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WARNING: This book contains mature content intended for adults 18 years and older.

This story includes:

* Explicit sexual content and graphic intimate scenes

* Supernatural horror elements and violence 

* Themes involving grief, trauma, and psychological manipulation 

* Scenes depicting supernatural coercion

* Strong language throughout

* Dark themes that some readers may find disturbing

* Heavy subject matter including death of a loved one and predatory manipulation

Reader discretion is strongly advised.

If any of these themes or content types are triggers for you, please consider whether this book is appropriate for your reading experience.
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From the Author
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Every story I write comes from a mix of memory, imagination, and little moments that stick. Beyond Death: The Women of Blackthorn Manor started with something simple. I was riding past an old Victorian house one day, the kind that looks like it's holding on to every secret it ever heard. My sister looked at it and said, "I bet that house has a lot of memories in it." That one line stayed with me.

From there I saw her in my mind, a woman standing in front of a house like that, grieving the wife she loved, not sure what came next. That woman became Evelyn. And I knew she had loved Margaret with everything she had. The rest of the story grew from there.

This is a story about women who loved other women when the world said they shouldn't. About grief and ghosts and the kind of love that refuses to die. About what happens when you're brave enough to listen to the voices that powerful men tried to silence forever.

It's lesbian Gothic romance mixed with supernatural horror. It's murder mystery wrapped in a love story that spans over a century. If you love haunted houses, LGBTQ+ romance, and stories where women fight back against the monsters history tried to forget, this one's for you.

At its heart, this book is about how loss can make you feel like a ghost yourself, and how love refuses to die even when someone is gone. It's about women, past and present, finding sanctuary in each other and in places the world overlooked.

I'm grateful to everyone who keeps picking up my books and walking through these haunted places with me. And I'll always be grateful to every old house I've seen along the road, the ones with their paint peeling and their windows dark. They all carry stories.

So as you step inside with Evelyn, Clara, and Sarah, remember this: The house is watching. The women of the past are waiting. And once you begin, there's no turning back.

— RT Dixon
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Prologue
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Blackthorn Manor had stood for more than a century, its stone walls heavy with silence. In town they whispered about it. Murders in 1903. A young woman who fell. Servants who saw things they couldn't explain. Some called it cursed, others just called it forgotten.

Evelyn Montgomery stood at the iron gates with Margaret's scarf still in her bag and six months of grief sitting on her chest like a weight that wouldn't lift.

The house rose from the clearing, three stories of stone and broken shutters, windows dark even in afternoon light. Ivy crawled up the walls. Paint peeled in long strips. The kind of place people drove past without stopping.

But Evelyn wasn't people anymore. She was a widow who'd made a promise she didn't know how to keep.

Margaret had believed in her when no one else did. Filled their Brooklyn apartment with laughter and color and love that felt impossible until it wasn't. Then the cancer came, and Evelyn spent eighteen months watching her wife die by inches, holding her hand through the worst of it, promising she'd keep living even when living felt pointless.

So here she was. Vermont. October. A house nobody wanted.

The gates screamed when she pushed them open. Rust and decades of neglect. The gravel drive crunched under her boots as she walked toward the house, each step feeling like crossing into something she couldn't uncross.

The house stared back at her through empty windows.

Evelyn stopped halfway up the drive. "I'm here, Mags. I kept my promise."

The wind picked up, rattling through bare branches. Could've been an answer. Could've been nothing.

She kept walking toward the Gothic mansion that promised ghost stories and dark secrets, toward a house built on murder and hidden love, toward whatever haunted truth was waiting inside those stone walls.

Because some houses remember everything. And Blackthorn Manor had been waiting a long time for someone brave enough to listen.
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Chapter 1: Collision
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Evelyn Montgomery was running late, which was nothing new. She'd been late to everything important in her life. Late to college orientation, late to her first job interview, late to her own damn graduation.

But she was really fucking late now.

The job interview was in twenty minutes, and she was still halfway across Central Park, coffee in one hand, resume in the other, trying not to trip over her own feet. Her messenger bag kept sliding off her shoulder, forcing her to hitch it back up every few steps. The leather strap was digging into her collarbone, and she could already feel the bruise forming.

The leaves were doing that autumn thing where they looked like something out of a painting, all gold and red and perfect, but Evelyn didn't have time to appreciate nature's bullshit today. Her boots crunched through piles of them, sending dry leaves skittering across the path. The air smelled like October, that particular mix of decay and possibility that always made her nostalgic for things she couldn't quite name.

She needed this job. Editorial assistant at a publishing house that actually mattered. It wasn't much, but it was a foot in the door, and she'd been trying to get her foot in doors for months now. Six months of rejection emails and "we'll keep your resume on file" responses that meant nothing. Six months of watching her savings account dwindle while her student loans loomed like a debt sentence.

She was checking her watch again, mentally calculating if she could still make it if she literally ran the rest of the way, when she slammed into someone.

Hard.

Coffee went flying, the lid popping off mid-air and sending a brown arc across the path. Papers scattered like snow, her carefully organized resume separating into individual sheets that caught the breeze and danced away from her reaching hands. Evelyn went down hard, her ass hitting the pavement with a thud that sent pain shooting up her spine and rattling her teeth.

"Shit, shit, shit," she muttered, scrambling for her resume, which was now soaked in coffee and probably ruined. Her palms scraped against the rough concrete, tiny pebbles embedding themselves in her skin.

"Oh my goodness, I'm so sorry!"

Evelyn looked up into the most beautiful eyes she'd ever seen. Brown, warm, with little flecks of gold that caught the sunlight filtering through the trees. The woman they belonged to was crouched down beside her, trying to help gather the scattered papers, her own shopping bags forgotten on the ground beside her.

Auburn curls framed her face, escaping from a loose bun in ways that looked artfully messy but probably weren't. She wore a green scarf that brought out those gold flecks, and when she smiled, apologetic and genuine, Evelyn's brain just stopped working for a second. Like someone had unplugged it and forgotten to plug it back in.

"No, it's, it's my fault," Evelyn said, trying to sound like a functional human being instead of someone who'd just been hit by lightning. Her tongue felt thick in her mouth, words coming out clumsy. "I wasn't, I mean, I wasn't watching where I was going."

"Well, neither was I."

The woman's voice had this lilting quality, like she was always just about to laugh. Not mocking, just naturally bright, like someone who found genuine joy in small things.

"I'm Margaret."

"Evelyn."

She accepted Margaret's hand up, feeling a jolt of something electric when their skin touched. Margaret's hand was warm and soft, her grip stronger than Evelyn expected. For a moment they just stood there, hands clasped, and Evelyn could feel her pulse in her fingertips where they touched Margaret's palm.

"And I think, hell, I think I'm screwed. This was my resume." Evelyn held up the coffee-stained pages, brown liquid dripping from the corners and blurring the carefully chosen font. All those hours perfecting her cover letter, getting the margins exactly right, printing it on expensive resume paper. Ruined.

Margaret looked at the coffee-stained pages in Evelyn's hand and winced, her nose scrunching up in a way that was somehow adorable. "Job interview?"

"Was supposed to be. In fifteen minutes." Evelyn laughed, but it came out bitter, hollow. She could feel tears threatening behind her eyes and blinked them back hard. She would not cry in Central Park in front of a beautiful stranger. She wouldn't.

"Hey."

Margaret's voice was gentle, like she was talking to a skittish cat.

"Come sit for a minute. Just breathe. Let's see if we can salvage this."

She led Evelyn to a bench overlooking the pond, and somehow Evelyn found herself following. There was something about Margaret that made you want to do whatever she suggested, like she had some kind of magnetic pull. Or maybe Evelyn was just desperate for someone to tell her what to do, to take control for a few minutes while her brain caught up with the disaster of the morning.

They sat down, and Margaret pulled a scarf out of her bag, using it to dab at the worst of the coffee stains on Evelyn's papers. The scarf looked expensive, silk probably, and Evelyn wanted to protest but the words wouldn't come. Margaret's fingers were careful, methodical, trying to blot instead of smear.

"So what was the interview for?" Margaret asked, glancing up through her lashes. Her eyes were even prettier up close, the gold flecks more prominent, tiny starbursts around her pupils.

"Editorial assistant position. I've been trying to break into publishing forever, but apparently the universe has other plans." Evelyn watched Margaret work on the papers, feeling her heart rate slowly return to normal. The panic was fading, replaced by a different kind of tension entirely.

"The universe's a bitch sometimes."

Margaret kept working on the papers, her tongue caught between her teeth in concentration. It should have looked silly but instead it was charming, endearing.

"But you know what? Maybe this is one of those, I don't know, detours that ends up being more important than the destination."

"You really believe that?" Evelyn asked, studying Margaret's profile. The curve of her jaw, the way afternoon light caught in her hair and turned it copper.

"I have to. Otherwise, life's just a series of random disasters with no meaning." Margaret paused, looking up to meet Evelyn's eyes directly. "And that's too depressing to contemplate before lunch."

There was something in the way she said it that made Evelyn want to know more. About what disasters she'd survived, what meanings she'd found. About everything, really. Margaret felt like a book Evelyn wanted to read cover to cover, slowly, savoring every word.

"What about you?" Evelyn asked, dragging her attention away from Margaret's mouth. "What brings you to Central Park at ten in the morning on a Tuesday?"

Margaret's smile was self-conscious, a faint blush coloring her cheeks. "I'm an art curator. Spent the morning at the Met, looking at paintings that are older than this entire country. Sometimes I need to get outside and remember what real light looks like. What trees look like when they're not trapped in a frame."

"Art curator."

Evelyn was impressed despite herself, despite the coffee stains and ruined interview and general disaster of her morning.

"That sounds incredible."

"It has its moments. Though explaining to rich people why they should care about dead artists can be, well, exhausting." Margaret's eyes rolled, but affectionately. "Last week I had a board member ask me why we couldn't just 'get more popular stuff, like Thomas Kinkade.' I wanted to cry."

"Oh no." Evelyn laughed, surprised by how natural it felt. "Did you manage not to?"

"Barely. I gave him a very polite lecture about artistic merit versus commercial appeal that probably went right over his head. But it made me feel better."

They talked for an hour. Just sat there on that bench while the world moved around them, joggers huffing past and tourists taking photos and someone's dog barking at a squirrel. Evelyn completely forgot about her ruined interview, forgot about her dwindling savings, forgot about everything except the way Margaret's eyes crinkled when she laughed and the animated way she talked about her work, hands gesturing to illustrate points about perspective and composition.

Margaret was funny, smart, passionate about her work in a way that made her eyes light up when she talked about it. She told stories about disastrous gallery openings and pretentious artists and the time she accidentally knocked over a sculpture worth more than her car. Her whole face transformed when she talked about art she loved, becoming radiant, alive.

More than that, she listened. Really listened, like what Evelyn had to say actually mattered to her. She asked follow-up questions, remembered details, made Evelyn feel seen in a way she hadn't felt in months. Maybe years.

"I should probably go," Margaret said eventually, glancing at her watch with obvious reluctance. The leather band was worn, well-loved. "I have a meeting at two."

"Right. Yeah. Me too." Evelyn stood, suddenly not wanting this to end. The bench felt like a bubble, a pocket of possibility outside regular time. "Thanks for, you know, helping with the coffee disaster."

"It was my pleasure."

Margaret hesitated for a moment, worrying her bottom lip between her teeth. A nervous gesture that made her seem younger, less polished.

"I know this might sound crazy, but would you maybe want to grab dinner sometime? I mean, I did ruin your job interview, so I owe you a meal at least."

Evelyn's heart nearly stopped. Heat flooded her face, and she could feel herself blushing like a teenager. "I'd like that. I'd like that a lot."

They exchanged numbers, fingers brushing as Margaret handed back her phone. The touch sent another jolt through Evelyn, and from the way Margaret's breath caught, she felt it too. For a moment they just stood there, too close, the air between them charged with something Evelyn couldn't name but definitely felt.

"I'll call you," Margaret said, her voice slightly breathless.

"Okay," Evelyn managed, watching Margaret walk away and thinking maybe missing that interview was the best thing that had ever happened to her.

Margaret called that night.

Evelyn had been pacing her tiny apartment for two hours, phone clutched in her hand, jumping every time it vibrated with a spam notification. Her roommate Jenny had finally retreated to her room, tired of watching Evelyn wear a path in their already threadbare carpet.

When Margaret's name finally lit up the screen, Evelyn almost dropped the phone in her haste to answer.

"Hi," Margaret said when Evelyn picked up, and Evelyn could hear the smile in her voice, warm and intimate even through the tinny phone speaker. "It's Margaret. From the park."

"Margaret from the park," Evelyn repeated, settling into their second-hand couch and trying to sound casual instead of desperately eager. "I remember you. You're the one who destroyed my career prospects."

"Hey, I offered to buy you dinner to make up for it. That offer still stands." There was a hint of nervousness underneath Margaret's playful tone, uncertainty that made Evelyn's chest tight with something that felt dangerously like hope.

"When?"

"Tomorrow? There's this little Italian place in the Village that's terrible for your arteries but amazing for your soul. They make pasta that'll make you weep with joy. Or possibly indigestion, but worth the risk."

"Sold. What time?"

"Seven? I can meet you there, or..." Margaret's voice trailed off, uncertain again.

"Actually," Evelyn said, feeling bold, reckless, "why don't you pick me up? I'll text you my address."

"It's a date," Margaret said, then quickly added, "I mean, not a date date, just, you know..."

"I know what you meant," Evelyn said, grinning at her reflection in the darkened TV screen. "See you tomorrow."

She hung up and immediately called Jenny.

"Jenny, I need an emergency outfit consultation. And possibly a paper bag to breathe into."

"Hot date?" Jenny's voice came through muffled, like she was already under her covers.

"Maybe. Probably. I don't know. There's this woman..."

"Oh shit Ev. Finally. Tell me everything."

The next evening, Evelyn changed clothes three times before settling on jeans and a sweater that Jenny had deemed "casually gorgeous." The jeans were her favorite pair, the ones that fit just right, and the sweater was soft cashmere in deep blue that Jenny swore brought out her eyes. She'd spent an embarrassing amount of time on her makeup, going for a natural look that had taken thirty minutes to achieve.

When the buzzer rang at exactly seven, her heart jumped into her throat. She took one last look in the mirror, wiped her sweaty palms on her jeans, and went to answer the door.

Margaret stood in the doorway wearing a leather jacket that should have been illegal and a smile that made Evelyn's knees weak. Her hair was down tonight, falling in loose waves over her shoulders, and she smelled like vanilla and something spicy Evelyn couldn't identify.

"You look beautiful," Margaret said, and Evelyn felt heat rise in her cheeks.

"Thanks. You clean up pretty well yourself." Understatement of the century. Margaret looked devastating, and Evelyn was having trouble forming coherent thoughts.

The restaurant was tiny, candlelit, the kind of place where you had to lean across the table to hear each other. Perfect for getting to know someone. The smells were incredible, garlic and basil and fresh bread, making Evelyn's mouth water before they'd even ordered.

"So," Margaret said after they'd ordered, leaning forward with her elbows on the table, "tell me about this publishing dream of yours."

"It's probably stupid," Evelyn started, already retreating.

"Try me."

So Evelyn told her. About growing up with her nose buried in books, about majoring in English despite her parents' concerns about job prospects, about the novel she'd been working on for two years and was too scared to show anyone. About how reading had been her escape as a kid, how she'd dreamed of being the person who helped bring stories to other readers.

"What's it about?" Margaret asked, genuinely interested, leaning closer. Her eyes never left Evelyn's face.

"A woman who inherits her grandmother's bookstore and discovers all these love letters hidden in the walls. She ends up tracking down the people who wrote them, trying to figure out their stories. It becomes this exploration of how love survives, or doesn't, over time."

"That sounds beautiful. Not stupid at all." Margaret's voice was warm, sincere. "Have you shown it to anyone?"

"Just Jenny, my roommate. She liked it but she's obligated to like everything I do. That's the roommate code."

"I'd love to read it sometime. If you'd want to share it."

The offer made Evelyn's chest tight. "Really?"

"Really. I love finding new voices, discovering work before anyone else knows about it. It's why I love working with emerging artists."

"What about you?" Evelyn asked, redirecting before she started crying into her pasta. "How does someone become an art curator?"

Margaret's eyes lit up, and she launched into the story. "By accident, mostly. I was in grad school for art history, working part-time at a gallery to pay rent. The curator quit suddenly, right before this massive exhibition opening. They just threw me into it with no preparation. I was terrified, Ev. Like, panic attack in the bathroom terrified. But also..." She paused, searching for words. "Also alive, you know? Like this was what I was meant to be doing. Like I'd been preparing for it my whole life without knowing."

"That's amazing." Evelyn watched the way candlelight played across Margaret's face, catching in her eyes, making them seem to glow from within.

"And your family? They supportive?"

Margaret's expression darkened slightly, a shadow passing over her features. "They think I'm wasting my education on dead artists and dusty paintings. They wanted me to be a doctor or a lawyer, something respectable. My mother still introduces me as 'Margaret, who works at the museum,' like it's a temporary phase I'll grow out of. Like I'm going to wake up one day and decide to go to law school after all."

"That sucks."

"What about your family? They okay with the publishing dream?"

"They don't really get it. My dad thinks books are dying, that everything's going digital and I'm training for an obsolete career. My mom just wants me to find a nice man and settle down. Have babies. Join the PTA."

Margaret raised an eyebrow, a slow smile spreading across her face. "A nice man?"

"Yeah, well." Evelyn looked into Margaret's eyes, seeing something there that made her heart race. "I've never been good at doing what my mother wants."

The silence stretched between them, heavy with possibility. Margaret's face was so close across the small table, close enough that Evelyn could see the flecks of gold in her brown eyes, could count her eyelashes, could smell her perfume mixing with the basil and garlic.

"Evelyn," Margaret said softly, her voice dropping to something almost intimate.

"Yeah?"

"I'm really glad I crashed into you yesterday."

"Me too." Evelyn's voice came out barely above a whisper.

They walked back to Evelyn's apartment slowly, taking the long way, neither wanting the evening to end. The streets were alive with evening activity, couples and groups of friends, the sounds of laughter spilling from restaurants and bars. But Evelyn barely noticed any of it, too focused on Margaret beside her, on the way their arms brushed occasionally as they walked.

On her doorstep, Margaret hesitated, hands in her jacket pockets. The streetlight cast shadows across her face, making her look softer, younger.

"I had a really good time tonight," she said.

"So did I."

"Can I see you again?"

"I'd be disappointed if you didn't ask."

Margaret smiled, stepping closer. For a moment Evelyn thought she was going to kiss her, and her breath caught in her throat, her lips parting slightly in anticipation. But instead, Margaret pressed a soft kiss to Evelyn's cheek, her lips lingering for just a second longer than necessary, warm and soft against Evelyn's skin.

"I'll call you," Margaret whispered against her cheek, her breath tickling.

"Good night." Evelyn couldn't move, couldn't breathe, couldn't do anything but stand there as Margaret walked away.

She stood on her doorstep for a long time after Margaret left, her hand pressed to her cheek where Margaret's lips had been. She could still feel the warmth, could still smell Margaret's perfume clinging to her clothes. When she finally went inside, Jenny took one look at her face and started squealing.

"Oh my, you're glowing. Tell me everything. Leave nothing out. I want details."

Three weeks later, they were inseparable.

Coffee dates before work, Evelyn stumbling in groggy while Margaret was already bright-eyed and chattering about some exhibition she was planning. Long walks through the city on weekends, Margaret pointing out architectural details Evelyn had never noticed, explaining the stories buildings told if you knew how to read them. Dinner at little hole-in-the-wall places where the food was cheap and authentic and the conversation never stopped flowing.

They talked about everything. Art and books, their families, their dreams, their fears, the small details of daily life that felt profound when shared with someone who actually listened. Margaret told Evelyn about her ex-girlfriend who'd left her for a man because it was "easier," the pain still raw in her voice even a year later. Evelyn confessed that she'd never been with a woman before but couldn't stop thinking about what it would be like, specifically with Margaret, and did that make her a terrible person for wanting something she'd never experienced?

"Are you sure about this?" Margaret asked one evening as they sat on Evelyn's couch, sharing a bottle of wine while Jenny was out for the night. "I mean, experimenting is one thing, but if you're just curious..."

"I'm not just curious," Evelyn said firmly, setting down her wine glass with more force than necessary. The stem clicked sharply against the coffee table. "I'm terrified and confused and I have no idea what I'm doing, but I'm not just curious."

Margaret studied her face, her expression serious, searching. "What are you then?"

"Falling for you," Evelyn said quietly, the words hanging in the air between them. "Hard. Fast. In ways that scare me because I didn't think I could feel this way about anyone. I've dated guys, gone through the motions, and it never felt like this. Like I'm finally awake after sleep-walking through my whole life."

Margaret's breath caught audibly. "Ev..."

"I know it's scary. I know it's complicated. Hell, I know my parents are going to lose their minds. But I can't stop thinking about you, and it's not just because you're beautiful, though you are." Evelyn forced herself to keep going, to get it all out while she had the courage. "It's because you listen when I talk about books like they actually matter instead of just tolerating my interests. It's because you get this look on your face when you talk about art that makes me want to see the world through your eyes. It's because you make me feel like myself, like the person I'm supposed to be instead of the person everyone expects me to be."

Margaret set down her wine glass with shaking hands, carefully, like she was afraid she might break it. "I'm falling for you too," she whispered, her voice thick with emotion. "I've been falling since the moment you looked up at me from that park bench with coffee in your hair and murder in your eyes."

They moved toward each other at the same time, meeting in the middle of the couch. Margaret's hands came up to cup Evelyn's face, thumbs brushing over her cheekbones with infinite gentleness, like Evelyn was something precious and fragile.

"Are you sure?" Margaret asked one more time, her forehead resting against Evelyn's, their noses almost touching.

"I've never been more sure of anything in my life," Evelyn said, and closed the distance between them.

Margaret kissed her then, soft and gentle at first, barely more than a brush of lips. Testing, asking permission. Then deeper when Evelyn responded, when her hands fisted in Margaret's sweater to pull her closer because close wasn't close enough, would never be close enough.

Margaret tasted like wine and possibility, like every romantic cliché Evelyn had ever read but never truly understood until this moment. And Evelyn felt something click into place deep in her chest, like a puzzle piece she hadn't known was missing finally sliding home. Like her whole life had been leading to this moment, this woman, this kiss.

When they broke apart, both were breathing hard, faces flushed.

"Wow," Evelyn breathed.

"Yeah," Margaret agreed, her pupils dilated, her lips already slightly swollen. "Wow."

They kissed again, and this time it was hungry, desperate, three weeks of tension and want finally finding release. Margaret's hands slid up Evelyn's back, pulling her closer, and Evelyn could feel the heat radiating from her body through their clothes.

"Margaret," Evelyn gasped against her lips, pulling back slightly.

"Yeah?" Margaret's voice was rough, deeper than usual.

"I want you. I want this. But I have no idea what I'm doing." The admission should have been embarrassing, but with Margaret it felt safe, honest.

Margaret pulled back to look at her, eyes dark with desire but also tender, patient. "We'll figure it out together. If you want to stop at any point, just tell me. We can go as slow as you need."

"I don't want slow right now," Evelyn said, surprising herself with her boldness, with how much she meant it. "I want you."

Margaret smiled, standing and holding out her hand like a princess offering salvation. "Then come with me."

Evelyn took her hand, letting Margaret lead her to the bedroom. Her heart was pounding so hard she thought it might break through her ribs, but she wasn't scared. This felt right. It felt inevitable, like gravity, like coming home to a place she'd never been but somehow always known.

They undressed each other with trembling hands, each piece of clothing revealing more skin to touch and kiss. When Margaret's shirt came off, Evelyn's mouth went dry. Her breasts were perfect, small and firm, her skin pale and beautiful in the lamplight that filtered through Jenny's decorative scarves draped over the fixture.

"Can I touch you?" Evelyn asked, her hands hovering over Margaret's chest, suddenly shy despite everything.

"Please," Margaret breathed, arching into the contact before Evelyn had even made it.

Evelyn's touch was hesitant at first, exploratory, learning the weight and warmth of Margaret's breasts in her palms. Then more confident as Margaret arched into her hands, as small sounds of pleasure escaped her lips. When she took one of Margaret's nipples into her mouth, Margaret gasped, her hands fisting in Evelyn's hair with gratifying strength.

"Oh, hell, Evelyn."

They fell onto the bed together, a tangle of limbs and desperate kisses. Margaret's skin was soft and warm under Evelyn's hands, and she tasted like wine and salt and something uniquely her own, indefinable and perfect.

"Show me what you like," Evelyn whispered against Margaret's neck, breathing in the scent of her skin.

Margaret took Evelyn's hand, guiding it between her thighs with shaking fingers. She was already wet, already wanting, and the knowledge that she'd done this to Margaret made Evelyn's head spin with power and desire.

"Like this," Margaret breathed, showing Evelyn the rhythm, the pressure, what made her gasp and moan and arch off the bed. Her voice was breathy, catching on certain strokes, guiding Evelyn with whispered encouragement.

Evelyn was a quick learner, watching Margaret's face, learning what made her breath catch and her body tremble. Learning the geography of her pleasure, the map of her desire. When Margaret came apart under her touch, crying out Evelyn's name, it was the most beautiful thing Evelyn had ever seen. Better than any art Margaret had ever shown her, more moving than any book she'd ever read.

"Your turn," Margaret said when she could speak again, her voice still shaky.

Margaret's hands moved over Evelyn's body with confidence born of experience, touching her in ways that made her gasp and writhe. When Margaret's fingers slid between her legs, Evelyn thought she might die from the sensation. She was already so wet, so ready, her body responding to Margaret's touch like it had been waiting for this moment her entire life.

Margaret's fingers moved inside her while her thumb circled her clit with perfect, maddening pressure. Evelyn's hips rocked against Margaret's hand, chasing the building pleasure, completely lost in sensation.

"You're so beautiful like this," Margaret whispered against her ear, her breath hot. "So responsive. I love watching you lose control."

"Don't stop," Evelyn gasped, her hands gripping Margaret's shoulders, nails digging in. "Please don't stop."

"Never," Margaret promised.

She adjusted her angle slightly, and suddenly her fingers were hitting a spot inside Evelyn that made her see stars. The pleasure built impossibly higher, tension coiling in her belly, in her thighs, spreading through her entire body like fire.

"That's it," Margaret encouraged, her voice low and intimate in Evelyn's ear. "Let go. I've got you."

Evelyn shattered, the orgasm crashing over her in waves so intense she cried out Margaret's name, her body arching off the bed, every muscle tensing and releasing in rhythmic pulses. Margaret kept moving inside her, drawing it out, making it last until Evelyn was sobbing with the intensity of it, her body trembling with aftershocks.

When she finally came back to herself, Margaret was holding her, stroking her hair, pressing soft kisses to her forehead.

"Holy shit," Evelyn managed when she could form words again.

"Yeah," Margaret agreed, a satisfied smile in her voice. "Holy shit."

They lay tangled together, skin cooling in the apartment's recycled air. Evelyn's heart was still racing, her body still humming with aftershocks and the ghost of Margaret's touch.

"That was..." Evelyn started, then stopped, unable to find the words. Every adjective felt inadequate.

"Perfect," Margaret finished, pressing a kiss to Evelyn's collarbone, then her shoulder, then the curve of her neck.

"Yeah. Perfect."

"So," Margaret said, propping herself up on her elbow to look down at Evelyn. Her hair fell around them like a curtain, creating a private world. "Any regrets?"

Evelyn looked into those warm brown eyes and felt her heart swell with something that felt suspiciously like love. "None," she said firmly, reaching up to tuck a strand of hair behind Margaret's ear. "Not a single one."

Margaret smiled, settling back into Evelyn's arms with a contented sigh. "Good. Because I'm not letting you go now."

"Promise?" Evelyn asked, her arms tightening around Margaret's body.

"Promise."

They made love again in the early morning, slow and tender this time, learning each other's bodies in the soft light filtering through the windows. The sounds of the city waking up created a soundtrack, traffic and sirens and someone's dog barking, but inside Evelyn's room it felt like they were the only two people in the world.

And when Margaret whispered "I love you" against Evelyn's lips as she came, Evelyn knew she was completely, irrevocably lost.

"I love you too," she whispered back, and meant it with every fiber of her being.

It was the beginning of everything.
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Chapter 2: Home
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"This is insane," Evelyn said, staring at the disaster that was Margaret's tiny living room. Paint tubes were scattered across every surface like confetti, canvases leaned against furniture, and her own books had taken over the coffee table in towering, precarious stacks.

"It's creative chaos," Margaret protested, stepping carefully over a pile of Evelyn's manuscripts to reach the kitchen. "Artists need disorder to think."

"Artists need to be able to walk through their own damn apartment without risking their lives."

It'd been six months since that first night, and they'd been practically living together without calling it that. Evelyn kept more clothes at Margaret's place than her own now, and her laptop had permanently claimed a corner of Margaret's dining table.

Margaret emerged from the kitchen with two mugs of coffee, navigating the obstacle course of their combined possessions. "We could, I mean, what if we got a bigger place?" she said, not quite meeting Evelyn's eyes. "Together. If you, you know, if you wanted to."

Evelyn's heart did that fluttery thing it always did when Margaret said things like that. "Are you, wait, are you asking me to move in with you?"

"Maybe? I don't know, is that, would that be totally crazy?"

"Completely fucking insane," Evelyn agreed, crossing to wrap her arms around Margaret's waist. "Let's do it."

Margaret nearly dropped the mugs. "Really? You're not just, I mean, you actually want to?"

"Really. But we're getting a place where I can write without, hell, without balancing my laptop on a stack of your art books."

"Deal. But I get final say on paint colors."

"As long as they're actual colors and not, what was that pretentious one you wanted last time? 'Melancholy at Dusk' or some shit?"

Margaret laughed. "That was one time, and it was a gorgeous shade of blue."

"It was gray, Mags."

"It was blue-gray. There's a difference."

Finding a place they could afford in Manhattan turned out to be a special kind of hell. Everything was either the size of a closet or cost more than Evelyn made in a year. After three weeks of disappointing viewings, Margaret came home with a stack of listings and a crazy idea.

"What about Brooklyn?" she said, dropping the papers on their makeshift dining table. "I know it's not the city, but look at these places."

"Brooklyn's not Mars, Mags. Show me what you found."

The brownstone was listed as a "fixer-upper with original charm," which real estate speak apparently meant "the kitchen's from 1952 and there's probably asbestos in the walls."

"It's a complete disaster," Evelyn said as they walked through the front door. The hardwood floors were scratched to hell, wallpaper was peeling off the walls in long strips, and there was a suspicious brown stain on the living room ceiling that nobody wanted to discuss.

"It's potential," Margaret countered, running her hand along the ornate molding around the tall windows. "Look at these bones, Ev. Look at this light."

She was right about the light. It poured through the windows, making even the shabby rooms feel hopeful. And there was space, actual honest-to-hell space to breathe and work and live without constantly bumping into each other.

"The back room would make an incredible studio," Margaret said, practically bouncing as she walked through the empty space. "And upstairs, you could have a real office for your writing. With a door that closes."

"It needs everything," Evelyn pointed out. "New kitchen, updated bathrooms, probably rewiring the whole damn place."

"So we'll do it ourselves. Make it ours."

The real estate agent, a woman named Barbara who looked like she'd rather be showing penthouses to rich people, cleared her throat. "The owners are, well, they're motivated to sell. They've already relocated to Florida."

Margaret squeezed Evelyn's hand. "What do you think?"

Evelyn looked around the empty living room, trying to imagine it filled with their things, their friends, their life. It was scary as hell, buying a place together after only six months. But it was also exactly what she wanted.

"Let's do it," she said.

Margaret's face lit up like she'd just won the lottery. "Really? You're sure?"

"I'm sure. But you're handling all the contractor meetings. I don't speak renovation."

They got the keys three weeks later, and Margaret immediately went into full project manager mode. She had color charts and timelines and schedules organized by room. Evelyn's contribution was keeping everyone fed and making sure the beer stayed cold.

"You know we could hire actual professionals for most of this," Evelyn said, watching Margaret attack the kitchen wallpaper with a steamer that looked like a medieval torture device.

"Where's the fun in that?" Margaret replied, sweat dripping down her face as she peeled off another strip of hideous floral print. "This way, every inch of this place is ours. We built it together."

That was Margaret, turning renovation into some grand romantic gesture. But somehow it worked. Their friends started showing up on weekends to help, turning the whole thing into a social event.

Clara arrived the first Saturday with coffee and her trademark brutal honesty. "This place is a complete shithole," she announced, surveying the chaos. "I love it."

"Wait until you see what Margaret's planning for the kitchen," Evelyn said. "She's got this whole vision."

"I'm thinking sage green for the cabinets," Margaret said, gesturing at the half-demolished room. "And butcher block countertops."

"I'm thinking you're both completely insane," Clara replied. "But I brought bagels, so put me to work."

Sarah showed up an hour later with her girlfriend Janet, both wearing clothes they clearly didn't mind destroying. David came with his latest boyfriend, a guy named Michael who turned out to be surprisingly good with power tools.

"It's like a lesbian barn raising," Janet said, watching Margaret explain her color scheme to anyone who would listen.

"Except with better music and more swearing," Sarah added, dodging a piece of falling plaster.

By the end of the first month, they had a functioning kitchen and one livable bedroom. Margaret had thrown herself into the painting with the same intensity she brought to everything else, mixing custom colors that somehow made the old rooms feel both sophisticated and welcoming.

"How'd you know this blue would work?" Evelyn asked, watching Margaret put the finishing touches on the bedroom walls.

"I didn't. But I trusted it would." Margaret stepped back to admire her work. "Sometimes you have to take a leap."

"Is that what we're doing? Taking a leap?"

Margaret turned to look at her, paint smudged on her cheek, hair escaping from its ponytail. "What do you think?"

"I think we're building something beautiful," Evelyn said, crossing to wrap her arms around Margaret's waist. "Even if it's messy and we have no idea what we're doing."

"Especially because it's messy and we have no idea what we're doing."

Margaret kissed her, tasting like paint and sweat and the particular sweetness of shared dreams. When they broke apart, Evelyn could see their future reflected in Margaret's eyes, all the years they'd spend in this house, the life they were creating together.

"Come here," Margaret said, pulling Evelyn toward the bed they'd set up in the corner, surrounded by paint cans and drop cloths.

"Now? We're covered in dust and paint, and your friends are downstairs."

"They can handle themselves for a few minutes," Margaret said, her hands already working at the buttons of Evelyn's shirt. "We're christening our bedroom."

"That's not a real thing."

"It is now."

Evelyn let Margaret pull her shirt off, the fabric catching on her ponytail and pulling strands loose. Margaret's hands were streaked with sage green paint, and when she touched Evelyn's skin, she left marks like fingerprints on a canvas.

"You're getting paint all over me," Evelyn said, but she was already unbuttoning Margaret's jeans, pushing them down over her hips.

"That's the point," Margaret murmured against her neck, teeth grazing the sensitive skin there.

They fell onto the bed together, a tangle of paint-stained hands and desperate kisses. The sheets were old ones they'd found at a thrift store specifically for the renovation, already covered in dust and paint splatters, so it didn't matter when Margaret's hands left green streaks across the white cotton.

Margaret kissed down Evelyn's neck, pausing to suck a mark just above her collarbone that would definitely show tomorrow. Her hands moved to Evelyn's breasts, thumbs circling her nipples until they peaked, until Evelyn was arching into the touch and making small needy sounds.

"Fuck, you're beautiful," Margaret breathed, her voice rough with want. "Covered in paint and dust and you're still the most beautiful thing I've ever seen."

"Less talking," Evelyn gasped, pulling Margaret down for another kiss. "More touching."

Margaret laughed against her mouth but obliged, her paint-stained hands sliding down Evelyn's body, leaving trails of sage green on pale skin. When her fingers finally slipped between Evelyn's legs, they both groaned at the contact.

"Already so wet," Margaret whispered, circling Evelyn's clit with maddening slowness. "I love how responsive you are. Love how your body reacts to me."

"Margaret, please," Evelyn whimpered, her hips rocking against Margaret's hand, chasing more friction, more pressure.

"Please what?" Margaret asked, teeth grazing Evelyn's earlobe. "Tell me what you want."

"Inside. I want you inside me."

Margaret slid two fingers into her, and Evelyn cried out at the stretch, at the fullness. Margaret knew exactly how to touch her now, knew the angle that made her see stars, knew the rhythm that would drive her crazy.

"Like this?" Margaret asked, her thumb circling Evelyn's clit while her fingers moved inside, curling against that perfect spot.

"Yes, fuck, just like that," Evelyn gasped, her hands fisting in the sheets, in Margaret's hair, anchoring herself as pleasure built impossibly higher.

From downstairs came the sound of voices, laughter, someone turning up the music. But up here it was just them, just this moment, just the feeling of Margaret's fingers inside her and the building pressure that promised release.

"I love you," Margaret whispered, her forehead pressed against Evelyn's, their breath mingling. "I love you so fucking much."

"Love you too," Evelyn managed, and then she was coming, her body arching off the bed, Margaret's name torn from her throat as waves of pleasure crashed over her. Margaret kept moving inside her, drawing it out, making it last until Evelyn was shaking with aftershocks and gasping for breath.

When she finally came back to herself, Margaret was grinning down at her, looking insufferably pleased with herself.

"You're very proud of yourself right now, aren't you?" Evelyn asked, still trying to catch her breath.

"Extremely," Margaret agreed. "You should see yourself. Paint streaks all over, completely wrecked, looking thoroughly fucked."

"Your turn," Evelyn said, using her leverage to flip them over so Margaret was underneath her. "Let's see how smug you look when I'm done with you."

She kissed down Margaret's body, pausing to lavish attention on her breasts, sucking and biting until Margaret was writhing underneath her. When she finally settled between Margaret's legs, Margaret's hands immediately went to her hair, fingers threading through the strands.

"Evelyn," Margaret breathed, her hips already shifting, seeking contact.

Evelyn took her time, kissing the inside of Margaret's thighs, breathing warm air across wet flesh, making Margaret squirm with anticipation. When she finally put her mouth on Margaret, tongue sliding through her folds, Margaret's entire body jerked.

"Oh fuck, yes," Margaret gasped, her fingers tightening in Evelyn's hair, not quite pulling but definitely guiding.

Evelyn loved this, loved the taste of her, loved the sounds she made, loved the way her thighs trembled on either side of Evelyn's head. She focused on Margaret's clit, circling it with her tongue, then sucking gently, alternating between the two until Margaret was panting and cursing above her.

"Don't stop, don't stop, I'm so close," Margaret chanted, her hips rocking against Evelyn's face.

Evelyn slid two fingers inside her, matching the rhythm of her tongue, feeling Margaret's muscles clench around her fingers. Margaret's breathing grew ragged, her words dissolving into incoherent sounds, and then she was coming, her back arching off the bed, thighs clamping around Evelyn's head as she shook with the force of her orgasm.

Evelyn gentled her touch but didn't stop completely, drawing out the aftershocks until Margaret finally pushed her away, oversensitive and gasping.

"Jesus Christ," Margaret panted, sprawled across the paint-stained sheets. "That was, fuck, that was perfect."

"We christened the bedroom," Evelyn said, crawling up to lie beside her. "Consider it officially ours."

"Look at us," Margaret said, examining the paint streaks covering both their bodies. "We're a mess."

"A beautiful mess," Evelyn corrected, tracing one of the green streaks across Margaret's ribcage.

"We should probably get back downstairs before they send a search party."

"Probably," Evelyn agreed, but neither of them moved. They lay there in their paint-covered, thoroughly christened bedroom, listening to their friends' voices drift up from below, feeling like they'd claimed something important.

Eventually they got dressed, pulling on their renovation clothes and attempting to wipe the worst of the paint off their skin. When they finally made it downstairs, Clara took one look at them and burst out laughing.

"You've got paint in places paint should never be," she said, shaking her head. "At least try to be subtle about it."

"We were painting," Margaret said with as much dignity as she could muster.

"Sure you were," Sarah said, not even trying to hide her grin. "That's why you both have matching smug looks and Evelyn's got a hickey the size of Manhattan on her neck."

Evelyn clapped a hand over the mark Margaret had left, feeling her face heat. "We were christening the bedroom. It's a tradition."

"That is absolutely not a tradition," David said, laughing. "But I respect the commitment to making this house yours in every possible way."

They worked the rest of the afternoon, the teasing gradually dying down as everyone focused on their tasks. But every time Evelyn caught Margaret's eye, they both smiled, sharing the secret of what they'd done upstairs, of the life they were building together in this house.

She was unpacking dishes when she found it. Wrapped in newspaper at the bottom of a box, Margaret's paint-stained work shirt. The one she'd worn every weekend during the brownstone renovation, covered in splatters of sage green and cream.

Evelyn held it to her face, breathing in the faint scent of turpentine and that soap Margaret had loved.

The memory pulled her back ten years.

"You're supposed to use a roller for ceilings, not a brush," Evelyn said, leaning against the doorframe.

Margaret was balanced on the stepladder, paint brush in one hand, hair escaping from its ponytail. "Rollers are for people without artistic vision."

"Rollers are for people who don't want paint in their hair."
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