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​Prologue
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“Come.”

Cassandra Bancroft crept down the stone staircase, listening intently for the voice that called her from her bed night after night. That first night she pulled the thick covers of her twin bed over her head until the voice faded and she fell asleep. She told her father about it in the morning, but he didn't believe her. After all, no one else in her family heard it. If there’d been a paranormal presence reaching out, she’d be the last one to hear it.

“You’re making it up.” Melody was quick to knock her down, Cassie thought, the cold enveloping her as she descended into the cavernous basement of the mansion. This was the farthest she’d explored so far, but she had to find the voice.

Her breath shuddered out, forming a white mist that hung suspended in the small cone of light from her flashlight. It was part of a camping kit she’d gotten for her 9th birthday last month and she loved it then. But now, the glittery unicorn stickers on the plastic barrel were no help against the looming darkness. Now she wished she grabbed one of the big lanterns or heavy metal flashlights her family took on investigations, but they were packed in the back of the van with the rest of their gear. 

The air felt heavy, and wet like she’d descended into a cave. She wasn’t allowed down here, a fact that both thrilled and terrified her. Melody would never go against the rules, Cassie thought, smug knowing she’d outdone her sister for once, even in such a small thing.

“Come.” Louder now, and she spun in the dark, trying to locate the speaker. She wasn’t scared; she was a Bancroft and Bancroft’s weren’t afraid of what goes bump in the night. She calmed down remembering words her mother used to reassure her when Cassie woke up frightened the rare times she was allowed to join an investigation.

She pulled her fluffy white robe tighter around her as the cold air whispered past, stinging the bare skin at her neck and face. The rough stone floor bit through the thin soles of her slippers. The thin light from her flashlight illuminated pale slices through the pitch blackness, revealing piles of bricks and abandoned furniture, heavily cloaked in dust and cobwebs.

She held her breath, straining to hear the small voice, but it was gone. She stepped deeper into the darkness, catching sight of the hard-packed earth making up the back wall. Her mother told her the house was built into the mountainside, on the ruins of the original settlement. She hadn’t really understood what that meant, until now. The stone walls ended abruptly, giving way to this dark oppressive mass of earth, its face scarred and pocked as it blocked her way.

She felt lightheaded, and stumbling, reaching out to steady herself. Her hand slapped the hard surface, startling hot against her chilled skin. She pulled back, dropping her flashlight in her haste.

Far enough, too far she thought. Her skin prickled, electrified in the dark. She turned back towards the stairs, but only darkness met her gaze. She needed her flashlight.

She fought to steady her breath. “I’m Cassandra Leigh Bancroft.” She whispered, a litany to calm the fear tearing through her. After a moment, she turned back to the black wall, walking to where her lamp came to rest at the base, its meager light picking out a crack in the surface.

Gingerly she retrieved her lamp, watching it grow darker as the light narrowed then disappeared.

“No, no no.” She chanted, smacking the lamp against her palm like her father did on the show. She stood frozen in the darkness, heat radiating from the wall. She knew the stairs were at her back, but crossing the huge black expanse terrified her.

Her quick breath was loud in the darkness, tears leaking from her eyes. Melody would laugh at her if she didn’t pull herself together. Still, she couldn’t turn her back to the dank wall, couldn’t make that first step away. She felt so alone.

“Come.” She stepped back, flinging her hands up at the return of the voice, close this time and louder than before. She noticed another change; she could see her hand stretched out before her, touching the thick dirt. As she stared, a faint red glow seeped out from the wall, its wane light strongest along a tall crack leading over her head.

Feeling better with even this slight lessening of the darkness, she gingerly reached towards the crack. The light was strong enough there to light up her fingertips, now almost looking like they bled. She felt a hard edge under her fingers, and pulling slightly felt it move.

She hesitated. She’d come so far already. Just this, she thought. She’d just see what was behind this last barrier. Then she’d go to bed.
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​CHAPTER 1
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“Mom, can Alana spend the night Friday?”

“This Friday?” Cassie nodded, watching her mother closely as she packed her lunch. She smiled as her mom remembered to pack two frozen Gogurt tubes with the grapes and ham sandwich.

“It won’t work this Friday.”

“But ...”

“Honey, how about Saturday night?”

“She’s going to Jake’s baseball game then.” Cassie groused.

“Keith is coming over to talk with your dad Friday.”

“So?”

Her mother laughed. “So? It’s serious. We have to talk about the wedding.”

“I don’t.” Cassie countered. “Opal and I don’t care about the wedding.”

“You sure? Opal sounds like a pretty flashy little girl to me.”

“Nope, she doesn’t like it at all. Opal says we shouldn’t use the Alter room.”

“Well, I’ll keep that in mind.” She zipped up Cassie’s lunchbox.

“Why don’t you call Alana and see if you can go to Jake’s game with her Saturday?”

“I guess...”

“Then you both can come over here Saturday night. Jake can come too.”

“Really?” Excitement replaced disappointment.

“Of course. He’s coming to babysit anyway. Your dad has a night lecture at work.”

“Ugh, I don’t need a babysitter. I’m 12!”

“Hmmm, maybe if you didn’t get into so much mischief I could think about it.”

“It’s not my fault. Opal always wants to explore.”

“Opal huh? She’s the wild one, not you?” Her mom stared at her, and Cassie dropped her eyes.

“Maybe I’m a little wild.” She admitted. “But Opal would never let anything hurt me.”

“If you say so. She doesn’t protect you from being grounded though so don’t let her get you in trouble.” Her mom handed her the lunch box, her favorite one with the glittery unicorn Melody gave her for her birthday.

“Can we stay up all night?”

“I don’t know, can you?” Her mother teased, reaching out to even up the bands holding the ends of Cassie’s twin black braids. “Just stay on the grounds, ok? Now hurry up or you’ll be late.”

#
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“ALANA!”  CASSIE PUMPED harder on her 10-speeds pedals when she caught sight of her friend emerging from the detached garage beside their mobile home. Dust flew up from the dirt driveway as she braked. “Mom said you could spend the night, but it’s gotta be tomorrow.”

Alana pulled the heavy door down, and Cassie rushed to help her, slowing the door so it wouldn’t slam against the concrete. Alana’s dad worked night shifts and got angry if they woke him up.

Together they walked down the dirt road of the trailer park heading towards town, Cassie’s bike between them. Cassie left her bike at Alana’s before, but it went missing and now Cassie used Melody’s old bike. Alana told her not to leave it at her house anymore.

“Morning, miss.”

“Morning.” Cassie nodded to a woman crossing in front of them, a little boy in tow behind her.

“Do you wanna go to Jake’s game with me Saturday?”

“Do you have to go?”

“I go to all his games. I’m his good luck charm.”

“I guess I could go then.”

“Morning, Miss Bancroft!” Mr. Brewer was just getting into his car as they passed.

“Morning.”

“That’s so cringy.”

“Shhhh.” Cassie grabbed Alana’s hand, pulling her along.

“’Morning Miss Bancroft’.” Alana parroted. “Every frickin’ morning.”

“It’s not a big deal. You know how people are.”

Cassie wheeled her bike into the rack in front of the two-story red brick schoolhouse, locking it with a green-sleeved chain.

The principal opened the heavy oak door at their approach. “Good morning, Cassandra.”

“Good morning, sir.”

“I hope you have an enjoyable day in class.” He stood stiffly as they walked into the building. Alana spun back around.

“WE will.”

#

[image: ]


FRIDAY NIGHT SHE HELPED her mom with dinner, standing on a stool for little kids next to her tall silvery-haired sister at the sink. One day, she thought she’d grow tall too. Melody turned and smirked at her. “I’ll always be bigger than you.”

“Ahhhh, stop reading my mind!”

“I don’t need to. It’s written all over your silly face!” She took the peeled potato from Cassie’s hand, placed it on the cutting board spanning the left side of the dual sink and began chopping slices.

“Melody, aren’t you too old to be teasing your little sister?”

“But she makes it so easy, mom!” Melody ruffled Cassie’s inky black hair, depositing a fair amount of potato starch in the process.

“No!” Cassie wailed, batting her sister’s hands away. “Now I’ll have to wash it again!”

“It looks better this way.” Melody smiled, holding up both hands. “Let me do it again!”

Cassie reared back, forgetting she was on a stepstool. Melody reached for her in earnest, but before she could connect, Cassie lurched forward, smashing into her. The two ended up in a tangle on the floor.

“Girls!” Pulling Cassie to her feet, her mom checked her over then turned her attention to Melody who’d taken the brunt of the fall and was struggling to sit up.

“Oh, you’re bleeding!” Her mom wet a paper towel and held it to Melody’s lip. “There’ll be a bruise. Cassie, bring me some ice.”

“I...I’m sorry Melody.” Cassie stared at the bright blood seeping from her sister’s split lip and staining the paper her mother held to it. “I didn’t mean to...”

“It’s ok, freak.” I’m sorry I sent you flying.” Melody smiled, wincing a little as the action stretched her ravaged skin. “That was a pretty slick move though, coming at me. I thought for sure you’d splat on your butt.”

“Opal pushed me.” Cassie admitted. “She did it too hard though.”

“Opal huh?” Melody took the ice and held it to her swelling face. She looked behind Cassie. “Opal, you should know better than to hurt a girl’s face.”

A bell peeled twice, startling Cassie.

“Keith can’t see me like this!” Melody struggled to her feet and raced up the stairs to her room, leaving Cassie to answer the door.

“Hey Cassie.” Keith eyed her quizzically. With a start, she remembered the state of her hair.

“It’s Melody’s fault.” Embarrassed, she rubbed ineffectively at the starch stiffening the strands.

“It’s not bad. Maybe you’ll start a trend.” He deadpanned, and she glared at him.

“Is your dad home yet?”

“Malcolm’s in the study.” Matilda answered instead, wiping her hands on a dishtowel.

“I need to talk with him. You too if you have a moment.”

She hesitated a moment, worry shadowing her eyes. “Of course. Let’s go see Malcolm.”

She turned to Cassie. “Dear, go clean up will you? And ask Melody to finish up with dinner please.”

#
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CASSIE DIDN’T KNOW what changed, but she wasn’t complaining. Instead of a stuffy sit-down dinner in the formal dining room, she was enjoying her second slice of cheese pizza and binge-watching Scooby, Where are You on the family room television.

When she’d come down freshly showered, she found everyone in the study. Melody was crying, sitting on the couch next to mom. Keith was leaning towards her dad across his antique oak desk, his phone in his outstretched hand.

She stood at the door, unsure, when her mother caught sight of her and stood to block her view.

“Cassie, we’re going to be here a while. Why don’t you see what’s on television?”

#
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WHEN THE DVD ENDED, she took her plate and empty Coke can into the kitchen. She’d heard Keith leave a while ago, but hadn’t realized how late it was, almost an hour past her bedtime.

“Naughty.”

She giggled at the whispered word in the stark light of the kitchen. She hated not knowing what was going on. Keith seemed desperate when he was talking with her dad.

The study was empty now, a few tissues balled up on the low coffee table in front of the distressed leather couch her sister occupied earlier. She hesitated, then slipped onto the seat. Cassie closed her eyes and tried to clear her mind with deep breathing. Her dad would scold her if he caught her ‘pretending’, but she was tired of being left out and not knowing anything, of being treated like a little kid.

“Out out out!” Cassie smiled at the singsong chant.

“Later, ok? Help me find them.”

Cassie settled back into the cushions, eyes closed. She remembered Melody’s crying face and the remnants of her pain pricked along Cassie’s thin arms. Problem with Keith? That didn’t seem right; he was totally whipped as far as Cassie could tell.

She spread her focus out and away, letting it flow along the stone floors and up the thick walls room by room. The smooth coolness of the leather beneath her arms faded as she struggled to expand her awareness throughout the mansion. Her breaths came shallow and fast as her concentration fragmented, still not finding what she sought.

“Are you helping me?” She whispered, straining to keep focused. Sweat trickled down her back and wetted her hair.

“No no no.” Singsong again, with a sharp edge this time.

“Come on!” Giving up, she stood then bent over to grasp her knees as nausea rose into her throat. Pain streaked across brain, blurring her sight before clearing.

“Don’t you want to know what’s going on?” Her voice was raspy, a whisper that pained her to speak.

“Out out out.”

“Are they outside?”

Silence. “I guess that’s a no then.” She thought for a moment. “Wait, I know! They’re in the Sanctuary, right?”

Cold air flowed over her, chilling her. “Let’s just sneak in, ok?”

Cassie left the study, starting up the central staircase before she heard the sharp boom of a door slammed behind her.

You don’t have to come if you don’t want to!”

She kept on, passing the bedroom doors to a linen closet at the end of the hall. The room was deep, lined on 3 sides with shelves laden with stacks of crisp cotton sheets, fluffy towels divided by color for the bathrooms throughout the floor, and a variety of cleaning products. 

Cassie pulled an overhead chain as she entered the closet, and weak light flared to life. She closed the door behind her, then felt under the middle shelf on the back wall, her fingers tracing along the edge. She encountered the cold metal clasp she and Alana found weeks ago while playing Hide and Seek. She tripped the clasp, then pushed the shelves, grinning as the bottom panel swung out into the darkness of a hidden passage.

Crawling through the opening, she felt along the floor for the flashlight they’d left behind when they’d explored before. Standing, she clicked it on, illuminating the rough cut rock walls, casting shadows with their pitted edges. She sneezed, the dusty and stale air irritating her nose and she sneezed three times in quick succession, making her giggle. Her mom would say it was a sign of good luck, she thought.

She trailed her fingers along the wall as she progressed down the sloping trail, stopping when she felt the thin break in the surface. Alana found it when they were first exploring, and it took Cassie a minute to find the right spot to push and bring the hidden door swinging towards her.

She slipped out quietly onto the interior balcony circling above the Alter Room. She heard her father’s voice from down below. She knew they’d be here when Opal wouldn’t help her. The chamber was a large open space in the oldest part of the mansion. Melody told her the mansion grew around the Alter room, but she’d learned not to believe her sister’s teasing. Regardless, Cassie loved the alcoves and intricate white marble columns that soared to support the deep black ceiling. She’d wanted to have a sleepover for her birthday in the room, but Opal wouldn’t let her.

She headed towards the spiral staircase, stopping when she heard something heavy fall below her.

“Mattie?” Her father’s voice was slurred, confused. She’d never heard him sound like that. She rushed to the balcony rail. Looking through the uprights, she saw her mother on the ground with her sister, her father stumbling slowly, almost aimlessly working his way towards them. 

A rush of movement from the shadowed edge of the balcony pulled her attention away from the chaos below. 

“Why are you here?” The question barely registered before she was slammed against, then over the balcony railing, falling two stories to the hard stone floor below.
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​CHAPTER 2
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Cassie watched the digital numbers count down, the chaotic dull explosions slowing, her finger poised over the Cancel button. The light from the small window bathed her face, shortening her vision in the otherwise dark kitchen. She loved the emptiness of night, the quieting of the normal background noise and constant agitation. Truly, the closest she could ever come to being herself.

Single digits now. She listened intently to the extended silence between the dancing kernels, sniffing the air, though she knew if she smelled the burning, it would be too late, anyway.

“Whatcha’ doing?”

“Daisy! Shhhh!” The voice startled her, and she missed the crucial moment, the buzzer on the microwave loudly announcing completion. She scrambled to turn off the noise, turning on the intruder.

“Popcorn!”

“Keep it down! You want to get caught?” Daisy covered her mouth dramatically, her eyes huge above her hand. Cassie shook her head, smiling at the familiar antics.

She quietly took two white bowls from the full cabinet, carefully filling both with popcorn. She poured them both glasses of lemonade from the refrigerator and led the way through the dark to the large community room. Opting for the traditional style sky blue couch, she spread their snacks across the coffee table, then settled into the corner seat.

Daisy snatched up the remote and clicked on the TV. Cassie took it from her, slamming the mute button. Daisy pouted, then grabbed it back.

“Oh, not that show.” Cassie groaned as Daisy quickly navigated the Smart TV choices to YouTube. 

“It’s a new one! I couldn’t watch earlier...”

“Because it’s not allowed.” Cassie finished for her. “What if you get nightmares?”

“I won’t. You’re here.”

What happens when I’m not? Cassie picked up her popcorn and settled back into the corner of the couch. I’ll worry about that tomorrow.

“I hope it’s not another prison.” Daisy grumbled, picking up her own popcorn. “You see one, you’ve seen them all.”

Her eyes lit up. “It’s that battleship museum! The one in Alabama.”

Cassie watched as the lead investigator talked to his crew about the night’s ghost investigation, addressing the camera occasionally as if including the audience in his plans.

“He’s so handsome.” Daisy swooned.

He was that, Cassie agreed. Taller than the others, his long black hair clasped at his nap with a simple tie. The dramatic lighting as they stood on the deck of the ship brought out the sharp contours of his face, leaving a mesmerizing impression.

“Is that why you like this one?”

“A little. I like that they’re scientific about it, too.”

“Not like that British one you made me watch before.”

“They got a lot of evidence on that one!” Daisy complained.

“Every time the spirit did what they asked, they ran off screaming!” Cassie reminded her. “’Spirits, if you’re here, knock once’.” She intoned gravely. “And when they heard something, they’d scream, then doubt what they heard, then get it to do it again.”

“And scream again. I remember. I mean, if you don’t want an answer, don’t ask, right?”

“They’re all like that.”

“Not Vance! He and the team don’t run away.”

They watched the investigators set up their equipment for their ghost experiments, recorders and proximity alarms that glowed red when someone broke their electric field. The technology certainly had advanced, she thought, wishing they’d watched the Antique Road Show instead.

“I thought you said they were serious.” Cassie asked, motioning to the screen where the team was tracking down the source of an EVP they’d captured live on their recorder.

“That gave me goosebumps.” Daisy pulled a colorful crocheted afghan from the back of the couch and wrapped herself tightly.

“One of the crew is standing right there in the dark.” She paused the scene, unaccountably disappointed in the blatant fakery.

“What?” Daisy peered intently at the frozen scene. “There’s no one there.”

“They’re even dressed in a uniform.” She pointed to the vague figure standing just behind Vance, leaning towards the recorder in his hand.

“You’re just making that up.”

“What?” Stricken, Cassie looked again at the figure, obscured by darkness, but so clearly visible, at least to her.

“And what are you two doing up this late?” They both jumped at the tone, Cassie clicking the TV off quickly, though the damage was done.

“Cassie woke me up, Doctor.” Daisy was quick to throw her under the bus.

“And did she unlock your door, too?” Mary Witt asked with a knowing smile. “And break through the program blocks on the TV as well?”

Defeated by her own electronic expertise, Daisy switched tactics. Running to the older woman, she threw her arms around her, burying her face in her soft skin. “I’m just going to miss her so much.” She wailed.

Impressive manipulation, Cassie thought. She could see Mary’s smile break through her stern expression.

“Now, now.” She patted the young woman’s light blond hair. “Just because we go to court today doesn’t mean we won’t see Cassie again.”

“And there’s no guarantee I’ll win anyway.”

“Oh, that’s true!” Daisy pulled back, smiling. “They never let me out, and you’re crazier than me!”

#
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“I TOLD YOU THE JUDGE would agree.” Mary led Cassie to the benches just outside the courtroom. “This is long overdue.”

Cassie sat heavily on the bench, still shocked at how easy it had been. All the fear, the doubt, the preparation Mary guided her through for this day, just to have Beatrice’s lawyer wave opposition. One gravel pound later, and her whole life changed.

“I hope you’re prepared for what you’ve done.” Her aunt’s voice jarred her back to reality, but her cutting words hadn’t been directed at her this time. In fact, she realized her aunt hadn’t looked at her directly once in the entire proceeding.

“Mrs. Daniels, I know you and Dr. Hinley worked closely together on Cassie’s care.” 

“He understood the danger! Ms. Watts...” 

“Dr. Watts.” Mary interrupted, standing protectively in front of Cassie. “Unlike Dr. Hinley, my doctorate is in psychology and psychiatric medicine, both disciplines well suited to working with and evaluating individuals such as your niece.”

“You have no idea who she is, what she is.” 

Cassie watched people stop in the white-walled hallway to watch her aunt and doctor argue, and wondered what they made of her aunt’s warnings. 

“With respect, you haven’t visited your niece once since you had her committed.” She stood, blocking the woman from Cassie’s sight. “You’re the one who has no idea the strong, capable woman she has become.”

“She needs to be contained.”

“I never understood that. You took custody of her, raised her for years. I’ve looked through the records and couldn’t find any incident that triggered her admittance.”

“I tried my best to correct her, to raise her properly.” 

“Properly.” Cassie echoed. “Meaning straight to school, straight home, no friends and no unsupervised activities.”

“You should be grateful I took you in. No one else would, you know?” Finally her aunt looked at her, directly at her, and the hate boiled out of her eyes, turning Cassie’s stomach. “And how did you repay me?”

“Repay you?” Dr. Watts spoke up. “You wanted repayment for taking in a family member in need?”

“It takes money to raise a child, Dr. Watts. If I’d known the Bancroft fortune was tied up in a trust...”

“When you couldn’t get your hands on the money, you and Dr. Hinley conspired to dump her in room and let the trust pay for her treatment.” 

“She corrupted my daughter, filling her head with all this nonsense about the occult and her family’s power. I had to get her out of my house.” Beatrice's voice rose as she lost control of her anger. Her tastefully styled grey hair slipped from the simple gold clip holding it at the nap of her neck, spirally out to stick to the perspiration on her neck and face. She leaned towards Cassie, pushing past Dr. Watts only to stop abruptly when Cassie raised her head, locking eyes with the elderly woman. Beatrice gasped, the color draining from her face before tearing her gaze away from her niece. 

“I wash my hands of her.” Beatrice grabbed the large cardboard box her lawyer held, and dropped it onto Cassie’s lap. “There’s nothing between us now.”

She turned, the rapid thud of her sensible shoes carrying her away. Beatrice’s lawyer smiled awkwardly at the two women, then handed a business card to each of them.

“If you have questions about the contents, give my office a call.” Then he was gone too, hurrying after his client.

“Well, that went well.” Mary sat beside her. “How are you feeling?”

“Terrified.” She blurted, then pasted on a smile at the concern on Mary’s face. “I never thought it would actually happen.”

“I had no doubts.” She stood, pulling the box from Cassie’s lap. “Do you want to go through this now or back home?”

“I can go back?” She followed the older woman as they headed towards the Harbor House Sanctuary and Mental Wellness Center’s blue and coral van. She almost crashed into her when Mary turned back. 

“Of course you can! I told you before. You can stay as long as you need.” They continued outside and stowed the box in the back. “You sit up front from now on.”

Like a normal person, Cassie thought, buckling herself in the passenger seat. 

“Tell you what. Let’s get some lunch and make plans.”

“Plans?”

“Of course! You can do anything you’d like now, buy whatever you’d like. You definitely need a phone.”

“I don’t have any money.” She realized her mistake, even before hearing Mary’s laugh. “I mean, I don’t know how to access anything.”

“I know what you meant.” She parked in front of an Italian restaurant just a few blocks from the courthouse. “Come on. Let’s eat.”

#
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IT WAS A LITTLE LATE for lunch, so they had their pick of seats at Fresco Bistro and Market. Mary managed to snag a table next to the wide picture window at the front of the restaurant. Two steps lead to a raised platform, granting them the illusion of privacy.  

“Welcome to Fresco’s.” A young woman in jeans and a black shirt emblazoned with the Market’s logo smiled as she placed silverware wrapped in crimson cloth napkins on their table, along with laminated menus. The woman’s bright aqua and cotton candy pink hair belied the somber look of her black ensemble, and Cassie knew the colors were a better representation of the woman inside. 

“You can still order from the lunch menu until 3. May I take your drink order?” She smiled expectantly while Cassie stared at her, then at the menu before her, then at Mary who laughed softly.

“Let’s be daring.” After a glance at the menu, she decided. “Two of your blood orange spritz mocktails please.”

“You’ve never been to a restaurant before? I’m sorry I didn’t realize.”

“No, I have.” Cassie rushed to reassure her. “It’s just been a while.”

“I’m paying, so order whatever you like. I know how much you eat.”
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