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To Summon Nightmares

 

J.K. Pendragon


Chapter One

NOVEMBER, 2007

 

Jacky had crawled into Niall’s bed in the night. Niall thought about waking him and telling him to go back to the thin foam mattress on the floor, in case one of his parents walked by and saw them together through the crack of the door. But the floor was wood, and the house was old, and winter was setting in. Sleeping on the floor was cold, but Niall knew that wasn’t why Jacky had crawled into the bed next to him.

He stirred, and Jacky’s thin fingers grasped at his nightshirt, his legs wrapping tightly around Niall, and he muttered something in a soft and frightened voice. His hair, black and shiny with grease, fell limp in front of his sunken eyes. He was so beautiful, Niall thought, knowing he was the only one who saw it. He wrapped his arms tightly around Jacky, wishing he could protect him and keep him safe always. But Jacky couldn’t spend every night at Niall’s. He would have to go home tonight. Home to him.

“Niall!” His mother’s voice from down the hall spooked them both awake; Jacky’s eyes flew open in a panic. He jumped away from Niall and hurriedly scuttled under the blankets on the floor as the sound of footsteps grew closer and Niall’s mother pushed the door open.

“Morning, boys!” she announced, and Niall and Jacky pretended to wake up, rubbing their eyes and gazing blearily at her. “Oh heavens, it’s freezing in here; you’ve left the window open all night!”

Well, that explained the chill. She stepped over Jacky, who shrank away from her, to shut the sticky window tight. “Time to get up or you’ll be late for school. No more sleepovers if you’re going to be exhausted the next morning. What time did you boys go to bed last night?” She cocked her head, hands planted on her hips.

Niall and Jacky looked at each other guiltily. “Not that late, Mam,” said Niall. “I dunno. We didn’t look at the clock.”

“Well, get dressed.” She tutted. “Honestly, you boys don’t appreciate me. You think all mothers allow sleepovers on school nights?”

“No, Mam.” Niall managed a smile through bleary squinted eyes. “You’re the best, Mam.”

“Well, you’ve got that right. All right, up, breakfast’s almost ready.”

She left, closing the door behind her.

Jacky sighed and lay back on the pillow. “Why can’t I just live here with you, Niall?”

Niall bit his lip. “Well, y’know maybe if you told her, like, what’s going on with your dad—”

“She won’t listen,” said Jacky crossly. “They never listen. I told you. And me dad told me if I made a fuss again he’d hit me harder.” He flinched, his eyes going dark. “He said he’d kill me last time. I told you, Niall.”

“I know, but I bet Mam would let you stay here.”

“She wouldn’t, Niall. Anyway, I don’t wanna talk about it. We’re doing it tonight, aren’t we?”

“Yeah, I said tonight, didn’t I?”

“You sound like you don’t want to.”

“Of course I want to!” Niall jumped down onto the floor and grabbed Jacky, pulling him into a tight hug. “Hey, we’ve been planning it for weeks. I’m not gonna back out now.”

“Bet y’are though,” said Jacky, sniffling.

“I’m not.” Niall took Jacky by the arms and looked him firmly in the eyes. “I’m not just gonna abandon you, Jacky. Whatever it takes, I’m gonna take care of you. I love you.”

“I know.” Jacky sniffled again, rubbing his eyes. “I just can’t go back there again. I can’t keep lettin’ him—”

“You won’t.” It hurt deep in Niall’s heart to see Jacky cry. He couldn’t stand it. He pulled Jacky to him and kissed him hard, hoping it would stop the tears and take away some of the fear. “Listen, I got it all planned out. Everything’s ready. I’m gonna be there tonight at midnight sharp, okay? We’re gonna do it.”

“You promise it’ll make him stop? You promise it’ll work?”

“I promise, Jacky. I know what I’m doing. I’ve been studying this stuff for years; you know that. Magic works. I’ve tried it. You saw the stuff I can do.”

“It’s just little stuff.” Jacky crossed his arms.

“Yeah,” said Niall, feeling slightly offended. “That’s just ’cause I haven’t tried anything big yet. Look, if you don’t believe me, I’ll prove you wrong tonight. Right?”

“Yeah.” Jacky sighed and turned away to look for his clothes. “I hope it works, Niall. I dunno what I’ll do if it doesn’t.”

“It’ll work,” said Niall. “Don’t worry.”

It was impossible to concentrate at school. Niall’s mind was running through the ritual, remembering all the incantations. He’d be reading them out loud from a book tonight, but he had memorised them all anyway. He doodled the summoning circle in the margins of his notebooks, over and over again, so he’d have it perfect. It had to be perfect.

Jacky wasn’t in any of his classes this year. He had been in years past, but last year Jacky’s grades had slipped, and he’d been placed in learning support. Niall had tried to help him. Tried to make him learn. But his attempts had only been met with acidic responses and eventual tantrums from Jacky. He was smart, but no one could make him learn. So Niall had decided to leave it alone. He would learn when he was ready. And this might just change everything.

Jacky met him at lunch, in their usual spot outside the gymnasium. It was a corner that no one ever came near, so they were in relative privacy. He leaned his head on Niall’s shoulder and sighed. Niall drew him close, savouring the moment of aloneness. “How’s class?”

“Just stupid,” sniffed Jacky. “I can’t really think. I’m so excited.”

“Me too. I’ve been practising.”

“I got on the computer a little.” Jacky stiffened a little and leaned away from Niall to grab his bag. “I printed out some stuff.”

“What?” Niall leaned forward.

“Well, I thought—” Jacky pulled some papers out of the bag, printed articles. “I thought we might make a last-minute change.”

Niall bit his lip. “I don’t know, Jacky. It’s kind of a delicate thing.”

“Who’s the one you want to summon? Densel?”

“Denusel,” corrected Niall. “Well, he seems best; I mean, I looked him up in a bunch of different demonology books, right? He’s supposed to be really good at persuasion and mind control, so I figured he’d be a good fit. Plus, it said he had an even temperament.”

“It’s just…” Jacky frowned, chewing on his nails. “He’s not supposed to be very powerful, is he?”

“He’ll be enough, Jacky; it’s all relative. This is a really simple request, like a small transaction. The more powerful demons are much more dangerous, and they do much bigger stuff.”

“Yeah, but if you do it all right, it’ll be fine. It won’t be able to hurt us.”

“It’s— Sure, but we don’t need to—”

“Because I looked it up, and I found this.” Jacky shoved the article at Niall. It looked old like it had been photocopied from a book, but not one that Niall had ever seen before.

“Khireneth,” he read aloud. “Notably powerful demon, recordings include— No, this is no good. It doesn’t say anything about his power level or what he does.”

“It does down here, see?” Jacky pointed. “Look, it says he calls himself ‘Champion of the Oppressed.’”

“Sure, but that doesn’t mean anything; demons are all liars. They’re bad and dangerous unless you know how to contain them.”

“I know. You told me, but you do, right?” Jacky swallowed. “I want to make sure it works. I want to be sure.”

“I am sure.”

“Niall, I want to do this one.”

“No.”

“Please. Please, Niall.” Jacky blinked and a tear rolled down his face. “It has to work. There’s no other way. My dad—”

Niall clenched his jaw. He hated that man. And he hated even more that there was nothing he could do. Jacky wouldn’t let him tell the teachers, or the police or anything. Not since he’d come to school with a black eye once in fourth grade, and the teachers had sent a social worker to their house. Niall didn’t know what Jacky’s father had done to him as punishment, but he never talked about it. And when Niall even suggested telling someone about it, Jacky went white as a sheet.

Niall hated feeling helpless. That was probably why he had taken up magic. It gave him a feeling like he had some control over his life; that he could help. And he could help. If this summoning went well, why couldn’t they summon a more powerful demon? The transaction would be the same. And it would be a for-sure thing.

“Okay,” he said. “Okay, Jacky, we’ll do it.”

*

He nearly tripped several times on the long walk from his house to Jacky’s. He’d left a little after eleven at night when he was sure his parents had gone to bed already. They slept early because his father worked a morning shift at the nearby prison, and were often asleep before Niall. The climb out his bedroom window had gone surprisingly smoothly, but he’d neglected to bring a torch, which was proving to be a fatal mistake.

“Ow!” He stumbled over another rock and almost fell, the bag of supplies heavy on his back and throwing off his balance. The dirt road was uneven and peppered on the sides with brambles and rocks and the occasional fence. It was a peaceful walk, other than the rocks, no vehicles to drive by at this time of night and wonder why a sixteen-year-old was walking along the road in the middle of the night.

He stared up at the night sky, the gloom of clouds breaking occasionally to reveal the deep-blue sky and twinkling stars. He was never out this late, and the view was glorious. “Ouch! Christ!” He lost his footing again and forced himself to stare at the dim path in front of him, away from the endless sky.

He could see the dark shape of trees and Jacky’s house up ahead and pulled out his mobile to check the time. Close to midnight. He stopped for a moment to let his eyes adjust back to the dark and then hurried on.

Jacky was waiting for him on the back porch, like they’d planned. “You’re smoking again,” said Niall, eyeing the glowing ember in Jacky’s fingertips. “Why d’you have to do that, Jacks?”

“I’m nervous.” Jacky dropped the finished cigarette and ground it under his foot. “’Sides, he likes to punish me for stealing them whether I do or not. Might as well get the benefit out of it, right?”

“Make yourself sick,” sighed Niall, and Jacky nodded at the heavy pack on Niall’s back.

“It’s all in there?”

Niall nodded. Adrenaline was coursing through his veins. His first summoning. Excitement and terror sizzled in him like sparks. He felt almost overwhelmed with the anticipation. “Your dad’s asleep?”

“Drunk himself into a stupor.” Jacky lifted his shirt a little to show Niall the newly forming bruises on his pale ribs. Niall longed to kiss the bruises better, but he knew Jacky didn’t like them touched. Besides, this wasn’t the time for sex. “He’s upstairs,” said Jacky. “Like I thought. Come on; cellar’s this way.”

The rusty lock rattled a little as Jacky unlocked it, and Niall looked around nervously.

“It’s fine,” Jacky reassured him. “He’s not waking up tonight.”

The door creaked open, and Niall had to run to catch it from slamming down. Skinny limbs trembling, he and Jacky pushed it back into place, ducking under as they did so, letting it close on top of them, leaving them in utter darkness. They sat on the dusty cement stairs for a little while, breathing heavily until their eyes adjusted to the darkness and Niall could make out the stairs leading downwards to the cellar. He’d been down here before, always during the day though. They had played down here as children, and then later used it as a hideout for secret make-out sessions.

“This way,” said Jacky, rushing ahead. He grasped the yellowed cord hanging from the ceiling and pulled, flooding the cellar with dim light from the bare, dusty bulb. Old boxes and skeletal wooden shelves cast long black shadows into the dark corners, and they seemed to move. Niall told himself it was just his eyes playing tricks on him, but he was anxious to get this over with now. He pulled the heavy pack from his shoulders and set it on the ground, crouching to remove the contents.

He retrieved the old book with the summoning ritual (to blame for most of the heaviness), and another binder with instructions he’d printed online. Then there were the candles, a sturdy lighter, two boxes of white chalk, and a knife to cut them open. Finally he pulled out a tape measure and enlisted Jacky’s help to create the summoning circle.

“Does it have to take this long?” asked Jacky, after about twenty minutes of measuring and planning. “You haven’t even started yet.”

“It’ll be faster once I’ve done the prep,” said Niall. “It has to be perfect, Jacky; it’s very important.”

“I know.” Jacky wandered over to look at the contents of the book in the dim light. “I’m just nervous.”

“Me too.” Niall straightened and went to the bag, then pulled out the first box of chalk. He dug the knife into the thick cardboard of the corner and sliced it off, creating a small spout for the chalk to pour through. “Okay, now to business.”

He drew the circle, walking around the circumference and pouring the chalk over the lines he had traced in the dirt, the box in one steady hand and a paper with the image of the circle in the other. It had to match perfectly. Once he had drawn the main lines, he moved onto the details, opening the second box of chalk along the way. He was glad he’d thought to buy two.

When the time came to print the demon’s name around the circle, he hesitated. He could just do Denusel; Jacky wouldn’t know until it was too late. But no, he couldn’t deceive Jacky like that. He’d decided on Khireneth, and Khireneth it was going to be. He printed the name in neat block letters, one on each side of the circle.

Jacky was bored at this point, sitting on a crate and watching Niall with his chin in his hands. “A year off each of our lives,” he said. “You’re sure that’ll be a good enough sacrifice?”

“That’s what it says in the book,” said Niall distractedly.

“But what if we’re meant to die tomorrow? What would happen then?”

“Then he’d probably refuse the offer. But it wouldn’t matter that much anyway, since we’d just be dying tomorrow.”

“How would he know, though? Can demons see the future?”

Niall stood to survey the circle once more. He almost had it right, but he had to be sure before placing each line. The chalk wasn’t forgiving. “Some of them, I think. I don’t know; they all have different powers.”

“Wouldn’t it be nice to have magical powers, Niall? I mean, not like the little spells you do, but real magic. Could solve all your problems that way.”

“Mm, I imagine it’d drive you a bit evil, honestly.” Niall stepped forward, carefully placing his feet in the space between the chalk and then leaning forward to draw another precise line. “I mean, if you think about it, demons are probably evil because they have so much power, not just because they’re a naturally evil race. Power corrupts you, right?”

“Not always, I don’t think. Some people with great power do really great things. Like superheroes.”

“Superheroes aren’t real, Jacks. Okay, I think I’m done.”

Jacky rolled his eyes. “Yeah, you say you’re done, but you’re gonna look it over another ten zillion times first; I’ve seen you do this stuff.”

“Yeah, you’re right.” Niall stared at the circle on the floor, and then back at the paper, and back at the floor again, until the image was burnt into his mind. He went and picked up the book, and stared from the image on the page, and then to the floor, and then to the page again. Impatience gnawed at him, but he ignored it. This was very, very important.

At last, he pronounced himself properly done, and Jacky jumped up to survey it. “It looks awesome.”

“Now I just have to place the candles.”

Jacky sighed. “That’ll take another age, won’t it?”

When it was at last complete, Niall looked at his mobile, surprised to see that it was nearly one thirty in the morning. He didn’t feel tired at all, his body practically vibrating with anticipation. “All right, let’s do it. Jacky, come stand over here. I need you to read with me. Did you memorise the lines like I told you?”

“I did actually.”

“All right, stand here, Jacky.” Niall took Jacky’s hands in his and kissed him. “I love you.”

Jacky’s lip was trembling. “I love you too, Niall, and I’m sorry about this.”

Niall shook his head and reached down to grab the book. “Don’t be sorry,” he said. “I’m doing this for you because I want to. It’ll make everything better.”

Jacky nodded in agreement.

“All right.” Niall looked down at the summoning ritual on the page. “Now, here and here’s where you say Khireneth. You must pronounce it properly. Khireneth.”

“Khireneth,” repeated Jacky. “Got it. Here and here.”

“Good,” said Niall. “All right, on the count of three.” He took a deep breath. “One. Two. Three.”

They began to read. Perhaps it was only because they were concentrating on the book, but it seemed that the light dimmed and the candles flickered, despite the lack of wind. At first their reading was clumsy and awkward, but soon they began to pick up speed, their voices merging together effortlessly. They spoke faster and faster, until Niall was sure the words were speaking themselves, forcing themselves out of his mouth. There was no going back now.

A darkness was forming in the centre of the circle, a darkness that was not simply a shadow or an absence of light, but a darkness that banished light in the way light normally did darkness. The candles underneath it seemed to shimmer and dim, until they were all but non-existent, like blind spots in the corner of Niall’s vision.

His tongue slipped over the word Khireneth, like the slicing of a sharp knife, and then again, and it felt as if a thick powder were working its way up from his lungs to fill his mouth. Like chalk. He resisted the urge to cough and kept going. Jacky’s voice was strong beside him, but he choked a little too. As they reached the bottom of the page and the end of the incantation, it became almost impossible to talk, to breathe, to think. His mouth was filling with chalk, his vision with darkness. He no longer saw the words; he was reciting from memory, or from desperation. At last they came to the end and he spat out the last three words. “Khireneth, Khireneth, Khireneth.”

The last sound felt like the air escaping an unstopped bottle, and all sound hissed from the room. The candles blew out; the darkness expanded to envelop all. And then the darkness receded. The candles flickered back to light, and the sound came back into the room.

In the middle of the circle stood a man.

Niall wasn’t surprised. He hadn’t been expecting a hell beast or horns or anything of the sort. He knew that demons liked to appear as humans. To humans, at least.

He heard Jacky cough beside him and quickly turned to help him. Jacky hunched over, coughing until his voice became hoarse, while Niall held him. At last he straightened, his eyes watering. Niall felt the need to cough, too, but he forced it down.

The man was watching them patiently. It was difficult to look at him somehow, as if disrespectful. But that was probably just his demon’s influence. They were in control here.

“Hello,” said the demon in a bland English accent. His voice was surprisingly normal. He sounded like a BBC newscaster, or a politician. “My name is Khireneth. What’s yours? And where, might I ask, am I?”

“Don’t tell him your name,” said Niall to Jacky, who nodded.

The demon looked pleased. “Good decision,” he said. “But I deduce by your accent that we are—” He looked around. “—somewhere in Ireland? Go on, say something else.”

Niall gritted his teeth. “We’re not gonna tell you where we are.”

“Somewhere near Cork, I’d say, but not quite that urban.” He looked around again. “The countryside?”

“You don’t know that,” said Jacky, speaking up, although his voice wavered. “We could be anywhere, and just come from Ireland.”

“Ah, but you both have the same accent.”

“We might be brothers,” said Niall desperately.

“Oh, don’t try that,” said the demon. “You’re obviously lovers.”

Niall felt his face blanch. No one had guessed. No one. They’d kept it such a good secret. And now this man had figured it out within a few minutes. “Never mind that; we have a proposition for you.”

“Oh, and here I thought you’d just invited me round for tea.”

“The—” Jacky swallowed. “The books say you call yourself Champion of the Oppressed.”

The demon turned his head to look at Jacky, and Niall suddenly realised why the demon’s appearance was so off-putting. His eyes were a bright, sunflower yellow. He raised his eyebrows at Jacky. “And you fancy yourself oppressed, do you? Yes, you do. I can see it in your eyes. Well, I would love to help. In exchange for something else, of course.”

“Right, yes,” cut in Niall, feeling the conversation was slipping out of his control in an uncomfortable way. “We’d like to offer you a year off each of our lives, in exchange for your help.”

The demon turned those yellow eyes on Niall. “And what on earth would I do with that?” he asked.

Niall stuttered. “Th-the book said—”

“Yes, I’m not quite sure how I feel about your book, boy.”

“My father,” said Jacky. “I want him gone.”

“Yes?” said the demon, staring down Niall. “And is that your offer or your request?”

“W-what?” gasped Niall.

“Are you—” The demon paused, his yellow eyes darting between the two of them. “—offering me the boy’s father, in exchange for something from me?”

“No!” said Niall, but at the same time, Jacky cut in.

“What could you give us?” he asked. “In exchange for my father?”

“Are you mad?” cried Niall, but the demon had already turned to Jacky.

“In return for the body and soul of a wretched man?” He smiled. “So very, very much.”

“No, J—” Niall gritted his teeth. He had to get Jacky’s attention. “You can’t!”

“Could you give me magic?” asked Jacky. “Like, powerful magic, like you have?”

“But of course,” said the demon. “If that is what you want.”

“It’s not what we want!” said Niall. His heart was racing, his fists clenched. Jacky was about to make another one of his stupid decisions, and he had to stop him. “Our bodies aren’t designed for that kind of power; it’d kill us!” He didn’t know if that was true or not, but he needed Jacky to listen to him.

“On the contrary,” said the demon. “It would take some practice, but the right person, I think, could wield such power fabulously.”

Jacky had a strange look in his eye. Niall grabbed him, forced him to look at him. He wanted desperately to say his name, had to stop himself. “You can’t do this. Your father—”

“My father deserves whatever he gets,” said Jacky, his voice calm but full of vitriol at the same time, his eyes wide and terrible. “Niall, we have to do this!”

Niall could hardly comprehend what Jacky was suggesting. How could someone he loved even be considering…

Jacky turned back to the demon. “All right, I’ll do it.”

“No!” said Niall.

“Niall.” Jacky turned to him. “Shut up.”

The demon was standing, his arms crossed, and a finger on his chin. “And who do I listen to?”

“Me!” said Niall. “I’m in charge here!”

“Really?” said the demon. “It doesn’t seem that way.”

“I accept your terms,” said Jacky. “My father is sleeping in the bedroom on the top floor. You can have him in exchange for the power you spoke of. For me and Niall.”

“I don’t want it!” Niall gripped Jacky’s arm, tried to pull him away from the demon, but Jacky retaliated, knocking him away with a swift blow. Niall fell backwards, too surprised to react.

“You’ll thank me for it, later,” said Jacky. He turned to the demon. “Do it.”

The demon smiled and nodded at the knife discarded on the ground. Niall lunged for it, but Jacky got there first. “Blood,” said the demon, and Jacky put the knife to his palm, and sliced it open. Niall was crying, begging Jacky over and over, but Jacky wielded the knife at him when he tried to approach. He reached out for Jacky once more, and Jacky sliced at him, drawing blood from his arm.

Jacky grabbed him with his cut hand, smearing their blood together. The demon was at the edge of the circle, farther than he should have been able to go, holding a palm up to Jacky. Blood dripped from a sharp cut there, glinting in the candlelight.

“No, Jacky!” cried Niall, but Jacky reached up and pressed his palm to the demon’s.

“Say the words,” ordered the demon. “Release me, and it shall be done.”

Jacky said the words, quickly and effortlessly. He must have memorised them too. Or the demon had given them to him. His voice was liquid and gravel, and then Niall felt chalk in his throat again, and he began to choke. Darkness swooped over them; the candles extinguished. Niall choked again, harder, desperately drawing in a breath. And then it felt as if, along with the air, the darkness entered, pushing deep into him.

Then the pain began, and there was nothing else.

*

His body felt stiff when he awoke, but for a moment all he could feel was relief that the pain from last night was gone. It had gone on for hours, ripping through his body, pain like he’d never felt before. He’d broken his leg once, when he was eleven, and the pain he’d felt then was the closest he had ever come to this. But he hadn’t wanted to die then, hadn’t wanted it to all be over, just so the pain would stop. Last night he’d wished for death, wished he had never been born. But still the pain had continued, white hot and burning and tearing him apart from the inside. He’d been unable to see, unable to feel anything but the pain, and to hear his own screams mixed with Jacky’s for hours and hours. When sleep had finally come, he’d clung to it desperately, letting it drag him down into oblivion.

Now it was all over. The pain was gone, blissful relief in its stead. There was a light shining, insistent, behind his eyelids, and he was stiff from lying on the cellar floor. He opened his eyes and coughed at the dust he lay in, looking around for Jacky. Light streamed down from the open cellar door, sparkling on the dust motes. The remains of the summoning lay strewn about him, melted candles and lines of chalk, scuffed and smudged by his writhing in the night. His bag lay open, its contents scattered, and he noticed, his mind hazy, that his books were missing.

His eyes were stinging from the dust. He rubbed them and rolled over onto his back to stare at the ceiling. The light bulb was still burning, dim compared to the bright morning sunlight. Where was Jacky? He must have left, because the cellar door was open, and they’d closed it last night. Why hadn’t he woken Niall?

The sound of his mobile ringing startled him. The ringtone was familiar, oddly so, as if it belonged to something from a past life. It was coming from his bag, where he’d stashed his phone last night. He leaned towards the bag, several metres away from him, and suddenly the phone was in his hand.

What? No, that wasn’t right; it had been in his bag, across the room. He stared down at the phone in his hand, the small screen lit up with an incoming call from his parents. Shit, his parents. He flipped the phone open and held it to his ear.

“Hullo?”

“Niall, thank god! Where the devil are you?” His father’s voice was loud and angry with a note of panic.

Niall groaned, rubbing his eyes again. “I’m fine, Dad. I’m at Jacky’s. I—I spent the night.”

He heard his father relay the information to his mother, and then her gasp of relief. “What kind of game are you trying to play, son? You have to tell us where you’re going, you know that!”

“I know, Dad, but it was important.” Niall screwed his eyes shut, trying to think. There was something he was forgetting. Something important.

“Oh? And what was so important?”

“I have to—” Niall shook his head. “I have to find Jacky, Dad. I think he’s done something horrible.”

“What? All right, Niall, stay there; your mother and I are going to come get you.”

“I…all right.” He had begun to shake, as if his shoulders could no longer support his weight. His hands were trembling, and his stomach felt sick. Jacky. What had Jacky done? “See you soon.” He snapped the phone shut, swallowing hard. “J-Jacky?” He took a deep breath. “Jacky!”

No answer. Slowly, he stood, shoving his phone into his pocket and struggling to find his footing. He stumbled up the stairs, flinching in the bright light. “Jacky!” The door to the house was open, banging against its hinges in the cold breeze that had picked up overnight. Niall stepped inside, his footsteps echoing on the grimy linoleum floor. There was a reason Niall never spent the night here; the place was a dump. There were beer bottles everywhere, perched precariously on the edges of counters and littering the floor, and the buzz of flies sounded from the dish-filled sink.
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