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CHAPTER ONE



Rust has permanently sealed the iron bars of the gate, but that doesn't stop Daniel. He leads us on, under the flickering yellow light cast by the ancient streetlamp. We follow him between a telephone pole that's turned black from years of pollution and the wrought-iron fence. I'm the last to pass through, and the rough bars snag at my jacket. Tugging me. Trying to pull me close. But I keep moving, jogging to catch up to the others.

When I get back with them, Daniel stops and looks both ways down the sidewalk. No one is out tonight, not even an animal running along the side of the road. I stare at the gray stone building across the street. Time has leeched any color it may have once had. A hundred years ago, it was a school. Now, it's subsidized apartments. Half the windows are dark. The other half are covered by sheets instead of curtains. A rustle on the third floor catches my eye, and I watch as a pink flowered sheet sways. I search for eyes, but there's nothing. Nothing but an old dark stain that begins at that window and winds down like a river to the sidewalk below.

"Through here," Daniel whispers. "And try to hurry." He doesn't look at me as he says the last words, but I know they're for my benefit.

I wait for the others to squeeze between the corner post of the fence and a tree that's begun pushing up the sidewalk. Once they do, I turn sideways and pull in my stomach. It's a tight fit. The rusted fence and rough bark are like velcro on my hoodie, but I make it.

"There's supposed to be a hole back here." Daniel doesn't wait for us before he takes off. We all follow without a sound.

The fence seems to go on forever, but finally, we're stopped by a downed tree. Its trunk is so wide it comes up to my waist, and it's fallen over the fence, taking out an entire eight-foot section. I press lightly against the bark. It's soggy, and the tree feels like it could crumble with just a little more pressure. From here, I can barely make out the street out front, and I realize there are no noises. Even the sounds of our footsteps are muffled by the rotting leaves blanketing the ground. When I turn back to the fence, I see that I'm alone. I blow out a breath and follow the others.

Crossing the property line is like crossing into a shadow. The already dark ground is invisible now. Why did we have to do this on the night of the new moon? When I look up, I see three stars forming a triangle. The two at the bottom corners are pure white and still. But the one at the point is red and twinkling. I stare at them, grateful for even the pinpricks of light. Then I hear a muffled grunt from the direction of the house—a voice I would know anywhere—and I rush to catch up.

Weeds slap against my shins as I run. When I get to the house, I'm too out of breath to ask what happened. My lungs burn from gulping in the cold air, and my heart pumps like I just ran a marathon. But Alex is bent over and wincing, so I go to him. When I put my hand on his back, electricity tingles in my fingertips, just like it always does when I touch him. And like always, I wish I knew if he felt the same.

"Twisted his ankle. He's fine." Daniel turns his back to us, and he and Marcus walk toward the back of the house. "Help me find a door."

I stay with Alex. When he stands, I keep my hand pressed to the small of his back. "You okay?" I don't know if I'm still breathless from exertion or from being able to touch him for this long.

He looks at me and smiles. As dark as it is, his teeth still shine. "I'll be alright. Just stepped in a hole or something."

"If you want to leave..." I start, hoping that he'll agree, and we can leave Daniel and Marcus to their stupid idea. But he shakes his head and walks along the side of the house, following the others. I fall in step behind him and look up.

It's a two-story home. It would have been nice in its day. More than nice. I know from my freshman-year sociology class that the houses on this street were built around 1900 for the upper management at the steel plant. These were the people who weren't rich enough to live in the mansions of Broadmoor Heights but not poor enough to live in the planned communities of the east side. So the company built these homes just two blocks away from the plant. But none of the other houses are quite like this.

I drag my hand along the wood boards. The layers of paint are all gone now, and years of exposure have raised the grain and left the boards rough. Touching it sends a shiver through me, but now that I've touched it, I can't let go. We pass by two broken windows. Sharp shards of stained glass still hang onto the top frame of one, waiting like the blades of guillotines for anyone who might try to enter under it.

"Here," Daniel whisper-shouts ahead of us, and Alex and I hurry toward him.

He and Marcus are standing just a few feet away from a gaping hole in the side of the house. There was a door here once. Now it's an arched entrance into a lightless cavern. I try to look inside, but I can't see a thing.

"I don't know about this." I look around at the others. Daniel and Marcus are brothers at the same frat. Sometimes I think Alex wishes he would have pledged there too, but as much time as he already spends with them, I'm not sure anything would be different.

Daniel and Alex both smile at me. Alex's grin is comforting. Daniel's, though, is a sneer. "What? Are you scared? Worried you might have to go up some stairs?" Daniel slaps Marcus on the back. "Come on, gentlemen. Time to summon a ghost."


CHAPTER TWO



I go first this time, trying to prove that I'm not afraid—despite what my pounding heart suggests—and, more importantly, prove that I won't let Daniel intimidate me. As soon as I step into the house, the room changes. It was so dark I could barely see two feet in front of me a second ago, but now everything is bathed in pale green, like the light from a nauseous moon. "Who did that?" I turn around to see the others climbing up into what I can now tell used to be a kitchen.

"Did what?" Alex looks around the room.

"That light that just came on⁠—"

Daniel slaps my shoulder. Too hard. The sound echoes off the walls. "The only light that came on is the neon sign above your head that says 'I'm a giant pussy.' We don't have time for nonsense. We have to go upstairs. That's where they found her. In the room right above the kitchen." He walks past me, Marcus close behind.

Alex rubs the stinging spot on my shoulder as he passes by me. "He's just like this because he knows it bothers you. But I know better, okay? Come on."

"Like what? An asshole? I don't get why you... Never mind." I roll my shoulders to work out the kink and follow behind him.

The next room glows just like the kitchen. There are no shadows. I open my mouth to point that out, but I swallow the words. Daniel will only make fun of me, and I just want to get this over with as quickly as possible so I can go home.

The staircase at the far side of the room seems to have held up better than most things in here, but it still creaks under our weight as we trudge up it. Marcus and Daniel are in the front, taking two steps at a time, but Alex stays back with me. I tell myself that I don't really feel colder with each step we take. That the reason my pulse is roaring in my ears is just because I'm out of shape. It's not because I'm scared. There's nothing to be afraid of. It's just an old house. That's all. I repeat this over and over to myself as I climb, but by the time I get to the top, I still don't believe it.

These walls have the same glow as the first floor, and I reach toward one of them. Slowly. Ready to pull back even before I touch it. When the tip of my finger brushes it, I can feel the years of moisture rotting it from the inside. Instead of pulling away, I rest my palm against it. The chill spreads up my arm.

"Hello?" The voice is faint, like it's coming from the other side of the house, but I can tell that it belongs to a woman.

I jerk my hand back. "What was that? Who was that?"

"Who was what?" Alex is following the others into a room, but he stops just outside the door and looks at me.

"That voice."

He chuckles. "You're hearing things now too, bro? Don't let it get to you. It's only a house." He disappears through the doorframe, leaving me alone in the hallway. I hurry into the room after them.

Daniel looks up as I come in. "Can you walk any quieter? Your fucking thud, thud, thud probably scared away any ghost that was here." He shakes his head as he pulls the pack from his back. Once he's turned away, I flip him off, and Alex laughs under his breath.

Daniel sets a small lantern in the center of the room, and clicks it on. The green glow is replaced by a harsh red light that changes the room from a haunted sea cave to the burning depths of hell. I can hear everyone's breaths as Daniel takes a notebook from his backpack. "Everybody kneel around the light. You have to be spaced evenly."

Marcus and Alex go to their knees right away, but Daniel and I just look at each other. Finally, I shuffle to the other side of the lantern and drop. The floor is hard on my knees, and they throb almost immediately. Daniel's eyes move around the room and then he lowers himself. I'm angry at how gracefully he does it. I want there to be something, however small, I can use to poke under his skin.

He sets his notebook in front of him. "Now, we all join hands."

Alex reaches for me right away, but I take my time putting my hand in his. I don't want him to think this is something I've fantasized about ever since I met him. And I don't want him to think that all our accidental touches since becoming roommates weren't so accidental.

When we're all holding hands, Daniel looks around one more time before his eyes settle on me. "Alright, now everyone be quiet. Don't even breathe if you can't do it without sounding like an emphysemic elephant. I just need to say the summoning spell and then⁠—"

"I don't know if we should do this." I interrupt him, mostly because I really don't think we should do this, but also just because he told us all to be quiet.

Even in the red light, I can see his cheeks glow. "I swear to god, Ryan, you have got to be the biggest pussy I've ever seen. Now shut up and let me read this. Veni spiritus, surge e tenebris⁠—"

"Where did this spell even come from?" I ask to interrupt him again.

He glares, and if he had any magical ability at all, I would be dead from the hatred he fires at me. "We found this old book in the frat's attic when we were cleaning it out. Now, shut the living fuck up, or I will fucking pound you until you're a ghost."

A faint rumble that sounds like far-off thunder rattles the wall behind me. "Maybe Ryan is right," Alex says. "We came here. Isn't that enough? Maybe we shouldn't do any more."

Daniel shakes his head and blows out a breath. "I never knew being a pussy was contagious. Now, we're doing this, so be quiet." He looks down at the notebook again and clears his throat. "Veni spiritus, surge e tenebris. Ambulare per umbras et flammas ad exercendam potentiam tuam in nobis. Offerimus nosmet ipsos tamquam vas vivum."

I gasp as the light flickers, so quickly it might have just been a blink, but then it's back to full strength. I watch Daniel as he looks around the room and then at us, examining us to make sure we're all kneeling properly and our hands are connected. "What the fuck? Nothing? This sucks. Let's get out of here."

Alex and Marcus let go of my hands, and I watch as they follow Daniel's lead and stand up. I try to, but my legs don't move. Marcus picks up the lantern and stares at me. "What's wrong with you, man? Now you want to stick around?"

I try to shake my head. I focus on the muscles in my neck, willing them to turn, but when the others just stare at me, I know it's not working.

"Ryan, you alright?" Alex puts his hand on my shoulder. For a second, his warmth moves through me, but the chill fights back and overwhelms it.

"His fat ass is probably the reason the spell didn't work," Daniel all but spits at me. "I say we leave him." He turns away and walks out into the hall. Marcus starts to follow him, but then turns back to Alex. "Let's help him up and get outta here."

I see them both walk toward me, one on each side, but then a flash of light forces me to close my eyes.

When I can open them, the room is different, and I'm standing. The walls are a soft pink. To my left there's a white wood desk with a glass top and a mirror where the computer monitor should be. To the right is a matching bed. I walk over to it. The corner of the blanket is pulled back. The pink floral sheets underneath seem familiar to me, but I can't place them. There are Polaroid pictures hanging on the other side of the bed. I lean over to see them better. Everyone in them seems my age or a little younger. Their eyes are red from the flash. Their clothes are orange and green and brown. Their hair is feathered and permed. "What is this?" I ask under my breath.

"My bedroom," a voice answers from behind me. "Who are you?"

I jump and spin around. Beside the desk, there's a woman who can't be over twenty years old. I hold my hands up to show her I'm not a threat. "I'm Ryan, and I..." I look around again and notice the pictures of celebrities cut from magazines hanging on the wall around the mirror. I recognize one as a shirtless John Travolta. It's a picture that has to be almost 50 years old, but it looks brand new. "Did I hit my head? How did I get here? The guys I'm with… Where are they?"

"I don't like that boy who's with you."

"Alex? Is he here? Can you get him?" My head starts to spin, and I sit on the edge of the bed.

The woman takes a step toward me. "Not him. He's sweet. The other one. The one who said the words."

My stomach tightens. "Daniel."

She nods her head.

"I don't like him either."

The woman smiles and comes closer. Now that she's in the center of the room, I can see her better. Her long brown hair is pulled back into a ponytail that hangs past her shoulders. She's wearing a cream-colored nightgown, dotted with small pink and green flowers. There's a red stain on her left side. I watch as it spreads down from her waist to the hem of her nightgown. Then it drips into a growing dark pool beneath her feet. "Who are you?" I ask, even though I know the answer. She's the one we came to see.

"I'm Natalia." Her bare feet leave red footprints as she pads across the room. "You don't have to be afraid. I was afraid when I first came here, but now, I'm not. Thanks to you." Her smile is as cold as the frozen pond outside the Savage Performing Arts Center.

My heart roars as I look around the room, frantic for a way out. She's between me and the door. I'll never make it past her. The window is shut and latched. So my search changes from an escape to a weapon to fight her off. But the only thing I see is a giant stuffed rabbit in the corner of the room. It's missing an eye, and there are slashes all over it, holes that look like stab wounds. "This isn't real!" I scream at the woman who's no more than a step away now. "You're dead! You shouldn't be here!"

She stops when I say the words. Her head tilts, and her smile grows even wider. "You're right. I shouldn't." She leans forward and raises her hand like she's going to cup my face and kiss me.

I scoot away from her—my feet kicking out—until my back collides against the wall. "No! No! No!" I pinch my eyes shut and cover my face.

"Ryan! Bro! Come on!" Something grabs my arm just above the elbow and yanks me. I try to fight it off, but it's too strong. "Dude, it's me. It's Alejandro." He lets go. "I don't know what to do. Should we call an ambulance for him?"

"And say what? That we were trespassing in the old Hayes house?" It's Marcus. I recognize his voice. "We have to get him out to the street first. Then we'll call."

"No." I hold my hands out again, trying to get to my feet, but I'm too wobbly and fall back against the wall.

"Ryan?" Alex takes my hand. "Sit still. You're going to be okay."

I look up at him and then around the room. The walls are the same soft, glowing green as before. The drywall in the corner above the window has rotted away. "I'm fine," I lie. "Just a little shaky. Help me up." I put one hand on the floor while Alex pulls the other. He holds on to me until he's sure I'm not going to fall down. "See? I'm fine. I just need to get out of here."

"Me too," Marcus says. "I think Daniel already left."

I shake my head and gasp as I notice the stuffed bunny in the corner. Its fur is matted and covered in black mold. Its only eye is hanging loose from its face now, but it's looking right at me.


CHAPTER THREE



"You have to understand resonance structures before you can understand the delocalization of electrons within a molecule. Look at the benzene ring," the professor points to the molecule drawn on the whiteboard. "The electrons are shared equally among the carbon atoms, and that gives it incredible stability."

I blink several times, not sure where I am. It's a classroom full of students taking notes and nodding as the professor drones on, but I don't understand any of it. I feel like I've been transported to the other side of the world, where I don't know the language. I listen and hope that it will eventually make sense, but it never does. All I can do is stare out the window at the tree moving gently as the breeze knocks more and more leaves from its branches. After a few minutes, I'm sure my head will explode if I stay in here any longer.

I gather the things in front of me and try to be quiet as I slide my chair back, but it still squeaks across the worn tiles. Everyone looks at me as I stand up. Even the professor stops and stares. I squeeze down the row, bumping into a couple of students as I pass them, and head out the door. Down the hall, past three metal doors on my right, and I'm out of the building and into the sunlight.

Inside the classroom, the light was calling to me, but now that I'm standing in it, it feels like it's boring into the center of my head. I slap my hands over my eyes, but the shooting pain still digs further for several seconds before it lessens. When it does, I peel my hands away one finger at a time. If I do it too quickly, the drilling throb rushes back. But if I go slowly, and if I keep my eyes squinted almost closed, the light only causes a low burning in the back of my retinas.

When I can look around, I recognize where I am. Madison Street. But it's different. Some of the buildings are the same, but some are all wrong. And everything is too bright. I know if I go to the left, it will take me toward downtown, so I head that direction. I keep my mostly closed eyes turned down, and I kick at the orange and yellow and brown leaves with each step. Their crunch and crackle makes me smile.

When I get to the intersection of Cox Avenue, I stop. The print shop is right where it should be, but what should be a hair salon next to it is now a university gift shop. There are football jerseys and banners hanging in the front window, but it looks dim inside.

The girl working behind the counter looks up at me as I walk in. Then she goes back to whatever she's doing with the small box in her hands. The front of the shop is filled with crimson and gold shirts and hats. Behind that, there are racks of bumper stickers and books telling the history of the university and the town. I walk past it all. At the back of the store, next to a table of stuffed lions wearing the school's football jersey, is a display case of sunglasses. I rip the tag from the first pair I grab and slide them on my face.

As I walk up to the front, I size up the girl who still isn't looking at me. She's small and skinny but muscular. She has the physique of someone who works out, so I know I probably can't outrun her. It doesn't stop me from thinking about it, though. Just as I decide to try sneaking out, she looks up at me. "Can I help you with something?" She asks.

I point to the sunglasses on my face and then hand her the tag from them. When she tells me I owe $47.44, I decide to bolt for the door, but the way she takes a step toward the edge of the counter makes me think that she's expecting me to do that. So I pat down my pockets. There's a wallet in the back left. I pull it out and count the bills. Then I look up at her. "It's kind of an emergency. Can you take $30?" I hold the money out, but she just scoffs.

"We can take a credit card."

"A store line of credit?" I ask.

She rolls her eyes and mutters something about "damn foreign students." Then she points at my wallet. "One of those."

"This?" I put my fingers on a card and look up at her. She nods her head, so I pull it out and hand it to her. She sticks it into a black box on the counter. When it beeps, she pulls it out and hands it back to me, muttering something that's too quiet for me to hear but that definitely has an unfriendly tone. Then she hands me a receipt.

I smile when I walk outside. I'm glad to be away from the rude woman, and with the sunglasses I can finally see. I look around again, not knowing where I want to go, but I know I want to take advantage of the loveliest day I can remember. So I start walking.

It's not long before the smell of coffee stops me, and I remember mornings at Grandma Lilly's house. Mom and Dad would take me to her house on Friday nights when they went out. It was always late when they dropped me off, so I usually had to go right to bed. But in the morning, I would wake to the smell of brewing coffee. When I went downstairs, she would be at the kitchen table reading the newspaper, still in her nightgown. Tendrils of steam would rise from her mug. "Morning, punkun." Being with her—being away from Mom and Dad—was always the best part of the week. Maybe if they would have let me live with her, things would be different. I take a deep breath, pulling the aroma into my lungs, and force myself to think of something else before the rest of my memories crush me.

As I walk up to the coffee shop, I notice my reflection in the glass door and stop. It's even more wrong than the buildings downtown. There are bulges and bumps where there shouldn't be. But when I see the sunglasses, I grin. Rhinestones sparkle in the corners of the cat-eye frames. I turn to the side and then back. "Cute." I keep them on as I walk inside and order a white chocolate mocha. A thrill sweeps over me as I hand the barista the same card I used at the gift shop. He doesn't say a word as he swipes it and hands it back to me.

I take my drink to an empty table at the front window and take a sip as I sit down. "Mmm, so good." I lick the white foam from my lips and look across the shop at the barista. He's cute. I wonder how soon I can order another drink without seeming odd. Maybe I could even talk to him this time. Ask him what he's studying. What he's doing tonight. I stare at him until his head bobs up. Then I turn away and look out the window before he can see that I've been watching him.

Across the street, I see a woman walk out of a clothing shop. She's wearing a cropped black sweater over a short plaid skirt and black high-heel ankle boots. She's gorgeous. The sway of her hips and the light breeze flick her skirt side-to-side with each step. I take a drink from my mocha and then leave the half-full mug on the table as I walk across the street and into the store.

It's small and neat inside. There are long, straight racks of clothes along each wall. In between, there are tables filled with sweaters and knit shirts. I walk to the closest rack and start flipping through the clothes. It's not long before a skirt catches my eye. It's long and the color of butternut squash. I take it from the rack and hold it out to see it better.

"Shopping for your girlfriend?"

I turn around and find a petite woman standing behind me. She's wearing an oversized Crimson Lions sweatshirt and jeans that are more ripped than solid. Her blond hair is twisted up in a messy bun with loose curls hanging down either side of her face.

'"No. It's for me. I have a credit card," I say proudly.

She smiles. "For you? I bet you'd look cute in it. But you'd need the right top to go with it. Maybe something like this?" She holds an ivory sweater up to my chest. "It's your size too. Maybe you could put it on and show me?" She bites the corner of her lip and her eyes flash. Something about it makes me uncomfortable.

"I'm not sure. I think I should just leave." I hang the skirt on the rack and walk away, but then I hear her following me toward the door.

"Me too. Walk with me?" she asks. "It's too nice to walk alone." She doesn't give me a chance to say no. As soon as I'm on the sidewalk, she slides her arm through mine and holds me tight. "I knew a special girl like you in high school," she says.

My cheeks flare, and I look at her. She's staring at me as we walk, and I hope my shocked eyes are hidden behind the sunglasses. "What do you mean, a special girl like me?"

"She used to dress up for me and my friends. We always had such a good time. Maybe you and I could do that too?" She glides her thumb up and down my arm, and I erupt into goosebumps. I don't know the last time I've been touched like this. I think I've maybe never been touched like this. Certainly not by a woman. "This is me," she says.

Her hand slips down to mine, and she pulls us to a stop in front of a building that's all steel and glass and angles. The sign above the door announces it as the Winters Community Center. It could be something from the architecture magazines dad used to keep on the coffee table to impress guests. Anger rolls through me at the thought of that man.

The girl tilts her head and looks up at me like she can sense the emotion. "I'm Jane, by the way. Maybe you could come in for a bit, and we could get to know each other?"

I stare at her, trying to figure out what makes her seem so different from everyone else I've ever met. "I don't know if that's a good idea," I say and mean it. There's something about her, but I can't decide if it's good or bad.

"Maybe some other time then. Give me your number."

"My what?"

She steps closer to me, and I'm frozen. My fists curl closed and my legs tense in case I need to run away. But she reaches into the pocket of my backpack and pulls something out. A box just like the girl at the gift shop was looking at. After pressing a few things into it, she hands it back to me. "I texted myself, so I'll have your phone number. I'll call you." She winks and walks into the building, and I can't do anything but stare at the door as it closes behind her.

When I can finally move again, I shuffle almost blindly down the sidewalk. I go past Main Street and into East Campus. I walk until the air transitions from chilly to cold and the street lights turn on one by one. When I look up, my heart catches. I'm standing in front of my old house. My eyes go to the window on the second floor. The glass has been shattered, but most of the shards still hang stubbornly in the frame, refusing to give in to the years or the generations of teenagers who have tried to break them out. But through one of the open spaces I see a pale green light, and my body goes cold.

I hurry backward before it can see me, but I'm barely able to lift my feet from the sidewalk. My eyes are glued to the window, waiting to see it, waiting for it to see me. Praying for neither. After a few shuffling steps, I stumble over a raised section of sidewalk that's been pushed up from the roots of a tree. I grasp for the fence to keep from falling, and as my hand closes around a baluster, I feel a splinter of iron stab into my palm. I hiss in a sharp breath, and something in the window moves again.

I back away more quickly now, as fast as my quivering legs can take me. When I make it to the edge of the woods, the fence changes from wrought-iron to chain link, and I know I'm just a few steps away. Just a few more until I won't be able to see the room. And it won't be able to see me. Just a few more.

When the house is well out of sight, I blow out a breath, and bend over, resting my hands on my knees until I stop shaking. "It didn't see me. There's no way it could have seen me."


CHAPTER FOUR



"What's the big emergency?" Alex asks as he walks in. He looks around the room and then at me. "Did the power go out?"

"No." I turn back to the kitchen, hoping he'll follow me.

He does. "What's up with all the candles, then?"

I pretend like I'm busy with something on the counter. "I just thought maybe a home-cooked meal would be nice. We've got the stove, so we might as well use it. And I thought maybe the candles could help to set the mood."

"The mood?"

I face him and rest my back against the edge of the counter. Every time I've seen him this week, the hunger inside me has grown stronger. Last night, it was all I could do to not jump onto his lap and take him. But I wasn't ready yet. Tonight I am. "I made meatloaf and potatoes."

Alex laughs. "Meatloaf?"

"You don't like it?" I tease.

He shrugs. "Yeah. Who doesn't? This is all just very housewife of you."

"Oh, I suppose it is." I smile and take a couple of steps closer. "Help me out of this?"

His eyes move down, looking at the red apron. As impatient as I am, I don't rush him. I'm planting the seeds, but they need time to grow. When I hear him swallow, I know the first little root has just grabbed hold. "You, uh, need to turn around so I can untie it," he reaches for my shoulders, like he's going to turn me, but then stops himself.

"Or you could reach around. If you want." I take a step toward him. When he doesn't move away, I take another, and now we're just inches from each other. His shallow breaths sweep across my cheek, but then they stop and he leans forward. His body is hotter than the air from his lungs and it nearly burns as he presses against me. I wriggle a little, not enough to make it obvious, but enough that he'll feel it. His fingers slip along my back, and with two tugs, the apron loosens. He pulls away as soon as it does, so sudden that the ends of the apron flap.

"So, what kind of potatoes?" He walks to the oven and peeks in before sitting at the kitchen table. It was covered in mail and school handouts, but I cleaned all of that off and lined a row of tea light candles down the center along with a bouquet of red flowers I bought earlier.

"Au gratin. I love the way the cream coats every inch of my mouth."

He laughs and looks down at the floor. "You really would make the perfect 1970s housewife, bro."

I hang my apron on the hook by the door and take the food from the oven. "I really would. You stay right there. I'll serve you tonight."

I pile way more food than he'll ever eat on his plate and walk it to the table, swinging my hips with each step. Once I set his plate in front of him, I run my hands down the front of my thin shirt, smoothing it, showing off. Alex stares like a starving tiger, but not at his plate. "What do you think?" I ask.

"You're wearing fake boobs?"

"They're not fake. Do you like them?" I slide my chair closer, and his eyes drift down to the V-neck of my shirt.

His mouth hangs open as he stares at them. "But you didn't have them before."

"I do now." I take his hand and wait for him to object. He doesn't. "That's what's important."

"Ryan."

I wince. "I don't like that name. I'm not a Ryan."

He finally looks away from my chest. His jaw tenses as he swallows. "Then what should I call you?"

"Natalia." I raise his hand and hold it to my chest, letting him feel the weight of my breasts and the heat that's burning through my shirt.

"Fuck me. Those are real. How? Ryan—Natalia, explain this. Please."

I drop to my knees in front of him and spread his thighs to nestle between them. "They're very real. And I could explain about my breasts, or I could do something else with my mouth. Something that would give us both a lot more pleasure." I drag his zipper down so slowly I can hear each individual tooth release. "Which would you prefer?"

He cups his hands around my breasts. "It just doesn't make sense. You're a man." I don't pay attention to his words. His hands kneading my breasts tell me exactly what he wants.

"Do you like playing with my titties?" I drag the back of a fingernail up and down the inside of his thigh, and he moans. "Because I like you playing with them."

"This?" He asks.

I close my eyes and nod.

"What about this?" He traces the circles of my areolae, and my head arches backward. "Or this?" His thumbs sweep across my hard nipples, and I gasp for air. Then he presses in, his touch spiraling in and forcing the breath from me. "You must really like that."

I clamp my throat against the ecstatic scream building inside me. "Alex…"

"I don't understand any of this." His words are just a breath that I barely hear.

"Baby, you don't have to understand. Just do what feels right."

"This feels right," he says.

"Mmm-hmm."

"And so does this." He slides his chair back just a little and bends over. His lips find mine and attack them. There's nothing delicate about this kiss. This is him taking what he wants, and what he wants is me.

One of his hands slips from my breasts, and I knit my fingers through his. "Take off your pants for me, baby."

"Mmm… Are you sure?"

I lean back. My lips feel empty without his pressing on them, but I look up at him. "You don't know how long I've waited for this."

He lifts himself up just enough that I can shimmy his jeans and underwear down to the middle of his thighs. His cock springs up so hard that it almost smacks against his belly.

"Good boy. You want this too." He nods, and I close my hand around the base of his cock. His very warm, very large cock. I slide the hand up and down a couple of times, but the skin is dry, and I'm just tugging at it. "We need a little lube." I plunge my mouth over his tip, trying to keep my eyes locked on his as I move lower.

"Oh my god." He slumps back in his chair as his cock bumps the back of my throat. Then I work up and down his length. Saliva drips from the corners of my mouth and slides down to my hand. When I'm sure he's slick and ready, I pump my hand in tandem with my mouth. Every instinct is telling me to move faster, but I want to savor this. I want him to savor it. I wish mom and dad could see just how right they were about the little whore they raised. Alex twists his fist in my hair and pulls, and it pulls me out of my thoughts. "Jesus Christ, Natalia."

I trace my tongue around his length, licking and sucking while I stroke my hand. His hand on the back of my head guides me, trying to make me move faster, but I just drag it out more. I hold him in the back of my throat. My eyes water. Drool rolls down my chin. I have to fight back the gag, but I do. I only move up when I'm ready. As I do, I press my tongue against his underside, and by the time I get to the tip, he's groaning.

"I love what your cock tastes like," I say, "but now I want to taste your cum."

"Oh fuck, Natalia," he groans.

"That's the idea." I plunge down on him again, sucking as I go lower, and it's not long before his body tenses. I brace myself, but I'm still not ready for the thick ropes he shoots into the back of my throat. I swallow as much as I can, but some leaks out and dribbles down to the base of his dick, wet with my saliva and now his cum.

When he's finished, I lick him clean like a cat tending to her paws. Then I rest my head against his thigh, his muscles still quivering. When he runs a hand down my hair, I close my eyes and listen to our breaths. It won't be long before this is my life, and no one will be able to take it from me.


CHAPTER FIVE



I bolt out of bed. The blanket twists around my ankles like a set of shackles chaining me in place. Milky yellow light fills the room and makes it hard to catch my breath. My heart races as I look around. The blanket twists tighter as I spin in a circle, looking from the bed to the closet to the door to the dresser to the window and back to the bed. "There's nothing. A nightmare. That's all." I say it aloud, hoping to make it true. But my heart doesn't slow. And my eyes shoot back to the window.

The ivory blind is shut, but dirty light leaks in from the edges. Dust shivers in its rays. I should open the blind. The clock on the nightstand says it's almost one in the afternoon. After craving sunlight for so long, I want to move closer. I want to wrap that cord tight around my hand and pull down so hard it draws a pink line across this flesh. It's what I do best. But I can't.

This is the fourth floor. There's nothing outside the window. There can't be. My twisted gut knows better, though. So I hold my feet still and force air in and out of my lungs. "It can't be here." It's trapped in the house. Trapped in that room. Just like I was. But I'm not anymore.

That man came. Ryan. He kneeled in the exact spot where I hanged myself. If the coroner hadn't cut my body down—cut it down and spit on it as if I didn't just rid the world of two demons—my feet would have kicked his head as I swayed side-to-side. Then his arrogant friend said the words that stripped the barrier away. It was like taking a breath after holding it for far too long. The world poured back into me. A reprise in my sentence, and there was no way I was letting go. I grabbed as tight as I could, digging my fingernails into whatever made him him until there was no separating us. And it worked. I'm not going back.

I gasp as a sound comes from the window. A scraping screech against the glass. A slash of pain rips through me as if the claw tore this flesh, and I crumble to the floor. The bottom of the blind moves, blowing out like it's been pushed by the wind. Then it claps back against the wood sill. I watch as the motion ripples upward. Tears build in my eyes, but I blink them away. "I will not go back there. I will not."

I pull my knees tight against my chest, forming into a ball, as if the decades hadn't taught me that it's useless. There's nothing I can do to protect myself from this. A shiver runs through me as I remember the torment I've learned. The agony. The helplessness. But that wasn't here. This isn't the house.

I scoot backward along the floor, putting as much space between us as I can. Friction from the floor drags the already too long shirt under me. Its collar digs into my throat. The familiar feeling of fabric constricting my windpipe. Just as my back collides with the door, something bangs against it from the other side. I jump to my feet and hold my arms out in front of me. Ready.

"Natalia? You up?" The door bangs again. Then there's a crack behind me from the blind once more smacking the sill.

Knocking. My brain slowly realizes someone is knocking at the door. Alex! I dash toward it and yank it open, throwing myself against him. He wraps me in his arms to keep me from falling, but my momentum still carries us into the living room. I spin us, putting him between me and the bedroom, but nothing is following me. The blinds are motionless now.

"Damn." He looks down at me and smiles. "I enjoyed last night too, but this might be a little overboard."

"What?" I ask, but I keep my eyes on the room. It looks so normal. Cheap, secondhand furniture just like thousands of students have in this town. My heart finally slows, and I'm able to breathe without concentrating on the pushing and pulling.

"Are you okay?" He brushes the hair from my face, and I look up at him. Drops of water glisten in his dark, curly hair. He must have just gotten out of the shower. I want to coil it in my fists and pull him down into a kiss. And if he didn't look over my shoulder while clearing his throat, I might. "Your friend's here," he says.

"Friend?" My body tenses, and I twist to look behind me, still holding on to Alex as if he could protect me from what's coming for me.

"Hi," Jane waves.


CHAPTER SIX



"You look... different." Jane studies me as she walks a half circle around me. "I think we should go out."

I look up at Alex. "Out?" I had plans to spend another night with my roommate, to tighten my hold on him. And on this place.

"It'll be fun. Get all dressed up." She holds out a strand of my hair, looking at it. "I'll help with your hair and makeup. Then we can go to a club." She leans in so close that Alex can't overhear. "Maybe even hook up with a boy or two, if you think you might be interested in that."

My core tightens. Maybe one night away from Alex would be good. It could give him time to appreciate what he has in me. "I suppose we could do that." I try to seem nonchalant, but the way her lip curls into a smirk tells me that she sees right through it.

"Just slip on some shoes for the walk," she tells me. "I'll take care of everything back at my place."

I draw in a quick breath, and my eyes whip back to my room. "My shoes are all in there." I can feel Jane and Alex stare at me, waiting for me to go grab a pair. I know I'm just being silly. There's nothing in the room waiting for me. Nothing outside that window. But I can't move.

"You want me to get a pair for you, Natalia?" Alex asks.

I turn to him and smile. "Would you, baby? Just a pair of sneakers please." I watch him walk into the room and go to the closet. Nothing swoops down or slashes him with searing claws.

"So, it's Natalia, eh?"

"What?"

"Your name," Jane says. "You never told me when we met. There's something familiar about that name."

"Oh." I flick my eyes to her for just a second before staring back into my room, waiting for Alex to come out. "I suppose lots of girls probably have that name in a town like this."

"Hmm... Suppose so."

I grin at Alex when he walks out of my room, black sneakers swinging in one arm. He smiles back at me and starts to close the door behind him. "Wait!" I stop him. "You can leave that open. Let the air circulate." And it will let me see what's in there before I walk in tonight, just in case.

Jane takes me by the arm as soon as I have the shoes on my feet. She turns to Alex as we're at the door. "Don't worry, I'll have your girl back before she changes into... a pumpkin or whatever it is people change into these days."

He laughs. "I'll be here. You two have fun."

The way he looks at me, like he really can't wait to have me home, sends a wave of goosebumps through me, and I weasel away from Jane's hold and go to Alex's side. I stand on my toes and kiss his cheek. His stubble is rough against my soft lips, and I feel the heat rise in his cheeks instantly. "Promise you'll wait up for me." He nods, and I know that leaving him for a few hours will only intensify what he's feeling for me.
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Jane's apartment is nothing like I expected. There's black sheer fabric draped all along the ceiling and walls. Behind it, she has rope lights that cast everything in dark blue. She squeezes my hand a little too tightly as we walk in, but once the door shuts behind us, she lets go.

"This is nice." I look around, thinking it's not really nice at all.

"Sit on the bed." She points across the room, as if I might miss the bed that takes up almost half of the single-room studio apartment. "I'll fix us a drink."

I walk around the couch and step over what I think is a pair of pants and then sit on the corner of the bed. There's a mirror a couple of feet to my right. Above it is a strange triangle made of three individual lights. Two are white and so bright they hurt my eyes. The third one that forms the bottom right point is red. It pulses in time with my breaths, brighter with each inhale and dimmer with each exhale. I'm not sure if I'm matching it or if it's matching me.

"Strange, isn't it?" The mattress sinks as Jane sits beside me.

I take the drink she's holding out. The glass is so cold it's almost uncomfortable. Whatever is inside is dark green. "What is it?"

"My family's star sign. We moved around a lot when I was a little girl, but wherever we lived, mom always painted this on the wall opposite our beds. I decided to upgrade to lights here, instead of paint."

I hold the drink to my nose and inhale. It smells cloyingly sweet. "I meant the drink."

"Oh." She pulls her leg onto the bed so she can face me. "That's a Crescent Clover. My own secret recipe. Cheers." She clinks the edge of her glass to mine and takes a drink.

I watch for a second, but then I follow her lead, not wanting to be rude. The drink is sweet, but not overwhelmingly so. There's something else in it too. An herb, maybe. And then a soft burn of alcohol as it goes down my throat. I take another drink. "This is good."

"Thanks. Now, let's get you ready. Everything off." She stands and puts her hands on her hips.

"Wh-What?"

"To go out. We can't just sit here all night. I've got the perfect outfit in mind for you. But first you have to get those pajamas off."

I look around for some place to change. "I suppose that's the bathroom? I could go in there."

"Don't be silly. It's just us girls, right?" She turns her back to me, slides open a dresser drawer, and pulls out a makeup bag and a curling iron. She plugs it in and sets it on the table in front of the mirror. Then turns to me. I still haven't moved, and she holds her palm up, asking what I'm waiting for.

I stand and turn my back to her, peeling the sweatshirt over my head and uttering a prayer that everything has finished changing. My heart is thumping when I lower my sweatpants. Before I turn to face her, I swipe a finger across the front of my crotch, hoping the movement doesn't draw her attention. When there's just smooth skin under it, I sigh. It's finished. This is finally me. I smile as I spin around. "Let's see this outfit that's going to have all the boys falling over themselves to get to me."

Jane looks me up and down, an eyebrow raised. "You'll have your choice, I promise. But first, we need to do your hair and makeup. Sit."

I sit on the edge of the bed where she patted, and my smile just grows larger as she works on my face and hair. I really did it. After so long, I really did. I'm free.

When she finishes, she doesn't let me look at myself. Instead, she hands me a pair of black lace panties. "These should fit." She doesn't wait to see if they do before she roots around in a drawer. When she turns, she's holding a garter belt and two black stockings. "Now these. Have you ever worn stockings before?"

I shake my head. Mom would never let me, even though she did every weekend. Of course, she wouldn't.

"Run them under the panties. That way you can pee when you need to."

"What about a bra?" I ask?

Jane shakes her head and walks across the room. There's a small half-width door. She opens it, and I see that it's a closet. "Not for this dress." My jaw drops open when I see what she takes out. A strapless black leather fit-and-flare dress that looks like it's just barely long enough to cover my butt.

"That's..."

"Going to look absolutely amazing on you, and make sure every man's eyes are on you all night."


CHAPTER SEVEN



"This is where we're going?" Electricity crackles through me when I see the black building with the bright pink awning.

"You know it?"

"Love Laced? Of course I know it." This is the club mom and dad went to every weekend. Where they found the women they trafficked. College students who just disappeared and who everyone assumed simply ran away. This is perfect. "But that line. We'll never get in."

Jane takes my hand and pulls me across the street. "I know the owner." She drags me to the front door. The man working there is at least twice as wide as me and so tall he has to duck under the door frame. He stands from his stool as we approach, and then he grins at Jane.

"Dre, this is my friend Natalia." The man makes no secret of checking me out. His eyes sweep slowly down to my black spike heels and then back up, and my body heats as he does it. I can certainly think of worse ways to spend the night than with him. "Is Sophie here tonight?" Jane asks.

"Filling in as bar back last I saw."

Jane laughs. "She always did like to get in and get dirty. Come on." She puts her arm through mine and guides me inside.

I give Dre one last look over my shoulder. An invitation for him to find me later when he's on break. He winks at me and then turns back to the line out front.

"Girl, you need to pace yourself. Plenty of men inside who would stab themselves for a chance to spend tonight with you."

"Doesn't hurt to have a little insurance to fall back on," I say. "Just in case."

We walk down the dark hallway, and the throbbing bass gets louder with every step that we take. At the end, there's a black door, outlined in the same dark blue light as Jane's apartment. I wonder what mom and dad would think if they saw me. Their not-so-innocent little girl walking into the same club they used as a hunting ground. Maybe I'll do the same tonight. I wonder if the world would miss a college boy any more than it missed all those girls?

Inside, the club is packed. We stop just a few feet inside the door and scan the room. I'm not sure what Jane is looking for, but I know exactly what I'm searching for. And there's a lot of it. "This bar, over here." Even though she's shouting, I can barely hear her over the music. But she doesn't wait for me to acknowledge her. She yanks me to the right.

The smells of the crowd threaten to overwhelm me as we fight our way through it. There's so much cologne and body spray and testosterone in the air. Jane grips me tighter as we walk through it all, as if she can read my mind. Finally, she plants me in a seat at the end of the bar. "Stay here, and don't you move an inch. Got it? Sophie is at the other end."

I nod, and she walks away. I stare at the wall of bottles, trying to be good. But there's only so long I can keep my back turned on all the possibility in this room. Besides, what's the point of dressing like this if I'm just going to sit at the bar? I slide off the stool and scan the crowd. Even in these heels, I can't see past the first row of people. But that might be all I need to see. There's one boy who catches my eye.

He's dancing at the edge of the floor. His shoulders swing completely out of time to the music, so I know he's had too much to drink. As I walk closer, I can tell that he's separated from whatever group he came with. No one is looking at him, and he's looking at no one. He's perfect.

"You are amazing." A tall man steps out in front of me. His blond hair is perfectly swept to the side, but that doesn't stop him from running his hand through it as he looks down at me. The side of his lip is curled up in what's supposed to be a smile, but it looks more like a sneer. "And I'm amazing. So just think how breathtaking we could be together."

I roll my eyes and walk around him without saying a word, but he grabs my arm and makes me face him. A second look does nothing. I knew too many boys like him before. Boys who are only adequately attractive but who think they're so much more than they are. Like him, they wear the best clothes, so anyone who sees them knows exactly how rich mommy and daddy are. And a lot of girls fall for it. But I'm not like most girls.

"What's the rush, babe? I can tell you don't know what a real man is like. Well, let me show you."

I'm just about to jerk my arm and walk away when my body goes cold. That voice. I would recognize it anywhere. "What's your name, Mr. Amazing?" I rest my palm against his chest and move my middle finger in a circle across his too-tight shirt.

"I'm Daniel," he even says it in a practiced tone that leaves no doubt about the size of his bank account. "Maybe we should go somewhere so you can get to know me better." He presses his body against mine and slides a hand to my ass as he guides me toward the back of the room.

I already know everything I need to know about him, but I certainly want him to know me better. As we walk by a table waiting to be cleared, I snatch an empty beer bottle and hold it between my hand and my hip, hiding it from Mr. Amazing.

The hall that leads to the bathrooms is dark, and the floor is stickier here than out in the club. And Daniel wastes no time once we're there. He pins me to the wall. His hands cup my breasts. He would be more gentle if he were trying to milk a cow, but he doesn't care about being gentle. He just cares about getting what he needs. And that's exactly what I want him to have. I slip my leg between his thighs and rub upward against his dick. He growls and pushes me harder against the wall.

"Oh, I know what kind of girl you are. I knew as soon as I saw the top of those lace stockings peeking from under that skirt. You want this dick, don't you, babe?" I press my thigh against him again and wrap my right arm around his back to hold him against me. "I should make you earn it. I don't just give it away. I'm not a slut like you. That's what you are. A dirty, little slut."

I close my eyes and see Dad telling me the same thing when he saw the dress I was wearing on my date. My jaw throbbing from his blow—too sudden to dodge, even though I should have known it was coming. "The only thing girls like you care about is getting fucked. Getting the next boy." I open my eyes. Daniel's face is just inches away from mine now. "Well, my dick is going to ruin you. No other man will ever satisfy you after tonight. Is that what you want?" He drives his finger hard against my temple and runs it down my face, leaving an aching line to my chin.

I nod. "Make me earn it. Make me suck you. Right here." I don't wait for him to agree. I drop to my knees, and my hands work his zipper. It just takes a couple of seconds to fish his dick through the fly of his jeans. I want to laugh when I see it. This is what he thinks is going to ruin me? I kiss its tip. Above me I hear him grunt and then he palms the back of my head and mashes my face against him. My neck is already aching from his force, but I won't be down here long. I slip his dick into my mouth and run my tongue around it. He tenses. And then I listen for the music.

If I time it right, he might not even notice. The bass reverberates the small hallway, rattling the door at the end, but it's the crash cymbal I'm waiting for. There, on every fourth beat of the song. One, two. I raise my left arm. Three. Crash. I smash the bottle onto the floor. Daniel doesn't jump. He just keeps pressing me against him.

I raise the shard of glass slowly until it's at the base of his dick. I hold it just a millimeter away, waiting. This is what men like him deserve. Men who think women owe them. Men who mess with things they could never understand. I strain against his grip and look up at him. The flashing lights from the dance floor light a string of saliva from my lips to the tip of his dick.

"Do you know the old Hayes House?" I ask him.

He looks at me, one eyebrow raised, then he nods.

"You know what that girl did to her parents before she killed herself?" I ask.

"Everybody in town knows that. What the fuck's wrong with you?" The door rattles louder now, out of sync with the music.

I smile. Everybody knows. I'm famous. "Guess what that girl's going to do now?" The rattle is constant now, but I'm not afraid of it this time. It's too late, and it knows it. I press the broken bottle against his cock. Watching as it breaks the skin. A bead of blood forms—a dark red balloon filling in slow motion—and my mouth waters. This is even better than I imagined. But just as I'm about to press up with all my force, Daniel jerks away from me. He stumbles a few feet into the darkness. When I see Jane standing in his place, I realize he didn't jerk away. He was pushed.

"You need to come with me." She pulls me to my feet. My lips are still parted, and she shoves something between them. It's bitter, and I wince as I try to spit it out.

"What the fuck?" Daniel yells. "You chicks are fucking psychos."

Jane pushes him against the wall as she wrenches me down the hall. "You're lucky I didn't let her finish what she was about to do, you piece of shit."

I try to pull against her. I dig in my heels. I can't go. Not with that thing out there. Not until I finish this. But she's too strong. We barrel through the emergency exit door and into the dark alley out back.

I throw myself against the wall, waiting for the pain. But it doesn't come. I look up and down the alley. There are two overflowing dumpsters to my left and a mound of wet cardboard piled in front of them. But no people. Nothing else. It's just us. "I needed that!" I shout. "And he deserved it. They all deserved it."

"You were supposed to wait at the bar. This would have been so much easier if you'd just done what you were supposed to do."

"What wo—" I try to ask her what would be easier, but my stomach erupts with fire. I hunch over and fall to the wet bricks below me.

"This would be."

The burning pain roars through me, and I shriek as my body twists in ways I never knew were possible.

She steps up to me and looks down. "I really am sorry. It's partly my fault. I never imagined I'd have to do this again, so I let myself get rusty. My timing was off."

I bare my teeth and snarl up at her, but she doesn't seem to even notice.

"The drink I gave you at my apartment just needed another half an hour, but you forced my hand. I had to improvise. If you did what I said, this would have been pain-free. Mostly."

I try to make myself reach for her, to dig my nails into the flesh of her exposed calves. But then a dark blue aura forms around her. I try to back away, but it grows brighter and larger. It consumes her and then it ravages into me, devouring every atom until there's nothing but the light.
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"Ugh." Every bone in my body feels broken when I roll over. "What happened?"

A woman kneels beside me and puts her hand on the side of my face. "You're going to be okay. Just lie still."

"Did somebody..." I cough to clear my throat. "Did someone..." I try again. This time, a wave of pain goes through me as I do. "Did someone beat me up?" It doesn't work. My voice still sounds an octave too high.

The woman laughs. "Not in the way you're thinking. You just need a couple minutes. You'll feel fine then."

"Should we call an ambulance?" I draw my legs up toward my chest. Every inch I move them hurts, but I need to curl up on myself. When I do, I notice that I'm wearing stockings. I start to gasp. I try to sit up to see myself. But the pain makes it impossible to do either.

"Oh sweetie." She strokes my cheek. "There's nothing an ambulance can do for this. But I promise this pain will go away shortly. While we wait, why don't you tell me your name?"

"Ryan… You're sure this⁠—"

"It's good to finally meet you, Ryan. I'm Jane. In about sixty seconds, the pain will be gone, but you're going to have a lot of strange memories come pouring in. And once they do, you'll have to make a choice. But right now, just stay still and focus on your breathing."

I close my eyes and imagine the stream of air flowing in and out of my lungs with each breath. And after a few seconds, I do think the pain is beginning to go away. After a few more, I'm sure it is. And when it's completely gone, I open my eyes and smile at the woman still kneeling by me. Her straight blond hair hangs halfway down her back. Just as she returns my smile, a floodgate lifts in my mind, and a river of memories rush over me. "Oh my god!"
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"Whoa, Natalia! Are you okay? What can I do to help?"

Even before I close the door behind me, Alex is at my side, his hands on my hips, steadying me. My cheeks burn at his touch and the remembrance of what happened between us.

I should have known he would be shocked. Not as shocked as I was to wake up in an alley wearing a dress that is way too short, a pair of stockings, and heels that I shouldn't be able to walk in. But I'm standing here in those clothes, plus I’m covered in dirt and my hair smells like cigarettes and sweat.

The torrent of memories had left me paralyzed at first. Jane sat me up and then sat beside me, holding my hand while each one played out over and over in my mind. I didn't believe they were real. Then I acknowledged they were real, but insisted it wasn't really me in them. And in a way, it wasn't. But it was. And that's when I realized the changes to my body. The changes that girl made to me. I looked down at my breasts. My tiny frame. I tried to feel for what was between my legs, but when I shifted positions, I felt the slickness that told me what I already knew. That's when Jane told me her part of the story.

She wasn't sure if it was a coincidence that she met me, or if it was fate, but she knew right away what happened. She trained since she was a girl to spot possessions and to deal with them. And she did. But now, she told me, I had just a few minutes to decide what the next step would be. She had another drink ready. One that would undo all the physical changes that happened to me. Or I could do nothing and my body would stay as it was. The answer was obvious, but she insisted I think before making my choice.

"Just hold me," I answer Alex and lead us toward the couch. He slips his arm around me as we sit, and I lean against him, nestling my head against his chest. No matter how much thinking she made me do, this would always be my choice. My nipples harden and my pussy grows warm as my body reacts to his. But those urges will have to wait for another time. Right now, I just want to feel us, finally together.


EPILOGUE


The closer we get to the Hayes House, the tighter I grip Alex's hand. When we finally step through the gap in the fence, I'm squeezing so hard my fingers are throbbing.

He looks down at our hands and tugs me to a stop. "Nat, you know we don't have to do this, right?"

I press my chest to his and look up at him. "We do. Jane said this will take care of it." I hold out the plastic grocery bag full of sage and salt to remind him.

"I mean, it doesn't have to be us. It doesn't have to be you. This is what her family does. We could let her do it."

I shake my head. "No, I need to do this. This is the only way I can be sure I'm free." He grunts, and I know it means he agrees. "Now let's hurry. We've only got 40 minutes until the moment of the full moon. Oh, and watch for the hole in the lawn over there. We don't want any twisted ankles today." I rise to my toes and kiss his cheek, and I'm pretty sure I see him roll his eyes.

We start at the front corner of the house. I sprinkle a line of sage and salt while he walks behind me, pouring homemade gelled gasoline—another recipe from Jane—on top of the line. For 3 of the walls, we walk in silence, both of us careful to not leave a single gap. But when I turn to the last wall, I stop. This is where the bedroom is. Where she is. I try to not look up at the window, but my neck cranes and my head tilts back on its own.

For a few seconds, I don't see anything. My body relaxes, and I think maybe this is all for nothing. But then I notice it. A faint green glow that would be impossible to see from the street out front. I'm twenty feet away, and I can barely see it. But there it is. I feel the hatred and anger and pain radiating out from it, reaching for me. I take a step back and collide with Alex.

He wraps his arm around me and just lets his body warm for a moment. "Which one is it?" he asks quietly once I've stopped shaking.

"The one with the light." I'm too scared to even point at it.

"I don't see a light in any of them."

I close my eyes and glide my free hand down his arm. His hairs tickle my fingertips. But even with my eyelids closed, I can still see the green. Growing brighter with each breath I take. "Let's finish it and get out of here."

The tall grass on this side of the house feels like tiny hands reaching up to snare me, to pull me down and hold me here forever. With each step, I kick it away, but it rises back up to grab for the next. I keep kicking and sprinkling and kicking and never looking up at the window. But I still know when I'm under it. The green glows around me now. The long blades of grass twist into dark snakes in the light, writhing around my ankles, hissing and coiling and calling to me. Pleading for me to come home with them. "Can you see it now?" I whisper, without taking my eyes from the wriggling ground.

"You can?"

I nod and pour extra warding here. I have to be sure.

When I take another step, the snakes rear back. I freeze as they expose their fangs. Thin lines of venom trail from the sharp points, shining in the glow. One by one, they lash out at me. Quick flicks as they bite and recoil, bite and recoil. I scream and start to stumble, but Alex throws his arm around me to steady me. A sheet of glistening blood covers my leg from my shin to my ankle. Pain spikes through me when I put weight on it, but I limp and then hop on one foot, spreading an ever-growing area with the sage and salt. The snakes shrink away from it, so I throw more and more. Until they recede back into the grass and the glow diminishes. I blow out the breath I've been holding and hurry to the far corner to complete the circle.

Once it's done, the house clatters like it, or something in it, is straining to break free of the chains now binding it. I look at my leg and move my foot. There's no pain. No blood. No sign of any puncture wounds.

I take Alex's hand and we dash to the rear, away from any spying eyes on the street out front, and away from the window. I take out the book of matches. "Ready?"

Alex holds out his hand. "Do you want me to do it?" I shake him off. This has to be me.

I strike a match and toss it onto the rings that we've poured. The fire is underwhelming. Just a gaunt yellow flame, and my stomach sinks. But then it spreads left and right, tracing the outline of the old home. Black and white wisps of smoke curl around each other as they float up, and the flames lap at the wood siding of the house. It spits and pops, and then the fire rises higher up the sides, and the heat forces us to step back.

He reaches around me to pull me tight and then kisses the top of my head. "This is it."

The flames are to the roof now, and I'm sure they have to be visible from the street. I wait for the distant wail of sirens or the screams of spirits inside the house, but the only sound is the crackling of the wood. "This is it." I turn so we're facing each other. My breasts press into him and I feel his chest rise and fall with each breath. "Thank you." I lean my head back and he doesn't hesitate. He kisses me, and for just a second, there is no other fire. There are no ghosts or demons. There may not be anyone else in the world. And I'm as free as I've ever been.

When we pull back, we stare at each other for a moment. Orange and yellow flickers across Alex's face, and I imagine myself waking up to that face every morning for the rest of my life. A warmth that isn't from the fire spreads through me.

"So, what's next?" He asks.

I shrug. "I don't know. But I would kill for a white chocolate mocha right now."


BE WITCHED: MAGIC FEMINIZATION


BE WITCHED: MAGIC FEMINIZATION
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"If there's one thing I believe, it's that wishes never come true. The only scary thing is letting yourself believe they might."

As a child, I dreamed of being a witch—just like all the women in my family. Every year for Halloween, I dressed up as one. When I closed my eyes at night, I prayed to become one. But there was always one little problem. I was a boy, and boys couldn't grow up to become witches.

When I finally realized this, my life lost its color. I lost the will to do anything except just get through. I buried myself as far from the world as I could.

But just after my thirty-third birthday, things started happening. Things I couldn't explain. And when my body started to change too, I wondered if maybe wishes do come true.

BE WITCHED: MAGIC FEMINIZATION


ONLY A COSTUME: MAGIC FEMINIZATION


ONLY A COSTUME: MAGIC FEMINIZATION
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"That's where my talent really lies. I can see who people truly are. Under all the layers of pretend they use to hide themselves."

It's just a silly costume. I have to pretend to be a woman for a few hours at the party. Just a dress and heels. It's definitely a blow to my manly ego, but I'll survive.

But then he comes up to me.

I have no idea who he is, but when he touches me, something changes. And even though I tell him I'm actually a man—that I'm not gay—I wonder if that's really true. Could it be that he knows something about me that I don't even know?

ONLY A COSTUME: MAGIC FEMINIZATION


TURNED INTO GIRLS: 5 BOOK FEMINIZATION BUNDLE


TURNED INTO GIRLS: 5 BOOK FEMINIZATION BUNDLE
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Five Magical Stories of Men Turned into Women

These men always knew their lives were missing something. But they never knew they would have to lose something to gain it.

This Five Book Bundle contains

Conversion Therapy

Fated

Only a Costume

Be Witched

Possessed

TURNED INTO GIRLS: 5 BOOK FEMINIZATION BUNDLE


WANT FREE STORIES?
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Join my mailing list, and you'll get access to bonus chapters and two full-length stories. All for free.

Click Here to Join

https://kenziemckaywrites.ck.page
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Or just point your smartphone camera at the QR code to open my signup page.


MORE BY KENZIE MCKAY


ACCIDENTALLY ME: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

Sundays are Anthony's day to be the woman he hides from everyone else. When he's forced off the side of the road, though, everything changes.

ALL DRESSED UP: 13 BOOK TRANSGENDER MEGABUNDLE

13 stories of ordinary men who discover a brand new side to themselves. A side that feels so much better than anything they've ever known before

ALMOST PERFECT: MAGICAL FEMINIZATION

Nothing ever fits Grayson, so when he finds a tailor that promises to work magic on his new suit, he just has to give him a try.

ANOTHER CHANCE: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

I've been in love with him for years, but I've always hidden it. Just like I've hidden my true self. But when I hear he's coming to my town, I know this is my chance.

BECOMING WOMEN: 20 BOOK MEGA BUNDLE

TWENTY of Kenzie's top books.

Get every story from The Injected Series, The Girls Series, The Trophy Clinic Series, and The Club Series.

THE BEST WOMAN: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

I planned to never see him again. And I didn't. For ten years. Until I ended up standing next to him at my best friend's wedding.

BE WITCHED: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

"If there's one thing I believe, it's that wishes never come true. The only scary thing is letting yourself believe they might."

CHANGED: 5 BOOK FEMINIZATION BUNDLE

Five magical feminization books in one! What if you woke up one day as a girl? What if you had a chance to live your life as a woman?

THE CLUB BUNDLE

This bundle contains ALL 5 BOOKS in The Club series. It's just an LGBT club. But for these men, it becomes so much more. It's a way of finding their true selves.

CONVERSION THERAPY: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

The therapist promises Alex that no one will think of him as a gay man again. And once all the changes are finished, Alex will be a brand new person.

DISCOVERED: 8 BOOK BUNDLE

Sometimes someone sneaks past our defenses and sees the real us. They show us that we can finally live the life we've always dreamed of.

FATED: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

I dream of him every night. He's dressed in a tuxedo. I'm wearing a sparkling black gown. But there are two problems. First, I've never seen this man before. And second—I'm a man.

FOREVER MADDIE

Matthew needs a new administrative assistant to replace the one he just fired. He doesn’t realize he’s the perfect woman for the job.

THE GIRLFRIEND RING: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

I never believed in magic. Not until my best friend put on that ring.

THE GIRLS SERIES BUNDLE

This bundle contains ALL 5 BOOKS in The Girls series. One company. Five executives determined to have their way. Five men who don’t know what they’re in for...

HER DRESS

No one else is here, so when I see the dress hanging in the closet, I have to try it on. Who would ever find out?

HER NEW DAUGHTER

Even as a grown man, Julian expects his mom to clean up his messes. But this time she’s had enough. And she knows a witch who can make him a brand new person.

HIDING: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

Being forced into witness protection could be Henry's chance at a new life—a life as Jessica. But that's only if the mafia doesn't find him.

HIS ASSISTANT: CROSSDRESSING ROMANCE

What happens when someone discovers your deepest secret?

HOMECOMING

My wife wants a daughter. But we’ve tried everything. There’s just no way…

INHERITANCE: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

I never believed in magic, but now I know better. I should walk away. But this is my only chance, and I have to take it. No matter what.

THE INJECTED SERIES BUNDLE

This bundle contains ALL 5 BOOKS in the Injected Series. A new drug that transforms men into women has the power to change so many lives…

JUST A DRESS: MAGICAL FEMINIZATION

There's no way a dress can ever change the way he thinks of me. Not unless it's magic…

JUST PRETEND: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

He's my best friend. We love each other. How hard can it be to convince mom and dad that we're actually in love… And that he's a girl.

MOTHER OF THE REVOLUTION

I need a part-time job. Quick. When I see the ad for a historical re-enactor, I know it’s perfect. I don’t know it will transform my life.

NOT A NANNY: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

Everything is changing. My clothes, my body… the way Logan looks at me. But no matter what changes, his feelings never will. Will they?

NOT HER TYPE: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

I know that Emily is the one for me, but she always tells me I'm not her type. With a little magical help, that might be about to change.

ONLY A COSTUME: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

"That's where my talent really lies. I can see who people truly are. Under all the layers of pretend they use to hide themselves."

ONLY ON WEEKENDS: A TRANSGENDER, CROSSDRESSING STORY

Put on makeup and a dress and dance for some drunk guys? It sounds simple. But standing in front of the crowd, I know there's no way I can do this.

PARTNER TRACK: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

Mason's path has always been clear—to make partner at a big law firm. But he's about to become a partner in a way he's never imagined.

PEN PALS: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

For years, Carter and Maya exchanged letters. But there was a secret that could tear them apart. Maya was really a boy named Max.

THE PERFECT GIRL

Sometimes a change of scenery can make our dreams come true. Even if it’s in a way we never imagined.

POSSESSED: MAGIC FORCED FEMINIZATION

My whole life I've laughed at the notion of ghosts. But the woman who appears in front of me now is very real. And so are the transformations that occur to my body as she possesses me.

PRETTY SECRETS: 5 BOOK BUNDLE

This bundle contains 5 stories of secret transgender women who found that special someone to bring their true beauty to the surface.

PROMISED: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

Parker knew life would change when she came out as trans. But she never expected an arranged marriage.

THE PSYCHIC: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

I've known something was wrong for years, but it's not until I visit a psychic that I find out everything I know is about to end.

A RESPECTABLE LADY: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

Jordan thinks living and working with Brian will be the hardest part of his new job. But when he opens his suitcase, he discovers something he never expected…

RENOVATED

After living with my outdated and broken kitchen for way too long, I finally hire someone to renovate it. The hot, muscular contractor wants to transform more than just the kitchen, though. Will I submit to the changes he has planned for me?

THE RIDE: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

When he hands me that little pink bag, I should refuse. I definitely shouldn't reach into it… I definitely shouldn't wear what's inside…

THE SECRETS WE KEEP

Dani thought she could trust him. She thought their love could survive anything. Then she told him her secret, and it blew everything apart.

SELF-HELP: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

It's the perfect gift: A subscription to a self-help book club that promises to transform its clients into brand new people.

SUBSTITUTE TEACHER: MAGICAL FEMINIZATION

The other teachers joke that there's something magical about this classroom. That it helps you find your soulmate. Well, unless it can transform me into a woman, it won't work for me.

TEACHING THE PROFESSOR: RELUCTANT FEMINIZATION

I know better than to get involved with a student… And I learned the hard way to never admit my secret.

TRANSFORMED: 8-BOOK MAGIC FEMINIZATION BUNDLE

The men in these stories never knew that magic was real. And they certainly never imagined how it could change their lives forever.

THE TROPHY CLINIC BUNDLE

This bundle contains ALL 5 BOOKS in The Trophy Clinic series. The clinic is famous for transforming everyday women into gorgeous trophy wives. But these men are about to discover a secret — not every happy client started life as a woman.

TRUE SELVES: MAGIC 5 BOOK BUNDLE

5 stories of men who are magically transformed into women. Men who find that their new lives are much more fulfilling than they could have ever imagined.

TURNED INTO GIRLS: 5 BOOK FEMINIZATION BUNDLE

Five Magical Stories of Men Turned into Women

These men always knew their lives were missing something. But they never knew they would have to lose something to gain it.

WRONG CABIN: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

Evan is at rock bottom and has to get away. But a trip to his family’s cabin turns out to be so much more than he expects.
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ABOUT ME

I’m just your typical Midwest American girl who loves to feminize boys and watch the fun trouble they get into.

Subscribe to my mailing list, so you’ll always know about my new releases.

https://kenziemckaywrites.ck.page
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Point your smartphone camera

at the QR code to open my signup page.
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