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      If you’ve ever felt like you were too broken to love⁠—

      I loved you with every word I wrote.

      

      And to my sister.

      I guess you’re okay.
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      Dear Reader,

      First, thank you for picking up Night Terror. Whether you’re returning after Home Sweet Hell or just meeting Shea for the first time, I’m so glad you’re here.

      This book was born in dissonance—when body and mind no longer align. I wrote this remembering what it felt like to be outside of my own skin, wishing it would move differently, speak differently, be different. I wrote this from the ceiling—a better version of myself, grieving the broken one who had left only hurt in her wake.

      This story is a complicated one. There are no clear villains or heroes. Just humans—whose tongues sometimes work, but often don’t. Shea’s journey is painful. And if you’ve ever fought to find your way back to yourself (even when you were the one you were fighting), I hope this story reminds you that healing is never linear. That even the ugliest parts of us are still worthy of care.

      Because of the themes explored in this book—grief, trauma, toxic relationships, addiction, and more—I’ve included a content warning. If you ever need to take a break, skip ahead, or close the book for your own peace, that’s more than okay. I encourage you to. Your well-being matters more than any story.

      From one survivor to another: your story matters, too.

      

      Night Terror contains themes and situations that may be disturbing or triggering for some readers. This story includes depictions of:

      •	Emotional and psychological trauma

      •	Gaslighting and emotional abuse

      •	Violence, including physical assault

      •	Supernatural attacks and stalking

      •	Terminal illness and caregiving fatigue

      •	Drug addiction and relapse

      •	Nightmares, intrusive thoughts, and PTSD

      •	Parental dysfunction and emotional neglect

      •	Explicit sexual content with clear boundaries and consent
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      “It’s just you and me now.”

      She felt the brush of his lips against the crown of her head. His hands tightened around her waist as he breathed a rumbling, dark chuckle into her ear. Panic churned her guts. Her flesh prickled as a sickly shiver raced up her spine.

      A hot wave of nausea rolled up from the pit of her stomach.

      Something dripped onto her face—a slow trickle. Tap, tap, tap.

      No.

      She broke free of the demon and, against her better judgment, spun to face him. He leered at her—the same rotted smile, the same concave head. His eyes darkened as he watched her, blood pooling from the wounds around the flat expanse where his skull should have been.

      “It’s just you… and me…” he continued, taking a few measured strides toward her. “You thought it was the end,” he chuckled. “But you were wrong.”

      Shea turned away, sprinting as fast as her legs would carry her. She didn’t know where she was going. Nor did she care. Her singular focus was escape—putting as much distance as possible between herself and the abomination from her nightmares.

      Her surroundings weren’t how she remembered them. The portraits on the walls were gone. The familiar cracks in the plaster had vanished. There were no stains, no signs of wear and tear.

      Her feet pounded against the stairs, propelling her downward—to safety. She could flee through the kitchen, escape into the world. But her path led her somewhere else.

      A balcony?

      Panic gripped her, tightening around her throat like a hangman’s noose. She spun in a frantic circle, searching for a way out. She couldn’t go back up the stairs.

      Ahead, a narrow hallway stretched before her, lined with doors. She didn’t have to look back to know the monster was descending, hot on her heels.

      She raced down the hallway’s narrow length, ever mindful of the rattling doors flanking her. To her right, an open courtyard led to a dense forest. The trees had begun to change, their greenery bleaching to yellows, oranges, and reds.

      Heavy footfalls pounded behind her—rhythmic, thunderous. But The Bleeding Man was impossibly quick, closing the distance with every stride.

      She swung her leg over the balcony railing and braced herself against it. The metal was cold, biting through the thin fabric of her nightgown. But her blood ran too hot for her to feel the chill.

      All she could focus on was the fast-approaching figure and the blood-soaked knife clutched in his hand.

      Sudden pain blossomed in the pit of her stomach. Her grip loosened, and she lurched forward. By some miracle, she managed to steady herself. Gritting her teeth, she fought through the pain.

      With a shaking hand, she peeled back the fabric of her nightgown. Below her navel, the year-old scar split open under her scrutiny, its jagged edges parting to reveal the pale layer of fat beneath. Blood welled from the wound, red and hot.

      The world spun.

      Shea’s hand darted back, weakly gripping the railing, sparing her from falling headfirst into the courtyard below.

      She had to jump.

      It wasn’t her best plan, but it was her only option. There was no other way out. No other means of escaping the figure who had haunted her for over a year.

      She hadn’t seen him since 82 Somerset burned to the ground.

      Naïvely, she’d thought her troubles were over when the walls crumbled to ash. She and her housemate, Chloe, had moved into her father’s home, settling into a simpler life. Normalcy. They still struggled—Chloe with her ex, a man who had become little more than an absentee father; Shea with her father, whose cancer threatened to consume him despite the best treatments money could buy.

      But all of their hardships paled in comparison to the death that now pursued her.

      The vengeful entity that had claimed 82 Somerset as his. The madness that consumed all who dared call that house a home.

      The monster who hunted her, even now. Even after she thought they were free.

      Her breath hitched as he loomed closer. Tears blurred her vision as she glanced at the concrete ground below.

      She had to jump.

      The trees burst into flame.

      Green smoke filled the air, coiling around her throat. She choked, hacking and wheezing, her sweat-slicked grip beginning to slip.

      Panic took hold.

      She hesitated.

      Maybe she could climb back over the railing, find refuge in one of the many rooms. But the doors still rattled, an eerie gray light bleeding through the cracks, beckoning her.

      Shea thought better of it. Something told her there was no safety to be found.

      The demon was too close. There was no other choice.

      “You lost. You can’t have me,” Shea growled, stepping off the ledge.

      

      Shea gasped awake, heart hammering. Sweat soaked the sheets. The shadows stretched around her—too dark, too familiar.

      Her hand flew to her stomach, but her scar was intact. No fresh wound. No blood. Just the echoes of a nightmare.

      You’re okay, Shea. Breathe.

      She was safe. She was at home.

      It had been a year since she had lived on Somerset, but the memory—the fear—had never left her.

      This wasn’t the first time she had woken up at three in the morning, dripping sweat, staring into total darkness. Nor would it be the last time her gaze trailed listlessly over the shadows the streetlights cast.

      A year later, she still frantically searched for Adam, the drowned boy. His father had murdered him—held him under in a bathtub at the Bleeding Man’s request. A senseless horror. The house’s sickness had burrowed into his father’s mind, making him see things that weren’t there, hear phantom whispers, think thoughts that weren’t his own.

      Adam was just another victim of her nightmares.

      She didn’t know why she kept looking for the boy. He was a blistering reminder of all that had gone wrong—and all that still could. Yet she probed the shadows for his wide, dark eyes and almost yearned for his cold, damp hand in hers.

      But no matter how hard she searched, she could never find him. He wasn’t there.

      She was always alone, except on the nights Nathan slept beside her. He did his best to comfort her. They were together. No harm would come to her.

      Still, she remained unconvinced.

      They hadn’t escaped Somerset.

      Something evil lingered there. Something so sinister, its mere existence darkened the souls of all who dared cross its threshold. Its corruption had settled into the marrow of her bones. If she ever encountered the Bleeding Man’s knife again, she was certain she would ooze black.

      She was stained. Blemished. Mutated.

      But there was nothing in her room that could hurt her. No child pleading with her to run. No blood trickling from the ceiling to stain her sheets. No horrific figure looming in the darkness.

      Just the shifting shadows of tree branches outside her window. Just the violently blaring red numbers of her alarm clock.

      Shea closed her eyes and drew in a deep, shaking breath. “You’re okay,” she whispered, a mantra she had taken to uttering in the early morning hours. “You’re safe. Breathe, Shea. Breathe.”

      Minutes passed before her heartbeat returned to normal. The panic ebbed, leaving only bone-deep exhaustion. Slowly, she blinked her eyes open.

      Something shifted at the foot of the bed.

      A pale, grayish mass.

      Shea’s breath hitched as it began to move. Long, skeletal limbs stretched, jerking unnaturally, as if rusted and protesting every shift.

      It lifted its head.

      Its face obscured by shadow.

      Tilted at an unnatural angle.

      Then it righted itself, crawling forward into the flickering streetlight.

      A redheaded woman at her feet, reaching toward her with dirt-kissed fingers.

      Shea scrambled backward, pressing herself against the headboard.

      The woman blinked, her head tilting from side to side, sweeping matted curls from her face with jerky movements—until Shea could see her eyes.

      Gray. Pupils hazy, misted over.

      And the smattering of freckles across the bridge of her nose was nearly identical to her own.

      “M-Mom…?”

      “It’s coming,” the woman rasped, her voice gravelly. Strained.

      “Wh-what’s coming?”

      “It’s coming,” she insisted, placing one hand on the comforter, grimy fingers flexing against the fabric. She crawled closer, her head jerking slowly from side to side, as if in pain. Black dirt trailed in her wake, marring Shea’s bedding.

      Shea kicked frantically, half her leg swung over the edge of the bed. But the woman was too close. Too real.

      And she feared what would happen if she touched her.

      If she would feel real flesh beneath her fingers.

      If she would feel the same damp, clammy grip Adam had left on her skin all those months ago.

      “You must be ready,” her not-mother said. Each word slow, pained, as if speaking past a swallowed blade. “It’s coming.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      The woman’s face hovered inches from hers. One skeletal hand lifted to caress Shea’s cheek.

      Her touch was cold.

      Near gelatinous.

      She smiled sadly. And from between her lips, dirt and worms spilled onto the bedsheets.

      Shea retched.

      “Promise me you’ll be safe, sunshine.”

      And then she was gone.

      Tears blurred Shea’s vision. She threw herself from the bed, gasping for air. Shaking hands traced frantic paths over her body, grasping at her nightgown, her skin. Her face—where she could still feel the ghostly touch.

      Her fingers closed around her throat, as if trying to physically push down a sob. A scream.

      Or both.

      She scrubbed at her pajamas, her breath ragged, hoping to rid herself of the dirt, the worms. But her hands caught nothing.

      She was clean.

      “What is happening to me?” she hissed, raking trembling fingers through her curls. She collapsed onto the floor, curling in on herself as tears consumed her. She sobbed until her sides ached, until her throat felt raw.

      It was impossible to say how long she stayed there.

      Grief had a strange way of suspending time—trapping it between a few heartbeats and eternity.

      She hadn’t noticed the clock when she had thrown herself from bed. A glance at it now revealed it was just shy of four in the morning.

      She sniffled, wiped her nose on the back of her hand, and forced herself to her feet.

      Taking a few staggering steps toward her bed, she willed herself to embrace the illusion of calm. She had no choice but to push the memories aside. The world wouldn’t stop turning for her.

      No matter what haunted her in the dark hours.

      She had to function.

      She had to go to work in the morning and pretend nothing was wrong. She had to see friends, lay beside her lover, look after her father.

      What she had suffered had to wait.

      At least for a few more hours.

      Until she could handle it.

      If she could.

      She sought comfort in routine. A made bed felt right.

      Shaky hands gripped the edge of her sheets. She shook them out, willing away the horror that had just unfolded at the foot of her mattress.

      A strange sound scattered through the room’s silence.

      A soft, cascading sound.

      Like sand spilling onto the floorboards.

      She shifted—and felt something damp and cold beneath her foot.

      Swallowing back a fresh wave of panic, she frantically clicked on the lamp beside her bed.

      Her stomach dropped.

      There, pooled around her feet, was black soil.

      And worms.
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      Shea didn’t fall back asleep, save for a few stolen moments. Brief, fleeting breaths of slumber, abruptly shattered by heart-pounding awakenings, left her staring wide-eyed at the ceiling.

      She could swear she saw the ever-growing stain just overhead—the “water damage” they had observed at 82 Somerset. She had learned to hate that dark, imposing mass coiled around the attic entrance.

      But she hated the room beyond it even more.

      It was a gathering place for the secrets that plagued the home—and her nightmares.

      Later—far too late—she learned the dark, mutating stain was blood.

      A shotgun blast to a former inhabitant’s head. A knife drawn across their predecessor’s wrists. Madness spilling into the floorboards, spreading, evolving, until it dripped onto her forehead at night.

      Her breath caught as she stared at the ceiling, half expecting the blood to seep again. The memory clung to her like a second skin, damp and suffocating.

      Was the stain really there?

      She forced herself to blink—once, twice—before tearing her gaze away.

      The shadows in the room hadn’t shifted.

      The house around her was still.

      Safe.

      It all felt so real, as if she were right back where she started. The months of reprieve from that damned house meant nothing.

      Not if its ghosts still haunted her.

      She remembered reading somewhere that places weren’t haunted.

      People were.

      The words had written themselves into the walls of her heart—wounds that hemorrhaged with every beat.

      Her mouth tasted like copper when she finally pried herself out of bed. Her jaw ached from how tightly she had kept it clenched.

      A part of her had naïvely hoped her morning routine would shake her from her stupor. That she would find some respite, some comfort in the repetitive labor of the day’s earliest hours.

      Or, at the very least, a distraction.

      But none came.

      The coffee pot gurgled beside her, filling the air with the pleasant aroma of the latest dessert blend Chloe had splurged on. Chocolate coconut, or something like that.

      She set to work on breakfast. A heaping pile of blueberry pancakes sat atop a plate beside her. A fresh fruit salad and bowls of oatmeal were soon ready for her and her father.

      Almost on cue, Chloe and Devon appeared just as she pulled the gallon of maple syrup from the fridge. She had often joked that they were summoned by food, but her humor fell flat that morning.

      Blessedly, seven-year-old Devon was keen to make the crack himself.

      “I smelled the pancakes and woke up from a dead sleep,” he announced, treating her to his daily hug.

      Shea smiled warmly at him, hoping he wouldn’t notice how it failed to reach her eyes. She tousled his tight curls. “Morning, String Bean.”

      “Morning, Auntie Shea.”

      She stooped down to press a kiss to his forehead. He made a beeline toward the pancakes with an excitable squeal.

      Shea watched from the corner of her eye as he plated up more food than an impossibly slim boy could likely consume.

      “Easy there, slugger,” Chloe chided as she rounded the corner into the kitchen. “That’s half your body weight. Can you even lift that plate?”

      Devon frowned grumpily at his mother and made a grand display of hoisting the plate a few inches off the counter.

      Chloe giggled and shook her head. “I see your arms shaking, kiddo. You get two.”

      Shea glanced at her friend, taking in her appearance for the first time that morning. Chloe was disgustingly pristine at all times, a fact Shea had long since made peace with. Her perfect, delicate features and poreless, deep brown complexion made it impossible not to envy her. Even now, having just rolled out of bed, her natural curls were voluminous, effortlessly framing her face. The smudges of mascara beneath her lashes looked artful, intentional. She was petite and practically swallowed by her lime-green pajama set—a stark contrast to the obscenely tight clothes she typically favored.

      “But, Mom—” Devon started, his voice thick with impending protest.

      Shea produced three mugs and began pouring coffee. When she set the pot down, she nearly missed the counter.

      Her fingers ached from clenching the sheets all night, her arms heavy, like she had been wading through water.

      Devon’s dramatics rang in her ears, distant despite his nearness.

      Focus, Shea. Smile. Act normal.

      “No buts,” Chloe retorted, wielding the clipped, well-rehearsed tone all mothers mastered. “You’re lucky you get two. Mr. Tobin can’t have any, isn’t that right, Pops?”

      Shea blinked, turning sharply to inspect her father, who had somehow slipped into the kitchen unnoticed.

      His hand hovered over one of the smaller pancakes before swiftly disappearing into his housecoat pocket.

      “Yes, that’s right,” he said with an exaggerated grumble. “You’re lucky. Enjoy the two you get, and don’t talk back to your mother.”

      “Yes, Pappy Cole.”

      He ruffled Devon’s curls and cast a wary glance at the two women. Much to his frustration and embarrassment, he had been caught attempting to steal. Under Chloe’s pointed stare, he wilted and returned to the table, plucking up his bowl of oatmeal as he went.

      Chloe took a long sip of coffee before turning to Shea with a slow, knowing smile.

      “You and one Mr. Nathaniel Ogden have been pretty inseparable over the past… what, ten months?”

      Shea stiffened, her grip tightening around her mug. “Doesn’t mean either of us is ready to get married.”

      “Honey,” Chloe drawled, giving her a look from beneath her perfect lashes. “We both know he was ready to marry you when you were eighteen.”

      She grimaced, shaking her head as if to say, Don’t remind me.

      Over a decade before, she had left Verbank in her rearview mirror and gone to California to pursue her education. It would have been a wholly unremarkable story if she hadn’t left a broken-hearted boy behind.

      Nathaniel had been so sure about their relationship. So sure he had squirreled away his meager savings to buy her a ring—one she knew, despite herself, still sat tucked away in his sock drawer. She hadn’t wanted to settle down right after high school, hadn’t wanted to plant roots before she had built something for herself.

      At the time, she had looked down on him for not wanting more. For not leaving Verbank, for being content with the quiet, unremarkable life their town promised.

      But he had built something for himself.

      He had become a police officer. Built his own home. Taken care of his aging parents—and, in her absence, looked after her father, too.

      He was a good man.

      And despite everything, despite all the years that had passed, despite herself, her heart still did little somersaults whenever she thought of him.

      Even the mere mention of his name lightened her spirits.

      Albeit briefly.

      She forced herself to smile. “I’m going to be heading out early today.”

      “Got stuff to do at the hospital?”

      “Yeah,” Shea lied.

      “Then go. Eat your breakfast, drink your coffee, and get on out of here. I can handle the menfolk.”

      Shea smiled and pressed a kiss to Chloe’s forehead. She waved as she disappeared up the stairs, eager to leave her nightmares behind.
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      Shea clutched her car keys to her chest as she knocked on the door. Guilt twisted in her stomach for showing up so early, even though she knew he was awake.

      Nathaniel had made a habit of staying up just long enough after his night shift to send her the obligatory I hope you have a good day text message.

      His sleepy, smiling face appeared in the doorway soon after. The door opened with a soft creak as he gestured for Shea to step inside.

      “I can’t say I was expecting you,” he said, rubbing his eye with the palm of his hand. “Is everything all right?”

      Her breath hitched.

      She grimaced, realizing too late she had given herself away.

      Nathan’s smile faded into a concerned frown. “Shea?”

      She caught her lip between her teeth and shook her head. “It was just another bad dream.”

      Nathan frowned, his hands finding her arms. He squeezed them gently before rubbing slow, soothing paths up and down.

      “Was it… was it him?”

      She nodded slowly, her teeth digging deeper into her lip. “Yeah.”

      “I’m so sorry, babe,” he murmured, pressing his forehead to hers.

      “It was different this time.”

      He pulled back slightly, his brows lifting in encouragement. “How do you mean?”

      She hesitated. “I don’t know. It felt… like the Bleeding Man was announcing something to me.”

      His expression shifted—just slightly—but enough for her to notice.

      His face fell into unreadable stillness.

      She had learned to hate that look.

      It was the one he wore when his guard was up, a silent wall between them. It was one of the many things that had changed over time.

      The days of Nathaniel being the open, brilliantly smiling boy she had once known were gone.

      They were adults now.

      He was weathered. Worn by life.

      “I felt like he wanted me to know he was coming for me,” she admitted.

      She hadn’t wanted to say the words.

      She knew the moment they left her lips, they would make everything feel more real.

      And they did.

      Nathan exhaled, his grip on her arms tightening. “He’s gone, love.” His voice was soft but firm. “He went up in smoke with the house.”

      “I—”

      “I get it. You went through something traumatic. It makes sense you’d have nightmares.”

      “I saw something else.”

      He stilled.

      And Shea hated herself for the confession.

      Hated that she was about to lay herself bare when she could already see the doubt creeping into his eyes.

      “What else did you see?”

      She swallowed hard, her gaze tracing the familiar planes of his face. “I saw my mom.”

      A long silence stretched between them.

      “Your mother?”

      “She was warning me.”

      Nathan frowned. “About what?”

      Shea let out an exasperated sigh, shrugging helplessly. “I honestly don’t know, but… she was there, Nathan.”

      “I—” He faltered, his mouth opening and closing like a fish gasping for breath. “Shea, you know that’s not possible, right?”

      “She was there.”

      “Shea.” His voice was careful now, measured. “She’s gone. Sometimes dreams can feel real—convincing⁠—”

      “There was dirt on my floor,” she interrupted. “And worms.”

      He flinched, his head jerking back slightly. “Come again?”

      “There was dirt,” she repeated, slower this time. “Where my mom—or it—moved. And worms. On my bed, then on the floor after I shook out my blankets to go back to sleep.”

      His frown deepened.

      She lifted a finger, her brows raising in warning. “And before you even suggest it, no. I wasn’t sleepwalking.”

      His expression shifted somewhere between mild offense at the accusation and sheepish guilt—because they both knew it had been his first thought.

      “Shit, Shea.” He exhaled sharply, raking a hand through his dark hair. “I don’t have an explanation, but… you know I’ve got your back, right?”

      “Yeah,” she murmured. She let out a slow breath before stepping forward and pressing her face against his chest.

      Strong arms coiled around her middle, holding her close. Nathan pressed a kiss to the top of her head.

      “Whatever’s going on,” he said, his voice steady, “we’ll figure it out. We’ll get to the bottom of it.”

      She nodded. “I just thought it was all over.”

      “I did too.”

      “I… I hoped.”

      “I know,” he murmured, holding her tighter. “Me too.”
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      His arms felt like home—solid, warm, familiar. When he kissed her goodbye, the scent of his cologne lingered on her skin. She could almost convince herself it was enough. That he was enough. That safety could be found in whispered affections and the gentle press of lips.

      “I love you,” she murmured, stealing a lingering, sustaining kiss on his front steps. She told him she had to go to work—that she needed to be there early.

      She lied.

      He let her go without a fight.

      His warmth bled from her as she pulled away. Reality settled in—a cold weight on her chest. The fear didn’t dissipate. It clung to her, immovable as ever. Guilt churned in her stomach, choppy like storm-tossed waves.

      She didn’t know why she had lied about her plans. But something told her not to dig too deeply into that fresh grave.

      The familiar tree-lined streets offered little comfort as she drove the few blocks to the old house. She hesitated in the middle of the road, her blinker clicking steadily as she stared at the green metal street sign.

      Somerset.

      It loomed in front of her. Leering. Taunting. A sigil that warned her off.

      She could turn around. Keep driving. Pretend she hadn’t felt the pull. That she hadn’t heard the whisper of her own name in the back of her mind. That she hadn’t dreamt of bloodstains and green smoke.

      But she didn’t.

      She flicked on her blinker. The rhythmic clicking felt too loud in the silence of the car.

      She hadn’t returned since the fire. When she’d watched the house go up in smoke, she had foolishly believed it was over. That finally—at long last—she could rest.

      There was nothing to fear if all that was left of the house was a blackened, gnarled corpse.

      Her car crept slowly down the street.

      She took in the sights of familiar homes—the ivy trellises climbing the sides of old colonial builds, the hedges growing unruly in the early autumn.

      The leaves had begun to turn.

      She couldn’t help but fear they would burst into flames around her. That she would be choking on green smoke again.

      She was nearly stopped a few houses from 82 Somerset. Through the dense forest between her former neighbor’s home, she could see it—the scorched skeleton of the place that still haunted her.

      It took more courage than it should have to pull into the gravel driveway.

      The radio prattled on softly, little more than background noise. Distantly, she could hear the commentators’ voices, but their words didn’t register—not as she stared at what little remained.

      The Bleeding Man had to be dead.

      She had seen the end of his story firsthand, standing behind the barricade while firefighters battled the flames. She remembered the near-feral urge to stop them. To beg them to let the house go.

      It needed to die.

      No one else could be subjected to the evil its walls had contained.

      She remembered seeing her landlord amidst the blaze, calmly watching the wreckage. And with a wave⁠—

      He vanished.

      He was another part of the mystery. One that still made her head spin and her thoughts roil.

      A body had been found in the woods behind the house a few months earlier. The police said the remains had been there for well over a year.

      Later, they identified the man. And she, a face.

      A face she had seen in her home several times. Fixing faucets. Oiling hinges.

      None of it made any sense.

      The dead still lived within those walls.

      They walked freely.

      They were tangible. They could bend and warp the world to their will.

      She’d never believed the stories about her town. She thought they were old myths, rural paranoia. Folktales for the weak and gullible.

      There was no such thing as ghosts.

      Nothing went bump in the night—only real, predatory, evil people.

      But she had been wrong.

      Proven wrong by the haunting whistle that followed her into wakefulness.

      By the heavy footfalls pacing up and down the hallway.

      By the attic stairs creaking as they were pulled down.

      By the knife in her belly. And the hands that gripped her—breaking bones, bruising flesh.

      By the black-toothed smile of a being who should not have existed.

      By Adam’s damp, lifeless hand in her own.

      She had been wrong about so much.

      What else might she be wrong about now?

      She’d been so sure her hell was over.

      Had she jumped the gun?

      Had she foolishly fallen into the amnesty of relief?

      It sickened her to think she’d allowed herself peace when she should have been preparing.

      Whatever was in that house had wanted her.

      He had made it clear that he intended to harm her—and in the process, he had put everyone else in danger.

      She’d lost count of the nights she woke in a cold sweat, remembering Chloe crumpled against the wall.

      Blood everywhere.

      Chloe sobbing. Screaming. Begging Shea to get her child out of the house.

      But in her dreams, Shea never succeeded.

      Chloe was gutted, her insides spilling out onto the carpeted landing.

      The shadowed mass of her assailant lurched toward Devon⁠—

      And she’d awaken. Trembling. Exhausted. Terrified.

      When she didn’t dream of Chloe, she dreamt of her son.

      A haunted memory of Devon in the attic.

      A glint of silver in gray light.

      A knife pressed to his neck.

      “Do you want to see me smile, Auntie Shea?”

      Beads of red welled beneath his skin. His eyes misted as consciousness bled away.

      She squeezed her eyes shut. Forced herself to breathe deeply. Slowly.

      Calm felt like an insult—something she didn’t deserve, and didn’t want.

      More than anything, she wanted to cry out to the heavens.

      Demand answers. A proper resolution. A conclusion where the affront to nature was ended—suddenly and harshly.

      If ghosts were real, why couldn’t prayers be answered?

      Or were the fates simply that cruel?

      The house was gone.

      But it wasn’t dead.

      She had been a fool to think otherwise.

      Her stomach twisted. She felt the sharp bite of her nails digging into her palms, but she couldn’t release her fists.

      It wasn’t over.

      It had never been over.

      The fire had only burned wood and plaster⁠—

      Not what lived inside.

      A knock on the window startled her, nearly sending her through the roof.

      A soft smile greeted her from the other side of the glass. A face she’d come to know well over the past few months.

      The smile didn’t fit.

      It wasn’t right on that face.

      Shea hadn’t even noticed it had started to rain.

      “You okay there, Tobin?”

      Shea jumped. Tamara’s face hovered outside the window, her expression unreadable.

      Tamara Walker was a stunning, if cold, woman. Her chestnut hair was pulled back into a stubby ponytail, drawing attention to the sharp angles of her face.

      She had a square jaw, an aquiline nose, and full, sumptuous lips.

      Her voice—a husky alto—was more suited to crooning erotic desires than barking orders.

      Her brows were full and perfectly groomed, lending her a model-esque polish that made her difficult to look away from.

      Shea forced a nod. “Yeah. I’m all right.”

      Tamara’s lips pressed into a thin line. “Sure.”

      She let the silence stretch between them, heavy with everything unspoken.

      Finally, Tamara leaned against the car. “So why are you here?”

      Shea hesitated. “I thought… I don’t know. I thought seeing it would help.”

      “And? Does it?”

      The look Tamara gave her said she already knew the answer.

      At first, Shea hated her.

      Not only for her beauty and that enviably slender hourglass figure—but for her closeness to Nathaniel.

      For a brief period, Shea had suspected there was something more between them than just work.

      Though Nathan had reassured her: they were partners. Nothing more.

      Still, she remained unconvinced.

      Tamara’s eyes always went too soft when she looked at him.

      Unable to meet the woman’s gaze, Shea stared intently at the beauty mark above her left eyebrow.

      “No.”

      “You don’t seem like you’re all good, Tobin.”

      “I’m just tired, is all.”

      “Ah,” Walker replied, nodding slowly. “I can see how this would be the prime location to relax.”

      She laughed bitterly. “No. It’s not.”

      After a heavy, burdened beat, Shea drew in a steadying breath.

      “Do we… know what caused the fire yet?”

      Tamara’s jaw tightened. Her lips pressed together in a thin line as she shook her head.

      “The investigation is still open. But I’m sure I don’t need to remind you—we’re a small town. Investigations like this can sometimes go on for years.”

      “Like Jim Maloney’s?” Her landlord.

      “Just like.”

      Shea caught her lip between her teeth, her knuckles whitening against the steering wheel.

      “Nathan mentioned before that he helped you with something. Something like this. What was it?”

      She hadn’t looked directly at Walker, but the air between them grew stifling.

      She could sense the shift in Tamara’s posture—the subtle stiffening of her shoulders, the way her spine straightened in her periphery.

      “He did help me out,” the officer said slowly, carefully. “But I’m not ready to share.”

      “I understand,” Shea replied, maybe a little too quickly.

      She didn’t, though. Not really.

      This woman had seen her at her most vulnerable.

      Been through hell and back with her. Guided her when she needed it most.

      They had nearly performed a ritual together—one to bind the Bleeding Man. One penned in Tamara’s own hand.

      And yet, she didn’t feel she could share what had happened to her?

      Tamara’s icy disposition, it seemed, was unfaltering.

      Her walls were so high, Shea doubted anyone could climb them.

      Which made her wonder—what was it about Nathan that made Tamara feel like she could let him in?

      Probably that damned, charming, dimpled smile. The one that still weakened Shea’s knees a decade after their relationship had ended.

      “If you ever do want to talk about it, though,” Shea offered, “I’m here.”

      Tamara hesitated. The smile she forced looked painful enough that Shea grimaced in sympathy.

      “I know,” Walker replied—a response that came a heartbeat too late.

      “All right.”

      “Yeah.” Tamara let out a small sigh. “Well, budget cuts have it so we’re all patrolling big areas solo, so I should really get going. Got tickets to write and whatnot.”

      “Have fun with that.”

      Tamara slipped out of the car but paused at the passenger side, hand on the door.

      She didn’t close it.

      Her brow furrowed. Something warred on her face, though Shea couldn’t quite place what.

      “Someday, I’ll tell you,” Tamara said, her voice uncharacteristically soft. “Just… not today.”

      The door closed behind her with a dull thud.

      Shea slowly rolled up the window, watching the woman’s retreating back.

      It wasn’t until Tamara climbed into her patrol car and pulled out of the driveway that Shea snapped back to the present.

      The wipers moved in slow, steady strokes.

      The radio played on.

      She didn’t remember turning either of them on.

      The rain blurred her vision.

      But for a moment—just a moment—she thought she heard it.

      The Bleeding Man’s song.
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