another breath followed. And another. Then, her spine arched like a bowstring being pulled taut. Her mouth opened in a silent scream.


Darkness gathered in the corners of the room like smoke. Not just shadow, but something alive and pulsing—a crawling presence that licked at the walls and shimmered around the chandelier’s edge like oil in water. It curled around Gabrielle’s body, seeping through her pores, twisting beneath her skin like worms learning how to dance. Her veins darkened. Her fingers twitched.


And then, abruptly, she sat up.


Her eyes snapped open—eyes that had once been human—but were now glassy and bottomless, like windows into a night that would never end. Her breath came fast. Her nostrils flared. She looked down at her hands as if seeing them for the first time, and her mouth stretched into a small, stunned smile.


“I can feel… everything,” she whispered.


Power crackled through her like static through a balloon, coiling in her gut, snapping at her fingertips. She was no longer Gabrielle. She was something else now—reborn in darkness, cradled in secrets only the grave had known.


Then came the pain.


It struck fast, a vice of agony clamping down on her ribs. Her back arched again, this time involuntarily. She let out a loud wail that shook the windows. Joshua was already moving, calm and fluid.


He kneeled before her and drew a sharp nail across the pale skin just above his heart, slicing open the flesh over his nipple in a neat, practiced motion. Thick, dark blood welled up—too dark to be human, syrupy and ancient, with a scent like iron and rot and roses left too long in a vase.


“Drink,” he said in a low voice.


Gabrielle didn’t hesitate. Her lips latched to the wound with the desperation of a newborn finding its mother’s breast. She drank deeply, greedily, her throat working, her eyes fluttering shut as the blood filled her mouth with warmth and visions—screaming cities swallowed in fire, kings impaled on thrones of bone, lovers torn apart by wild beasts under a red moon.


Joshua moaned softly, stroking her hair.


When he pulled her away, her lips were slick with crimson, and her face glowed with unholy rapture.


“That’s enough for now, my Beauty,” he murmured.


Gabrielle blinked slowly, the last traces of her former life vanishing behind that bottomless stare. She was his now—wholly, irrevocably, forever.


Joshua stood and offered her his hand.


“Come,” he said simply. “The night is young, and there are wonders waiting in its depths… wonders you've never dared to dream.”


She took his hand and together, they vanished into the dark.













CHAPTER 4






JOSHUA LED HER by the hand like a groom escorting his bride, but there was nothing holy about the union they shared. They reached the edge of the window—high above, the moon casting its pale, ghostly glow on their faces—and without hesitation, they stepped off into the night.


There was no falling.


The darkness cradled them like a velvet shroud. Gabrielle’s bare feet never touched the wind. The air seemed to yield beneath her like water. A rush of raw exhilaration flooded through her chest. She wanted to laugh, to scream, to howl like some mad thing just awakened. This was flight. This was freedom. This was the beginning of eternity.


And eternity, she realized, was going to be marvelous.


Joshua landed with the grace of a panther, his long coat billowing like the wings of a great black bird. Gabrielle touched down beside him, her toes curling in the dew-slicked grass. She was smiling widely, drunk on power.


"Take your purse," Joshua said suddenly, and she blinked, surprised by the suggestion.


She frowned. “Why?”


“Let them think you were murdered. Better they grieve than search. A few sobbing friends and a closed casket funeral are much safer than an investigation with dogs and flashlights and nosy detectives sniffing through the dark.”


She nodded. Of course. Even immortality came with its red tape. A moment later, Daniel walked down the steps toward them, holding her purse in his hands. After handing it to her, he simply turned and walked back into the house without a word.


Then everything changed. With a whisper in a language she didn’t understand, Joshua’s hand tightened around hers—and the night obeyed. Wind screamed past her ears as they moved at impossible speed, not running, but gliding just above the ground, shadows bleeding away beneath their feet. Buildings twisted around them and streetlights flickered violently as they passed—each bulb dimming, dying, then exploding in their wake. Gabrielle’s body should have been torn apart. But she was something different now, held together by the same dark force that guided him. Time stuttered and gravity lost meaning.


They slipped through the back alleys and sleeping streets, sticking to shadows and side roads, hunting not like beasts, but like artists looking for their next canvas. The city stretched before them, a glittering carcass of light and decay, and Joshua knew just where to begin.


Blackwood Estates. A haggard apartment complex location in a downtrodden sector of town.


The name alone carried the scent of roaches and neglect. The building sagged on the south side like a dying man, its bricks cracked and flaking, its windows covered with grime. It was the kind of place where cops turned a blind eye.


They lingered behind the building, blending into the shadows near a dumpster, the reek of rot and mildew thick in the air. Then, a door creaked open and a woman stepped out, her heels clacking on the crumbling concrete. Gabrielle’s breath caught in her throat.


It was her neighbor. Kelly. The one with the shitty music blaring at all hours of the night, accompanied by cigarette smoke that seeped into her vents like a deadly mist, and whose dog violated her lawn any chance he got.


Gabrielle glanced up to see a man waving half-naked from the window with a stupid grin and no clue what was coming. Gabrielle’s jaw tightened.


Joshua moved with the grace and stealth of a shadow. He appeared behind Kelly before she could scream. She twisted in his grasp, arms flailing, her purse hitting the ground with a hollow thud. Then, he brought his hand sharply across her throat.


A wet gasp preceded a geyser of blood before she collapsed in his arms like a broken doll, twitching violently.


Joshua turned around and carried the dying woman toward Gabrielle like an offering.


"For you, my love," he whispered with a chilling tenderness in his tone.


The body hit the ground with a sickening thud, and Gabrielle didn’t hesitate.


She dropped to her knees, her hands sinking into the blood-slick pavement, and fed greedily.


The blood was hot and alive, screaming through her veins as it filled her like liquid fire. She could taste the woman’s memories—the fear, the heartbreak, the stale wine, the arguments over rent, every moment of her mundane life—and she drank it all in with gluttonous abandon.


When she rose, her mouth glistened red and wet like a fevered beast’s.


She turned to Joshua, her voice ragged and low. “Now what?”


Joshua smiled. “Now, we complete the masquerade.”


First, he grabbed the woman’s purse and threw it far away, into the surrounding line of trees. Then, he casually slung the body over his shoulder and tossed Gabrielle’s purse into the blood pooling on the cracked pavement.


They quickly disappeared back into the city, two shadows whispering between streetlights, careful to avoid curious eyes and nosy drunks.


Eventually, they arrived behind Gabrielle’s house. She reached beneath the chipped ceramic frog beside the steps and retrieved the spare key, just where she’d always kept it.


Joshua stood at the bottom of the porch steps and looked up at her with something close to admiration.


“This is all yours now, my Dear,” he said, his voice fading like smoke in the breeze.


Then, he was gone.


Gabrielle stepped into her own home like a burglar. She moved silently, blood drying on her hands, her heels leaving faint red prints on the tile. Everything looked the same—framed photos, beige furniture, the faint smell of lavender from a candle long since burned out.


She made her way to the bathroom, where the tub waited, cold and white.


She dragged the body in behind her, propping it up against the porcelain, blood trailing in sticky lines behind it. She didn’t flinch. Didn’t hesitate. Just stood there, staring at the corpse of the woman she once called neighbor.


Then she waited.






***






Meanwhile, Joshua moved like smoke.


He scaled the privacy fence between the two yards without so much as a sound, the wood beneath his boots barely creaking. His form shimmered—his body evaporating into mist, unraveling into a swirl of black vapor that snaked across the hedges and over the lawn like a ghost seeking shelter in the shadows. He drifted toward the neighbor’s driveway where a sleek, spotless black Mustang convertible waited, gleaming under the moonlight like a showroom relic that had no business being parked in this crumbling suburb.


For a moment, he solidified—just long enough for the world to catch a glimpse.


In one swift motion, he dragged a clawed hand across the canvas top, slicing it open like paper. He peeled off his blood-soaked trench coat and tossed it into the back seat. The coat landed with a wet slap, staining the leather. Then he was gone again—vanishing into the folds of the night.













CHAPTER 5






A LOW CREAKING noise made Jordyn jump. Her heart pounded feverishly in her chest as she sat up on the couch, her eyes darting around the room. The only sound was her own shallow and uneven breathing. The darkness pressed in around her, thick and suffocating, and a cold chill crawled up her spine as she realized she must have dozed off.


With a shaky hand, she reached for the floor lamp beside the couch, hesitating for just a second before flicking it on. The glow was weak, barely pushing back the heavy gloom that seemed to linger in the corners of the room. She glanced at her watch. 11:00 PM. Still no sign of Mom.


Well, Mom, she thought bitterly. I’m certainly not waiting up for you.


She exhaled sharply and stood up, her legs stiff from sleeping on the couch in a cramped position. As she turned toward the hallway, the house seemed to breathe around her as the floorboards groaned beneath her weight. She froze, listening.


The wind outside had picked up, sending nearby tree branches into a frenzy. They scraped against the windows like desperate fingers trying to claw their way in. The familiar sound had unnerved her since childhood, but tonight, it felt worse, like the house itself was whispering to her.


She glanced over her shoulder, her pulse quickening. The hallway loomed before her, stretching into a suffocating black void. She reached for the light switch as a sick feeling twisted in her stomach.


Another sound whispered in her ears.


Not the trees. Not the house settling.


Something else. A soft shuffle, like footsteps moving just out of sight.


Her breath caught in her throat.


“Angel?” she called out, even though she knew her sister wasn’t home yet. Silence answered.


She nervously took a short step forward. The dogs in the neighborhood howled relentlessly in the distance, as if their cries were a warning of an encroaching darkness.


And then, just as she reached the doorway to her room a single, deliberate knock came from the front door.


Jordyn’s blood ran cold.


She wasn’t expecting anyone. And she damn well knew that whoever was out there…wasn’t supposed to be.


The knock echoed through the house, rattling through Jordyn’s bones. Her breath stopped as she stared at the front door, her heart hammering so hard it felt like it might burst.


She hesitated. Every instinct screamed at her not to move—to stay put, to ignore it, to pretend she hadn’t heard anything. But the silence that followed was unbearable, pressing in on her.


Swallowing hard, she took a slow step toward the door. Then another. Each movement felt like wading through thick water. The floorboards groaned beneath her feet, and with every creak, she swore she could hear something breathing just beyond the threshold.


"Angel?" she called softly as her fingers hovered over the lock, though she knew deep down it wasn’t her sister.


No answer.


Her pulse pounded in her ears as she twisted the lock with a quiet click and slowly pulled the door open.


The night gaped back at her, empty and foreboding.


The porch light flickered weakly, casting shaky, elongated shadows across the front yard. The wind rustled through the trees, and the air smelled damp and heavy.


She tentatively stepped forward, hugging herself against the sudden chill. The neighborhood was eerily still—no passing cars, no distant voices, nothing but the relentless howling of the dogs. They sounded frantic now, more urgent, their cries carrying an edge of something that made her stomach churn.


Jordyn’s gaze swept over the porch, down the steps, out onto the street.


Even though no one was there, the uneasy feeling refused to leave her, curling around her ribs like icy fingers.


She was about to turn back inside when a noise made her freeze.


A whisper. Barely audible. Close.


Jordyn’s eyes drifted downward and she gasped.


At the welcome mat, just inches from her bare toes were dark footprints leading up to the door.


But none leading away.






***






The rain had eased into a fine mist that clung to Angel’s skin and soaked into her hair as she approached Adam’s apartment. Her pulse quickened at the thought of his dark eyes and calming smile. His mere presence was like a lifeline she was desperate to grab onto. Never mind that her makeup was a smeared disaster, her mascara streaking down her cheeks like war paint. She looked like a broken doll left out in the rain. But none of it mattered. Adam would make it all right. He always did.


She lifted a trembling hand and pressed the doorbell.


As soon as the chime sounded, she realized she hadn’t called first, which was stupid. With Adam, there were no guarantees. A single phone call could rip him away at any second—another murder, another missing person, another wreckage of someone else’s life that he had to piece together. She had lost count of how many dinners had been abandoned, how many movies left unfinished, how many nights had been cut short by the ring of his phone. Even their most intimate moments weren’t immune to it. They could be tangled together, lost in each other’s bliss, only for the world to demand him back.


She understood. She had to. It was his life, his passion. At thirty, he was the youngest detective on the force, the prodigy of the precinct. It wasn’t fair to ask him to be anything less than what he was.


“Hi, gorgeous,” came the husky voice from the other side of the door as the locked clicked.


The door swung open, and before he could say another word, she threw herself into his arms. His familiar scent, warm and musky, wrapped around her like a shield, chasing away the night’s ghosts. Her fingers tangled in his thick, dark hair as she kissed him desperately. His powerful arms lifted her with ease, her legs coiling around his torso as he carried her inside, shutting out the world.


No words were needed. He could feel her pain, the rawness of it. And she knew he would take it away.


Their hands moved with feverish urgency, tearing at fabric, dragging over bare skin, as pleasure and pain collided in a moment of ecstasy. The rain continued its relentless beat outside, the wind rattling the windows, but inside, there was only the two of them and their passion.


After exhaustion claimed them both, they lay tangled in the sheets, their limbs intertwined, the steady rhythm of their breathing the only sound in the dimly lit room. Angel pressed her face against his chest, listening to the slow, reassuring beat of his heart. She felt safe in his arms.


With you by my side, what could go wrong? She thought as she snuggled closer.


She shouldn’t have put the thought out there, in the ether, because the universe responded immediately.


The phone’s sharp ring sliced through the silence like a blade.


Adam groaned, blindly reaching for it. Angel already knew. She could hear it in the clipped "I understand," the resigned "No problem," and the inevitable "I'll be right there." The same words she had heard countless times before.


She closed her eyes as he hung up, already bracing for the goodbye.


“I have to go,” he murmured, swinging his legs over the bed.


“What is it?” she asked, though she wasn’t sure she wanted the answer.


“There was an attack downtown,” he said simply.


A chill ran down Angel’s spine. She knew his answer came with the finality that he couldn’t discuss any of the details with her. And that scared her.


She sat up quickly. “Why you? Why can’t someone else go?”


Adam shot her a small, knowing smile. “Because I’m the best there is.”


“You got that right,” she managed to say, even though her stomach was twisted into knots.


He kissed her once more, lingering for a moment as if trying to promise something he couldn’t. “I’ll be careful.”


“You better,” she whispered, watching as he pulled on his clothes and stepped toward the door.


He glanced at her one last time before disappearing into the night.


The moment the door shut, a single tear slipped down Angel’s cheek.


She lay there for a while, staring at the ceiling fan, watching its slow, hypnotic rotation. Her mind wandered—to a different life, a different reality where Adam had a normal job, where his phone never rang in the middle of the night, where he was only hers.


But that wasn’t her reality.


With a sigh, she dragged herself out of bed and got dressed. Going home was inevitable, but for the moment she gathered herself in Adam’s favorite recliner and turned on the TV, determined to avoid the trip as long as possible. Hopefully by then, Jordyn would be asleep and she wouldn’t have to face her sister until morning. Jordyn had always been… difficult. Angel never quite understood the way she dealt with things, how she closed herself off like a fortress. But tonight, Angel wasn’t sure she wanted to understand.













CHAPTER 6






THE SLEEP-WITCH CREPT closer, her unseen hands pressing heavy on Jordyn’s eyelids, her breath cold against the nape of her neck.


She drifted and the world around her shifted.


She was walking a narrow, worn path through a forest choked with tangled trees, their gnarled branches were like twisted fingers reaching for her. The air pulsed with the night’s whispers—buzzing insects, the distant flutter of wings, the slow, deliberate creak of something unseen shifting just beyond the tree line.


A flicker of movement caught her eye as a shadow darted between the trunks.


Jordyn spun around, her heart hammering in her chest, but there was nothing. Just trees. Just the darkness pressing in.


She exhaled and turned back around to find a girl standing in front of her.


Jordyn stumbled backward with a sharp gasp. The child’s head was bowed low, strands of dark, stringy hair hiding her face. She wore a dirty, white nightgown, the fabric yellowed with age, torn at the edges as if she had been wandering for years. Dangling from her small fingers was a headless doll, limp and lifeless, its single remaining limb twitching in an unseen breeze.


A breathless, ragged whisper slithered from the girl’s lips, "She’s coming for you."


Jordyn swallowed, her mouth suddenly dry. “Who?” she asked, stepping forward. “Who’s coming for me?”


The girl tilted her head, the motion slow and unnatural. Then she lifted her face.


Jordyn’s breath caught in her throat.


The girl’s eyes were pits of blackness—bottomless voids, swallowing the light. Her lips peeled back into a grin too wide, revealing rows of rotted teeth, dark with decay. The air around her turned sour, thick with the scent of something long dead. Then, she screamed.


The sound was inhuman, a violent burst of rage and agony that shattered the silence. Jordyn gasped, stumbling backward as the forest around her shrank, pressing in and suffocating her.


"Then you’re going to die!" the girl shrieked.






***






Jordyn bolted upright, a strangled cry escaping her throat. She was shaking so hard her fingers barely worked as she struggled to brush the matted hair from her face. She was drenched in sweat, her clothes clinging to her skin, her breath ragged. The dream still clung to her, its fingers brushing against her spine.


Swallowing hard, she pushed herself up, her legs unsteady as she stumbled from the bed and made her way down the dark hallway. The bathroom light flickered to life with a sickly yellow glow as she turned on the faucet, letting the cold water rush over her trembling hands. She splashed her face, the icy chill shocking her system and calming her down, even if only slightly.


Then, slowly, she looked up into the mirror. The horror reflected back at her ripped the breath from her lungs.


Blood. Everywhere.


Splattered across the walls. Dripping from the ceiling. Smearing across the glass, as if unseen hands had dragged something through it.


Jordyn’s stomach clenched, a wave of nausea hitting her.


She turned around slowly and immediately wished she hadn’t.


The bathtub had been turned into a macabre display of horror and violence. A body lay slumped inside, pale and broken, arms twisted at unnatural angles. Blonde hair matted with blood. Glassy, dead blue eyes staring sightlessly at the ceiling. One limp arm dangled over the side, fingers curled, a small puddle of crimson forming beneath it—pointing straight down, like a silent accusation.


Jordyn choked on a scream, her stomach lurching. She knew that face! It was their next-door neighbor.


Then, a low hiss, slithered through the air behind her. Immediately, a cold, crawling dread seeped into her bones.



