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      This book is dedicated to my two amazing children, Emma and Oliver. You are my everything. Grow up to be healthy, happy, and safe. You are strong and brave and you can be anything that you want to be. Don’t ever let anyone tell you that your experiences are invalid. Mommy loves you, always.
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      Before reading Bound and Betrayed, Cursed Souls Book Two, it would be best to read Dealings in the Dark, Cursed Souls Book One.

      

      Bound and Betrayed is a psychological thriller and supernatural horror story that deals with issues related to mental health and possession. As such, the book you are about to read contains adult language, chilling descriptions, graphic scenes depicting physical violence, gore, temporary child death, perceived mental illness, manipulation, isolation, and attempted suicide.

      

      Attitudes held by characters and the actions of characters toward Selena do not reflect the author’s beliefs about mental health conditions and those who live with them. These are meant to present social commentary.

      

      If any of these topics are disturbing to you, you may not wish to proceed with this text. Should you decide to continue, thank you for reading Bound and Betrayed, the second installment in the Cursed Souls series. I hope you enjoy this spooky tale.
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        “I loved this so much! I kept wanting to know what was going to happen next and it kept me at the edge of my seat. Wonderful horror novella!”

        -R. Wyer

      

      

      
        
        “This novella kept me up at night wanting to finish it all at once. Easy to read, and easy to “oooh” and “ahhh” at. If you like witchy anything, this is a great, quick read!”

        -Marisol C.

      

      

      
        
        “This was a riveting, fast-paced story. Ms. Moran's ability to paint a dark, hellish picture has few equals, if any. When all is said and done, you will absolutely need to pick up book two, Bound and Betrayed.”

        -Brian S.

      

      

      
        
        “If you like all things spooky, supernatural, and witchy, this is the book to read! […] I cannot wait for book #2! I need to know more about that ending!”

        -Sarah B.

      

      

      
        
        “When I heard the premise for Dealings in the Dark and saw the cover, I ran to find my Kindle! This was the perfect spooky season read to get me out of my slump […] With the way this book ended, I cannot wait to read book two! The twist at the end of this was just phenomenal.”

        -Kassie G.

      

      

      
        
        “…This novella had so many great moments that put you on the edge of your seat. This is a must read!”

        -Marissa C.

      

      

      
        
        “This novella is a fun, spooky read, perfect for a quiet and chilly autumn evening. It’s got all sorts of goodies for lovers of the supernatural: a delightfully naughty demon of the crossroads, a practicing witch who happens to be desperate, a binding contract, running water, bad decisions, an unexpected conclusion (which I did NOT see coming and thoroughly enjoyed), and a VERY bad dog. […] Give this one a read.”

        -Paul M.

      

      

      *Excerpts from these reviews have been included with the reviewers’ express permissions.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Dealings in the Dark: Summary

          

        

      

    

    
      In Dealings in the Dark: Cursed Souls Book One, Alexandria Hendricks, a twenty-seven year old witch, found herself in a predicament she did not know how to handle.

      When her grandmother, Elizabeth Hendricks, moved to an assisted living facility due to a decline in her mental health, Alexandria had to learn how to handle her ancestral magick on her own for the first time. But, a demon sensed her newfound weakness and took advantage of her vulnerability.

      Sending a hellhound to stalk Alexandria, Iroth orchestrated a scenario in which she was forced to summon him to her plane in exchange for a favor. Instead of calling off the hound, Iroth called in an eighteen-year-old debt, a contract nine-year-old Alexandria foolishly signed in exchange for saving her best friend’s life. He tasked her with finding and returning his silver ring, a powerful occult object that both contained the essence of the demon and maintained his immortality. Should she fail, he promised to murder her and claim her soul for eternity in two days’ time.

      Reluctantly, Alexandria agreed to perform his task. The challenge of finding Iroth’s missing ring forced her to dig deep into family secrets and disturbing knowledge her grandmother had long kept from her. Through her grandmother’s journals, Alexandria learned that she had died as a child and been revived through yet another illicit deal with a demon that her mother, Corinne, made many years before. In return, her grandmother sought revenge against the demon Iroth for Corinne’s horrific death, binding her own essence to the ring in order to weaken Iroth and drain him of his immortality.

      After harrowing escapes from Iroth’s hellhound, CeCe, Alexandria managed to use Iroth’s own essence against him, defeating him in a show of strength and wit. But, in the end, it cost her more than she bargained for when Iroth’s master, a demon masquerading as her childhood friend Selena, claimed her essence as a replacement for the demon she lost.
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        They said it was all in my head,

        that demons weren’t real.

        They were wrong.
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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      MONDAY AFTERNOON

      “Selena?”

      Dr. Holland’s voice draws me back to reality. Without even knowing, I had been lost in thought.

      How long have I been dissociating?

      “Hmm? Sorry…”

      “You were far away for a little while. Where did you go?”

      “I…” I begin, but the words die on my tongue.

      Dr. Holland waits patiently as I stare at the tip of my shoe and draw circles on her otherwise perfect shag rug. I know she’s watching me. She’s always watching and waiting during our sessions.

      “I’m sorry,” I continue. “I’m tired.”

      “Have you been sleeping well? Still having nightmares?”

      I nod. I’ve been having nightmares for eighteen years. It seems unlikely to change anytime soon.

      “Do you want to talk about them?” Her voice is calm and gentle, as always.

      For the last five years, Dr. Holland has been my psychiatrist. She’s the most recent in a long line of counselors, therapists, psychologists, and psychiatrists, each possessing or preferring a different title. She’s the best one I’ve had so far.

      It took them eight years to let me out of my in-patient treatment. When I became an adult and demonstrated no plans or desire to harm myself or others, the treatment center had no legal reason to hold me any longer.

      There were so many different doctors and nurses in the facility that I’ve lost count. None of them listened, though. None of them helped.

      When I was released, my parents found Dr. Llovero. I didn’t like him at all. He was pushy, always asking the wrong questions. He treated me like a child. I stopped seeing him after nearly a year. My parents were profoundly disappointed.

      The next one was Dr. Branson. She was okay. I found her online. I didn’t have to leave my room for our appointments. I liked that. It felt safer. She and I made progress for a time, but then she got married and had to leave the practice because she moved out of state. That was difficult. I don’t like being left behind.

      Dr. Holland came after her. I like Dr. Holland well enough. She listens to me, like actually listens. She doesn’t interrupt and ask stupid questions. She waits and watches. Sometimes she watches for a very long time without saying a word. It was uncomfortable at first, but I’ve gotten used to it now. I have to come to her office for our visits, but she has a nice, welcoming space.

      The couches here are soft, not like the leather ones that Dr. Llovero had in his office. They don’t creak when I move or stick to my legs when I wear shorts. There are plenty of blankets and pillows around in case I get cold or want to hide behind them. One of the pillows is a very bright blue and shaped like a heart. That’s my favorite.

      I like the art on the walls, too. There are lots of drawings from her younger patients and some cool paintings and photographs from her older ones. She even hung one of mine.

      Last year, I took a picture of an old treehouse in the woods. I don’t know how I found it. It felt like I had been there a thousand times before. My feet simply carried me back and back, past the running creek and a freaky old abandoned building.

      The treehouse looked like the usual kind of place where kids used to play. The walls were painted sloppily. There were crayon drawings near the bottom. There was even a raggedy old curtain that served as a door. It waved to me in the wind. I think that’s why I climbed up. It was almost like being invited. I know that seems silly, but it’s true.

      The idea of the treehouse was striking, I guess. I could picture a small group of kids up there playing during the long, hot, summer days. But, it hadn’t been taken care of in a while. Something about the way it looked, the emptiness of it, resonated with me. So, I crouched in the doorway under the shredded fabric and snapped the picture.

      I printed one copy and hung it up on my wall. I stared at that picture for a month before I brought Dr. Holland a copy, too. She politely thanked me and set it up in a nice bronze frame, then hung it up by the window directly across from the couch.

      I keep waiting for her to ask me about the picture, but she hasn’t yet. I stare at it for a while and wonder why that stupid picture matters so much. I don’t know yet. I’ll figure it out eventually.

      Dr. Holland says that we figure most things out eventually. Maybe she’ll figure me out. I hope so.

      “Selena?” she prompts me again.

      “Yeah, sorry. I’m… Sorry. I guess I don’t really remember much about what happened in the dream last night. I just remember how it made me feel.”

      “That happens to me after nightmares, too. Feelings tend to linger longer than the events themselves. Can you tell me about how you felt?”

      I reach for the heart-shaped pillow and hold it on my lap, leaning back against the couch. The little pillow has a patch of sequins that change colors when you flip them. I drag my fingers through them, watching the colors change.

      “I was afraid.”

      “Okay. Do you remember why?”

      I squeeze my eyes shut and concentrate, trying to drift back into the memory of the dream. “I remember… running. I was running from something.”

      “What were you running from?”

      I try to picture it, but whatever it was won’t come into focus. “I don’t remember. I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t push yourself too hard. Let your mind still. If you’re meant to remember, it will come to you.”

      ‘Let my mind still.’ She uses that phrase a lot. I try. I do. But, it doesn’t always work. Maybe I’m doing something wrong? That doesn’t surprise me at all. I never seem to do the right thing.

      “Practice your breath work,” she reminds me. “Breathe in, hold, and release.”

      I do. It helps a little.

      “I don’t think it was a person.”

      “Good. What do you think it was?”

      “I don’t know. An animal? A dog, maybe?”

      “You dream of dogs often. Would it surprise you if you were having a nightmare about a dog?”

      “No.”

      I do dream of dogs a lot. Not the soft, lovable kind. I like those well enough. My parents used to have one when I was growing up. They even brought him to visit me at the facility a couple of times. His name was Max. I thought it was kind of a stupid name. We played in the courtyard and I scratched him behind the ears. He was funny. He kicked the ground so hard when he got scratches. I liked him.

      No, my nightmares aren’t filled with dogs like Max. They’re filled with the kind of dogs that have horrifying rows of razor-sharp teeth, lines and lines of them like sharks.

      Dr. Holland says that the freaky dogs from my dreams aren’t real. She says they’re just a manifestation of childhood fears. I want to believe her. Max didn’t have teeth like that, and I don’t think I’ve ever met a dog that did. But, I don’t know. I have no idea why I dream of terrifying dogs. There’s so much that I can’t remember. I wish I could tell what’s real and what’s not. My life would be so much easier if I could trust my own mind.

      I’ve never known what that feels like. So many people have told me that the things I see and hear, the things that feel so real, are figments of my imagination. They have to be right. It’s me against all of them. They have the numbers. I’m all alone.

      I rein myself in. A pity party won’t solve anything. I’ve wasted too much time lost in my thoughts during this session already.

      “I remember that it was late at night. And, it was so cold. The kind of cold that lets you see your breath. I was breathing so hard. The little clouds kept getting in the way. I had to keep swatting at them, but the more I swatted, the thicker they got.”

      “In your dream or when you were awake?” she asks.

      “In my dream.”

      She scribbles something on her paper, then looks up and gives me a reassuring smile.

      “And there was this strange laughter. Someone was laughing at me.”

      “Laughing?” she asks, shifting in her chair and taking notes.

      “Yeah, laughing. It wasn’t scary by itself, the laughing. But, with the dog… Well, I think it was a dog. I don’t know. It sounded cruel, I guess? Like, the woman was happy that I was so scared…”

      “Did you recognize the woman’s voice? Was it someone you knew?”

      “Sort of,” I answer. “It was very familiar, but I can’t quite place the voice. I don’t know if it belongs to a real person or not.”

      “Mmm.” She scribbles something else down, then sits the pad of paper on her lap.

      “I don’t think I remember anything else.”

      “That’s fine. You’ve done well today, Selena. I know it’s hard to talk about your dreams. Thank you for sharing this with me.”

      I nod. She’s right. It is hard to talk about stuff like this. People already think I’m crazy. I see things that they don’t see, and I hear things that others don’t. Well, I used to anyway. Now I take about six different medications to keep the hallucinations at bay. But, people around town know. If I say the wrong thing… I trust Dr. Holland well enough, but word gets around. I’ve learned that the walls can have ears. I’m tired of the stares and the whispers. More importantly, I don’t want to get sent back to the treatment center.

      The treatment center was awful. I’ll take the nightmares and whispers from the shadows over a stay at the facility any day.

      Dr. Holland glances down at her watch. “We’ve run out of time today. Do you feel like you need another session tomorrow to talk about this dream, or should we keep with our regular Thursday appointment?”

      “Thursday will be fine.”

      “I’m going to think about this dream. I want to look over some of our past sessions to see if I can help you draw any connections to things we’ve discussed before. Would it be alright if we spoke more about it on Thursday, then?”

      “Sure,” I answer. I set the pillow aside and begin to stand.

      “Selena?” Dr. Holland interjects.

      I stop and look up. Her usual kind smile is plastered on her face. I used to think it was fake. I’m not sure anymore. She seems nice. Things aren’t always what they seem, though.

      “Have you been drinking your water and taking your medications like we talked about?”

      I blush. I knew she wouldn’t let me get away without it.

      “I try. I don’t like the way some of the pills make me feel.”

      “I understand,” she says. She clicks her shiny black pen, sending the tip back inside. “I want you to try though, especially with your new medication. It will take some time to adjust. If it isn’t taken properly, it won’t work as it should. Can you try again?”

      “I will.” I turn to walk toward the office door.

      “While we are on the topic of medications, let’s try to take some time off from the sleeping pills this week. Just for a few days, okay?”

      “Why?” I ask. “I need them.” My hand is on the doorknob, but I don’t turn it.

      “Sometimes, they can make dreams more intense. If the nightmares are bothering you more lately, it might be helpful to take a short break. Just for a few days.”

      That makes sense, I guess. I could use a break from the vivid dreams. The problem is, I can’t sleep without the pills. I take them every night. I have since I was ten. Without them, I doubt I’ll even be able to sleep at all.

      I don’t want to argue about them with Dr. Holland. If I do, she might stop prescribing them altogether. I can’t have that. So instead, I just say, “Okay.”

      “Okay.” Dr. Holland stands and moves behind her desk.

      She unlocks the drawer and drops the notepad inside, then retrieves another, probably for her next patient. She always takes her notes on paper. I like that. I don’t know why.

       “Don’t forget to do your journal work,” she prompts as I step into the hall. “I’ll see you on Thursday!”

      I pull the office door closed behind me and pass through the small waiting room, making my way to the exit. An older, balding man smiles at me as I pass. I see him here often. He seems nice enough, I guess. We don’t talk though. Patients aren’t supposed to talk to each other. Not that I would want to, anyway…

      Before I make it outside, Dr. Holland greets him warmly.

      “Stanley, it’s good to see you. Come on in.”

      I see him stand and collect his things, then disappear into Dr. Holland's office. She flashes one more reassuring smile at me before she closes the door behind her.

      I check my phone. The bus will be here in about ten minutes. Out of habit, I dig my earbuds out of my pocket and stick them in. I use these every day, too. The world can be too much sometimes. Too many voices. Too many sudden noises. Too many people watching me.

      I open up my music on my phone and it immediately starts playing. The heavy beat drowns out the noise of the passing train. I stuff my hands into my pockets and check for traffic. Breathing in the humid early autumn air, I head off in the direction of the bus stop.
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        * * *

      

      OCTOBER 4TH

      Mom and dad are leaving for Colorado in the morning. They’ll be gone until Sunday for Andrea’s wedding. I’ll have to fend for myself for the next few days.

      I can do this. I think…

      At least I have leftover lasagna. Mom’s lasagna has always been my favorite food. She makes everything from scratch. It’s gooey and hot, and all-around delicious. She grows her own tomatoes and fresh garlic out back to make huge pots of sauce every summer. She uses the fresh herbs she grows on the kitchen windowsill, too. Her grandmother taught her how to do that when she was little, and she’s tried to teach me, but I’ve never been very good at it. I burnt the sauce once. She stopped asking me to help after that.

      Tonight though, I know that she only made it because she feels guilty that she and dad are leaving for their trip in the morning. There are enough leftovers to feed a family of ten, even though it’s just the three of us.

      It’s always been just the three of us. That’s my fault. They wanted to have another kid before I ended up in the treatment center. They stopped trying after that. I can’t blame them, I suppose. Who would want another kid when their first kid turned out like me?

      I’m twenty-eight years old, and they’re still afraid to leave me home alone for more than twenty-four hours. I still require supervision. It makes me feel like a burden.

      I am a burden.

      Mom will never admit that, though. She’s the most selfless person I know. That makes it even worse. I wish I could be a normal adult and move out, give her back her own life. But, I need my parents. I can’t live alone.

      I’ll just have to be extra convincing tomorrow so that she doesn’t cancel their trip. They deserve a break from constantly monitoring me.

      Dr. Holland suggested that I should stop taking my sleeping pills for a little while because of how bad the nightmares have been. She says that the pills can make the dreams worse. I don’t know if it’s better to take the pills and sleep, even if I still have nightmares, or to not take the pills and stay awake all night. I know that’s what’s going to happen. I can’t sleep without them.

      I shouldn’t be afraid of the dark. That’s what everyone says, anyway. They tell me I don’t have to be afraid of the shadows anymore. I want to believe them. I’m trying to believe them. It’s just… sometimes the shadows whisper to me.

      I will try not to take them tonight. I hope she’s right.
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      EARLY TUESDAY MORNING

      It’s well after midnight, but without my pills, I’m far too wired to sleep. There’s too much tension in my muscles, and even with Dr. Holland’s breathwork strategy, I can’t force myself to feel still. Nothing works. All I can do is hunker down in my bed beneath my thick comforter and wait for morning to come.

      In the living room, my grandma’s old clock ticks loudly through the night. The constant ticking sets my teeth on edge. To make matters worse, it marks the hours with a heavy chime, each one leaving me feeling more foolish than the last. It’s dumb, but the chimes seem like they’re mocking me, judging me for my paranoia.

      I squeeze my eyes tightly shut. I’m an adult. Adults shouldn’t be afraid of the dark. This is ridiculous.

      Anxious thoughts race through my mind. My heart beats rapidly inside my chest, bouncing around between my ribs like a rubber ball. I try to distract myself by listening to its steady rhythm, but the distraction doesn’t last long. The disturbing sounds of the night keep ripping me away from what little comfort I manage to find.

      My parents’ house is old. During the day, the house is beautiful. It’s not huge, but it’s big enough for us. I have the loft and bathroom upstairs, and mom and dad have the master and bathroom below. But, when the weather turns cold, it creaks and groans, settling on its foundation. It makes the house feel as though it’s alive, a monster we have naively chosen to inhabit as it waits to devour us whole.

      Despite my countless sessions with Dr. Holland, my imagination runs wild. Everything is always so much worse at night.

      My eyes pop open of their own accord. I toss and turn, hearing every noise and seeing every shifting shadow. I stare so long at the inky darkness in the corner by my closet that it appears to swirl unnaturally. Unwittingly, I conjure up images of smoky figures with long, talon-like fingers waiting for me to fall asleep before they attack. I grimace at the thought of those spindly hands grabbing at my ankles or digging into my flesh. My paranoia increases to the point that I can even faintly smell something disgusting coming from within the shadows.

      What is it? Smoke? Rotten eggs? Where could that smell be coming from?

      My imagination. That’s where it’s coming from. Dr. Holland keeps telling me that I have a highly creative mind that chooses to manifest its abilities in disturbing ways because of my childhood trauma. She says it’s a way of processing the truth of what happened in that basement. It’s just… if what I remember isn’t real, I have no idea what that truth might be. I have no clue what happened down there. And if I don’t know, neither does she. So, how can she be so sure?

      I hate that I can’t help but doubt everything. It’s exhausting.

      What I remember can’t be real. The memories feel so real, but everyone says that I’m wrong. Every single doctor I’ve ever seen. They have to be right though, don’t they? So many of them have come to the same conclusion.

      No, the memories can’t be real. There’s something wrong with me. A lot of things, really. I mean, who would make up something as horrific as that? Only someone who’s truly messed up.

      I wish I could remember what my mind has been hiding from me for all these years. If I could figure that out, maybe this constant fear would ebb away.

      I’m so tired of being afraid.

      A heavy wind blows through the red maple outside of my window, and the branches sway violently, tapping against the panes of glass. The tips screech ominously as they pull away. The sound makes me shiver. Goosebumps erupt across my skin.

      The pale light of the moon filters through the tree’s vibrant leaves, setting the branches ablaze with imaginary fire. Hidden within the leaves, glowing red eyes watch me. They blink in and out of existence as the wind rises again.

      I pull my comforter up to my chin and cower.

      In the dark, I’m a small child again, wanting desperately to climb out of bed and race over to my dresser where my lamp sits. I want to fill the whole space with the safety of light. But, I don’t. I can’t. My parents have always been light sleepers, and their room is directly below my own. I don’t want to worry them. They’ll hear my footsteps and they’ll come up here to check on me. If they see me sleeping with the light on again, they’ll call Dr. Holland, and I’ll have to go back for another session tomorrow. They’ll probably even cancel their trip. I can’t let them do that. I can’t disappoint them.

      So, I do my best to convince myself that Dr. Holland is right.

      My mind is seeing things that aren’t there. I am in my room, safe and alone. There are no monsters in the shadows waiting to devour me. There are no glowing eyes in the trees. I’m being unreasonable. I need to still myself. I need to rein in my imagination.

      I squeeze my eyes shut again and take three shaky breaths. I draw the air in, hold it, and release, focusing on the way it makes me feel, trying to calm my frenzied pulse. I repeat Dr. Holland’s mantra:

      “I am safe. I am in control. I am going to be alright.”

      That’s when the voices begin.

      They’re subtle at first, whispers easily mistaken for the rustling of the maple’s leaves. I only recognize them because I’ve heard them so many times before. Many of them layer over each other. They’re dry and scratchy, deep.

      I try to ignore them. They don’t like that at all.

      The voices grow louder, more insistent, as I roll over and face away from the window. My name is called out over and over again until it nearly loses its meaning. The voices jumble together, an absolute cacophony: “Selena, Selena, Selena.”

      “Leave me alone,” I whisper. “You’re not real. Leave me alone.”

      They’ll never leave me alone. 

      The laughter from my nightmares breaks through the din, rising above the grating voices of the others. It echoes around the room, enveloping me. Her laughter is soft and gentle, like a mother watching a young child do something silly. It’s such a stark contrast to the voices of the others. Somehow, that makes it so much worse. It suffocates me. I don’t understand why something so seemingly sweet can send such a strong, revolting chill down my spine.

      The worst part is that even if they tried, no one else could hear her. They never do. This torture is for me alone.

      “Selena,” she croons. “It’s almost time, darling. It’s almost time.”

      I struggle to catch my breath as the panic sets in. Hot tears roll down my face and drip onto my pillow.

      “Go away. Go away. Go away!”

      My last rejection comes out louder than I intend. I’ll be lucky if my parents don’t hear it. Guilt mingles with my terror as I bury my face in the pillow, muffling the sound of my fearful sobs.

      It’s not real. It’s not real. It’s not real.

      “Soon,” the soft female voice continues. “We will be together again, you and I. Oh, how I’ve missed you. Don’t resist me, darling. It will only make it worse. Or do, I suppose.” She chuckles again. “It won’t matter. You will always let me in. You have no choice. Very, very soon…”

      I pull the pillow tight against my face and cram the fluffy padding over my ears. I desperately want to drown her out.

      It makes no difference. My ears were never the problem. Her voice is inside my head.

      The problem is me.

      I wish it would stop. Please, make it stop. Please, make it stop. Make it stop. Make it stop. Make it stop!

      But it doesn’t stop. Not until the sun finally rises.

      I grow increasingly numb as the hours wear on. Everything I am is drained. I’m a dead battery. I’m a hollowed-out tree.

      Red-eyed and exhausted, I’m still awake when my mother pulls back the living room curtains in the morning.
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