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Looking out the sliding glass doors from my couch with a warm cup of tea in hand, I still couldn’t get used to the new surroundings. There was lush, green grass swaying in the breeze for as far as the eye could see with plenty of flowers joining the grass in its dance. Rolling hills extended for miles. Lou let out a content sigh as he joined me with his mug, taking a sip.

It had maybe been a week since we’ve been in this new world and we still had no idea where we were at. We knew for sure we were in the countryside given there weren’t too many other houses around and there were quite a few places that looked like a farm, based on the various structures on the properties. Whenever we ventured on a walk or a drive, we didn’t encounter too many people, but we also hadn’t made it into the city yet. On those times outside, we came across quite a few castle ruins with their grey stones being overrun by leafy vines. It rained often enough to keep us inside my house more days than not, but I won’t complain about that. This house has traveled more than most people do, I chuckled to myself listening to the soft patter of rain against the windows. Rainy days are just what we need to recover from the craziness we left behind. 

The device Lou and I created to transport us here was sitting out in the open on the coffee table in front of us. There was no threat of Warrick here to steal it away from us, and since we haven’t made too many friends (or any at all), it wasn’t like we had to worry about visitors asking us too many questions. Given that we weren’t facing any threats, Lou and I decided we wanted to hang low to let our wounds heal. We weren’t just spending all this time lazing around the couch or going for leisurely strolls in the countryside. We started adding notes around the code we used to get us to this new world to the file my dad had to help us keep track of the worlds we jumped to. On top of that, we’ve decided to look into whether or not this little device of ours needs time to recharge before it can be used again. 

“What’s the plan for date night, Val? Staying couped up in the humble abode some more or are we actually going to make it into the city?”

I finished swallowing my mouthful of tea, taking some extra time just to mess with Lou a little bit more because I could tell he was getting antsy. “I was thinking we could have this one last evening in the house before we take our date nights out on the town. By the way, it’s your turn to put something together.”

I got a kiss on my forehead signaling his agreement as he got up to head into the kitchen. Not only has this time been good for us to heal from Warrick’s wounds, but it’s also helped us move at a slower pace in our relationship free from any outside pressure, namely Warrick (clearly he’s left a big impression on us as that’s the main reason we’re staying holed up in these four walls). 

I looked over at Lou who was digging through the fridge, admiring my view when his head popped up, “We’re going to have to leave sooner rather than later, we don’t have a whole lot left in here.”

“I was afraid of that, but we should have enough to put together something for us to eat tonight,” I left my cozy spot on the couch to join him. 

He took a step back so I could get a full view of the fridge’s contents, “I’m starting to think you want to stay in this house forever.” 

I ignored his comment while I took in what was in front of me – a whole lot of nothing. There were a few sauce jars scattered in the fridge amongst a couple of beer bottles. I took a look in the freezer to find it about as full as the fridge. Sighing, I faced Lou, “Looks like you get to take me out on the town after all.”

He gave me a lazy grin, “Guess you’ll finally have to get out of those sweats.”

I rolled my eyes, holding back laughter, “What time are we leaving?”

“Soon? I’m honestly starving and we could use the time to go check this place out.”

I nodded my head and went upstairs to get dressed. Even though we had basically been living together this entire time in the new world, I still wanted to look good on this date. Plus, it wouldn’t hurt to make a good impression on the locals either. 

I put on some music then got to work getting myself ready. This was the first time in a long time I had actually been excited for a date. I could tell by seeing the giddiness reflected in my green eyes while I swiped the finishing touches of mascara on my eyelashes. I took a step back to admire myself in the mirror: the natural makeup bringing out the color in my eyes, loose beach waves, a leather jacket, classic white v-neck, darker jeans, and some black booties to round out the look. I made my way back downstairs to find Lou not too far off from matching my outfit, except his white shirt was replaced with a dark grey one, his hair messy, and he was in a pair of casual, worn brown boots.

I crossed my arms and jokingly said, “Didn’t realize there was a specific dress code for this date.”

Humor danced in his grey eyes, “No? Glad you got it figured out anyway. Let’s go.”

He led the way to his car so he could open the passenger door for me. Once we were both settled, Lou drove us the only way we hadn’t gone yet – towards the city. It was still the afternoon judging by the sun’s position on the horizon, but evening would be upon us soon. 

As buildings started taking form around us, I marveled at how almost every one was made of red bricks. There were buildings of vibrant colors sprinkled in between or stacked on top of the red of the bricks – blues, yellows, pinks, greens, you name it. Many places had flowerpots overflowing with various types of flowers around the outside adding even more color. Apartments topped the line of businesses down what looked like the main street, their balconies lined with even more of the overflowing flowerpots. While we hadn’t seen very many people around the countryside, the opposite was true for here. Restaurants, stores, and apartment balconies were teeming with smiling faces, laughter, and loud voices. I rolled down my window taking in the smell of fresh grass mingling with the fragrant perfume from the flowers. I was surprised at being happy to see other people, but it did help that I no longer had to look over my shoulder. 

As Lou was turning into a small parking garage situated under more residences, a huge gothic cathedral came into view, looming over the rest of the buildings on the street. There were many pinnacles reaching towards the sky with gargoyles looking out over the city. It was hauntingly beautiful with something drawing me in while pushing me away at the same time. I didn’t have long to look at it before Lou got us in the confines of the parking garage, but the beauty of us staying in this world for a while is that I’ll have plenty of time to explore it. 

“Ready?” Lou asked as he shifted the car into park.

I smiled, “Let’s go.”

We got out of the car and joined hands to head into the streets in search of food. I didn’t realize how hungry I was until the smell of something delicious wafted out from the various restaurants and bars. 

Lou led us into the nearest bar, and also the most packed. As we walked up, I took in the building – it was situated on a corner, curving around the bend so half of it was situated on the main street. It had a mix of red and black paint coating its outside with the name of the place hiding behind a mini jungle of ferns and vines. There was a spattering of outdoor seating lining the side of the bar situated on the main street marked by a simple wrought-iron fence. Once inside, I was surprised at how packed this space was. It was bigger than it looked on the outside, people filling almost every inch of space. There were a lot of bar-height tables and chairs scattered throughout the middle of the room, booths lining the edges. You would think there was some big event going on, but there was nothing. No sports on the TV, no live music (the only music coming from speakers scattered throughout the space), just lots of alcohol and food. The walls were covered with pictures and artwork, not leaving much room for anything else to be added. An empty stage stood on the far opposite wall and looked forgotten judging by the layer of dust coating its surfaces. From what I could tell, the walls were wood paneling, giving the space a more cozy, rustic vibe. My head slowly turned towards the main bar area, a towering wall covered in various liquor bottles of all shapes and sizes. There was one bartender hustling around to fill the onslaught of orders being yelled at him. 

I was so caught up taking in my surroundings, I hadn’t noticed Lou leaving my side until he came back with two beers on the verge of overflowing, “Let’s find a way outside. There’s no way we’re getting seats in here.”

I nodded my head, following behind him as he made his way to the outdoor seating. My voice still wasn’t up to trying to yell thanks to the damage Warrick did and I didn’t feel like testing the waters quite yet. 

Once we got settled, I reached across the table to rest my hand on his arm, “I thought you wanted food.”

“I won’t let you starve. Food’s on the way.”

I raised my eyebrows, “You’re the starving one.”

He laughed, “Don’t think I couldn’t hear your stomach growling.”

Our banter went back and forth for a little while longer until a server brought out a large pizza. Seeing the familiar dish brought a pang of nostalgia thinking back to Lou’s restaurant. It also brought another wave of hunger, but despite that, I couldn’t resist calling him out, “Didn’t have enough pizza back home, had to keep it coming here?”

“You might be thinking of this as an easy way out, but I wanted our first real date to be sentimental. The first time you walked into my life we shared a pizza. Figured that would be a good way to celebrate our first time out of the house in this new place. Call me a sap, but it’s the way I roll.”

He got me there. While it’s just pizza, the significance was not lost on me. 

We dove in enjoying each other’s company and the ambiance. It was a perfect night – not too hot, not too cold. Other people were in a good mood judging by the laughter around us. We watched as people walked up and down the street, arms loaded with shopping bags as they wove their way in and out of the various stores. When we finished, we ventured our way back inside to get more beers finally finding an open table tucked away in a corner offering privacy. While we were sitting there, the sun started to set which acted almost like a signal for people to head home. There was a mass exodus leaving about 20 of us in the bar. Lou and I thought this was a little odd since we’re used to more people piling in these types of places at night, so we made our way to the bar to pay our tab and see if we could figure anything out. 

The bartender made his way over to us, “Ready to close out your tab?”

I noticed he asked this question in an Irish accent. Damn accents are following me everywhere now.

Lou responded before I could dig myself out of my thoughts, “Yeah.” He fished some cash out of his wallet asking, “What’s up with everyone leaving?”

“Ah, I could tell you’re not from around here. Not too many people like to stay out after dark. They like the safety of their homes opposed to the ruckus that happens out here.”

“Interesting,” Lou said not succumbing to his want of asking more questions. “Thanks for helping us out.”

Before I got a chance to interject, Lou grabbed my hand to lead me out. I gave a quick wave to the bartender then turned my head so I could at least watch where I was walking. I noted the once-open apartment doors and windows were now shut tight. The sounds from earlier in the day were practically non-existent now. The stark contrast made me feel like we were transported to an entirely different place. 

Lou wasted no time with getting us back to our car. I took one last glance towards the cathedral, that unsettling feeling from earlier creeping back into me. Next thing I knew, I was in the car and we were halfway back to the house. 

“What’s the rush? That bad of a date?” I asked, looking over at Lou.

“No. I didn’t want to waste too much time hanging around there to stand out more than we already do. Something about the way that bartender talked unsettled me. I didn’t care to find out why, at least not yet,” he tightened his grip on the steering wheel.

“I was surprised you didn’t try to get more out of him, what with the cryptic talk and all.”

I didn’t want to quite reveal the strange feeling I was getting from the cathedral to Lou yet. No reason to add to the tension he was already feeling that was starting to seep into what was supposed to be a romantic evening. The rest of the journey home was in silence. What a way to end a date.

By the time we got settled in for the night in the house, Lou was still tense. He was twirling a glass of whiskey around in his hand staring towards the blinds covering the backdoor. I poured myself a glass of wine and made my way over to join him. I put my hand on his arm, “Is this really how we’re going to end our date night?”

He didn’t look at me as he replied, “I can’t figure it out.”

It was like he didn’t hear my question. I set my glass down, angling myself more towards him, “Earth to Lou? Anyone home?”

He finally snapped out of whatever daze he was in, “Sorry, Val. What were you saying?”

“Are you okay?”

Lou ran his hand through his hair, “Yeah, I just don’t like the feeling that’s sitting with me.” 

“Can you describe it?”

He looked over at me, “I feel like I’m being watched, and when that bartender mentioned that people don’t like to stay out too long after dark, it made that feeling pop back up. It’s just weird, doesn’t sit right with me.” Lou trailed off then let out a little laugh, “Here I thought we finally landed somewhere peaceful to help you find your friends.”

“Hey,” I said, rubbing his arm. “Let’s continue to lay low to keep an eye on things to see if we can figure out what that’s all about. Meanwhile, want to get back to our date or are we calling it for the night?”

Lou draped his arm around my shoulders fixing a lazy grin on his face, “Let’s continue. Don’t let me ruin the fun.”

I grabbed my wine glass, settling in against him, “Considering we need food and don’t have the most money, I think we’ll need to find some jobs.”

“That’s what you want to talk about on our date?” he asked, laughing. “I thought I was bad.”

“Hey, it worked to change the topic, didn’t it?”

“I guess so.”

We continued going back and forth for a little while before jumping back into the game of getting to learn more about each other’s past. The effects of the wine started to set in making me tired, so I moved to take my glass into the kitchen, “Thank you for taking me out tonight. I had a good time and enjoyed your company.”

Lou joined me in the kitchen holding my face in between both of his hands, “Now that has to be one of the most cliché things you’ve said to me in a while.”

He didn’t give me a chance to reply as he planted a soft kiss on my lips. We kissed each other a couple more times before separating. 

“I’m going to head to bed and wouldn’t mind having your company tonight.”

“Don’t mind if I do,” Lou said not missing a beat. I raised my eyebrows at him causing him to throw his hands up in mock surrender, “You said you wanted to take this slow, so I’ve been respecting that. It’s been a while since we’ve been able to share a bed.”

I rolled my eyes and made my way upstairs to start getting ready for bed. Ever since we’ve jumped to this world, Lou’s been staying in one of the guest rooms to try not to suffocate me since we suddenly went from starting our relationship to living with each other. 

It’s been nice having the space in my bed, but given I was feeling a little off since our journey into the city, I figured it wouldn’t be a bad idea to at least be in the same room tonight. I also wanted to try and find the right time to let Lou know I noticed something was off when we were in the pub too, but now didn’t quite feel like the right time. One thing I knew for sure was that I couldn’t figure out what I was feeling either. There was nothing out of place, no one was acting shifty, and it wasn’t like we felt a constant threat while we were there. Sometimes there were moments when I felt unsettled, yet Lou seemed fine until the last interaction with the bartender. 

I jumped when I heard voices coming from the TV. I poked my head out of my bathroom to find Lou relaxing with his arms behind his head, watching a movie we’ve seen hundreds of times at this point. He looked over at me and smiled, “I’ll get your spot warmed up, just take your time.”

“Good timing. I just finished up.”

I made my way over to join him and snuggled right in. Between being comfortable with Lou and having a movie on that we can quote, it didn’t take me long to nod off. 
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“Here you go!” I said cheerfully as I slid the beer down the bar to meet the hands of the customer. He reached over and placed a generous tip in the cup I kept tucked away then left. I was wiping down the wet rings left behind from the pint glasses when a familiar voice spoke softly, “I’ll have whatever he just got, love, except I’ll take the bottle.”

I froze trying to convince myself he wasn’t here. I slowly lifted my eyes to meet the ice blue eyes that haunted me more than I cared to admit. There was no way he could be here ... out of all the places, how did he end up here? I looked around to see if the other bartender was anywhere in sight only to be disappointed. I was on my own. 

I reminded myself to take deep breaths to slow my heart rate. The last thing I wanted to do was to show Warrick he had a hold over me. I made quick work of the bottle cap and placed the beer right in front of him taking special care to stay out of reach. Couldn’t let him get his hands on me ... the last time I did, I ended up flirting with death. 

He gave me a wink then disappeared in the crowd. 

Not too long after that, Lou sauntered up to the bar ready to spend the last moments of my workday with me as I started to work on cleaning things up. I was on the closing shift, but you would never know by the number of people who are still here. 

I kept my head down, talking in a low whisper just loud enough for only Lou to hear me, “He’s here.”

“Where?” he asked, all muscles flexing with tension. 

“I don’t know exactly, but somewhere in here. I can still feel it.”

Lou didn’t say anything else as he went into surveillance mode. He kept scanning the place trying to get a quick glimpse of Warrick. I’m sure we were going to make it back to the house and dive into this problem headfirst. Of course we would, it changes things. We would need to speed up our search, try to figure out our next stop, determine when it’s time to leave. My mind was spinning at this point with everything we suddenly needed to do. I didn’t even realize Lou had left his usual spot at the bar. 

A blood-curdling scream rang throughout the pub derailing my train of thought. Every part of me was saying it was something Warrick did. When I looked over to where Lou should’ve been and didn’t see him, I was worried he chose to pick a fight with Warrick and someone got caught in the cross-fire. 

The next thing I know I was moving out from behind the bar with my trusty baseball bat heading towards the source of the sound. The crowd parted making it easier for me which only added to the feeling of dread pooling in my gut. By the time I reached the corner of the bar where the scream came from, I didn’t find Lou or Warrick. Instead, I found an unconscious young woman with blood pouring out from a neck wound. The familiar unsettled feeling I associated with the cathedral washed over me while I was looking at her.

I crouched down trying to ask her if she was okay only to be met with no response and a slowing pulse. I yelled out for someone to call for help as I looked around for anyone who had signs of her blood on their hands, literally and figuratively. Just as I was about to turn my attention back towards the woman convinced Warrick was the culprit, I caught sight of a man smirking at me from the shadows with blood coating his lips. I was frozen to my spot once again confronted with the idea of something that had been a legend to be real. Something I very much did not want to be real. 
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“Val!” 

I startled awake to find Lou leaning over me concern etched in his features. When I finally opened my eyes, Lou gave me some more space. I was breathing hard and covered in sweat. I propped myself up into a sitting position, “What the hell, Lou?!”

“You were screaming and thrashing around. I didn’t know what was going on,” he said with the concern still written all over his face. “Everything okay?”

I held my head in my hands trying to push away the grogginess, “Yeah, just a nightmare.”

“Care to share?”

I sighed, lifting my head to meet his gaze, “I was working in the pub we went to yesterday and everything was going just fine until Warrick showed up.”

I paused to see if Lou was going to say anything. When he didn’t, I continued, “You were there to meet me at the end of my shift like always and I mentioned something about Warrick being there. You decided you were going to track him down, but when you left, one of the customers screamed. I found a woman unconscious, covered in blood from a neck wound. I thought it was something Warrick did, but I didn’t see him or you there, so I scanned the faces around me to see if there were any signs that gave away the attacker.”

“And?” Lou asked, encouraging me to go on this time.

I looked off in the distance vividly remembering the face I found in the crowd. A young guy, probably in his early twenties with brown, curly hair and brown eyes to match staring back at me with a sinister smirk covered in blood. I let out a sigh and explained this to Lou who looked more concerned by the time I ended the story than when I had started. 

“So, not only was Warrick in the pub, but so was this new villain?”

“Yeah,” I shook my head to quell the nerves. “It was just a nightmare though ... nothing more than that.”

I moved to get out of bed to go splash some water on my face. I needed to do something to combat the feeling of dread that carried over from my nightmare. As I was doing so, I steadied myself, placing both of my hands on either side of the sink letting the water drip down my face as I raised my gaze to meet my green eyes in the mirror. Whatever peace Lou and I had felt when we first arrived is now slowly drifting away. 

“Lou?” I called out.

“What’s up?”

I dried my face off and moved out of the bathroom, “There was something I forgot to mention yesterday.”

That brought Lou’s full attention to me, “You sure you forgot, or did you just omit?”

“You got me there.”

“Care to explain or are you just going to leave me sitting on the edge of my seat?” he asked sarcastically. 

“Well, did you notice the cathedral when we went into town yesterday?”

“I didn’t pay too much attention, but I did notice it.”

I started twisting my hands together, directing my attention down at the ground, “It didn’t sit right with me.”

“What do you mean? How can a building not sit right with you when you weren’t anywhere near it?” Lou asked while shifting into more of a sitting position. 

I looked back up at him, “I mean that just by looking at it, I got the heebie jeebies. The hairs on the back of my neck stood up and everything in my gut was telling me to get as far away from that building as possible. I felt those same feelings again when we were leaving and I looked back over at it. I don’t know if I’ve ever had that strong of a response from a building I was technically nowhere near.”

“Why didn’t you tell me right away? We could’ve grabbed something to-go and gotten out of there.”

I shrugged my shoulders responding, “I thought I was being paranoid since it was the first time we were going out. And it was honestly really nice to be out of the house for a while, I didn’t want to ruin it.”

“You wouldn’t have ruined anything, Val. You know I appreciate honesty and I would’ve understood.”

“I get that. It just didn’t get through to me in the moment.”

“Do you think your nightmare is related to whatever was affecting you?”

I made my way back to the bed, settling in before I said, “I’m not sure. I don’t know how the two things can be related, but I don’t think we can rule that out given we’re in a new space we don’t know much about.”

Lou glanced over at me, “Probably a safe bet to not rule it out. What do you think the likelihood is of that bartender working again today?”

I met his stare, “We won’t know for sure unless we head back over there.”

“You up for that?”

“Yeah, nothing serious happened so I don’t know why I wouldn’t be. You don’t always need to worry about me, Lou. I can take care of myself.”

He rolled his eyes as he climbed out of the bed, “Let’s not waste too much time. I’d like to get things rolling sooner rather than later so we have time for a longer conversation. Maybe they serve breakfast too.”

I nodded my head getting out of bed to get ready.

On our way out the door, Lou made a pit stop, grabbing the device. He waved it at me before heading upstairs, “Given your nightmare, I’m going to take a few precautions and lock this bad boy up. No need to risk it falling in the wrong hands.”

It wasn’t a bad idea to play it safe, especially in a new area with new people. Plus, if Warrick somehow magically appeared here, we don’t want to give him the chance to get his hands on the technology he’s so desperately after. Lou came back downstairs and told me where to find it.

It wasn’t long before we were back on the road heading into the city in the hopes of trying to figure out what’s going on with that cathedral and why people don’t like to stay out after the sun goes down. As we pulled into the parking garage, I found myself staring at the vibrant buildings. Everyone had their windows and doors open again, happiness oozing from every corner. Weird ... everything changes so much once the sun goes down. While I was lost in thought, Lou grabbed my hand guiding us over to the pub. 

“I see ya came back for more,” the familiar voice of the bartender called out. The accent I had heard before was definitely present again. Good to know I wasn’t imagining that. “What can I get you two lovebirds this fine morning?”

Lou took a seat at the bar with me following his lead, “Have any breakfast offerings?”

“I’ll see what I can do. Anything else?” the bartender asked while wiping down the bar top. Since there was no one else here, I assumed that motion to be habit for him. How very stereotypical behavior. 

“I was curious about the cathedral down the street. This a pretty religious city?” Lou asked, starting to get into the real reason why we came back here as early as we did. 

The bartender held up a finger signaling us to wait a moment while he went back to the kitchen to see what food they could cook up. When he returned, he was shaking his head, “You’ve come in before we’re technically open, so the kitchen isn’t too happy with me. They’re making an exception, though, just this once. As for your question, nothing out of the ordinary in terms of how many people around here believe, except we don’t go to that cathedral. That’s more for show to draw in tourists like yourselves. I see it still has its charm.”

“Any reason why it leaves us feeling unsettled?” Lou casually asked, wasting no time to get to the point.

The bartender frowned, hesitating before he responded, choosing his words very carefully, “Not many people pick up on that feeling. Let’s head to that table over there.”

We followed his lead. Lou and I exchanged glances as we moved over into a corner of the pub that was further away from the kitchen, windows, and anything else that might lead outside or to where other people are at. Very reminiscent of how Lou laid everything out to me on that first day in his world.

When we were all settled, Lou gestured for the bartender to continue.

“Explain to me what exactly you mean by feeling unsettled with the cathedral.”

It was my turn to jump into the conversation, “Yesterday when we were making our way over here, I looked at the cathedral. That action alone caused all the hairs on the back of my neck to stand up and had my gut telling me to get the hell out of here.” I repeated almost the same thing I told Lou, but the reactions between Lou and the bartender were very different. 

“Shite, people don’t usually say that about that place. Where’d you say you two were from again?”

“We didn’t,” Lou grumbled, jumping back into the conversation. “Yesterday you also mentioned that people don’t like to stay out after dark, why is that?”

We all paused while one of the cooks brought out a couple of plates filled with eggs, steak, and potatoes. The cook shot a glare over to the bartender but didn’t say anything as he headed back towards the kitchen. The bartender kept his eyes on the cook and waited until the kitchen door stopped swinging before answering Lou.

“Look, this place is practically run by a group of people who don’t have the most ethical way of handling things.” 

“What does this have to do with night and people tucking themselves in early?” I asked. 

“Have you not heard the rumors?” the bartender asked incredulously. 

“To be honest with you, we haven’t gotten out much since we’ve arrived. So, no, we haven’t heard the rumors. Please, enlighten us,” I said, sass filling my response. 

He held up his hands, “People around here don’t like to stay out too late at night because things happen. People get hurt, go missing, or wind up dead. My shift pretty much ends with enough time for me to get back home before it’s too late, so I can’t confirm these things. I, myself, try to not ask too many questions around here because that can get you hurt.”

Getting the hint in that last sentence, I didn’t urge him to explain anymore. Instead, I took this moment to start diving into my food. Yet, Lou didn’t seem to get the same message.

“Is there a connection between those who rule and the cathedral?” Lou asked. 

“You really don’t know how to take a hint, do you?”

I felt Lou bristle a little bit, but any annoyance or anger didn’t come out in his answer, “I’m a little thick-headed, so I think that one escaped me. Back to the question – is there any correlation between the two?”

The bartender sighed then lowered his voice, “All I’m going to give you is a yes. Don’t ask any more questions about that.”

Silence fell over us for a few moments before I chimed back in, the words falling out of my mouth before I could consider what I was asking, “You guys hiring?”

“Now, that’s a question I can answer,” the bartender said, smiling. “As a matter of fact, we do need someone to work behind the bar. Got any experience?”

I nodded my head towards Lou, “Sure do and my reference is sitting right here.”

Lou chuckled, “If there’s one thing she’s good at, it’s bringing in customers.”

The bartender looked back and forth between Lou and I then said, “How about her other skills? Think she can keep up here?”

“Oh yeah. She worked in my restaurant for a little while. After she started, the number of customers I saw increased, so needless to say, profits went up, too.”

“One last question for this interview ... you’re not just doting on this lass because she’s your gal, are you?”

I let out a bark of laughter, “If he is, it’s getting him bonus points.”

Lou rolled his eyes, “No, while we are together and our relationship grew as a result of working together, she was about the best employee I’ve had. Quick on her feet, handled difficult customers well, and was good at keeping track of orders during the busy times. You won’t be disappointed.”

The bartender looked back over at me, sticking out his hand, “That settles it. Welcome to the team. When can you start?”

I shook his hand as I said, “Well, that was about the easiest and quickest interview I’ve ever gone through. I can start tomorrow.”

“Works for me,” the bartender responded. “The name’s Conor. Yours?”

“I’m Val, this is Lou,” I answered, jerking my thumb in Lou’s direction. “Nice to meet you.”

“Likewise. Now, plan on being here about an hour earlier than you were today and we’ll start walking through everything you need to know. Just remember,” he said as he made his way out of the booth. “Don’t go around asking too many questions, or any at all if you can help it. Food’s on the house this morning since you were kind enough to help me with my staffing problem.”

We both gave him a little salute saying our thanks as Conor walked away. When he was finally out of earshot, Lou leaned closer to me, “You sure you want to start working?”

“I’ll be fine, Lou. Plus, we got to get money coming in so we can get some fresh food in the house.”

“If you say so. Did that conversation remind you of anything?”

I let a soft grin form, “Yeah, the first day we met.”

Instead of being all sweet like I thought Lou was going to be, he came back with, “Do you make it a habit to have serious conversations about a new world in a secluded booth?”

I swatted at him, letting sarcasm ooze from my words, “Why yes, I love being sucked into an intense conversation about the things that go bump in the night when I arrive in a new world. What better way to get adjusted to a new space then discussing all the serious things first.”

“Finish eating. We get to play tourist a little bit,” Lou said with a smile. At least someone appreciated my humor.

I did as I was told and we headed out, giving Conor a little wave as we left. Instead of heading towards the cathedral like I thought we would, we went in the opposite direction to look at some of the little shops. There were a lot of touristy type places filled with the classic trinkets you would find at any popular destination: corny t-shirts, magnets with names on them, books filled with facts about the place, candy, stuffed bears with four-leaf clovers printed on the shirts they were wearing, small fake pint glasses, you name it. We eventually stumbled our way into a grocery store which thankfully wasn’t too far from the pub, so I could stop there after work if needed. 

We wandered our way back to the parking garage, both pausing a second to get a glimpse of the cathedral. It still filled me with the same unease as the previous day and I could tell it bugged Lou, too, judging by the way he tightened his grip on my hand. 

We got back in the car and rode home in silence, both of us not wanting to spend too much time and energy on what we just felt. 

Once we were back in the house, it was like a safety blanket was put over our shoulders. All tension from moments ago was lifted away and we eased back into our familiar routines. Lou was starting to make dinner when I said, “I’ll plan on getting food tomorrow after I’m done with work.”

“Speaking of work,” Lou said. “Want me to pick you up when you’re done?”

“Do we even know if our phones work here?” I asked.

Without saying anything else, Lou pulled out his phone and shot me a quick text. When nothing appeared after a couple of minutes, I looked at Lou, “What do we do now?”

“I’ll drop you off at work and grab us a couple of phones. I’ll take care of grabbing some food, too, since we’re running low.”

“How do you know when I’ll be off?” I asked.

“I’ll take a shot in the dark here and assume shift durations are the same here as they are in my world. Do you think Conor will let you off a little earlier?”

I shrugged, “Who knows? It’s the first day. I could end it a little earlier or depending on how business is doing, or I could work the full shift.”

Lou looked at me momentarily before focusing back on what he was cooking, “Either way, I’ll be there for you.” 

I paused for a second, debating whether I should ask the question that’s now starting to get louder. Why not?

“Lou? You wouldn’t happen to have any idea as to why my phone worked in your world, but neither of ours are working here, would you?”

Lou chuckled a little bit, “I had a feeling you were going to ask that. My hunch is that Warrick has something to do with this. There was a little while where his company was making updates to the network in our world saying they were making improvements to the speed, but nothing changed. It would only make sense he was establishing a connection with your world to be able to communicate with your dad trying to get his hands on whatever he could to replicate the technology he so desperately wants.”

“It always goes back to Warrick, doesn’t it?” I sighed.
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We arrived at the pub the next day, Lou leaning over to kiss my cheek, “I’ll be back before you know it. Have to hold up my end and get us some phones so we can actually communicate in this place without being around each other all the time.”

I felt some heat rush to my face in response to his kiss, “What are you going to spend your day doing?”

“Brushing up on all things Batman,” he said with a smirk. 

I gave him a playful shove suddenly feeling like a giddy high school girl, “Seriously Lou.”

“After I drop your new phone off, I’ll be looking into our device some more to see if I can figure out recharge time. I’ll also take a look through your dad’s files in case there’s anything in there. Now, get out of here before you’re late.”

I leaned over the center console taking my turn to give him a quick kiss then made my way out the car and into the pub. Conor beamed over at me, “I knew I could rely on you. Not a minute late.”

“Hey Conor,” I said, returning the smile. “Where can I get started?”

“Start by taking a look through the drink menu to see if there’s anything you don’t know how to make. We’ll go through a quick lesson on the things you don’t know, then we’ll have you take inventory and help with getting everything ready to go for the day.”

I shot him a thumb’s up and wasted no time starting on the task list he gave me. There were a few cocktails I wasn’t sure how to make, so Conor took some time walking me through the steps. After that, I jumped into inventory like he asked and moved on to the final item. By the time I was done, there was only five minutes before opening and a line was forming outside the doors. I scanned the crowd to see if any of the faces belonged to Lou, but I guess it doesn’t make sense to have him come back so soon if he’s trying to find a place to grab us some phones. 

After confirming Lou wasn’t among the eager faces in line, I turned my attention back to the bar taking advantage of a quick moment to ask Conor about the line outside, “Is this typical? People line up for a drink in the middle of the day?”

Conor threw his towel over his shoulder then rested his hand on a hip, “Aye, you seem to forget we pull in a lot of tourists. Plus, it makes the rest of the workday go faster when you’re feeling good.”

Before I could say anything else, he went over to the door, opening it and greeting customers as they came in. It was non-stop as people flooded in. It didn’t take me long to get into an easy rhythm, though: pour beer, serve, take food orders and pass those along to the kitchen, serve food orders, and grab empty glasses and dishes. Every now and then, I’d be able to slip away for a quick five-minute break, and during one of those breaks, Lou ran in holding out a small phone, “It’s nothing fancy, but it’s activated and good to go. I already have my number in there, so feel free to text when your shift is winding down. By the looks of it, you might be here the whole night.”

I gave him a smile, accepting the phone, “Thanks, and yeah, safe to say I’m not getting out of here anytime soon. Want anything while you’re here?”

He held up his hands, shaking his head, “I’m good. I’ll head back so I can start checking out the device.” Lou turned to leave, but came back to give me a quick kiss on the cheek, “Text me when things wind down, okay?”

“You got it,” I flashed him another smile and watched as he left. I tucked the phone into my back pocket. I’ll have time to figure it out on my next break, if I ever got one. The crowd in here had grown and I was having to move double-time.

Several more hours passed. I looked at the clock then out one of the windows to see the sun getting low in the sky which meant I didn’t have too long before closing time. I shot Lou a text letting him know he could head my way. I was still looking at the screen when a guy asked me for a standard pint. I shoved my phone back in my pocket getting back to work, and when I put the glass in front of the man who asked for it, I felt chills run all throughout my body. The hairs on my neck stood straight up, which seems to be their new default, and I paused. The man holding his newly filled pint had a familiar sinister smirk plastered on his face. It was the man from my nightmare minus the blood on his face. 
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Humor was dancing in his brown eyes, curly brown hair poking out from under his beanie. He was wearing the same sweater he had been in my dreams, again, minus the blood. 

“Glad to see Conor finally getting some help. It’s nice to not have to wait ages for a beer,” he said with a thick Irish accent while lifting the glass I just gave him. He held out some money for a tip, trying to continue the conversation, “You look like you’ve seen a ghost. Lighten up, join me in a drink. I’m sure you’re near the end of your shift.”

As I reached for the money, he brushed his fingers against the back of my hand, sending a new round of shivers down my spine. I regained enough composure to respond, “I would, but you’re a little behind the curve on drinking with me tonight. I’ve reached the max number Conor allows, so I guess you’ll have to try again another day.”

I didn’t give him the chance to respond before I was moving on to the next customer who was flagging me down, thankfully at the other end of the bar. I found Conor after helping a few more people out, “What’s next boss? Anything you need me to do to help get this place ready to close down for the night?”

He nodded his head towards the breakroom and I led the way. We took a seat, taking a moment to relax before jumping into conversation. He looked at me with a serious expression on his face, “I hate to do this on your first day, but would you be okay staying a little later? It’s been a while since the pub has been this crowded.”

I was a little confused by this ask since just the day before Conor reminded us that people tend to end their nights early around here. 

He picked up on my confusion saying, “I know it wasn’t too long ago I was saying people don’t stay out too late. Occasionally, exceptions are made.”

“What’s the exception tonight?”

“We’re getting close to a holiday. Business picks up and it’s a little harder to close down on time,” Conor stood, getting ready to go back out there. “Let your boyfriend know you’re going to be a little later tonight.”

He left and I took this moment to rub my hands over my face. I was starting to feel the effects of being here all day and not really stopping until now. I pulled my phone back out to let Lou know the change in plans only to get a response that he was already there. Great, now Lou had to be in the same building as the guy who’s creeping me out. Really taking me back to the early days.

I took another deep breath to steady myself then headed back out to the chaos. It was so much more crowded than it was just minutes ago. I looked over to Conor who was hurrying through the onslaught of orders he just received when he noticed I was back out here, “Hey, Val, get your arse back out here! I could use an extra set of hands.”

I wasted no time getting back to work to help get the crowd at the bar back down to a manageable level. I almost forgot Lou was here until I came face-to-face with him. I glanced back over at Conor to see if he was still rushing through everything to find that he was back to moving at a more relaxed pace. Thank goodness.

“What does it take to get a beer around here?” Lou asked, holding back a grin.

I started pouring him a pint, smiling and shaking my head, “A kind word. Some money. What else can I get out of you?”

“Just keep those beers coming and we’ll see what you get,” he said, nodding his head towards the glass in my hand. 

I gave him a wink then went back to checking if the other customers needed anything else. I made my way out to the tables to start clearing some empty glasses, bottles, and plates noting the creepy guy was nowhere to be found, yet I couldn’t shake the feeling like I was being watched. I headed back over to Lou appreciative that we survived the rush.

Lou didn’t look up from his beer glass as he asked, “So, what’s up with having to work late? Kind of goes against what we were told earlier.”

I leaned against the bar top getting closer to him so I could keep my voice lower, “Apparently a holiday is coming up, so there’s more people in town which makes it hard to close on time and lose out on all that money.”

“Sounds like something Conor failed to mention,” Lou responded, now looking at me. “I’m good with hanging out until closing time.”

“Speaking of, where is Conor? I need to figure out my schedule and when we’re actually shutting things down.”

I turned around to find Conor ringing a bell announcing last call. He yelled out, “One more hour, then the lot of you find somewhere else to drink.”

I turned back to Lou, “There you go. Would you like another one?”

“I’ll take two.”

I filled his order then made my way over to Conor to help with the last rush of the evening. As we were pouring drinks, I asked, “What’s the schedule for the rest of the week?”

Without missing a beat, he answered, “More of the same, except you’ll be staying here later and later as we get closer to the weekend. I assume that won’t be a problem?”

“Nope. What do you need from me to start closing down the place?”

“Right now? Just help out with these drinks and picking up dishes. When the hour’s up, I’ll give you a list.”

And that’s what we did for the next hour. We filled everyone’s drink order then made our rounds to start cleaning up. People slowly started to filter out until there was just a handful left. Since the pub cleared out pretty quickly, I got to work on the list Conor just handed me to make our lives a little easier. I noticed Lou and him chatting it up sharing a drink, so I just continued checking things off without taking a second to join them. When I turned back around, I almost ran into one of the few remaining customers, “Sorry about that. Let me move out of your way.”

“Ah, no worries. I’m just happy I managed to bump into ya. What would you say the chances of me getting your number are?”

I slowly looked up, silently wishing the voice I was hearing didn’t actually belong to the guy who creeped me out so much earlier. Turns out I’m not that lucky.

“Zero. I’m taken,” I answered, curtly. “Excuse me, I have to get back to taking care of some things.”

I tried to make a move around him, but was stopped when he placed a hand on my arm, “Don’t make such a fuss, I only mean it as a compliment.”

He was staring at me so intently I felt like I couldn’t look
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