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I was once a 38-year-old ghost...until the Fates hurled me back to the land of the living, minus my bounty hunter boyfriend from Hell.

My name is Saoirse Sullivan. I used to be a successful make-up artist, and I used to date a handsome and successful banker named Jason. But then he cheated on me, a nerve in my brain ruptured, and I went into a coma.

When I woke up, I had turned forty without remembering being thirty-nine.

My ex is still with the nubile itch he left me for, and my new boss turned out to be the doctor responsible for making her melons permanently perky and, um, sweet.

Also, I can see ghosts now, and the newest bogey in the block is demanding justice from her murderer...who may or may not be the gorgeous guy next door...I've just had a one-morning stand with.

Midlife crises are supposed to be all about fear of loneliness and boredom, so how is it that my life got crazy good (and bad) when I joined the forty-and-up club?

Note: Books in this series are written as standalones. They're a cross between fast-paced paranormal mysteries and adult romantic comedies. Expect ghostly troubles, tongue-in-cheek humor, and supernatural murders to solve. 

This book is set in the same world as A Season of Gods and Witches, so yes, all of your favorite Greek gods and goddesses exist here, too. 
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Eunomia, the Goddess of Law, was hard at work in the judge's bench when the double doors of the Olympian High Court slowly started to open on its own. Such a thing only happened when an expected visitor was to come, and a frown creased the goddess' forehead. Was it time then? 

She pulled a drawer open and rifled through the scrolls until she found what she was looking for. 

Let's see now...

Its locking knot unwound with a magical snap of Eunomia's fingers, the scroll of parchment rolled down from her hold, just in time for the goddess to watch letters in red ink appearing one by one - a real-time recording as events unfolded in the world below.

On the first of July, the Aspirant comes into consciousness, her soul returning to its original body.  

Eunomia had just finished rolling the scroll back to a close when a gentleman crossed the threshold of her courtroom. His features were austerely handsome, and he wore his power like second skin - invisible but ever-simmering, and so tremendously dangerous people who thought to cross him did so at their own peril.

Eunomia, not the one to disrespect fellow immortals, descended from her seat to meet her visitor halfway. 

"Hades." 

"Eunomia."  

Both spoke briefly but courteously, with neither of them the type to waste time on trivialities. 

Eunomia handed him the scroll. "Now that the Aspirant is awake, here are the rules that the Moirai decreed you must be bound to."

The Lord of the Underworld

Is not to use his powers in aid of the Aspirant

Is not to wield his influence over his subjects in aid of the Aspirant

Is not to reveal his prior connection to the Aspirant until the test has been completed

Hades only nodded. "Any other rules?"

"The Moirai has enlisted Zetes, son of the North Wind, to serve as watcher."

"A spy, you mean," Hades said coldly.

"A watcher," Eunomia repeated firmly, "to ensure that no rules are broken. The watcher's testimony will prevent anyone from questioning the Aspirant's completion of the test—-"

"The Moirai can send a battalion of watchers for all I care," Hades dismissed. "She will pass this test, and once she does..."

Eunomia inclined her head in acknowledgment. "The Fates always keep their word. If the Aspirant passes her test, she shall be recognized as the new Lady of the Underworld."
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Everyone called her 'Nana', she told me. She was silver-haired and sturdily built, like that granny who  was lucky enough to have Tweety Bird as pet. She even had the same adorably dorky pair of glasses, and it went rather well with the polka-dot blouse she wore under her white coat. It must be her favorite, too, since I never saw her wearing anything else.

Nana had been keeping me company since I came out of my coma, always ready to lend an ear even to my silliest gripes. Jon killed Danaerys, and Bran is king? Oh! Come! On!

And to Nana's credit, she had respected my very legit grief as I shed tears over the death of my favorite Game of Thrones character. Khaleesis were supposed to rule the world, dammit. 

But...anyway, moving on.

Nana was also the only one who cared to tell me things that my other doctors preferred not speak of, like the fact that the blood samples they've taken from me had consistently yielded the same results: a never-before-seen abnormal mutation which could be interpreted in one or two ways. 

The half-cup-full diagnosis: the mutation might be the possible reason behind my unprecedented recovery.

The half-cup-empty version: the mutation could eventually kill me. 

(All things considered, I get why they'd rather shut up about it.)

Another thing that Nana alone had the guts to tell me was the unvarnished truth about my personal life. My douchebag of an ex had only cared to visit me once, and the last person to check on me was a high school friend who lived out of state..and that was six months ago.

I know that should've made me feel like the saddest loser in town, but when I thought about how I had also been a human vegetable for two-plus years before being given a second chance in life...

"It kinda puts things in perspective, doesn't it?" 

Nana nodded agreeably. "It does, indeed."

It was my last night in Roger Hills, and Nana and I were celebrating my discharge with mocktails (I was banned from drinking alcohol until the doctors could figure what went right - or wrong - with me). Nana's chilled concoction had spinach and lemons mixed with half a glass of soda. Didn't make any gastronomic sense, but I appreciated it all the same. It couldn't have been easy for Nana to sneak these drinks past the nurse station.

'Want another one?" Nana asked.

"Yes, please." Nana refilled my glass, and as soon as she turned away to refill hers, I knocked the whole thing back with a single swig. That was the trick with all things you didn't want to taste, you guys. Have it go down your throat fast enough, and anything you've swallowed down might as well have been air.

"Do you plan on going back to work as soon as you're out?" Nana asked as she settled back in her seat.

"That's the plan," I confirmed. "But I'm not holding my breath about getting my old job back."

"How can they not want you back?" Nana fumed. "Didn't you say you were one of the most in-demand makeup artists before?"

"Before being the operative word."

"You had an aneurysm, not amnesia," the older woman scoffed. "Don't these folks know the difference?"

I loved how Nana sounded so offended on my behalf, but it also made my heart ache the tiniest bit. If my parents hadn't died in 9/11, I had a feeling Mom would be just like Nana, who was like a gentle Mama bear...until she thought one of her cubs needed defending, and that's when she'd turn into a terrifying old grizzly.

"It's okay, Nana. Image is everything in the business I'm in - or was. My clients were mostly models and celebrities, and they can't be "cool" if their makeup artist is being touted as a has-been who's been dumped by her boyfriend for a 25-year-old itch."

Nana laughed. "That's how you think of her?"

"At least it's not the B word," I said a little defensively. "And she was an itch he should've had the decency not to scratch while he was still with me." If he had just broken up with me first, I would've respected him so much more. But instead, Jason had thought he could get away with infidelity.

"He looked rather broken though," Nana offered hesitantly, "when he visited you."

Naturally, I couldn't help thinking. Jason had suffered from some kind of midlife crisis while we were together, and he had been stupid enough to think Alicia was the cure for it. Instead, she was the biggest mistake of his life, and I rather suspected he realized this when he thought I was on my deathbed.

"If he asks you back..."

I was already shaking my head before Nana even finished her question. "Nope." I could forgive him if he asked for it, but that was that. "He's the past, and I'm all about the present—-" 

Nana raised a brow when I suddenly stopped speaking. "What is it?"

"There is one thing that bothers me a little, and I know it's shallow, but I can't help thinking how much it sucks, that my last memory before waking up in this hospital was me being in my late thirties. And now I'm forty, and I can't even remember how it was to be thirty-nine—-"

"It's nothing to feel bad about," Nana joked. "Being thirty-nine is quite overrated."

I couldn't help laughing at that. "Oh, Nan." She always did know the right thing to say, and I was incredibly grateful for it.

"But truly, dear—-" Nana peered at me curiously. "Does being forty truly feel that bad?"

"Well..." I chewed on my lip thoughtfully. "I guess, it only started to bother me when I finally went online, and I saw my inbox flooded with get-well-soon messages."

"Isn't that a good thing?"

"It would've been if it were just that, but it wasn't. They all - I do mean all - started the same way, saying that they were so happy that I woke up. But after that..." I gave Nana a sour look. "They all launched into these well-meaning warnings, saying that they hope and pray I'd find the right man soon and have babies, because that's what life is all about."

"And you don't think it is?"

"I just hate it," I couldn't help sulking. "They made it seem like a woman can't afford to be single and forty if she doesn't belong to a particular income bracket. It just makes me...grrrr."

Nana burst into laughter. "I have never heard anyone literally say 'grr' before."

"But you can see why it makes my blood boil, right?"

"I certainly do," Nana said wryly, "since I was also in the same boat, once upon a time. I was a career woman before the term was even coined, and back in my day, people thought this odd. They believed only their definition of happiness mattered, and everyone else got it wrong."

"Exactly! And do you know - I tried looking up self-help books for women who just hit the big four-oh, and all of the bestsellers I saw were for married women in their forties. I mean, seriously. What is up with that? Am I unimportant just because I didn't choose to rent out my womb to unborn babies?"

"Of course not, dear."

"I just feel like the whole world's written me off, Nana, and all because I'm not your typical forty year old."

Nana gave me a sympathetic smile. "Just let them be, dear. It's your life, and you must live it as you see fit. Never let other people dictate your actions. That was my mistake, you know, and I ended up letting my whole life go to waste—-"

"Aww, Nana." It broke my heart to hear her speak like that. "You've got to practice what you preach, and think positive, too. Your life is far from over—-" I saw Nana blinking as if I had suddenly blurted out today's winning numbers for the lottery.

"Oh, my dear." Nana had a rueful expression on her face. "I thought you already knew."

My brows furrowed. "Knew what?"

"I'm already dead."

****
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FIRST IMPRESSIONS ALWAYS last. I've always believed in that. Lived and swore by it, too, and that was probably why, when the shock finally wore off, I had found the truth rather easy to adjust to. 

I can see ghosts now.

It should've frightened me out of my wits, and I supposed it did...for a while. But because this was Nana we were talking about, who was so motherly and cuddly-sweet, it was impossible to stay scared, just impossible, even after seeing Nana - in an attempt to prove her ghostly existence - float out of her chair and pass through the walls.

If it had been any other ghost doing that, the sight would've likely made me pee in my hospital gown, and it wouldn't have had anything to do with stress incontinence caused by perimenopause.

But again, because this was Nana...

As the lovely Jasmine put it, A Whole New World was all about having a fantastic point of view, and thanks to Nana's revelation, my point of view now included more than one dimension. It just blew my mind, that this other world existed alongside ours, and ninety-nine percent of us would go on living their lives without ever being aware of it!

Nana and I talked nonstop that night, with the woman formerly known as Miss Constance Day giving  me the 411 on all things paranormal. Ghosts, for instance, were just like humans in the sense that while there were mostly good ones among them, there were also a few rotten apples in between. There were smart ones and stupid ones, too, along with ghosts who could only scream and scream and ghosts who weren't even aware they were dead.

Although ghosts who had been "around" for some time were capable of discerning which humans could see them, Nana demonstrated a couple of tricks I could use, just in case I'd rather avoid drawing their attention.

"But the one ghost that you must steer clear of at all costs," Nana warned, "is the Man in Black."

"Like Will Smith and Tommy Lee Jones?"

Nana was exasperated. "Seriously, child."

"I was joking." Actually I wasn't, but no point letting her know that, right?

"He's not the kind to joke about," Nana said admonishingly. "Truth be told, none of us are even sure he's a ghost."

I shifted in my bed uneasily. "Is he a poltergeist then?" In a scale of zero to Hitler, poltergeists were supposedly at the very top of the list (read: the worst kind of evil), right alongside ghosts suffering from demonic possession.

"No one knows, child. All we know is that he's one to be feared."

Demon then, I thought with a gulp. Nana was a bit of an agnostic, so demons weren't even "real" for her. But for someone like me who had gone the Catholic route from kindergarten to university? Demons were a whole different kind of scary, and I don't think I'd ever be able to handle them.

"How do I know if it's the Man in Black I'm seeing?" I asked worriedly. "Is he the only ghost in black?"

Nana shook her head. "He's a strange and powerful being. You don't really see him—-"

What does that even mean?

"But you can feel he's there, and once you do—-"

I held my breath.

"Hide," Nana said simply. "It's the only thing we can do when he's nearby, and it wouldn't hurt if you did the same thing, too."
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One month later

"You've got mail," sang the eight-year-old girl who liked to hang out on my window sill, legs dangling off the edge. Since we were thirteen stories above ground, it absolutely wasn't the definition of safe. But since the kid also happened to be a ghost (date of death circa 1969)...

"How many times do I have to tell you not to read my emails?" I swiped my iPhone from her hand before throwing myself on the couch. I've been home for a month now, and thanks to my newfound abilities, I had somehow ended up babysitting the prettiest little dead girl with a penchant for snooping around my private life. 

Mary Priscilla rolled her eyes. "I just read the subject line, big deal."

"Still invasion of privacy."

"Well, sue me."

Horrible little brat. Why was I still putting up with this pint-sized smartass? If I had known she'd be this annoying, I would have pretended not to see anything amiss, the first time she showed up on my window sill. 

I could still remember how she had freaked me out that day, with her bloodstained teeth and her neck bent at an odd angle. The memory was enough to make me shiver, but when I also thought about how someone could be so evil as to kill a little girl by pushing her out of the window...

Right.

Now I remembered why I was letting this girl have the run of my home, and I quickly tried to distract myself by clicking the unopened mail waiting in my inbox. There was nothing Mary Priscilla hated more than seeing me sad over her murder, which she kept insisting she had already gotten over. 

I wasn't sure I believed her, though. I mean, she was still here, so finding her killer must be her unfinished business. Or at least that was how it seemed to me, but then again...what did I know?

Either way, it was best not to think much about bringing the girl's killer to justice, who was likely to be just as dead as Mary Priscilla. 

"Have you read the email yet?"

I hastily pulled myself out of my thoughts before Mary Priscilla could guess what I had been thinking about. "Um...no, not yet." I snapped my gaze back to my email, skimming its contents—-

"Oh my God!"

The words that I had been half-heartedly reading from the email finally started sinking in.

"What is it?" Mary Priscilla excitedly floated off the window sill to peer over my shoulder. "Holy—-"

I glared at her. "Mary Priscilla!"

The brat made a face. "Oh, fine. Holy mackerel. Happy now?"

"My house, my rules," I retorted.

"Whatever." She snatched my cellphone out of my hold and flew away before I could catch her. "Lemme read...wow. You really did find a job!" The little girl sounded so shocked, it was more than a little insulting. "Who knew an old woman like you—-"

I threw one of the square pillows at her, but Mary Priscilla made herself incorporeal just in time, and the pillow simply went through the lacy white ruffles of her dress.

"Cheater!"

But the kid only snickered and stuck her tongue out. Damn brat. Why was I letting this brat haunt rent-free in my apartment again?

****
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DINNER THAT NIGHT WAS extra special. While I'd never admit this out loud, finding a job had been even more difficult than I anticipated, and it had me celebrating with a rare indulgence of one whole can of Pringles.

Employed again, finally!

Believe me guys, hopping back into the employment merry-go-round for a second ride is no walk in the park. It's pure ego-demolishing hell, and especially if you're a forty-year-old made semi-famous locally for being dumped.  

I had started by trying to ask for my old job back, but the advertising company I used to worked for already had a makeup vlogger "collaborating" with them on call. Failing that, I had tried to apply for other similar openings, but half of them turned me down without even sparing my portfolio a glance. They tried couching it in more polite terms, but it was pretty easy to read between the lines: they all thought I was too old. So that thing about 'life starting at forty'? Yeah, well, clearly the job marketplace hadn't gotten the memo on that one.

As for the other half...they were willing to give me a try at least, but things ultimately always went south the moment they asked me for the URL of my (nonexistent) YouTube channel. A few - liking enough of my before-and-after shots - had been willing to sign me up if I had an Instagram following. Which I did not...since my account had always been set to private.

The writing on the wall was impossible to ignore by then, but it was still a hard pill to swallow at first. I couldn't understand why everyone seemed to think I had lost my skills just because I wasn't in my twenties. It was as if they thought my brain shed off IQ points with every candle added to my birthdday cake.

But...anyway, moving on.

That was my #1 mantra these days. No dwelling on things that were out of my control. If something didn't work, I would simply move on, like I was doing now. 

Life started at forty, right?

****
[image: image]


MARY PRISCILLA FLOATED around my average-sized bathroom while I moved on to Step #3 of my skincare routine. Just between you and me, I used to be the one-soap-cleans-all kind of girl, but now that majority of society insisted on reshelving me under MILF even though I had never given birth?

I put the cap back on my spot-correcting serum and moved on to my moisturizer.

Yeeaah. 

I freely admit it. Their judgmental looks had gotten to me, and I've decided to take a proactive approach to wrinkling. 

Mary Priscilla poked her head inside the bathroom. "Jason texted you again."

"Pri...va...cy...brat!" It was hard to speak while I was busy spreading moisturizer on my cheeks with the pads of my fingers in slow, circular motions, just like what it said at the back of the box for Step #4.

Mary Priscilla continued nagging me about Jason even as we got ready for bed. Or at least I was. I wasn't quite sure if dead people still needed sleep, and I had never found the courage to ask any of the ghosts about it. 

"Hey, Saoirse?"

I had just switched the bedlight off when Mary Priscilla's voice played out in the darkness.

"What?"

"I have something important to say to you."

"Uh—-"

"Spinsters can't be choosers, spinters can't be choosers!"

Horrible little brat. I should really just stop listening to my conscience and throw this kid out of the window.

"Spinters can't be choosers, spinsters can't be choosers!"

"I'm so not a spinster—-'

"You are from where I'm standing," the forever-young ghost sniggered.

I grabbed my pillow from both ends and pulled it close to cover my ears, but it still wasn't enough to block Mary Priscilla's singsong voice. Impertinent, pint-sized smartass. How dare she call me the S-word?

"Spinsters can't be choosers, spinsters can't be choosers."

I squeezed my eyes shut.

Whatever.

I was so going to show this brat that age was just a number, and I could still be fabulous at forty. Jason wasn't the only fish in the sea, after all. There was...there was Joaquin, for instance. He was the quintessential tall, dark, and handsome type, and he's made it clear several times that he found me attractive. Granted, he was also very much dead like Mary Priscilla was, but that shouldn't matter.

Right?
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Little Hollywood, located twenty minutes out of Portland, is the kind of town you'd often see travel magazines and websites describe in words such as "up and coming", "hipster", and "vibrant". Majority of the population's under forty, and all of the establishments had glamorous interiors and chichi but pseudo-serious names like Essence (a lingerie boutique) and Nourish (a farm-to-table restaurant that only served greens and more greens from morning to night). Everything here was also expensive as hell, which was why I used to avoid it like the plague, even back when I had been earning serious bucks with my old job.

But now I hadn't any choice.

My new workplace was called The Enlightenment Center, and it had been a shot in the dark, applying for the receptionist job at TEC. Although its ad had requested for someone young, energetic, and presentable, I submitted my resumé all the same and mentioned in my cover letter instead how I was extremely good at charming the socks off anybody. 

And what do you know?

It actually worked, and so here I was now, being welcomed by my new boss, who was a dead ringer for Harrison Ford, except for the glossy black dye of the former's hair.

"I used to work as a customer surgeon in Beverly Hills," Dr. Robert Harris shared. "But things were getting too commercial for my taste."

I nodded and tried to look like I totally got him, even though I didn't. "What made you choose to relocate to Portland?"

"The quality of life," my new boss answered. "It's so deliciously fresh and pure."

"Right." 

"I was recently diagnosed with cancer—-"

"I'm so sorry."

"But I'm getting better," Dr. Harris assured me. "From Stage IV five months ago, I'm now down to Stage II."

My eyes widened. "That's incredible! Congratulations." 

"I will have to take it easy from time to time, though. I'm also undergoing treatment as an outpatient."

"You can trust me, doc," I promised him.

"That's exactly what I'm hoping you'd say," Dr. Harris said with a smile. "I could feel you brimming with confidence even with just your email, and that's what made me choose you."

"I've never worked as a receptionist before—-" I felt obliged to point this out. "But if you're willing to show me the ropes for the first few days, I'll do my best to get the hang of it."

"There's no need to worry, Ms. Sullivan. The job is mostly routine." He outlined my daily tasks, and I was relieved to hear that most of it were indeed routine, and just about everything one would expect from the standard job description for a receptionist.

"My patients can be pretty demanding at times," Dr. Harris went on to warn. "They like to be pampered and cosetted—-"

"Say no more, Dr. Harris. I'll be happy to roll out the red carpet for them anytime."

Dr. Harris beamed. "That's exactly what I want to hear." 

After that, he proceeded to talk about my working hours, which I found slightly puzzling. The clinic was open Tuesday to Sunday, from 2PM to 11PM, and I was to report an hour after opening and leave an hour before closing. You'd think being Yelp's #1 therapist in Little Hollywood would rather delegate the drudgery of opening and closing shop, but...

Not my problem, I reminded myself, so I'm not going to worry about it.

That was another new mantra of mine. I just had my latest check-up at Roger Hills yesterday, and according to Dr. Jack, stress was the most likely culprit as to why my aneurysm had ruptured. It made sense, too, considering how at that time I had been feeling rather shitty by Jason's infidelity, and how everyone seemed to enjoy talking about it behind my back.

So, lesson learned. 

Not my problem, not going to worry about it. 

The rest of my meeting with Dr. Harris flew by quickly, and once we were done signing on our respective dotted lines, my new boss stood up to shake my hand. "I hope you'll be happy working here, Ms. Sullivan." 

"I'm certain I will," I assured him with a smile, and as my new boss cheerfully waved me off, I couldn't help thinking how remarkably robust he looked, for someone with cancer. I could only hope I'd be half as healthy, once I reached his age.

I took the bus back home, and it was about ten minutes in when I felt something weird.

Like a shadow lurking in the corner of my eye, watching me. 

Stalking me? 

I couldn't help looking over my shoulder...and felt stupid right away since I was seated at the very back of the bus, and the only thing behind me was a wad of months-old chewing gum (oh manners, where art thou?). 

Must've been imagining it, I told myself. But when I got back in the apartment, the first thing I did was tell Mary Priscilla about my episode of paranoia, almost as if I were subconsciously hoping she'd convince me I was wrong. 

But instead, I saw the little girl's ghost-white complexion turn even, well, whiter.

"What if you weren't imagining it?"

I scowled. "If you're thinking of pranking me again—-"

"No, listen. The other ghosts have been saying that they've been feeling rather odd and nervous lately—-"

"And you never saw fit to tell me?" 

"I'm telling you now," she said defensively.

I gnawed on my lip, not wanting to jump into conclusions. "Maybe they're being paranoid, too—-" 

"Or maybe all of you..."

"All of us...what?"

Mary Priscilla swallowed hard. "What if it's the Man in Black?"

Oh.

Well.

Shit.

I had a hard time sleeping that night, but because I could also sense Mary Priscilla's growing anxiety, I did my best to hide my own fears and sought to distract her by renting The Nun for the night. 

Horror movies had never been my thing, but ever since Mary Priscilla started living with me, I had forced myself to tolerate the bloody things, even if they still scared the bejeezus out of me. Movies like this were basically her version of Skillshare, with the little girl always on the lookout for new ways to haunt unsuspecting humans.

Not exactly nice of her, I know, and one of these days I supposed I needed to play the adult and set some ground rules, but....

Mary Priscilla chortled in childish delight as she watched Valak zoom across the screen.

Ghost etiquette lessons could wait, I decided privately. 

For now, I was just glad that seeing a habit-wearing-demon go on a killing spree was enough to make the little girl forget about the Man in Black.

Who couldn't be possibly...truly...stalking me.

Right?

I fell asleep trying to convince myself of this, and I woke up feeling less apprehensive the next day. Must've imagined it, I told myself yet again. But even so, I couldn't help looking over my shoulder every few minutes as I got off the bus and walked the rest of the way to the clinic.

If you're thinking overkill, I'd have to agree, since by the time I made it to TEC my neck was already hurting like hell.

The door sign to Dr. Harris' consultation room was already flipped to Session in Progress when I took my place behind the counter. Things were busy almost right away, with phone calls and emails to be answered in between making regular trips to the pantry so I could keep serving coffee and tea. It was a far cry from my old job, but I was surprised to find every minute of it rather enjoyable. 

After the horrors of job hunting and being repeatedly made to feel worthless, I guess it just felt nice to be in a place where I was needed and appreciated.

Dinner break was at seven-thirty, and one of the many perks for working for Dr. Harris was that he had given me a charge account at a family-run restaurant nearby. Tonight, I had opted for fish and chips, which I unfortunately managed to demolish in a matter of minutes. 

I tried looking for something to eat in the pantry, but the cupboards were empty, and although I did find a small refrigerator, it was locked and labeled Chemicals. It smelled odd, too, and it wasn't a clinical kind of stink, if you know what I mean.

Whatever.

Not my problem, not going to worry about it.

But just as I turned away to walk out, I sensed it again-—

Eyes following me. 

I whipped around, hoping to catch something - a ghost, a rat, anything but the Man in Black.

But there was none.

Paranoid, I told myself. You're just being paranoid.

Even so, I worked extra hard at keeping myself busy once I was back behind the counter. Patients were still coming in nonstop, all of them wanting to take advantage of Dr. Harris' limited-time "sale" for his services. Book ten sessions in advance, get them at fifty off!

Since I had never worked at a clinic like Dr. Harris' before, it had surprised me at first, seeing how I would be escorting patients in but never see them coming out. Apparently, all therapists had a back door patients could use, in case they didn't want to be seen by other people.

By nine-thirty, the reception was empty while Dr. Harris remained in session with his last patient for the night. To keep myself from nodding off, I switched the TV on and channel-surfed until I came across a local news program.

Another female corpse had been found, the reporter disclosed grimly. The fifth one in the past seven weeks, and like the other previous victims, her tongue had been cut out and portions of her torso torn off by hand. 

This, the authorities reluctantly confirmed, showed all the signs of a serial killer on the loose, even if the five victims were of varying age, race, and background.  

I quickly switched the TV off as a shiver ran down my spine. Maine was one of the safest places in America. Serial killers and Portland could never be used in the same sentence. They just didn't go together, like water and oil. 

So that feeling I had yesterday of someone watching me?

Nope. 

It's just a coincidence, that's all.

It couldn't have anything to do with the serial killer.

Just couldn't.

My nightmare, however, begged to differ.
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I dreamt that someone was watching me, a figure cloaked in shadows that were darker than the blackness of night. Something was compelling it to follow me, but before I could figure out what this was, I had already woken up, a scream lodged in my throat, and cold sweat bathing my skin.

Well, shit.

My heart continued banging against my chest as I flipped my bedlight on and cast a nervous look around me. I was alone now, the TV presumably switched off by Mary Priscilla. Nothing seemed amiss, and I couldn't sense any other presence in my bedroom, living or otherwise. But even so, I couldn't shake off the feeling that I was being watched. 

I checked my alarm clock. 

3:15 AM.

I had a feeling that should mean something. I was almost sure it did - and as someone who could see ghosts, I probably should've more knowledge of the occult than the average person...but nope. The only reason 'cult' was in my vocabulary was because of campy classics like The Princess Bride, nothing else. 

Shameful, I know, and it had me making a mental note to consult Mr. Google on what those numbers meant.

For now, however...

I tried going back to sleep, but the moment I closed my eyes, shadowy figures from my subconscious swarmed over me in an instant, and I sat up with a gasp, my heart once again galloping in fear. 

I knew I was being silly, letting some stupid nightmare freak me out when my life wasn't exactly normal. I didn't just see dead people, for heaven's sake. I lived with one, too, and had the tiniest bit of a crush on another. 

But even so...

Something about those shadows perturbed me, something about them that reminded me of how awful it had been, the first (and only) time I had encountered a poltergeist. 

No way would I be able to go back to sleep now, not unless...

Ugh.

But because I hadn't any choice, and I didn't want to show up bleary-eyed at work, I eventually found myself doing the unthinkable. 

Ten minutes later, and I was dressed to sweat as I swiped my access card to enter the tenant-exclusive gym at 8/F. 

Exercise and Saoirse Sullivan have never been best friends, and more often than not, I only tended to work out when someone had managed to bribe (Jason), annoy (Jason), or semi-fat-shame (Jason) me into doing it. 

Desperate straits called for desperate measures, however, and I was seriously hoping if I worked out long enough, I'd eventually knock myself out with exhaustion and be able to grab even just a few hours of dreamless sleep. 

Zero nightmares gained, hundreds of calories lost. 

Win-win situation, right?

Or so I tried to convince myself as I slowly made my way towards the dozen or so treadmills facing floor-to-ceiling windows, which presently showcased a million-dollar view of Portland's skyline. 

Ah, treadmills.

How I hate thee.

The mere sight of them had me gnashing my teeth, with the way it brought back memories of how Jason and all the other "cool kids" in our social circle often took this healthier-than-thou attitude when preaching about the Holy Bible of Physical Fitness. They always made me feel like I was the villain among them, and all because I refused to stock up on tofu and buy a FitBit.

But whatever.

Moving on.

I squared my shoulders. 

Zero nightmares gained, hundreds of calories lost.

I just had to think of it as an all-new mantra to live by. 

So eyes on the prize, missy, and get on with it.

I climbed up the treadmill and heard someone step up on the treadmill next to mine as I dropped my water bottle into the holder. I couldn't resist looking up, curious to see who else could be working at this hour, and—-

Camilla Cabello started singing in my mind as nightmares of shadowy stalkers were all but forgotten.

Because the guy next to me?

Ooh. La. La. La. 

He was hot. Just oozing with so much hotness that staring at him literally left my throat dry. He had jet-black hair and silver eyes that seemed to smolder the moment our gazes collided. He was beautiful, albeit in a harshly defined way, and so breathtakingly sexy that I was suddenly reminded of just how long it had been since the last time I had sex. 

I had never had a one-night stand in my life, but if this guy asked me to hook up?

I'd say yes in a heartbeat, and I wouldn't even feel the slightest bit of shame about it.

He had a rather brooding air about him, despite the casualness of his attire (stadium jersey and track pants, both in black). I've only dated three guys in my entire life, and they had all been the well-dressed and party-loving type. Nothing at all like the guy next to me, in other words, who was more like the kind to report house parties in the neighborhood as a public disturbance. 

He was as staid as I was flighty, and just looking at him made me wonder if he had ever cracked a joke in his life. I usually avoided guys like him because they tended to be intellectual snobs, but...

God, he was so sexy.

Something about him was just so potently attractive, and I couldn't stop staring at him. He was just...he was just so...

"What are you doing here?"

He was just so...weird?

"I...um...think you've mistaken me for someone else." That was the only explanation I could think of, for him to grate his words out like that while glaring at me like I had stolen someone's access card to get in. 

A muscle ticked in his jaw. "Sorry." The harshness in his voice was gone now, but his tone was still naturally rough and velvety, and shameless slut that I am, the sound had my heart skipping a beat. I would love to hear how my name sounded with his voice.

"You...took me by surprise," the stranger went on to say. 

"I did?"

"I live in 13A."

My eyes widened. "I'm 13B—-"

"I know. That's why..."

I had taken him for surprise, he said. 

My brows furrowed. "I don't think I've ever bumped into you," I said uncertainly. 

"You probably didn't notice me," he murmured.

Was he kidding? With a face like his, only an idiot would be able to forget bumping into him, and the thought had me shaking my head decisively. "I would remember if I did."

"Is that so?"

"Well, duh—-" I suddenly realized how I was giving myself away, and when I peeked at his expression, the gleam of amusement in his silvery eyes told me he was thinking the exact same thing.

Eep. 

"Actually, I think you're right," I said airily. "I must not have noticed, that's all." And because I didn't want to give him a chance to argue the point, I stuck my hand out and introduced myself. "Saoirse, by the way."

"Hadrian." His hand engulfed mine, and the heat of his touch made me swallow hard, with the way it reminded me yet again of how long it was since I last had sex.

Behave, Saoirse, behave.

His thumb gently ran over my knuckles before releasing my hand, and the unexpected gesture had me pressing my legs together.

Shit.

I quickly turned away and fussed over the controls of my treadmill while I frantically sought to regain control of my hormones, which were acting like they had just been let out of their cages after ten thousand years. 

Show some restraint, girl!

I slammed my hand on the Start button in a fit of frustration—-

"Everything alright?" 13A asked politely.

"Yup." I didn't look at him as I spoke and made a show of being super focused on working out until I sensed him finally turning his attention to somewhere else. Good. Life was a little complicated right now, and adding men to the equation would only mean trouble.

Something about 13A-slash-Hadrian was just too disturbingly attractive. It reminded me of the time Jason and I had first met. I had only found him cute that time, and  that guy had ended up breaking my heart. I can only imagine how worse it could get, with the way a single smoldering glance from Hadrian had me all hot and bothered. 

At least I got what I came for, I tried comforting myself. I wanted something to take my mind off my nightmare, and well, that was Mr. 13A in a nutshell. If something was still going to bother my sleep, it would probably the wet dreams I might end up having about him.

Which I wasn't looking forward to.

At all.

Really.

But the way my cheeks once again started heating up said otherwise.

Gaaaaah.

I jabbed the Speed button several times in hopes of outrunning the lustfulness of my thoughts. 

Stop being so horny, Saoirse!

But it was no use. It was as if seeing Hadrian had flipped my inner Pandora's box open and out came all my sexual frustrations. The pounding sound of my feet against the treadmill's conveyor belt made me imagine of how it would feel if it were Hadrian pounding into me. Even the way I was starting to sweat had become a sinful thing, with the way it taunted me with visions of naked bodies bathed in sweat, their limbs entangled as they rocked against each other.

I had never been this fixated on sex before. Never. Not even in the first few years Jason and I were together, and we had been so madly in love. Was this desperate need for sex merely a symptom of perimenopause? Had I been going through some kind of midlife crisis without knowing it, and this inexplicably powerful attraction to my broodingly handsome neighbor was nothing but a manifestation of my subconscious struggles?

It could be any of those things, I supposed. 

But it could also be that I was attracted to him for one simple reason, like the fact that it had been a really long dry spell for me...and he was the hottest guy I had come across since waking up from my coma.

I tried coming up with some rational explanation for my stronger-than-usual interest in Hadrian, but by the time my thirty-minute calorie burning program ended, I still wasn't any closer to understanding myself. 

All I knew right now was how acutely conscious I still was of his presence, and how the mere sound of his feet pounding (oh my God, why can't I stop thinking of this word?) the treadmill still had my heart racing. 

The one-minute cooling down period of my treadmill ended, and as my steps gradually slowed to a halt, I couldn't help but notice Hadrian doing the same thing. 

Coincidence or something else?

I stepped off my treadmill, and in the corner of my eye, I saw him doing the same thing. This definitely couldn't be another coincidence, could it? But even if it weren't, I should know better than to let it matter. I just knew with all my heart that Mr. 13A was going to be even more trouble than Jason.

So just go, Saoirse.

You can just fantasize about him later on, and use him as a distraction for your nightmares.

Now go!

But instead, I found myself doing the silliest thing ever. 

I lifted my gaze to his, and my breath caught when I saw that he had been watching me this whole time. 

And the look in his eyes told me—-

He knew.

Hadrian totally knew I had the hots for him.

And just like any sensible forty-year-old would do in this kind of situation, I heard my voice turn husky as I asked, "Your place or mine?"
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We ended up in one of the shower cubicles in the men's locker room.

It was that or the treadmill.

Seriously.

The moment our lips touched, something seemed to explode between us. Our chemistry was off the charts, and our hands were all over each other the moment the door swung shut behind him. 

"Are you—-"

"I am."

I loved how in sync we were, the way we could understand what the other was saying with a handful of words. Even so, I also thought I should warn him—-

"No foreplay," I managed to gasp when another kiss ended, just so we could start breathing.

Silver eyes glittered down at me. "Good."

And then we were kissing again.

It's been so long, it's been so long, God, it's been—-aaah!

I gasped against Hadrian's lips when I felt him rip my leggings off, and I heard him chuckle when I couldn't help pushing his shirt up so I could run my hands over his chest.

Which was hard. 

All. 

Over.

God, he was hot.

His tongue thrust deep into my mouth just as his fingers trailed down to find the edge of my panties, and my toes curled hard. I already knew what was going to happen next, but even so, when it did happen, and I heard another ripping sound—-

A whimper escaped me as cool air slapped against my bare crotch. I felt the tiniest flare of embarrassment, but this was soon forgotten when he spun me around, and I felt him gently exert pressure against my back until I was bending from the waist down. 

I held on to the shower handles instinctively—-

Oh God.

He entered me a moment later, the thrust of his manhood smooth, deep, and possessive, and it was like going from achingly empty to heart-stoppingly full in an instant. 

"It's been so long, love," I heard him say hoarsely.

Was it, really? 

It was so hard to believe, with someone as gorgeous as him, but it was impossible for me to ask. Impossible to speak really, since all I could do at that moment was try to catch my breath and keep my moans trapped inside my throat as he started pumping inside of me, harder and faster than any other man had ever done. 

So good. 

Oh God. 

Don't stop.

So good.

I was terrified of making any noise, but when he leaned down, and I felt his hand go inside my shirt to fondle my breast—-

Oh God.

A moan broke past my lips, and I moaned anew when his fingers found my nipple.

"Yes," I heard him grit out, all the while thrusting deep inside of me while tugging at my nipple. The sensation ripped out another moan from my throat while my body buckled against him helplessly. 

"More." His voice was guttural and demanding. "I want to hear you, love."

Frissons of desire electrified every cell in my body at the order, and I arched up against him. 

"Moan for me," he growled.

And I did. 

I couldn't seem to help it all of a sudden, couldn't help but let myself go, and it just made everything a thousand times better. 

His thrusts became wilder, and the erotic cacophony of noise that was bouncing against the tiled walls only served to intensify the pleasure building inside of me. I loved the roughness of his pants and the wanton sound of his balls slapping against my ass. I loved hearing the sliding rasps of his member as it moved in and out of me. And when my pleasure finally reached its sharpest peak—-

That was when I heard it, a sound that was even lovelier than I had let myself hope for, but at the same time a sound that was almost eerily familiar—-

"Saoirse."

My name on his lips, as he started cumming inside of me.

****
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COLOR HEATED MY CHEEKS as I watched Hadrian pick the tattered remains of my panties and leggings, and it was a struggle to keep my mouth shut when I saw him shove the pieces inside his pocket. 

Should I ask...

I thought about it.

Nah.

"Wait here," Hadrian murmured just before leaving the cubicle, and I could feel my face burning a hotter shade of red when I heard the way the other guys started ribbing him. Other tenants had started coming in at least an hour ago, and suffice to say, they had all stuck around to enjoy the, um, sounds. 

When Hadrian came back, he had a fluffy oversized robe to wrap around my half-naked body, and I didn't even bother feigning a protest as he swung me up in his arms. I burrowed deep into his chest as he stepped out, and I could only feel grateful my hair was long enough to hide my face when I heard the guys start whistling and clapping.

My first walk of shame, I thought sorrowfully, and it just had to happen when I was already forty.

"Forget about them," Hadrian said gruffly once we were out of earshot. "They're just jealous."

"I would be, too, if I were in their place," I mumbled under my breath. "Men aren't supposed to last for more than a couple of minutes—-" Even without raising my head, I could practically feel Hadrian smirking at this. "While you—-" I broke off as a thought suddenly occurred to me, and I abruptly started trying to wriggle out of his hold.

"Hold on..." Hadrian only lowered me back to my feet once we were inside the elevator, and he had pushed the button for our floor. He glanced down at me questioningly then, asking, "What is it?" 

I crossed my arms over my chest, demanding suspiciously, "How old are you?"

His lips curved. "Why do you want to know?"

I groaned. I knew it. Mr. 13A had officially turned me into a cougar. "You're a lot younger than me, aren't you?" It was the only reason I could think of to explain how he had the stamina of a sex-starved frat boy. 

"Do I look like I'm younger than you?"

I groaned again. "You're not answering my question." Which totally meant I was right. He was younger than me, never mind the fact that he didn't look like it. Maybe he was like George Clooney, and he had been born looking dashingly mature even in his teens. 

"Just tell me how old you are," I insisted.

"Why does it have to matter—-"

"Because I'm forty!"

"I'm...forty-three."

"Ha!" Did he think I was stupid? Did he think I wouldn't notice that little pause before he allowed himself to lie?

Amusement glittered in his eyes when he saw me glower. "You think I'm lying about my age?"

"I can't think why you feel like you have to," I answered truthfully, "but yes."

"Fine then. I'm younger than you." 

I was pretty sure he was, but then I noticed the smirk slowly unfolding over his lips—-

"I'm being serious here!"

This time, Hadrian didn't bother pretending. He threw his head back in a laugh, the sound as sexy as it was irritating. 

"I really mean it," I growled. "I'm serious—-" 

"You look cute when you pout," he remarked.

I was distracted and flustered right away. "Stop that." But a half second later, I also heard myself ask, "Really?"

"Really." His tone was solemn, but his eyes...

"You're laughing at me again," I accused.

"Because you're cute."

I bit back a groan. "Stop that." You'd think that hearing him use the almost exact same pick-up line would've turned me off, but nope. It just made me want to throw myself at him...and stay glued to his rock-hard body.

Hadrian offered me his hand when the elevator doors opened to our floor, and even though a part of me had this urge to flee, it also felt natural somehow to place my hand in his. 

We walked in silence, and I told myself not to expect anything. He was just being a gentleman. There's no reason for me to think that what happened this morning could turn into something else. 

So if he leaves, just let him go, and don't you ever run after him.

Got that?!

We reached our respective doors, and I took a deep breath.

Play it cool, Saoirse.

But when I finally lifted my head, it was as if he had only been waiting for me to meet my gaze. 

"What are your plans for today?"

My heart thundered against my chest. 

He wants to see me again!

I couldn't keep myself from beaming at the thought, and Hadrian's handsome face softened with a smile of his own.

"I thought it was just going to be a one-off thing with us," I admitted.

"Not possible," he murmured.

"Because you have a thing for older women?" I couldn't help teasing, and a giggle escaped me when I saw him roll his eyes.

"You haven't answered my question," Hadrian reminded me.

Oh. 

Right. 

"I have work this afternoon," I began.

"What time?"

"I leave around two—-"

He nodded. "I'll drive you."

My eyes widened. "You don't have to—-"

Hadrian simply looked at me.

"But...if you insist?"

"I insist." 

And then he was gently pressing me back against my door, his fingers driving through my hair as his mouth covered mine. 

Butterflies were still fluttering in my stomach when I let myself in my apartment and saw Mary Priscilla sitting in the couch. "Where have you been?" she asked curiously.

"The gym," I answered rather dreamily.

Her nose wrinkled as she floated towards me. "You smell weird."

"Do I?" My tone came out faint, my mind still consumed with thoughts of Hadrian. "It's probably cu—-" Whoa. I stopped myself in time, aghast at what I had almost let slip.

"It's what?" The little girl was still looking at me expectantly.

"Cologne," I said lamely.

Mary Priscilla's nose wrinkled again. "It doesn't smell like cologne."

"Because it's not for kids." And since the look on her face told me she was planning to ask a gazillion more questions about it, I hastily changed the subject, asking, "Do you know anything about the guy next door?"
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Mary Priscilla still hadn't returned when Hadrian came knocking on my door at precisely a quarter to two. He had a hoodie over his jeans this time, and my lips twitched when I noticed that all of it was plain and black once again. Definitely younger than me, I thought in a mixture of amusement and resignation, having remembered an article that claimed "black was the new black for millennials".

Hadrian raised a brow. "May I come in?"

Oops. 

I quickly stepped back with a rueful smile. "Sorry." I closed the door behind him, and when I turned around, it was to have Hadrian pull me into his arms and cover my mouth with his. 

Bliss, I thought dreamily all the while wrapping my arms around his neck. 

The kiss started out soft and gentle, but the moment our tongues met, it became hot and torrid in an instant, Hadrian sucking on my tongue with such blatant hunger that I could only whimper in surrender. When he lifted his head, I could only stare up at him in dazed breathlessness. 

"Younger," I managed to say, thinking that a guy in his forties couldn't be this horny. "You're definitely younger."

But Hadrian only smirked, asked if I were ready to leave, and got back to kissing me once we were inside the elevator.

My lips felt deliciously swollen when he finally released me, and I couldn't help smiling up at him. "You kiss so good."

He laughed. 

Hadrian's car was a sleek black Lamborghini, and once inside it, Hadrian asked for the address of my workplace. 

For a few moments, I watched him drive in studied casualness, and it was only when I saw that he was a good enough driver that I relaxed against my seat.

Hadrian slanted a smirking glance at my direction, and I realized belatedly that he had totally seen through me.

"Sorry," I said sheepishly. "You can never be too sure, with cars like this."

"No offense taken, love."

Oh, that endearment.

It was just too sweet, but it also made me so, so horny that it had me squirming in my seat and racking my brains for something to distract me. "Um...so..." I cleared my throat. "How was your day?"

"The usual."

"I remember you mentioned about working odd hours..."

"It mostly involves working from home."

"So today..."

"I dealt with paperwork." 

Mm. What kind of job would require physical paperwork?  A professor grading his students' papers, maybe? Or an architect, but no - he would've used the term 'blueprint' instead, wouldn't he? What about—-

"I think my home office is right next to your en-suite."

The words definitely caught me off guard, and I glanced at him in surprise. "Why would you say that?"

"Why indeed..."

His husky murmur had a rather enigmatic tone to it, and I couldn't help frowning. So what if his office was right next to my en-suite? It wasn't like he'd be able to smell my breath before I could brush my teeth or know when I was pooping or...

Oh my God.

My gaze flew to him in horror, and when I saw his lips start to curve—-

"Please don't say—-"

"I heard you singing?"

I groaned.

"You have a very lovely voice," he said soothingly.

"But lousy taste in music," I grumbled.

"I beg to differ."

"Of course you would." 

"It was a nice song."

"Ha!"

"But does it, though?"

"Does it what?"

"Love," Hadrian said politely even as his gaze remained on the road. "Does it really move in mysterious ways?"

I burst into laughter, and a peek at his direction showed that a grin had also tugged at one corner of his lips. "I can't believe you said that."

"I can't believe you sang it either, so that makes the two of us."

"I hate you," I pouted.

But this only had him smirking. "No, love. You don't."

Gaaah.

I quickly looked away and turned my attention to the window, not wanting him to see how his lazy confidence was making me all wet and horny again.

I watched the car drive around the corner, and as the Lamborghini smoothly coasted past a fifties-styled theater, I saw a familiar face—-

Joaquin!

I waved without thinking, and the handsome Spaniard waved back, his expression one of unmistakable interest as he took in the fact that my companion was an actual human being for a change.

"Who are you waving to?"

Shit.

I had forgotten all about Hadrian, and when I looked back at the theater, I realized that there was only Joaquin, whom Hadrian obviously wouldn't be able to see. In fact, the only one that would be visible to Hadrian was...

"The cat," I said lamely while pointing to the gray-colored feline licking its paw next to the door. "It's a stray that I've...known for some time?"

"That's one handsome stray."

I shot him a dubious glance. "Really?" It had looked rather scraggly, but then again, beauty was in the eye of the beholder.

"How long have you...known it?"

"A few months." Gaaah. It was so hard to lie like this. 

"Since you left the hospital then..."

Astonished, I turned in my seat to face him, asking warily, "Who told you about that?"

"The other tenants..."

I made a face.

"You're very well-liked," Hadrian assured me. "They only had the nicest things to say about you..."

"But?" That pause had to mean something.

"But they only had the opposite to say about your ex."

I groaned. It was one thing for Hadrian to learn about me from my well-meaning but gossippy neighbors, but seriously. Did they have to tell him about Jason, too?

"He was the biggest mistake of my life," I told him.

"Does he know that, too?"

I couldn't help sending him a teasing look. "Jealous?"

"Over you?" Hadrian was unsmiling. "Always."

****
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DR. HARRIS WAS IN A hurry to leave as soon as I arrived at the clinic. My doctors want to talk to me. Please reschedule today's patients, and you can close at ten.

The calls took only ninety minutes to complete, and with the rest of the day all to myself, I naturally opted to spend most of it on thoughts and fantasies about Mr. 13A. 

Since I only had his first name to go with, looking Hadrian up on the Internet was no different from searching for the proverbial needle in a haystack. In the end, all I could do was examine and re-examine my assumptions.

Was he younger or older? He just seemed so mature that his actual age no longer seemed that big of a deal. Plus, I loved how easy it was for him to admit to being possessive and jealous. I knew it wasn't good to compare, but I couldn't help it. Jason, too, had also been the possessive type, but his pride had rarely allowed him to admit jealousy.

Hadrian, on the other hand...

I remembered the look on his all-too-gorgeous face when he told me he'd 'always' be jealous, and butterfly wings fluttered inside of me. Other women might not approve of Hadrian's possessiveness, but I personally found it thrilling. I could be wrong here, but I had a feeling his possessiveness would never cross the line. He was simply the old-fashioned type who liked his woman to be his and his alone, and I couldn't exactly complain about that since I was the same. No effing way was I going to share—-

What the hell?

The TV on the console had suddenly turned itself on, and the hairs on the back of my neck stood up as I watched the display show one channel after another, almost as if someone had taken hold of the remote control.

Game show.

Baseball match.

Tiny House Nation.

Buffy the Vampire Slayer rerun.

The channel surfing only stopped once the TV started showing a local news program, and the volume went up...and up...and up...until I felt like I was about to go deaf.

"SIXTH CORPSE FOUND..."

A photo of the most recent victim, Melanie Pelham, flashed on the screen, and before I could even blink, the woman in the photo started to move. 

What in the world? 

Her neck suddenly made a snapping sound, and I jumped in my seat when the woman's eyes turned completely white as her gaze settled on me.

Her lips parted, her mouth opening wide...and wider...and wider...

Until it covered her entire face—-

And then she screamed.
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Chapter Seven
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There are simply some things you don't tell someone you've just started dating. Things like how much more money you're making (Jason), the last time you had paid for sex (also Jason)...or things that would only make other people think you're crazy, like the fact that a ghost had successfully infiltrated your workplace.

So when Hadrian came to pick me up at the clinic, took one look at my face, and asked what was wrong—-

"Just thinking about this morning." Which wasn't quite a lie. I had been thinking about it...until a ghost had decided to take the Poltergeist-slash-Sadako route and try communicating with me through a TV set.

"And us in general, of course," I added belatedly, not wanting him to think it was all about sex for me (even though it kinda was).

"Good."

Good? Did he really mean that? It was dark inside the car, but there was just enough light from outside to let me peek at Hadrian's expression. He looked his usual calm self, but maybe he was just pretending? 

Guys don't usually like it when girls started thinking in terms of "we" and "us". They typically served as a prelude to serious talks about the future, and they were enough of a red flag to have guys scrambling for a change of topic. 

Hadrian, however...

"What if I told you what happened this morning wasn't me," I asked impulsively, "and that I'm not really in the market for hook-ups?" I wanted to see if I could crack that impassive mask of his, thinking it would be fun to rattle him a little. "What if I told you I wanted a relationship?"

"Great." 

I couldn't help but laugh. Like hell he meant that. 

Hadrian slanted a glance at my direction. "When would you like to move in to my apartment?"

My heart skipped a beat even as another choked laugh spilled past my lips. "It would serve you right if I  took you up on that."

"Try me."

I rolled my eyes. "Yeah right." Why buy the cow when you can get the milk for free?

But when we got to our apartment building, Hadrian seemed intent to proving he was serious. "Sleep with me tonight?" 

No. Show some pride. Let him know you're not easy.

But instead, I heard myself say, "Yes."

And then we were kissing again, Hadrian kicking his front door shut while I wrestled with his belt buckle. He lifted me up in his arms as soon as I managed to pull his erection out of his jeans, and my back slid up against the wall as he reached down to tear my panties off. 

Two down, eighteen more to go.

His erection began rubbing against my already moist entrance, and my entire body shuddered. It felt good, really, really good...but I wanted more.

"Hadrian." My nails dug into his back. "I want you...now."

A smirk played over his lips. "Noted." And then he was efficiently suiting action to words, with the way his thick, hard member had thrust inside of me right after.

Heaven, I thought dazedly. Just pure, erotic heaven, with every forceful thrust hitting my G-spot in the right way - the exact way my body craved, and it had me buckling and crying out in less than a minute, climaxing so quickly I could've submitted an entry for the world's record for shortest amount of time needed to reach an orgasm.

While I was still shuddering in his arms, his manhood still inside of me, Hadrian carried me into his bedroom, and everything started all over again. He got rid of all of our clothes before laying me down on his massive bed. This time, though, he wasn't to be hurried, with Hadrian ignoring my every cry and plea as he lazily explored my body with his mouth and fingers.

He sucked on my neck for so long that I had a feeling by the time he lifted his head he could've given me a new birthmark, and the amount of time he spent fondling my breasts and suckling on my nipples was just as lengthy and leisurely. By the time he had moved down between my legs, I was a sobbing wreck, and I could only clutch his hair as he started pleasuring me with his tongue.

"Please, Hadrian..."

I wanted to come so badly, but each time I was about to reach the peak, he would withdraw, and it was back to square one. It was the most exquisite torture, and it happened over and over and over until I was begging and sobbing for release—-

"Will you please just make me come?"

A dark, lazy chuckle played somewhere above me.

And then he was giving me what I wanted—-

AAAAAAAAAH.

My hips were off the bed, my legs forming an inverted V in the air as Hadrian grasped my ankles just before he started pounding into me, so hard and fast it was almost brutally relentless, and oh God...it was exactly, just exactly how I wanted it, too.

We came together in a flash, my moans intertwining with his rough breathing, and still it went on, Hadrian pounding into me over and over. He just wouldn't stop, just kept fucking going that my first orgasm rolled into a second one, and by the third time it felt as if pleasure was about to tear me apart.

The night seemed to stretch infinitely, and I lost count of the number of times he made me climax. All I knew that there was a point when every part of my body and his felt wonderfully sticky, and that I couldn't even remember how exactly things ended. 

It just happened, 

I had probably passed out.

I think I did. 

I must've really, since the next thing I knew, I was once again falling over the edge...and into the abyss of another nightmare.

****
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I DREAMT OF SHADOWS multiplying in the darkness. They were restless now, no longer content to simply watch and bide their time. This time, I could hear them, but their cries were distorted. Almost...inhuman.

But even so, it was as if I was on the brink of grasping what they wanted to say. 

There was something about them...and something about me...that tied us together.

A bond that was new and timeless all at once—-

Just something there, dammit. 

Something—-

But the truth eluded me, reality hauled my soul back into my body, and I woke up, heart once again threatening to bulldoze its way out of my chest, and another silent scream trapped inside my throat. 

I shot up to a sitting position, my fingers fumbling in the darkness until I could turn the bedlight on.

The other half of the bed was empty, and the unexpected sight stunned me enough into unthinkingly calling his name out. "Hadrian?"

Only silence answered me back, and I would've felt rather abandoned if not for the sight of my clothes,  all neatly folded on the bedside table, and with a Post-It note on top of it. 

Emergency at work. Stay in bed. I'll be back in time for lunch.

Text me when you're up.

His mobile number was scrawled below the message, along with his signature, which seemed to be in Greek. After wriggling back into my dress and shoving my undies into my bag, I was about to tiptoe out of the bedroom when my glance absently fell on the bedside clock—-

Shit.

The time read...3:15.

Something cold skittered down my spine, and it reminded me of the time Nana had first revealed herself to be a ghost. With my knees feeling like they were about to give out any second, I sat back down on Hadrian's bed and and focused on taking quick, deep gulps of breath.

Whatever this could mean, panic will only make things worse, so calm down, and think things through.

I rifled through my bag until I found my iPhone, and I couldn't keep my fingers from trembling as I pulled up a new browser and hit Google with a search term.

3:15 time occult

The page reloaded with its first page of results, and I hastily skimmed the headlines until I found what I was looking for, and it was a whole lot worse than I ever imagined.

3:15...was called the witching hour.

Also known as the time when that guy from Amityville murdered his entire family—-

As well as that time of the day where demons were at their strongest and most powerful.

I called out to Mary Priscilla in a trembling voice even as a part of me appreciated the irony in seeking help and comfort from an eight-year-old ghost. "Mary Priscilla?" I waited anxiously for her ghostly form to reappear, but nothing happened. 

She had told me before that she could haunt any place she wanted, but maybe there were some other rules she had forgotten to tell me, and it prevented her from crossing to Hadrian's apartment?

After sending Hadrian a quick text, I hastily left his apartment to get back into mine—-

"Saoirse!"

"AAAAH!" 

I had already made a symbol of the cross with my fingers by the time I realized it was just Mary Priscilla floating in front of me. 

Well, shit.

Letting myself still be scared out of my wits by the very ghost I was babysitting was like being caught in public with my pants down, and I glowered at the little girl in an attempt to hide my mortification. "Didn't you hear me calling for you from the other apartment—-" I broke off when I saw the terrified look on the girl's face.

"Y-You w-were in 13A?"

I had never heard Mary Priscilla's voice shake like this. "What is it—-"

"I asked about him like you told me..."

I froze.

"And everyone said..."

I almost didn't want to hear what Mary Priscilla had to say.

"They couldn't even see him."

Mary Priscilla's voice wobbled.

"I couldn't see him either."

And I started feeling cold all over.

"I think he's the Man in Black, Saoirse."
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Chapter Eight
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Twenty minutes and one cab ride later, and I was seated in front of Nana in Roger Hills' cafeteria, pretending to be in a phone call while I spilled my guts out to the oldest haunting ghost I knew. She had looked sick with fear when I told her about how I might've crossed paths with the Man in Black, but this had instantly turned into horrified dismay when I told her how I might also have had sex with him.

"You did what?"

It was a good thing the average human couldn't hear ghosts, or the few other people around us would've thought I had just told Nana I killed her pet poodle or something.

"I did say might," I pointed out weakly.

"Oh, child!" Nana floated off her seat and began pacing restlessly mid-air. "There is no might about this. Did you or did you not have sex with it?"

"He's not an 'it'!"

"Oh my Lord." Nana looked as if she was about to have a heart attack now. "You sound as if you're in love with him, too!"

"I'm not." And I wasn't. Right?

Nana started wringing her hands. "This is so very bad, my dear."

"But only if Mary Priscilla and the others are right—-" My voice trailed off at the incredulous look the older woman shot my way.

"How can you still have doubts about this?" 

"I just think—-"

"But you aren't thinking, and that's the problem. You aren't looking at this objectively at all because you're already under its—-" I frowned at Nana, and the older woman let out a frustrated sigh. "Oh, alright, his then. You are clearly under his influence already—-"

"All I'm saying," I argued, "is that the evidence Mary Priscilla gave isn't sufficient."

"Isn't it?" Nana floated back to her seat and looked at me straight in the eye. "Mary Priscilla said that she spoke with the other ghosts in your building, yes?"

I was about to nod when I remembered that I was supposed to be on the phone. "Uh, yes."

"And how did they describe him?"

"That he was a figure in black," I admitted reluctantly, "just that. Not one of them could describe him further than that. It was as if he was hidden under a cloud of shadows..." Like the ones in my nightmare, I thought, but the words remained stuck in my throat.

"And they feared him, didn't they?"

Terrified was more like it, I thought, remembering the way Mary Priscilla hadn't been able to stop glancing over her shoulder every so often, as if she expected Hadrian to drag her into Hell any moment.

But even so...

"I just can't believe he's the Man in Black," I confessed unhappily. "Can't just everybody be wrong about him?" It might be statistically improbable, but it wasn't entirely impossible either. "He simply doesn't feel evil—-"

"Of course he doesn't," Nana almost snapped. "Do you think evil creatures such as him are able to get away with doing evil things by revealing the truth about themselves? Do you think Mammon would simply walk up to his next human target and introduce himself as the Demon of Greed?"

And there was the D-word I had been dreading, and sadly, it was even worse than 'douchebag' and 'dickhead'.

"You must avoid him at all costs, child. The Man in Black is too powerful—-"

"He's just human like me—-"

"You know that's not true," Nana said flatly. "Remember what happened to the last ghost that had attempted to enter his apartment."

A poltergeist, Mary Priscilla had revealed in trembling tones, and one whose head was cut off upon trying to pass through the front door.

"Maybe he's got a really good security system?" 

Nana threw her hands up in a visible fit of frustration. "You must take this seriously, Saoirse."

I knew she was right, but something inside of me still refused to believe that Hadrian was the Man in Black just like that. I needed more proof, and in cases like this, there could only be one way to find out the truth.

****
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HADRIAN LOOKED HIS usual gorgeous self when he strode inside St. Michael the Archangel Church.

The bad news: he was still dressed in black from top to bottom, which totally didn't help his case.

The good news: he didn't catch fire upon stepping on holy ground, and he didn't even flinch the slightest bit when, upon reaching me, I "accidentally" splashed a whole bottle of holy water on his face.

There were a couple of loud gasps from the other churchgoers, but I didn't dare take my eyes off Hadrian's face, which remained beautiful...and unblemished.

Yes! Yes! Yes!

I felt weak with relief, and I couldn't keep myself from grinning like a fool. "I'm so, so sorry about that."

"You sound very much like it, too." Hadrian's tone, albeit dry, was also underscored with amusement.

A total gentleman through and through, which was the very opposite of the D-word that every dead person in Portland seemed to think he was.

"I'm really very sorry..." I finally managed to find the pack of tissues in my bag and pulled out a sheet. "Here..." I only meant to hand it to him, but then I saw Hadrian raise his brow at me.

Oh.

I found myself biting my lip even as I slowly reached up to wipe one side of his face with slightly trembling fingers. His skin was hard and smooth under my touch, and I was so badly tempted to have another "accident" just so I could reacquaint myself with the texture of his lips..

"Sorry about this again," I said softly.

"Hm."

"It really was an accident."

"Of course."

The dryness of his tone had me fighting back a smile. "You think I did it deliberately?" I glanced up as I spoke, wanting to see his face when he answered me.

"We both know you did." His voice was calm, and his silvery gaze only reflected curiosity. "I'm just waiting for you to tell me why."

And that was that.

He wasn't angry at all, and that could only mean one thing. Hadrian was not the Man in Black. He was just too nice to be the D-word, and I simply needed to find a way to prove this to the other ghosts. 

But first—-

Three tissues later, and I could finally take a small step back to observe my handiwork. "All done," I assured him.

"Thanks." 

I ignored the sardonic note in Hadrian's voice and instead pointed to the small garden at the back of the church. "Can we go there and talk?"

Hadrian took my hand as we walked, and he led us to one of the stone benches scattered around the garden. I waited until we were both seated before clearing my throat. "So..."

"Is this about me leaving in the middle of the night?"

"Uh..." So much had happened that it actually took me a second to understand what he was talking about. "No, it's, um, not that. It's...something else."

Hadrian's gaze narrowed. "Is this about the...stray?"

"Err...no." I was genuinely taken aback. Where did that even come from? 

"You're certain?"

"It really was just a stray, you know." I saw the hardened edges of his jaw relax, and my confusion grew. Maybe he finally realized that stray cat wasn't as handsome as he thought it was?

I felt Hadrian's grip tighten slightly, and it made me glance up.

"You can tell me anything," Hadrian invited. 

I managed a smile. "I really hope you mean that," I told him, "since what I'm about to tell you is something that will probably make you think I'm crazy."

"Saoirse..." Hadrian's tone was gentle. "Stop beating around the bush."

Fine then.

I looked at him in the eye and just said it.

"I can see ghosts."

Silence.

"I'm not joking."

"I didn't say you were."

"It's the truth," I insisted. "I can really see ghosts—-"

"I believe you."

"I know how crazy—-" Wait. "What did you say?"

Hadrian's calm expression didn't change as he repeated his words. "I believe you."

I stared at him in shock. "Seriously?" 

His lips twitched, but he responded obligingly all the same. "Seriously." 

"But why?" I asked incredulously. "You should've at least wondered if I was crazy or hallucinating. You can't just—-" My eyes widened. "You wouldn't believe me just like that unless..." I held my breath. "Can you see ghosts, too?" When I saw Hadrian seem to hesitate, I said eagerly, "It's alright. I won't think you're crazy either. But that's it, isn't it? You can see ghosts, too?" 

There was a rather long moment of silence before Hadrian finally spoke. 

"Yes, I can."

Oh, thank God.

"And talk to them as well?" I asked excitedly.

A frown marred Hadrian's forehead. "Why are you asking me these things?"

"Because the ghosts think you're the Man in Black," I revealed with a shake of my head. "Crazy, right?"

"Ah."

"They have their reasons though," I told him in a rush, "so please don't be mad at them."

"What do you know about the Man in Black?"

A huge burden seemed to have lifted from my shoulders as I told him how Nana made me realize about my new "abilities" and had warned me later on about the Man in Black. Throughout it, I peeked at his expression every so often, but Hadrian's impassive mask didn't even crack a single time.

Which was a good thing...right?

"All of the ghosts only seem to avoid him out of instinct," I shared, "and when I asked them why, none of them could give me a straight answer. They can't even agree on what he is exactly, but if you ask me, I'm pretty sure I've figured out the truth." 

"Which is?"

"He's the D-word."

Hadrian was visibly bemused. 

"D as in demon, silly."

Hadrian's gaze turned chilly at my words. Maybe he didn't like being called silly? I started to apologize, but he beat me to speaking. 

"Why can't it be the A-word?"

It was my turn to be confused. "Like asshole?"

Hadrian looked as if he wanted to strangle me now for some reason. "I meant angel."

"Oh, right." I wrinkled my nose. "I don't think that's possible. I mean, duh. Angels don't make ghosts run away in terror."

"Which you're certain of..." Hadrian's tone was solemn.

"Of course."

"Because you know a lot of angels, I take it?"

I pretended not to hear this. "Anyway, we're getting off topic. We need to prove to them that you're not what they think you are, and I think the best way to do that is to have you meet them—-" I stopped speaking when I saw Hadrian wince ever so slightly. "You don't want to meet with them?"

"Not...exactly."

I waited for him to say more, but he didn't, and it left me stumped. "I suppose I could explain to them on your behalf," I said doubtfully, "but it's not going to carry the same weight." I tried but failed to imagine how I'd be able to properly explain things to the ghosts, like why it was that they could only see Hadrian as this fuzzy figure in black and why all of them had this seemingly pre-built fear of his presence...

Come to think of it, why was he so different from me? We could both see ghosts, but our similarities ended there. He terrified ghosts, while I'd be lucky to make a single dead person blink. Maybe that meant...

"Could you be cursed, do you think?" I blurted out. 

"Er...no."

My shoulders slumped. A curse could've explained a lot of things, but oh well. "It doesn't matter," I said finally. "Let's just go as originally planned, and have you meet some of the ghosts. Nana and Mary Priscilla are like family to me, and—-"

"Saoirse—-"

"They need to know you're not—-"

"But I am."

I laughed, thinking he was joking, but Hadrian remained unsmiling. "Stop it." But this only made his jaw harden, and I started feeling uneasy. "This isn't funny anymore."

"I'm sorry you had to learn about it this way."

"Shut up."

"I'm sorry, Saoirse."

I stared at him helplessly, waiting for him to take the words back.

But he didn't.

"I d-don't understand," I stammered. "It's not possible. You're here in church. You can't be in church if you're—-" 

"The D-word?"

I paled. "Are y-you?" Could Hadrian be a demon?

"No." Hadrian's voice was gentle. "But I am the Man in Black."
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Chapter Nine
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"Let me see if I got all of it right then..." Hadrian and I were at a small cafe located right across the church, and he had spent the past half hour telling me everything about being the Man in the Black while I worked my way through three cups of black coffee and a pair of French toasts. 

"It's the requisite dress code at your workplace, to be dressed in black from head to toe?"

"Basically."

"And your job is to collect souls—-"

"The proper term is to deliver."

"For Hell—-"

"It's called the Underworld," Hadrian corrected with a wince.

"Like the Grim Reaper?"

"Actually..." Amusement flickered in his silvery gaze, and Hadrian seemed as if he was recalling something funny. "A woman—-"

A woman? 

"—-once described my job as a bounty hunter."

"Huh." I disliked her immediately, that woman, and quickly changed the subject so he could forget about her, pronto. "Anyway..." My gaze narrowed at him. "You're also saying that the nature of your job requires you to be scary and sort-of-unidentifiable to ghosts?"

"Not all ghosts are good," Hadrian reminded me evenly. "It's my job to expedite delivery when certain souls are causing too much trouble."

"And that's it?" I asked uncertainly.

Hadrian studied my expression. "If there's something else you want to know, you only have to ask."

I wished I could believe him. I really did. But since what I wanted to know was something he was unlikely to confess to if it were the truth...

"Being the Man in Black doesn't make me the bad guy," Hadrian said quietly.

I knew that. But I also couldn't help thinking how all of my nightmares seemed to dwell in shadows...just like the Man in Black.

"Saoirse..." Hadrian tipped my chin up. "Are you afraid of me?"

I couldn't answer, and his eyes darkened.

"I'd never hurt you," he said fiercely. "Never."

A memory suddenly flashed in my mind: the first time Jason and I met, I hadn't liked him at all. I found him too arrogant and immature, but because he also ticked off everything in the average girl's dating checklist - good looks, stable job, nice hygiene - I had decided to ignore my guts and said yes to another date.

But on the other hand...

When Nana first revealed herself to be a ghost, the "acceptable" thing I could've done at that time was to call for the doctor and ask for meds. But if I had done that, I would've probably really lost my mind, locked away in an asylum and surrounded by people who would constantly tell me I was imagining things, and that I wasn't seeing ghosts.

Even if I were.

And that's why instincts mattered, I told myself. Love might be what made the world go round, but instincts were what changed and redefined it. We wouldn't have iPhones and iPods and iPads and everything with a lower-caps "i" if Steve Jobs hadn't listened to his instincts. The travel industry would never have boomed the way it did if not for a Boeing CEO gambling on his vision, and books like Carrie, The Time Traveler's Wife, and even Chicken Soup for the Soul would never have seen the light of day if not for people taking a chance on manuscripts that others had already written off as unpublishable. 

Instincts mattered, I thought again, and right now, my instincts were telling me just one thing.

I lifted my gaze to his, and Hadrian breathed deep. "You trust me?"

I nodded.

He reached for my hand, and when he pressed it to his lips, I heard the words his kiss whispered..

Thank you.

And when I saw his gaze began to smolder, well—-

My body started tingling.

I definitely knew what that meant, too.

****
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I'LL BE QUICK, I PROMISE. I just need to make you come. 

The sound of Hadrian's lust-roughened voice played in my mind over and over, accompanied by delicious memories of how he had practically dragged me alongside him in his haste to leave the cafe and get me into the backseat of his car.

Once there, I had found myself pushed up against the door, Hadrian impatiently ordering me to hold my skirt up—-

And then he was pushing three of his fingers inside of me, and all I had been able to do after that was sob his name. It had been so, so good, you see, with Hadrian pleasuring me with his fingers while his thumb expertly ground my clit, and well...it was just as he promised, and he had me gasping with my orgasm in less than a minute. 

Best quickie ever, I thought dreamily, and while I didn't think I'd ever admit this out loud, the fact that Hadrian also happened to be the Man in Black made sex with him all the more exciting. There was an element of forbidden pleasure and danger now, and it just made me go...

Ooh. La. La. La. 

Hadrian glanced at me curiously when I suddenly sat up next to him. 

"Can I play some music?" I asked impulsively. 

He pressed the power button of his car radio. "It's all yours."

I connected it to my phone via Bluetooth, and moments later, Camilla Cabello was serenading us with Señorita. The sultry beauty of her voice was a mood all on its own, and it had me bobbing my head and tapping my foot—-

I noticed Hadrian watching me, and my breath caught when I saw the smoldering heat in his gaze. But more than that, it was the flash of tenderness that made my heart squeeze, and I knew then and there...

Hadrian is NOT evil.

I was willing to bet my life on that, even if there did turn out to be a connection between him and the recent string of murders that had all the locals locking up doors before sunset.

Hadrian is NOT evil.

The thought calmed me for some reason, almost as if thinking otherwise had felt my heart safe.

Hadrian is NOT evil.

And by the time we made it to the clinic, and Hadrian was helping me out of the car, I had also made my mind up on something else.

Hadrian studied my expression. "You're planning something."

"Yup."

After a moment's hesitation, Hadrian only said, "Just keep yourself safe."

Huh.

The way he was saying those words, he was making it seem like he knew from experience I was a magnet for danger. Weird. I started to ask him about this, but before I could speak, I heard someone call my name from behind.

"Saoirse?"

The voice was smooth and deep, with more than a hint of arrogance. Hatefully familiar, too, and I couldn't help sucking my breath.

Shit.

My gaze darted up to Hadrian's handsome face, but his expression was unreadable, and that made me nervous somehow. 

Jason came up to us then, and I nodded at him in greeting. "Hey." 

"Just hey?" he asked teasingly.

I said nothing but forced myself to smile, unable to be rude. He looked good, I thought absently. But then he always did. I had wondered from time to time, how it would feel if we saw each other again. A part of me had been scared and worried that seeing Jason would make me realize I was still in love with him.

But now that it had finally happened, and Hadrian just happened to make up our threesome?

All I could do was try my damnedest to keep my face straight as I watched the two men face each other. 

I've been with Jason long enough to gauge his moods, and right now the only way to describe it was pissed. 

Jason had always been the type to categorize people in neat little boxes: people who were overweight were automatically lazy, people who cared more about their passions than money were stupid, and so forth. He was convinced that every person matched a certain stereotype, and in his book, guys who still wore hoodies in their thirties or forties were ugly dorks who still lived in their parents' spare bedrooms. Unfortunately for him, Hadrian was the exact opposite. Not only was Hadrian delectably gorgeous, but he was taller and bigger, too (in every way, if you know what I mean), and the fact that Hadrian's ride also happened to be a lot pricier than Jason's years-old Porsche was just the cherry on the top. 

Hadrian was the first one to offer hand. "Hadrian."

"Jason."

They shook hands, and I had to fight back another smile. Judging by Jason's grimace, Hadrian's grip wasn't the weak and friendly type he had probably been hoping for.

"Saoirse and I used to date," Jason commented as soon as their handshake-slash-pissing-contest ended. 

"She did mention you, yes." The dismissiveness in Hadrian's tone had me fighting back another smile, and the urge to keep my face expressionless became a greater challenge when I saw the livid expression on Jason's face, with the way Hadrian didn't even seem to regard his as competition in any way.

Hadrian turned to me then, asking, "I'll pick you up tonight?"

"Yes, please."

An arm went around my waist, and Hadrian pulled me close. "Take care, love." He gently brushed his mouth over mine, gave Jason another courteous nod, and then he was driving away.  

Way to go, Man in Black. I had never seen someone handle Jason so with such diabolical ease, and it almost had me worrying. Diabolical was a little too close to demonic—-

"New boyfriend then?"

The curt sound of Jason's voice interrupted my musings, and I reluctantly turned to face him again. "He is."

"And is he also the reason why you haven't been answering my texts?"

"Uh...no. That's all on you." I made sure to speak lightly, not wanting Jason to have even the slightest reason to think that I was still bitter over his actions.

"Saoirse—-"

The heavy note in his voice warned me off, and I hurriedly interrupted him, asking, "Are you a client of Dr. Harris?"

Jason frowned. "You know him?"

"I work for him."

Jason's lips tightened. "I see."

"I don't recall having your name listed down for today, though." If memory served me right, Dr. Harris would currently be in session with a patient whose secretary I had spoken to, and whose name was listed as—-

"Alicia is Ms. Melons?" I gasped, and the sudden flush that darkened Jason's cheeks was answer enough. 

According to her old records on file, Alicia had undergone breast augmentation to upgrade her B cups to double Ds. I was dying to ask Jason whose idea it was to use Ms. Melons as Alicia's fake name, but I swallowed the words back in time. Too snide, I thought, even for a bitch like me.

"Anyway..." I cleared my throat. "My shift's about to start soon—-"

"I'd appreciate if you'd keep her visits confidential," Jason said stiffly.

"Of course. You didn't have to ask. It's part of my job to keep my mouth shut."

"Thank you."

I nodded. "Nice seeing you." I turned away right after, wanting to end the conversation. I could feel Jason's gaze following me as I entered the clinic, and the tiniest ache squeezed my heart. I now had my answer to the question that I had been unconsciously afraid to ask. 

For better or for worse, it was over between us, irrevocably.
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Chapter Ten
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Work that day was mostly spent overseeing deliveries, all of which were to be taken straight to the huge storage room at the back. Completely bare but well-ventilated, it was now home to a new industrial-sized freezer, an operating bed, and several equipment and machines that seemed to have something to do with cosmetic surgery. It made me wonder if Dr. Harris had decided to start practicing as a cosmetic surgeon again, and if he were - did that mean I was going to see Alicia and Jason more often?

The thought was a little depressing, but I told myself off for being shallow about it. There were more important things to trouble myself with, like tracking down a serial killer whose victims were now ghosts that demanded justice for their murders.

This was what I had decided on earlier. I was going to find a way to contact those ghosts and hopefully be able to prove that Hadrian as the Man in Black had nothing to do with their murders.

While having dinner, I decided to pull out my Notes app and type down everything I could think of related to the murders. I hit Google to read everything I could on the six corpses that had been so far recovered, and I made profile charts for each victim. 

Tongues cut out, body parts seemingly torn off by hand, and corpses disposed of in various parts of the city.

I then moved on to write everything I could remember about the ghostly side of it.

Shadows.

It all boiled down to shadows. 

That time in the bus, where I felt a shadow was stalking me. 

The shadows from my nightmares. 

And the shadowy figure of the Man in Black. 

A part of me felt like all of these incidents could be connected together, but another part of me was worried I was only seeing what I wanted to see, just so I could absolve Hadrian from any wrongdoing.

My gaze flicked back to the top of the page, where I had listed the small number of similarities—-

Aha!

Since all of the women had their tongues cut out, could that be why the shadows in my nightmares - and even that time Melanie's ghost had tried to communicate with me through the TV - were completely incoherent?

My guts told me that I was on to something, and I could feel my heart racing as I opened a new browser tab and searched the Internet for ways to communicate with ghosts. There were suggestions aplenty, but most of them required use of objects no ordinary household or workplace would have access to. These were things like ouija boards and planchettes, pendulums and pentagrams, and even crystal balls (seriously?).

Come on, Google, don't fail me now.

It was only when I made it to the second page that I finally found something doable, and I quickly checked the time.

8:05. 

Not exactly witching hour, but eight plus five equals thirteen, so that should be almost as good...hopefully.

****
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DR. HARRIS' CLINIC only had one cloakroom, and I pushed the lock to Occupied as soon as I stepped inside. I stared at my reflection in the mirror, and the face that looked back at me was apprehensive. I really hope this was going to work, and I'd end up talking to the right ghosts...instead of accidentally dial the wrong number and end up speaking to Bloody Mary.

So here goes nothing.

I flipped the main lights off, and goosebumps broke over my skin as the entire restroom was plunged into darkness.

Meditate.

That was Step #1, and I closed my eyes and willed myself to relax.

Me-di-tate. Me-di-tate. Me-di-tate.

I was thinking my mind should be blank by now, but it was still chaos despite the darkness behind my lids, and all I could think about was how those six corpses could have been stalking me from day one.

Me-di-tate. Me-di-tate. Me-di-tate.

But all this did was make my imagination take a gorier turn. All I could see now were tongues littering the ground, shadows merging and taking shape...until they slowly turned into...a fiery-red...demon.

AAAAAAH!

My eyes flew open—-

And that was when I saw it: six women staring back at me from the mirror, their eyes once again completely white.

The air around me turned icy cold, and as my teeth began to chatter, letters slowly appeared on the glass.

A N T H R O P O

"Ms. Sullivan?" Dr. Harris' fist rapped against the door, and the sound seemed to break some invisible connection between me and the other world, with the temperature inside the room instantly shooting back up, and the lights switching back on all by itself. 

I stared blankly at the mirror. 

Anthropo...what?

Why couldn't they have just spelled their killer's name—-

"Ms. Sullivan?" 

Dr. Harris' voice startled me out of my thoughts, and I realized belatedly that I had yet to answer him. I hurriedly unlocked the door and stepped out of the restroom.

"Are you alright? I thought I heard you cry out."

"I...um..." Gaaaah. Why was it always so hard to lie on the spot? 

Dr. Harris was looking at me with growing concern. "Did you have an upset stomach?"

It was as good an excuse as any, and I nodded right away. "I'm sorry, doc. But I don't think I'll be any good to you..." I gestured vaguely to the restroom, adding, "It's toxic inside, too..."

"Thank you for the warning," Dr. Harris said with a wince. 

I clutched my stomach. "I think it's starting again..."

The speed in which Dr. Harris took a step back almost made me laugh, and when I asked him if I could take my - er - toxic business elsewhere, he said yes right away, and looked more than a little relieved to wave me off. 

I felt guilty about having to deceive him like that, even if it were for a good cause, and I promised myself to make it up next time. For now, however...

My steps slowed to a stop, and I took my phone out to type those eight letters in my dictionary app. A painfully long list of possible words showed up, and I clicked on the first term that struck me as something a ghost demanding justice would write.

Anthropogenic

It referred to anything humans did that affected nature, and right away I thought about The Happening. But if that were the case, those ghosts would've been the evil ones, and nature was simply delivering justice with their deaths.

So no, it had to be something else, and I tried looking for another term.

Anthropogony

This could be it, I think. It was like anthropo and agony combined, so maybe it was some code word for human torture? I clicked on the term—-

To access this definition, please visit the App Store and purchase the full version of our app.

It was the very first time I had seen this notification pop up, and it was almost felt like the gods were having fun on my expense. I was doing my best helping those ghosts here, and I still had to pay an extra five dollars to look a word up?

No way.

I switched to my Internet browser and typed anthropogony in the search bar.

Ha!

It meant the study of human origins, and since the term obviously hadn't anything to do with my murder investigation, that would've meant five dollars wasted if I had gone ahead and downloaded the full version.

So take that, gods, fates, or whoever it was up there—-

An icy breeze blew against my skin, startling me into looking up—-

What the hell!

Six dead girls were rising out of the shadows—-

And then they were screaming.

Disjointed words that I couldn't make sense of, but underneath it all was a terrible sense of urgency—-

And I knew right away they were telling me, begging me to hurry—-

Or else.

I tried to keep my fingers from shaking as I typed the letters again and quickly scrolled up to choose another possible term. 

Anthropomorph

But this wasn't it either, and the ghosts around me were wailing louder and louder as I typed the letters anew. 

"I'm trying, okay?" It wasn't my fault the app required me to start from scratch with every new query.

Anthropophagi

I mentally crossed my fingers as I clicked on the term.

Come on, come on, please let this be it.

And it was.

In fables, myths, and legends, a being that feeds on human flesh.

A cannibal.

But by then it was too late.

Someone had grabbed me from behind, covering my mouth with something—-

Shit.

Shit. 

Shiiiiiiiiiit.

The ghosts were gone, and the night eerily and devastatingly silent as my eyelids started to droop, and my body gradually sagged against my assailant.
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Chapter Eleven
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"Wakey-wakey, Ms. Sullivan." My boss smiled kindly at me as I stared up at him groggily. "You have been a very nosy girl, and I'm very sorry to say I'll have to kill you for it."

The room was still spinning ever so slightly as Dr. Harris turned his back on me and started humming. He was wearing scrubs, I observed drowsily.

Why?

The throbbing in my head made it hard for me to think, but my surroundings eventually made sense, and I realized I was in the clinic's storage room—-

My gaze darted down.

And I was strapped to his newly delivered surgical bed.

Panic burst inside of me just as Dr. Harris walked back to my side, and my lips parted in silent terror when I saw the yellow-colored IV tube already connected to my wrist, which was manacled to the bed railing.

No, no, noooo—-

"Sssh..." Dr. Harris' voice was soothing, but somehow, that just made him all the more monstrously frightening, and tears tracked helplessly down my cheeks. 

"It's alright," Dr. Harris comforted me. "It will be all over soon, and you won't feel a thing, I promise."

I stared up at him, wishing I could somehow find the energy to spit at his abnormally smooth face. I had sometimes wondered how it was he had kept himself wrinkle-free, and now I had my answer. 

It was all because he was an anthropo...shit, what was that word again?

A squeaking sound distracted me, and I saw Dr. Harris pulling a swivel chair close so he could sit next to my bed.

"Have you ever undergone liposuction before, Ms. Sullivan?"

I forced myself to shake my head. In books and movies, the characters that tended to survive were those who had kept their would-be killers talking, and well...a girl's gotta hope, right? 

Dr. Harris was nodding thoughtfully. "I did think that was the case."

"Is that what this is then?" I managed to croak out. "Forced liposuction?" 

My boss chuckled. "You're looking at me like I've lost my mind, but I assure you that's not the case."

I wished I could say I begged to differ, but nah. I needed him to keep me alive for longer time, not shorter.

"I am so very rarely surprised these days, young lady, but you..." His gaze turned admiring. "I was immensely shocked when I saw what you've written on the mirror..."

So that was how he knew I knew.

"How do you know what I am?" he asked curiously.

"If I tell you, I'd have to kill you."

Dr. Harris laughed. "Priceless, my dear."

He sounded so wonderfully charmed by my quip, it was almost impossible to remember that he was also a cannibal underneath his immaculately polished disguise. Maybe he was related to Ted Bundy, seeing how Dr. Harris ticked all the boxes: good-looking and rich, educated and well-spoken, and a fetish for human flesh. If I remembered correctly, didn't the Boston Strangler like to bite his victims—-

"Ms. Sullivan?"

I tensed involuntarily, the politeness of his tone making me feel sick to my stomach.

"You haven't answered my question."

"It was a guess."

His lips tightened. "I don't like liars, my dear."

And I don't like killers, I thought gloomily, but we don't always get what we want, do we?

"You know what I think?"

Nope.

I didn't want to know what he was thinking. 

He was a serial killer, ergo, his thoughts would be grossly—-

"I think you can see ghosts."

Perceptive.

"That's it, isn't it?"

"Nope."

"What a horrible liar you are, Ms. Sullivan."

Shit.

"It's because of people like you that I cut their tongues out, you know."

Oh God, the old man really was a psycho, to say something like that so damn easily.

"The spell was supposed to keep them from snitching, but..." Dr. Harris sighed. "I knew that Fiverr ad was too good to be true."

Spell? 

Fiver? 

Dr. Harris clucked his tongue. "Don't look at me like that—-"

"What are you exactly?" He made me sick, and he scared the shit out of me, but even so, I truly did want to know what kind of monster he was. "Are you like Harry Potter but raised on a diet of Texas Chainsaw Massacres and The Hills Have Eyes—-"

Dr. Harris laughed. "You are truly perfect for my experiment, my dear."

Not what I wanted to hear, but as long as it got him talking, I'd take it. Now that my shock had worn off, I finally remembered Hadrian was due to arrive any moment.

You just have to keep yourself alive until the Man in Black comes, I told myself, and Hadrian's going to kick this cannibal's ass straight to Hell.

"I am what you call an anthropophagus."

I wondered what he had in common with Aloysius Snuffleupagus and a human's esophagus.

"In ancient times, my race lived amongst gods."

Right.

First he talked about spells, now he's talking about gods.

Definitely psycho.

Dr. Harris frowned. "I'm not lying, Ms. Sullivan. Do you not know anything about Greek mythology?"

"I've watched Hercules," I offered.

My boss winced. "Blasphemy."

"Hey!" I felt more than a little offended. "It's a good movie—-"

"Enough." Dr. Harris slowly shook his head. "You think I don't see through you, but I do. You think to delay your death by making me talk—-"

Shit.

"But you see, you have it all wrong."

I did?

"I plan to keep you alive for a long time...if my experiment works."

My heart, which had started to soar earlier with a tiny amount of hope, plummeted back to its death once I heard Dr. Harris mention the E-word. 

And when I saw him lick his lips while slowly tracing the length of the IV tube with his well-manicured fingers—-

Shiiiiiit.

The other end was simply capped, and I felt myself pale when I realized what this meant.

Cannibalistic liposuction.

My boss smiled at me. "Bon apetit to me."

I screamed. 

"Hadrian!"

Dr. Harris didn't even seem to hear me. After releasing the tube from his hold, he lowered his head, murmuring, "I think I'll just have a little taste..."

"Hadrian, where the fuck—-"

Dr. Harris pricked my finger with a needle, and my words ended with a gasp of pain. I felt his tongue lick the blood off my skin, and tears of revulsion stung my eyes. 

This was it then.

But the next thing I knew, Dr. Harris had suddenly started choking, his face turning a sickly color as a series of seizures had him twitching and jerking. He clawed at his throat as he fell off his chair, and by the time his body hit the floor...

He was dead.
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Chapter Twelve
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I know, I know. Just like before, you probably have lots of questions, but unlike before, I'm not under house arrest. Rather, I'm waiting for an old friend to show up, and we can chat until then.

So...

Let's start with how I lost my memory. It was that day when Hadrian told me he was the Lord of the Underworld, and I was his Lady. We were about to enter his - make that our - kingdom when boom!

A messenger from the Olympian High Court had appeared, golden scroll in hand.

Apparently, only a woman with living flesh had the right to become Lady of the Underworld, and since Hadrian (naturally!) refused to replace me with anyone else, the Moirai offered us a deal.

The Aspirant's Soul shall return to her Original Body.

She is to prove her ability to assume the Noble Tasks of the Lady of the Underworld 

without lifting the Veil that separates the living from the dead.

Interference or aid of any kind from the Lord of the Underworld

shall mean forfeiture, and the Aspirant shall forever lose her chance to stand by his side.

But if the Aspirant completes her task in accordance to the decrees of the Moirai,

the gift of ambrosia shall bond with her blood, and she shall reclaim her memories of the Afterlife.

With this, she will be crowned and take the throne as a goddess like no other.

...

...

...

This is me giving you guys time to take it all in.

Pretty heavy stuff, right?

The first time I read those words, I had needed Hadrian to dumb it down for me. Or maybe the better term is to update the Moirai's words with some 21st century plain speak.

And in case you still find some of it confusing, the gist of it was that I had to become human again, "rediscover" my ability to see ghosts, and help them cross over (aka the "Noble" Tasks of the Lady of the Underworld)...all...on...my...own.

Which I did.

Sort of.

Do you remember how I had my doctors puzzled over the abnormal mutation in my blood? That's the ambrosia in my system, which the Moirai gave me permission to partake (their term, not mine), to prevent my accidental death while I went through the Olympians' version of intiation. 

And since Dr. Harris hadn't any permission to consume this super rare bit of nectar, diluted as it was with my blood...

Like the wise Justin Timberlake says: bye, bye, bye!

All the same, I couldn't help feeling all shades of stupid for not having suspected him from the start. If I had just been smart enough to see the signs, I could've prevented Melanie from being killed.

It was only when Dr. Harris moved to Portland that the killings started. 

And the odd smell coming from the small refrigerator? It had leaked out from a container that had Dr. Harris had neglected to completely close, and which contained some of the fatty body parts my boss had removed from his victims.

Hadrian tells me the the most likely reason all those parts had been torn off by hand was to mislead the police and make them think their missing serial killer wasn't handy with a scalpel.

Despicably cunning, my former boss, and a complete disgrace to his fellow anthropophagi, which the evil old doctor actually told me the truth about.

His race did live among gods once upon a time, and it had been the bane of their existence that cannibalism had been the only way for them to enjoy extraordinarily long lives. And for a time, they had done just that...until the Holy Crusades. 

When the entire race converted to Christianity, the practice of cannibalism was subsequently banned...but not forgotten. And it was why, upon being diagnosed of Stage IV pancreatic cancer, Dr. Harris had decided to save his life at the cost of others. 

With the help of several books on the black arts, Dr. Harris had managed to come up with the requisite formula for his recovery and closed shop to move to Portland.

As for the women he had summarily chosen to kill and consume, the police had sadly failed to dig deep enough to uncover two common denominators.

Firstly - these women had all been spur-of-the-moment walk-ins at Dr. Harris' clinic, albeit at different times and dates.

Secondly - they were all exceptionally healthy, their blood free from drugs and alcohol, i.e. the complete opposite of the "commercialized" women of Beverly Hills, and thus the exact thing a cannibalistic doctor ordered.

And for a while, his formula had seemed to work, but when his latest diagnosis had shown his cancer had once again worsened to Stage IV, it was then Dr. Harris decided to retweak his formula. Since all of his books on black magic preached of greater evil resulting into greater gains, why not consume his victim's flesh while she was alive, and do so in a way that her torment would last for as long as possible?

And yes...

That was to have been my fate...if not for the ambrosia in my blood, which Hades' ex-queen considered a 'deus ex machina' and had consequently filed an appeal in the Olympian High Court to question the validity of my ascendancy as the new (and dare I say better and cuter) Lady of the Underworld.

So...yeah.

That's w

Not quite the happy-ever-after for Hadrian and me, but I was choosing to be positive, despite my own reservations. Zetes told me the court was likely to junk Persephone's suit, but honestly, I was still a little worried. Then again, I haven't gotten around to asking Google what 'deus ex machina' means, so who knows? 

Maybe Zetes was right, and I had nothing to be worried about.

Oh, and in case you're wondering...

No, it was not Zetes that had been stalking me, and he had been rather offended that I would even think such a thing. As a skilled and experienced court watcher, it would have been the greatest shame for him if I had felt his presence in any way. 

So those times that I felt I was being watched?

Those were the ghosts of Dr. Harris' victims. Having seen me being interviewed for a job, they had followed me home, and upon realizing that I could see ghosts, they had "joined forces" in order to communicate with me through my dreams.

If - like Dr. Harris had said - the spell had been cast by a more experienced witch, they might not have been able to reach out to me. But since it had been a rather amateurish, loophole-ridden spell, the ghosts had been able to work around its magical conditions. Since the spell had only forbidden them to mention their killer's name and be anywhere near Dr. Harris, all they had to do was wait when I was alone or unconscious before haunting me.

Anyway, all's well that ends well. The ghosts were at peace, Dr. Harris now had his own suite in Tartarus, and the only blip in the horizon was what he Goddess of Law's final judgment would be on Persephone's lawsuit.

But for now...

****
[image: image]


"HOLA, QUERIDA."

I fought against blushing when Joaquin bent down to kiss my cheek before taking the seat opposite me. It wasn't that I still had a crush on him or that I was being unfaithful to Hadrian. Rather, the broodingly handsome Spaniard was just so rakishly charming it was impossible - really, truly impossible - not to feel the tiniest thrill at the knowledge that a man like him found li'l ole me...attractive.

"I'm sorry I'm late," he murmured.

"It's fine." I was, of course, pretending to talk on my phone again. Even though there were only a few other people inside the cafe, it was always better to be safe than sorry. Also, I needed to set an example, now that I was, you know, the Lady of the Underworld.

"I thought I saw her, you see..." His jaw clenched. "But I could be wrong. She was in a car, and as you know..."

It hurt to hear the bleakness in his tone. I wanted to say 'sorry', but because I knew he hated even the smallest sign of sympathy, I simply let a respectful amount of time pass before clearing my throat and speaking again. "So...what was it that you wanted to tell me?"

"Ah, yes." His dark eyes gleamed. "There's been a man coming here of late."

"Oh." I hadn't really known what to expect from this meeting, but I definitely hadn't expected that.

"At first, I thought he was your stalker."

Zetes, I thought. 

"But then I saw you with him—-"

"He's not a bad person," I reassured him. "While I wouldn't say we're friends exactly—-"

Joaquin smirked. "I'm certain he is more than that, querida."

I frowned. "What do you mean..." My voice trailed off.

The sun had already set, and with its crimson rays gone, so was the ghost of Joaquin, whose cursed soul was doomed to haunt only at daytime. I had asked him once, where he went every time darkness fell, and all Joaquin would tell me that it was a place where he deserved to be, for having so callously broken the heart of an innocent witch in his youth.

Tomorrow, I decided absently. I'll ask Joaquin again, and—-

Wait a minute.

All at once, I felt someone staring at me from behind, and I bit back a groan.

Not another dead stalker, please?

I was hoping I could take a little break before getting back to work, but...oh well. 

With great power comes great responsibility, I reminded myself just before slowly turning to glance over my shoulder—-

"Boo."

The greeting, albeit drawled out in a soft, lazily pleasant tone, still had me nearly jumping out of my skin, and the moment Hadrian took the chair Joaquin previously occupied, and I saw the way his lip curled ever so slightly—-

Oh shit.

I had no idea what I had done, but one thing I was sure of: I was in big trouble, if the cool glint in Hadrian's silver eyes were anything to go by.

"Um...hi?" I tested a smile on him, but Hadrian didn't smile back.

"You seem a little too fond of your so-called stray," Hadrian said flatly.

It took me a second to understand what he was talking about, and a choked laugh escaped me. "That day..." I remembered how I had lied about waving hello to a stray cat, not knowing that Hadrian could see Joaquin as I did. 

No wonder he kept talking about the "stray" back then. 

His jealousy was really too cute for words, and unable to help it, I quickly stood up, and - uncaring of what other people might think - planted myself on Hadrian's lap. "I love you," I said sweetly.

Hadrian grunted.

Unwilling to be put off, I curled my arms around his neck as I leaned down to kiss him. Hadrian's lips were stiff and unresponsive at first, but I refused to give up, wooing him with little nibbles until finally, I felt his fingers curve around my nape—-

Finally.

He took over then, his tongue stroking hungrily against mine, and I willingly surrendered to the forceful passion of his kiss. By the time he raised his head, my lips were hurting in the nicest way possible, and I felt just the slightest bit dazed. 

"I don't like seeing you alone with him," Hadrian muttered.

"Then I won't be alone with him again," I said easily. "I'll take Mary Priscilla with me next time." 

Hadrian frowned. "Just like that?"

"I wouldn't want to see you alone with any other woman either," I explained.

He grunted at this, and I bit back a smile. That was still the sexiest sound ever, and I hated thinking about all those days I had been forced to forget it. But then, it had probably been a thousand times harder for Hades, seeing me live my life like he had never existed...

My heart squeezed, and a sudden, urgent need to speak the words seized me.

"I really love you, you know."

He took my hand and pressed his lips to my knuckles. He didn't say the words back, but the glitter in his eyes said enough. 

"Come on." His voice was gruff as he gently lifted me off my lap. "Let's go home."

Hadrian held my hand as we walked back to our place at a relaxed pace.

"Hadrian?"

"Hm."

"Why didn't you come introduce yourself to me right away?" I blurted out. It had been bothering me for a while now, remembering how he had looked surprised and almost angry even, the "first" time we had met at the gym. "I asked Zetes if you were forbidden to do so, and he told me you weren't."

Hadrian didn't answer right away, and I tugged at his sleeve until he was forced to stop and face me.

"You won't let this go, will you?" he asked with a sigh.

"Nope."

"It was because of your ex," he said finally. "The first time we met, you were already a ghost, and you hadn't any chance to get back together with him."

"But—-"

"When the Moirai laid out the rules of your challenge, it was almost as if they, too, wanted to see if you would still choose me, given the chance to be reunited—-"

"Oh, Hadrian." I just had to tiptoe and hug him as tightly as I could after that. "I know I'm not as smart as you," I whispered, my voice muffled against his neck, "but give me some credit." His arms went around me as I leaned back to gaze up at him chidingly. "I'm not that big of an idiot."

"You did fall for him once," he remarked.

I glowered. "Low blow!"

But Hadrian's lips only twitched in response.

"Can this please be the last time you'll let Jason become an issue between us?"

Hadrian grunted.

"I'll take that as a yes," I decided.

We resumed walking, and I found myself thinking about how the challenge seemed to have been designed to kill two birds with one stone.

Mm.

Come to think of it...

Hadrian raised a brow when I pulled on his sleeve again and made him stop walking. 

"Don't you think it's incredible," I couldn't help marveling, "how the challenge also solved my problem about being afraid of other ghosts? I mean, who would've thought meeting the right first ghost would make such a huge difference? It's almost like a miracle—-"

"Or a deus ex machina," Hadrian said under his breath.

There was that term again. 

Note to self: Google that 'effin term, dammit.

But for now...

I ran my fingers over Hadrian's forehead to smooth away his frown. "Don't tell me you're worried about the lawsuit?"

"Persephone is never to be trusted," Hadrian said curtly.

"And yet...you did fall for her once." I just couldn't resist saying it, and Hadrian's grimace had me laughing.

Hadrian seemed about to say something when lightning suddenly flashed over us, and thunder rumbled not once, not twice, but thrice.

"We should go." Hadrian's tone was abrupt, and I found myself half-running just to keep pace with his brisk, long-legged stride.

"This isn't the way back," I began.

"We're not going back to our apartment."

"Then—-"

Another thunderous boom cut him off, and I started in surprise. That sounded nasty, and as I glanced up at the skies, I heard Hadrian say, "Zeus is not acting himself."

That didn't sound good.

"We should go," Hadrian repeated, and this time his voice was harder, tension underlining each word. "We need to protect the Underworld from Zeus."

~ The End ~ 

Keep an eye out for Book 3!
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19 July 2020 (Sunday) 1657h

Manila, Philippines

First of all - finally! 

I've been meaning to write about Hadrian and Saoirse again, just because it's so fun to hang out with these two. I hope you guys feel the same way. Yes or no? If it's yes, how about writing a review for You Had Me at Boo? 

(Nice segue, right? :D)

Also - finally...Hadrian and Saoirse's timeline has made it to the beginning of Blair and Paul's story. In case you've yet to meet the latter, no worries - I'll share an excerpt of their book after this. 

Mm...what else? 

On the personal front, we are still under quarantine (of sorts), and sadly, cases are on the rise once again in my neck of the woods. I hope and pray we'll have a vaccine soon. In the meantime, please stay home if you can, but if not, please keep practicing social / physical distancing and wear a mask at all times. Above all, never lose hope, and always be kind.

Until our next adventure!

P.S. Subscribe to this newsletter if you want to receive updates about my Alice Bloome books.
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A Season of Gods & Witches
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It was a fine Monday morning when I stepped out of the front door, and I flipped to the next page of A Witch’s Guide to Silver Mist as I made my way to Panda’s Diner. It was the only breakfast place in town, located just several blocks away at the corner of Green Street. With my nose buried between the pages of my guidebook, my body weaved automatically in between students on their way to school and housewives exchanging gossip en route to Demi’s Bakery.

Normal, right?

And I supposed it was, if you discounted the fact that the students were perched casually on broomsticks gliding waist-high in the air. And those housewives? Gossiping about the latest episode of Rich Witches of Salem, which – if what they were saying was true – was completely scripted and not a reality show as its producers kept insisting it to be.

An ordinary day in Silver Mist all in all, and if you’re wondering what other humans would think if they stumbled on this scene, well, that’s what this town’s name was all about. 

Coastal towns like ours were always the foggiest in Maine, but Silver Mist was a little bit different. The faint mist that covered our streets all year round was a glamour spell, and it prevented human strangers from seeing what they weren’t supposed to see.

Like Panda’s, for instance.

Humans would only see a dilapidated, burnt-down motel, but in reality it was a sprawling, well-kept diner with the words NON-HUMANS WELCOME flashing in rainbow colors on its LED display.

Panda’s was unsurprisingly full by the time I made it to its doors, with most locals in the habit of coming in early so they could take their time chatting over pancakes and homemade brews before heading out to queue for the 8AM bus. 

A quick glance around the panda-wallpapered-diner showed one vacant seat left at the end of the counter, and luckily for me it was also right next to Mr. Handsome.

I shoved my guidebook back into my bag before walking up to the counter, not wanting to appear like some neophyte witch (which I was, unfortunately, but nothing wrong about keeping that to myself, don’t you think?).

“Mornin’, Sleeping Beauty.” The diner’s owner greeted me in his usual booming voice, and I made a face as I slid into the high-backed stool and hung my tote bag on one of the hooks under the counter. 

“Very funny, Mr. P.” P stood for Pan, as in the famed satyr from the Greek myths. His human form was a large, mustached man with moss-green eyes, dressed perpetually with a chef’s hat and apron over his striped shirt and pants. Nix – one of the diner’s regular waitresses – once told me that both the chef’s hat and apron were spell-protected. The former was to keep his horns away from sight, and no amount of headshaking would ever dislodge the hat off his temple; the latter, on the other hand, was a magical armor, just in case Mr. P had to protect his diners from supernatural trouble.

He was a nice man, really, but he’d be much nicer in my opinion if he would stop reminding me of the first time I had come to his diner. I had just moved in to Silver Mist that day, and I had been so tired arranging furniture that I had found myself falling asleep in one of his booths.

And I might have snored once.

Well, okay, twice, but it wasn’t polite to count. 

“So what are you having?” Mr. P’s gaze slanted towards the man seated beside me as he spoke. Want him, for instance, the owner mouthed with a wink that had me choking and hastily shaking my head.

“Just the usual.” Picking the menu on the counter, I casually lifted it to hide my face from Mr. Handsome so I could glower at the satyr without being seen. That was another not-so-nice habit of Mr. P: he had sort of guessed about my embarrassing crush at Mr. Handsome, and he loved to torture me about it every once in a while.

The ancient satyr looked like he was in the mood to prolong my torment with more irreverent winking, but one of the other diners called out to him then, and I breathed a sigh of relief as Mr. P bustled off. I stole a look at the man seated beside me – his concentration remained fixed on the sheaf of papers he held in his hand – and I found myself releasing another inner sigh.

I had taken to calling him Mr. Handsome for good reason, believe me. His looks strongly reminded me of Robert Redford in his younger days (think Barefoot in the Park) with his thick blond hair, chiseled features, and tall, lithe frame that was as elegant as it was powerful. Add to that his unmistakable air of mystery, and can anyone blame me for being just a little obsessed?

You see, everyone in town was either non-human (like Pan) or a human (like me) employed by the former, and majority of the local men of Silver Mist were either small business owners (non-human) or daily commuters with blue-collar jobs (human) at the city. 

Most of the time, it was easy to figure out who was which – with the glaring exception of Mr. Handsome, who fit neither bill. He kept mostly to himself unlike the other locals, and I only ever see him talking to Mr. P. There were also other ways he stood out, such as his penchant for beautiful, tailored suits, for instance (Savile Row, not Italian), and the irregular times he would drop by the diner.

Thanks to Mr. P, everyone working at Panda’s Diner also knew about my ridiculous infatuation, and most of the staff had taken to sending me real-time photos of Mr. Handsome whenever he dropped by.

4AM on a Tuesday, 1PM on a Wednesday, and even 11PM on a Sunday, which was unheard of for the respectable, hardworking townsfolk of Silver Mist. What kind of work could one possibly do to have so much flexibility with his schedule?

It was possible, of course, that he was simply a man of leisure, but I didn’t think so. There was the state of his hands, you see. I’m a great believer of a person’s hands saying a lot of things about its owner (it’s probably why CSI had placed me in the Palmistry Training Protocol), and Mr. Handsome’s hands certainly said a lot about him. 

Prior to moving to Silver Mist, I used to be one of your run-of-the-mill, overworked, and underpaid workers trapped in a concrete jungle in California. Office guys were a dime in a dozen back in those days, and trust me when I say that none of them had hands like Mr. Handsome’s. Those guys had weak-looking hands and manicured nails, hands that looked like the most physical thing they did was carry a cardboard tray of Starbucks coffee every time they needed to buy their way into their superior’s good graces.

Mr. Handsome’s hands, though...

They were large, rough, and callused, the kind that men who knew what real work meant would have. Was he that type of man? I suppose I could just ask him, but—-

“Morning, Blair,” Nix sang out as she emerged from the kitchen. Tall and slender, the younger girl was at that rebellious stage in her life where she equated hair color to an assertion of her individuality. Last week’s color had been ash gray. This week’s was cotton candy pink. 

“You look beautiful as always,” Nix gushed as she reached me. 

“Nix!” My voice was half-pleading, half-hissing (I’m not sure how I managed it, but I did). I loved that she and Mr. P were trying so hard to get Mr. Handsome to notice me, but at this point he would have to be an idiot not to know what was happening.

Nix’s eyebrows shot up in feigned surprise. “But you do look beautiful. Honestly, I can’t believe you’ve been living her for over a month—-”

Oh no.

“And you’re still single,” the younger girl finished triumphantly.

Cast it!

Nix’s eyes danced with mischief as she cocked her head towards Mr. Handsome’s direction. 

I shook her head. No way was I looking at him after what she said.

She cocked her head towards him again, more insistently this time. LOOK!

Oh, River of Lethe...here goes nothing.

I slowly turned Mr. Handsome’s way. 

Magnetic hazel eyes collided with mine, and I quickly snapped my head back. As mortifying as it was to admit, having our gazes meet was already more excitement than I could handle; my breath had locked in my throat as my heart rate picked up speed – for Cronos’ sake, Blair, please act your age!

“Here’s your order, by the way.” Nix placed a steaming hot plate before me. It was Panda’s Breakfast Special: sunny-side-ups, bacon, buttered toast, and a healthy serving of Mr. P’s homemade potato salad. Normally, the sight of it was enough to bring a smile to my face, but right now I had a nasty feeling I might not even manage a single bite. 

I could still feel Mr. Handsome’s gaze on me, and I wondered glumly if Nix’s words had him realizing how plain I was. Maybe he even thought I was unattractive? I couldn’t blame him if he did. I knew I wasn’t hideous or anything, but I also knew my features were far from eye-catching. 

Wavy dark brown hair I always kept tied up in a bun, the same shade of eyes, skin so fair I could easily get lost in a white background, curves that had never left me since I hit puberty – and, oh, did I mention I was kinda on the short side, too? 

Honestly, the only thing I had going for me was my love for clothes. Today’s outfit was a loose floral dress in shades of blue and gray, black tights, and a pair of leather oxfords. If I had to put it in words, I suppose it would be that I had an instinct for knowing what looked good, and it was a talent I found quite handy, considering how little I could afford to spend on my wardrobe.

“Enjoy,” Nix was saying. “And if you want another pair of toast like you usually—-”

“Err, no, this is fine,” I cut the younger girl off hastily before she could say more. It wasn’t that I was ashamed of how much I ate (nothing wrong with a healthy appetite, you know?), but I’d also rather not have my love for carbs be one of the first things Mr. Handsome knew about me.

Nix left with a cheerful wave after pouring coffee into my mug, and I did my best to ignore Mr. Handsome’s piercing stare as I took out my textbook. I wasn’t actually in the mood to study, but I needed something to look at while I struggled to regain my composure.

Placing the copiously bookmarked hardback on the counter, I absently started flipping through it while taking a bite of my toast. It had the words Level 1: Spells and Brews emblazoned in pretty big letters on its dust jacket, but I wasn’t worried about anyone catching a glimpse of it. All of my books from CSI were spell-protected, and unless they were on the agency’s to-see list, both supernaturals and immortals would see the same thing humans did: a dusty, obscure economics manual published the first year Adam Smith started talking about modern capitalism.

Thirty minutes later, and I found myself gaping at my empty plate in surprise. I had actually ended up so engrossed with this week’s reading material I had finished my breakfast without even realizing it. I had even forgotten all about Mr. Handsome of all things.

Struck by a sudden urge to have another look at him, I casually reached for my coffee, hoping to peek at him over the rim of my mug—-

Thunder like no other suddenly roared outside the diner, and I jerked involuntarily. My hand rattled, and coffee spilled on the opened pages of my textbook.

Brooms and sticks!

As I hurriedly pulled out a couple of tissue sheets from the holder, I missed the way Mr. Handsome frowned when he glanced at my book. By the time I turned around, Mr. Handsome had a charmingly polite smile on his face. “May I help?”

His voice was deep but gentle. It was my first time to hear him speak, and it had me stammering like a ninny. “It’s f-fine. I c-can—-” My voice trailed off as Mr. Handsome pried the sheet of tissue from my hands and mopped the stain on my page. 

After, he ran his fingers on the wet, dark spot, and when he lifted his fingers the page was completely dry and stain-free.

I blinked. “Umm. Wow.” I was genuinely spellbound. I had seen other witches perform similar tricks, but never with the same ease and speed that Mr. Handsome had displayed.

“It’s a fairly simple spell,” Mr. Handsome murmured. “I could teach it to you if you like.”

Before I could even think of what I wanted to say, he had already reached for my hand, and the impact of his touch was, for lack of a better word, incredible.

A thousand sensations bombarded my body – shock, thrill, excitement, fear, anticipation – I simply felt too, too much, and I kept feeling more as Mr. Handsome slowly guided my hand into repeating the necessary strokes for the spell. 

I did my best to memorize them, but it was impossible. Every second of having his fingers hold mine had secret parts of my body trembling in acute awareness; in the end, all I could do was focus on keeping myself from fainting.

“Easy, right?” He let go of my hand, and I didn’t know whether I felt relieved or sad that he was no longer touching me. It still seemed so surreal, and my senses had yet to recover from the fact that Mr. Handsome’s hand had held mine in the first place.

“With enough practice,” he told me, “it should be doable for a Level 1.”

I started to nod and thank him when I realized what he had just said. My gaze flew to his, but he only smiled at my obvious surprise. 

“How did you know I’m a Level 1?” I questioned uncertainly. 

“Because your book says so?”

My jaw dropped. I had suspected that might be it, but having him confirm my thoughts was still a different thing altogether. If he could get past an agency-executed spell, then did that mean he was also working for the government?

His lips suddenly twitched. “You didn’t think I could read it, did you?” 

“I...I...” My shoulders lifted in a helpless shrug. “I have no idea what to think about you.” I hated how boring my answer was, but I was such a bad liar it was useless to even try.

“If it’s any consolation,” he murmured, “I also think you’re a bit of an enigma yourself.” 

I was? 

His smile turned faintly apologetic. “I didn’t expect you to be working for CSI. I’d never have imagined you the crime-fighting type.”

“That’s because I’m not,” I answered somewhat guiltily. ‘Crime fighting’ sounded so violent, and I had always been more of a pacifist, the kind that insisted on seeing half-full glasses even if there was only less than an ounce left. “When I got recruited, I only signed up for Local Misdemeanors.”

“Missing cauldrons, vandal spells, things like that?” 

I nodded. “I know most people find it boring...”

“But you enjoy it,” he concluded. “Don’t you?”

“I’ve lived 26 years of my life without magic, so everything still feels so new and exciting. I know it’s silly,” I confessed, “but I’m always looking forward to every case assigned to me.”

“No matter how minor?”

“No matter how minor,” I affirmed firmly. “There’s actually a running joke in HQ. They say I’m the only agent who’d cry at being given a day off—-” I stopped speaking. Oh, cast it. I just realized I had allowed my mouth to run away from me.

Mr. Handsome, however, didn’t seem to notice anything out of the ordinary, and he reclaimed the reins of our conversation with the enviable ease of a practiced charmer. He asked me about my Level 1 lessons and whether I found it easy or difficult. I had the most shameful urge to lie, but in the end, I simply opened my book to a random page and let him see the humiliating truth with his own eyes.

The page I had opened to was heavily underscored with neon highlighters, and the margins on both pages filled with my scribbles. “Be honest, please – does this say passionate about work or desperate to pass Level 1 exams so I won’t be the only neophyte witch in the agency?”

Mr. Handsome grinned. “It’s that bad?”

“Well...considering how my instructor asked me to start saving money so I could afford an expensive offering to Athena, what do you think?”

“Extremely bad,” he answered right away with a grin. I grinned back of course, all the while thinking that I couldn’t remember feeling any happier. Oh, be still, my bewitched heart. 

It suddenly occurred to me that we had been talking for some time without having even exchanged names, and I took a deep breath, wondering if I could find the courage to ask for his first. I opened my mouth, but before I could say another word, lightning flashed outside the diner, followed by the power going out. Another second passed, and my phone started playing the theme song of Mission Impossible.

Oh, dear.

This was not good.

Click here to continue reading Blair and Paul's story.
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Mr. Hell, Meet Ms. Haunted
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If you haven't read the first book of Hadrian and Saoirse, here's the prologue for you to enjoy!

The words 'tall, dark, and handsome' popped in my mind the moment I saw the man walking inside the high-ceilinged lobby of my apartment building. He only had a black hoodie over his denims (also black), but his long, muscular build made the clothes look as if they cost thousands of dollars. Or maybe they really did. Who cared, really? All I wanted to know was whether Tall, Dark, and Handsome was single or married, and my curiosity only grew when I saw him head for the stairs rather than the elevators.

What's up with that?

And before I knew it, I was already out of my seat and hurrying after him. 

The stairwell was empty as expected, and although he took the stairs at a fairly steady space, by the time we made it to the seventh floor, I had already seen enough to question whether he was even human or not. Shouldn't he be catching his breath by now, even just a little? And they hadn't even taken a single break, not even for a few seconds—-

The stranger suddenly turned, and my jaw dropped when I saw him stare straight at me. "Why are you following me?"

He had seen me!

"I...I..." I tried thinking of a lie but could only come up with the truth. "I'm scared to be alone."

"Why?"

"Because..." Lie, Saoirse, lie! 

He raised a brow.

"My apartment is haunted?"

Silver eyes narrowed at me. "And your basis for thinking that?" 

I had been prepared to hear him respond in a hundred different ways, but the one thing that hadn't even crossed my mind was for this too-beautiful stranger to take me seriously. "That's really what you're going to ask?" 

A frown creased his forehead. "Should I have asked something else?"

"You're kidding, right? Or am I being dense here, and you're actually being sarcastic?"

"Neither."

And because it did seem like he meant both, I said uncertainly, "9 out of 10 people would have thought I was crazy."

But this only had him shrugging. "I've always been the 1 out of 10 type."

The words should've made him sound like an obnoxious butthole, but there was just something so attractively self-assured about him that the words seemed more like a factual description. It made me wish I was still in the position to ask him out, but...

"You really like staring, don't you?"

Oops. He got me there, and I could only smile sheepishly in apology. "I'm sorry. I guess I just got used not being called out for it."

"Hm." 

I fought back a grin. While it wasn't my first time to hear a man grunt like that, I was only kinda used to hearing Henry Cavill doing it when playing Geralt in The Witcher. I was almost inclined to think that this man might be actively imitating the actor, but...

Nah.

If anything, it would be even more believable if this man turned out to be the inspiration behind those grunts. This man simply didn't seem the type to fake—-

"If there's nothing else..." 

Seeing him about to leave made me panic. "No, wait—-" And when he turned back to face me, I said in a rush, "I...I meant it about my apartment being haunted." At this point, I was willing to say and do anything, just to get him to keep me company. 

"And you want me to check it out?" 

I was half-incredulous, half-hopeful. "You'd really be willing to do that?"

"I have the time for a brief look, I suppose—-" 

Oh my God, he was! I beamed up at him. "I'll take you up on the offer then. My unit's 13B—-"

"My unit's across yours." He was already hitting the next flight of stairs as he spoke, and I hurried to keep up with him.

"I'm Saoirse, by the way."

"Hadrian." The briskness of his tone didn't change, and I took it as my cue to keep my mouth shut for the rest of our trek to 13/F. When he faced me again, we were already in front of my apartment, and I quietly thanked God that the lock was digital as I punched the necessary digits. A moment later, the display screen flashed Welcome, and I turned to him with a smile. "Here we are!"

"Hm."

"You don't like talking much, do you?" I couldn't help asking.

"No."

Rhetorical obviously wasn't in his vocabulary, I thought ruefully as the door swung shut behind us, and he began studying my old apartment-—oh, shit. It suddenly but belatedly occurred to me just how wrong this whole thing was, and that I needed to come clean before I ended up getting him in trouble with the current owners. "Um...actually—-" But I ended up losing my train of thought when I saw the way his gaze suddenly snapped back at me. "W-What is it?" 

"I thought you were simply joking," he said abruptly.

I held my breath.

"But you weren't, apparently." 

His silvery gaze bored through me, and my heart jumped in my chest. 

"Something is haunting this apartment...and I'm looking at it right now."

Click here to continue reading.
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