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It took me almost six months to realize there was a monster living in my house. 

I suppose that says more about me than I’d like to admit. But in my defense, the house itself was a bit of a character, so it took me a while to notice. 

It was a cheap house, what my mother would call “cozy,” which was a nice way to say cramped. Located right on the edge of town, it was grungy and a little worn down, but sufficient. Unpolished hardwood floors, walls painted a bland, emotionless beige. Two bedrooms, a single bathroom with a shower so small you couldn’t turn around without your elbows knocking into the walls. A small kitchen with too many cabinets and not enough counter space. A living room with no window, just big enough for a couch and a chair. A mostly-useless attic with a drop-down rickety ladder, and an entrance so narrow that it was impossible to fit a person through, only small boxes. Who knows if you’d ever get them back.  

To top it all off, there was no front yard, a sorry excuse of a strip of grass for the backyard, no garage, and no air conditioning. 

I loved it. 

I couldn’t explain my draw to the house, but the moment I stepped foot inside during my tour, I knew I had to move in. It felt like a fairytale every time I thought about it – my cozy, slightly battered, extremely outdated, possibly haunted house looked like the roof could blow off during the next big storm. Something about it felt like home. Like it had personality, and I fit right in. 

And sure, it was a little creepy. But if my dreams were filled with creepy houses instead of memories of the past, I could handle that. Maybe the terror of the house would block out the terrors I saw every night when my head hit my pillow. 

So, I paid my six hundred bucks a month, signed a two-year lease, and promised the landlord that I wouldn’t have any parties. 

My landlord was a curious character. She was a tall, willowy woman with blonde ringlets that seemed to literally glow, even when it wasn’t bright outside. Her sky-blue eyes sharply contrasted the deep redness painted on her lips, her gaze youthful despite the wrinkles and creases in her skin. The first time we met, she glared at me, guarded and suspicious. But she’d seemed to believe my insistence that I lived a quiet life, and finally agreed to let me rent. 

She had some odd stipulations, though. 

“You must not dig up the herbs,” she pointed a crooked finger at the flower boxes outside the kitchen window. “They’ll keep growing and stay healthy as long as you water them. If they start to wilt, you call me immediately.” She raised an eyebrow and gave me a stink-eye. 

“Got it,” I nodded. “Leave the herbs.” 

“You must leave this cabinet alone, and keep it locked at all times!” she continued, pointing to a small cabinet at the far end of the kitchen. 

“No problem.”

It was in a very strange location anyway: right over the fridge, where I’d have to climb up onto the counter to reach, and it was only about four inches wide. Not very convenient for me, considering I was five-foot-one. 

“And this is very important.” She caught my elbow with strong bony fingers and dragged me to the back of the house, opening the back door to where the trash can was chained to the metal fence. 

She pointed up at the tree growing at the edge of the property. It looked old, twisted, slightly rotted, and bent out of shape. The trunk appeared to house ninety percent of the termites in the state, and the gnarly, twisted branches extended towards the house, like witch’s fingers in a horror movie. Not a single leaf, acorn, or flower sat on the tree. It looked like it was ready to fall over. 

“Don’t ever do anything to that tree. Don’t trim it, don’t climb it, don’t hang a rope from it.” She turned and looked me in the eye, glaring down at me with conviction. “It is very important.”

“I promise,” I smiled, trying to look confident. “Uh... what if there is a storm, and a branch falls?”

“It won’t.”

She turned and bustled back through the tiny house before I had a chance to argue with her. 

Well, it’s her house. If that tree falls on it, it’s on her to fix it, not me. 

Upon agreeing to rent to me, she’d tucked the signed lease into her handbag, handed me a key, and raised a suspicious eyebrow. “Good luck.”

***
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Over the next few months, I settled into my new city and my new job. I was fairly introverted and didn’t make friends very well, so I found myself spending most of my downtime visiting thrift stores to furnish my cute little house. I scoured the shops for interesting, inexpensive pieces of furniture, old rugs for the scuffed wood floors, and mismatched dishes for the kitchen. 

There were a few things that were a little... strange. 

Occasionally, a leak would spring up during a rainstorm, or a floorboard would creak and pop up, but before I got a chance to report it to the old woman, the issue would be remedied, seemingly on its own. I assumed it was the rapidly shifting weather and didn’t think too much of it.

Then there was the trash. I found that my trashcan took significantly longer to fill up than it ever had before, which was odd because I was eating the same amount of takeout. 

One day, I’d thrown away half of an old pizza from a week ago. I set the box on top of the trash can because it didn’t quite fit inside. But the next day, the box had been crushed, folded over on itself, and shoved in the can. Upon inspection, the box was empty, and the few pieces of pizza I’d left in the box were gone. 

I wrote it off as having been too tired to remember properly disposing of my own garbage. But then a few weeks later, I had some chicken go bad, and I wrapped it in plastic and threw it away. Promising myself I’d take it out the next day, because there was a horrible thunderstorm outside and I didn’t want to get wet, I’d ordered some wings and French fries instead. The restaurant had misread my order and gave me way too much food. I’d thrown half of it away because, let’s be honest, nobody likes day-old French fries. 

The next afternoon at work, I remembered that I’d never taken my stinky trash out. I just knew my whole house would smell like rotten meat and greasy fries when I got home. But when I hurried into the kitchen with a plugged nose, I realized that the trash didn’t stink. 

When I opened the trash can. I stared down in confusion. Inside, the bag of French fries sat on the top. And it was empty. 

Maybe they fell out and ended up down in the bottom of the can, I thought. I moved the bag aside. 

The plastic bag that I’d used to tie up the stinky chicken was gone. 

Someone is stealing my trash. My nasty, rotten, stinky trash. 

Homeless guy? I wondered. Animal? Unlikely. And why? Why would someone steal old, half-eaten, rotten food? It was a question I never thought I’d ask myself, and I didn’t have an answer. 

Then there were the herbs outside. 

I didn’t cook that often, because I was tired all the time, and I kind of sucked at cooking anyway. But my mother always told me that every man and woman alike needed to know how to roast a chicken. So sometimes on Sunday afternoons I would pick some fresh herbs from the window box and roast a chicken, saving the carcass and bones for soup as one was supposed to do... although I usually ended up throwing it away after a few weeks in the freezer because, honestly, I wasn’t a huge fan of soup.

And every time when I went out to pick the herbs, I found they looked exactly the same. 

It took me a few months to realize that I never saw a single wilted stem or leaf, and that it all grew back exactly as it was, with little to no variation in the plant size or shape that I could tell. One day, instead of cutting a stem of rosemary, I tested my theory by pulling some of the leaves off, leaving an empty stick behind. The next afternoon, the empty stick was nowhere to be found. 

There were also some herbs I didn’t recognize or know how to use. I was pretty sure one was catnip, because there was a family of glossy black cats that came by every once in a while and nibbled on them. They would run off when I saw them, but I never scared them away on purpose, because I thought they were kind of cute. 

It was five months after I moved in that the first major rainstorm hit. I generally didn’t mind thunderstorms, but this one was so loud that I couldn’t ignore the rain, wind, and cracks of thunder. The wind was horrible, and it felt like the house was groaning. I was snuggled up in my bed with my most comfortable blankets pulled around me, a cup of tea, and my newest Mila Young novel. The power went out, and a few moments later, a leak sprung up in the ceiling of my bedroom. 

I sighed, went to the kitchen to get a bucket and one of my favorite scented candles, and returned to the location of the leak, but it was gone. 

“What the hell is up with this house,” I muttered. I set the bucket down where I thought the leak had been, hoping if it started again I wouldn’t get flooded out. Then I lit my candle, placed it on my dresser next to my mirror, and snuggled back up in my blankets. 

Tap-tap. Tap-tap. 

My eyes left the page for only a moment, glancing up to the window. That big ugly tree outside had grown since I’d moved in, and one of the branches was tapping on the glass. I looked back at my page. 

Tap-tap-tap. 

I looked back up at the window. That was weird, I thought. That didn’t sound like a tree branch. That sounded intentional. Like someone knocking. 

I used my book and tapped on the glass in return. Tap-tap-tap.

Tap-tap-tap. 

The candle on my dresser flickered out. 

Not knowing how to process what had just happened, I closed my book, set my alarm on my phone, and went to sleep, praying for another miraculous night with no nightmares. 

A few weeks after that, the really weird shit started. 

***
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I noticed more and more oddities happening after the night of the thunderstorm. I’d roasted another chicken and frozen the bones, telling myself this time I was absolutely going to make soup stock like a responsible independent young woman. When I went to dig the bones out of the freezer, they were gone. 

I started noticing pawprints outside. As far as I could tell, they were from a very large dog. Maybe a German shepherd or a husky? Because those paw prints were big, and there were visible claw marks left in the mud. I also occasionally heard some howling outside. But none of the neighbors had dogs, so I wasn’t sure where the footprints were coming from, and why they were in my yard. 

Then there was a creaking and scuttering in the attic. Unfortunately, I couldn't get up there, but I was pretty sure there were rats, or maybe raccoons. Maybe they were stealing my trash? 

But then why would the trash be so nice and neat and folded up? 

The last straw was my scented candles. 

I had an extensive collection. Kids loved giving candles to their school librarians as Christmas gifts, birthday gifts, New Year’s gifts, end-of-year gifts, and pretty much every other gift you can think of, so I had literal boxes of them. Luckily, I enjoyed them. Once the weather got cooler, I started lighting them in the evenings. But there must have been some air current in my room because sometimes, one would blow out randomly. I usually re-lit it, but it often blew out again quickly afterwards. After a few times, I’d give up. 

Except one night, it was my birthday, so I lit my favorite candle. It was a birthday-cake scent, and reminded me of my mom. I sat it on my dresser and smiled as I felt the gentle heat warm my face. I closed my eyes, letting the delicate scent of vanilla and sugar fill the room. 

Tap-tap-tap. 

I rolled my eyes and looked out the window. “Damn tree,” I muttered. I needed to call the landlord about that tree, because sometimes it tapped on the window all night.

I turned back to my candle only to watch it blow out. A tiny wisp of smoke trailed up and danced in the air, dissipating a moment later. 

Opening the matchbox, I struck another match to relight the candle, but the match blew out before I even got it down to the candle. 

“What on earth?” I struck another match and lit the candle again, waiting. 

Nothing. 

“Okay. That’s—”

Whoosh. 

That time, it was not just a soft gust of air. No. That sounded, and felt, like someone blowing it out intentionally. 

But that’s impossible. There’s nobody here but me. 

“Okay haunted house, it’s my birthday and I want to light my favorite candle!” I shouted, laughing at the sheer stupidity of the fact that I was talking to my house. 

Something shifted behind me, and alarm bells went off in my head. The hairs on the back of my neck rose. Was someone here? 

No. It’s just me. I’m being silly. 

I looked straight ahead in the mirror, but saw nothing. Using my reflection to guide me and staring in the mirror the whole time, I took another match... struck it... lit the candle... and blew out the match and set it down. I stared in the mirror the whole time, waiting, daring my wacky house to blow it out one more time. 

A creak behind me. A low rumble... was that a growl? 

My stomach twisted in fear, and I felt myself freeze. Something isn’t right. This isn’t just weird, this is... scary. I was barely breathing, feeling sweat roll down my back and pool under my breasts. My hands rested flat on the top of the dresser, but I felt myself grip and roll them into a fist to keep from shaking. 

Another growl. It was low, almost a vibration. The candle blew out again with a gust. And then, in the corner of my eye, I saw movement right beside my hand, daring me to look away from my reflection. 

Tentatively, I looked down at my hand. I couldn’t process what I was seeing right beside it. Was it... a paw? A fist? A tree branch? Something scary, gnarly, twisted and dark. And it was almost close enough to touch. 

It twitched. 

I whirled around, pressing my back against the drawers, both terrified and determined to face whatever was in my house with me... but there was nothing. As I turned, the candle went flying off the dresser, like someone had swept it away. It smashed against the wall, shattering the glass and spilling hot wax onto the wood floors. 

I stared at it in horror, my eyes welling with tears. I ran to the mess, hoping some of it was salvageable. 

Not knowing what else to do, I plucked out the pieces of glass from the wax and carried what was left of it to the kitchen. I stared down at the mess, my stomach twisted and nauseous. 

Memories from my sixteenth birthday came back, the year I couldn’t have a birthday cake because my mom couldn’t bake. She’d given me a scented candle from the hospital gift shop instead. One of the nurses had wrapped it for her. She’d gone to sleep a few days later, and never woken up. 

Tears dribbled from my stinging eyes as I stared at the mess. What am I going to do with a broken candle? This isn’t even the one she gave me. That one burned down years ago. But the smell was pretty close, which was why I’d bought it to begin with. 

It didn’t matter. Tomorrow, I’d go out and find myself some actual cake. Or maybe a new candle, and I’d burn it at work. At least my office wasn’t haunted. 

I splashed some cold water on my face and neck, dug through my closet until I found a broom and dustpan, and went back to my room to sweep up the glass, but I stopped short in the doorway. 

The glass was gone, cleaned up and in the trash can. The wax that had pooled on the ground was gone. And on the dresser, flickering happily, was my second-favorite candle. Lush Forest, the scent of fir, amber, cedarwood, and petrichor filling my room and making it smell like a camping trip. 

That’s when I realized there was something living in my house with me. 

Something with big, gnarly, claw-like hands, that I couldn’t see in the reflection of a mirror. It was stealing my stinky trash, and fixing the leaks in my roof. 

And it was really picky about my candles. 
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That was only the beginning of the drama between me and my monster. It was a lot less subtle about telling me things now that I knew it was around. I still never caught an actual glimpse of the thing, but I could sense when it was out and about. 

The creaking of the old house? That was its footsteps. The rustling of wind unexpectedly? No, that was my monster, sifting through my trash for whatever goodies I’d left behind. It even washed its hands afterwards, which was counterintuitive as hell since it was eating rotten food. 

And the candle thing? Oh, that was just the beginning of the drama. I was tired of my monster blowing my candles out at night, so I decided to have a chat with it. 

“Look, I know you don’t hate all of them,” I said out loud one evening when my Apple Pumpkin Spice candle had gone out for the third time. “So, how about you tell me which ones you hate and which ones you like, okay?”

No answer. 

“Fine,” I snapped, and dragged myself out of bed. “We’ll do it your way.”

I stood in front of my mirror with my box of candles and a lighter. I lit one, and waited. If it blew out, I set it aside to bring to the office. If it stayed lit for a few moments, I blew it out myself and left it on my dresser. 

I began to see a pattern. The monster liked earthy scents, like amber and cedarwood, and some delicate floral scents like jasmine and lavender. But it hated anything that smelled like fruit, or candy.  

It preferred subtlety. Which I guess I understood. It was in its character. 

“Great,” I yawned. “Glad we got that sorted out.” I lit a random candle and climbed into bed, wrapping back up in my blankets and trying to ignore the fact that I’d just had a one-sided conversation with an invisible entity that hated half my candle collection. 

The very next day, I got home from work a little early. I knew that the last chicken breast in my fridge would probably go bad soon, so I’d planned to make some fettuccine and grilled chicken to go on top. But when I opened my fridge, I couldn’t find the damn chicken anywhere. 

I checked the trash. Sure enough, the empty bag I’d stored it in was sitting right on top. 

“Oh, so now you’re stealing my good food, not just the expired food? Great. Well,” I slammed the fridge door shut. “I’ll just order myself some pasta. And I’m going to eat it all, you know that? There won’t be any leftovers for you!” 

I placed my order, but of course, Italian restaurants have this nasty habit of giving you massive portions, multiple sides, and tons of fresh, hot, chewy bread to dip into olive oil, so I only ate a third of the chicken and pasta. 

I put it in the fridge and shouted, “this is my lunch tomorrow, don’t eat it!” I even labeled it, Ava’s lunch. Don’t eat!

Of course, I forgot it the next day. 

When I got home that night, it was gone. But... on my bedside table was a new book, and a new candle. It was vanilla scented. I knew my monster didn’t like vanilla. It felt like an apology. 

“That’s pretty close to birthday cake,” I said softly. 

No answer. 

“I’ll take it to the office... thank you.”

Tap. Tap-tap. Tap. 

I glanced up and jumped in surprise when I saw one of the neighborhood black cats sitting on the branch of the tree outside my bedroom window. Its bright yellow eyes stared right at me. 

“Monster? Are you friends with the tree and the cat,” I asked offhandedly. Outside, the cat licked its paw, cleaned its ear, stretched languidly, and hopped down from the tree. It trotted purposefully away. 

I put the vanilla candle in my purse for tomorrow, curled up with a cup of tea, and opened the new book on my bedside table. It was Big Sky, by Kitty Thomas. 

Well this is awkward. The monster knows my taste in books. 

I felt guilty for my taste in books sometimes. I liked dark, scary, dirty stuff. I needed the darkness, the horror, the fear, because that’s what made it exciting. Anything else was boring. I craved the things that made people shudder and cringe at the thought, like Stephen King, Audrey Rush, Sorcha Black, and Dean Koontz.

Maybe that was why I was okay with living in a haunted house with an invisible monster. 

In this particular story, a young girl was kidnapped and held captive on a farm, forced to be both a maid and a sex slave to the farmhands. I stayed up far too late that night, devouring every word, squeezing my thighs together at the thought of being used and abused so mercilessly by a group of handsome men.  

I had almost finished the story, but I was too turned on to read anymore, so I set the book aside, laid back, and prayed to hell my monster was in the kitchen digging through my trash right now, because the tension in my body from the past few hours of reading was too overwhelming to ignore. 

I laid back and closed my eyes, sliding my hands over my body, flicking my nipples and squeezing my breasts and thighs, my hips twitching and thrusting against nothing. In my mind, I imagined a large, strong, scary-looking man pinning me down to my bed, grinning at me with an evil smile. 

I would struggle against him, but he would touch me all the right ways, force me to enjoy his touch, his lips, his tongue... he would pin my hands above my head, tie them there, and then spread me open, laughing at me as I fought him, but to no avail. He would kiss me roughly, shoving his tongue in my mouth and biting my lips, biting my neck. He would push my legs up over my shoulders and use me, laughing and mocking me as I squirmed and screamed, helpless to fight him—

A low growl emanated from under my bed, a vibration so low but so evil, it turned my bones to water. 

I tore my fingers away from my sex and froze, terrified to move an inch. My body was still hot with arousal, but it mixed with sheer terror like I’d never known before. 

It had never made itself known like this. 

Up until that moment, I realized my monster was a weird idea that I’d accepted, but never really believed. The idea of something in the house that I couldn’t explain was the easiest answer for the oddities. 

But that sound... it chilled me to the bone. 

I lie in bed staring at the ceiling, unmoving, unable to sleep, for what felt like hours. I even seriously considered leaving and getting a hotel for the night. 

But I knew I wouldn’t. Because even though I’d never been this terrified in my life, I’d never felt this alive. 

*** 
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I’m standing in a clearing in front of a forest. Distantly, in the back of my mind, I recognize it. It’s the nature reserve at the edge of town, near my house. 

The locals say it’s full of wolves. 

A shiver runs through my body and goosebumps rise on my skin. I look down and realize I’m naked and barefoot. 

A twig snaps behind me. 

In an instant, I am hyperaware of everything. Every sound, every rustle of nearby trees, every whisper of air that paints across my skin. My eyes are fixed on the quickly dissipating clouds of breath that escape my chapped lips. 

A low purr surrounds me, the sound sucking the air from my lungs. Then, from right behind me, a single word is growled into my ear. 

“Run.” 

I can’t think. I can’t see. I can only run. My heart is racing a million miles an hour, and I’m running faster than I’ve ever run in my life. 

I am terrified, and I can’t breathe. But I feel alive. My body is burning with adrenaline, and I shiver when the cold wind hits my sweaty skin. 

The grass beneath my feet changes to dirt and stones, tree roots and fallen branches, and I feel myself slowing down. I duck behind a tree, trying to breathe and listen for the thing that sent me running. Another strange, purring growling sound startles me. It’s right beside me. 

I run again, stumbling, trying to see where I’m going, but it’s impossibly dark. But whatever it is, I can hear it chasing me. Heavy paws hit the ground, crushing all debris underneath. It crashes through bushes and leaps over fallen trees, and I know I won’t escape. 

But I have to run. 

Then I feel its hot breath on the back of my neck, and I scream. Something grabs me around the waist – a rope? A tail? I trip and fall forward, my hands barely catching me before I hit the ground face first. Scrambling as fast as I can, I try to pull away from the monster’s grip. 

A hand weaves its way into my hair, and the creature pushes me face down into the dirt. It holds me down, my arms pinned down, my legs wrenched apart. It growls, and then I hear its voice. 

“Hungry.” 

At the sound of its voice, I can’t breathe. It’s evil, dark, and twisted. Sick and broken. 

And it sounds too hungry for me to survive this. 

Something hot, wet, and slimy settles at the nape of my neck, dragging itself down my spine, lower and lower, until it flicks at the tip of my tailbone. I squirm and jerk, trying to get away, but it laughs at me, sliding its tongue across my ass and down my leg—

I woke with a start, face down in my pillows, panting and covered in sweat. My body was aching and hot with tension, and I found myself grinding against something between my legs.

I froze, reaching down, my fingers brushing against the foreign object. There was something there. Right between my legs. It was wet, long, and squishy.

I screamed and scrambled out of bed, throwing off the blankets and staring at the bed in shock. But there was nothing there, only my sweaty, drenched sheets and a few pillows.

“Monster!” I shouted. 

Nothing. 

“What the hell, what are you doing to me...” I growled, not knowing what else to say. “I know it’s you!” I grabbed one of the pillows, and threw it under the bed.

Nothing. 

“Answer me!” 

I threw another pillow. It disappeared into the darkness under the bed. Still breathing hard, more terrified now than I’d even been in my dream, I leaned forward to look under the bed. But I couldn’t see anything. It was pitch black under there. 

Creeping forward, I slowly lowered myself to my knees and peeked underneath, my muscles coiled and ready to spring back in case I found anything. 

Nothing. No monster... no pillows. No nothing. It was pitch black. Although the light from the open window filled all the corners of the room, it didn’t seem to touch the darkness under the bed. It was a black hole, heavy and silent. 

I fell to the floor and laughed. 

I laughed until I cried, until I shuddered, until I got stuck giggling and had to hold my breath so I wouldn’t pass out. 

I can’t tell anyone. They’ll think I’m crazy. 

I can’t move. I’m underpaid and have a two-year lease. 

There’s nothing I can do. 

So I left. I went to work and... I just left. 

Maybe by the time I got home, I could convince myself it was all just a dream. 
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All day I thought about the dream. 

It felt too real to be a dream. I’d felt the hot breath on my skin, the pain of the sharp stones under my feet, and that wet tongue gliding down my spine. And then there was whatever had been in my bed when I woke up. 

It had to be my monster. 

Was it controlling my dreams? 

There was also a quiet whisper in my mind that I couldn’t ignore. My recurring nightmares, my worst memories, hadn’t come up since I’d entered the house. I’d dreamed about my mom after the birthday candle incident, but I hadn’t had a night terror since I moved in. 

At least not one that I could remember.

I needed to get some answers from my monster, but it wasn’t very communicative, and I wasn’t sure how to go about it. 

So when I went home, I just pretended nothing had happened. I made my dinner, I cleaned my house, I did some laundry. I didn’t speak a word.

But I could hear it creaking and sneaking around. 

I should tell it to leave me alone. But then the dream from last night came back into my mind. 

I shivered at the memory. What would have happened if I hadn’t woken up? And what the hell was in my sheets last night? 

When I finally forced myself back into my room, my bed was made, and my missing pillows were back on my headboard, fluffed just the way I liked them. It took far too long for me to fall asleep, and I tossed and turned, nervous in anticipation of whatever was to come my way tonight. 

***

[image: image]



“My office. Now.” My boss glares at me, looking me up and down with disgust. I look down at my clothing to find I’m wearing a short miniskirt that shows too much skin, and a crop top with a low neckline. My hard nipples press into the fabric, and it’s clear I’m not wearing a bra. 

As I follow him to his office, I wonder why I have dressed this way for work. How inappropriate. I pray nothing bad happens... 

In his office, my boss slaps me in the face. The sharp sting takes my breath away for a moment. 

“What do you think you’re doing? You think you can get away with wearing shit like this at work?” 

“I’m sorry, I don’t know—”

He fondles my breast, and I try to twist away, but I feel stuck, like I can’t move. I don’t have control over my body. I can’t even wiggle and squirm. I’m paralyzed. 

“You don’t even care if I molest you, do you?” 

I open my mouth to argue, to beg him to stop, but nothing comes out. My body is hot with humiliation, and heat pools behind my belly. 

“You nasty whore.” 

I choke. Those words, the tone he uses, it’s too familiar. My eyes burn and I feel my stomach twist in disgust, and in a moment, the scene has changed. I’m no longer in my boss’s office being mocked and molested. I’m back in high school, stuck in the men’s bathroom with no way out, half-naked and shaking in fear as the boys approach me. 

The quarterback sneers at me. “You nasty whore.”

No, please, not this again, anything but this—

The world goes white. 

The scene before me disappears. I’m left on my knees, hugging my arms around my chest, sobbing. I can hardly breathe, and I want to throw up. 

Around me, there is nothing. No football players with their dicks in their hands, no dirty bathroom floor, no lipstick smeared on my face and chest, scrawling out the words “whore” and “free use slut.”

Just me, and a quiet world of white. 

I somehow know I am dreaming, and I somehow also know that this white nothingness is an apology. With that knowledge, the whiteness fades away, and I feel myself waking up. 

***
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When I opened my eyes, it was still dark outside. My phone said it was four in the morning, but I didn’t want to go back to sleep. Instead, I got up and took a long hot shower, styled my hair, and left the house early in search of caffeine.  

The whole day, I felt nauseous, and on the warm side of numb. Was that nightmare some kind of punishment for enjoying the chase through the woods too much? Or was it just brought on by my recent reminiscence?    

I thought I’d come to terms with that day. 

I thought those nightmares were over. 

I thought leaving that town and starting somewhere new would give me a fresh start. 

I thought I was over it, since I like to read about stuff like that. 

Clearly I was wrong. 

That evening when I got home, I stared at my house, wondering if there was any way to get out of that two-year lease. The monster under my bed clearly had it out for me, and I wasn’t sure if I could keep living there. 

From across the street, somewhere in the woods, I heard a long, low howl that made me shiver. Inside a haunted house was still better than outside eaten by wolves, so I made my way inside and looked around, trying to gain my composure. 

I stopped short when I looked through the back window. The tree outside was still gnarled and twisted, but the branches looked fuller and stronger... and it had leaves on it. 

“Dead trees don’t grow...” 

The leaves and branches shifted, as if the tree acknowledged me. 

I don’t know how much longer I can live here, lease or not. I vowed to call the landlord in the morning. Maybe I could make up some excuse, a family emergency, claim I’d lost my job. I’d start fresh in another city and try again, and get an apartment like a normal person. 

When I climbed into bed that night, there was a single white lily laying on my bedspread. 

***
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I stand outside the house. It looks different. Alive, almost. The windows look like glowing eyes, the steps leading up to the front door resemble jagged teeth. Beside the house, the tree waves at me. He looks healthier than he did before, and there are more leaves on him. Even a few flowers. In the side of the trunk, I see knots that resemble a distorted face. 

Something about the house calls to me. I want to go in, but I’m terrified. I take a step back, then another. But although I feel myself moving backwards, the house is still the same distance away. 

I turn away from it, facing the woods across the street, but the woods aren’t there. I’ve made a full circle, the house is still in front of me. 

Only I haven’t. Because I do it again, turn away to run, and it’s still there, right in front of me. 

I turn and run again, but I’m running towards it. 

“No! Get me out of here!” The words are muted, like I’m screaming under water. 

Hot terror burns through me. My toe catches on something and I trip, hitting my knees hard on the ground. My hands dig into the soil and the stones beneath me, the scent of dirt and rotting leaves filling my noise. 

I love that smell. It grounds me, erases some of the fear. I scoop up a handful of the wholesome earth, bury my face in the leaves and dirt and inhale deeply. 

But the leaves move in my hands, rubbing and massaging my face like butterfly wings, or some creature stroking me... then something about them changes. They’re not damp leaves anymore. They’re hands. Tongues. 

They’re consuming me. 

I drop the leaves, pulling them away from my face, clawing at them to remove them from my skin, but they wiggle and twist out of my grip. 

One of them worms their way into my mouth—

I woke with a start, face down in my pillow, hands clawing at the sheets. My body was soaked with sweat, my hair sticking to my face. I sat up in bed and gasped, breathing deeply and trying to calm myself. 

“What are you trying to tell me, Monster!” My voice shook as I demanded an explanation. 

No answer. But I knew exactly what it was telling me. 

There is no leaving this house.

“No. Fuck this.” 

I scrambled out of bed and pulled clothes out of my drawers left and right, tossing things into a duffel bag. I can’t stay here. I’ll have to find somewhere else to live. I can’t live like this. 

I threw open the closet and reached in to grab my coat, but the door slammed shut, trapping me inside. 

I screamed as I banged my fists on the door, pulling on the knob and jiggling it to try to escape. 

“Please, please, I can’t do this—”

The lights in the closet cut out, and I was plunged into darkness. Before I could scream again, a hand clapped over my mouth. 

He’s here with me. He has me. 

My knees gave out. The hand around my mouth tightened.

The touch of another person—or another anything—was so startling that I stopped fighting. It shorted my brain out and I couldn’t move, overwhelmed with the sensation of being held. The last time I’d been hugged, touched, or held by anyone was... far too long ago. 

When I stopped squirming, an arm slithered around my waist, holding me against the body. I could feel hard toned muscles in its chest and legs. 

Another arm wrapped around my wrists, pulling my hands behind my back. Somehow, another threaded itself around my ankle, rooting me in place. 

This is impossible. This doesn’t make sense. He’s everywhere. 

My desperate, shuddering breaths filled my ears. We stood there, unmoving, him holding me, me paralyzed and restrained. He did nothing, he just held me... and then began to stroke my hair. Sweetly, like a lover. 

Jerking away from him was useless. My feet were rooted in place, my waist and arms secured, my head pressed back against his chest. He had too many arms, and I was helpless to fight him. 

I found myself starting to relax. I didn’t want to, but I couldn’t move either. My breathing evened out, and the terror lessened as nothing terrible happened. After a few moments, I could hear his breathing, too. Slow and steady, confident. It made me even more nervous to see how calm he was. 

His head tilted, and I felt lips against the side of my neck. I winced. 

It was a soft, gentle kiss, full of promises that I didn’t want. But I didn’t struggle, because I couldn’t move. 

I’m sorry.

It was barely a whisper, more like the idea of a sound than sound itself. There was no voice to go with it. But I could still feel it in my mind. 

I’ll be kind. 

The lips moved against my neck. His touch was so gentle, his kiss tender. I wanted to resist it, to pull away, but I couldn’t move. 

Stay.

My eyes filled with tears and spilled over. I can’t do this, I screamed in my head. Not if you’re going to make me relive things like that. My mind flashed back to the dream last night, my nightmare from high school. 

Stay.

Before I could come up with a response, the restraints disappeared from my body, and the hand left my mouth. I threw myself for the door, and it opened without fuss. 

My bed was made, a candle flickering happily on my nightstand, a glass of water beside it. My clothes, previously haphazardly tossed onto the bed and shoved into the duffel, were back in their drawers. 

“No more nightmares,” I whispered. “Please.”

No answer. 

“I have enough of them without your help.” 

A floorboard creaked. 

I wrapped my arms around myself, hugging my torso tightly, trying to breathe. “Just leave me alone, please.”

***
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One moment I am tossing and turning in bed, staring at the ceiling, and the next minute, I am staring into white nothingness. There is nothing to do, so I walk. 

I walk and walk, seeing nothing, terrified that some terrible thing will come to get me. But nothing happens. 

I should be okay with nothingness after the nightmares, but it’s boring and redundant, so I keep looking. The harder I look, the more the nothingness seemed to grow and evolve into something else. the emptiness slowly starts to form itself into something. A room... A hallway? 

Hospital halls. 

The familiar smell is already flooding my nose and mouth, and I gag. I throw my hands over my eyes and shout, “No, not a fucking hospital!” 

The white fades to black, reminding me of a starless night sky... and suddenly, I am walking in outer space. Stars light up the impossibly huge blackness, a planet I don’t recognize sails by, and comets shoot overhead, leaving trails of blue and silver light. 

This is what heaven looks like. 

I never want to leave. I explore the planets and the stars and the galaxies, feeling joy and excitement down to my bones. But eventually, the planets are too far away, the stars start to lose their brightness, and the black of space starts to slowly fill with impossible sunshine. 

The world came back to me slowly. I could feel my body, naked and wrapped in my silky sheets. The sun was coming out, and it warmed my face. My memories and realization settled on me like a heavy blanket. 

The relief of a good dream was better than the strange hug last night in the closet. He listened to me. He was kind, like he said he would be. 

Rubbing at my eyes, I stretched and cracked them open to look out the window—

And sat bolt up in bed. 

That freaking tree was covered in leaves. Healthy and full, the branches thick and strong. 

“Okay so... are you the tree? Are you the same being, or separate?” 

A shadow moved and caught my eye. I whirled around but didn’t see anything. 

“We really need to figure out a way to communicate. I’m going to work. There’s pizza in the fridge.” 

***
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When I got home from work, I avoided going into my room for as long as I could, nervous about what I would find. I spent extra time cleaning the kitchen after dinner, dusting and wiping down baseboards, avoiding going into my room. And every time I passed the window, that beautiful tree caught my eye. But ten o’clock rolled around, and I couldn’t put it off any longer. 

Pushing the bedroom door open, I spotted another mysterious book on my bedside table. The cover was thick leather with an embossed fleur de lis. I flipped open to the first few pages, and it appeared to be a handwritten journal. I set it aside. 

Beside it sat a small envelope of herbs. I opened it and inhaled, not recognizing the scents. It smelled sweet, and a little musty. I wasn’t sure what else to do with it, so I boiled some water and poured the herbs inside. The scent filled the room, and the scents reminded me of the dampness of the forest right before a rainstorm. 

With the steam of the herbs in the air, I relaxed a little. After all, a monster living under my bed wasn’t a big deal. I mean, monsters were famous for living under people’s beds. They did it all over the world, right? It was kind of their M.O. 

I opened the leather-bound notebook, staring at the strange symbol on the front for just a moment, and then resumed my study of whatever the hell lived in my house. 

Someone had clearly torn out a handful of the pages at the beginning, leaving only a few entries. I read them each carefully, page by page, studying the strange, aggressive handwriting, my fingers running over the thick, irregularly cut pages. 


March 14, 2021

I found one. 

I swore I’d never find another one. Too much trouble, the silly things. But here she is, waltzing around the house humming to herself like a bird after a rainstorm. A lovely little songbird. She keeps buying old, broken things for this old, broken house. 

She likes making the decrepit place look pretty. It gives her hope for her soul. 





March 24, 2021

Oh, but she is sweet. It’s only been a few days, but her dreams make me dizzy with power. The bone-deep, heavy exhaustion has started to lift. 

I can stand. I can move freely. I can breathe. 

I can see. 

And I haven’t done a thing. Just let her sing and dream and cook her chicken... when she remembers to.

I forgot how nice it was to have one. 

I wonder how long this one will last. 





April 2, 2021

She’s such a clever, creative, brave girl. 

So many people shudder in fear in my presence, and so many have shivered just at the sight of the house. And yet she yearns for it. 

She’s the sweetest, most delicious mind I’ve had the privilege of playing with in a very, very long time. 

I’ve started to reveal myself to her. Just a hint here and there. She’s not scared. Just curious. 

It’s quite funny to watch. 

I want to keep this one. 





June 23, 2021

She loves thunderstorms. The rotten ground. Cloudy skies. Cold air biting at her skin. Strange shadows cast on the walls, hinting that there might be more than meets the eye. 

And she doesn’t mind that trickle of fear down the back of her neck when I walk behind her. Instead of tensing up in fear, her belly coils and her thighs squeeze together. 

I wonder what she tastes like. 





August 1, 2021

My sweet, darling thing. Are you hungry, Dreamer? Or are you just strange? 

She is such a funny thing, with her candles and her chicken. She only eats it twice a week, and yet buys enough for five humans. What century is this, that people can buy so much food, and throw half of it away because they forget about it... 

At least I can give the leftovers to the boys in sanctuary. 

And my little dream lark, she’s become quite a good cook. Always makes enough for me. For the first time in years, I am fed and nourished, physically and energetically. 

You poor, dear, beautiful thing. Oh, your dreams are so delicious. I am so pleased with you.  







October 2, 2021

Poor scared little thing. You and your books. Do you like to be scared, lovely? What terrifying creature lives in the forest that will hunt you down and consume you?  

Let me scare you instead. 





October 3, 2021

Oh dear. Dear, darling, lovely little thing. 

I didn’t know. 

The horror, the terror buried deep in your mind, the fears you swallow and hide... It’s because of that day, isn’t it? 

I didn’t know. I’ve done things differently with you. While before, with so many others, I rooted myself inside them and dug out all their deepest fears, their worst nightmares, their most terrifying memories... with you, I let you take the lead. Because I was tired, and you were strong and beautiful, and your dreams are sweeter when I let them play out naturally.

Your power is your dream. So I let you dream, guarding and directing you from a distance, keeping the shadows away, but not interfering. 

But I should have looked. Because I would have known. 

I make this oath to you: I will take vengeance for you. 

Those sick, twisted creatures, and their actions against you... what they took from you... it will not be forgiven. Every one of them will pay for their sins. 

I promise you, not a soul will lay a hand on you again. And if they do, I’ll swallow them whole and let them rot for the rest of eternity in the worst hell I can concoct. 

Fear them not, Lovely. 

Give your fear to me. 





October 4, 2021

I’m sorry, darling. But I won’t let you leave me. 

You’ve given me back my passion for life, for love... for fear. And what you did in The Empty? Taking control of that dream out from under me?

No, pet. I can’t let you go. 

And you see, I’m strong enough to chase you now. I can find you no matter where you run. I know what you taste like. 

So run all you want. Show me how fast and how far you can run. It’ll be fun.

I’ll show you how fun it is to be caught. 

But I don’t think you will. I think you’re far too happy here with me.

I’ve decided to give you this journal, since you’re so insistent on talking to me. So ask away, delicious pet. But be warned. You might not like all the answers. 





***
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I closed the journal and rolled over on my bed, facing the wall, watching for shadows. It seems my monster had taken my request to communicate seriously. But now I had more information than I knew what to do with. Apparently, my monster could control, or at least see, my dreams. And it was tied to his magic somehow. 

He also ate rotten chicken and steak bones, and my leftover pizza. 

And that stuff he said about chasing me? About taking vengeance? Maybe I should be a little more intentional about befriending this strange entity. 

“I’m sorry I threw pillows at you,” I whispered. 

Silence. 

“Do you ever talk?”

I waited, holding my breath, listening. A creak, but no answer. 

“You do scare me,” I admitted. “I don’t know how I feel about an invisible monster living in my room and sneaking in on my dreams... how do you do that, anyway?”

No answer. 

“So I’m your pet now?”

...

“I’ll stay... if you’re nice to me. The space dream was nice. Even the dream in the woods was okay.”

...

“Is that what you are? Some wolf-beast who lives in the woods?”

...

“Are you even in here?” I asked. 

The lights flicked out. 

“Cool.” I pulled the covers up to my chin. “Good chat. See you in an hour. Nothing too scary tonight, please.” 

***
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In the forest again, I look for him. I can feel his presence, but everywhere I look, he is nowhere to be found. I feel him behind me, catch a glimpse in the corner of my eye, but can never catch him. 

“Where are you,” I shout. “Stop hiding from me!” But everywhere I look, whenever I turn around, he disappears. 

“Show yourself to me, please?”

Something behind me moves, and I spin in place to see him. There is nothing there. 

“I’m not afraid of you!” 

He doesn’t like that.

He catches me from behind, strong arms wrapping around my body and covering my mouth. I wriggle and jerk in his grip, finally getting away and turning to face him. 

I expect some strange creature, but he is just a man. He is a head taller than me, broad shoulders, with messy black hair. There’s a deep gash across one side of his face that cuts into one of his eyes. While his good eye is black with a red iris, his scarred eye is pitch black.

He is beautiful, and terrifying. 

He pushes my back against a thick tree trunk. “Don’t hurt me,” I try to scream, but I feel like my voice has been stolen from me. 

The man holds my hands above my head, and with his other hand, he gently cups my neck. Ever so slightly, he squeezes. Not hard enough to choke me, but enough that I know he can. 

I give up trying to scream. My brain is working overtime, and my body is hot.

He tilts his face and moves closer so that all I can see is him. Then he leans into me until our mouths almost touch. 

“Hello, Lovely.”

His voice is like the wind. A relief to be heard, but too harsh and too cold to be enjoyed.

“Please don’t scare me.”

He licks his lips. “But you like it.”

I shake my head but he nods. “Yes. Yes you do. I can smell it.” His lips move to my collar bone, barely touching me, dragging up the side of my neck. “You always smell better when you’re afraid.”

“What are you doing?”

“Playing a game. Don’t you like it?”

Yes. No. Please. Stop. Let me go. 

I can’t answer. 

“What do you want,” I whisper.

A slow, cruel smile spread across his face. In a voice that wasn’t really a voice, just an idea, just a thought, he told me, “Just a taste.” 

All I can see is his cruel face. He glares at me like a cat looking down at a mouse it was playing with. Like a bully looking at its prey. Smug and petty. 

“No.”

The word comes out clearly for the first time. His eyes widen in what I think is delight. But that can’t possibly be right. Why would he be delighted that I am refusing him?

He said in his journal that I took control. Perhaps I can do it again. 

I decide I am bigger than him. Stronger. He can’t control me. I find myself struggling against my bonds and I wrench my arms free. 

“You asked me to stay, so I’ll stay. But I won’t let you hurt me. I don’t like to be scared. I don’t want to be helpless. I don’t want to be raped again.”

Then I am growing. Taller, faster, until I am as tall as the trees, until I tower over the world. Until I am back in the stars where I want to be. Far in the distance, there is a little speck of a planet, and I lean into it, getting closer and closer, the planet growing large enough to accommodate my size. It’s happening fast now, and I speed towards the planet. I try to slow down so I won’t crash...

Until I realize I am right back where I started. Standing on the ground, staring up at my monster man. 

I am my normal size, and he is staring down at me with pure adoration. And the strange solid black eye on the scarred side of his face... it’s glowing. Just a little.

He takes a step closer, and I stand rooted in place, refusing to run from him. If I run, he’ll chase me. He’ll catch me like he did that one time...

He takes my face in his hands and whispers a phrase that I cannot understand. The words are foreign, a language that doesn’t exist anymore, or maybe never did. But I somehow understand what he is telling me.

That he will keep me forever. That he will haunt me until the mountains crumble, and the  sun turns to dust, and the universe sees fit to unwind into a string at the center of a black hole. 

I realize, in proving my strength, I’ve sealed my fate. 

He lowers his mouth to mine—

And I wake up.

Moving cautiously, I lift my fingers to my lips. They’re dry, but I think he still kissed me. 

I heard a low, vibrating rumble. Or maybe I didn’t hear it, I only felt it deep in my chest and in the back of my head. I looked up, and caught a vague, dark shape in the reflection of the mirror. Before I could process what I had seen, it was gone. 
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Chapter 4
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I spent my day off exploring downtown, wandering through the cute little shops. I bought a teacup and saucer at a thrift store, a new candle at a boutique, picked up a few books from the local used bookstore, and grabbed lunch and coffee at a little café. 

As I flipped through the first few pages of one of the books, a nearby conversation caught my attention. A name left their lips I didn’t wish to hear, one that immediately dragged my awareness to their conversation. 

“And he died in his sleep?”

“Yep. Sounds like a heart attack.”

“But thirty-year-old football players in their prime don’t have heart attacks.”

“I know. It makes no sense.” 

Placing my book in my purse, I reluctantly forced myself to log onto social media. 

I avoided Facebook at all cost because people from home loved to tag me in things, and there were certain names that made me sick when their names popped up. Today, as soon as I logged on, it was all over my news feed. 

Jered Meyers, dead at 29.

“He had so much to live for!”

“He was so young.”

“His poor family. He was just about to settle down.”

“Was it really a heart attack?”

“The school will hold a memorial service—”

A weird, hot, creepy feeling spread through me as I remembered the single white lily I’d found on my bedspread the night after my nightmare, and the oath my monster made. 

Did he really... kill him? 

Would he go after the others? 

Unable to resist, I searched the other names I swore I’d never type again. 

Kyle Kennedy was in the hospital, in a strange coma, and the doctors couldn’t figure out what was wrong. His vitals were rapidly failing. 

James Cartwright had been killed in a car accident. He fell asleep at the wheel. 

Matthew Edna had passed out in the middle of his routine morning workout. He was found on the side of the road. Cause of death was unknown. 

I shoved the phone back in my purse, not wanting to look up the others. 

He is. He’s killing them. He’s killing the boys who raped me. 

Guilt mixed with a strange sense of relief as I made my way back to my car to head home. Should they really die for what they did to me? Did I want them to? 

It didn’t matter. My monster was calling the shots, and he clearly wasn’t going to ask my opinion on the matter. 

I better start being a little more friendly to him if he can give people heart attacks in their sleep.

But I knew I didn’t have to fear for my life. He’d held my face in his hands and tied our souls together until the end of time with a smile and a kiss. 

***

[image: image]



That evening, for the first time in days, I was eager to get home. I was still afraid, but I knew there would be more answers in that journal, and maybe even another conversation tonight.  

Plus, I figured if I was nice to him, maybe he wouldn’t scare me as bad while I was sleeping. 

I started dinner, chopping vegetables and beef and throwing it all in a pan with some sauce. Instead of throwing away the bone and the scraps of fat from the beef, I put it in a bowl and left it on the counter. My monster was going to steal it anyway.  Might as well make his life easier.

Instead of eating and leaving the leftovers in the fridge, I dished up two plates. After all, he’d said I’d become a good cook. I might as well serve it to him hot this time.

“Dinner’s ready, Monster!” I shouted. No answer. Not like I expected one. 

I sighed and commenced my meal, but looked up when I heard a soft clink to my left. The bowl of scraps on the counter was gone. I turned back to my food, only to see the plate I’d set for him was gone too. 

Oh, so you’ll eat dinner, but you won’t eat with me. I rolled my eyes. “Okay, just bring my dishes back, please,” I muttered. 

After dinner, I did everything I could to not go to bed. I did laundry. I swept the floor. I wiped down the counters. I took out the trash, even though it wasn’t full. But it was getting late, and I had to go to bed. I had to face him again. 

I wanted to know more, but I was delaying it as long as I could. 

He’d prepared my room for me. My sheets were clean and my bed was made. One of my favorite candles was burning. On my bedside table, the leather-bound journal sat propped up next to a small box. I changed into a comfortable t-shirt and panties and sat on the edge of my mattress, tentatively opening the journal. 


October 5, 2021

I knew you were powerful when Rehald began to grow again. 

He is my oldest and dearest friend. We are almost the same age, you know. That tree and me. I thought I’d have to watch him die. And yet here he is, flourishing. Because of you.

You see now why I can’t let you go. You are brave enough to look me in the eye and tell me “no,” and strong enough to take charge of your destiny.

I wonder what taught you to do that. 

Thank you for dinner. I can’t sit with you to eat, darling. This form won’t let me eat suitably, and it takes far too much magic to take my human form for any length of time. 

Maybe one day... if you stay. 

I’m asking you to do something for me. Keep this safe, won’t you, Lovely? It is... very important to me. 



I set the journal aside and lifted the box. It was tiny, about the size of a business card. When I opened it up, something bright and glittery caught the light, casting rainbows around the room. 

It was a small gemstone on a silver chain, the most beautiful precious stone I’d ever seen. It was brighter than a diamond, clear as glass. But I’d never known glass to sparkle like that. 

“Oh... wow,” I whispered. I took it out of the box and studied it, rotating it in the darkness of my room. Even in the dark it seemed to catch every little bit of light and turn it into magic. I clipped it around my neck. It felt heavier than it should have. It was only the size of a pea, but it hung heavy around my neck. 

“What are you? Why won’t you talk to me?”

...

“So you have multiple forms? Can you not talk in this form? Is that why you write?”

...

“Are you scary? Or ugly? Is that why you don’t want me to see you?”

... 

I hesitated, then whispered, “I know what you did. To the guys.” 

A low howl in the distance sent shivers down my spine. It didn’t sound like any kind of dog I’d ever heard. 

The fear of nightmares had always been heavy on my soul, but lately, it was so much worse. Because I had a creature who was fully capable of entering and controlling my dreams... and he thought I smelled best when I was scared. 

I didn’t dare tell him to break his oath. I didn’t dare tell him to do, or not to do, anything. 

“Goodnight, Monster.” 

I curled up under my covers, fighting sleep until I couldn't resist anymore, and then slowly sank into the darkness. 

***
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Over the next two weeks, we fell into a routine. I would have strange dreams, and I would look for him everywhere, but I could never see him. He didn’t scare me like he had before. Sometimes he left new books for me. I cooked dinner, enough for two, and my monster took his plate away to whatever secret hiding place he liked to eat. The dish would be clean and put away the next day. 

At night, he often left me notes in the journal, and sometimes left me other little gifts. A gold bracelet, a pile of strange old coins, a silk scarf, a glittery semi-precious stone. 

In his journal, he explained that he knew he was eating half of my food, and that he wanted to make sure I had something to sell for money if I needed it. I hated the idea of selling or pawning any of the baubles or gifts he left me, but I was spending quite a lot of money on food, so I found myself taking the ones I liked the least, like the strange gold coins and the gaudy gold bracelet, to the local pawn shop. 

The man in the shop eyed me suspiciously when I set the items down, noticing my necklace. “Where did you get these,” he asked me, looking at them through his jeweler’s glass. 

The monster under my bed gives them to me in exchange for stir fry and pizza. 

“My great-grandma died, and I’ve been selling off her old jewelry. I have a lot of college debt,” I said, wincing and trying to make the lie sound convincing. 

He nodded, but I don’t think he believed me. 

“I can’t pay you for these,” he said, setting the items back down on the counter and folding his thick arms over his chest.

My stomach sank. “Oh. Okay, well, thank you anyway.” I collected the items and tucked them back into the cloth pouch in my purse. 

“I can’t pay you for them because I don’t have a market for coins, or for gold,” he continued. “Take them down to Bob’s place near Main Street. He has connections and can find you private buyers, or collectors. That bracelet is worth ten grand, easy.”

The baubles grew heavy in my hands. 

The man continued. “He’s more of an expert on coins than I am, but my guess is they’re worth about a lot. They’re antiques. A collector or a museum might give you more for them if you can get them cleaned up.” 

Those numbers made my brain short out. I just shut my mouth, nodded like I wasn’t shocked out of my mind, and left the store. 

Sure enough, Bob’s Pawn gave me twelve thousand dollars for the gold bracelet, and told me to come back on Saturday regarding the coins so he could talk to some other collectors for me. Not wanting to walk around with that much money in my wallet, I went straight to the bank and deposited it, and then went to the grocery store. 

I owed my monster a really nice dinner. 

That evening, I tried something different. I didn’t know why I was still trying to converse with him, but I couldn’t help it. 

I set my dinner on the coffee table and sat down on a pillow on the floor, facing away from my kitchen table, and left his dinner on the table, so my back was to him.  

“Dinner time, Monster,” I called. Quiet creaks implied his footsteps approaching, and I resisted the urge to turn around. I held my breath, waiting anxiously, and then smiled when I heard the chair slide out. 

“I cut out the bones of the steak and left them on the cutting board,” I said. There was a clink of silverware against the plate. I picked up my own knife and fork and began cutting up my own steak. 

“I don’t know what kind of food you prefer, if you like cooked or raw. I notice you still steal my old food and trash. Are you getting enough to eat?”

A hesitation, and the clinking continued. He didn’t answer. 

I focused on my food, resisting the urge to turn back and look at him. I knew he’d be gone by the time I turned around, no matter how fast I tried. 

“You should tell me if you have allergies,” I said, still trying to make conversation. “I don’t want to make you sick.”

A low rumble that sounded like a bark filled my ears. Was he laughing at me? 

“Well it’s hard to tell, since you eat rotten chicken and also lasagna.” 

I didn’t say anything else, but we finished our meals in silence. He finished before I did, and I heard the water in the kitchen start. He washed his plate, and then continued to wash the other dishes in the kitchen while I finished my meal and sipped on a glass of wine. 

Wow. I have an invisible monster who does the dishes. What on earth?

“Thank you for the gifts,” I said finally. “I know I thanked you before but... I pawned some of them today, and it was more than enough. Really, you’re far too generous.”

No answer, and no sound. I dared to look over into the kitchen, but he wasn’t there. 

That night, I checked the journal again. 


October 18, 2021

Little darling. You don’t have to thank me for the gifts. They are just trinkets, bobbles and knickknacks I’ve acquired over the years. They are only expensive because they are old. I’m quite old myself, so I have many of them. I hope you enjoy them.

And, I see why you might be confused, dear one. I take your rotten and old food, but I don’t eat it. Not myself. No, I share it with my friends. Some of them have quite a hard time finding enough to eat, and the rot doesn’t bother them. They actually quite enjoy it. 

You’re so kind to try to talk to me. I can’t answer, you know. Not in this form. 

Do you really want me to speak to you? 



Something about the tone of his letter felt like a trap. But I did want him to speak to me. I wanted answers. I’d been thinking about the last time we’d actually talked, when I’d seen the strange, handsome, scarred man in my dream, and he’d smugly looked at me with desire in his eyes, asking me for just a taste. I’d looked for him everywhere in my dreams, but I hadn’t seen him. 

And lately, I’d spent many evenings remembering the way he’d looked at me, holding my face in his hands and uttering those strange, impossible words. Every time I thought about it, a shiver went down my spine, and I felt my heart throb a little. 

I lit my candle, wrapped up in my blanket, and lay on my side, facing the wall, and listened. I could hear the sound of my breathing, and some soft noises from outside, but nothing else. 

“Monster, are you there?”

I was greeted by a quiet rumble, almost like a sigh or a purr. 

I swallowed hard, trying to push away my fear. “Are you comfortable under the bed? Isn’t it cold down there?”

He laughed at me. It sounded like the crunch of gravel or the cracking of branches. 

“Well, I just thought I’d ask,” I said, pulling the blanket up closer around me. “This bed is really comfy.” 

There was silence for a long time, and I felt myself grow relaxed and nearing sleep. Just as I started to drift off, I heard a creak of the floorboard. My eyes shot open. On the wall in front of me, a shadow was cast from the moonlight outside my window... and it was big. Huge and hulking, with many snakelike arms reaching and gyrating above it.

My breath caught in my throat, and it took everything in me not to turn around. I held myself stock-still, waiting for what he would do. 

My mattress groaned under his weight as I felt him crawl onto the bed beside me. 

Oh no. What is he doing? I was awake, wasn’t I? Or was I asleep? I wasn’t sure. I dug my fingernails into my skin. No, I was definitely awake. 

When the first snake-like arm wrap around my waist and pulled me back against his body, I finally admitted to myself that I’d been lying for the past few weeks. 

I might be afraid of the monster, but I wanted it. The night in the closet popped into my mind, when he’d held me close and stroked my hair. 

I wanted more. 

Because even though he was a terrifying creature that I couldn’t control, he was still the first and only thing in my life that made me feel treasured. 

Maybe that made me fucked up, but who the hell was going to know? 

A snaking tail, or maybe a tentacle, slithered around my waist. Something harsh and rough grabbed my wrists and held them above my head. I was flush against something hard and hot, and very, very large. 

And yes, I wanted more, but I was terrified. My eyes burned with unshed tears and I gasped for air. The panic was rising in my throat, and my mind kept flashing back and forth between the creature that held me, and the demons in the back of my mind. 

A wet tongue slithering across my neck brought me back to the present. A tentacle, warm and velvety in texture fell across my eyes. His low purr filled my head, and then I felt something on my feet. Definitely another tentacle. It moved up and down, across the bottoms of my feet, massaging my arches. 

Was he... rubbing my feet? 

The tongue on my neck flicked and dragged up to my ear. A heavy paw stroked my hair. 

I melted into his tenderness and affection, high off being touched for the first time in so long. Not just in my dreams, but really truly touched and held. He was touching me everywhere, sweetly, kindly. Not crude or cruel, not a bully toying with his prey. Just one creature holding another and choosing to be kind. 

Something inside me cracked, and a rush of euphoria and intense loneliness erupted from my soul. My monster squeezed me tighter as I sobbed, and I swore I could hear him say, “it’s okay, lovely. I know.” 

***
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It's a beautiful autumn day. The air is crisp, and the sun is warm, but there’s a lovely breeze to keep me cool. I’m sitting outside my favorite café with a latte, enjoying the warmth of the drink as it seeps through the mug into my hands. The delicious smell wafts up and makes my mouth water. 

It smells like vanilla. 

No, wait... birthday cake. 

I look up. In front of me, I see... nothing. It’s white. I look behind me, and it’s still my favorite café, but there’s nobody else here. 

I take a sip of the latte. It’s warm and sweet, and tastes just like it should. I can feel the hot velvet of the milk in my mouth and the whipped cream on top press against my top lip. 

It’s a dream. I know it is. But it’s nice. 

“Hello, lovely.” 

His voice is just a whisper. An idea, not a sound. Velvet and dark and deep, like a secret. I look up, and he is sitting across from me. He’s a little taller than me, but he’s broad shouldered with strong, toned arms. He wears a suit and fills it out beautifully. A red silk tie with an elegant knot at the nape of his neck sets off the redness of the scar that mars his otherwise gorgeous and chiseled face. He cocks his head at me when I look at him, and a smug, proud expression settles on his face. 

“Hello Monster,” I say softly. 

We sit for some time, me just staring at him. He says, “What happened to all those delightful questions you can’t seem to stop asking me?”

I bite back a smile. I have so many questions for him. Like why he lives in my house, and what he does all day, and why he appears as a huge terrifying creature with tentacle arms and likes to lick my neck.

I shift in my seat at the memory. 

He chuckles at me. “Why don’t we start with the basics, lovely. Why don’t you tell me your name?” 

“Oh... I’m Ava.” 

“Hm.” He smiles, and licks his lips, his eyes glittering. I swallow at the sight. 

“What... are you?” I ask.

“The name for what I am doesn’t exist anymore.” With a flick of his hand, his own drink appears. It’s a large mug with a bone handle, like a Viking beer stein. He sips his drink, leaving a dab of dark red liquid at the top of his lip. He rubs the red liquid away with his thumb.  

“But, the closest translation I can give you is Noćnamora. It means Dream Walker, or Nightmare.”

“So, you... make dreams?”

“I enter dreams, and can manipulate them. I don’t create them from nothing. Well, I can... but it takes a lot of magic. And I’ve been a little short on that recently.”

“You do magic?”

“I am magic,” he says with conviction. 

“Why do you hide in my house?”

“It’s my house, darling.” He says. “My last keeper needed to retire.”

“Keeper?”

“Well, I can’t exactly go to the grocery store. I need to eat, but I can’t be seen. It’s hard to steal and takes effort to stay invisible. I need a safe place to stay, and a way to get between realms. This house is built on a sliver, so it’s easy for me to travel.”

“I... I’m afraid I don't understand most of what you just said,” I sigh. 

“Let me put it to you this way,” he smiles encouragingly. “There are other realms, other places, where I can go. I have friends in these places, and jobs I perform to help keep things running smoothly and safe for everyone. I jump through slivers, or weak points between the realms, in order to get from place to place. This house was built on a sliver, so it’s the safest and easiest way for me travel without being seen by outsiders. 

“Saoirse, the old woman who lived here before, she was my keeper. She lived with me for thirty-five years, guarded me with the herbs and the runes carved into the house, fed me her dreams, and sometimes cared for my friends when they were sick or injured. She transplanted one of my dearest friends, Rehald, outside. He’s the tree you dislike so much.” He gave me a wink. “But Saoirse is old, and she has grandchildren in France. She was ready to retire. So I gave her some money, chose you, and sent her on her way.”

“You... chose me?”

“When you toured the house. Many people came to try to rent it, you know. I liked you the best.” 

“Why?”

“Because you’re a dreamer,” he says softly. “I can always tell when I meet a true dreamer. Curious, inquisitive, creative... adventurous... brave.” 

“I don’t think I would call myself any of those things.”

“Well, you’re not the one who feeds on dream magic, are you?” He raises an eyebrow at me.

I feel myself blush like a schoolgirl. Something about him... feeding on me... it feels intimate. 

“Why don’t you let me see you at the house?”

“I worry I will upset you. This isn’t my true form,” he gestures to himself. “But it gives me vocal cords and a face you don’t mind looking at too much.” 

“If that isn’t your true form, why do you have a scar?” 

His face clouds, as if remembering something he would rather not think of. 

“I think that’s enough questions for today, don’t you, lovely?”

“But I—”

In a flash of a moment, the café is gone, and he is standing before me, toe to toe, nose to nose. I can feel his breath wash over my face as he leans in with a low growl. My eyes flutter shut as he places a finger under my chin, lifting my face to his. I close my eyes and brace myself for his kiss. 

And then I realize I’m awake, and he hasn’t kissed me, and that I’m alone, naked in my bed, and my phone is buzzing—

I groaned and rolled over, grabbing at my phone and silencing the alarm, then staring at the ceiling for a few moments to rehash what I’d just learned. 

Dream Walker. Nightmare. My monster entered dreams, and did magic, and chose me because I was smart and creative and brave and adventurous. 

I rubbed the sleep from my eyes and looked at my bedside table. There was something that hadn’t been there before. A small dark blue flower with a tiny splash of yellow in the middle. Forget-me-nots.

I set them in a tiny bowl of water and left with excitement buzzing through my mind. For the first time in months, I felt like a weight was lifted off my shoulders. Part of the mystery of my monster was solving itself. He was connecting with me, he truly liked me, I was a little less lonely, and... I didn’t mind him so much. 
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Chapter 5
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The next few days were like a dance. We continued our routine, but I sensed my monster more and more. I would crouch down to pick something up off the ground, and I would feel him behind me brushing an arm across the nape of my neck, like he was saying hello. I cooked dinner and would decide to add some garlic powder, and the little container would appear at my elbow. I cooked, he cleaned. He stayed just out of my sight at all times, but sometimes, in my peripheral vision, I caught his shadow. Or what I thought was his shadow. 

I also started saving the bones and scraps in a plastic tub for his “friends,” as he called them. I wasn’t sure who, or what, they were, but I liked to imagine they were just as scary and strange as he was. 

And he left me sweet little notes, and more baubles and jewels. 

“Monster,” I said one evening when I got home to find a silk bag of rubies on my bedside table. “I cannot possibly accept these! This is too much!” I laughed and stared at them, holding them up to the light. “And I can’t exactly take these to a pawn shop. I’ll get arrested for stealing crown jewels!” 

As an answer, something wrapped around my hair like a fist, holding my head steady. Arms snaked around my waist, pulling me against him. A long, wet tongue emerged and slid up the side of my neck, sending shivers down my spine. He released me, and I whirled around to try to see him, and caught just the tiniest glimpse of dark brown and blue snakelike tentacles disappearing under my bed. 

“You don’t scare me,” I laughed. “I bet you’re secretly beautiful,” I added.

He laughed at that. He knew perfectly well he scared the shit out of me. 

He answered my questions in the journal. 


October 21, 2021

Good evening, lovely. 

You asked me today, what color I am? I am many colors. It changes often, and helps me hide. 

You asked me about the tree, Rehald. He’s a very old form of sentient cypress that no longer exists in this world. Witches used to use them to communicate information to each other, but during the war of 1690, many of them were cut down by the church, or burned alive. 

You asked me about my friends. I’m glad you want to meet them. I will send one to come and see you soon. Don’t be afraid of him. He’s quite sweet.



“Monster,” I said. “Can’t you give me more information about your friend? Because it kind of sounds like your friend is going to try to scare me on purpose.”

No answer, just a chuckle, like the sound of crunching glass. 

“Fine, don’t talk to me. Maybe I don’t want to know. Maybe I don’t care.” 

He was on me in a flash. One second I was sitting on the side of my bed, the next I was bent over it, my head held down into the bed, my hands gripped hard behind my back, and my legs rooted in place by his tentacles. 

I wiggled in my bondage, and shivered as something worked at my pants, pulling them down to my knees. His evil growl felt even more dangerous, now that I was vulnerable. 

Before I knew what was happening, a hot painful strike landed across my ass, then another, and then a third. I couldn’t even get a scream out and it was over. 

His grip disappeared from my body, and I was left more shocked and aroused than I was hurt. Embarrassed, I stood up from the bed, my legs shaky, and kicked my pants the rest of the way off, opting for soft sweats instead of scratchy denim. 

“Sorry, Monster,” I mumbled, climbing into bed, feeling a little ashamed. 

I didn’t need to ask what that was about. I may be able to control my own dreams outside of his influence, but he didn’t want me manipulating him. Nor did he want me to lie to his face. 

Besides. What was the point of lying to a monster who could read your mind? 

As forgiveness went, he was good at it. Once I was settled, he climbed onto the bed behind me and held me tight. But this time, it was different. 

This time, real human hands ran through my hair. A human mouth rested on the back of my neck, breathing deeply.  

He was holding his human form for me. 

A single arm came around my waist. I stared down at his big, slightly scarred hand. His thumb brushed against the very edge of my breast. Up and down, up and down, like he didn’t mean to do it, but wasn’t going to stop either. 

Another kiss at the nape of my neck, and the lights went out. 

***
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The next afternoon, the moment I stepped through the door, I knew something was wrong. The whole house felt... empty. 

“Monster!” I shouted. I went from room to room, looking for him, and couldn’t feel him anywhere. The house felt cold, like there was a draft I couldn't pinpoint. It seemed darker... Old. Creepy. 

“Monster,” I said softly as I sat on my bed. “Are you here?”

Nothing. Usually, these days, he’d answer me with a creak of a floorboard or a quiet reverberating purr, but today he didn’t. 

A glittering stone sat on my bedside table. It looked like a pearl, but it was cut into the shape of a heart. I stroked it, letting my fingers run over the impossibly smooth surface. 

In the journal, he’d written me another note. 

––––––––
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October 22, 2021

Good evening, lovely. 

I’ll be gone for tonight. Important things to do and people to scare, you understand. Be a good girl and wait for me to get home tomorrow. Try not to be too lonely.  

Wear the moonstone so I know you’re safe. 

Sleep well, you sweet, delicious thing. And when I get home, I’ll have a gift for you. 




––––––––
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I sighed, feeling defeated, tossing the journal back on my bedside table and clipping the moonstone around my neck to sit with the crystal. I still wore the first necklace he’d ever given me, and I didn’t want to take it off. I’d grown accustomed to the weight of it, and I quite liked it. 

That evening, I cooked and cleaned and tried to stay in a good mood, but I felt myself missing my monster. I missed the creaks and the whispers of him moving beside me. I talked to him about my day when I cooked, and I had so many things I wanted to tell him. It was infuriating, and terribly lonely, and I wondered how I’d ever managed without him. By the time I’d finished making dinner, I wasn’t even hungry for it.

I took a shower and crawled into bed early, picking up one of my darker stories and curling up with my candle lit. But it was his favorite candle. Lush Forest. I burned that one a lot lately, because I knew he liked it. 

It was about ten o’clock, an hour before I usually went to bed, when I heard a creak of the floorboards. 

“Monster?” I asked. “Is that you?” I put away the book I’d been reading. “Oh, I missed you! I’m glad you’re... back...” I trailed off. 

It did not feel like he was back. Something still felt off. 

“Monster?”

Another creak. I slunk back as I watched the door to my bedroom open slowly... and a man appeared. 

That isn’t him. That’s not my monster. 

“Hey, uh,” he started, but I didn’t hear much else he said because I screamed. There was a weird guy in my house, my monster wasn’t here to protect me, and I had no way to defend myself. I was half-naked in my room with nothing but a book and a candle.

Still screaming, I threw the book at him —which landed uselessly at his feet— and jumped out of the bed, running madly for the closet. He bounded from the doorway and caught me, and we both collapsed to the ground. The man moved faster than I thought possible, and pinned me down on my stomach easily, like I weighed nothing.

“Stop screaming!” he shouted. 

I screamed louder, and he covered my mouth with his hand.

His voice was softer, attempting to soothe me, but I wasn’t going to fall for it. “Ava, stop, please. I’m not going to hurt you. Please stop screaming.” 

I tried to say, “Get off of me!” But it came out muffled.

“Okay, listen,” he growled. His voice was low and rough, like a growl. “I’m going to let you go, okay? Just... don’t scream. Don’t freak out. If I hurt you, he’ll kill me.”

My head was spinning with fear and adrenaline as he slowly released the pressure from my mouth and removed his hand from my face. I gasped and choked on the air, not realizing he’d been cutting off my oxygen. 

“Luce sent me. I’m here to watch out for you. Please don’t freak out. It’s upsetting Rehald.” 

It took me a moment of breathing and thinking to connect what he was saying. Rehald? Wasn’t that the tree outside?

“Who is Luce,” I whispered. “Who are you?”

“I’m going to get off you, okay?” 

“Please do.” 

He extracted himself from me and I scrambled up, running into the closet and slamming the door shut, leaning against the back. I flipped on the light so I wouldn't be in the dark. 

“Who are you!” I shouted. 

“I’m Axel. Luce sent me,” he said. He was standing right by the door of the closet, but he wasn’t trying to get in. I grabbed the bathrobe from the hook and pulled it on, trying to do so without letting my weight off the door, but he was twice my size, so I don’t know why I bothered. 

“Who is Luce?”

“Uh... big ugly scary fucker? Lives under your bed? Eats the energy generated from your nightmares? Ringing a bell? Oh, shit, is this the wrong house? That would be embarrassing.”

Luce. My monster’s name was Luce. 

He said in his journal that he’d send one of his friends by. Why hadn’t I remembered that?

“You could have knocked! Why did you just walk in like you own the place,” I snapped, and tentatively opened the door, peeking through the crack. I actually got a good look at Axel for the first time. 

He was kind of thin, gangly, and a little taller than me. His eyes were a warm brown, like chocolate, and he had the tiniest bit of scruff on his chin. Not really enough to be called facial hair, but not enough to shave or ignore, either. It was just... there. He had to be around seventeen or eighteen years old.  

“I actually knocked a few times, but you didn’t answer. Luce said you normally go to bed around eleven. I thought I was early, so I wouldn’t scare you... I'm sorry,” he said, and he ran a hand through his shaggy brown hair awkwardly. His t-shirt rode up and exposed a sliver of his toned stomach. He dropped his hand and adjusted his clothes awkwardly, clearing his throat. 

“Um,” he stepped away from the closet. “Do you want to come out?”

“Uh... yeah.”

He moved farther away, and I opened the door a little more, and then exited my closet, feeling like a silly child for running away and making a scene. 

“I’m sorry I scared you,” he said, shifting awkwardly. He pursed his lips and looked at his feet, a faint blush on his skin. 

I studied him a little more carefully. He was... kind of cute, actually. Young, but the kind of sweet baby-faced guy you knew was going to be pretty handsome when they grew into themselves. He rubbed at his shoulder and winced. 

“So, uh... what are you doing here?” 

“Oh. Luce asked me to watch out for you, in case something happened.”

My eyebrows furrowed. “In case what happens? What could happen?”

“I mean, probably nothing,” he said. “It’s like the most unlikely thing ever that something would happen. This house is so warded, even a Shifter couldn’t get in. He had to pull some of the runes to even let me inside. But it made him nervous to leave you alone for the night.”

I sat on the edge of my bed. 

“Okay... so... what are you going to do?”

“I’ll just... uh...” He looked around, and then crossed his legs and sat on the floor. “I’ll just sit here, I guess.” A tennis ball appeared from nowhere, and he rolled it back and forth on the ground between his legs. 

“You’re going to sit on my floor and watch me sleep.”

“Yeah.”

“All night.” 

“Uh... yeah.”

We both stared at each other for a few beats. 

“Do you want a book or something?” 

He looked over at the book on the floor that I’d thrown. 

Oh god, that was one of those books with a half-naked werewolf on the front cover. “Oh, not that one... don’t... ugh,” I said as he picked it up. He looked at it, flipped it over, scoffed, and then his face broke into a snarky grin. 

He stood up more gracefully than I expected and sauntered my way holding the book in his hand. “You like werewolves?” he asked. 

“Give me that,” I muttered, and grabbed at it. He lifted it above my head so I couldn't reach. 

“Ugh. Stop it!... I’ll tell Luce!” I snapped. 

His face fell and he handed it over. “Sorry,” he said. “Please don’t tell him.”

Hmm. So he’s afraid of my monster, too. I might be able to use that to my advantage.  

I shoved the book into the box under my bed, trying to breathe and let the blush come off my face. “And what’s wrong with werewolves, anyway,” I spat.

His face broke into another grin. “Trust me, I have no issues with werewolves. Or vampires. Or most anything else. Witches are sketchy as fuck, though. But Familiars are okay.”

My forehead wrinkled. He continued. 

“Actually, the Blacks are some of my favorite people. We always go to the Mash on Wednesday nights. Luna and Yen were in my graduating class.”

“What are you talking about?”

“The Blacks? You don’t know the Blacks?”

“I don’t know anything!” I snapped. “The monster living under my bed doesn’t have vocal cords!”

***
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I had Axel drag an armchair into my bedroom so he could sit somewhere comfortable while he explained things to me. He sat legs spread, leaning back against the chair and tossing his tennis ball across the room. It bounced against the wall and flew back to him, and he caught it without looking.  

“You’re not supernatural at all, are you?”

“Nope. Completely human.” 

“But you know Luce is a Dream Walker.”

“He used the term Noćnamora, but yeah. What is he, anyway? What kind of creature is he? All I know is he growls like an animal, and has tentacles.”

Axel blushed and pursed his lips. 

Oops. Maybe shouldn’t have revealed the tentacle thing. For all I knew, tentacles were like sex organs. 

Axel chose not to make the moment more awkward than it clearly was, probably for fear of me telling Luce that he’d teased me. Instead he answered my question. 

“So he’s one of the earliest beings. Back when the world was first created, and magic was the only way to make anything, he was one of the first creatures to exist. Nobody knows where he came from, but we do know that the three major magic-wielding species evolved from... whatever he is. Dragons, mages, and witches. They all originated from the same line.”

“Wait. So dragons are real too!”

“You didn’t question vamps or shifters, but you’re surprised at dragons? Yeah, dragons are real. But you don’t see them in this realm because they can’t breathe through their nose in shifted form. So they end up breathing through their mouth. Which is a problem, what with the whole breathing fire thing.” 

“Why can’t they breathe through their noses?”

“Not enough oxygen in the air for their tiny nose holes. They suffocate.” 

“So Dragons, mages, and witches are all related? What’s the difference between a mage and a witch?”

“Uh, that’s really complicated... but to say it simply, mages pull magic from things, and witches create magic from within them. Mages can use whatever power they pull intuitively, but witches need a familiar or a catalyst to channel the magic. They hate each other because they think their form of magic is the best.” 

“What’s a familiar? Is that like a shifter?”

“Kind of. Familiars do shift, but they also act as a conductor of the magic. The Blacks are all familiars. They shift to cats.”

“Ooh, the black cats that come by and eat the herbs?”

“Yeah,” he laughed. “Luna and Yen are the oldest, and then there’s Maximus, Freya, and Sybil. Their parents are just called Mr. and Mrs. because nobody knows their names. They’re like, a hundred years old or something. Their witches keep giving them new lives.

“Your cypress tree outside, he’s psychic and sentient. His name is Rehald. He’s been around for centuries, pretty much since the beginning of time. He almost died in a fire during the Salem Witch Trials, but Luce rescued him, took him to another realm to nurse him back to health, and brought him back when it was safe. Saoirse planted him here and enchanted the ground so it doesn’t run out of nutrients for him.”

My mind spun with all the information Axel was laying at my feet. I felt like I was suddenly transported into a fantasy novel. 

“I’m part of the Olean pack. My father is a Beta, and I’m part of the guard, training to be a Beta, too—”

“Wait, what? Like... what do you mean, pack?”

He smirked. “We’re werewolves.” 

“Bullshit,” I spat. “You’re just teasing me for my reading choices.” 

“Trust me, I have no issues with your reading choices.” 

His stomach growled loudly. He blushed and scratched at his hair again, and then winced and grabbed his arm. 

“You okay?” I asked. 

“Uh... I haven’t eaten,” he said softly. “Luce said...”

I rolled my eyes. “You should have said something. Were you going to wait until I fell asleep and raid the fridge?”

“Yeah,” he blushed. 

I dragged him to the kitchen and dug through the fridge. “I have pasta... pizza... ooh, some leftover stir fry, that's really good... some Mexican rice and beans and chips...”

“Uh... you have any chicken?”

Bingo. 

“You like it cooked, raw, or rotten,” I looked over my shoulder and raised an eyebrow. 

He blushed again and squeezed his shoulder. “Raw or rotten is fine,” he said softly. 

“Are you okay? Are you hurt?” I nodded to his shoulder. I grabbed two chicken breasts and put them on a plate. Was that enough to feed a teenage werewolf? What else was I supposed to do? Did he need a knife and fork? Should I wash them? Warm them up to room temperature?

“I’m fine. Changed unexpectedly a few days ago due to the retrograde, and I was in the middle of a game of football with the guys. I pulled something, and I’m still really sore.”

“Aren’t werewolves supposed to heal super-fast?”

He looked away for a moment, a flash of irritation in his eye. Rearranging his face to indifference, he shrugged. “Pretty fast, yeah.”

Okay. Clearly a touchy subject. 

“Uh... you want some ibuprofen? Or some tea? Oh, I have a heating pad...” 

He licked his lips as I set the plate of chicken down on the table. His eyes got big and changed slightly, glowing brighter and more yellow than brown. 

“Uh... yeah,” he said. “A heating pad would be great, actually.”

“Okay, I’ll get you one. I’ll be in my room. Just... wash the plate, okay?” I backed away and turned around, not wanting to watch him eat raw chicken. That was just weird. 

I guess I knew what was sniffling and howling outside my door at night.

When did my life turn into an episode of Supernatural?

I left the heating pad and a sticky-note with the internet password on the armchair, climbed into bed, and tried to fall asleep before Axel came back to... watch over me all night. 
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Chapter 6
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The next morning when I woke up, Axel was still sitting there in my armchair, scrolling on his phone without a care in the world. He left shortly after I got up, and I told him to take more chicken if he was hungry. He thanked me profusely, and told me if I ever felt like getting more of “those awesome fatty bones from the steaks like last time,” to give him a call. 

I laughed all the way to work. What a weird life I had all of a sudden. 

When Luce came home, I felt it. 

I’d finished dinner and climbed into bed, and had half expected Axel to come by again. But something shifted in the air. All the energy in the room seemed to swirl and warm, and then the house was full again, the way it should be. 

“Monster,” I said, sitting up in bed. It was late, about half-past eleven. It was dark, and I couldn’t see much. I rubbed my eyes. 

Something was at the foot of my bed. I gasped as the huge, hulking figure drew nearer to me. 

“Monster,” I whispered again, and the bed creaked as he climbed on. 

He wasn’t hiding from me. I could see him, and my eyes were adjusting. He was right there. 

He looked like a shadow, but not. He looked like a man, but not. He looked like... nothing. But he was there. 

As my eyes grew accustomed to the darkness around me, I whimpered and drew back. He didn’t look at all like I expected, and I couldn’t help but shrink back into my pillows and draw my blanket up to my chin. But I couldn't close my eyes. I wouldn't. 

At my refusal to look away, he grinned, and the lights turned on by themselves. 

I swallowed my scream, but barely. 

He was about eight feet tall, and almost as wide as my bed. His head was huge, bulbus, with glittering black eyes with no whites, and they were the size of saucers. His mouth took up the whole bottom half of his face. It was open, exposing row after row of sharp, dangerous looking teeth. Saliva dripped from his mouth, and a long, forked tongue darted out and caught it before it splattered on me. 

He had six, beast-like arms with long fingers and sharp claws on the end. His arms were scaly and thick, reminding me of tree bark. His skin was dark brown, almost black, with red splotches. Black and grey tentacles emerged from his stomach and back, writhing and twisting, dripping moisture and flicking against the air. And they were nearing me. 

“Oh god,” I whispered, and choked on my words. I whimpered in fear. He was right to have hidden himself. He was terrifying. 

I yelped as I felt something grab my ankle from under my blanket, pulling me towards the foot of the bed. A long, dangerous claw grabbed at my blanket and tossed it aside, and my monster drew closer to me, crouching over me. 

I couldn't speak. I couldn't even open my mouth to make a single sound. I squeezed my eyes shut, hoping it was all a dream. 

A low growl vibrated through my chest, and I felt him draw closer to me. I held my breath and drew my shoulders up to my ears in anticipation of what he would do. 

The softest whisper invaded my mind. 

Lovely. 

I kept my eyes squeezed closed. It’s just him, I told myself. It’s just my monster. It’s just Luce. It’s okay. He won’t hurt me. 

My eyes flew open at the feeling of a long, wet tongue dragging across my cheek. He grabbed my wrists and pinned them above my head. With another clawed hand, he reached forward and took hold of my t-shirt, shredding it  effortlessly, leaving nothing but ribbons of fabric lying beside the bed. And it seemed like a threat, because I knew he could probably magic me out of my clothes. He wanted my attention. 

I forced myself to meet his horrendous gaze. 

He purred quietly, and I gripped at the mattress, fighting the urge to curl into myself and hide my nakedness. Then, from behind his back, he withdrew a bouquet of white lilies. 

The gift he’d promised me. 

One by one, he dragged each one against my skin, as if painting me with their beauty. Then he decorated me with them. He settled the flowers around me, tucking them into my hair, around my torso, laying them across my breasts, and resting several between my legs. He took such great care in his worship, as if each flower were precious, and the ritual was sacred. With each brush of the petals against my skin, my fear dissipated and my heart ached at his tenderness. 

When he finished, a strange sound that might have been a language emanated from him. It sounded like crashing waves and strikes of lightning. 

Something dark and terrible welled up inside me. Something I hated. Something I didn’t want. I fought the sickening, painful sensation welling up inside me, but it did nothing to dissipate the sensation.  

All of my terror, the lies I told myself, the desperate clawing fear that sometimes chased me, the terrible fear and hatred I had of my own mind for storing my memories, it perked up at Luce’s other-language, following his command. It rounded itself up from all the recesses of my body and bound itself together into a tight, dark, unholy ball of despair in the center of my chest. 

Luce stretched out a paw, his claws extended, and gestured at the horrible feeling in my chest. Then he lifted it up out of me, and I saw it for what it was. 

My demons. My memories. My loss of innocence. And he had just wrenched it out of my soul. As it drifted away from me, I had the strange sense of loss, that I’d just let him steal something  intensely personal from me. Even though it was something terrible, it was still mine... and he’d stolen it.  

He pulled the evil thing towards him, unhinged his jaw, and swallowed it. As it disappeared down his throat, the emotional tie I had to the evil thing severed, like a band tightly stretched that finally gave way. 

And at the sheer relief of it being gone, the lightness and ease and peace that flooded me was so overwhelming that I sank back into my pillows and sobbed in relief. 

I felt whole again. 

I felt like me again. 

I could barely breathe from crying. Luce moved closer to me, the bed groaning under his weight. Through my blurry tears, I watched his terrible mouth open, his forked slithering out. He lapped up my tears like the sweetest treat, a satisfied purr reverberating through my chest. 

The sorrow gone, the euphoria fading, I fell asleep. 

***
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I become aware that he is holding me tightly in his arms, kissing my neck and stroking my hair. It feels so good, and I feel safe and calm. I stare up at him and meet his gaze. He plants a gentle kiss on my forehead. 

“Lovely Ava.”

“Hi Luce.”

He looks happy, content, and we walk hand-in-hand through a museum. He tells me the artifacts are from his personal collection, and points out ancient coins, priceless jewels, old books, and strange carvings. 

“Was it Axel that told you my name,” he asks. 

“Yes,” I say. 

He lifts a hand and tucks a strand of my hair behind my ear. “I’ll have to scold him for that.” 

“What do you mean,” I ask. “Why?”

“That’s the only way you were able to see me,” he says. He stops in front of a painting. It’s definitely by Van Gogh, but I’ve never seen it anywhere else before. Dark blue flowers with a yellow center... 

“So, you won’t be able to hide from me anymore,” I ask, feeling myself smile. 

“Oh, I can certainly hide from you. But before, when you turned to look at me and I stood still, you couldn’t see me. Now, you can.”

“So that time you threw my candle across the room, and I turned around and didn’t see anything...”

He takes a step closer to me, catching my chin and holding it in his hand. “I was right. there. lovely.” He taps the very tip of my nose on each word. 

“I’m glad you’re back.”

“Me too.”

“What did you do before? With the flowers?”

“I took away your nightmares.”

I think carefully, trying to remember what he took from me. 

“Do you want them back?”

I shake my head. “No. I don’t think so. I’m so... light. Happy.”

“You may regain the memory of the events... but the terror will only regrow in your soul if you let it. And if it does, I’ll eat it again.” 

“Thank you, beautiful Monster.” 

“You’re different, Ava.” He holds my face. I love it when he does that, and I sigh at his touch. “You’re such a strange, clever girl. But your dreams are more powerful than any nightmare I can concoct. You remember that.” 

***
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I thought everything was going to be wonderful after that. I knew my monster’s name. I knew what he looked like, and even though I was absolutely terrified of him, it still made him happy that at least I knew. 

We spent a quiet Sunday together. I cooked and read my book, and he growled around the house and fixed another leak in the ceiling. That night, in my dream, he took me to a strange and magical mountain. We sat on the top and looked down over the edge at the stunning valley, a silvery river cutting through the rocks. He fed me cured meats and creamy cheeses, fresh fruit and raw honey. Then he scooped me up in his arms and gave me an evil grin as he tossed me over the edge of the cliff... only for me to sprout wings and fly, gracefully gliding to the ground. 

I woke up giggling.

I hurried home from work the next day, excited to see him again. But when I got home, I jerked to a stop on the street, a deep sense of dread growing inside me.

The front window was broken. The door hung slightly ajar on its hinges. And the herbs in the front yard had been torn up. 

“No,” I whispered, stepping forward cautiously, nudging the door open with my foot. “Hello?” I called out. “Monster?”

Nothing. 

“Luce!”

I could tell he wasn’t here. It felt empty, the way it had when he’d left to go on his murder spree. 

And the inside of the house was destroyed.  

My tears spilled over as I took in my surroundings. The cabinet doors had been wrenched off their hinges. My wine glasses that had previously hung above the sink were smashed to pieces, shards of glass scattered on the ground and in the sink. One wall had a hole in it, like something heavy had been thrown against it. The coffee table was broken, the couch was covered in a thick black goo, and the rug was shredded with deep slices, like someone had taken a machete to it. The vintage bookshelves I’d collected and stacked along the windowless living room wall were crooked, and one of them was broken. Half of the books thrown around the room. 

I searched the house in dread. Pieces of the bathroom mirror crunched under my shoes, a single broken shard stuck to the wall. The shower curtain hung on by only two hooks, the bar overhead crooked. My toiletries, neatly organized in cute little boxes and baskets under my sink, were thrown around, as if someone had rifled through them. 

In my bedroom, the mattress was flipped up, my drawers pulled out and clothing strewn across the room. My jewelry box of gifts from Luce was nowhere to be found.  

The journal on my bedside table was gone, and the candle that sat beside it had fallen to the ground, the glass broken, the remainder of the wax a hard chunk with shards of glass stuck in it.

I sank to the ground and cried, not knowing what else to do. Someone — or something — had been in my house, had destroyed my belongings, stolen who knows what, and now Luce was gone, and I had no idea what had happened. 

And that black goo in the living room. Was that monster blood? Was he okay?

The herbs were gone, I remembered. Who had torn out the herbs? Why would someone do that? Maybe they were there to keep something bad away?

Saoirse, the old women, had asked me to call her if anything happened to the herbs. The thought of calling her made my throat close up. 

I looked outside. The tree was still there, its branches waving in the wind, as if nothing had happened. 

Rehald was sentient, wasn’t he? 

Scrambling to my feet, I threw open the back door and raced to the tree. “Rehald, what do I do? What happened?” I asked. 

The tree didn’t answer. 

“Tell me what to do! Help me out here!”

Nothing. 

“What good is a sentient tree who can’t communicate!” I shouted, and ran back into the house. 

It was in the kitchen that I stopped short, remembering the old woman’s stipulations when I moved in. 

You must leave this cabinet empty, and locked at all times! She’d said, pointing to the cabinet above the refrigerator. 

The cabinet door was open. I grabbed a chair, climbed up onto the counter, and looked inside. 

The inside of the door had a strange carving in it, as did the inside walls of the cabinet. There was a circle of dust implying something had sat in the middle of the cabinet, but I had no idea what it was, because I’d never opened this cabinet. 

But whatever had been there, it was long gone.   

What should I do? I wanted to scream. 

I want my monster back!
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I sat outside on the steps of my house while the police investigated. They brushed for fingerprints, brought a dog to sniff around, and asked me about what was stolen. I couldn’t exactly tell them that I was missing a bag of rubies the size of strawberries, or a diamond necklace surrounded by emeralds. They’d never believe me, and I knew I’d never see those things again. 

None of them really mattered to me anyway, except Luce himself. I only kept them because he’d given them to me. 

Eventually, the police left, told me to lock my door, or maybe go stay with a friend that night. I didn’t have the energy to tell them that I didn’t have any friends except a werewolf and a psychic tree.  

I sat on my doorstep as the sun went down. It was a few days away from Halloween, and it already felt like winter. I didn’t even notice when the black cat approached until it was right beside me. The flick of its tail caught my eye, and I looked up and found a pair of greenish-gold orbs staring at me. 

“Are you Luna? Or Yen?”

Blink.

“Luce is gone. The house is wrecked. I think something happened.”

Blink blink. 

“I don’t know what to do,” I said, my throat closing up and my eyes welling up with tears. I looked behind me at the house. I didn’t want to stay here without him. It had lost its magic, its appeal. It looked and felt like a scary old empty haunted house, and not one I wanted to live in. 

“Can you tell all your friends,” I said. “Ask Axel? Anyone? I don’t know...” 

The black cat stretched and trotted away. 

“Fine!” I shouted. “Be that way!... I’ll tell him you didn’t help!” 

The cat ignored me. 

I stood up, turned to my house, staring at it warily, and forced myself to go inside. I made tea on auto-pilot, but it didn’t chase away the numbness. 

How am I going to sleep tonight?

Tears burned at my eyes, but I took a breath, sipped my tea, and started trying to put my books back on my bookshelf. I had to get this place cleaned up, and I had to start somewhere. 

About an hour later, there was a knock at my door. I jumped out of bed and ran to the doorway to find Axel and four other burly, harry guys standing on my porch. 

“Uh, we heard what happened,” Axel said. “Can we come in?”

I nodded, not saying a word. Maybe that cat had actually done something to help. 

Axel tried to comfort me as the others entered the house. I thought they were all men, but one of them was actually a buff, wild-haired, redheaded woman who seemed to be in charge. She crossed her arms and glared at the monster goo, then approached me. 

“Did you tell anyone about him?” she asked, her voice demanding and harsh. 

I shook my head, barely able to speak. Who would I tell? I had nobody.

“Damn cops were here,” one of the other guys said. He kicked at the shredded couch. 

The redhead rolled her eyes and snapped at the speaker. “Well luckily you can distinguish between human, dog, and any other shit.” Turning back to me, she clapped a heavy hand on my shoulder that almost knocked me over. “We’ll do everything in our power to find him.”

“What’s going to happen?” I whispered. 

“I... don’t know. This has never happened before. He’s pretty much the top of the food chain. So we’re playing this by ear.”

The pack sniffed around, lifted up furniture, winced at the black goo, and generally investigated. Axel cleaned up the broken glass and tried to tidy up. I awkwardly stood around, feeling useless and helpless. 

The pack reassembled in the living room. The redhead took charge. 

“Rasha, you and Duck take care of the rug. Beans and Zion, do a full outdoor sweep. Axel, you’re on guard duty. I’m going to call Lyanna to talk to Mr. Woody out back.”

Echoes of “yes, Alpha” ran throughout the room, and the wolves dissipated to their respective jobs. I was left alone with Axel. 

“You okay?” he asked. His voice was tender. 

I shrugged, then shook my head. Tears spilled over, unwanted and unbidden. “I just...” I hiccupped. “I didn’t realize how important he was to me.” 

But that wasn’t true. That was a copout answer. 

Luce was the first person, the first creature in years to see me for who I was. To him, I wasn’t the girl whose dad chose the other woman, the girl with the sick mom, the girl who got special privilege in school, the girl who claimed she was raped by the star students, the girl who ran away the first chance she got. I wasn’t the quiet librarian’s assistant, the introverted awkward new girl who lived in the haunted house at the edge of town. 

I was a person, with dreams, and he loved me. 

And I couldn’t help but love him back. 

And now he was gone. 

I covered my face in my hands and wept, trying to compose myself in front of the young awkward wolf, but he stepped up to me and opened his arms for a hug. I went willingly. 

It made me cry harder, because his arms weren’t Luce’s arms. He didn’t hold me the same way, didn’t stroke my hair right. The part of my soul that belonged to Luce felt like it was dying. 

Eventually I calmed down enough to breathe normally. I made some more tea, and gave Axel a chicken breast when I heard his stomach grumble. He ate it raw, with his hands, over the sink, biting into it and tearing at it like jerky. Today, he looked a little less like an awkward teenager, and more like a young man about my age. 

“How old are you?”

“That’s a complicated question,” he said, wiping his mouth with the back of his hands and licking his fingers. “I was born about thirty years ago, but I present as seventeen to twenty.”

“Do werewolves age slower?”

“If we’re born wolves, we age the same as humans and then stop at a predetermined age. Supposedly, to match the age of our bloodmate. If you’re human and you’re turned into a wolf later, you stop aging at however old you were when you were bitten.” 

“So you’re actually thirty?”

“I think so. Jinnea found me in the woods,” he shrugged. “Apparently, a wolverine found the den. I was the runt of the litter, and was too scrawny to eat.”

My stomach dropped at the idea. How horrendous.

“Jinnea said I wasn’t a newborn when she found me, but she didn’t know how old I was because I was so small. She took me in, assigned me to Duck to raise. He’s basically my father.”

“I’m sorry about the rest of your family.”

Axel washed his hands and threw me a rueful smile. “Don’t be. I’m just lucky to have a family.”

Axel told me I was dead on my feet, and sent me to bed. I fell asleep to the sound of him throwing his ever-present tennis ball against the wall, sleeping peacefully only because I knew I wasn’t alone in the house. I woke up tired, but went to work anyway. My boss could tell I was out of it, and sent me home early. 

When I got home, though, my house was full of people. So full, in fact, I could barely get through the door. 

All kinds of strange people and animals filled the house. Cats sat on my counter, two dogs and what looked like a giant snake sat on the floor in the living room, relaxing by the fire. Three women who were clearly adults, but who were only a foot tall, huddled in the corner playing with stones, sticks and maybe some bones. Axel and three of his friends stood around the refrigerator, laughing about something and tossing a hackey-sack back and forth between them. Four women who were clearly witches were cooking in my kitchen, cutting up herbs, peeling vegetables, and muttering over a large stock pot. And older woman with long, silky black hair and black nails stood beside them, watching them suspiciously. There were other people — and things I didn’t know how to describe — flitting around and talking, chatting, and generally taking up space. Something fluttered in the air by my ear, and I resisted the urge to bat at it. 

“There she is.” A tall willowy woman approached me. “Ava, right?”

I nodded, and the people and creatures around me quieted. 

“Rehald told me what happened. I’m so sorry about Luce.”

I felt the blood drain from my face and I almost fell back. Something caught me from behind and held me up, steadying me. “What? What happened? Did he see anything?”

“The anchor,” another thing said. I only say thing because I had no idea what it was. Brown and short, with hair like snakes and a stubby nose. “Whoever broke into your house, they stole his anchor.”

“I don’t know what that is,” I snapped. “I don’t know what anything is! I don’t—” 

A haughty voice interrupted me, speaking slowly and clearly. “An anchor is what helps Luce claim a return point,” said an older man. He sat in the corner in one of my armchairs, a black cat draped over his lap. His skin was pale white, and he wore a dress shirt and black vest. He stroked the cat languidly. “No matter what realm he’s in, he can always return to his anchor faster than he can travel through realms manually. 

“It was enchanted and protected by runes, but whoever kidnapped him and his anchor knew what to expect. They got in, got the anchor, and did it fast enough that he probably had no clue what hit him. They looted the place afterwards.”

I felt my shoulders sag at the idea. “How can I get him back,” I whispered. 

“You can’t,” he shrugged. “There’s no way to find him. Not unless you’re tied to him.” 

“Tied to him?”

The man smirked, his dark red lips twisting into a smug, rude expression. “Unless you’ve been marked by him. Then we could cast a spell and find him.” 

“Marked how?”

“Carnal in some way, of course.”

I bit my lip and felt my face burn. I looked down at my hands. 

“And there’s no way in all of heaven or hell you would have let that happen,” he continued. “Not with that scary, horrifying creature.”

I was going to have to admit it. In front of all these strangers, and Axel, and the family of cute little cats, that Luce had been licking my neck for the past two months, and that there was at least one night where I’d woken up to myself grinding on his tentacle.  

“Unless...” he continued. I couldn’t look up at him. 

“Oh, will you give her a break,” a sweet, high-pitched voice piped in. I glanced up and saw a young girl in a black dress laying on the man’s lap where the cat had been. Her long black hair draped behind her and hung down over the arm of the chair. “We all know he’s marked her. You can smell it on her.” 

I groaned and dropped my face into my hands. “I’m going to tell him you’ve been mean to me when he gets back,” I muttered, looking up at him. 

He looked genuinely concerned at that. “I... uh... I’d rather you not.”

I put my hands on my hips. He shifted, extracting himself from the elegant girl, and approached me. He was taller than I realized, maybe seven feet tall, thin and reedy. I had to crane my neck to look up at him. He paused in front of me and said, “I apologize for teasing you. I thought you knew that most of us would have a heightened sense of smell.”

The black cat girl walked past me, brushing me with the side of her arm as she did so. “We’ve just been waiting for you to come home,” she said offhand. 

“Which one are you,” I asked. 

She looked back at me, raised an eyebrow, and turned away, picking at a thumbnail and then waltzing out the door confidently, like she didn’t have a care in the world. 

“Damn cats,” I muttered. 

The witches in the kitchen then ushered me towards the pot of whatever that green, bubbling stuff was, trimmed off a tiny piece of my hair, and dropped it in. I watched as the bubbling continued, and then... nothing happened. 

“Uh... did it work?” 

“Of course it did. Hush.” 

Okay then. 

Finally, the witches were satisfied with whatever they’d cooked. The older one looked to the woman with long black hair, who I assumed was Mrs. Black the familiar. The cat lady shook her head and returned to cleaning her nails. 

“Useless mongrel,” the witch muttered under her breath. “Come on, Ava. Let’s do this and find this Nightmare.” 

They led me to my bedroom, pointing to the bed and motioning for me to lay down. I sat on the edge of my mattress. “Um... what do I need to do?”

The older witch locked the door, and looked over at me with a glare. “Just do as you’re told, child.”

“Be nice, Heather. She’s new to this.” 

They crowded around me as I scooted back on the bed, crossing my legs. 

The youngest girl smiled at me. “Don’t be shy. It’s okay. It won’t take long.”

“Best start with the herbs,” one of the woman said. Another conjured a flame from her fingertips, lighting a bundle of herbs and blowing it out. The smell was familiar, and reminded me of the envelope of herbs Luce had given me. 

One of the older women reached out and began lifting my shirt up, and I pushed her hand away, shoving it back down. “What are you doing?” I snapped. 

“You really don’t know anything about magic, do you, Ava?” The girl who spoke was young, maybe a little younger than me, with long golden hair and big blue eyes. She had a sweet smile on her face. 

I shook my head. I wasn’t going to say it, but the only thing I knew about witches was that Axel thought they were sketchy. 

Another woman withdrew a jar of what looked like water, but it glowed faintly blue. She opened it and dipped her thumb in. 

“Lay back. We need to paint the sigil.”

Reluctantly, I did as she said. She lifted my shirt off my stomach and traced a sign of some kind with the weird glow-water. 

Then she tried to take my pants off. 

“Hey!” I pushed her off me, but I felt tired and sluggish. One of the other women held my hands away while she finished her task. 

“It’s okay,” the younger witch said. “I’ll do it, okay?”

“Do what?”

“We need a large burst of energy to cast the spell.” She looked at me like she was waiting for me to figure out what she was talking about. 

Another burst of the herbs hit me. They made me feel a little drunk. But I was still nervous and a little intimidated by these four weird women staring at me. 

“I’m Lyanna,” the girl in front of me said. She crawled up onto the bed in front of me and took my hands. “Trust me, okay? I’m really good at this.”

Good at what, I wanted to say, but she leaned forward and kissed me on the lips. 

I froze under her touch, feeling her lips move on mine, her tongue gently peeping out and flicking against the tip of my lip. She was gentle in her kiss. She didn’t rush me or push me. It was like she was letting me get used to the idea. 

I pulled away from her. I didn’t like where this was going. 

“It’ll be okay, really,” she said, and she started playing with the hem of my shirt.  

“Uh... no, I don’t—”

“Ava, do you want to find him or not,” one of the other women sighed. 

“I do, but—”

“Then lay back and come for god’s sake. We only have twenty minutes until the moon moves.” 

“I—”

Someone’s hand flew over my mouth, silencing me. They grabbed my feet and pulled me down the bed, forcing me down against the mattress. I struggled, trying to get free of them, but there were four of them and only one of me. One woman held my hands above me, her fingernails digging into my wrists. The other two held my legs. Lyanna sat on the bed in front of me, clinical in her removal of my jeans.  Like nothing was wrong. Like I wasn’t getting raped. 

Again. 

Oh god. 

Like a typhoon, the memories I’d lost rushed back to me. Though not as powerful and terrible as before, they were still there, and I remembered it all. Their faces, their sneers, the pain of it all, the hollow numbness that had stayed with me long after... it flooded my mind. My body disappeared out from under me. I couldn’t feel anything. I was powerless. 

My eyes welled with tears, and I cried out in my mind for Luce. But he was gone, and he wasn’t here to save me. 

He promised me nobody would ever hurt me again. 

He promised me I was powerful. 

He said I controlled my own destiny. 

I continued to fight, to squirm as much as I could. My body felt like it didn’t belong to me, like I was hovering outside myself, looking down on my own rape. 

When Lyanna put her hands between my legs, I sensed it, but I didn’t feel it. But she stopped, looking up from her task. Her forehead creased when she saw the markings on my skin.  

“The glow is gone,” she said. “Is the moon water fresh?”

“Of course, it’s fresh. I made it fifteen minutes ago.” 

“She’s not in her body,” Lyanna answered the other witch. “She’s not wet, either. This isn’t going to work if she can’t come. Why can’t we use pain? That would be so much faster, and she probably wouldn’t fight it as hard.” 

The witches were distracted just long enough for me to bite the hand that covered my mouth. The hand disappeared with a curse. I finally got the words out I’d been trying to scream. 

“He’ll kill you.” 

Above me, Lyanna froze. 

“He’ll kill you. All of you.”

“He’ll be a little irritated,” one of the older women said. “But he won’t kill us.”

“Yes he will. Do you know what he did to the others?”

Lyanna pulled away, looking at the others, then back at me. “What others?”

The woman holding me down growled. “Just finish the spell, Lyanna.”

“The others who raped me.”

“It’s not rape,” one of the older women said. “It’s just a fucking orgasm. You can do it yourself, if you want.”

Lyanna climbed off me, her eyes wide, glaring at the women who held me down. “Why do we need the energy from her anyway? We have her hair, that should be enough of a tie.”

The women didn’t answer. 

“Why can’t I source the energy? I’m casting the spell.”

I wrenched my hands away from whoever was holding me down and wrapped up in a blanket, trying not to shiver uncontrollably. 

“It’s my blood, isn’t it?” Lyanna whispered, as if she were piecing together a complicated puzzle. “You fucking assholes. You’re trying to get me killed! We don’t need sex magic, and we don’t need it from her! You cunts!”

A shouting match broke out between the women, and it quickly escalated to casting spells and chanting weird phrases. I rolled off my bed and lay on the floor, staring down into the impossible darkness where Luce usually hid. 

I want my monster back. 

The women fought some more, and eventually the other two stormed off. Heather, the older rude witch, remained, shaking slightly. 

“I didn’t know, Ly—”

“I don’t want to hear it,” she snapped. “I’ll cast the fucking spell myself. But you two, you need to back me up when he escapes, because the minute he smells her on me—”

“I’ll back you up,” I whispered. “Just find him, and get out of my house.”

“I’m sorry,” she said. Her eyes were darting back and forth, and I could tell she was horrified, more scared of her own fate than apologetic of what she’d done to me. “I shouldn’t have played into their game. They told me... it’s because of my blood... I should have...” 

I shrugged. I didn’t want to hear her excuses. 

“I’ll make this right. I’ll do whatever I need to do to get him back.” 

Lyanna was all business as she untied her silky wrap skirt, letting it fall to the floor without care. She painted the same sign on her stomach and her hips, drawing the design down to her pubic bone. The water left a faint glow on her skin. 

“Since Mrs. Black isn’t here, I need a catalyst... damn cat probably knew what they were up to and refused to get involved.” 

Heather came around to the side of the bed where I lay on the ground and helped me sit up, but removed the necklaces that Luce had given me. 

“No!” I shouted. “Give those back!”

“You insolent child. You’ll get them back. Now be quiet!” 

I climbed to my feet, watching as the older witch handed over the necklaces. Lyanna looked at the moonstone, then sniffed it. She gasped when she got a look at the crystal, looking back at me. “What is this?”

“I don’t know. He said it was important to him, and he asked me to protect it.” 

She stared down at the crystal in awe, then focused on her task, holding both necklaces above the pot of muck. The strange markings from the moon water were glowing deep red on her skin. Her eyes closed, she murmured something under her breath.

Lyanna stood still for a few moments, eyes closed, breathing deeply. Her skin flushed, and then with a soft cry, the flush spread down her neck and chest. The markings on her skin flashed bright for a moment, and then faded away. 

“Lucky bitch,” Heather muttered under her breath. To me she said, “Most of us are lucky to get off when we want to. She can generate a fucking orgasm with her mind.”

“Then why did you guys try to steal it from me?” I asked. My voice sounded disconnected, my body still not in sync with my surroundings. 

“I don’t know,” Heather snapped. “I just found out I was a witch four months ago. I just assumed those old assholes were telling the truth.” 

Lyanna ignored us, and dipped her hand into the pot, cupping some and swallowing it down. I winced at the sight. 

She stood still for long minutes, her eyes closed but moving under her lids, gripping my necklaces tightly. Then her skin went pale and she jerked back, staggering and nearly falling to the ground. 

Heather caught her. “Steady. You okay?”

Lyanna nodded, her face looking grim. She looked back at the older witch. 

“It’s Vannahan,” she said quietly. “And I think he saw me.” 

Heather paled. 

“Who is that?”

Lyanna answered, still looking like she was going to pass out. “He’s a mage. He’s the one who tried to kill Luce a while back.”

“That's why he has a scar,” I said. 

“A scar? Try missing an eye and half an ear.” Heather took the pot of muck and balanced it on her hip. “Apparently, he almost died. He’s never recovered fully, though he’s been slowly building his strength back up over the past few years. It takes a long time and a lot of dreams to build a Nightmare back up. Saoirse has been feeding him for a long time.”

“I need to get out of here,” Lyanna said. “I might need sanctuary.” She set my necklaces on the bed, not even looking at me, and quickly tied her skirt back on. 

I ran after them both, clipping the necklaces around my neck. “So now what? How do we get him back?”

“We can’t.” Heather dumped the soup into the sink and began cleaning the mess. She was clenching her jaw and glaring down, not looking at anyone. 

The energy in the room shifted, a quiet despair hanging over everyone like a storm cloud. 

“That’s not good enough,” I snapped, reaching over and turning off the water. “Why can’t we get him back?”

She shouted at me, the rest of the creatures listening in horror. “Because the most powerful mage in the world has taken his anchor, and is probably trying to kill him as we speak! He’ll starve him for a few weeks, leave him somewhere with nothing to eat and no dreams to feed his magic on, and then he’ll kill him, like he tried to years ago. And he’s right here,” she shouted, pointing vaguely towards the door. “Right on the other side of town. And not a single one of us can get in through that door! It’s too heavily warded against everything.”

Heather gestured to people around the room. “Shifters can’t get in. A mage could, since he’s a mage himself, but Lyanna is the only one with mage blood, and she’s half witch. So she’s useless. We could have a dragon burn it to the ground, but there’s no guarantee it wouldn’t kill Luce. We’re fucked. Good and truly fucked.” 

“It’s not warded against humans, though, right?” 

She froze at my question. 

“Did you forget I’m just a boring, regular, ordinary girl?”

***

[image: image]



Mayhem — that was the tall, scary, rude vampire — and Luna the cat collected some clothing and weapons for me that were enchanted with safety spells. Axel and his pack escorted me to the place where Luce was being held. I was going to break into a building, steal an anchor, and hopefully find my monster before he was murdered... and I might go to jail for this. 

Who was I kidding? I might die for this. 

“Nobody knows what it looks like,” Mayhem said. “But it’ll probably be heavily guarded, and you’ll know it when you see it. Also, it’s broken. Try not to make it worse.”

“Whatever is around your neck, it’s a huge catalyst for him,” Lyanna added. “It’ll probably vibrate, or heat up when you get close.”

I faced Lyanna. “How powerful is your magic?”

The room around me quieted, and others listened to her answer. She hesitated, but said, “Very.”

“That’s not an answer.” I crossed my arms. “Why did those other witches want you dead?”

“Because she’s destined for the council,” Mrs. Black said, appearing beside me silently. I startled at her voice. “She’s the first woman born in over three thousand years who is both a mage, and a witch. And when she was born, she was given Dragon’s tears. She has the potential to be almost as powerful as Luce himself one day. Well... if she doesn’t get herself killed first.” 

Lyanna seemed to shrink under the weight of the labels stacked upon her. She suddenly looked very naive. 

“How old are you?”

“Sixteen,” she mumbled. 

I tried to dig up a little bit of understanding somewhere in my heart. Sixteen-year-olds weren’t innocent... but they were easily manipulated. 

“You’re coming with me.” 

Lyanna’s eyes filled with fear, and she opened her mouth to argue, but I cut her off. “You said you’d do whatever it took to get him back. This is what you’re going to do. I might need you to magic something for me. Let’s go.” 

She clenched her jaw and collected her bag, still looking for a reason not to go. “Vannahan saw me. If he sees me there, he’ll kill me on sight.” 

“Better not be seen.” But I sounded a lot more confident than I felt. Inside, I was shaking. 

I was so in over my head. But I didn’t have a choice. I had to get him back. 

When I got to our destination, I realized it was the same pawn shop that had sent me away the first time, because he didn’t have a market for gold. He must have recognized the items I’d brought to his shop and followed me home.

It was after nine o’clock and the lights in the pawn shop were all off. Hesitantly, I pulled on the door. Of course it was locked. 

One of the wolf men spoke up. He’d shifted to some weird half-wolf, half-man form that could kind of talk, but not really. “Break in?”

“How long will it take before police get here,” I wondered. “And what if his security system is magical? How do I break in? I don’t...” 

Lyanna climbed off one of the wolves and lifted her hands to the door. She gasped and drew her hand back, clutching it like she’d touched something hot. “I’ve never seen this,” she whispered. “He’s got runes carved into the metal of the door. I don’t know how we’re going too—”

The sound of shattering glass made us jump. Beside me, Axel had dug up a huge rock and chucked it at a window. He punched the rest of the glass out, then took another rock and started beating the cement that held the metal bars in place, crumbling it enough to pull the bars away from the window. 

Well. That’s one way to do it. Magic or not. Lyanna and I looked at each other, wondering how long we had until the police showed up. “Can you do something about the security cameras?”

She nodded and put her hands together, drawing them apart an inch at a time. Pale blue light crackled between her fingers. She stared at it, breathing carefully, focusing on her orb of light. 

Axel broke off two of the bars on the window, and stepped out of the way as she approached. Lyanna pushed the orb from her hands and into the building, guiding it to the middle of the room. It expanded in the space, providing a little bit of light. “Go,” she whispered. “It’ll mess with the cameras. I can hold it for... a while.” 

Axel and Duck scooped me up and dropped me through the window. I landed on the broken glass with a loud crunch. 

Where do I even start? If I were a mage hiding something important, I’d want it near me. 

My heart was racing and my hands were damp with sweat, but I started for the checkout counter. The back of the counter had some shelving to store things, but no drawers or locked cabinets. 

“Maybe it’s jewelry?” I whispered to myself, looking down through the glass counter at all the watches, necklaces, and rings. I recognized a few things from my drawers. The asshole was brave enough to put out my stolen goods. 

Doesn’t matter. Find the anchor. Find Luce. 

“Mayhem just called,” Axel’s human voice came through the window. “Police have been dispatched!”

Shit. I’m running out of time. 

There’s got to be an office around here, I thought, looking around for a door. I found one near the back corner, and hurried that way. As I neared, something hot stung my breastbone, like a bee. 

I reached into my shirt and withdrew the crystal necklace, looking at it. It was glowing faintly. 

“I’m close,” I called back. 

“Hurry, Ava,” Lyanna called, and I could hear the strain in her voice. I looked back to see the orb starting to fade. 

“C’mon Lyanna, you can hold it!” 

She groaned but the orb held. I got to the door and jiggled the knob, but it was locked. I tried everything. Throwing myself against the door, putting all my weight on the knob, kicking it, but it didn’t budge. 

“I can’t get the door open,” I shouted back, hating the shaking in my voice. My eyes stung. I knew I was running out of time, and his anchor was on the other side of that door. I was powerless to open it. 

“Use the rock!” Axel shouted. 

I ran back to the broken window, trying to grab the heavy rock he’d thrown through, but it was too heavy for me to pick up. How had he lifted this thing? It was massive, and so heavy I could barely roll it over. 

Against my chest, the crystal heated again. 

“I know,” I whispered, hoping Luce could hear me. “I’m trying.” 

“I can open the door,” Lyanna said, her voice strained, “but I’ll have to let the orb go. You’ll have to get in, grab the anchor, and get out without being seen, and you’ll have to be fast!” 

“Do it,” I said, abandoning the rock and running back to towards the office. I grabbed a wide-brimmed decorative hat as I did, hoping it blocked my face from the security cameras. 

The orb shrank to the size of my fist, and shot towards the office door. It slammed into the door knob, shattering and disappearing. All the light it provided was now gone, and I realized how terribly dark it was. I couldn’t see anything, but I reached for the door. The knob broke off in my hand, and I managed to wedge my fingers into the hole left behind and pull open the door. 

I expected an office of some kind, but that is not what I found. The room was larger than I expected, and one wall was filled with tv screens, reminding me of some kind of evil hacker from a superhero tv show.  In the middle of the room was a raised metal platform, like a stage. A glass orb sat on a pedestal right in the middle of the stage. A table nearby held the normal accoutrements I’d expect in an office: a coffee cup, a pen and paper, a laptop, and a plate with some crumbs on it. 

My body buzzing with adrenaline, I crept closer to the screens. They were filled with what appeared to be random things and places: a school yard, a busy intersection, the mall parking lot, a random living room I didn’t recognize. But there was one that made me gasp. 

The screen in the bottom right-hand corner of the collection displayed a room I could only describe as a dungeon. Dark brick, metal bars on the walls, and a collection of torture devices. In one corner, Luce was bound to the wall behind him. He was weak, on his knees, his clawed paws each locked in chains that glowed faintly. His tentacles looked thin and weathered, dehydrated, lying limply on the floor behind him. 

Pacing in front of him, seeming to ramble and monologue, was the pawn shop guy who must have been the mage, Vannahan. 

I can’t get in there and save him, I realized. I don’t even know where that is. And I can’t break into a dungeon with no weapons. 

From outside, I could hear Lyanna calling for me. “Ava! We need to go! Police are a block away!” 

The others had said Luce’s damaged anchor was what helped him pull power, right? So maybe if I got the anchor home, I could give him some power with my dreams. Maybe even some of the others could help charge him up or something. 

“Ava!”

But would that save him in time? He looked so weak. On the screen, Vannahan conjured some kind of long pole and struck Luce in the torso. He shuddered. Beside me, the weird glass orb lit up with a strange, green light. 

“Ava! We need to go!”

“Hold on, I’m trying to find it!” I shouted back. 

What was I even looking for? I turned around to search for something, anything, that might be the thing I’d been sent to retrieve. The room was filled with knickknacks and weird old items that Vannahan appeared to keep as trophies. 

“Stay hidden,” Lyanna called back. “We’re going to hide! Door’s still locked, they can’t get in!” 

My nerves were even more strained than before. If the police did see a reason to get into the building, they probably could. And I knew they’d call Vannahan and report the damage. Could mages fast-travel? 

I was in big shit if I couldn’t get Luce out. 

The crystal around my neck was hot to the touch. Halfway watching the screen displaying Luce and Vannahan, halfway searching the room, I finally found the item that had to be the anchor. Hidden behind some massive books, I found an object covered with a dark cloth. When I removed it, I was assaulted with the bright glow of a massive crystal, probably the size of a pineapple. It caught and magnified the light in the room, casting rainbows and shards of color everywhere. 

It was cracked down the middle, held together with a leather strap. My blood thundering in my ears, I reached for it, removing the leather strap and letting the two pieces come apart.

There in the middle, there was a small divot where I could tell a piece was missing... and I was sure that missing piece was around my neck. 

I looked up at the screen. Luce appeared to be panting. 

“Hang on, Monster.” 

I yanked the crystal necklace off my neck and extracted the small piece of crystal from its metal bondage, pressing the missing piece into the divot until it fell into place. Then I took the other half and sandwiched the crystal back together, using the strap to hold it together. 

Hugging the anchor to my chest, I looked up at the screen again. On it, Luce had thrown his head back, breathing hard. And it may have been my imagination, but he didn’t look quite so tired. 

Okay. Now how to get out of here. If I could get home and dream using the anchor, maybe it could give him some power and he could escape. Was there a back entrance?  

On my way to the door, I passed the desk again, noticing for the first time a drawer that wasn’t closed all the way. Pulling it open, I found the journal Luce had used to communicate to me, and a huge wrought iron key. 

“I’ll be taking these,” I whispered to myself. 

I neared the office door, peeking out to see if police were standing by the broken window. From outside, I heard barking and growling. Someone shouted, “Hey! Get out of here, mutt!” 

“Is this that same damn wolf who keeps hanging around the convenience store?”

“Someone call animal control before he bites!” 

“Get back in the cruiser until animal control gets here.” 

I felt myself smile. Whichever wolf was giving the cops hell, it might get me out of here alive and without jailtime. 

Before I left, I took a final look around the room. On the screen with the dungeon, Luce was now standing. 

He’s going to make it. I just know it. I have to believe that. 

As I passed the huge glass orb, I had the unmistakable urge to break it. Finding a heavy sword on his trophy shelf, I hoisted the weapon high above my head and crashed it down onto the glass orb. It shattered instantly, electricity snapping and popping. All of the screens shorted out. 

“If he didn’t know something was up before, he probably knows now,” I muttered to myself. “Got to go. Jail is better than dead.” 

I hurried for the broken window, poking my head out. The police were all sitting in their cruisers at the end of the road, two giant wolves blocking the path to the shop. 

“Axel!” I whispered. “Help me out!” 

A wolf appeared, putting his paws up on the edge of the window. I reached out and put my arms around his neck, and he pulled me through. Climbing onto his back, holding tight to the bag containing Luce’s safety, the wolves ran me home. 
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Chapter 8
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Back home, everyone was nervous, pacing, talking, and generally fidgeting. When we arrived, the wolves immediately changed back into their human forms, which was extremely embarrassing because they were extremely naked, and didn't seem inclined to do anything about it. 

Everyone was accounted for except Lyanna, who had taken off as soon as I was safe, and Axel, who had, apparently, been picked up by animal control. Nobody seemed too worried about it. Alpha Jinnea filled me in, assuring me she had an understanding with the employees. Any and all wolves who came through were to be released to her after 24 hours of a cold cage, which was their punishment for being dumb enough to get caught. 

“This isn’t Axel’s first sentence,” she said, rolling her eyes. “I’m starting to think he has a crush on the girl who works the night shift.”  

I sat at my kitchen table, which was currently full of a bunch of strange looking dishes and food items I’d never seen before and couldn’t identify. While I was out committing larceny, the other creatures decided to make enough food for the entire neighborhood. 

I set my stolen items on the table. An iron key, the journal, and the anchor. The crystal magnified the light in the room, attracting attention.  

“Oh my god,” one of the older witches said. “You fixed it.”

I looked up at her. She was staring at the anchor in shock. 

“What do you mean?” 

“He said it was broken and that he hadn’t been able to fix it. You fixed it, didn’t you?”

“I just put one piece inside the other,” I shrugged. “It made sense at the time.” 

The witch continued to stare at me for a few moments, then shook her head in disbelief and resumed her cleaning of the mess she’d made in my kitchen. 

“Can you guys help me give him power? It’s going to be a while before I can fall asleep.”

“I suppose we could generate some energy and try to charge it,” a tall, skinny, beautiful woman said. Her hair was so white it appeared translucent, and her sharp nose and high cheekbones reminded me of an elf from the Lord of the Rings. 

“We don’t need to,” said a familiar voice from across the room. “There’s a very old story about a Nightmare and his Dreamer... if anyone had bothered to ask me.” 

“Saoirse?”

“I told you to call me, bad girl.” She waved her finger at me, but then continued her story. “The story says if an anchor is broken, only a Noćnamora’s Dreamer can heal it. But so few Noćnamora ever find a Dreamer. That’s why clever, creative, daydreaming children always disappeared from the woods in the old days. Because the Noćnamora were looking for their dreamers to heal them and make them stronger.”

“What should I do,” I whispered. 

“You’ve already done it, darling. You’ve been wearing a part of his soul around your neck for weeks. Then you put it back together and set it in a room full of terrified people. I’m sure he’s fine. Take the strap off,” she encouraged, nodding to the anchor. “You’ll see.”  

I did so, and the crystal stayed together on its own. I put my hand above it. It was warm, and it seemed to pulse. 

“Just keep in near you for the next few days. I’ll fix the herbs, and Lyanna and I can reset the runes in the cabinet.”

“Moving forward, I think a metal safe with a lock on it might be safer than a cabinet.” 

“... I think you may be right.” 

I tuned out the upswing of conversation around me, listening for the familiar creak and groans of the house that told me he was nearby, but I heard nothing. 

“How long will it take?”

“What will we do now?”

“What if there’s no sliver where he’s being kept?” 

“What if he’s too weak?”

“Should we go back and see if—”

There was a creak, and a rumble. Nobody else seemed to hear it, but I could feel it. I stood up abruptly craning my ears to listen. 

The others noticed my response and quieted. From my bedroom, I heard the quiet creak and groan of the house, but didn’t see Luce anywhere. 

Lovely.

“Monster,” I whispered. 

Key. 

I took the key from the table and followed the sounds and the feeling of his energy, going back to my room and peering under my bed. 

There, under my bed, was a gash in the floor that hadn’t been there before. While before there was blackness, this was like a tear in the fabric of reality. It rippled in the air and shone, like the glow of the moon water.

Key, lovely. 

I dropped the key into the weird slash through reality, and it was swallowed up. The sliver disappeared. 

***
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I half expected some kind of big event, like an explosion, or a burst of flames, or for Luce to come walking through the front door. But nothing like that happened. Nothing seemed to change.   

My mind reeled all night. What if it hadn’t been enough? What if Vannahan knew who had broken into his shop? What if he came back for me?

The other creatures assured me they would protect me. Most of them left, but a few remained. Duck and Beans were on patrol outside, one of the vampires spent the night in my living room, promising not to eat me in my sleep, and Saoirse stayed in the spare room. 

I tossed and turned all night, feeling exhausted the next morning. I went to work, but didn’t get much done. My boss sent me home to sleep off whatever I had. By the time I got home, Saoirse had re-planted the herbs and disappeared back off to France. 

The supernatural kingdom made sure I was never alone. There was always someone in the house, always someone watching me sleep, or keeping watch in the other room. One of the half-lizard people fixed my broken window, and the werewolves helped dispose of my damaged couch and replace it with a new one. 

Two more days went by. Nobody heard anything from Luce, but there seemed to be a storm brewing in the supernatural world. I heard Axel and Maximus talking about a war in one of the other realms, and Luna and her twin Yen whispered conspiratorially about the Council while they painted each other’s nails, and then mine. Although I felt like they purposefully included me in order to ignore me. I decided I didn’t like cats one bit. 

It was a Friday night, two days before Halloween, and it was a full moon outside. Somehow, my house had become the spot for the monster party of the year. Mayhem and his vampire friends were lounging around the living room on the new couch, and they were passing around a pitcher of what was definitely blood, sipping out of red Solo cups. A forest nymph and a gnome were playing cards. A werewolf and a man with scales on his arms and a forked tongue stood in the kitchen, taking shots of moonshine to see who could get drunk the fastest. (My money was on the werewolf. The dragon/lizard/man didn’t seem phased at all.) Outside in the backyard, the witches were doing something that involved dancing, jars of water, and mirrors. I still wasn’t sure what was going on out there, but I avoided them in case they decided they needed more “bursts of energy” for their spells.

I sat in my favorite chair with a blanket and a cup of hot apple cider, listening for my monster to come home, distracted by the constant stream of strangeness around me. In the fireplace, the flames suddenly rose to an unexplainable height. A woman stepped out from the fire, sitting down on the ottoman in front of me. 

“So you’re the human?” She stared at me unabashed. 

“Uh, yeah. As far as I know.”  

“Wow.” She grinned and cocked her head at me, studying me like I was the strange one. “I haven’t seen a real human in ages.” She blinked, but her eyelids closed together from the sides rather from the top down. 

“Is it polite to ask what you are?”

“I’m a dragon!” 

My breath caught. “Really?”

She nodded, grinning widely.

I couldn’t help but ask questions. “Are the stories about you true?”

“Depends on the story!”

“Do you have wings?”

“Yes, but they’re invisible in our human forms.”

“Do you actually hoard things?”

The weird lizard man beside me interrupted our conversation. “No! Nope! Do not ask about her collection! We will be here all night. No,” he cut off the dragon girl, who had tried to interject. “That was not an invitation. It was a yes or no question.”

“But... but...” She looked so annoyed. “But nobody ever wants to hear about my collection!” 

“You don’t have to listen,” I told the lizard man. “But I’m curious. What do you collect?” I asked her. 

“Teeth!” She nearly bounced in her seat, then withdrew a tablet, of all things, pulling up a photo album of teeth, tusks, claws, and other terrifyingly sharp bones. 

I was then given a two-hour lecture on the magical qualities of different types of teeth, the defining marks used to differentiate between species, different grades of ivory, and even extraction methods. By the time she stopped to take a breath, I was both grossed out, and thoroughly engaged. 

And then, suddenly, the lights went out. The candles burning on the mantle flickered out, the fire in the fireplace extinguished with a gust, and all the lights in the house turned off. Even the music coming from the little Bluetooth speaker cut off. 

Everyone stood still, silent, waiting. A few people looked frightened, and some looked excited. The wolves, cats, vampires seemed to be looking down the hallway. They could probably see in the dark, I realized. 

I felt the house creak and groan, and I rose to my feet, smiling. He’s home.  

The werewolves shrunk back, the hair on their neck rising. The vampires cowered, looking at their feet. The cats slunk off and hid somewhere, under a couch or behind the table. The other creatures seemed to be shrinking back as well, looking at the floor, at their hands, or trying to get towards the front door as quickly as possible. 

I tip-toed closer to the hallway. There he was, standing in the hall, leaning against the doorframe. He stood in his human form, wearing a suit and tie, one leg kicked over the other, his eyes searching the creatures in the room with that mean smug look on his face. His dark hair was longer and tied behind him in a loose ponytail, and his strange eyes glowed red in the darkness. Both of them. 

I was so happy to see him that I wanted to run to him, to throw my arms around him, but I worried that might embarrass him. So I stood still, biting my lip to try to hide the fact that I was grinning like a fool. His eyes fell on me, and he winked. 

His voice was low, smooth as whiskey, and cold as ice. “At what point in the past five hundred years have I allowed a full-moon mash in my house?”

Nobody answered. Nobody breathed. 

He continued, speaking low and slowly. “Have you forgotten who searches your mind for your worst dreams and greatest fears, and can make them a reality? Have you forgotten who decides your fate when you make a mistake? Who delivers punishment? Who has stood on the council for over fifteen thousand years?”

People and creatures around me shrank under the weight of his inference. 

I took a breath, ready to say something, but Luce cut me off. “The only reason any of you are forgiven, is because you not only protected my girl, but rescued me from what would have surely been my last battle. So thank you, thank you very much... now get out of my house.”

Everyone and everything began filing out of the house. But as Lyanna tried to hurry past him, his face changed, and he growled. It was an evil, terrifying growl that made me want to shrink back. He’d never growled at me like that before. Everyone in the house froze, petrified. 

Lyanna didn’t make a sound as he grabbed her by the neck. She was too scared. Her mouth was open, tears poured from her eyes, and her skirt became saturated. She’d wet herself. 

He bared his teeth at her, and then flashed to his other form. 

And it was even more horrendous than it was before. 

My knees buckled when I saw him, and I fell back against a piece of furniture. He was bigger, stronger, with thicker arms and sharper claws. His skin was pitch black instead of the mottled combination of colors it was before. The tentacles that emerged from his body were thick and strong, and snapped like a whip. 

I barely managed to stop him before he struck her. “Luce, no, please!” 

He stopped, his head whipping around to face me. When he took me in, he melted into his human form again. 

He still gripped Lyanna. She looked like she was going to pass out. Her face was red, and he was squeezing her neck too hard. 

“It wasn’t her,” I managed to say. Even though that wasn’t the whole truth. It was her. But she’d stopped, and she’d helped get him back. And I’d promised to back her up because of it.

Lyanna wasn’t my friend by any means. But she didn’t deserve to die just because the other witches had manipulated her. “It’s not what it looks like... it’s not what it smells like.” 

He released her and let her fall to the ground. She collapsed in a heap, gasping for air, and then sobbed. 

Luce set a hand on her head, his eyes flashing a brighter shade of red. Lyanna began to scream. Heather, a few paces away, shrank back and clutched at her heart in fear. The other two witches shuddered. 

The screaming stopped as Luce pulled his hand from her head, glaring at the other witches in the room. The two who had tried to manipulate her, he waved a hand at them. They collapsed immediately and turned to dust. 

He turned to Heather. “Give me a reason not to kill you.”

“I-I didn’t know.”

He shook his head. “Not a good reason.” 

She was a pile of dust before she could utter another plea. 

He nudged his foot against Lyanna, who was panting on the ground by his feet. She shuddered and hid her head, curled up in the fetal position. 

He grabbed her under the arm and hauled her to her feet, shaking her and glaring down at her. “I’ll let you live. But you’re either mine for a month, or you’re at my call for the rest of your life.” 

She sobbed and choked, staring at the piles of dust, seemingly trying to decide if she would rather be dead. 

“Answer.” 

She choked on air, and finally said, “At your call. For life. Please.” 

“Done.” He dropped her and she collapsed to the floor. “Now get the fuck out of my house, and never touch my girl again.” 

She crawled as fast as she could, nearly trampled by the others trying to escape. 

Pretty much everyone grabbed their shit and got the hell out in about thirty seconds. Luce and I were left with piles of food, bottles of alcohol, a half a pitcher of blood, and a plate of raw steaks on the kitchen counter. 

We looked at each other. His cold expression broke into a deceptively kind smile. 

“Are you afraid of me now, lovely?”

I nodded. I’d known he was ruthless, and I knew he’d killed those boys. But watching him turn those women into piles of dust, the fear in Lyanna’s eyes... it reminded me that it was a monster who had claimed me. 

“Good.”

I shivered as he took one slow step after another, making his way towards me, his strange eyes glowing the whole time. “Your fear is mine, Ava. You are mine. Mine to protect. Mine to play with. Mine to tease, mine to taste. Mine to consume. Mine to drown in. And I will not lose you.” 

He took my face in his hands and drew me close, pressing his mouth to mine. 

My skin erupted into shivers and sparks. His lips were firm and smooth, his mouth hungry. He sighed in pleasure, opening his mouth to me, gliding his tongue across my bottom lip, asking for entrance. I gave it, and opened myself to him. He tasted like leather and smoke, and his tongue felt too thin. Not quite human. I shivered. 

He pulled away first, staring down into my eyes and stroking his thumbs against my cheeks. I realized I was crying. 

Why was it that this terrible, handsome man, who scared me enough to make me collapse, made me feel so loved and safe? 

I pressed my cheek into his chest and hugged him tight. 

“Lovely, sweet Ava. My beautiful dreamer.” He spoke into my hair and kissed the side of my neck. “I missed you so much.” 

“Are you okay?” 

“I’m more than okay. I’m better than I’ve been in several centuries. I’m sorry I took so long to return. I had some... loose ends to tie up.” 

I looked up and met his eyes. I noticed the scar on his face was gone. Tentatively, I reached up and brushed a finger across the spot on his face where the scar used to be. “What happened?”

“There was a battle, about four hundred years ago.” He gently took my fingers from his face, massaging my hand in his. “I got in a fight with Vannahan. He was abusing his source, his muse, so I took her away. He wanted revenge, and we entered a long, drawn out battle that lasted far too long and ended too many lives. My dreamer guarded my anchor and that was the only thing that kept me alive, but she died in the process. I swore I would kill him for it. 

“At one point, he hurt me badly enough that I had to go into hiding. My anchor was damaged, which made it much harder to hide, and almost impossible to pull the amount of energy I needed to heal fully. That’s why I had this house built. So I could hide, and heal slowly.

“But you... you fed me, you rescued me, and you fixed my anchor. When you did that, it allowed me to pull the energy I needed to strengthen my magic. The key unlocked my bonds. Vannahan and I have had our last battle, and I don’t need to fear him or hide anymore.”

“And your scar is gone,” I whispered. 

“And my scar is gone,” he smiled gently. 

He kissed the very tips of each of my fingers. “You know... walking into my arch enemy’s lair, by yourself, unprotected, was probably the most dangerous thing you could have done.”

“I couldn’t let you die,” I said, my eyes burning at the thought. “I was worried about you, and I missed you...”

“Hmmm I missed you too,” he said, flipping my hand over and kissing my wrist, and then the soft inside of my elbow. “I missed all kinds of things about you, lovely.” 

I blushed as he held my gaze and continued to kiss my arm, then my shoulder, then my neck and right under my ear. His arms went around me and held me tight against him, and I could feel the hard length of him against me. 

“I believe a punishment is in order, little dreamer. You were reckless, and put yourself in a dangerous situation.”

The word punishment had never sounded so intimidating. Especially since the last person who got punished was turned into dust. “But... but I had to save you! You would have died!”

“Hm. You’re going to wish I had here in a minute.” But he said it with a wicked smile and a glimmer in his eyes. He walked backwards, pulling me with him to my room. 

“Um, Luce... you’re not really mad at me, are you?”

He laughed. It was joyous, but evil, and reminded me that although this monster had a human face and did have some affection for me, he was still dangerous and terrifying. “Of course not, Ava. I would be dead right now if it wasn’t for you. But I’m still horrified at how reckless you were, and plan to enjoy taking it out on you. I’ve lost one dreamer, and it was the worst thing that ever happened to me. I don’t ever want to lose you.”

In the darkness of my room with only the light of the moon shining through, he snapped his fingers, and my clothes disappeared. 

“How do you do that,” I shivered. 

“I am magic, remember?” 

His face stayed the same, and his hands held my face firmly so I was forced to look at him, but I could sense and feel that his body was changing to his other terrifying, monstrous form. The claws of his beastlike feet clacked and tapped on the ground, and the tentacles emerged from his back and began inching up my ankle. 

“Um... please be kind? You said you’d be kind...”

“I know. Don’t worry, lovely, I won’t scare you tonight.”

“Are you going to hurt me?”

“Only enough to make you wet.” He put a finger against my sternum and pushed me back, and I stumbled back onto my bed. “I think it’s about time I sealed you, lovely.”

“What does that mean?” My voice shook as I asked. I was embarrassed and scared, but I’d never been more desperate. 

“Exactly what it sounds like.”

He climbed onto the bed after me, his arms on either side of me, caging me in. A tentacle slithered up the side of my leg, up my back, and made its way up to the tape of my neck. The strange velvet smoothness was luxurious against my skin. It snaked its way around to my face, and lay gently across my eyes, blindfolding me. 

Another wrapped around my ankles, binding my legs together like a living rope. He pulled me towards the foot of the bed, and I let out a startled sound of surprise. 

A third tentacle circled my belly button and I squirmed, unable to resist giggling like a fool. 

I knew I was in trouble when he chuckled. A few more of those incredibly strong appendages, and I was unable to move a muscle. 

Then I felt something wet flicking at the bottoms of my feet. 

“No!” I shouted, laughing around the word. Squirming and kicking against him did nothing; he had me pinned down far too securely. 

“Would you rather have another punishment, little girl?”

I shivered, his tone making me hot. “N-no...”

“Scream all you want, lovely, but I’m getting my taste tonight.” 

He did not relent. The wet tongue stroked the bottoms of my feet and wriggled between my toes, and I screamed and howled and cried, overstimulated and gasping. He tickled me until I thought I would pee myself, then bit me, nipping at my collarbone, my ribs, and my breasts. 

The sharp bursts of pain and the overwhelming sensations mixed inside me until my brain went numb. I couldn’t think. I couldn’t beg. I could barely breathe. 

When he finally stopped, I was crying. I didn’t even know I was crying until he kissed my cheek, whispering to me in a soothing tone and stroking my hair. He lapped at my tears and kissed me again. 

I heard the strike of a match, and a moment later, the smell of roses and frankincense filled the room. 

Before I could ask about the candle, he took my mouth again. “Let me in.” He spread my legs, and something nudged against me. 

I gasped. “Please.”

“Ava.”

“God!” 

“No,” he growled. 

“Luce.” 

“Yes.”

He was everywhere, inside me, around me. Consuming me, building me higher and higher until I couldn’t breathe. A hot shock of pain slashed through the pleasure and my eyes flew open. He’d dipped one of his tentacles into the wax of the candle, dripping it onto my stomach. Using the wax, he painted a strange, intricate sign across my skin. 

A moment later, he forced me over the edge. My body erupted, the sigil on my skin burned, my vision went dark... and for a moment, I saw everything. 

All of time. All the realms. The hopes and dreams of the universe herself.

I heard the voice of the Moon, felt the pull of the ocean, was pulled apart by black and white holes. I was fire and smoke. I was the molecules of water in the air, and I was the air. 

And in that split second, that tiny fraction of time that barely existed, when I thought I would die because it was too much, when I wanted to die because it was beautiful... he dragged me back into myself, the smell of rotten leaves and pine needles and roses and dirt grounding me into reality again. 

He held me as I sobbed, overwhelmed and exhausted, until I could breathe again. Then he kissed the burn on my belly and licked away my tears. 

“What do you want to do tonight,” he whispered as I began to fade away. 

“Something lovely.” 

“Mmm... me too.” 

***
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I stand at the edge of the forest, this time knowing perfectly well what lives in there. A pack of hungry wolves that don’t get enough to eat. A wolverine that eats children. The spirits of witches turned to dust for their sins against a Noćnamora. 

I’m naked, barefoot... and hot. 

Behind me, a twig snaps, and I shiver. A low growl steals the breath from my lungs. Hot air paints across the back of my neck, and I feel the drag of his teeth against my ear. 

“Run.” 

––––––––
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-The End-
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Thank you!
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Thank you for reading Lovely Dreamer! This story turned into something so incredibly exciting and beautiful, and I can’t wait to spend more time in this world. 

Next up is Axel’s story. Let’s just say, Alpha Jinnea isn’t far off on her assessment of Axel’s carelessness in being picked up by Animal Control. Follow me to be notified when his book is out. 

Make sure you join Lindsay’s Dungeon on Facebook to be notified for future releases, or check out my website and subscribe to my entertaining, sarcastic, witty emails I attempt (and fail) to send out every Friday. 
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